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“The arrogance of age must submit to be taught by youth.” 

 

Edmund Burk
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In every society, some people have more resources than others. This applies to income and 

wealth, but also to immaterial things like knowledge, social positions, or political influence. 

This phenomenon is known as social inequality, which is commonly defined as the ‘the 

existence of unequal opportunities and rewards for different social positions or statuses within 

a group or society.’ The debate about the causes and consequences of social inequality has 

recently taken on new interest (e.g., Piketty, 2014; Stiglitz, 2012; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010), 

because inequality has grown in many countries over the past few decades (e.g., Saez & 

Zucman, 2016). For example, the wealthiest 10% of citizens now owns about 80% of financial 

wealth in the United States (Saez & Zucman, 2016) and about 60% of wealth in the Netherlands 

(Claessen, 2010). 

This inequality has profound consequences for the development of children. Every child 

is inevitably shaped and bounded by the resources at his or her disposal. Some children grow 

up with nearly unlimited access to things like good schools, knowledge, role models, safe 

neighborhoods, healthy food, and material luxuries. Other children grow up without such 

resources. For example, about 20% of American children (Rainwater & Smeeding, 2003) and 

15% of Dutch children (Zeijl, 2005) grow up below the poverty line. Moreover, more than half 

of American children spends at least one year in poverty before reaching the age of 18 

(Rainwater & Smeeding, 2003). 

This dissertation will argue that the life phase of adolescence, the period between roughly 

age 10 and 21 (Steinberg, 2011), may constitute a crucial period for the role of social inequality 

in human development. Socioeconomic status (SES), as indicator of social inequality (e.g., 

American Psychological Association, 2007), is associated with an incredible variety of 

developmental outcomes during adolescence (e.g., Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). Although such 

effects of SES are well documented, this dissertation will argue that they are still poorly 

understood. To improve this understanding, this dissertation proposes a general framework to 

examine the role of social inequality in adolescent development. Specifically, this dissertation 

aims to combine contributions from various disciplines in the social and behavioral sciences to 

form an interdisciplinary perspective on social inequality in adolescence. 

The empirical part of this dissertation consists of eight studies on juvenile delinquency 

and on political socialization. Juvenile delinquency refers to the phenomenon that adolescents 

are more likely to break the law than people of other ages (e.g., Farrington, 1986). Political 

socialization refers to the process that many people first acquire their political views as an 

adolescent (e.g., Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008). Specifically, this dissertation focuses on the 

following three broad questions: 
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• How and why does social inequality affect juvenile delinquency?  

• How and why does social inequality affect political socialization?  

• How do adolescents think about social inequality? 

 

 By examining both juvenile delinquency and political socialization, this dissertation aims 

to demonstrate how the same theoretical principles of social inequality can be applied to highly 

distinct phenomena. Furthermore, this approach makes it possible to examine the role of social 

inequality in two different types of child development: Whereas juvenile delinquency is an 

example of negative development, forming informed views about politics and society is an 

aspect of positive development (e.g., Lerner et al., 2005). At the same time, this dissertation 

aims to maintain focus by examining just two topics, instead of a larger multitude. 

 

Social Inequality in Adolescence 

 

Although social inequality may affect people during any life phase, there are at least three 

reasons why the period of adolescence may be of particular importance. Firstly, adolescence is 

characterized by strong developmental gains in cognitive skills such as abstract reasoning (e.g., 

Kohlberg, 1976; Piaget, 1965; Selman, 1980). As adolescents develop these skills and learn 

about society in school, their comprehension of inequality may increase substantially. 

Secondly, many people may first acquire their socioeconomic status as an adolescent. For 

example, Dutch adolescent are divided in different educational tracks starting at age 12. 

Adolescents therefore first discover if they will belong to the lower educated or the higher 

educated part of society. Likewise, adolescence is the life phase during which people typically 

enter their professional career by getting their first job. A third reason why adolescence may be 

a crucial period for socioeconomic status is that it constitutes a formative life phase for identity 

development (e.g., Erikson, 1950; Meeus et al., 2010). This means that adolescents are 

developing a coherent self-view of who they are, and whom they belong to in society. 

Identifying as a member of either a lower or higher social class may be a central part of this 

process. 

Aside from these theoretical considerations, empirical studies have demonstrated that 

socioeconomic status is strongly associated with just about every aspect of adolescent behavior. 

When comparing low-educated (VMBO-b) and highly-educated (VWO) Dutch adolescents, it 

for example becomes apparent that the former are three times more likely to be overweight, 
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eight times more likely to have sexual intercourse before the age of 14, and fifteen times more 

likely to smoke on a daily basis (Van Dorsselaer et al., 2010). Socioeconomic status is even 

strongly associated with aspects of physical development such as pubertal timing. For example, 

low-SES girls experience their first menstruation at an earlier age than high-SES girls 

(Obeidallah et al., 2000). 

These examples clearly demonstrate that the association between SES and adolescent 

behavior is easily observable for scientists, as well as for practitioners or even laypeople. 

Unfortunately, effects of SES are however as hard to understand as they are easy to observe. 

Only rarely is it obvious why a certain aspect of adolescent behavior is associated with SES. In 

most cases, it is very easy to think of a large multitude of explanations. Precisely because SES 

is associated with so many aspects of adolescent behavior, all these conceivable mechanisms 

can typically be supported by empirically observed correlations. As such, associations between 

SES and adolescent outcomes are often well-known, but poorly understood. 

Further complicating the matter, research and theory on the role of social inequality in 

adolescence are spread out across a multitude of disciplines in the social and behavioral 

sciences. These disciplines include for example sociology, psychology, criminology, 

economics, social geography, educational science, anthropology, and political science. Because 

each field studies the role of SES in its specific area of interest, commonalities in these research 

lines are rarely explored. Traditionally, the research field that is commonly referred to as 

‘adolescence’ has aimed to bring together perspectives from different disciplines. Surprisingly, 

socioeconomic status has however rarely been the center of attention in this field. Although 

many studies in adolescence research include SES as a control variable, only few studies in this 

field are dedicated to understanding the role of social inequality.  

This dissertation aims to fill this gap by providing a perspective on social inequality that 

is both developmental and interdisciplinary. The perspective is developmental because it draws 

from the idea that people are constantly growing and changing during their life course, and that 

the role of social inequality in adolescence should be viewed in this context. The proposed 

framework is interdisciplinary because it is derived from and applicable to work from many 

different disciplines. Each discipline asks different questions with regard to the role of social 

inequality in adolescence. This dissertation is therefore centered around eight theoretical 

questions that are derived from a variety of disciplines. The empirical chapters aim to answer 

these eight questions for the role of social inequality in delinquency and political socialization 

during adolescence. Although this dissertation is not the first to address these eight questions, 

it uniquely brings them together and applies them to topics from different fields. 
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Eight Theoretical Questions 

 

Question 1: Inequality of what? 

 

As mentioned earlier, inequality exists in a large multitude of material and immaterial 

resources. To refer to peoples’ access to many of these resources simultaneously, scholars 

commonly use the term socioeconomic status (SES). SES is typically composed of peoples’ 

income, educational level, and occupational status. These three characteristics roughly 

correspond to three different sources of inequality (e.g., Bradley & Corwyn, 2002). Income is 

a source of inequality in economic capital. Likewise, educational level largely captures 

inequality in cultural capital, which is defined as ‘non-financial social assets that promote 

social mobility beyond economic means’ (Bourdieu, 2001). Finally, occupational status is an 

important indicator of differences in social capital, which are ‘connections among individuals, 

social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them’ (Putnam, 

2001). These three aspects of SES can be seen as independent, but interrelated, characteristics. 

For example, people who completed a high level of education usually also have a relatively 

high occupational status and income (Ashenfelter & Rouse, 1999). 

 Because SES is thus a multifaceted construct, it is often hard to determine which 

component determines a certain outcome. For example, it is well known that people with a 

lower SES have more negative views towards the multicultural society than people with a 

higher SES, but it is less clear to what extent this is due their income, their educational level, 

or their occupational status. People with a low SES may be more skeptical about 

multiculturalism because they have not been affected by the cultural effects of a higher 

educational level, but also because their low income and occupational status make them more 

vulnerable to perceive an economic threat from foreign laborers (Kriesi et al., 2008).  

 Although it is possible to disentangle these different influences in empirical research, this 

often proves to be a difficult challenge. In order to separate the three highly interrelated effects, 

a study needs to include very accurate measures of both income, education, and occupation. 

Since all three construct are difficult to measure in questionnaires, such information is often 

lacking. In fact, many studies equate SES with only one of the three indicators, such as 

occupational status or neighborhood quality (e.g., Beyers et al., 2011). This means that separate 

effects of SES components cannot be disentangled, while the total effect of SES is 

underestimated. The current dissertation is confronted with the same challenges as any other 
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study in this regard. In studies where the measures and sample size are sufficient, different 

facets of SES are disentangled (Chapters 4 and 5).  

 

Question 2: Inequality at what level? 

 

Inequality does not only exist in different resources, but also at different levels. Just like some 

people have more resources that others, some neighborhoods or countries also have more means 

than others. Therefore, it is sometimes hard to determine where social inequality plays its role. 

For example, adolescents in poor (i.e., lack of economic capital) and disorganized (i.e., lack of 

social capital) neighborhoods break the law more often than their peers in better-off 

neighborhoods (e.g., Sampson & Raudenbusch, 1997). However, this does not in itself prove 

that bad neighborhoods cause crime (i.e., neighborhood effects; e.g., Musterd & Ostendorf, 

2009). Instead, the higher crime rate in bad neighborhoods may be caused by characteristics of 

the people who live in these neighborhoods (i.e., composition effects). Likewise, the 

observation that post-industrial cities like Amsterdam and Utrecht are characterized by 

culturally liberal political attitudes (e.g., favorable stance towards immigration; Sharp & Joslyn, 

2008) does not prove that cities determine political attitudes. Instead, such geographical 

differences in political attitudes could be due to the overrepresentation of highly educated 

professionals in post-industrial cities. The present dissertation examines individuals and 

neighborhoods as levels of inequality for juvenile delinquency (Chapters 2 and 3) and 

individuals and cities for political attitudes (Chapter 5). By including characteristics of both 

levels in statistical models, it aims to determine at what level social inequality plays a role in 

adolescence. 

 

Question 3: Inequality between whom? 

 

Although inequalities exist between all citizens, not all differences may be equally relevant. For 

many outcomes, the difference between being poor or not may for example be far more 

important than the difference between being a millionaire or a billionaire. In the case of juvenile 

delinquency, it seems likely that serious crimes like armored robbery and homicide occur 

mainly among youths with a very low SES. Comparing middle class youth with upper class 

youth may therefore reveal little differences on such outcomes. In the case of political attitudes, 

it seems more likely that differences can be observed across the entire range of social strata. 

For example, upper class families have more to lose from government efforts to redistribute 
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wealth than higher middle-class families, just like lower-class families have more to gain from 

such efforts than lower middle-class families. 

 This dissertation deals with this issue in two ways. First, some studies allow for non-

linearity of SES effects by using categorical (Chapter 5) or logarithmic (Chapter 2) regression 

models. Second, the effect of juvenile delinquency is examined in two highly different contexts. 

Using a sample of disadvantaged American boys, one study (Chapter 2) examines how poor 

and non-poor adolescents differ in their involvement in serious crimes like homicide. By using 

a sample of Dutch middle class and upper class adolescents (Chapter 3), it is contrarily 

examined how these youths differ in their engagement in minor delinquent acts such as 

shoplifting. 

 

Question 4: Objective or perceived deprivation? 

 

Another question regarding effects of social inequality is whether they should be attributed to 

peoples’ objective resources or to their perceived social status. Especially for political attitudes, 

it seems likely that peoples’ perception of their social status is crucial. For example, relatively 

poor voters may still choose rightist parties if they believe that they are relatively wealthy. To 

an important extent, the same may be true for juvenile delinquency. Youths may abstain from 

(serious) delinquency as long as they believe that they have legitimate means to achieve their 

goals (e.g., Merton, 1968), even if they lack such means in reality. 

 A question that is closely related to this matter is how harmful relative poverty (e.g., 

Merton, 1938) is compared to actual poverty. For example, someone who belongs to the middle 

class of a developing country may objectively have less financial resources than people below 

the poverty line in Western Europe or North America. However, the perception of poverty may 

be far stronger for the latter group. As such, some influential work (e.g., Wilkinson & Pickett, 

2010) has shown that countries with high levels of social inequality (e.g., the USA or South 

Africa) are characterized by problems such as high crime rates that do not exist to the same 

extent in more egalitarian countries (e.g., Sweden or Denmark). 

 The empirical studies in this dissertation make use of objective measures of SES such as 

educational level and income, partly due to a lack of measures on perceived or relative 

deprivation. It is however likely that many of the effects of objective SES that will be discussed 

are in fact mediated by perceived social status. One study (Chapter 2) in this dissertation relates 

to the theme of relative deprivation by examining if the role of family SES is different in low-
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SES neighborhoods than in high-SES neighborhoods. Based on the idea of relative deprivation, 

being poor may be particularly harmful for adolescents in wealthier neighborhoods.  

 

Question 5: Causation or selection? 

 

The idiom that correlation does not imply causation is true for any association in social science, 

and SES effects are no exception. In other words, the fact that SES is associated with almost 

every aspect of adolescent behavior does not imply that SES causes all these behaviors. For 

example, social selection accounts argue that the relation between SES and delinquency is at 

least partly spurious (e.g., Dohrenwend et al., 1992; Rowe & Rodgers 1997). Parental 

characteristics like a low IQ or a genetic propensity for criminal behavior may contribute both 

to their low SES and to their offspring’s delinquency. The societal relevance of this controversy 

is clear, because programs that lift people from poverty could be used to reduce crime if SES 

is indeed a causal determinant of delinquency. Similar problems of causation and selection 

apply to the relation between SES and political attitudes. For example, the fact that highly 

educated people typically have more favorable views toward the multicultural society does not 

prove that following high-level education induces these views. Instead, factors like a high 

cognitive ability could contribute both to a better educational attainment and to more tolerant 

views towards immigrants (Meeusen et al., 2013). 

 The current dissertation deals with the causality problem by using a statistical approach 

called within-individual modeling (Chapters, 2, 3, and 5). Within-individual models provide a 

stricter test of causality than the commonly used between-individual models (e.g., Hamaker et 

al., 2015), by controlling for all time-constant third variables such as genetic endowments or 

cognitive ability. Whereas between-individual models for example examine if low-SES 

adolescents are more likely to commit delinquency than other adolescents with a high SES, 

within-individual models instead examine if the same adolescents are more likely to offend 

during periods in which their SES is lower than during other periods in which their SES is 

higher. 

 

Question 6: SES of parents or children? 

 

Every child is born in social conditions that are determined by their parents’ SES. Since young 

children do not yet have an income, an educational level, or an occupational status, SES effects 

at this age can only come from parents. Contrarily, SES effects among adults will be attributable 
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mainly to their own social status, since SES is fully established at this age. Interestingly, the 

life phase of adolescence falls in the middle in this regard: adolescents are fully in the process 

of establishing their own SES, but they may also still be affected by their parents’ SES. In this 

regard, adolescence can be viewed as an important life phase for social mobility, during which 

people may or may not inherit their parents’ social class. This raises the question if SES effects 

in adolescence should be attributed to adolescents’ own emerging SES or to that of their parents. 

For example, following a lower educational track (an aspect of adolescents’ own SES) is a core 

predictor of delinquency in the Netherlands (e.g., De Looze et al., 2012), but this relation could 

be due to the fact that children from low-SES parents are overrepresented in such tracks (Traag 

& Siermann, 2011). This dissertation addresses this issue by examining both adolescents’ own 

SES (i.e., their educational level) and the SES of parents in several studies (Chapters 2, 3, 5, 

and 6). Two studies (Chapter 5 and 6) specifically examine the hypothesis that adolescents’ 

own SES becomes increasingly important as they grow older, while the role of their parents’ 

SES may gradually diminish.   

 

Question 7: Main or interaction effects? 

 

SES is associated with a wide variety of developmental outcomes during adolescence, but it 

may additionally affect the process that leads to these outcomes. For example, low-SES 

adolescents may not only develop different political attitudes than high-SES adolescents, but 

their attitudes may also be shaped by different influences and develop at a different age. 

Likewise, the importance of SES for a certain outcome may depend on the context. For 

example, some studies have suggested that effective parenting can buffer the harmful effect of 

a low SES on juvenile delinquency (e.g., Beyers et al., 2011). Statistically, these examples 

illustrate that SES can have main effects on adolescent outcomes, as well as interaction effects 

with other factors. This dissertation therefore examines how SES may play a role as a moderator 

of other effects on juvenile delinquency (Chapter 3) and on political attitudes (Chapter 7). 

Likewise, Chapter 4 examines if people with a low and a high SES can have the same political 

attitudes for different reasons. 

 

Question 8: Inequality at what age? 

 

A developmental perspective assumes that people are constantly growing and changing during 

their life course, and that the role of social inequality should be viewed in this context. If certain 
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developmental processes take place at a specific age, it seems likely that this is also a sensitive 

period for influences of SES. A particularly striking example of this idea is the influence of 

malnutrition on schizophrenia. Even though the first symptoms of schizophrenia typically do 

not manifest themselves until people are well in their twenties, these symptoms can be 

influenced by prenatal malnutrition that occurred decades earlier (e.g., Susser et al., 1996). This 

means that if SES plays a role in the pathogenesis of schizophrenia, this role may be attributed 

mainly to SES during the prenatal stage that is crucial to brain development. 

 The same logic from the example of schizophrenia can be applied to political attitudes. 

Adolescence is believed to be a formative phase for political attitude development, in a similar 

way that the prenatal stage is crucial for brain development. Just like the prenatal stage would 

be important for understanding SES effects on schizophrenia, adolescence may therefore be 

crucial for understanding SES effects on political attitudes. In a similar way that malnutrition 

during pregnancy can still determine schizophrenia many decades later, the SES that people 

identify with as an adolescent may still determine their political attitudes many decades later. 

 The empirical studies in this dissertation are among the first to provide a thorough 

examination of this hypothesis. Specifically, the hypothesis is divided in two sub-hypotheses. 

First, that SES importantly determines what political attitudes people develop as an adolescent. 

This hypothesis is tested by examining political attitudes in an adolescent sample (Chapters 5, 

6, and 7). The second sub-hypothesis is that the political attitudes that people develop as an 

adolescent will characterize them during their entire adult lifespan. This hypothesis is examined 

using data from (emerging) adult samples (Chapters 5, 6, 8, and 9). 

 

Outline of this Dissertation 

 

The general framework described in the previous paragraph will be applied in eight empirical 

studies (see Table 1), followed by a general discussion (Chapter 10). Although all eight studies 

relate to one or more of the eight questions about social inequality in adolescence, each study 

also has its own specific aims. The first study (Chapter 2) examines if within-individual changes 

in family SES are associated with parallel fluctuations in adolescents’ delinquent behavior. This 

study will address theoretical questions 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6. The second study (Chapter 3) 

investigates the interplay of SES with parental monitoring and adolescent disclosure in 

predicting delinquency. This chapter relates to theoretical questions 2, 3, 5, 6, and 7. The third 

study (Chapter 4) proposes a new theoretical and statistical perspective on the economic and 

the cultural dimension of political attitudes. Theoretical questions 1 and 7 will be addressed in 
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this study. The fourth study (Chapter 5) examines the development of political attitudes during 

adolescence and emerging adulthood, while the fifth study (Chapter 6) similarly investigates 

the development of party preference during this life phase. These studies will address questions 

1, 2, 3, 5, 6, and 8. Bringing the previous two studies together, the sixth study (Chapter 7) 

explores the developmental order, and possible reciprocal relation, between political identity 

and issue attitudes during adolescence and emerging adulthood. Theoretical questions 7 and 8 

will be examined in this chapter. The seventh study (Chapter 8) then investigates how the 

ideological correlates of left-right identification in the Netherlands changed between 1980 and 

2008, and whether these changes were driven by cohort replacement. Finally, the eighth study 

(Chapter 9) uses consideration sets to provide an answer to the question how elections can be 

highly volatile, despite the strong life-course persistence of core political orientations. Chapters 

8 and 9 therefore focus exclusively on theoretical question 8. An overview of the analyses in 

each empirical chapter is displayed in Table 2.
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Table 1. Overview of theoretical questions addressed in each chapter.        

  

Chapter Article Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 
  Inequality 

of what? 
Inequality 

at what 
level? 

Inequality 
between 
whom? 

Objective or 
perceived 

deprivation? 

Causation 
or 

selection? 

SES of 
parents 

or 
children? 

Main or 
interaction 

effects? 

Inequality 
at what 

age? 

 
2 

Moving in and out of poverty: The within-
individual association between 
socioeconomic status and juvenile 
delinquency 

  
X 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 

  

 
3 

The interplay of parental monitoring and 
socioeconomic status in predicting minor 
delinquency between and within adolescents 

  
X 

 
X 

  
X 

 
X 

 
X 

 

 
4 

Social cleavages, democratic representation, 
and measurement models 

 
X 

      
X 

 

 
5 

Political attitudes in adolescence and 
emerging adulthood: Developmental 
changes in mean level, polarization, rank-
order stability, and correlates 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 

  
X 

 
X 

  
X 

 
6 

The formation of party preference in 
adolescence and early adulthood: How and 
when does it occur in the multiparty context 
of the Netherlands?  

      
X 

  
X 

 
7 

The dynamics of political identity and issue 
attitudes in adolescence and early adulthood 

       
X 

 
X 

 
8 

The lasting impact of adolescence on left-
right identification: Cohort replacement and 
intracohort change in associations with issue 
attitudes  

        
X 

 
9 

Bridging the gap between stable political 
orientations and electoral volatility: The 
structure and stability of consideration sets 

        
X 
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Table 2. Overview of data and statistical analyses in each chapter. 

Chapter Article Dataset Design N Age Dependent Variable Model 
 
2 

Moving in and out of poverty: The within-
individual association between 
socioeconomic status and juvenile 
delinquency 

Pittsburgh 
Youth Study 

Longitudinal 
(10 waves) 

503 7 - 18 Moderate and serious 
delinquency 

Logistic fixed-effects 
panel models 

 
3 

The interplay of parental monitoring and 
socioeconomic status in predicting minor 
delinquency between and within 
adolescents 

CONAMORE 
and RADAR 

Longitudinal 
(6 waves) 

824 12 - 18 Minor delinquency Negative binomial 
fixed-effects panel 
models 

 
4 

Social cleavages, democratic 
representation, and measurement models 
 

European 
Social Survey 

Cross-
sectional 

(13 countries) 

27383 Adult Various political 
attitudes 

Reflective and 
formative 
measurement models 

 
5 

Political attitudes in adolescence and 
emerging adulthood: Developmental 
changes in mean level, polarization, rank-
order stability, and correlates 

Utrecht Study 
of Adolescent 
Development 

Cohort-
sequential 

longitudinal 
(3 waves) 

1302 12 - 31 Redistribution and 
multiculturalism 
attitudes 

Random- and fixed-
effects panel models 

 
6 

The formation of party preference in 
adolescence and early adulthood: How and 
when does it occur in the multiparty 
context of the Netherlands?  

Utrecht Study 
of Adolescent 
Development 

Cohort-
sequential 

longitudinal 
(2 waves) 

3394 12 - 25 Party identification, 
voting intention,  left-
right identification 

Multinomial logistic 
regression models 

 
7 

The dynamics of political identity and 
issue attitudes in adolescence and early 
adulthood 

Utrecht Study 
of Adolescent 
Development 

Cohort-
sequential 

longitudinal 
(3 waves) 

1302 12 - 30 Redistribution and 
multiculturalism 
attitudes, left-right 
identification 

Cohort-sequential 
cross-lagged panel 
models 

 
8 

The lasting impact of adolescence on left-
right identification: Cohort replacement 
and intracohort change in associations 
with issue attitudes  

Cultural 
Changes 

Repeated 
cross-

sectional 
(20 waves) 

41056 Adult Left-right identification Age, period, cohort 
analysis 

 
9 

Bridging the gap between stable political 
orientations and electoral volatility: The 
structure and stability of consideration sets 

CSM Panel 
Study and 
I&O/Twente 
Panel 

Longitudinal 
(2 waves) 

17361 Adult Consideration set, 
voting intention 

Latent transition 
analysis 
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feedback. Rolf Loeber provided feedback and was involved in conceiving the Pittsburgh Youth Study (PYS) 
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Chapter 2 
 
 
 

Moving in and out of poverty  
The within-individual association between  

socioeconomic status and juvenile delinquency 
 

Roderik Rekker, Dustin Pardini, Loes Keijsers, Susan Branje, Rolf Loeber, & Wim Meeus1 
 
 

Published as a journal article: 
 
Rekker, R., Pardini, D., Keijsers, L., Branje, S., Loeber, R., & Meeus, W. (2015). Moving in and out of poverty: 

The within-individual association between socioeconomic status and juvenile delinquency. PLoS one, 10, 1-17. 

 

Abstract 

A family’s SES can be changeable over time. This study was the first to investigate if such 

within-individual changes in family SES are associated with parallel fluctuations in boys’ 

delinquent behavior from childhood to adolescence. Participants were a community sample of 

boys and their caregivers (N = 503) who were assessed annually for ten consecutive years 

spanning ages 7–18. Fixed effects models revealed that changes in familial SES were related to 

changes in delinquency: Youths were more likely to offend during years in which their parents’ 

SES was lower than during years in which their parents’ SES was higher. Contrary to 

expectations, we found no evidence that this association was accounted for by families moving 

to different neighborhoods or by changes in parenting. Since within-individual models provide 

a stricter test of causality than between-individual models, these findings support claims that 

impacting familial SES may have a direct effect on youths’ delinquency. 

 

 

“It is not merely that underclass children are sometimes in conflict with their parents, or that 

their academic achievement is low, but that they are caught in an economic and political 

system in which they are superfluous.” 

 

Lamar Empey
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Socioeconomic status (SES) is one of the most well-documented correlates of juvenile 

delinquency. Many studies have shown that youths from low-SES families are more likely to 

engage in delinquent behavior than youths from high-SES families (Bjerk, 2007; Ellis & 

McDonald, 2000; Jarjoura et al., 2002). In most studies, SES is treated as a static characteristic. 

However, a family’s SES may in fact be highly changeable (Duncan et al., 1984). Research 

shows that, while the child poverty rate in America is 20%, more than half of American youths 

spend at least one year in poverty before age 18 (Rainwater & Smeeding, 2003). Events like 

job losses or divorces may profoundly change the SES of a family. This raises the question if 

youths are more likely to offend during years in which their parents’ SES is lower than during 

years in which their parents’ SES is higher. However, research on such a within-individual 

association between SES and delinquency and its potential mediators is presently lacking. 

Hence, the current study was the first to investigate if within-individual changes in family SES 

(i.e., income, education, occupation, and welfare reliance) are related to concurrent changes in 

delinquency among children and adolescents between age 7 and 18. Furthermore, this study 

examined the mediating role of neighborhood quality and parenting. 

 

Accounts of the Association Between SES and Delinquency 

 

A large body of empirical literature has found that youths from lower SES families are more 

likely to engage in delinquent behavior (Bjerk, 2007; Ellis & McDonald, 2000; Jarjoura et al., 

2002; Loeber et al., 2008). Various theoretical accounts propose an explanation for this 

association. Strain and rational choice accounts argue that delinquency can be a direct result of 

a family’s low economic resources. According to strain theory (e.g., Merton, 1968), youths 

growing up in poverty may lack the legitimate means to achieve desired social and economic 

goals. Drawing from rational choice theories (e.g., Cornish & Clarke, 1986; Williams & 

Hawkins, 1986), low-SES youths may have much to gain and little to lose from offending in 

terms of quality of life and future prospects.  

Contrary to this emphasis on economic deprivation, social disorganization theory (e.g., 

Shaw & McKay, 1972; Sampson et al., 1997) proposes that the relation between SES and 

delinquency may be mediated by neighborhood quality. Low-SES families may be more likely 

to live in poor and unstable neighborhoods. Social disorganization theory argues that these 

neighborhoods facilitate offending due to a lack of social capital and collective supervision. 

Consistently, research reveals that delinquency is more prevalent in neighborhoods with low 
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levels of affluence and a low residential stability (e.g., Beyers et al., 2001; Sampson & Groves, 

1989; Sampson et al., 1997; Thompson & Gartner, 2014).  

Neighborhood quality is not the only potential mediator of the relation between SES and 

delinquency. The family stress model (e.g., Conger et al., 1992; Conger et al., 1994) argues that 

this relation may alternatively be mediated by parenting. According to control theory (e.g., 

Hirschi, 1969), a positive parent-child relationship can constitute a social bond that precludes 

delinquent behavior. A low SES may however create stress for parents, contributing to less 

positive parent-child relationships (Conger et al., 1994). Consistently, research reveals that 

youths are more likely to offend if their parents experience higher stress levels, know less about 

their activities, spend less time with them, or fail to consistently reinforce prosocial behavior 

(Hoeve et al., 2009; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986; Loeber et al., 2008; Patterson & 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 1984; Stattin & Kerr, 2000; Trentacosta et al., 2009). Some studies have 

also indicated that family stress and parenting behaviors mediate the association of SES with 

youths’ externalizing behavior (Conger et al., 1994; Yeung et al., 2002) and delinquency 

(Larzelere & Patterson, 1990).  

 

The Within-individual Association Between SES and Delinquency 

 

Although it is well-documented that between-individual differences in family SES are 

associated with delinquency (e.g., Bjerk, 2007), it is much less clear if within-individual 

changes in family SES are associated with parallel fluctuations in delinquent behavior. In other 

words, do youths change their delinquent behavior if their family SES changes? Are the same 

youths more likely to offend during years in which their parents’ SES is lower than during years 

in which their parents’ SES is higher? Strain and rational choice theories (e.g., Merton, 1968; 

Cornish & Clarke, 1986) suggest that youths may change their delinquent behavior if changes 

in SES alter their experience of economic deprivation. However, empirical evidence on the 

within-individual association between SES and delinquency is limited and mostly indirect. For 

example, a longitudinal study revealed that youths displayed more externalizing behavior in 

years that their family income was lower than in years that their family income was higher 

(Dearing et al., 2006). Furthermore, a quasi-experimental study revealed that youths’ 

externalizing behavior decreased after their families were lifted from poverty (Costello et al., 

2003). Likewise, a truly experimental study revealed that a social program that raised families’ 

SES effectively reduced youths’ externalizing behavior (Gennetian & Miller, 2002). However, 

these studies investigated externalizing behavior in general (e.g., anger or stubbornness) rather 
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than (severe) delinquency. One study that focused on delinquency revealed no within-

individual association with parental educational level and occupational status (Farrington et al., 

2002). However, this study did not include control variables or measures of economic affluence. 

As such, the present study was the first comprehensive investigation of how within-individual 

changes in familial SES are related to concurrent changes in juvenile delinquent behavior. 

While little is known about the within-individual association between SES and 

delinquency, even less is known about its potential mediators. Social disorganization theory 

(Sampson et al., 1997; Shaw & McKay, 1972) suggests that youths may change their delinquent 

behavior if changes in SES lead their family to reside in a new neighborhood. Consistent with 

this notion, an experimental study revealed that youths’ violent delinquent behavior was 

reduced by relocating their families to more affluent neighborhoods (Ludwig et al., 2001). The 

family stress model (e.g., e.g., Conger et al., 1992; Conger et al., 1994) suggests that youths 

may change their delinquent behavior if changes in SES affect the relation with their parents. 

A quasi-experimental study identified parenting as a mediator of the association between 

changes in income and changes in youths’ externalizing behavior (Costello et al., 2003). 

Likewise, longitudinal studies on delinquency revealed that changes in parent-child 

relationships are related to within-individual changes in offending (Farrington et al., 2002; 

Keijsers et al., 2011; Laird et al., 2003). However, the present study was the first to examine if 

neighborhood quality and parenting practices mediate the hypothesized within-individual 

association between SES and delinquency. 

 

Conflicting Theory 

 

Although several theoretical accounts suggest that youths may change their delinquent behavior 

as their family SES changes, it should be emphasized that such a within-individual association 

is controversial from some other perspectives. First, social selection accounts argue that the 

relation between SES and delinquency is at least partly spurious (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; 

Dohrenwend et al., 1992; Rowe & Rodgers, 1997). Parental characteristics like a low IQ or a 

genetic propensity for criminal behavior may contribute both to their low SES and to their 

offspring’s delinquency. By definition, changes in SES cannot alter such pre-existing risk 

factors. Second, cultural deviance accounts (e.g., Miller, 1958) argue that it is not so much the 

economic, but rather the cultural component of a low SES that contributes to delinquency. 

Lower-class youths may be socialized with values and behavioral patterns that contribute to 

delinquency and preclude functioning in conventional society. It seems implausible that short-
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term changes in SES could directly affect such cultural orientations. Third, life-course accounts 

(e.g., Farrington, 1003; Loeber & Le Blanc, 1990) argue that the development of delinquency 

depends on an exposure to risk factors during different ages. This implies that the association 

between SES and delinquency in late childhood and adolescence could originate from parents’ 

SES during earlier life-phases. As such, changes in SES may come too late to alter delinquent 

behavior. This study aimed to contribute to this theoretical debate by assessing the existence of 

a within-individual association as well as its mediators. 

 

The Present Study 

 

In sum, the primary aim of this study was to investigate if within-individual changes in family 

SES are associated with concurrent changes in juvenile delinquency. To provide a reference 

and facilitate interpretability, we assessed all associations between as well as within individuals. 

We addressed two research questions. First, is SES related to delinquency? We expected that a 

lower SES would be related to a higher probability of offending (H1). Second, do neighborhood 

quality and parenting mediate the relation between SES and delinquency? We expected that a 

lower neighborhood quality (H2) and less positive parenting practices (H3) would be related to 

a higher probability of offending. Furthermore, we expected that neighborhood quality (H4) 

and parenting (H5) mediate the association between SES and delinquency.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 

We used data from the youngest cohort of the Pittsburgh Youth Study (Loeber et al., 2008). 

This study began in 1987 by contacting 1004 boys enrolled in the first grade of Pittsburgh 

primary schools. Of those contacted, 849 boys and their caretakers agreed to participate in a 

screening. Based on this screening, 256 boys who scored in the upper 30% on antisocial 

behavior were selected for a longitudinal follow up, together with 247 boys who were randomly 

selected from the remaining respondents. This method allowed us to study a large number of 

delinquent outcomes, while retaining the general population as a reference. The 503 selected 

boys participated in 10 annual waves. Sample characteristics (displayed in Table 1) indicate 

that the sample featured a strong representation of low-SES families. Consequently, within-

individual changes in SES occurred largely around the poverty line.  
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Table 1. Sample characteristics. 

 

 

Ethics Statement 

 

Respondents and their caregivers provided written informed consent for their cooperation and 

for the release of other types of information such as juvenile court records. This informed 

consent was renewed throughout the study. Specifically, respondents provided written assent 

until age 18 and then provided consent. The Pittsburgh Youth Study was approved by the 

Institutional Review Board at the medical school of the University of Pittsburgh. 

 

Measures 

 

Delinquency   

 

Delinquency was assessed using three sources: self-report, primary caretakers, and convictions. 

Youths reported on their delinquent behavior by completing the Self-Reported Antisocial 

Behavior Scale (SRA; Loeber et al., 1989), the Self-Reported Delinquency Scale (SRD; Elliot 

et el., 1985), and the Youth Self-Report (YSR; Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1987). Because the 

SRD and YSR were judged to be inappropriate at the earliest ages, youths were administered 

the SRA at the first three waves. At the fourth wave, the SRA was replaced by the SRD and the 

Variable Distribution 
Age at wave 1 Mean: 7.96 years; Range: 7-10 years 
Ethnicity 55.7% African-American 
 40.6% European descent 
 1.0% Asian 
 2.8% Other 
Single parent family 36.0% Single parent 
Parental education 0.4% 6th Grade or less 
 3.0% 7th - 9th Grade 
 9.5% Some high school 
 59.8% High school graduate  
 16.3% Some college 
 6.6% College graduate 
 4.4% Advanced degree 
Welfare reliance 50.6% Receiving welfare 
Annual household income at wave 1 Mean: $16,450 
 10% below $4,606; 10% over $34,000 
Inflation adjusted household income at wave 10 Mean: $22,926 
 10% below $5,214; 10% over $47,075 
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YSR. Primary caregivers reported on youths’ delinquency by completing the Child Behavior 

Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach, 1978). Convictions were obtained from official juvenile court 

records.  

Since research generally reveals stronger links with SES for more severe offenses 

(Bjerk, 2007; Elliot & Ageton, 1980), these three sources were combined to create three 

dichotomous delinquency constructs at each wave: minor delinquency, moderate delinquency, 

and serious delinquency. Minor delinquency refers to non-violent offences such as stealing a 

bicycle or skateboard from the street, stealing something worth more than $5, joyriding, purse 

snatching, dealing in stolen property, or larceny. Moderate delinquency refers to gang fighting 

or simple assault. Serious delinquency refers to burglary, auto theft, forcible robbery, 

aggravated assault, rape, or homicide. Each constr-ct was positive if an offense was indicated 

by either of the sources for the previous year. About half of respondents committed minor 

delinquency during the course of the study (49.9%), whereas about one third committed 

moderate delinquency (34.0%) or serious delinquency (31.6%).  

 

Family SES  

 

Family SES was operationalized as a composite of educational level, household income, 

occupation, and being on welfare. We viewed family SES as a formative latent variable, which 

implies that is is merely a summation of its indicators (Bollen & Lennox, 1991). Educational 

level was measured on a scale ranging from 1 (6th grade or less) to 7 (advanced degree). 

Occupation was measured using the Hollingshead index (Hollingshead, 1975) with scores 

ranging from 0 (unemployed) to 9 (executive or major professional). For both educational level 

and occupation, a family’s score reflected the highest score obtained by either the male or the 

female caretaker. The annual household income was first adjusted for inflation to make scores 

comparable across waves. Since percentagewise changes in income may be more meaningful 

than absolute changes, scores were then transformed as ln(income + 1000). The welfare 

construct was positive if anyone in the household had received public assistance during the 

previous year. The four indicators of SES displayed a considerable average intercorrelation of 

.45. Family SES was calculated as the standardized sum of the standardized scores on the 

indicators. Family SES and other constructs in this study were standardized (across all waves) 

to create a common metric and facilitate interpretability. For all constructs, we calculated rank-

order stabilities (correlations between scores at different waves), to assess how many changes 

occurred within individuals over time. Importantly, family SES displayed substantial over-time 
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variability with a rank-order stability of .93 from the first to the second year and .65 from the 

first wave to year 10.  

 

Neighborhood quality  

 

For neighborhood quality, we used data from the US census bureau on census tract level. We 

distinguished between neighborhood affluence and stability. Neighborhood affluence 

constituted a composite of neighborhoods’ median household annual income, proportion of 

families below poverty level, proportion of unemployment, and proportion of households on 

welfare. Like parental SES, neighborhood affluence was viewed as a formative latent variable 

with an inter-item consistency of .86. Neighborhood affluence scores were calculated as the 

standardized sum of standardized indicator scores. The rank-order stability of neighborhood 

affluence was .83 from the first to the second year and .57 from the first wave to year 10. 

Neighborhood residential stability (further abbreviated as neighborhood stability) was 

operationalized as neighborhoods’ standardized proportion of households living in the same 

house for more than five years. The rank-order stability of neighborhood stability was .80 from 

the first to the second year and .35 from the first wave to year 10.  

 

Parenting  

 

We distinguished between family stress and three core parenting practices related to 

delinquency among youths: parental knowledge, parental involvement, and parental 

reinforcement (e.g., Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986). Family stress referred to caretakers’ 

perceptions of their stress levels and ability to handle problems. The construct was measured 

using 14 items with a 3-point Likert-scale. An example of an item is “You felt unable to control 

the important things in your life.” The items were used as a scale that demonstrated good 

reliability properties in our sample, ranging from α = .83 to .88 across waves. 

Parental knowledge refers to the extent of caretakers’ knowledge of youth’ activities. 

The construct was measured using four items from both the youth and the primary caretaker 

with a 3-point Likert-scale. An example of a youth-report item is “Do your parent(s) know who 

you are with when you are away from home?” The items were used as a scale that demonstrated 

adequate reliability properties in our sample, ranging from α = .63 to .64 across waves for 

caretakers and from α = .67 to .73 for youths. Parental involvement refers to how much time 

youths spend with their caretakers. It was assessed using a caretaker report of the number of 
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hours per week spent together. Parental reinforcement refers to the frequency of caretakers’ 

positive behaviors towards youths, such as giving special privileges or compliments. The 

construct was measured using nine items from the caretaker and seven items from the youth on 

a 3-point Likert scale. An example of an item is “When your son did something that you liked 

or approved of, how often did you give him a hug, pat on the back, or a kiss for it.” The items 

were used as a scale that demonstrated good reliability properties in our sample, ranging from 

α = .77 to .86 across waves for caretakers and from α = .71 to .86 for youths. Family stress and 

the three parenting constructs were standardized. Bivariate correlations between all variables in 

this study are listed in Table 2. 

 

Strategy of Analysis 

 

Statistical method 

 

This study used logistic regression models with maximum likelihood estimation to predict the 

occurrence of delinquency. For each type of delinquency, we separately carried out two types 

of analysis. First, we used random effects logistic regression analyses with time-constant 

predictors (based on respondents’ over-time mean) to assess between-individual associations. 

Second, we used fixed effects logistic regression analyses (Cameron & Trivedi, 2005) to assess 

within-individual associations. A negative association between SES and delinquency in a fixed 

effects model implies that respondents were more likely to offend during years in which their 

parents’ SES was lower than during years in which their parents’ SES was higher relative to 

their own average level of SES across all time points. By estimating the effect of over-time 

changes, fixed effects models control for all possible time-constant factors such as ethnicity or 

a genetic propensity to commit crime. For the mediation analysis, we added comparable models 

with continuous variables (the mediators) as outcome variable. These models were estimated 

using ordinary least squares with heteroscedasticity and cluster (within respondent) robust 

standard errors (White, 1980). 
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Table 2. Bivariate correlations (Pearson’s R). 

 
Note.  Estimates across observations with standard errors adjusted for clustering within respondents. The first three waves are excluded due to a 
low prevalence of delinquency. Correlations between different types of delinquency are the square root of a logistic regression analysis’ pseudo 
R2 (row variable regressed on column variable). * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Family SES .44*** .15*** -.15*** .20*** -.03 .01 .09*** -.13*** -.14*** 
2. Neighborhood Affluence  .29*** -.06* .16*** -.06* -.04 -.03 -.10*** -.06* 
3. Neighborhood Stability   -.02 .10*** -.03 -.06 -.07** -.09*** -.09*** 
4. Family Stress    -.26*** -.11*** -.17*** .13*** .12*** .09*** 
5. Parental Knowledge     .21*** .37*** -.25*** -.15*** -.18*** 
6. Parental Involvement      .22*** -.11*** -.07** -.08*** 
7. Parental Reinforcement       -.13*** -.04 -.07** 
8. Minor Delinquency        .23*** .39*** 
9. Moderate Delinquency         .31*** 
10. Serious Delinquency          
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Model specification  

 

Analyses were carried out both between and within individuals. For each type of delinquency, 

we first tested our hypothesis regarding the effect of SES using a model with only SES as 

predictor. Second, we assessed the effect of the mediators by adding these to the model. To 

obtain a more accurate estimate of total SES and neighborhoods effects, we thirdly specified a 

model that added an interactional effect between SES and neighborhood affluence using a 

multiplicative term of both centered variables. In the within-individual models, this interaction 

was cross-level with neighborhood quality at the between-level and SES at the within-level. 

Previous research indicates that neighborhood effects may be more accurately depicted if they 

are allowed to vary over different levels of risk factors such as SES (Meier et al., 2008; 

Wilkström & Loeber, 2000). Prior to analyses, we verified the assumption that SES displays no 

significant interaction effects with age (either linear or quadratic) on delinquency.  

 

Mediation  

 

For each hypothesized mediator, we assessed the percentage of the total SES effect on 

delinquency that was mediated. For this purpose, we proceeded in two steps (Baron & Kenny, 

1986). First, we used the previously described model with SES and all mediators as predictors 

and delinquency as the dependent variable. Second, we specified models with SES as predictor 

and each separate mediator as the outcome variable. For each mediator, we calculated indirect 

effects by multiplying its effect on delinquency from the first step with its corresponding SES 

effect from the second step. We then transformed the indirect effects to percentages of the total 

SES effect (the sum of all indirect effects and the direct SES effect). These percentages indicate 

the unique contribution of each mediator in explaining the effect of SES, after controlling for 

all other mediators. Finally, we assessed the statistical significance of the mediational effect 

using a Sobel test (Sobel, 1982). 

 

Control variables 

 

A fixed set of control variables was included in all analyses consisting of age dummies, a wave 

dummy, ethnicity (only necessary in between-individual models), and single parenthood. An 

age dummy was included for each (full year) age to control for the differential probability of 

offending at different ages (i.e., the age crime curve) and for mean level increases in SES during 
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the course of the study.  A dummy indicating the first three waves was included because 

delinquency was measured using a somewhat different set of instruments at these waves. 

Ethnicity and single parenthood were controlled for because they could plausibly affect both 

SES and delinquency. Specifically, the single parenthood variable controlled for the possibility 

that parental divorces affected both SES and delinquency over time. 

 

Missing values 

 

We assessed the amount of missing values across all 5030 (503 respondents at 10 waves) 

observations. The percentage missing for each variable was as follows: Minor delinquency 

0.1%, moderate delinquency 0.1%, serious delinquency 0.1%, family SES 24.7%, 

neighborhood affluence 3.7%, neighborhood stability 3.7%, parental knowledge 8.0%, parental 

involvement 8.5%, parental reinforcement 7.8%, single caretaker 7.7%. Due to the used 

estimation method, all respondents who had no missing values on at least one wave could be 

included in the analyses. For every respondent, only waves with complete data were used.  

 

RESULTS 

 

SES and Delinquency 

 

To examine the association between SES and delinquency, we specified models with only SES 

as predictor of interest. All analyses in this study furthermore included the aforementioned 

control variables. Between individuals, SES displayed a negative effect on all three types of 

delinquency. As hypothesized (H1), low-SES youths were more likely to offend than high-SES 

youths. Based on the model’s prediction, low-SES youths (z-score = -1) were about two times 

more likely to commit minor delinquency, two and a half times more likely to commit moderate 

delinquency, and three times more likely to commit serious delinquency than high-SES youths 

(z-score = +1; depicted in Figure 1).  

Within individuals, SES revealed a negative effect on moderate and serious 

delinquency, but not on minor delinquency. As hypothesized (H1), youths were more likely to 

commit moderate and serious delinquency during years in which their parents’ SES was lower 

than during years in which their parents’ SES was higher. In other words, youths changed their 

delinquent behavior when their family SES changed. In years that their parents’ SES was lower 

(z-score = -1), youths had about one and a half times higher odds of offending than in years that 
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their parents’ SES was at their personal (across years) average (depicted in Figure 2). 

Regression models are displayed in Table 3, Table 4, and Table 5 (predictors of interest), 

supplemented by control variables in Appendix 1.  

 

Figure 1. Between individuals: Probability of offending as a function of Family SES by 
neighborhood quality. Estimates obtained from between-individual model 3 (z-score of 1 or -1 
on neighborhood affluence and stability). 
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Figure 2. Within individuals: Relative odds of offending as a function of Family SES. The graph 
shows that if family SES is at a respondent’s individual (across waves) mean, odds of offending 
are at the respondent’s individual baseline. As family SES changes, odds of offending are 
multiplied with the score on the y-axis.  
 

Mediation Analysis 

 

Mediators and delinquency  

 

To examine the associations of neighborhood quality and parenting with delinquency, we 

specified models with SES and these hypothesized mediators as predictors. Between 

individuals, neighborhood stability displayed a negative effect on minor delinquency. Youths 

in more stable neighborhoods were less likely to offend. Parental knowledge had a negative 

effect on all three types of delinquency. Youths with parents who knew less about their activities 

were more likely commit delinquency. Parental involvement revealed a negative effect on 

moderate and serious delinquency. Youths who spent less time with their parents were more 

likely to offend. Family stress displayed a positive effect on moderate delinquency. Youths with 

parents who experienced higher stress levels were more likely to commit delinquency. Within 

individuals, parental knowledge and involvement displayed a negative effect on minor 

delinquency. Youths were more likely to offend during years in which their parents knew less 

about their activities and spent less time with them. All other associations between hypothesized 
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mediators and delinquency were non-significant. Overall, our hypotheses that a lower 

neighborhood quality (H2) and less positive parenting (H3) would be related to a higher 

probability of offending was only partially supported.  

 

SES and mediators  

 

To assess the associations between SES and the hypothesized mediators, we specified separate 

models with each of these mediators as outcome variable and SES as predictor. Between 

individuals, SES had a positive effect on neighborhood affluence and parental knowledge and 

a negative effect on family stress. Youths with a higher SES lived in more affluent 

neighborhoods, and had parents who experienced less stress and had more knowledge about 

their activities. Within individuals, SES had a positive effect on neighborhood affluence. 

Youths lived in more affluent neighborhoods during years in which their parents’ SES was 

higher than during years in which their parents’ SES was lower. All other associations between 

SES and the mediators (displayed in Table 6) were non-significant. 

 

Mediational effects  

 

For each hypothesized mediator, we assessed what percentage of the total SES effect it 

mediated and whether this mediational effect was significant. Minor delinquency was excluded 

from the within-individual mediation analysis because no within-individual SES effect was 

found to be mediated. Between individuals, parental knowledge displayed a mediational effect 

for minor and serious delinquency. Family stress revealed a mediational effect for moderate 

delinquency. All other hypothesized mediational effects were non-significant.  

Overall, we found no support for our hypothesis (H4) that neighborhood quality 

mediates the association between SES and delinquency. Our hypothesis (H5) that parenting 

mediates this association was supported only between individuals and only for parental 

knowledge and (for moderate delinquency) family stress. No evidence was found for mediation 

of the within-individual association between SES and delinquency. Results of the mediation 

analysis are displayed in Table 7. 



CHAPTER	2	
	

	 38	

Table 2. Bivariate correlations (Pearson’s R). 
 

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Family SES .44*** .15*** -.15*** .20*** -.03 .01 -.09*** -.13*** -.14*** 
2. Neighborhood Affluence  .29*** -.06* .16*** -.06* -.04 -.03 -.10*** -.06* 
3. Neighborhood Stability   -.02 .10*** -.03 -.06 -.07** -.09*** -.09*** 
4. Family Stress    -.26*** -.11*** -.17*** .13*** .12*** .09*** 
5. Parental Knowledge     .21*** .37*** -.25*** -.15*** -.18*** 
6. Parental Involvement      .22*** -.11*** -.07** -.08*** 
7. Parental Reinforcement       -.13*** -.04 -.07** 
8. Minor Delinquency        .23*** .39*** 
9. Moderate Delinquency         .31*** 
10. Serious Delinquency          

 

Note.  Estimates across observations with standard errors adjusted for clustering within respondents. The first three waves are excluded due to a 
low prevalence of delinquency. Correlations between different types of delinquency are the square root of a logistic regression analysis’ pseudo 
R2 (row variable regressed on column variable). * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 3. Regression models for minor delinquency.  

 Between  Within 
Predictor (1) (2) (3)  (1) (2) (3) 
SES 0.59 (0.06)*** 0.74 (0.08)** 0.63 (0.08)***  1.14 (0.15) 1.13 (0.15) 1.19 (0.16) 
Neighborhood        

Affluence  1.05 (0.13) 0.90 (0.13)   0.92 (0.11) 0.95 (0.11) 
Stability  0.81 (0.08)* 0.80 (0.08)*   0.94 (0.08) 0.95 (0.08) 
SES*Affluence   0.86 (0.10)    1.33 (0.17)* 

Stress and Parenting        
Family Stress  1.07 (0.10)    1.12 (0.10)  
Knowledge  0.48 (0.05)***    0.79 (0.06)**  
Involvement  0.89 (0.08)    0.82 (0.06)*  
Reinforcement  1.09 (0.11)    0.86 (0.08)  

 

Note. Odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. Control variables omitted from table: single caretaker, ethnicity, and age dummies. * p < 
.05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 4. Regression models for moderate delinquency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. Control variables omitted from table: single caretaker, ethnicity, age dummies, and wave 
dummy. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

  

 Between  Within 
Predictor (1) (2) (3)  (1) (2) (3) 
SES 0.56 (0.08)*** 0.69 (0.10)* 0.62 (0.09)**  0.72 (0.11)* 0.71 (0.12)* 0.66 (0.11)* 
Neighborhood        

Affluence  0.85 (0.13)  0.75 (0.13)   0.85 (0.12) 0.85 (0.11) 
Stability  0.88 (0.12) 0.87 (0.12)   0.88 (0.09) 0.88 (0.09) 
SES*Affluence   0.78 (0.11)    0.82 (0.14) 

Stress and Parenting        
Family Stress  1.42 (0.18)**    1.11 (0.13)  
Knowledge  0.76 (0.11)    0.83 (0.08)  
Involvement  0.65 (0.08)***    1.08 (0.11)  
Reinforcement  1.13 (0.14)    0.93 (0.10)  
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Table 5. Regression models for serious delinquency.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note. Odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. Control variables omitted from table: single caretaker, ethnicity, age dummies, and wave 
dummy. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

 Between  Within 
Predictor (1) (2) (3)  (1) (2) (3) 
SES 0.48 (0.07)*** 0.61 (0.10)** 0.55 (0.09)***  0.60 (0.11)** 0.53 (0.10)*** 0.49 (0.10)*** 
Neighborhood        

Affluence  0.86 (0.14) 0.68 (0.13)*   1.21 (0.20) 1.15 (0.18) 
Stability  0.79 (0.12) 0.78 (0.01)   0.84 (0.10) 0.81 (0.10) 
SES*Affluence   0.70 (0.11)*    0.87 (0.15) 

Stress and Parenting        
Family Stress  1.16 (0.16)    1.14 (0.14)  
Knowledge  0.57 (0.09)***    0.89 (0.10)  
Involvement  0.71 (0.10)*    0.94 (0.10)  
Reinforcement  1.16 (0.16)    0.98 (0.12)  
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Table 6. Subsequent regression models for the effect of family SES on neighborhood quality 
and Parenting. 
 

 

Note. Unstandardized regression coefficient with standard errors in parentheses. Control 
variables omitted from table: single caretaker, ethnicity, age dummies, and wave dummy. *** 
p < .001. 

 

 

Table 7. Percentage of SES effect accounted for by mediator. 

 

Outcome Between  Within 
Minor Delinquency    

Neighborhood Affluence -2.9   
Neighborhood Stability 0.8   
Family Stress 2.6   
Parental Knowledge 29.3***   
Parental Involvement -0.4   
Parental Reinforcement -0.9   

Moderate Delinquency    
Neighborhood Affluence 8.8  6.8 
Neighborhood Stability 0.4  0.3 
Family Stress 11.5*  1.6 
Parental Knowledge 9.2  1.2 
Parental Involvement -1.2  0.6 
Parental Reinforcement -1.1  0.6 

Serious Delinquency    
Neighborhood Affluence 6.1  -4.9 
Neighborhood Stability 0.6  0.2 
Family Stress 3.9  1.3 
Parental Knowledge 14.8**  0.5 
Parental Involvement -0.7  -0.3 
Parental Reinforcement -1.1  0.1 
 

Note. Significance tested using Sobel test (Sobel, 1982). * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

Outcome Between  Within 
Neighborhood    

Affluence 0.28 (0.03)***  0.16 (0.03)*** 
Stability 0.02 (0.04)  0.01 (0.04) 

Stress and Parenting    
Family Stress -0.17 (0.04)***  -0.06 (0.04) 
Knowledge 0.17 (0.03)***  0.03 (0.04) 
Involvement -0.01 (0.03)  -0.03 (0.04) 
Reinforcement 0.05 (0.03)  0.03 (0.04) 
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DISCUSSION 

 

This study first replicated the well-established finding that youths with a lower SES are more 

likely to offend than others with a higher SES. However, this study’s key finding is that SES is 

also related to delinquency within individuals. Research indicates that it is very common for 

American youths to experience poverty during some years, but not during others (Rainwater & 

Smeeding, 2003).  This study revealed that youths were indeed more likely to commit moderate 

delinquency and serious delinquency during those years in which their parents’ SES is lower 

than during those years in which their parents’ SES is higher. Contrary to our expectations, we 

found no evidence that this within-individual association was accounted for by families moving 

to different neighborhoods or by changes in parenting. 

 

Socioeconomic Status 

 

Many theoretical accounts have proposed that a low SES contributes to delinquency, either 

through economic deprivation (e.g., Merton, 1986), poor neighborhood quality (e.g., Shaw & 

McKay, 1972), or a lack of positive parenting (e.g., Hirschi, 1969). Consistent with all these 

theories, this study’s findings strongly emphasize the importance of SES as a correlate of 

juvenile delinquency. First, this study revealed a particularly strong between-individual 

association with SES for all types of delinquency; especially in combination with neighborhood 

quality. In comparison with high-SES youths (z-score = +1) in low-risk neighborhoods (z-score 

= +1), low-SES youths (z-score = -1) in high-risk neighborhoods (z-score = -1) were about four 

times more likely to commit minor delinquency, five and a half times more likely to commit 

moderate delinquency, and ten times more likely to commit serious delinquency (Fig. 1). These 

associations are stronger than those found in many other studies (Bjerk, 2007; Tittle & Meier, 

1990). This difference may potentially be explained by the fact that this study combined four 

different aspects of SES, whereas many other studies included only one or two. Furthermore, 

SES effects may have been larger in this study because we distinguished between different 

types of delinquency (Bjerk, 2007). Previous research indicates that SES may primarily be 

related to more severe types of offending (Elliot & Ageton, 1980). Although we made no 

explicit comparison, this study revealed a similar pattern.  

Second, this study emphasized the relevance of SES by revealing that it is related to 

delinquency not only between, but also within individuals. The same youths were more likely 

to offend during years in which their parents’ SES was lower than during years in which their 
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parents’ SES was higher. In other words, youths changed their delinquent behavior as their 

parents’ SES changed. This within-individual association with SES was found for moderate 

delinquency and for serious delinquency, but not for minor delinquency. This discrepancy may 

result from the fact that SES is related primarily to more serious types of delinquency, thereby 

making it harder to observe a within-individual association with less severe offenses. 

 

Neighborhoods 

 

Social disorganization theory (e.g., Shaw & McKay, 1972) proposes that poor and disorganized 

neighborhoods facilitate delinquency due to a lack of social capital and collective supervision. 

Although we indeed found a negative between-individual association of neighborhood 

residential stability with minor delinquency, all other neighborhood effects were non-

significant in the multivariate models. Therefore, we found no support for our hypothesis that 

within-individual changes in delinquency might occur as youths move from one neighborhood 

to another. Also, we found no support for our hypothesis that the association between SES and 

delinquency is partly accounted for by neighborhoods.  

 

Parenting 

 

Control theory (e.g., Hirschi, 1969) argues that a positive parent-child relationship can 

constitute a social bond that prevents delinquency. Our between-individual findings supported 

this notion by demonstrating that youths were less likely to offend if their parents knew more 

about their activities and spent more time with them. We furthermore expected within-

individual changes in parenting to be related to changes in delinquency. Support for this 

hypothesis was limited to minor delinquency: Youths were more likely to commit minor 

delinquency during years in which they spent less time with their parents and during years in 

which their parents knew less about their activities. Drawing from the family stress model (e.g., 

Conger et al., 1992), we finally hypothesized that the association between SES and delinquency 

would partly be accounted for by parenting. Support for this hypothesis was limited. Between 

individuals, parental knowledge displayed a mediating role. However, we found no evidence 

that the within-individual association between SES and delinquency was accounted for by 

changes in parenting. In fact, we found no within-individual association with SES for any of 

the four parenting characteristics. 
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Theoretical Implications 

 

This study aimed to contribute to the theoretical debate on the association between SES and 

delinquency. Social causation accounts (e.g., Hirschi 1969; Merton, 1968; Shaw & McKay, 

1972 view SES not only as a correlate but also as a cause of delinquency. This study’s finding 

that youths change their delinquent behavior as their parents’ SES changes lends support for 

these accounts. The models used to estimate this within-individual association controlled for 

all time-constant factors as well as some additional control variables, hence lending stronger 

support for causal inferences than cross-sectional research. Since this is still a correlational 

study, caution for causal inferences is warranted as unmeasured time-varying confounding 

variables may account for the observed findings. This study’s findings do however suggest that 

causal findings from experimental research on SES and externalizing behavior (Gennetian & 

Miller, 2002) may translate to delinquency. This study therefore challenged claims that the 

association between SES and delinquency is either spurious or originating from earlier life-

phases (e.g., Loeber & Le Blanc, 1990; Miller, 1958; Rowe & Rodgers, 1997. This study’s 

findings do not refute such theories, but they do suggest that these explanations do not account 

for the complete association between SES and delinquency. 

 Though this study established a within-individual association between SES and 

delinquency, it remains an open question what mechanism may explain this relation. It may be 

that neighborhoods and parenting do in fact mediate this association, but that this study failed 

to detect this mediational effect. Alternatively, the within-individual association between SES 

and delinquency may result because youth begin to view criminal behavior as one of the best 

ways to obtain resources when their families have low economic recourses, as suggested by 

strain and rational choice theories. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

 

This study’s primary strength was that it provided us with a unique opportunity to assess a 

within-individual association between SES and offending because of its long time span, high 

prevalence of delinquency, and substantial within-individual variability in SES. Furthermore, 

the strong representation of low-SES youths in our sample allowed us to study a group that may 

be particularly sensitive to changes in SES. Another strength of this study was its 

comprehensive operationalization of SES. Combining four aspects of SES into a single 

composite allowed us to study their combined effect, hence maximizing power. A drawback of 
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this strategy is that we could not distinguish the effects of individual components (McLoyd, 

1998). However, we reasoned that over-time changes in different aspects of SES would 

interrelate too strongly (e.g., losing a job and income) to make a meaningful distinction.  

A limitation of this study was that we lacked sufficient data to study subjective 

economic deprivation as an explanatory mechanism. Another limitation was that this study did 

not assess bidirectional associations. Including such bidirectional effects would have come at a 

price for power and parsimony. We reasoned that a reverse effect of youths’ delinquency on 

family SES is not plausible enough to justify this tradeoff. For parenting, it contrarily seems 

very likely that the associations we found with delinquency are partly bidirectional (Keijsers et 

al., 2011; Lytton, 1990; Patterson, 1982). Disentangling this bidirectional association was 

however not an objective of this study. A third limitation of this study was the relatively high 

amount of missing values on family SES (24.7%), which could have created sample selection 

bias if the effect observed among included cases differed from the effect among excluded cases. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In sum, this study’s key finding was that youths were more likely to offend during years in 

which their parents’ SES was lower than during years in which their parents’ SES was higher. 

These findings indicate that changes in SES, like parental job losses or promotions, are related 

to changes in youths’ delinquent behavior.  Since within-individual models provide a stricter 

test of causality than between-individual analyses, this study supports claims that impacting 

familial SES may have a direct effect on youths’ delinquency. While the explanatory 

mechanism for this within-individual association remains an open question for future research, 

these findings therefore suggest that programs designed to improve familial SES may be 

particularly effective at promoting desistance from crime among youth during the adolescent 

years.
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Appendix 1. Effects of control variables in different models. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. Odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. Control variables omitted from table: age dummies and wave dummy. The ethnicity 
variable was omitted from the within models because it has no over-time variability. *** p < .001.  
 

 

 Between  Within 
Predictor by Outcome (1) (2) (3)  (1) (2) (3) 
Minor Delinquency        
Single Caretaker 1.03 (0.15) 0.99 (0.14) 1.04 (0.15)  1.04 (0.17) 1.02 (0.17) 1.02 (0.17) 
African-American 1.20 (0.25) 0.83 (0.20) 0.94 (0.24)     
Moderate Delinquency        
Single Caretaker 0.84 (0.15) 0.82 (0.15) 0.86 (0.15)  0.71 (0.14) 0.72 (0.15) 0.74 (0.15) 
African-American 2.55 (0.65)*** 1.78 (0.56) 1.82 (0.57)     
Serious Delinquency        
Single Caretaker 1.13 (0.22) 1.14 (0.22) 1.15 (0.22)  0.99 (0.22) 1.07 (0.25) 1.03 (0.24) 
African-American 1.34 (0.37) 0.81 (0.27) 0.82 (0.28)     
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Abstract 

This six-wave multi-informant longitudinal study on Dutch adolescents (N = 824; age 12-18) 

examined the interplay of socioeconomic status with parental monitoring (i.e., solicitation and 

control) and adolescent disclosure in predicting minor delinquency. Fixed-effects negative 

binomial regression analyses revealed that this interplay is different within adolescents across 

time than between adolescents. Between individuals, parental solicitation and control were not 

significantly associated with delinquency after controlling for SES: Adolescents whose parents 

exercised more monitoring did not offend less than others. Within individuals, higher levels of 

parental control were unexpectedly associated with more delinquency, but this relation was 

dependent on SES: Low-SES adolescents, but not high-SES adolescents, offended more during 

periods in which their parents exercised more control than during other periods with less 

control. In contrast to earlier work on between-individual differences, this finding suggests that 

monitoring could be least effective when needed most. Low-SES parents might not use 

monitoring effectively and become overcontrolling when their child goes astray. Only 

adolescent disclosure was associated with less delinquency both between and within 

adolescents and regardless of SES. 

 

 

“It’s 10pm, do you know where your children are?” 

 

Public service announcement on American television during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s
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Parents commonly aim to prevent their adolescent offspring from engaging in risky activities. 

To this end, they can monitor adolescents’ activities and whereabouts (Dishion & McMahon, 

1998). For example, parents can ask questions and encourage their children to disclose 

information (Stattin & Kerr, 2000), which is known as parental solicitation. Parents can also 

demand to be informed by setting monitoring rules, which is known as parental control. 

Following up on research suggesting that monitoring may not be as effective as previously 

assumed (Racz & McMahon, 2011; Smetana, 2008; Stattin & Kerr, 2000), some more recent 

studies examined for whom monitoring is effective and under what circumstances. This 

literature indicates that whereas monitoring may be most effective when adolescents are 

exposed to risk factors for problem behavior, it may be ineffective or even counter effective in 

the absence of risk factors (e.g., Kiesner et al., 2010; Laird et al., 2010). This longitudinal study 

on Dutch adolescents (age 12-18) therefore examined the interplay of parental monitoring with 

arguably the most classic risk factor for problem behavior: a low socioeconomic status (Merton, 

1968). Specifically, we investigated whether the association of minor delinquency with parental 

solicitation and control would be more beneficial for families with a low parental educational 

level, a low neighborhood SES, and a low adolescent educational level. Additionally, we 

examined whether this hypothesized moderation is specific for parents’ monitoring efforts, or 

whether it also applies to adolescent disclosure of information (Stattin & Kerr, 2000). 

This study expanded on the existing literature in both theoretical scope and 

methodological design. Substantively, this study was among the first to examine how effects of 

monitoring may depend on SES. In terms of design, this study expanded upon existing research 

by investigating all associations both between adolescents and within adolescents. A between-

individual association means that adolescents who are monitored more, commit less offenses 

compared to other adolescents who are monitored less. Contrarily, a within-individual 

association implies that the same adolescents reveal less problem behavior during periods with 

more monitoring than during periods with less monitoring. This study was among the first to 

examine such within-individual associations of parental monitoring and adolescent disclosure 

with delinquency. Unraveling how changes in monitoring co-occur with concurrent fluctuations 

in delinquency may provide more relevant information for parents and practitioners, compared 

to studying differences between individuals (Molenaar & Campbell, 2009; Voelke et al., 2014). 
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Parental Monitoring and Adolescent Delinquency 

 

As adolescents enter high school, they start to spend relatively more time with friends 

and less with their family (Larson & Richards, 1991). Consequently, parents have fewer 

opportunities to supervise their activities (Dishion & McMahon, 1998). Among peers, many 

adolescents experiment with risky behaviors, such as minor delinquency and substance use 

(Moffitt, 1993). Parents thus have to meet the challenge to protect their children from risky 

behavior, while at the same time promoting their autonomy. One strategy to accomplish this 

balance is to monitor adolescents’ activities.  

The effectiveness of monitoring has been a topic of scientific debate. There are 

theoretical reasons to believe that monitoring may be effective in preventing problem behavior, 

but it can also be reasoned that it may be ineffective or even counter effective. Monitoring could 

be effective because it may enable parents to stay involved, without being physically present 

(Dishion & McMahon, 1998). To the extent that adolescents accept this involvement, it may 

prevent them from engaging in risky activities. Contrarily, monitoring may be ineffective 

because adolescents may perceive it as a form of overprotection or privacy invasion (Hawk et 

al., 2008; Kakihara & Tilton-Weaver, 2009). Adolescents typically develop a growing desire 

for autonomy (Noom et al., 2001) and may therefore perceive their parents’ monitoring efforts 

as a threat to their independence. In this case, monitoring may even become counter effective 

(Kerr & Stattin, 2000), since Moffit’s (1993) theory proposes that it is exactly this desire for 

autonomy that motivates many adolescents to experiment with delinquency.  

Theoretically, such harmful effects of monitoring may be expected particularly for more 

controlling monitoring strategies (Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 

2010). Specifically, parental control may be harmful when it is exercised as pressure (i.e., 

parental behaviors that oblige the child to engage in behavior through dominating and intrusive 

tactics) as opposed to structure (i.e., parental behaviors that bring about a sense of predictability 

and competence). Consequently, parental control may also have a stronger potential for harmful 

effects than parental solicitation, as it could be more intrusive to adolescents.  

Empirical evidence on the effectiveness of monitoring is mixed and varies between 

different monitoring strategies and research designs. Between-individual studies suggested that 

parental monitoring is indirectly linked to less problem behavior via more disclosure by 

adolescents (Fletcher et al., 2004; Klevens & Hall, 2014; Soenens et al., 2006; Vieno et al., 

2009; Willoughby & Hamza, 2011). This suggests that parents’ efforts to obtain information 

from children could preclude delinquency at least partly because children indeed disclose 
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information in response. Consequently, studies that examined solicitation while controlling for 

disclosure typically revealed null results (Keijsers et al., 2010; Tilton-Weaver et al., 2013) or 

even found that solicitation was related to more problem behavior (Delforterie et al., 2015; 

Kerr, Stattin, & Burk, 2010; Kiesner et al., 2009; Stattin & Kerr, 2000; Willoughby & Hamza, 

2011). Contrarily, parental control was still found to be associated with less problem behavior 

after controlling for disclosure in some studies (Stattin & Kerr, 2000; Tilton-Weaver et al., 

2013; Willoughby & Hamza, 2011), but not in other studies (Keijsers et al., 2010; Kerr et al., 

2010; Kiesner et al., 2009).  

In sum, although these between-individual studies suggest that monitoring is related to 

less problem behavior, this effect often disappeared or reversed after controlling for disclosure. 

By including disclosure as a control variable, many studies have essentially examined the effect 

of monitoring that is not accompanied by adolescent disclosure. These studies’ adverse effects 

suggest that a situation in which parents ask more, but adolescents do not tell more, may 

indicate involvement in problem behavior. Potentially, parents ask more questions in these 

situations (e.g., solicitation), precisely because they suspect that their child may be withholding 

information about risky activities (e.g., lack of disclosure). If disclosure indeed mediates the 

beneficial effects of monitoring (e.g., Soenens et al., 2006), only harmful effects (e.g., due to 

privacy invasion) may be visible after controlling for disclosure. Therefore, we examined 

monitoring effects before controlling for disclosure in this study.  In sum, our first hypothesis 

(H1) was that adolescents whose parents exercise more solicitation and control engage in less 

delinquent behavior than other adolescents who are monitored less (i.e., between-individual 

effect). 

Despite this abundance of between-individual studies, little evidence is available on 

within-individual associations between parental monitoring and delinquency. While other 

aspects of parent-child relationships (e.g., parental knowledge and involvement) were found to 

be associated with delinquency within adolescents across time (e.g, Farrington et al., 2002; Lam 

et al., 2014; Rekker et al., 2015), most studies that focused on monitoring have predominantly 

investigated between-individual variation (e.g., cross-sectional studies or cross-lagged models; 

Hamaker et al., 2015). If monitoring indeed encourages adolescents to engage less in problem 

behavior, it seems likely that they would offend less during those periods in which their parents 

monitor them more. Contrarily, it can also be reasoned that stable differences in monitoring 

affect delinquency differently than over-time changes. For example, it could be beneficial when 

parents consequently exercise higher levels of monitoring than other parents from childhood 

onwards (i.e., between-individual differences), whereas it could be ineffective or harmful when 
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the same parents temporarily monitor their child more than usual (i.e., within-individual 

differences). Since parental monitoring usually decreases as adolescents grow older (Keijsers 

et al., 2009; Keijsers & Poulin, 2013), they may find it intrusive when they are instead 

monitored more than usual during a particular period. A recent study, using about one third of 

the current sample1, was the first to examine such within-individual effects of monitoring on 

delinquency (Keijsers, 2015). This study revealed no significant within-individual linkages 

between monitoring and delinquency. 

In sum, the present study was among the first to examine within-individual associations 

between delinquency and monitoring. Despite the lack of prior research, we hypothesized (H2) 

on theoretical grounds that adolescents offend less during periods in which their parents 

exercise more solicitation and control than during other periods with less monitoring (i.e., 

within-individual effect). Moreover, we examined adolescents’ disclosure (H3), which has 

consistently been associated with less problem behavior (e.g., Keijsers et al., 2010; Kerr et al., 

2010).  

 

The Interplay of Monitoring and Socioeconomic Status 

 

Given that research findings on monitoring are not entirely consistent, recent studies have 

examined for whom monitoring may be effective and under what circumstances. Theoretically, 

it can be reasoned that monitoring is most effective when it is required by situational demands 

(Laird et al., 2010). For adolescents in high-risk environments, being protected by parents may 

be more important than perceiving autonomy. In these contexts, the benefits of monitoring may 

therefore outweigh the risk of perceived overprotection or privacy invasion. Adolescents may 

also be more likely to accept the legitimacy of monitoring in high-risk contexts (McElhaney & 

Allen, 2001). Contrarily, adolescents in low-risk environments may more often perceive their 

parents’ monitoring efforts as intrusive. Supporting this hypothesis, several between-individual 

studies have indeed suggested that whereas monitoring may be effective when adolescents are 

at risk for problem behavior, it may be ineffective or counter effective in the absence of risk 

factors such as unsupervised time and delinquent friends (Laird et al., 2010; Keijsers et al., 

2009; Kiesner et al., 2010; Stattin & Kerr, 2000).  

Expanding upon this literature, we investigated whether monitoring effects are 

moderated by socioeconomic status (SES), a classical risk factor in the criminological literature 

(e.g., Merton, 1968). Adolescents’ SES is a multifaceted construct that consists of both 

neighborhood- and individual-level characteristics. At the neighborhood level, poor and 
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disorganized neighborhoods may facilitate offending due to a lack of social capital and 

collective supervision (Sampson et al., 1997; Shaw & McKay, 1972). At the individual level, 

youths from low-SES families may be exposed to a variety of risk factors such as family stress 

and economic strain (Conger et al., 1994; Merton, 1968). Indeed, research reveals that 

adolescents from low-SES neighborhoods and families more often engage in problem behavior 

(e.g., Bjerk, 2007; Rekker et al., 2015). In the Netherlands, another key aspect of adolescents’ 

SES is their own educational level. Dutch adolescents are stratified into educational tracks 

around the age of 13. Placement in a low-level track is one of the strongest correlates of 

delinquency (De Looze et al., 2012). We therefore examined neighborhood SES, parental 

educational level, and adolescent educational level as indicators of SES.  

Given that a low SES is among the core risk-factors of delinquency and that monitoring 

has often appeared most effective in the presence of such risk factors, it seems plausible that 

the effect of monitoring may similarly be moderated by SES. The benefits of monitoring may 

outweigh the risk of perceived intrusion for low-SES adolescents, whereas the opposite could 

be true for high-SES adolescents. Potentially, more intrusive monitoring strategies such as 

parental control may therefore even be harmful for high-SES adolescents. Research on this 

potential moderation is presently limited to between-individual studies on parental knowledge 

about their children, as opposed to the active monitoring strategies distinguished by Stattin & 

Kerr (2000). These studies (Beyers et al., 2011; Pettit et al., 1999; Rankin & Quane 2002; Roche 

& Leventhal, 2009) have generally revealed a stronger between-individual association of more 

parental knowledge with less problem behavior among adolescents living in low-SES 

neighborhoods. The present study was the first to examine such a moderating role of SES within 

individuals over time. If monitoring is indeed more important for youths who are at risk for 

problem behavior, we may expect that especially low-SES adolescents offend less during 

periods in which their parents solicit and control more than during other periods with less 

monitoring. 

In sum, the present study examined the interplay of SES with parental monitoring both 

between and within individuals. We hypothesized (H4) that the expected beneficial association 

of solicitation and control with delinquency would be stronger for low-SES adolescents than 

for high-SES adolescents. Contrarily, we did not expect such a moderating effect of SES for 

adolescents’ disclosure of information. Whereas parental monitoring may plausibly be 

perceived as intrusive by high-SES adolescents, this reasoning does not apply to voluntary 

disclosure.  
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The Present Study 

 

In conclusion, this study examined the interplay between monitoring and SES in predicting 

delinquency, both between adolescents and within adolescents. We expected delinquency to be 

associated with lower levels of parental solicitation and control between adolescents (H1) and 

potentially also within adolescents over time (H2). Furthermore, we hypothesized that 

delinquency would be associated with lower levels of adolescent disclosure (H3). Finally, we 

hypothesized that the beneficial association of solicitation and control, but not disclosure, with 

delinquency would be stronger among low-SES adolescents (H4).  

 

METHOD 

 

Sample 

 

Analyses were conducted on six waves from the longitudinal RADAR study. Participants were 

824 adolescents and their parents. A first cohort (N = 327; known as RADAR Old and as 

CONAMORE Family Sample) was first interviewed in 2001, while a second cohort was first 

interviewed in 2005 (N = 497; known as RADAR Young). Sampling procedures were slightly 

different for both cohorts. For the 2001 cohort, 938 adolescents were initially interviewed at 12 

high schools located in the Utrecht province of the Netherlands. Respondents were invited to 

complete additional questionnaires with both parents during a home visit. Of the 938 invited 

families, 491 agreed to participate, of whom 90 were excluded because only one parent was 

available. Of the remaining 401 families, 327 were randomly selected to participate. For the 

2005 cohort, primary school teachers first rated the externalizing behavior of 4615 adolescents 

in the province of Utrecht and the cities of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, and Almere. A 

random selection of 1544 adolescents was selected for participation. Of the 1544 approached 

families, 364 were excluded because only one parent was available and another 99 because no 

phone records were available. Of the 1081 remaining families, 497 agreed to participate. During 

the sampling process of the 2005 cohort, an oversampling was made of youths who were at-

risk for problem behavior based on initial teacher reports: at risk youths made up 16.3% of the 

initial 4615 adolescents, 29.6% of the randomly selected 1544 adolescents, and 41.4% of the 

eventual 497 participants. For both cohorts, questionnaires were confidentially administered 

during annual home visits, for which the family received about $150 per visit. Parents provided 

written informed consent for their family’s participation. 
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All respondents were enrolled in the first year of secondary education during the first 

wave (Mage = 12.7; SDage = 0.62). The first two waves of the 2001 cohort were excluded from 

the analyses, due to the absence of parent reports on monitoring. The sample consisted of 53.6% 

boys and 46.4% girls. Adolescents’ educational level was distributed 25.8% lower vocational, 

33.5% higher vocational, and 40.7% pre-academic. Parents’ educational level was 27.0% lower 

vocational, 39.5%, higher vocational, and 33.5% academic. These distributions indicate that 

respondents had a higher average SES than the general population of the Netherlands (CBS, 

2005). Furthermore, nearly all respondents were of native Dutch ethnicity. Differences between 

the RADAR sample and the general population of the Netherlands can be attributed to the 

geographical restriction to the Utrecht province and nearby cities, an inclusion criteria of a good 

Dutch language comprehension, and the exclusion of single parent families. 

 

Measures 

 

Delinquency 

 

 At each wave, delinquency was measured as the variety count of offenses that an adolescent 

committed during the previous year. Adolescents self-reported these offenses on a 32-item scale 

of illegal behaviors that included the use of drugs, but not the use of alcohol or tobacco. Items 

were based on the International Self-Report Delinquency Study (Junger-Tas et al., 1994) and 

validated for Dutch adolescents in previous studies (Baerveldt et al., 2003). An example of an 

item is “During the past year, did you steal something from a shop worth over 5 euro?” Nearly 

all reported behaviors were relatively minor offenses such as vandalism, shoplifting, and drug 

use. For the 2001 cohort, a shortened scale was administered during waves 3, 4 and 5. This 16-

item questionnaire covered the same offenses, but with less specificity. For example, it included 

only a single item on shoplifting (i.e., stealing something), whereas the main questionnaire 

included two items (i.e., stealing something under and over 5 euro). During the fifth wave, 233 

respondents completed both the shortened and the complete scale. The association between 

both scales was strong (r = .84). To adjust for the smaller amount of items in the shortened 

questionnaire, scores were rescaled and rounded to the metric (e.g., the range of scores) of the 

full questionnaire. This rescaling was conducted using coefficients from a regression analysis 

among the 233 respondents who completed both questionnaires.  
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Monitoring and disclosure  

 

Solicitation, control, and disclosure were reported by adolescents, mothers, and fathers. Scores 

of mothers and fathers were first averaged into a parent report, while reports of adolescents on 

mothers and fathers were averaged into an adolescent report2. The parent and adolescent reports 

were in turn averaged to obtain a single score on each construct that equally reflects the 

perspective of adolescents and both parents. Items were based on the work of Stattin and Kerr 

(2000). Previous studies have demonstrated the validity of these measures for a Dutch sample 

(Hawk et al., 2008). Parental solicitation was measured using 3 items, such as: “Do you 

commonly ask your child to tell about things that happened during his/her free time?” 

Reliability averaged a = .67 across waves for mothers, .72 for fathers, and .74 for adolescents. 

The consistency of reported solicitation averaged r = .12 between mothers and fathers and .21 

between parents and adolescents. Parental control was assessed using 5 items. An example is 

“Before your child goes out on a Saturday evening, do you demand him/her to inform you about 

where he/she is going and with whom?” These items were aimed primarily at parental control 

that provides structure, although items could be interpreted by adolescents as pressure (e.g., 

Grolnick & Pomerantz, 2009). Reliability averaged a = .85 across waves for mothers, fathers, 

and adolescents a like. The consistency of reported control averaged r = .25 between mothers 

and fathers and .37 between parents and adolescents. Adolescent disclosure was measured using 

6 items, for instance: “If you have been away during the evening, do you tell your parents what 

you have done when you come home?” Reliability averaged a = .80 across waves for mothers, 

.77 for fathers, and .77 for adolescents. The consistency of reported disclosure averaged r = .47 

between mothers and fathers and .50 between parents and adolescents. Solicitation, control, and 

disclosure were scored on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always) and standardized to 

facilitate the interpretation of parameter estimates. Because scales’ reliabilities were sufficient, 

the relatively low consistencies between mothers, fathers, and adolescents underline the distinct 

perspective of each reporter.  

 

Socioeconomic status 

 

This study distinguished three facets of SES: adolescents’ educational level, parents’ 

educational level, and neighborhood SES. Adolescents’ educational level constituted the self-

reported track in which they were enrolled at the fifth wave. Parental educational level was 



CHAPTER	3	

	 58	

indicated by the highest self-reported educational level completed by either of the two parents. 

Educational level was analyzed as a scale with three scores -1: (lower vocational; i.e., 

VMBO/MBO), 0 (higher vocational, i.e., HAVO/HBO), and 1 (pre-academic, i.e., 

VWO/University). Information on neighborhoods was obtained from the Dutch Central Bureau 

of Statistics (CBS, 2006; 2011), based on respondents six-digit postal code (comparable to 

American census tracts) at the first wave. Neighborhood SES was a standardized sum score of 

neighborhoods’ standardized population density, mean fiscal income, and mean property value. 

In all analyses, we specified SES as a single composite by adding standardized scores on 

parental education, neighborhood SES, and adolescent education. An exploratory analysis with 

all three components separately is depicted in Appendix 3. 

 

Strategy of Analysis 

 

Estimation method  

 

Since our delinquency measure revealed a negative binomial count distribution (score 0: 31.4%; 

score 1: 35.4%; score 2-16: 33.1%; variance-to-mean ratio: 2.4), we analyzed data using 

negative binomial regression analysis with maximum likelihood estimation. Analyses were 

carried out separately between and within adolescents. For the between-individual analyses, 

our goal was to determine if some adolescents offended more than others during the entire 

course of adolescence. For this purpose, we calculated individual mean scores across all waves 

on delinquency, solicitation, control, and disclosure. These means were calculated across all six 

waves for the 2005 and (due to available data) from wave 3 through wave 6 for the 2001 cohort. 

For delinquency, mean scores were rounded to integers to maintain the count distribution. SES 

variables were time-constant throughout this study. Using these mean scores, we carried out 

negative binomial regression analyses to estimate fully between-individual effects. For the 

within-individual estimation, we used fixed-effects negative binomial regression analyses3 

(Hausman et al., 1984). Fixed-effects models capture only within-individual variation by 

examining changes around respondents’ average scores across waves. This allowed us to 

examine how over-time fluctuations in monitoring and disclosure co-occurred with parallel 

fluctuations in delinquency.  

 

 

 



THE	INTERPLAY	OF	MONITORING	AND	SES	
	

	 59	

Model specification  

 

Model specification was based on two principles. First, variables’ main effects cannot be 

estimated in models that also include an interaction term of that variable (Brambor et al., 2006). 

Second, variables’ effects cannot be estimated in a model that controls for mediators of these 

effects (Pearl, 2000). These two principles resulted in a four-step model specification. A first 

model estimated main effects of parental solicitation and control.  Adolescent disclosure was 

excluded from this model, because it may mediate beneficial monitoring effects4 (Soenens et 

al., 2006).  A second model added interactions between SES and monitoring. A third model 

added adolescent disclosure and a fourth model subsequently added interactions between 

disclosure and SES.  

 

Control variables  

 

Using dummy variables, between-individual analyses were controlled for gender and cohort 

(2001/2005). These variables did not require inclusion in the within-individual analyses, since 

fixed-effects models automatically control for all time-constant variables. Instead, within-

individual models were controlled for age (i.e., the age-crime curve; Farrington, 1986), which 

was accomplished using a set of dummy variables indicating the wave. To control for potential 

bias from a change in the delinquency questionnaire for the 2001 cohort, a dummy variable was 

added that indicated the administered instrument. In addition, within-individual models 

included a time-lagged delinquency variable to control for delinquency at the previous wave. 

 

Attrition and missing values 

 

Attrition was low and occurred mainly between wave 5 (91% participating) and wave 6 (80% 

participating). The number of participants at each wave was as follows: 495 at wave 1, 466 at 

wave 2, 778 at wave 3 (addition of 2001 cohort), 764 at wave 4, 748 at wave 5, and 658 at wave 

6. We assessed the amount of missing values across all 4290 observations: 327 respondents on 

4 waves for the 2001 cohort and 497 respondents on 6 waves for the 2005 cohort. The 

percentage of missing values on each variable was as follows: delinquency 10.4%, 

socioeconomic status 0.1%, solicitation 9.5%, control 14.8%, and disclosure 9.5%. An MCAR 

test revealed a good Chi2/df ratio of 1.43 (Bollen, 1989), which indicates that missing values 

were not strongly associated with scores on other variables. For the between-individual 



CHAPTER	3	

	 60	

analyses, all waves with data could be used to calculate respondents’ across-wave mean scores. 

A small adjustment was made for waves with missing data to approximate the score that 

respondents would have obtained across all six waves5. Due to the estimation method, all 

respondents who had complete data on at least one wave could be included in the within-

individual analyses (i.e., complete case analysis in long notation). 

 

RESULTS 

 

Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for all constructs are displayed in Table 1. 

Model specification proceeded in four steps, as displayed in Table 2. To investigate the main 

effects of solicitation and control, a first model was specified without moderating or mediating 

(i.e., disclosure) effects. Between individuals, parental solicitation and control were not 

significantly associated with adolescent delinquency. This rejected our hypothesis (H1) that 

adolescents whose parents exercise more monitoring would offend less than others. Noticeably, 

both solicitation and control revealed a negative bivariate correlation with delinquency (see 

Table 1), but these associations were no longer significant after controlling for gender and SES. 

Within individuals, solicitation revealed no significant effect on delinquency, whereas 

control revealed a positive effect that was opposite to our hypothesis. This rejected our 

hypothesis (H2) that more monitoring would be associated with less delinquency within 

adolescents over time. Contrarily, adolescents even offended more during periods in which their 

parents exercised more control than during other periods with less control. 

To assess how parental monitoring effects may be moderated by SES, we added 

interactions between SES and monitoring in a second model. Between individuals, we found 

no significant interaction of SES with either solicitation or control. Within individuals, we 

found a significant interaction of SES with parental control. Importantly, this interaction was 

in the opposite direction of what was expected: Higher levels of control more often co-occurred 

with lower levels of delinquency among high-SES adolescents than among low-SES 

adolescents (see Figure 1). These findings clearly refuted our hypothesis (H4) that the 

association between monitoring and delinquency would be more beneficial for low-SES 

adolescents. Contrarily, an interaction was found only within adolescents and in the opposite 

direction. To determine how this interaction may be interpreted, we estimated the effect of 

parental control for low and high levels of SES using a simple slopes analysis (Cohen et al., 

2003). As depicted in Figure 1, this analysis revealed that control was associated with more 
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delinquency for low-SES adolescents (b = 0.16, p = .002), but not for high-SES adolescents (b 

= 0.01, p = .862).  

To investigate if interactions with SES are specific to parents’ efforts, we specified a 

third model that added adolescent disclosure. As expected (H3), we found a strong negative 

effect of disclosure on delinquency both between and within individuals. In line with previous 

studies, adding disclosure clearly changed the direction of the effect of solicitation, both 

between (from -0.07 to +0.24) and within individuals (from -0.04 to +0.06). In a fourth model, 

we added and tested an interaction between disclosure and SES. In line with our theoretical 

reasoning that SES moderation is specific to parental monitoring, this interaction was non-

significant both between and within adolescents. 

 

Internal Replication 

 

To check the reliability of these findings, we performed three additional analyses. First, we 

repeated analyses separately for early adolescents (age 12 through 14) and late adolescents (age 

15 through 17) to determine the consistency of effects between both life phases. Both between 

and within adolescents, we found no significant difference in effects between early and late 

adolescence. Second, we repeated all analyses separately for adolescent, mother, and father 

reports (see Appendix 1). Results demonstrated consistent patterns across reporters. The within-

individual effect of parental control was significant for mother (b = 0.11, p = .009) and father 

reports (b = 0.10, p = .016), and in the same direction for adolescent reports (b = 0.03, p = .501). 

The within-individual interaction between SES and parental control was significant for mother 

reports (b = -0.08, p = .018), marginally significant for father reports (b = -0.06, p = .071), and 

in the same direction for adolescent reports (b = -0.04, p = .242). The negative effect of 

adolescent disclosure on delinquency was significant for all three reporters, both between and 

within adolescents. A formal comparison revealed no significant differences in effect sizes 

between reporters for any of this study’s significant findings. 

As a third internal replication, we repeated our analyses with adolescent disclosure as 

outcome variable (see Appendix 2). Based on the idea that effects of monitoring on delinquency 

may be mediated by disclosure (e.g., Soenens et al., 2006), we expected that results for 

disclosure would resemble those for delinquency. Consistently, core findings were replicated 

for adolescent disclosure. Within-individual analyses revealed the same interaction between 

SES and parental control that was found for adolescent delinquency. However, parental 
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solicitation was decisively associated with more adolescent disclosure both between and within 

individuals, whereas its association with delinquency was non-significant. 

 

 
Figure 1. Effects as estimated in between-individual models 1 (control) and 3 (disclosure) and 
within-individual models 2 (control) and 3 (disclosure). Estimated levels of delinquency are 
unique for each respondent and each year in the within-individual model. This graph therefore 
depicts effects for a hypothetical respondent and year, with delinquency close to the mean level.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate between-individual correlations (Pearson’s r). 

 
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. ICC: intraclass correlation (i.e., proportion of variance at between-individual level). Scores on SES, 
solicitation, control, and disclosure were standardized. 
 

 

Table 2. Negative binomial regression models predicting adolescent delinquency. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses. Dummy variables controlling for 
cohort, questionnaire type, wave, and respondent (i.e., fixed effects) are omitted from the table. 

 Between Individuals Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 3 Wave 4 Wave 5 Wave 6  
Variable 2 3 4 5 6 M (SD) N M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) ICC 
1. Delinquency -.15*** -.12*** -.12** -.41*** -.24*** 1.54 (1.92) 824 1.91 (3.21) 1.30 (2.68) 1.50 (2.68) 1.52 (2.81) 1.42 (2.51) 1.40 (2.94) .44 
2. SES  .28*** .15*** .15*** .01 0.00 (1.00) 823        
3. Solicitation   .34*** .54*** .10** 0.00 (1.00) 824 0.25 (1.00) 0.07 (1.03) -0.06 (0.92) -0.02 (0.98) -0.02 (1.02) -0.13 (1.05) .56 
4. Control    .21*** .18*** 0.00 (1.00) 813 0.70 (0.73) 0.52 (0.75) 0.38 (0.79) 0.11 (0.85) -0.33 (0.94) -0.88 (0.96) .33 
5. Disclosure     .28*** 0.00 (1.00) 824 0.37 (0.90) 0.18 (0.98) 0.02 (0.92) -0.11 (1.01) -0.15 (1.03) -0.14 (1.05) .64 
6. Gender      0.46 (0.50) 824        

 Between-individual Models Within-individual Models 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Gender: Female -0.62 (0.08)*** -0.62 (0.08)*** -0.38 (0.08)***     
Socioeconomic Status -0.20 (0.04)*** -0.20 (0.04)*** -0.18 (0.04)***     
Parental Solicitation -0.08 (0.04) -0.07 (0.04) 0.24 (0.05)***  -0.03 (0.04) -0.04 (0.04) 0.06 (0.04) 
Parental Control -0.06 (0.04) -0.05 (0.04) -0.04 (0.04)  0.10 (0.05)* 0.09 (0.05) 0.10 (0.04)* 
SES*Solicitation  0.02 (0.05) 0.02 (0.04)   -0.01 (0.04) 0.00 (0.04) 
SES*Control  0.01 (0.04) -0.00 (0.04)   -0.08 (0.03)* -0.05 (0.03) 
Adolescent Disclosure   -0.56 (0.05)***    -0.46 (0.04)*** 
Delinquencyt-1     0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 
Model        

Respondents 812 812 812  796 795 795 
Observations 812 812 812  2919 2916 2916 
Pseudo R2  3.38% 3.40% 8.59%     
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DISCUSSION 

 

This study examined the interplay between socioeconomic status and parental monitoring in 

predicting minor adolescent delinquency. Results revealed that this interplay is different within 

adolescents across time than between adolescents. Between individuals, parental solicitation 

and control were not significantly associated with adolescent delinquency after controlling for 

SES. Within individuals, higher levels of parental control were unexpectedly associated with 

higher levels of adolescent delinquency, but this relation was dependent on SES: Low-SES 

adolescents, but not high-SES adolescents, offended more during periods in which their parents 

exercised more control than during other periods with less control. Unlike parental monitoring, 

adolescent disclosure was strongly associated with less delinquency both between and within 

adolescents and regardless of SES.  

These results strongly contradicted our hypothesis that monitoring would be related to 

less delinquency. Many previous studies (e.g., Stattin & Kerr, 2000) revealed between-

individual associations of more solicitation and control with less delinquency. Although this 

study revealed similar correlations at the bivariate level (Table 1), these associations were 

reduced to non-significance by controlling for gender and SES. The strongest contradiction 

with our hypothesis and previous literature (e.g., Stattin & Kerr, 2000) was however posed by 

the finding that control was overall linked to more delinquency within individuals. Challenging 

the idea that monitoring can preclude delinquent behavior, this finding implies that adolescents 

offended more when their parents exercised higher levels of control than during other periods 

with less control. This might indicate that adolescent become more delinquent in response to 

parents’ increased control, or that parents increase supervision when their children go astray. 

Unlike delinquency, adolescent disclosure was however decisively associated with higher 

levels of solicitation both between and within adolescents, which suggests that solicitation 

could nonetheless have beneficial effects. 

We see three possible interpretations for the discrepancy between results at the between- 

and the within-individual level. The first is that it could be beneficial when parents consequently 

exercise higher levels of monitoring than other parents from childhood onwards (i.e., between-

individual differences), whereas it could be harmful when the same parents monitor their child 

more than usual during a particular period (i.e., within-individual differences). A second 

explanation is that the association between monitoring and delinquency is not causal, but due 

to some time-constant third variable affecting both monitoring and delinquency (e.g., genetic 

endowments). Unlike between-individual models, within-individual models control for such 
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time-constant third variables. In line with this explanation, between-individual associations 

between monitoring and delinquency were no longer significant after controlling for gender and 

SES. A third interpretation of the discrepancy between between-individual and within-

individual patterns lies in potential harmful dynamics between parenting and problem behavior. 

For example, Granic and Patterson (2006) theorized that families can get trapped in a process 

in which children’s negative behavior (e.g., delinquency) provokes coercive parenting (e.g., too 

much control), which in turn leads to more negative behavior. Since such dynamic processes 

take place within families over time, they may be visible particularly at the within-individual 

level. 

Unlike parental solicitation and control, adolescents’ voluntary disclosure was strongly 

associated with less delinquency both between and within adolescents. This finding is 

consistent with previous studies that found a within-individual association between parental 

knowledge and delinquency (e.g., Farrington et al., 2002), while also suggesting that these 

findings may be accounted for by disclosure, more than by monitoring. Interestingly, both the 

between-individual and the within-individual association between solicitation and delinquency 

reversed after controlling for disclosure. This finding is consistent with the idea that beneficial 

effects of monitoring are mediated by disclosure (Soenens et al., 2006). When parents ask more, 

but adolescents nonetheless do not tell more (the effect of solicitation while keeping disclosure 

constant), this potentially indicates a heightened engagement in problem behavior. Parents 

could be asking more questions in these these situations precisely because they suspect that 

their child may be withholding information about risky activities. 

Besides distinguishing between- and within-individual effects, the main aim of this 

study was to examine how the relation between monitoring and delinquency may depend on 

SES. Based on between-individual analyses, previous studies revealed that monitoring is most 

likely to be associated with less delinquency in high-risk contexts (e.g., Laird et al., 2010). 

Instead, the present study revealed that monitoring interacted with SES only within individuals 

and in the opposite direction. This study therefore challenges claims (e.g., Laird et al., 2010) 

that monitoring is most effective in high-risk environments, by demonstrating that this may be 

reversed within adolescents across time6. 

The within-individual finding that higher levels of parental control more often co-

occurred with higher levels of delinquency among low-SES adolescents than among high-SES 

adolescents was unexpected. One feasible explanation is that high-SES parents more often 

exercise a warm, open, and authoritative style of parenting (Conger et al., 1994; Steinberg et 

al., 1991). Potentially, parental control is more likely to be perceived as legitimate by 
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adolescents in such a climate (Darling & Steinberg, 1993; Kuhn et al., 2014). Likewise, 

negative dynamics between parenting and delinquency could occur more often among low-SES 

parents who may be more likely to respond to negative behavior with coercive parenting 

(Conger et al., 1994). Speculatively, high-SES parents may thus be more successful in 

exercising parental control by providing structure, whereas low-SES parents could more often 

use pressure, thereby instigating feelings of intrusion among adolescents (e.g., Soenens & 

Vansteenkiste, 2010). In addition, especially low-SES parents could become overcontrolling 

when their children become delinquent. 

Despite this uncertainty about the explanatory mechanism, this study’s within-

individual analyses revealed that low-SES adolescents, but not high-SES adolescents, offended 

more during periods in which their parents exercised more control than during other periods 

with less control. This implies that monitoring could be less effective in low-SES contexts. 

Although such causal inferences remain speculative without an experimental design, this 

study’s within-individual analyses may come closer to causality than between-individual 

models by for example controlling for all time-constant third variables (Molenaar & Campbell, 

2009; Voelkle et al., 2014). Hence, monitoring could contribute to the relation between SES 

and delinquency by being both less often exercised and less effective for low-SES adolescents.  

 

Strengths and Limitations 

 

Strengths of this study include the use of multi-informant data and analyses that distinguish 

between- and within-individual effects. A first limitation was that most respondents had an 

above average SES. Caution is therefore warranted in generalizing findings to more extreme 

low-SES contexts. Because the Netherlands is a prosperous nation with a well-developed social 

security system, caution is particularly warranted in generalizing this study’s findings to the 

poorest families and neighborhoods in the United States. Instead, this study might better be 

translated to the American context as a comparison between lower middle class and higher 

middle class families. Second, this study investigated associations, rather than bidirectional 

effects. Although it is known that monitoring and delinquency may be reciprocally related (e.g., 

Keijsers et al., 2010), this study instead focused on distinguishing between- and within-

individual effects. Future research is needed, preferably with more waves and smaller time 

intervals, to assess both research questions simultaneously. 
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Conclusion 

 

Despite these limitations, this study challenged the idea that monitoring is more effective in 

high-risk contexts by demonstrating a within-individual interaction between parental control 

and SES in the opposite direction. Low-SES adolescents, but not high-SES adolescents, 

offended more during periods in which their parents exercised more control than during other 

periods with less control. Since this study’s within-individual analyses may come closer to 

causality than commonly used between-individual models, this suggests that parental 

monitoring could be least effective when needed most. Low-SES parents might not use 

monitoring effectively and become overcontrolling when their child goes astray. 
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ENDNOTES 

 
1The study by Keijsers (2015) was a reanalysis of an earlier study (Keijsers et al., 2009) 

conducted on the adolescent reports in the first four waves of this study’s 2001 cohort, reaching 

a total of 1308 observations. The present study was conducted on the full dataset of 4290 

observations and uses all reporters. 
2At wave 3 and 4 of the 2001 cohort, adolescents reported on both parents 

simultaneously. A comparison between these scores and scores that were reported for mothers 

and fathers separately revealed no discontinuities in mean levels, associations across waves, or 

associations between constructs. 
3Fixed-effects models were estimated using an unconditional negative binomial 

regression estimator with dummy variables to represent the fixed effects, since conditional 

negative binomial models may not exclusively capture within-individual variation (Allison & 

Waterman).  
4There are at least three conceivable causal sequences between the constructs under 

study: Monitoring -> Disclosure -> Delinquency (1), Delinquency -> Disclosure <- Monitoring 

(2), and Delinquency <- Disclosure -> Monitoring (3). Controlling for disclosure while 

estimating effects of monitoring on delinquency would only improve estimates if the third 

causal sequence (i.e., common cause) is accurate. If either the first (i.e., mediational chain) or 

the second sequence (i.e., collider effect) is correct, controlling for disclosure would contrarily 

bias the total effects of monitoring on delinquency (Pearl, 2000).  
5In the calculation of respondents’ across-wave mean score, missing values were 

replaced by a predicted score from a regression model in which the score on the wave with 

missing data was the dependent variable, and the score on the previous wave was the 

independent variable. In addition, mean scores for the 2001 cohort were corrected for the 

absence of the first two waves, using coefficients that were obtained from a regression analysis 

on the 2005 cohort. Correlations between adjusted and unadjusted scores varied between r = 

.97 and .99 across variables. 
6Because previous studies focused specifically on between-individual moderation by 

neighborhoods (e.g., Beyers et al., 2011), we ran an additional analysis in which neighborhood 

quality (instead of an SES composite) was specified as a between-individual moderator. In line 

with previous studies, this analysis revealed an interaction (b = 0.11, p = .046) in which more 

parental control was associated with less delinquency particularly in low-SES neighborhoods. 

This suggests that differences between this study and previous findings are due to the use of 

multiple SES components and particularly within-individual modelling.
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Appendix 1. Negative binomial regression models predicting adolescent delinquency, split out by reporter. 
 

 
Note. + p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses. Dummy variables 
controlling for cohort, questionnaire type, wave, and respondent (i.e., fixed effects) are omitted from the table. 

 Between-individual Models Within-individual Models 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Adolescent Reports        

Gender: Female -0.59 (0.08)*** -0.59 (0.08)*** -0.45 (0.08)***     
Socioeconomic Status -0.20 (0.04)*** -0.19 (0.04)*** -0.18 (0.04)***     
Parental Solicitation -0.05 (0.05) -0.05 (0.05) 0.29 (0.05)***  -0.04 (0.04) -0.05 (0.04) 0.05 (0.04) 
Parental Control -0.13 (0.05)** -0.12 (0.05)** -0.06 (0.04)  0.03 (0.04) 0.02 (0.04) 0.04 (0.04) 
SES*Solicitation  -0.00 (0.05) -0.02 (0.04)   -0.02 (0.04) -0.01 (0.04) 
SES*Control  0.04 (0.04) 0.03 (0.04)   -0.04 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 
Adolescent Disclosure   -0.62 (0.05)***    -0.39 (0.04)*** 
Delinquencyt-1     0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)+ 0.01 (0.01)+ 

Mother Reports        
Gender: Female -0.66 (0.08)*** -0.66 (0.08)*** -0.49 (0.08)***     
Socioeconomic Status -0.22 (0.04)*** -0.22 (0.04)*** -0.20 (0.04)***     
Parental Solicitation -0.02 (0.04) -0.04 (0.04) 0.08 (0.05)+  0.01 (0.04) -0.00 (0.04) 0.04 (0.04) 
Parental Control 0.02 (0.04) 0.02 (0.04) 0.02 (0.04)  0.11 (0.04)** 0.10 (0.04)* 0.10 (0.04)** 
SES*Solicitation  -0.01 (0.05) -0.00 (0.04)   -0.02 (0.04) -0.01 (0.04) 
SES*Control  -0.01 (0.05) -0.02 (0.04)   -0.08 (0.04)* -0.08 (0.03)* 
Adolescent Disclosure   -0.30 (0.04)***    -0.27 (0.04)*** 
Delinquencyt-1     0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 

Father Reports        
Gender: Female -0.67 (0.09)*** -0.67 (0.08)*** -0.56 (0.09)***     
Socioeconomic Status -0.22 (0.05)*** -0.23 (0.05)*** -0.21 (0.05)***     
Parental Solicitation -0.06 (0.04) -0.05 (0.04) 0.06 (0.05)  0.04 (0.04) 0.03 (0.04) 0.05 (0.04) 
Parental Control 0.01 (0.04) -0.00 (0.04) 0.00 (0.04)  0.10 (0.04)* 0.09 (0.04)* 0.10 (0.04)* 
SES*Solicitation  0.08 (0.05) 0.09 (0.05)+   -0.02 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 
SES*Control  0.02 (0.05) 0.02 (0.05)   -0.06 (0.03)+ -0.06 (0.03) 
Adolescent Disclosure   -0.26 (0.05)***    -0.17 (0.04)*** 
Delinquencyt-1     0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 
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Appendix 2. Linear regression models predicting adolescent disclosure. 

 
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors 
in parentheses. Dummy variables controlling for cohort, questionnaire type, wave, and 
respondent (i.e., fixed effects) are omitted from the table. 
 
 

Appendix 3. Between-individual model with separate components of SES as predictors of 
delinquency. 
 

Gender  
bfemale -0.73 (0.09) 
p-value <.001 

Parental Education  
b 0.05 (0.07) 
p-value .475 

Neighborhood SES  
b -0.14 (0.05) 
p-value .003 

Adolescent Education  
b -0.25 (0.06) 
p-value <.001 

Model  
Respondents 667 
Observations 667 
Pseudo R2  3.99% 

 

 Between-individual Models Within-individual Models 
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 1 Model 2 
Gender: Female 0.46 (0.06)*** 0.46 (0.06)***    
Socioeconomic Status 0.01 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03)    
Parental Solicitation 0.52 (0.03)*** 0.52 (0.03)***  0.23 (0.02)*** 0.23 (0.02)*** 
Parental Control -0.01 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03)  -0.00 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02) 
SES*Solicitation  0.00 (0.03)   -0.01 (0.02) 
SES*Control  -0.01 (0.03)   0.04 (0.01)** 
Disclosuret-1    0.09 (0.02)*** 0.09 (0.02)*** 
Model      

Respondents 812 812  794 793 
Observations 812 812  3002 2999 
R2  34.2% 34.3%  15.8% 16.2% 
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Abstract 

This paper proposes a new theoretical and statistical perspective on the economic and the 

cultural dimension of voters’ attitudes. It argues that a common cause perspective is suitable 

when attitudes are related to social cleavages, whereas a common outcome perspective is 

appropriate when they are related to democratic representation. To demonstrate the relevance 

of this distinction, the correlation between both dimensions was investigated from both 

perspectives for thirteen West European countries. Furthermore, this study investigated the 

distribution of voters across a two-dimensional space. By revealing that the economic and the 

cultural dimension can simultaneously be negatively correlated (r = -.01) as common causes 

and positively associated (r = .26) as common outcomes of attitudes, this study contributed to 

solving a paradox regarding this association. Results furthermore revealed that most voters are 

better represented than often assumed by parties that combine either a leftist or a rightist 

position on both dimensions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“The interesting thing about ChristenUnie and D66 is that we both have a quadrant for 

ourselves. It is said that sixty percent of the Dutch voters are in these two quadrants.  

We do not yet have all these votes.” 

 

André Rouvoet (ChristenUnie) to Alexander Pechtold (D66) during an election debate
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It is commonly argued that the political attitudes of West European voters are structured along 

two dimensions: an economic and a cultural dimension (e.g., Elchardus & Smits, 2002; 

Häusermann & Kriesi, 2011; Kitschelt & McGann, 1995; Kriesi et al., 2008; Middendorp, 

1978; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). In this model, the economic dimension relates to 

attitudes on issues like social inequality, taxes, or social welfare. The cultural dimension relates 

to attitudes on issues like immigration, the multicultural society, security, or European 

integration. These dimensions are relevant for numerous matters in political science. Most 

noticeably, they have been used for inferences about social cleavages and democratic 

representation (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009).  

Empirical research supports this two-dimensional model by revealing that voters’ 

attitudes relate to two distinguishable dimensions (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008; Van der Brug & Van 

Spanje, 2009). However, the existing literature leaves some important ontological and statistical 

questions unanswered. Do the economic and the cultural dimension exist in reality separate 

from attitudes themselves? How do they causally relate to attitudes? Can an attitude relate to 

both dimensions simultaneously? What type of measurement perspective is appropriate to 

model them? The answers to these questions are not merely of theoretical interest. They can 

profoundly affect how we make inferences about social cleavages and democratic 

representation. 

This study provides a new perspective on this issue by making a theoretical and 

statistical distinction between common causes and common outcomes of political attitudes. In 

a common cause perspective, ideological dimensions feature as independent common causes 

that underlie political attitudes. In a common outcome perspective, ideological dimensions 

feature as mere composites of attitudes that summarize their common effect on a particular 

outcome (e.g., voting behavior). I argue in this paper that a common cause perspective is 

suitable when political attitudes are related to social cleavages, whereas a common outcome 

perspective is appropriate when they are related to democratic representation. 

  To demonstrate the validity and relevance of the proposed distinction, I assessed the 

correlation between the economic and the cultural dimension from both a common cause and a 

common outcome perspective for thirteen West European countries. This correlation is of 

important theoretical interest. For social cleavages, this correlation tells us if social divides 

affect attitudes in congruent or opposing directions. Regarding democratic representation, the 

correlation tells us what type of parties best represents the majority of voters. To further 

demonstrate the importance of choosing the right measurement perspective for the right 
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purpose, this study finally investigated the distribution of voters across a two-dimensional 

political space along the lines of both social cleavages and democratic representation. 

 

Theoretical Perspective 

 

Social cleavages  

 

A first application of the economic and the cultural dimension is to relate political attitudes to 

social cleavages. Cleavage theory (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967; Rokkan, 2000; Kriesi et al., 2008) 

argues that historic transformations like industrialization or globalization have created divides 

(social cleavages) between West European citizens along the lines of social structural 

characteristics. From a cleavage theory perspective, the economic dimension can be viewed as 

a divide between those who benefit from an unconstrained market economy and those who 

benefit from economic government intervention. For example, affluent voters may be more 

likely to oppose efforts to reduce socioeconomic inequality since they have little to gain and 

much to lose from such efforts.  

The cultural dimension was originally related to a cleavage between church and state, 

dividing those who desire a strong role of religion in society and those who propagate secular 

values (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). However, in the aftermath of the ‘cultural revolution’ of the 

1960´s and the ‘new social movements’, the cultural dimension may have transformed into a 

divide between those who propagate libertarian values and those who propagate traditional and 

authoritarian values (Kitschelt & McGann, 1995; Inglehart, 1977). More recently, the cultural 

dimension may have transformed once again as a result of globalization (Kriesi et al., 2008). 

As such, the cultural dimension may now be viewed primarily as a divide between winners and 

losers of globalization, diving those who desire nations to open up to the world and those who 

desire a restriction of globalization. For example, disadvantaged voters may be more likely to 

oppose globalization because it poses an economic or cultural threat to them (Kriesi et al., 

2008). Consistent with cleavage theory, research shows that a high socioeconomic status and a 

high educational level predict a rightist position on the economic dimension and a leftist 

position on the cultural dimension (Elchardus & Spruyt, 2012; Häusermann & Kriesi, 2011; 

Kriesi et al., 2008; Middendorp, 1991: 158; Rekker et al., 2015). 

In the context of cleavage theory, the economic and the cultural dimension are thus used 

to relate specific attitudes to broader social divides. For example, being affluent may lead to 

negative evaluation of economic government intervention in general which in turn determines 
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more specific economic attitudes (e.g., regarding taxes or social welfare). This perspective 

firstly implies that the economic and the cultural dimension exist independently in reality as 

general evaluations of respectively economic government intervention and globalization. 

Second, this perspective implies that the dimensions relate to specific attitudes as causal 

determinants: General positions on economic government intervention and globalization 

determine more specific attitudes. As such, ideological dimensions can appropriately be viewed 

as common causes of political attitudes in this context. Third, the cleavage theory perspective 

implies that an attitude can theoretically relate to both dimensions simultaneously. For example, 

some voters may oppose big government or European integration for economic reasons, 

whereas others reject them for cultural reasons. Consistently, research shows that some attitudes 

indeed relate to both the economic and the cultural dimension (e.g., Häusermann & Kriesi, 

2011). 

 

Democratic representation  

 

A second application of the economic and the cultural dimension is to relate political attitudes 

to democratic representation. It has been argued that the issue positions of West European 

political parties are structured along the same two dimensions as voters’ attitudes (e.g., 

Bornschier, 2010; Kriesi et al., 2008; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). As such, positions 

of voters and parties can be compared in a two-dimensional political space. Assuming that 

voters are best represented by parties that match their position on both dimensions, we can make 

inferences about what parties best represent particular groups of voters. 

  In the context of democratic representation, the economic and the cultural dimension are 

thus used to relate voters’ attitudes to their voting behavior. Theory and research on issue voting 

(e.g., De Vries et al., 2011; Van der Brug et al., 2000) suggest that voters feel represented by 

parties that match their specific attitudes (e.g., on taxes or immigration) in both the economic 

and the cultural domain. In other words, democratic representation is determined directly by 

specific attitudes rather than by positions on underlying latent dimensions. Hence, it seems 

appropriate to match voters with parties on dimensions that merely summarize both domains of 

attitudes. This perspective firstly implies that the economic and the cultural dimension do not 

exist in reality independently of the attitudes they are composed of. Instead, they constitute 

mere summaries of respectively economic and cultural attitudes. Second, this perspective 

implies that specific attitudes determine voters’ positions on the dimensions rather than vice 

versa. As such, ideological dimensions can appropriately be viewed as common outcomes of 
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political attitudes in this context. Third, this perspective implies that an attitude cannot relate to 

both dimensions simultaneously. After all, the purpose of the dimensions is to create a clear 

summary of either economic or cultural attitudes.  

In sum, I argue that a common cause perspective is suitable when political attitudes are 

related to social cleavages, whereas a common outcome perspective is appropriate when they 

are related to democratic representation. These two perspectives should not be seen as 

contradictory. In fact, they can sensibly be combined in a single model as two separate types of 

dimensions. This model is depicted graphically in Figure 1. The features of both types of 

dimensions are summarized in Table 1. To clearly distinguish both types, I will from here on 

refer to the common causes of political attitudes as attitude factors, whereas I will refer to the 

common outcomes of political attitudes as attitude composites. 

 
 

 
Figure 1. The proposed dual model of ideological dimensions. The dashed oval indicates that 
attitude composites do not exist in reality independently of the attitudes they are composed of. 
Instead, they summarize a direct relation between specific attitudes and voting. 
 
 
Statistical Perspective 

 

Reflective measurement models  

 

The aforementioned theoretical perspectives importantly determine what type of measurement 

model should be used in research. The common cause perspective corresponds statistically with 

a reflective measurement model (Coltman et al., 2008; Edwards & Bagozzi, 2000). In this type 

of measurement models, latent factors (i.c., ideological dimensions) feature as causal 

independent variables. The indicators (i.c., specific attitudes) that we use to measure the latent 

constructs feature as dependent variables. The correlations among the indicators are assumed 

to be a result of the latent variable. A classic example of a reflective model is IQ. IQ is usually 

seen as a phenomenon that exists independently in reality and causes performance on all kind 

of cognitive tasks. Correct answers on an IQ-test are thought to reflect a high IQ because IQ is 

thought to be a causal determinant of the test score.  
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Formative measurement models 

 

Contrarily, the common outcome perspective corresponds statistically with a formative 

measurement model (Bollen & Lennox, 1991; Coltman et al., 2008; Diamantopoulos & 

Winklhofer, 2001; Diamantopoulos & Siguaw, 2006; Edwards & Bagozzi, 2000). In this type 

of measurement models, constructs are seen as composites or summations of judiciously chosen 

indicators. Whereas the latent construct in a reflective measurement model is believed to exist 

independently of the indicators, the construct in a formative measurement model is composed 

of its indicators. Socioeconomic status (SES) is a well-known example of a formative 

measurement model. SES may for example constitute the composite of occupation, education, 

and income. Clearly the construct SES does not “cause” any of the indicators. Whereas a higher 

IQ causes better performance on an IQ test, a higher SES does not cause one to have enjoyed a 

better education. 

  The way parameters are estimated differs sharply between reflective and formative 

measurement models. Reflective measurement models use the conditional independence 

principle and estimate parameters such that they best account for correlations among indicators. 

However, the conditional independence principle is nonsensical for formative measurement 

models because no common cause is assumed that accounts for these correlations. As such, 

parameters in a formative measurement models are typically estimated such that an external 

criterion is optimally predicted (Edwards & Bagozzi, 2000; Heise, 1972; Whitt, 1986). For 

example, we may estimate all parameter such that voters’ positions on the attitude composites 

optimally predict voting behavior. Hence, the common cause and common outcome perspective 

may lead to very different empirical results and substantive inferences. 

  Previous research on ideological dimensions has implicitly assumed a common cause by 

using factor analysis (e.g., Dolezal et al., 2013; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). All factor 

analytic techniques, both exploratory and confirmatory, are based on the conditional 

independence principle and hence assume a common cause. I therefore argue that previous 

studies may have been more accurate in relating ideological dimensions to social cleavages than 

in relating them to democratic representation. A theoretical and statistical comparison of 

attitude factors and attitude composites is displayed in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Theoretical and statistical comparison between attitude factors and attitude 
composites. 
 

 Type of dimensions 
 Attitude factors  

(common cause) 
Attitude composites 
(common outcome) 

Theoretical perspective   
Dimensions exist independently of attitudes  Yes No 
Dimensions relate to attitudes as Causal determinants Summaries 
Attitudes can relate to both dimensions Yes No 

Statistical perspective   
Corresponding measurement perspective Reflective Formative 
Parameter estimation based on Conditional independence Prediction of criterion 
 
 
The Correlation between both Dimensions  

 

Of particular interest for understanding both social cleavages and democratic representation is 

the correlation between the economic and the cultural dimension. Interestingly, the cleavage 

theory and democratic representation paradigms lead to opposing hypotheses about the 

direction of this correlation. Drawing from cleavage theory, we may expect a negative 

correlation: A rightist position on the economic dimension (i.e., opposing economic 

government intervention) predicts a leftist position on the cultural dimension (i.e., favoring 

globalization and cultural liberty). After all, voters with a high income and a high educational 

level should combine a rightist position on the economic dimension with a leftist position on 

the cultural dimension, whereas voters with a low income and a low educational level should 

show the opposite pattern. 

  Drawing from the democratic representation paradigm, we may contrarily expect a 

positive correlation: A rightist position on the economic dimension predicts a rightist position 

on the cultural dimension (i.e., opposing globalization and favoring traditional values). 

Research reveals a strong positive correlation (around r = .72) between the economic and the 

cultural dimensions for political parties (Bakker et al., 2012; Dolezal et al., 2013; Marks et al., 

2006; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). The parties that have traditionally dominated West 

European politics combine either a leftist or a rightist position on both dimensions. For 

example, social democratic and green parties typically take a leftist position on both the 

economic and the cultural dimension, whereas conservative parties typically take a rightist 

position on both dimensions. Theory and research on the Michigan model suggest that parties 

have a certain ability to structure the attitudes of voters (Campbell et al., 1960; Highton & Kam, 
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2011; Rekker et al., 2014b). As such, we may expect voters to resemble parties in revealing a 

positive correlation between the economic and the cultural dimension based on the idea that 

voters will to some extend follow their party’s ideology. For example, social democratic voters 

may follow their party by combining leftist attitudes in both the economic and the cultural 

domain. Another reason to expect a positive correlation between the economic and the cultural 

dimension among voters is that it seems plausible that Western Europe’s predominant 

configuration of political parties has come about partly to meet a demand of voters.  If nearly 

all parties combine either a leftist or a rightist position on both dimensions, it seems plausible 

that there is a demand for such parties from voters who reveal a similar pattern. 

In strong contradiction with both hypotheses, research generally reveals that the 

economic and the cultural dimension are (almost) completely uncorrelated for voters 

(Achterberg & Houtman, 2009; Dolezal et al., 2013; Fleishman, 1988; Van der Brug & Van 

Spanje, 2009). For democratic representation, the absence of a correlation between both 

dimensions importantly implies that many voters are poorly represented by established political 

parties (McEvoy, 2012; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009; Walczak & Van der Brug, 2012). 

After all, the absence of a correlation implies that it is common for voters to deviate from 

established parties in combining a rightist position on one dimension with a leftist position on 

the other. As such, it has been argued that a large electoral potential exists for new parties that 

combine a leftist position on the economic position with a rightist position on the cultural 

dimension (Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). 

Hence, the finding that the economic and the cultural dimension are uncorrelated seems 

paradoxical both from a cleavage theory and from a democratic representation perspective. 

However, this paradox may be the result of the absence of a distinction between attitude factors 

and attitude composites in the existing literature. If such a distinction is made, the economic 

and cultural dimension may simultaneously be negatively correlated as attitude factors and 

positively correlated as attitude composites.  

 

The Present Study 

 

To demonstrate the validity and relevance of the proposed distinction between attitude factors 

and attitude composites, the empirical part of this paper investigated the correlation between 

the economic and the cultural dimension from both perspectives for thirteen West European 

countries. Regarding attitude factors, I expected (H1) that an economic and a cultural factor 

would underlie voters’ attitudes. Based on cleavage theory, I furthermore expected (H2) both 



CLEAVAGES,	REPRESENTATION,	AND	MEASUREMENT	

	 79	

attitude factors to be negatively correlated. Drawing from theory on democratic representation, 

I however expected (H3) that the economic and the cultural dimensions would be positively 

correlated as attitude composites. To further demonstrate the importance of choosing the right 

measurement perspective for the right purpose, this study finally investigated the distribution 

of voters across a two-dimensional political space along the lines of both social cleavages (i.c., 

social structural characteristics) and democratic representation (i.c., voting behavior) Regarding 

social cleavages, I hypothesized (H4) that low educated voters and voters with a low income 

would combine a leftist position on the economic factor with a rightist position on the cultural 

factor, whereas highly educated voters and voters with a high income would reveal the opposite 

pattern. Regarding democratic representation, I hypothesized (H5) that voters of leftist parties 

would take a leftist position on both the economic and the cultural composite, whereas voters 

of rightist parties would take a rightist position on both composites. Finally, I hypothesized 

(H6) that a majority of voters would resemble established parties in either taking a leftist or a 

rightist position on both the economic and the cultural composite. 

 

METHOD 

 

Sample 

 

Data were collected in 2008 and 2009 as part of the European Social Survey (ESS) Round 4. 

Though more recent datasets were available, the ESS Round 4 was chosen because it includes 

a larger number of political attitudes relevant to this study. This study analyzed data from all 

available old (1995 or earlier) EU member states, leading to a sample size of 27.383 respondents 

across 13 counties: Austria (N = 2255), Belgium (N = 1760), Germany (N = 2751), Denmark 

(N = 1610), Spain, (N = 2576), Finland (N = 2195), France (N = 2073), United Kingdom (N = 

2352), Greece (N = 2072), Ireland (N = 1764), Netherlands (N = 1778), Portugal (N = 2367), 

and Sweden (N = 1830). Sampling procedures were country specific and aimed at obtaining a 

nationally representative sample. 
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Measures 

 

Economic attitudes  

 

This study featured four economic attitudes: economic inequality, scope of government, tax 

and spending, and social benefits. Respondents’ stance on economic inequality was measured 

using three items with a 5-point scale. An example of an item is “For a fair society, differences 

in standard of living should be small.” The scale’s internal consistency averaged α = .53 across 

countries. Respondents’ stance on the scope of government was measured using six items with 

an 11-point scale. An example of an item is “It is the responsibility of the government to provide 

child care services for working parents.” The scale’s internal consistency averaged α = .80 

across countries. Respondents’ stance on tax and spending was measured using a single item 

with an 11-point scale: “Government should decrease/increase taxes and social spending.” 

Respondents’ stance on social benefits was measured using five items with a 5-point scale. An 

example of an item is “Social benefits make people lazy.” The scale’s internal consistency 

averaged α = .77 across countries. For all economic attitudes, a higher score reflects a more 

rightist position (i.e., opposing economic government intervention). A complete overview of 

scales and items is displayed in Appendix 1. 

 

Cultural attitudes  

 

This study featured five cultural attitudes: European integration, immigration, multicultural 

society, law and order, and traditional family. Respondents stance on European integration was 

measured using a single item with an 11-point scale: “European unification should go further / 

has gone too far.” Respondents’ stance on immigration was measured using three items with a 

4-point scale. An example of an item is “We should allow many / few immigrants of a different 

ethnic group from the majority.” The scale’s internal consistency averaged α = .89 across 

countries. Respondents’ stance on the multicultural society was measured using three items 

with an 11-point scale. An example of an item is “Our country's cultural life is 

undermined/enriched by immigrants.” The scale’s internal consistency averaged α = .84 across 

countries. Respondents’ stance on law and order was measured using three items with a 5-point 

scale. An example of an item is “People who break the law should have much harsher 

sentences.” The scale’s internal consistency averaged α = .35 across countries. Respondents’ 

stance on the traditional family was measured using three items with a 5-point scale. An 
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example of an item is “Women should be prepared to cut down on paid work for the sake of 

their family.” The scale’s internal consistency averaged α = .42 across countries. For all cultural 

attitudes, a higher score reflects a more rightist position (i.e., opposing globalization and 

favoring traditional values). 

 

Educational level, income, and voting  

 

This study’s measure of educational level consisted of a 5-point scale based on the ISCED 7-

point classification system (UNESCO, 2006). In the ESS, the lowest two classes of the ISCED 

system are merged into one (less than lower secondary education), as are the highest two 

(tertiary education completed).  This study’s measure of income consisted of a 10-point scale 

indicating decile scores. As voting behavior, respondents indicated the party they had voted for 

in the last national election. 

 

Strategy of Analysis 

 

Attitude factors  

 

I assessed the correlation between the economic and cultural dimension as attitude factors using 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). For this purpose, I used structural equation modeling with 

maximum likelihood estimation (Kline, 2011). For each individual country, I proceeded in three 

steps. First, I estimated a baseline model with the economic attitudes described above loading 

on an economic dimension and the cultural attitudes loading on a cultural dimension. 

Educational level and income were included in this baseline model as predictors of both 

dimensions. Both characteristics are intimately linked to the economic and the cultural 

dimension from a theoretical perspective. As such, they could plausibly be included to help 

identify the model and facilitate a reliable estimation of parameters. The baseline model 

furthermore featured a residual correlation between immigration and multicultural society, 

since these two attitudes may plausibly be correlated above and beyond their common 

association with the cultural dimension. 

The second step consisted of adding cross-loadings (i.e., economic attitudes loading on 

the cultural dimension or vice versa) based on the model’s modification indices. I added the 

cross-loadings that would have the strongest factor loading. To maintain parsimony and the 

distinguishability of both dimensions, I only added cross-loadings with a standardized 
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parameter estimate of at least .10 and never more than three. Finally, the third step consisted of 

calculating a bivariate correlation coefficient (Pearson’s R) between scores on the economic 

and the cultural attitude factor. A graphical representation of the model is depicted in Figure 2 

and Appendix 3A. 

 

Attitude composites 

 

I assessed the correlation between the economic and the cultural dimension as attitude 

composites using a weighted summary of all economic attitudes and another of all cultural 

attitudes. Attitudes were weighted such that the composites optimally predict voting behavior. 

I proceeded in four steps. First, I used structural equation modeling to obtain weights for each 

economic attitude. For this purpose, I specified a model with a single latent dimension that 

predicts voting for specific parties through binomial logistic regression. Economic attitudes in 

turn predicted this latent voting dimension. As such, the latent dimension constituted the 

weighted summary of economic attitudes that best predicted voting behavior. Hence, the 

regression coefficients that relate attitudes to the latent voting dimension in this model were 

taken as weights. Second, I repeated this procedure for cultural attitudes. Third, I calculated 

respondents’ scores on the economic and the cultural composite using the weights obtained in 

the previous steps. Fourth, I calculated a bivariate correlation coefficient (Pearson’s R) between 

scores on the economic and the cultural attitude composite. 

 

Distribution of voters 

 

For each individual country, I assessed the positions of groups of voters across a two-

dimensional political space based on social structural characteristics and voting behavior. 

Scores on the attitude factors and composites were standardized so that positions indicate how 

many standard deviations a group is removed from the mean score within each individual 

country. Drawing from the theoretical rationale outlined in the introduction, I first related 

educational level and income to the attitude factors. Specifically, I estimated average positions 

for voters with the lowest (less than lower secondary education) and highest (tertiary education 

completed) educational level and for voters with the lowest (lowest decile) and highest (highest 

decile) incomes1. Second, I related voting behavior to the attitude composites by estimating the 

average position of each party’s electorate. Third, I assessed what percentage of voters 

combines either a leftist or a rightist position on both the economic and the cultural composite 
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as indicated by scoring either above or below the (country specific) mean on both dimensions. 

Fourth, the scores from individual countries were weighted for population size to obtain across 

country estimates. For voting behavior, national parties were merged into six ideological 

families (e.g., Kriest et al., 2008): anti-immigrant, Christian democrat/conservative, green, 

liberal, radical left, and social democrat. In these ideological families, national parties were 

weighted according to the percentage of votes they obtained in their respective countries as well 

as to their countries’ population size. An overview of parties and party families is displayed in 

Appendix 2. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Attitude Factors 

 

My first hypothesis (H1) was that an economic and a cultural factor would underlie voters’ 

specific attitudes. This hypothesis was decisively confirmed. The hypothesized two-factor 

model displayed a good model fit (RMSEA under .05; Browne & Cudeck, 1993) for six of the 

thirteen countries and an acceptable model fit (RMSEA under .08) for the remaining seven. 

Furthermore, factor loadings were considerable (standardized estimates around .50) indicating 

that attitude factors meaningfully relate to specific attitudes. In all countries but Austria (r = 

.68), both dimensions were far from perfectly correlated indicating that they can meaningfully 

be distinguished. The added cross-loadings were relatively consistent across countries and 

mainly consisted of ‘social benefits’ and ‘tax and spending’ loading on the cultural dimension 

and ‘European integration’ loading on the economic dimension. Added cross-loadings and 

model fits for all thirteen countries are reported in Table 2. All estimated parameters (with 

standard errors) are listed in Appendix 3. As an illustration, the estimated models and 

parameters for Germany are depicted graphically in Figure 2. 

My second hypothesis (H2) was that the economic and the cultural dimension would be 

negatively related as attitude factors. Support for this hypothesis varied between countries. 

Across countries, no meaningful negative correlative was found between the economic and the 

cultural dimension (r = -.01). However, a substantial negative correlation was found for four 

individual countries including Germany (r = -.29). The hypothesis therefore seems to be 

confirmed for some countries, but not for others. Correlations between the economic and the 

cultural dimension for each individual country are displayed in Table 3. 
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Attitude Composites 

 

My third hypothesis (H3) was that the economic and the cultural dimension would be positively 

correlated as attitudes composites. This hypothesis was decisively confirmed. Across countries, 

a substantial positive correlation was found between both composites (r = .26). Furthermore, 

this positive correlation was consistently found for all except one (Portugal) of the thirteen 

individual countries. 

 

Distribution of Voters 

 

My fourth hypothesis (H4) was that low educated voters and voters with a low income would 

combine a leftist position on the economic factor with a rightist position on the cultural factor, 

whereas highly educated voters and voters with a high income would show the opposite pattern. 

This hypothesis was confirmed. Low educated voters showed a leftist position on the economic 

dimension (-0.38) and a rightist position on the cultural dimension (0.70). Similarly, voters with 

a low income revealed a leftist position on the economic dimension (-0.53) and a rightist 

position on the cultural dimension (0.45). Highly educated voters reversely showed a rightist 

position on the economic dimension (0.28) and a leftist position on the cultural dimension (-

0.69). Likewise, voters with a high income revealed a rightist position on the economic 

dimension (0.73) and a leftist position on the cultural dimension (-0.57). This pattern was highly 

consistent across individual countries, with the exception of Austria and Denmark. This is likely 

because these two countries revealed a considerable positive correlation between the economic 

and the cultural attitude factor, thereby making it less likely for groups of voters to combine a 

leftist position on one dimension with a rightist position on the other. The distribution of voters 

is displayed in Table 4 and depicted graphically in Figure 3. 

My fifth hypothesis (H5) was that voters of leftist parties (green, radical left, or social 

democrat) would resemble their parties in taking a leftist position on both the economic and the 

cultural composite, whereas voters of rightist parties (anti-immigrant, Christian 

democrat/conservative, or liberal) would combine a rightist position on both composites. This 

hypothesis was confirmed. On the economic dimension, voters of green parties (-0.62), radical 

left parties (-0.67) and social democrat parties (-0.25) took a leftist position, whereas voters of 

anti-immigrant parties (0.31), Christian democrat/conservative parties (0.39), and liberal parties 

(0.18) took a rightist position. On the cultural dimension, voters of green parties (-0.82), liberal 

parties (-0.08), radical left parties (-0.43) and social democrat parties (-0.16) took a leftist 
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position, whereas voters of Christian democrat/conservative parties (0.29) and anti-immigrant 

parties (0.79) took a rightist position. As such, only the moderate leftist position of liberal voters 

on the cultural dimension was not hypothesized. 

My sixth hypothesis (H6) was that a majority of voters would resemble established 

parties in either taking a leftist or a rightist position on both the economic and the cultural 

composite. This hypothesis was confirmed. Across countries, 58.1% of voters combined either 

a leftist or a rightist position on both dimensions. The hypothesis was furthermore confirmed 

for all except one (Portugal) of the thirteen individual countries. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Social Cleavages 

 

For social cleavages, the relevance of ideological dimensions lies in their ability to relate 

specific attitudes to broader underlying divides. Income or educational level may determine 

broader orientations towards economic government intervention and globalization, which may 

in turn determine attitudes on more specific issues. I have therefore argued that, in this context, 

ideological dimensions can appropriately be viewed as underlying common causes of specific 

attitudes that should be measured using reflective measurement techniques such as factor 

analysis. 

  Applying this approach, this study provided unambiguous support for the idea that an 

economic and a cultural dimension structure the attitudes of West European voters. The 

structure of voters’ attitudes furthermore appeared fairly similar across countries. In line with 

previous research (e.g., Häusermann & Kriesi, 2011), attitudes on social welfare, taxes and 

European integration appeared to be affected by the cultural as well as the economic factor. 

Viewed from the proposed common cause paradigm, this indicates that some voters oppose 

European integration for economic reasons, whereas others oppose it for cultural reasons. 
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Table 2. Added cross-loadings and model fit by country. 
 

 
Note.  * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001 (p-value only indicated for Chi2, standard errors for cross-loadings are reported in Appendix 3).

 Added Cross-loadings Model fit 
Country  Economic Factor Cultural Factor Chi2 (df) RMSEA 
Austria Law/Order (.41), Immigration (.24), Family (.41)  519.229(36)*** .077 
Belgium  Income Inequality (-.17), Social Benefits (.41), Tax/Spending (.15) 163.775(36)*** .045 
Denmark European Integration (-.20) Income Inequality (-.16), Social Benefits (.39) 177.886(36)*** .049 
Finland European Integration (-.12) Social Benefits (.47), Tax and Spending (.19) 240.282(36)*** .051 
France European Integration (-.13) Social Benefits (.30), Tax and Spending (.25) 189.543(36)*** .045 
Germany  Social Benefits (.40), Tax and Spending (.26) 443.203(37)*** .063 
Greece  Social Benefits (.30), Tax and Spending (.18) 331.147(37)*** .062 
Ireland  Scope of Gov. (.56), Social Benefits (.29), Tax/Spending (.16) 198.812(36)*** .051 
Portugal European Integration (.20) Social Benefits (.32), Tax and Spending (.19) 331.110(36)*** .059 
Netherlands  Social Benefits (.42), Tax and Spending (.27) 179.139(37)*** .047 
Spain Family (.31) Social Benefits (.29), Tax and Spending (.18) 396.975(36)*** .062 
Sweden European Integration (-.23) Social Benefits (.46), Tax and Spending (.20) 196.719(36)*** .049 
United Kingdom  Social Benefits (.31), Tax and Spending (.30) 217.441(37)*** .046 
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Figure 2. The estimated models for Germany. Note that this path diagram depicts three separate SEM models (one reflective model and two 
formative models). The curved double arrow depicts a residual correlation, whereas the straight double arrows depict correlation between 
variables. Residual variances are omitted from the diagram. The box “Voting” is a simplification of two reflective latent dimensions that relate to 
voting through multinomial logistic regression. Standard errors are displayed in Appendix 3. 
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Table 3. Correlation between the economic and the cultural dimension as attitude factors and 
as attitude composites by country. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note.  * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001 (no standard errors were estimated for the weighted 
average). 
 
 

Contrary to expectations, this study failed to reveal a meaningful negative association (r 

= -.01) between the economic and the cultural factor when averaged across countries. Instead, 

factor correlations differed widely between countries ranging from strongly negative (r = -.40) 

to strongly positive (r = .68). As such, it appears that social structural alignments bring about a 

negative association between both factors only in a limited number of countries. 

  Consistent with cleavage theory (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008), this study found strong voter 

alignments along income and educational level: Voters with a low income or educational level 

combined a leftist position on the economic factor with a rightist position on the cultural factor, 

whereas voters with a high income or educational level revealed the opposite pattern. In line 

with previous research (e.g., Häusermann & Kriesi, 2011; Kriesi et al., 2008), income 

differences were most apparent on the economic factor (d = 1.30), whereas educational 

differences showed the strongest alignment on the cultural factor (d = 1.39). The considerable 

magnitude of these effects underlines that social structural divides still play an important role 

in structuring West European voters’ attitudes. 

 Correlation 
Country Factor Composite 
Austria .68 (.02)*** .47 (.02)*** 
Belgium .38 (.02)*** .26 (.02)*** 
Denmark .58 (.02)*** .38 (.03)*** 
Finland .17 (.02)*** .20 (.02)*** 
France .21 (.02)*** .39 (.02)*** 
Germany -.29 (.02)*** .18 (.02)*** 
Greece .04 (.02) .20 (.03)*** 
Ireland -.40 (.02)*** .31 (.02)*** 
Netherlands -.03 (.03) .10 (.03)*** 
Portugal -.18 (.02)*** -.01 (.03) 
Spain -.21 (.02)*** .25 (.02)*** 
Sweden .23 (.02)*** .35 (.03)*** 
United Kingdom .05 (.02)** .29 (.02)*** 
Weighted average -.01 .26 
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Table 4. Distribution of voters across a two-dimensional political space by income, educational level, and vote in last general election. 
	

 
Note. Scores indicate positions on standardized dimensions. LL/RR: Percentage of voters that combines either a leftist or a rightist position on both 
dimensions. Parties and abbreviations are listed in Appendix 2. 

Country Factor Positions (economic, cultural) Composite Positions (economic, cultural) LL/RR 
Austria Low Education (0.45, 0.40); High Education: (-0.40, -0.51); 

Low Income (-0.19, -0.16); High Income: (0.06, -0.02) 
BZÖ (1.14, 0.94); FPÖ (0.58, 1.06); Grüne (-0.81, -0.94); ÖVP (0.53, 0.18); 
SPÖ (-0.23, -0.22) 

66.6% 

Belgium Low Education (-0.22, 0.66); High Education: (0.06, -0.55); 
Low Income (-0.74, 0.38); High Income: (0.28, -0.55) 

CDH (-0.05, 0.12); CD&V/NVA (0.01, 0.03); Ecolo (-0.49, -0.57);  
Groen! (-0.59, -0.99); MR (0.33, 0.22); PS (-0.12, 0.31);  
SP.A/Spirit (-0.44, -0.41); VB (0.16, 0.65); VLD/Vivant (0.16, -0.20) 

57.5% 

Denmark Low Education (-0.04, 0.96); High Education: (-0.13, -0.58); 
Low Income (0.04, 0.62); High Income: (0.31, -0.39) 

DF (0.29, 0.93); DKF (0.70, 0.16), DRV (-0.16, -0.86); Sd (-0.43, -0.09);  
SF (-0.88, -0.60); Venstre (0.54, 0.26) 

60.5% 

Finland Low Education (-0.35, 0.85); High Education: (0.28, -0.62); 
Low Income (-0.39, 0.37); High Income: (0.74, -0.57) 

KK (0.60, 0.09); Ps (-0.16, 0.13); SKd (-0.36, 0.41); SKk (-0.02, 0.39); 
SRK (0.39, -0.03); SSP (-0.28, 0.02); Vm (-0.85, -0.38); VL (-0.49, -0.85) 

55.4% 

France Low Education (-0.44, 0.85); High Education: (0.35, -0.78); 
Low Income (-0.51, 0.41); High Income: (0.73, -0.53) 

FN (0.35, 0.87); PC (-0.75, -0.49); PS (-0.48, -0.26); UMP (0.50, 0.35); 
Verts (-0.43, -0.55) 

61.0% 

Germany Low Education (-0.59, 0.62); High Education: (0.38, -0.60); 
Low Income (-0.65, 0.39); High Income: (1.21, -0.65) 

CDU/CSU (0.41, 0.24); FDP (0.58, -0.05); Grüne (-0.68, -0.96); 
Linke 	(-0.71, -0.22); SPD (-0.17, -0.25) 

56.7% 

Greece Low Education (-0.16, 0.85); High Education: (0.10, -0.78); 
Low Income (-0.27, 0.62); High Income: (0.15, -0.52) 

PASOK (-0.12, 0.08); KKE (-0.60, -0.60); LAOS (0.16, 0.60);  
OP (0.11, -0.22); ND (0.33, 0.38); SYRIZA (-0.72, -0.96)  

55.5% 

Ireland Low Education (-0.96, 0.99); High Education: (0.64, -0.69); 
Low Income (-0.78, 1.47); High Income: (0.39, -1.09) 

Fianna Fail (0.15, 0.15); Fine Gael (0.08, 0.17); Labour (-0.45, -0.52);  
Sinn Fein (-0.10, -0.08) 

60.6% 

Netherlands Low Education (-0.48, 0.94); High Education: (0.43, -0.79); 
Low Income (-0.65, 0.39); High Income: (1.21, -0.65) 

CDA (0.17, 0.25); CU (-0.05, 0.46); D66 (0.19, -0.66); GL (-0.65, -0.92);  
PvdA (-0.41, -0.29); PVV (0.27, 0.56); SP (-0.48, -0.48); VVD (0.82, 0.01) 

52.5% 

Portugal Low Education (-0.08, 0.38); High Education: (0.57, -1.47); 
Low Income (-0.64, 0.75); High Income: (0.00, -0.08) 

PCP-PEV (-0.74, -0.29); PSD (0.15, 0.09); PS (-0.03, -0.03) 49.3% 

Spain Low Education (-0.02, 0.62); High Education: (0.00, -0.88); 
Low Income (-0.18, 0.59); High Income: (0.60, -0.72) 

BNG (-0.59, -0.60); CiU (0.39, 0.06), IU (-0.73, -0.80); PNV (-0.24, -0.62); 
PP (0.22, 0.38); PSOE (-0.16, -0.09) 

57.3% 

Sweden Low Education (-0.45, 0.87); High Education: (0.32, -0.82); 
Low Income (-0.29, 0.42); High Income: (0.49, -0.49) 

C (0.12, -0.04); FP (0.38, 0.07); M (0.61, 0.21); MP (-0.62, -0.83);  
KD (0.21, -0.27); SAP (-0.39, -0.08); V (-1.18, -0.82) 

61.5% 

United Kingdom Low Education (-0.48, 0.61); High Education: (0.30, -0.46); 
Low Income (-0.65, 0.44); High Income: (0.82, -0.72) 

Conservative (0.51, 0.45); Labour (-0.30, -0.13); LibDems (-0.21, -0.25) 59.2% 

Weighted average Low Education (-0.38, 0.70); High Education: (0.28, -0.69); 
Low Income (-0.52, 0.45); High Income: (0.78, -0.60) 

Anti-immigrant (0.37, 0.84); Christian Democrat/Conservative (0.39, 0.29);  
Green (-0.62, -0.82); Liberal (0.18, -0.08); Radical Left (-0.67, -0.43);  
Social Democrat (-0.25, -0.16) 

58.1% 
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Figure 3. The two-dimensional political space across countries and in Germany, the United 
Kingdom, and France. While 80% of voters scores within the solid ellipse on the attitude 
factors, 80% scores within the dashed ellipse on the attitude composites. Points depict voters’ 
average scores on attitide factors by educational level and income, and on attitude composites 
by vote in last general election. 
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Democratic Representation 

 

For democratic representation, ideological dimensions are important because of their ability to 

relate voters to parties on a broad combination of issues. Voters are likely to feel represented 

by parties that match their attitudes on specific issues (e.g., Van der Brug et al., 2000). I have 

therefore argued that, in this context, ideological dimensions should be viewed as mere 

summaries of specific attitudes that can be measured using formative measurement techniques. 

Applying this approach, this study found a clear positive association (r = .26) between 

the economic and the cultural composite. This relation was consistently found for twelve of the 

thirteen studied countries. Importantly, this positive association implies that most voters are 

fairly well represented by established parties. The majority of voters (58.1%) resembled such 

parties in combining either a leftist or a rightist position on both composites. Even voters who 

did not reveal this pattern (41.9%) were likely to take a position close to the center and therefore 

close to established parties, as indicated by the bivariate normal distribution depicted in Figure 

4 and by the dashed ellipses in Figure 3. As such, the positions of parties’ electorates appeared 

highly similar (Figure 3) to where previous research placed these parties themselves (e.g., 

Bakker et al., 2012; Kriesi et al., 2008; Marks et al., 2006; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). 

  These findings challenge claims that a large electoral potential exists for new political 

parties that combine a leftist position on the economic position with a rightist position on the 

cultural dimension (Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). Instead, this study indicates that such 

parties would have a substantially smaller electoral potential than established parties that 

combine either a leftist or a rightist position on both dimensions. As such, this study also 

provides a demand side explanation for the phenomenon (e.g., Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 

2009) that such parties have traditionally dominated West European politics. 
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Figure 4. Bivariate normal density distribution for parties (correlation estimated by Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009) and voters on attitude 
composites (estimated in the present study).  This graph indicates that most voters are positioned relatively close to parties. 
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Measurement Models 

 

This paper aimed to provide a new perspective on ideological dimensions by making a 

theoretical and statistical distinction between common causes and common outcomes of 

political attitudes. I argued that a common cause perspective and reflective measurement are 

suitable when political attitudes are related to social cleavages, whereas a common outcome 

perspective and formative measurement are appropriate when they are related to democratic 

representation. 

  The empirical part of this paper provided clear support for the validity and relevance of 

this proposed distinction between attitude factors and attitude composites. As hypothesized, the 

correlation between the economic and the cultural dimension was strongly depended on the 

chosen measurement perspective. The difference between both correlations was considerable 

(Δr = .27) when averaged across countries and even stronger for some individual countries (up 

to Δr = .71). Supporting the relevance of the proposed distinction, this study furthermore 

demonstrated how this differential correlation impacts substantive inferences about social 

cleavages and democratic representation. Supporting the validity of the distinction, the positive 

association found between both attitudes composites matches theory on democratic 

representation, whereas the absence of such a positive correlation for attitude factors is in line 

with cleavage theory. 

By revealing a differential association for attitude factors and attitude composites, this 

study contributed to solving a longstanding paradox. On the one hand, the economic and the 

cultural dimension should be negatively correlated since social structural divides are believed 

to affect both dimensions in opposing directions (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008). On the other hand, 

the economic and the cultural dimensions should be positively correlated because the vast 

majority of parties combines either a leftist or a rightist position on both dimensions (e.g., Van 

der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). Though seemingly paradoxical, this study demonstrated that 

both phenomena can simultaneously be true. In Germany, for example, the attitude factors that 

relate voters’ attitudes to social divides were negatively correlated (r = -.29) while the attitude 

composites that relate these attitudes to democratic representation were positively correlated (r 

= .18). 

By estimating voters’ positions across a two-dimensional political space, this study 

demonstrated the importance of choosing the right measurement perspective for the right 

purpose. This study found strong effects of social cleavages on attitude factors. These effects 

would have been underestimated if they had instead been estimated using attitude composites. 
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Likewise, this study revealed that voters’ positions on the attitude composites closely match 

those of their parties. This similarity would have been underestimated if attitude factors had 

been used to investigate democratic representation. Previous research (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008; 

Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009) has typically focused on attitude factors. As such, these 

studies may have more accurately described social cleavages than democratic representation.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

A limitation of this study was that it did not include data on parties. Future research could 

therefore focus on applying the proposed model to parties. This study used formative models 

to relate voters to parties, but they could also be used to reversely relate parties to voters. Where 

this study weighted voters’ attitudes such that composites optimally predict what party they 

vote for, research on parties could reversely weigh parties’ issue positions such that composites 

best predict who vote for them. Another limitation of this study was that data were collected in 

2008, well before this paper’s time of writing. For the purpose of this study, using the most 

extensive set of attitudes was more important than using the most recent data. Furthermore, it 

was beyond the theoretical aims of this study to explain differences between countries. These 

differences could be addressed in comparative studies. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In sum, this paper provided a new perspective on ideological dimensions by making a 

theoretical and statistical distinction between common causes and common outcomes of 

attitudes. Empirical findings supported the relevance and validity of this distinction. More 

generally, this paper therefore demonstrated how theoretical reflection on the meaning and 

causal role of constructs may improve political research and substantive inferences. 

Substantively, this paper indicated that most voters (at least 58.1%) are better represented than 

often assumed by established political parties that combine either a leftist or a rightist position 

on the economic and the cultural dimension. By revealing that the economic and the cultural 

dimension can simultaneously be negatively correlated as attitude factors and positively 

associated as attitude composites, this study furthermore contributed to solving a longstanding 

paradox regarding this association. 
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ENDNOTES 
 

1For some countries, there were insufficient observations (N < 35) in the lowest or highest level 

of educational level and income. For Austria, I therefore merged the lowest two and highest 

two levels of income and the lowest two levels of educational level. For Belgium, I merged the 

lowest two levels of income. For Denmark, I merged the lowest two levels of educational level. 

For Portugal, I merged the highest three levels of income. Likewise, some parties were excluded 

from the analyses because not enough respondents (N < 35) had voted for them. 

 

Appendix 1. Overview of scales and items.  

Scales and Item Direction 
Economic Inequality  

Government should reduce differences in income levels Contraindicative 
Large differences in income acceptable to reward talents and efforts Indicative 
For fair society, differences in standard of living should be small Contraindicative 

Scope of Government  
Job for everyone, governments' responsibility Contraindicative 
Health care for the sick, governments' responsibility Contraindicative 
Standard of living for the old, governments' responsibility Contraindicative 
Standard of living for the unemployed, governments' responsibility Contraindicative 
Child care services for working parents, governments' responsibility Contraindicative 
Paid leave from work to care for sick family, governments' responsibility Contraindicative 

Tax and Spending  
Government decrease/increase taxes and social spending Contraindicative 

Social Benefits  
Social benefits/services place too great strain on economy Indicative 
Social benefits/services cost businesses too much in taxes/charges Indicative 
Social benefits/services make people lazy Indicative 
Social benefits/services make people less willing care for one another Indicative 
Social benefits/services make people less willing look after themselves/family Indicative 

European Integration  
European Union: European unification go further or gone too far Indicative 

Immigration  
Allow many/few immigrants of same race/ethnic group as majority Indicative 
Allow many/few immigrants of different race/ethnic group from majority Indicative 
Allow many/few immigrants from poorer countries outside Europe Indicative 

Multicultural Society  
Immigration bad or good for country's economy Contraindicative 
Country's cultural life undermined or enriched by immigrants Contraindicative 
Immigrants make country worse or better place to live Contraindicative 

Law and Order  
Torture in country never justified even to prevent terrorist attack Contraindicative 
Terrorist suspect in prison until police satisfied Indicative 
People who break the law much harsher sentences Indicative 

Traditional Family  
Gays and lesbians free to live life as they whish Contraindicative 
Schools teach children obey authority Indicative 
Woman should be prepared to cut down on paid work for sake of family Indicative 



CHAPTER	4	

	 96	

Appendix 2. Overview of parties and party families. 
 

 
 
Note. CD / Conservative: Christian Democrat / Conservative; BZÖ: Bündnis Zukunft Österreich; FPÖ: Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs; ÖVP: Österreichische 
Volkspartei; Grüne (Austria): Die Grünen; SPÖ: Sozialdemokratische Partei Österreichs; VB: Vlaams Belang; CDH: Centre Démocrate Humaniste; 
CD&V/NVA: Christen-Democratisch en Vlaams/Nieuw-Vlaamse Alliantie; MR: Mouvement Réformateur; VLD/Vivant: Vlaamse Liberalen en 
Democraten/Vivant; PS: Parti Socialiste; SP.A/Spirit: Socialistische Partij Anders/Spirit; DF: Dansk Folkeparti; DKF: Det Konservative Folkeparti; SF: 
Socialistisk Folkeparti; DRV: Det Radikale Venstre; Venstre: Venstre, Danmarks Liberale Parti; Sd: Socialdemokraterne; Ps: Perussuomalaiset; KK: 
Kansallinen Kokoomus; SKd: Suomen Kristillisdemokraatit; Vm: Vasemmistoliitto; VL: Vihreä liitto; SKk: Suomen Keskusta; SRK: Suomen ruotsalainen 
kansanpuolue; SSP: Suomen Sosialidemokraattinen Puolue; FN: Front National; UMP: Union pour un Mouvement Populaire; PC: Parti communiste français; 
Verts: Les Verts; PS (France): Parti Socialiste; CDU/CSU: Christlich Demokratische Union Deutschlands/Christlich-Soziale Union in Bayern; Linke: Die Linke; 
Grüne: Bündnis 90/Die Grünen; FDP: Freie Demokratische Partei; SPD: Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands; LAOS: Λαϊκός Ορθόδοξος Συναγερµός; 
ND: Νέα Δηµοκρατία; KKE: Κοµµουνιστικό Κόµµα Ελλάδας; Syriza: Συνασπισµός Ριζοσπαστικής Αριστεράς - Ενωτικό Κοινωνικό Μέτωπο; OP: Οικολόγοι 
Πράσινοι; PASOK: Πανελλήνιο Σοσιαλιστικό Κίνηµα; Labour (Ireland): Labour Party; PVV: Partij voor de Vrijheid; CDA: Christen-Democratisch Appèl; SP: 
Socialistische Partij; GL: GroenLinks; D66: Democraten 66; VVD: Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie; PvdA: Partij van de Arbeid; PSD: Partido Social 
Democrata; PCP-PEV: Partido Comunista Português/Partido Ecologista "Os Verdes"; PS (Portugal): Partido Socialista; PP: Partido Popular; CiU: Convergència 
i Unió; PNV: Partido Nacionalista Vasco; IU: Izquierda Unida; BNG: Bloque Nacionalista Galego; PSOE: Partido Socialista Obrero Español; M: Moderata 
samlingspartiet; KD: Kristdemokraterna; V: Vänsterpartiet; MP: Miljöpartiet de Gröna; FP: Folkpartiet Liberalerna; SAP: Sveriges Socialdemokratiska 
arbetarparti; Conservative: Conservative Party; LibDems: Liberal Democrats; Labour (United Kingdom): Labour Party. 

Country  Anti-immigrant CD / Conservative Radical Left Green Liberal Social Democrat 
Austria BZÖ; FPÖ  ÖVP  Grüne  SPÖ 
Belgium VB CDH; CD&V/NVA  Ecolo; Groen! MR; VLD/Vivant PS; SP.A/Spirit 
Denmark DF DKF  SF DRV; Venstre Sd 
Finland Ps KK; SKd Vm VL SKk; SRK SSP 
France FN UMP PC Verts  PS 
Germany  CDU/CSU Linke Grüne FDP SPD 
Greece LAOS ND; KKE Syriza OP  PASOK 
Ireland  Fine Gael Sinn Fein  Fianna Fáil Labour 
Netherlands PVV CDA SP GL D66; VVD PvdA 
Portugal  PSD PCP-PEV   PS 
Spain  PP; CiU; PNV IU; BNG   PSOE 
Sweden  M; KD V MP FP SAP 
United Kingdom  Conservative   LibDems Labour 
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Appendix 3A. Overview of estimated parameters. Corresponding estimates for each country are listed in Appendix 3B. This path diagram depicts 
three separate SEM models (one reflective model and two formative models). The curved double arrow depicts a residual correlation, whereas the 
straight double arrows depict correlations between variables. Residual variances are omitted from the diagram. The box “Voting” is a 
simplification of two reflective latent dimensions that relate to voting through multinomial logistic regression. 
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Appendix 3B. Overview of standardized parameters with standard errors in parentheses. The models and corresponding parameters are 
depicted in Appendix 3A. 
 

 Parameter in Diagram 
Country 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 
Austria .09 (.02)      .01 (.03) -.10 (.03) .12 (.03) -.07 (.03) .68 (.02) .45 (.02) .33 (.03) .49 (.02) .68 (.02)  .24 (.03) .41 (.04) .41 (.04)    
Belgium .17 (.02) -.28 (.03) .03 (.04) .18 (.04) -.08 (.03) .38 (.02) .52 (.04) .41 (.04) .39 (.04) .26 (.04)     -.17 (.05)  .15 (.04) 
Denmark .36 (.02) -.13 (.03) -.13 (.04) .11 (.04) -.41 (.03) .58 (.02) .62 (.04) .56 (.03) .62 (.03) .39 (.03) -.20 (.04)    -.16 (.04)   
Finland .41 (.02) -.11 (.03) .08 (.03) .20 (.03) -.37 (.03) .17 (.02) .58 (.03) .59 (.02) .49 (.03) .30 (.03) -.12 (.03)      .19 (.03) 
France .43 (.02) -.08 (.03) .12 (.04) .19 (.04) -.48 (.02) .21 (.02) .53 (.03) .53 (.03) .25 (.03) .30 (.03) -.13 (.03)      .28 (.02) 
Germany .30 (.02) -.21 (.02) .11 (.03) .33 (.03) -.29 (.02) -.29 (.02) .59 (.02) .58 (.02) .36 (.03) .48 (.03)       26 (.02) 
Greece .35 (.02) -.08 (.04) .02 (.04) .11 (.05) -.42 (.03) .04 (.02) .39 (.03) .54 (.04) .03 (.04) .48 (.04)       .18 (.03) 
Ireland .39 (.02) -.20 (.03) .31 (.05) .34 (.04) -.45 (.03) -.40 (.02) .34 (.03) .42 (.04) .43 (.04) .44 (.05)      .16 (.05) .29 (.05) 
Netherl. .41 (.02) -.09 (.03) .10 (.04) .33 (.04) -.44 (.03) -.03 (.03) .52 (.04) .46 (.03) .45 (.03) .23 (.03)       .29 (.03) 
Portugal .46 (.03) -.07 (.05) .06 (.03) .13 (.04) -.50 (.04) -.18 (.02) .35 (.03) .59 (.06) .32 (.03) .15 (.03) .20 (.03)      .19 (.03) 
Spain .45 (.02) -.10 (.03) -.07 (.04) .16 (.05) -.39 (.03) -.21 (.02) .43 (.04) .46 (.04) -.07 (.03) .36 (.04)    .31 (.05)   .18 (.03) 
Sweden .32 (.02) -.10 (.03) .16 (.03) .14 (.03) -.45 (.03) .23 (.02) .67 (.02) .44 (.03) .56 (.03) .42 (.03) -.23 (.03)       .20 (.03) 
United K. .44 (.02) -.18 (.03) .09 (.03) .31 (.03) -.31 (.03) .05 (.02) .55 (.03) .55 (.03) .30 (.03) .31 (.03)       .31 (.02) 
 Parameter in Diagram 
Country 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 
Austria  .71 (.02) .54 (.04) .89 (.02) .23 (.04) .21 (.04) .17 (.07) .49 (.06) .16 (.07) .25 (.06) .47 (.06) .14 (.07) .31 (.10) .53 (.09) .14 (.06) .11 (.06) .47 (.02) 
Belgium .41 (.03) .45 (.03) .54 (.03)  .65 (.02) .58 (.02) .48 (.03) .34 (.03) .31 (.30) .38 (.14) .25 (.14) .63 (.12) .03 (.11) .24 (.15) .54 (.14) .23 (.12) .31 (.27) .26 (.02) 
Denmark .39 (.03) .46 (.03) .63 (.02) .74 (.02) .58 (.02) .53 (.02) .24 (.04) .54 (.05) .15 (.05) .28 (.05) .42 (.05) .14 (.07) .36 (.07) .23 (.08) .44 (.06) .22 (.06) .38 (.03) 
Finland .48 (.02) .35 (.03) .62 (.02) .67 (.02) .46 (.02) .53 (.02) .35 (.03) .77 (.05) .13 (.07) .19 (.07) .26 (.07) -.02 (.12) .47 (.12) -.25 (.14) .41 (.09) .63 (.09) .20 (.02) 
France .58 (.02) .36 (.02) .66 (.02) .71 (.02) .64 (.02) .57 (.02) .40 (.03) .56 (.06) .10 (.07) .05 (.07) .66 (.06) -.31 (.10) .35 (.28) .16 (.24) .44 (.11) .43 (.12) .39 (.02) 
Germany .40 (.03) .45 (.02) .69 (.02) .73 (.02) .59 (.02) .47 (.02) .36 (.03) .51 (.12) .11 (.13) .14 (.06) .64 (.05) .10 (.08) .23 (.10) .09 (.10) .22 (.08) .70 (.07) .18 (.02) 
Greece .30 (.03) .04 (.03) .41 (.03) .37 (.03) .48 (.03) .68 (.03) .56 (.02) .50 (.09) .15 (.10) .28 (.10) .62 (.08) -.53 (.12) .27 (.20) .19 (.19) .34 (.11) .46 (.08) .20 (.03) 
Ireland .56 (.05) .27 (.03) .55 (.03) .54 (.03) .46 (.03) .37 (.03) .40 (.03) .03 (.20) -.20 (.21) .35 (.18) .88 (.10) .01 (.19) .39 (.18) .05 (.24) .23 (.18) .71 (.12) .31 (.02) 
Netherl. .53 (.03) .41 (.03) .52 (.03) .60 (.02) .59 (.02) .38 (.03) .34 (.03) .79 (.05) .16 (.06) .13 (.07) .32 (.06) -.15 (.12) .21 (.14) .26 (.11) .33 (.11) .66 (.11) .10 (.03) 
Portugal .32 (.03) .40 (.03) .41 (.03) .39 (.03) .31 (.03) .45 (.03) .50 (.02) .80 (.15) -.11 (.20) .52 (.19) .31 (.19) -.64 (.34) .70 (.46) -.20 (.50) .19 (.41) .53 (.38) -.01 (.03) 
Spain .29 (.03) .56 (.02) .58 (.02) .60 (.03) .40 (.02) .53 (.03) .41 (.03) .40 (.16) .42 (.16) .17 (.17) .69 (.13) .12 (.14) .01 (.17) .38 (.16) .18 (.14) .73 (.10) .25 (.02) 
Sweden .46 (.03) .23 (.03) .56 (.02) .65 (.02) .57 (.02) .62 (.02) .40 (.03) .59 (.05) .03 (.05) .41 (.06) .26 (.05) -.65 (.16) .37 (.14) .34 (.14) .28 (.12) .20 (.14) .35 (.03) 
United K. .56 (.02) .39 (.02) .57 (.02) .67 (.02) .69 (.02) .42 (.02) .41 (.02) .56 (.06) .23 (.08) .20 (.08) .51 (.07) .66 (.09) .12 (.12) .18 (.14) .05 (.13) .39 (.10) .29 (.02) 
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Abstract 

This three-wave cohort-sequential longitudinal study (N = 1302) examined the development of 

two core political attitudes, economic egalitarianism and ethnocentrism, among Dutch youths 

between age 12 and 31. Longitudinal regression analyses revealed a curvilinear mean level 

development for both attitudes, reflecting an increased disagreement with economic 

redistribution and multiculturalism around late adolescence. Furthermore, attitudes became 

decreasingly polarized (i.e., less extreme) and increasingly stable with age. Finally, several 

effects of attitudes' correlates gradually changed: The effect of educational level on 

ethnocentrism increased with age, whereas the effect of gender diminished. Regional effects on 

ethnocentrism developed as youths resided in a new area. No age-related change was found in 

the effect of parental SES. Overall, these findings support the idea that attitudes mature during 

the formative phase of adolescence and that this process slows down during emerging 

adulthood. Furthermore, these results support developmental explanations for the association 

between attitudes and their correlates. 

 

“Adolescent rebellion has been tolerated, and even sanctioned, as a “normal” stage of 

human development. After all, “if you aren’t a liberal when you’re young, you have no heart, 

but if you aren’t a middle-aged conservative, you have no head.” 

 

1970 Volume ‘Student Unrest: Threat or Promise’
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Adolescence is commonly believed to constitute a formative phase in people’s lives. Research 

reveals that it is characterized by maturation in psychosocial domains such as personality and 

identity (e.g., Klimstra et al., 2009; Meeus et al., 2010). As a part of this maturation, adolescents 

face the task to become engaged citizens in their community (e.g., Crocetti et al., 2012; Eckstein 

et al., 2012; Erikson, 1950).  A central aspect of this engagement is the acquisition of a 

meaningful stance on political issues. Adolescents are believed to acquire political attitudes that 

will characterize them throughout their adult lifespan (Alwin et al., 1991; Hooghe & 

Wilkenfeld, 2008; Markus, 1979; Sears & Funk, 1999). At the same time, research indicates 

that attitude development continues during emerging adulthood (e.g., Niemi & Klinger, 2012). 

This cohort-sequential longitudinal study therefore investigated how Dutch adolescents and 

emerging adults (age 12 to 31) develop political attitudes. Specifically, we examined 

developmental changes in attitudes’ mean level, polarization (i.e., extremity), and stability, as 

well as changes in the demographic correlates of attitudes. 

We examined the development of attitudes on two core political issues: economic 

redistribution and the multicultural society. The issue of economic redistribution (i.e., should 

the government reduce differences between rich and poor?) has since long been at the core of 

West European politics (e.g., Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). At the same time, the multicultural 

society has in recent decades become an increasingly important issue due to globalization and 

the rise of anti-immigrant parties (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008). As such, attitudes on both issues are 

now importantly associated with phenomena such as discriminatory behavior, left-right 

identification, and voting (e.g., Van der Brug et al., 2000; Dejaeghere et al., 2012; De Vries et 

al., 2013). Positions on economic redistribution and the multicultural society are furthermore 

considered to be the two most indicative attitudes, both theoretically and empirically, for the 

broader spectrum of economic and cultural political attitudes in Western Europe (e.g., Kriesi et 

al., 2008; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). In this study, we refer to support for economic 

redistribution as ‘economic egalitarianism’ and to opposition to the multicultural society as 

‘ethnocentrism’1.  

Despite the presumed importance of adolescence for attitude development, only few 

longitudinal studies have investigated the development of egalitarianism and ethnocentrism in 

West European youths. The present study expanded upon the existing literature in both scope 

and design. First, it added egalitarianism where previous longitudinal studies (e.g., Hooghe et 

al., 2013) have focused mainly on ethnocentrism. Second, this is the first study on this topic to 

cover the entire course of adolescence and emerging adulthood from age 12 to 31. This allowed 

us to determine whether attitude development gradually slows down as youths age from 
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adolescence into emerging adulthood. Third, the present study featured a cohort-sequential 

longitudinal design that uniquely allowed us to distinguish the age effects of interest from 

period and cohort effects (e.g., Delli Carpini, 1989; Prinzie & Onghena, 2005). Fourth, this 

study uniquely combined several developmental changes with an analysis of changes in 

attitudes’ correlates. 

 

Developmental Changes in Attitudes 

 

This study investigated three core developmental changes: mean level development, changes 

in polarization (i.e., extremity), and changes in rank-order stability. First, we examined age-

related changes in the mean level of attitudes. In other words: Do youths on average change 

their attitudes in a certain direction as they grow older? Cross-sectional research has generally 

shown that youths are less conservative than adults on cultural issues such as ethnocentrism, 

but not on economic issues such as egalitarianism (Cornelis et al., 2009; Elchardus & Siongers, 

2009; Felling & Peters, 1984). A longitudinal study similarly found an increase in 

ethnocentrism between age 18 and 21 (Hooghe et al., 2013). However, cross-sectional findings 

may alternatively reflect a cohort effect of tolerance among younger generations, and intra-

individual studies are likely to reflect period effects as well as age effects. The present study 

used a cohort-sequential longitudinal design to study mean level development of attitudes from 

age 12 to 31, allowing us to better disentangle age effects from cohort or period effects. Based 

on previous studies, we expected that the mean level of ethnocentrism would increase with age 

(H1), though we could not postulate a priori hypotheses for the mean level development of 

egalitarianism. 

As a second aspect of development, we investigated if attitudes become less extreme 

with age. Attitude development is not only characterized by a mean level, but also by a specific 

amount of variation around this mean. Conceptually, ‘polarization’ refers to how pronounced 

individual differences in attitudes are at a particular age. A stronger polarization means that 

youths are more likely to indicate radical views at both ends of an attitude’s distribution. Theory 

suggests that youths respond more strongly to trends than adults (Prakke, 1959). Hence, they 

may adopt political ideologies in a relatively pure and extreme way. As youths grow older, they 

may gain an increased capacity to think about politics in a more nuanced way that takes multiple 

perspectives into account. Consequently, political attitudes may become less polarized with age 

(H3). To the best of our knowledge, this hypothesis has never been explicitly assessed.  
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Third, we assessed if attitudes become less susceptible to change as reflected by 

increases in the stability of interindividual differences. The idea of a formative phase 

importantly implies that adolescents are still more likely to change their attitudes than adults. 

Consistently, longitudinal research shows that the rank-order stability of political attitudes 

increases substantially during adolescence and emerging adulthood (Alwin & Krosnick, 1991; 

Krosnick & Alwin, 1989). The present study is the first to investigate increases in the six-year 

rank-order stability of egalitarianism and ethnocentrism across the entire course of adolescence 

and early adulthood. We expected that attitudes would become increasingly stable with age 

(H3). 

 

Changes in Associations with Demographic Characteristics 

 

Alongside these three characteristics of developmental change, we examined if adolescents’ 

attitudes gradually become associated with their adults correlates as a fourth aspect of 

development. Adults’ political attitudes are importantly rooted in core demographic 

characteristics such as socioeconomic status, educational level, area of residence, and gender 

(e.g., Lipset & Rokkan, 1967; Kriesi et al., 2008). The present study departs from the idea that 

youths’ attitudes may gradually become associated with attitudes’ adult correlates and that this 

process constitutes a part of attitudes’ maturation.  

 As a first type of demographic correlates, this study investigated socioeconomic status 

(SES) and educational level. Affluent and highly educated adults typically oppose efforts to 

reduce socioeconomic inequality (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008; Middendorp, 1991: 158), presumably 

because they have little to gain and much to lose from such efforts (Kriesi et al., 2008). Instead, 

less affluent and low educated adults typically oppose the multicultural society (e.g., Meeusen 

et al., 2013). One explanation for this (Meeusen et al., 2013) is that people who have not been 

influenced by the liberalizing effect of a high educational level may perceive a stronger cultural 

threat from globalization (Kriesi et al., 2008). Also, people in the lower segments of the labor 

market may perceive a stronger economic threat from immigrants (Kriesi et al., 2008; Quillian, 

1995). For youths, the SES of their parents may be particularly relevant, as many youths still 

live at home and have yet to fully establish their own SES. Youths may partly inherit their 

parents’ social class or adopt their parents’ attitudes (Glass et al., 1986; Vollebergh et al., 2001). 

Therefore, we expected that egalitarianism and ethnocentrism would be stronger among youths 

with low-SES parents (H4) and among low-educated youths (H5). 
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Viewing these demographic factors in the context of development, we view it as a sign 

of maturation if youths’ attitudes gradually become associated with attitudes’ adult correlates. 

For example, educational level is something that youths acquire gradually during the course of 

adolescence and emerging adulthood. If education induces greater tolerance, its effect on 

ethnocentrism may emerge gradually as youths go through education. Indeed, one study found 

evidence for such an increase in the association between education and ethnocentrism between 

age 16 and 21 (Hooghe et al., 2013). Likewise, the effect of educational level on egalitarianism 

may emerge gradually as it becomes to determine youths’ SES. We therefore expected that the 

effect of educational level on political attitudes would become stronger with age (H6). 

Contrarily, parental SES may be a constant predictor of attitudes as it is already present when 

attitude development begins.  

As a second type of demographic correlate, we investigated area of residence. Individual 

differences in adults’ ethnocentrism can partly be explained on a regional level (Sharp & Joslyn, 

2008). Post-industrial urban areas are believed to have a particularly tolerant cultural climate 

(Florida, 2005) and comparatively little to fear from the economic impact of globalization (Van 

der Waal & Burgers, 2010). As such, youths’ choice for an area to reside when they leave the 

parental home may partly determine how they will subsequently develop their attitudes. We 

therefore expected that ethnocentrism would be stronger among youths in rural areas (H7). If 

youths reside in a more urban area2, their tolerance towards immigrants may increase. In other 

words, within-individual overtime changes in youths’ area of residence may relate to overtime 

changes in ethnocentrism (H8). The present study is the first to investigate this issue.  

Aside from these social structural effects, attitudes have been associated with gender. 

Theory proposes that the feminine gender role fosters social political attitudes, whereas the 

masculine gender role induces more competitive views (Vollebergh et al., 1999). These gender 

effects on attitudes may be particularly important during adolescence, since gender-

intensification theory (Hill & Lynch, 1983; Raaijmakers, 1993) proposes a temporary 

strengthening of gender roles during this life phase. Indeed, research shows that females are 

less conservative on both economic and (less consistently found) cultural issues (Boehnke et 

al., 1998; Furnham, 1985; Vollebergh et al., 1999). In other words, females may be more likely 

to support both economic redistribution and multiculturalism (H9). Consistent with gender-

intensification theory, previous research furthermore revealed that the effect of gender on 

cultural attitudes like ethnocentrism becomes weaker with age after adolescence (Hooghe et al., 

2013; Meeus et al., 1992). The present study aimed to replicate this finding on ethnocentrism 
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and furthermore investigated if the effect of gender on egalitarianism likewise becomes weaker 

with age (H10).  

 

The Present Study 

 

In sum, this study investigated how political attitudes develop between age 12 and 31. As such, 

we examined if adolescence and emerging adulthood constitute a formative phase for this 

development. We hypothesized that the mean level of ethnocentrism would increase with age. 

Furthermore, we expected that the polarization of attitudes would decrease, whereas their 

stability would increase. Finally, we hypothesized age-related changes in the associations 

between attitudes and their correlates (i.e., parental SES, educational level, area of residence, 

and gender). 

 

METHOD 

 

Sample 

 

This study was conducted on the ‘Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development (USAD) 1991-

1997’ (‘t Hart et al., 1993). 3392 Dutch youths between age 12 and 25 participated in a first 

wave in 1991. A comparison between this sample and Dutch population figures shows that the 

study can be considered nationally representative3, but only for native Dutch youths since 

almost no immigrants participated (‘t Hart et al., 1993). Of the respondents who participated in 

the first wave, 822 refused to continue participation in subsequent waves. Of the 2570 

remaining respondents, 1302 were selected to participate in a second wave in 1994 and a third 

wave in 19973. For each respondent, one (randomly selected) parent was interviewed. 

Respondents’ age was about evenly distributed (based on the first wave): 25% early adolescents 

aged 12 to 14, 26% middle adolescents aged 15 to 17, 20% late adolescents aged 18 to 20, and 

29% young adults aged 21 to 24. The sample consisted of 42% males and 58% females. The 

respondents’ educational level was 16% low-level, 41% middle-level, 25% high-level, and 18% 

highest-level. Parental SES was distributed as 3% working class, 43% lower middle class, 20% 

central middle class, 21% higher middle class, and 12% upper class.  

 

 

 



POLITICAL	ATTITUDES	IN	ADOLESCENCE	AND	EMERGING	ADULTHOOD	

	 105	

Measures 

 

Egalitarianism and ethnocentrism  

 

Economic egalitarianism was measured using five items with a 5-point Likert-scale. An 

example of an item is “Differences between low and high incomes should be smaller.” The 

items were adopted from Middendorp’s (1978) ‘Equality of Income, Status, and Possession’ 

scale and adjusted for use among adolescents by Meeus (1988). The scale demonstrated good 

reliability properties in our sample: α = .85 at all three waves. Ethnocentrism was measured 

using four items with a 5-point Likert-scale adopted from Hagendoorn & Jansen (1983). An 

example of an item is “Foreigners pose a threat to our culture.” Reliability ranged from α = .84 

to .87 across the three waves. Scales were computed and scaled to range between 0 and 10, with 

a high score indicating strong support for efforts to reduce socioeconomic inequality or strong 

rejection of the multicultural society. The validity of the measures for egalitarianism and 

ethnocentrism was demonstrated by previous research (Middendorp, 1991; Raaijmakers, 1993). 

A list of all items is displayed in Appendix 1. 

 

Social structural characteristics 

 

Parental SES was measured on a five-point scale based on both parents’ occupational status 

and educational level as reported by the parent. Respondents were assigned the highest 

educational level they were presently enrolled in or had already completed at the third wave: 

low-level (VBO), middle-level (MAVO/MBO), high-level (HAVO/HBO) or highest-level 

(VWO/University). Respondents’ municipalities were assessed at the first and the second wave. 

Municipalities were assigned a degree of urbanization on a continuous scale ranging from 1 

(rural areas) to 13 (big cities). Because we lacked information on urbanization at the third wave, 

we used urbanization at the second wave was as an indicator. 

 

Analyses 

 

Estimation method 

 

This study’s primary method is random effects longitudinal regression analysis with 

generalized least squares (GLS) estimation (Cameron & Trivedi, 2005). We used 
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heteroscedasticity-robust and cluster-robust standard errors (White, 1980). The distinguishing 

feature of the random effects model is that it uses both between-individual and within-

individual variation to estimate a single parameter. Using both sources of variation 

simultaneously results in more efficient parameter estimates (Cameron & Trivedi, 2005) and 

furthermore helps us to disentangle age, period, and cohort effects. Specifically, some variables 

in this cohort-sequential longitudinal study (gender, educational level, and parental SES) vary 

only between individuals, whereas others (age and urbanization) additionally vary within 

individuals over time. Age effects can be confounded by cohort effects if only between-

individual variation is used and by period effects if only within-individual variation is used. By 

simultaneously using both types of variation, the impact of both confounding effects can be 

reduced. Based on this logic, we furthermore used the Hausman (1978) test to determine if age 

effects were confounded. In all but one case4, this test revealed no significant difference 

between estimates obtained using both between-individual and within-individual variation and 

estimates obtained using only within-individual variation. This suggests that age effects were 

not biased by either cohort or period effects.  

 

Model specification 

 

For the analyses on mean level and polarization, we specified regression models with only age 

as predictor. For mean level development, we used the scale-scores as outcome measure. 

Polarization was operationalized as respondents’ absolute deviation from the mean score of 

their peers at the same wave. For example, a 14-year old respondent with a score of 2 scored 

either 2 points below or 2 points above to mean score of all 14-year old respondents at the same 

wave.  

For the analyses on how attitudes are correlated with social structural characteristics and 

gender, the outcome measure consisted of respondents’ relative positions on egalitarianism and 

ethnocentrism compared to their peers at the same wave. For example, a 14-year old respondent 

with a score of 2 scored two times the standard deviation of all 14-year old respondents at the 

same wave above the mean score of this same group. As such, we eliminated age and period 

differences in the mean and variance that could otherwise have confounded the results.  

Model specification on attitudes’ correlates proceeded in three steps. For each individual 

correlate (e.g., gender), we first investigated if it revealed a bivariate association with either 

egalitarianism or ethnocentrism. Also, we investigated interactions between the correlate and 

age. Second, we specified a model with all correlates that demonstrated a bivariate association 
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in the first step, but without interactions with age. Third, we added the previously significant 

interactions with age to the model. We tested each hypothesis on the model that controls for as 

many effects as possible. However, hypotheses regarding variables that were included in 

interaction terms were tested on a model without these interactions to properly assess main 

effects. For example, the effect of gender was assessed in a model that also included educational 

level, but not an interaction between gender and age. Religious adherence was included in the 

analyses as a control variable.  

 

Functional form  

 

Prior to all analyses on the effect of age, we assessed its proper functional form (see Appendix 

2). We compared three different forms: linear, logarithmic, or a combination of both. The 

logarithmic form reflects the theoretical idea that political attitude development is strongest 

during adolescence and gradually slows down during emerging adulthood5. If the results 

indicated a significant effect for both the linear and the logarithmic term, we concluded that a 

combination of both terms best describes the effect of age. If not, we assessed both terms in 

separate models and choose the logarithmic term if it demonstrated a higher explained variance 

than the linear term.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Developmental Changes in Attitudes 

 

To examine the mean level development of egalitarianism and ethnocentrism, we specified 

regression models with age as predictor. Egalitarianism was best predicted by a combination of 

a linear (z = 4.92, p < .001) and a logarithmic term (z = -5.70, p < .001) of age, suggesting a U-

shaped curvilinear mean level development. Youths showed a strongly decreasing support for 

economic redistribution during adolescence, but a slightly increasing support during emerging 

adulthood. 

The mean level development of ethnocentrism was also best captured by a combination 

of a linear (z = -5.73, p < .001) and a logarithmic term (z = 4.01, p < .001) of age, indicating an 

inverse U-shaped mean level development. Youths showed an increasing opposition to 

multiculturalism until late adolescence, but decreased thereafter. As such, we found no support 
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for our hypothesis (H1) that the mean level of ethnocentrism increases with age (see Table 1 

and Figure 1). 

To investigate if youths’ attitudes become decreasingly polarized with age, we specified 

regression models with our measure of polarization as dependent variable and age as predictor. 

For egalitarianism, we found no significant effect of age (z = -1.70, p = .089). For 

ethnocentrism, polarization was negatively predicted by a logarithmic term of age (z = -5.50, p 

< .001). Consequently, our hypothesis (H2) that political attitudes become decreasingly 

polarized with age was supported only for ethnocentrism. 

To test whether political attitudes become increasingly stable with age, we first divided 

respondents in four groups based on their age at the first wave: 12 through 14, 15 through 17, 

18 through 20, and 21 through 24. For each age group, we obtained (Pearson’s r) correlation 

coefficient between scores at wave 1 and scores at wave 3 as a six-year rank-order stability. We 

then compared the coefficient of the youngest age group with that of the oldest (Paternoster, 

Mozerolle, & Piquero, 1998). Egalitarianism’s stability increased from 0.13 to 0.57 (z = -4.53, 

p < .001). Ethnocentrism’s stability increased from 0.43 to 0.69 (z = 3.61, p < .001). As such, 

our third hypothesis (H3) was confirmed (see Table 2). 

 

Table 1. Regression models for mean level and polarization. 

 Egalitarianism  Ethnocentrism 
 Mean level Polarization  Mean level Polarization 
Age-12      

b  0.11 (0.02) -0.01 (<0.01)  -0.12 (0.02)  
p-value <.001 .089  <.001  

ln(Age-11)      
b -1.11 (0.20)   0.78 (0.20) -0.26 (0.05) 
p-value <.001   <.001 <.001 

Intercept      
b 7.68 (0.26) 1.47 (0.05)  3.57 (0.26) 2.28 (0.11) 
p-value <.001 <.001  <.001 <.001 

Model      
Respondents 1297 1297  1298 1298 
Observations 3543 3543  3678 3678 
R2 Between 0.54% 0.00%  0.78% 0.49% 
R2 Within 2.15% 0.27%  1.45% 1.44% 
R2 Overall 1.14% 0.05%  0.93% 0.86% 

 
Note. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses.  
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Figure 1. Mean level and polarization of economic egalitarianism and ethnocentrism as a 
function of age. An estimated 50% of scores fall between the dashed lines (based on the normal 
distribution). 
 

Table 2. Six-year rank-order stability of economic egalitarianism and ethnocentrism by age 
group. 
  

 Age at wave 1 
 12-14 15-17 18-20 21-24 
Egalitarianism     

rwave 1 – wave 3  .13 (.08) .44 (.06)a .49 (.06)a .57 (.05)ab 
p-value .108 <.001 <.001 <.001 

Ethnocentrism     
rwave 1 – wave 3 .43 (.06)a .55 (.05)a .55 (.06)a .69 (.05)b 
p-value <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 

 
Note. Pearson’s r correlation coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Coefficients that 
are not significantly different share a superscript (comparisons were made both between 
attitudes and between age groups).  
 
Changes in Associations with Demographic Characteristics 
 
Economic egalitarianism 

 
To investigate the correlates of egalitarianism, we first specified separate models for each 

predictor (models 1 through 5; see Table 3) to determine which should be included in 

subsequent analyses. Educational level, religion, gender, and parental SES revealed a bivariate 

association with egalitarianism and were therefore accepted for subsequent models. None of 
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the variables under study displayed an interaction with age. This contradicted our hypotheses 

for educational level (χ2(3) = 2.24, p = .523) and gender (z = 0.87, p = .385). In other words, 

we found no support for our hypothesis (H6) that the effect of educational level on 

egalitarianism would become stronger with age or for our hypothesis (H10) that the effect of 

gender would diminish. 

Next, we specified a model (model 6) with all predictors that were accepted in the 

previous step. This model was used to test our hypotheses regarding the main effects of parental 

SES, educational level, and gender. Parental SES (χ2(3) = 47.36, p < .001), educational level 

(χ2(3) = 24.37, p < .001) and gender (z = 6.59, p < .001) all displayed a main effect. As 

hypothesized, egalitarianism was stronger among youths with low-SES parents (H4), among 

low educated youths (H5), and among females (H9). 

 
Ethnocentrism 

 
To examine the correlates of ethnocentrism, we again first specified separate models for all 

predictors to determine which should be included in subsequent models. Educational level, 

gender, parental SES, and urbanization revealed a bivariate association with ethnocentrism and 

were consequently accepted for subsequent analyses (models 1, 3, and 4; see Table 4). 

Educational level (χ2(3) = 17.60, p < .001) and gender (z = 2.95, p = .003) furthermore revealed 

interactions with age (models 2 and 5; see Table 4) that were also accepted for subsequent 

models. 

We proceeded by specifying a model with all predictors that were accepted in the 

previous step, but without interactions (model 6). This model was used to test our hypotheses 

regarding the main effects of educational level and gender. Both educational level (χ2(3) = 

106.98, p < .001) and gender (z = -2.17, p = .030) displayed a main effect. As hypothesized, 

ethnocentrism was stronger among low educated youths (H5) and among males (H9).  

Finally, we specified a model that adds the previously accepted interactions (model 7). 

This model was used to test our hypotheses regarding these interactions and regarding the main 

effect of parental SES and urbanization. Both educational level (χ2(3) = 17.77, p < .001)  and 

gender (z = 3.21, p = .001)  displayed a significant interaction with age. As hypothesized, the 

effect of educational level gradually became stronger with age (H6; see Figure 2), whereas the 

effect of gender diminished (H10; see Figure 2). This model furthermore revealed a main effect 

for parental SES (χ2(3) = 10.01, p = .040) and urbanization (z = -2.49, p = .013). As 

hypothesized, ethnocentrism was stronger among youth with low-SES parents (H4) and youths 

in rural areas (H7).  
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Table 3. Regression models for the correlates of egalitarianism.  
  

 Model 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Parental SES       

blowermiddle -0.22 (0.12)     -0.11 (0.13) 
bcentralmiddle -0.36 (0.13)     -0.23 (0.14) 
bhighermiddle -0.63 (0.13)     -0.47 (0.14) 
bupper -0.74 (0.14)     -0.59 (0.15) 
p-value <.001     <.001 

Education       
bmiddle  -0.25 (0.06)    -0.25 (0.07) 
bhigh  -0.42 (0.07)    -0.34 (0.08) 
bhighest  -0.56 (0.08)    -0.41 (0.09) 
p-value  <.001    <.001 

Religion       
breligious   -0.08 (0.04)   -0.06 (0.04) 
p-value   .034   .176 

Urbanization       
b    0.00 (0.01)   
p-value    0.689   

Gender       
bfemale     0.29 (0.05) 0.32 (0.05) 
p-value     <.001 <.001 

Intercept       
b 0.38 (0.12) 0.28 (0.05) 0.31 (0.03) 0.02 (0.06) -0.17 (0.04) 0.34 (0.14) 
p-value .002 <.001 0.269 0.745 <.001 0.015 

Model       
Respondents 988 1208 3538 1296 1270 926 
Observations 2666 3312 1297 3537 3491 2510 
R2 Between 7.27% 4.63% 0.35% 0.00% 3.12% 13.71% 
R2 Within 0.00% 0.00% 0.02% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 
R2 Overall 4.77% 3.22% 0.29% 0.01% 2.04% 8.87% 

 
Note. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses. 
 
 

To test our hypothesis that youths change their attitudes accordingly when they reside 

in a new area, we switched the complete model (model 7) from random effects to fixed effects 

regression analysis with ordinary least squares (OLS) estimation. Unlike the random effects 

model, this method uses only within-individual variation to assess strictly longitudinal 

associations. Like the random effects model, the fixed effects model revealed an effect of 

urbanization (t(927) = -2.56, p = .011, b = -0.04). As such, our hypothesis (H8) that within-

individual overtime changes in urbanization would relate to overtime changes in ethnocentrism 

was confirmed: moving to a more urban area was associated with a decrease in ethnocentrism. 
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Table 4. Regression models for the correlates of ethnocentrism.  
 

 Model 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 
Parental SES        

blowermiddle -0.26 (0.16)     -0.16 (0.15) -0.17 (0.14) 
bcentralmiddle -0.42 (0.17)     -0.24 (0.15) -0.25 (0.15) 
bhighermiddle -0.65 (0.16)     -0.35 (0.15) -0.35 (0.15) 
bupper -0.61 (0.17)     -0.28 (0.16) -0.30 (0.15) 
p-value <.001     .035 .040 

Education        
bmiddle  -0.41 (0.22)    -0.19 (0.08) -0.32 (0.22) 
bhigh  -0.45 (0.23)    -0.58 (0.08) -0.25 (0.24) 
bhighest  -0.36 (0.24)    -0.76 (0.09) -0.11 (0.25) 
p-value  .220    <.001 .489 

Religion        
breligious   0.05 (0.04)     
p-value   .130     

Urbanization        
b    -0.03 (0.01)  -0.02 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01) 
p-value    <.001  .008 .013 

Gender        
bfemale     -0.57 (0.15) -0.11 (0.05) -0.59 (0.16) 
p-value     <.001 .030 <.001 

ln(Age-11)        
b  0.07 (0.08)   -0.09 (0.05)  -0.04 (0.09) 
p-value  .411   .068  .644 

Gender*lnAge        
bfemale     0.19 (0.06)  0.23 (0.07) 
p-value     .003  .001 

Educ*lnAge        
bmiddle  0.05 (0.10)     0.06 (0.10) 
bhigh  -0.13 (0.10)     -0.16 (0.11) 
bhighest  -0.28 (0.10)     -0.31 (0.12) 
p-value  <.001     <.001 

Intercept        
b 0.44 (0.15) 0.33 (0.18) -0.02 (0.03) 0.30 (0.12) 0.25 (0.06) 0.82 (0.17) 0.92 (0.26) 
p-value .005 .072 .498 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 

Model        
Respondents 990 1211 1298 3672 1271 928 928 
Observations 2802 3436 3674 1297 3626 2624 2624 
R2 Between 4.81% 16.10% 0.01% 1.22% 1.37% 15.20% 16.29% 
R2 Within 0.00% 0.66% 0.14% 0.13% 0.19% 0.43% 1.38% 
R2 Overall 3.59% 12.50% 0.02% 0.92% 1.10% 11.20% 12.31% 

 
Note. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses. Educ = education; 
Urban = urbanization; lnAge = ln(Age-11).  
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Figure 2. Relative positions on ethnocentrism as a function of age by gender and educational 
level. Estimates from final model (model 7).  
 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study examined the development of two core political attitudes between age 12 and 31. 

Results revealed a curvilinear mean level development for both attitudes, with an increased 

opposition to economic redistribution and multiculturalism around late adolescence. 

Furthermore, both attitudes became increasingly stable with age, while ethnocentrism also 

became decreasingly polarized. Economic egalitarianism was stronger among low educated 

youths, females, and especially youths with low-SES parents. Ethnocentrism was stronger 

among males, youths in rural areas, and especially low educated youths. The effect of 

educational level on ethnocentrism increased with age, whereas the effect of gender diminished. 

Regional effects on ethnocentrism developed as youths resided in a new area.  

By examining changes in mean level, stability, and polarization, as well as changes in 

correlates as aspects of development, three of the four aspects provided clear support for the 

idea that political attitudes mature during the formative phase of adolescence (e.g., Alwin et al., 

1991). Increases in stability of ethnocentrism and egalitarianism, decreases in polarization of 

ethnocentrism, and changes in correlates of ethnocentrism may all be viewed as signs of attitude 

maturation. The increasing stability of both egalitarianism and ethnocentrism indicates that 

these attitudes become less open to change during adolescence as they mature towards their 

strong adult stability (e.g., Sears & Funk, 1999). Likewise, decreases in the polarization of 
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ethnocentrism can be viewed as maturation because they indicate a growing complexity and 

nuance in attitudes. As youths grow older, they may gain an increased capacity to think about 

politics in a more nuanced way.  Finally, the changes in the correlates of ethnocentrism revealed 

that adolescents’ attitudes gradually become associated with attitudes’ adult correlates. During 

adolescence, youths’ attitudes were relatively strongly related to their gender, which is 

consistent with gender intensification theory (Hill & Lynch, 1983). This gender effect 

diminished as youths grew older, whereas the effect of educational level on ethnocentrism 

gradually increased. Since educational level is the primary correlate of ethnocentrism among 

adults (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008), this change in correlates can be viewed as an element of 

maturation. However, the maturation of political attitudes was not equally strong in adolescence 

and emerging adulthood. Results supported the idea that attitude development slows down as 

youths age from adolescence into emerging adulthood, since a logarithmic functional form best 

described age effects in almost all instances. 

 In contrast with these three aspects of maturation, the mean level of attitudes did not 

develop clearly in a single direction. Instead, this study found a curvilinear mean level 

development for both attitudes with ethnocentrism being strongest around late adolescence and 

egalitarianism being weakest around this same period. This suggests that late adolescence may 

be characterized by a temporary decrease in egalitarian attitudes as indicated by opposition to 

both economic redistribution and the multicultural society. Tentatively, this susceptibility to 

non-egalitarian views may be related to research that reveals a temporary dip in empathy during 

adolescence (Van der Graaff et al., 2014). Because this study found an increase in 

ethnocentrism only until about age 16, it contradicted previous research that revealed a similar 

increase after this age (e.g., 18 to 21 in Hooghe et al., 2013). This contradiction may be 

explained by a decreased sensitivity of the present study to period and cohort effects due to its 

cohort-sequential design. 

Though this study investigated age-related changes in the associations between attitudes 

and their correlates primarily as an aspect of maturation, these changes may also provide some 

limited information on causality. In the Netherlands, youths are divided into educational tracks 

during adolescence. In this study, these were the precise years in which low and highly educated 

youths diverged in ethnocentrism. This finding supports the idea that educational tracks 

determine the subsequent development of ethnocentrism. If the association between educational 

level and ethnocentrism would be spurious, it might already have been present prior to 

adolescence. Likewise, the within-individual association that youths change their attitudes 

accordingly when they reside in a new area provides some support for causal explanations of 
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region effects. The lack of age-related changes in the effect of parental SES suggests that this 

may be a constant correlate that affects attitudes regardless of age. 

When comparing the development of egalitarianism and ethnocentrism, it appears that 

ethnocentrism already starts its development during childhood since it showed a substantial 

stability during early adolescence (r = .43). These findings are consistent with an extensive 

body of literature on the importance of early childhood for the development of core cultural 

orientations (e.g., Adorno et al., 1950; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011). Egalitarianism contrarily 

appears to develop at a somewhat later age, since it still showed a low stability during early 

adolescence (r  = .13). Potentially, youths do not develop a clear view on economic issues until 

they progress in their educational and job careers. Furthermore, egalitarianism was primarily 

associated with parental SES, whereas ethnocentrism was mainly correlated with educational 

level. Finally, we found that the association of ethnocentrism with several of its correlates 

changed with age, whereas no such changes where found for egalitarianism. These findings 

suggest that egalitarianism develops primarily along the lines of inheritable social class divides 

(i.e., parental SES), whereas ethnocentrism is determined gradually by youths’ own life course 

(i.e., going through education or residing in a new area). 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

 

Although it seems plausible that this study’s findings largely generalize to other West European 

countries, since these share important political similarities with the Netherlands (Kriesi et al., 

2008), some caution is required in generalizing beyond the context of the Netherlands during 

the 1990s. Some findings (e.g., regarding attitudes’ stability) may generalize outside Western 

Europe as well, although we cannot be certain to what extent. Moreover, data were collected 

well before this article’s time of writing. During this 1990s, both economic egalitarianism and 

ethnocentrism were important attitudes for Dutch voters (De Vries et al., 2013), though the 

breakthrough of anti-immigrant parties in the Netherlands (such as the LPF and the PVV) took 

place some years later during the 2000s (Pellikaan et al., 2007). During this period, the 

importance of ethnocentrism has increased in the Netherlands, whereas the importance of 

economic egalitarianism has decreased (De Vries et al., 2013). While it seems plausible that 

many developmental processes remain constant over time, there is a possibility that some age 

effects are specific to a certain period (Delli Carpini, 1989). Specifically, it seems possible that 

some patterns that were found for ethnocentrism have become more pronounced since the 1990s 

due to the increased salience of the attitude, whereas patterns for egalitarianism may have 
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become less pronounced. Hence, future research may focus on extending this study’s findings 

across time and space.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In sum, this study investigated political attitude development among Dutch youths between age 

12 and 31. Results provided clear support for the idea that political attitudes mature during the 

formative phase of adolescence and that this process gradually slows down during emerging 

adulthood. These findings are in line with the idea that personality and identity mature during 

adolescence (Meeus et al., 2010) and that acquiring a personal view on society and politics is a 

part of this process (Erikson, 1950). Furthermore, these results support developmental 

explanations for the association between attitudes and their correlates. Finally, findings suggest 

that attitudes on economic redistribution develop at a later age and primarily along the lines of 

inheritable social class divides, whereas attitudes on the multicultural society start developing 

at an earlier age and are predicted more by youths’ own life course.  
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ENDNOTES 

 
1In this study, ethnocentrism specifically refers to a political attitude. As such, it is to be 

distinguished from concepts like prejudice that more generally refer to a negative evaluation of 

and hostility toward social groups (e.g., Cunningham et al., 2004; Raabe & Beelmann, 2011). 

However, political attitudes and prejudice may share common roots in phenomena like social 

dominance orientation or authoritarianism (e.g., Duckitt, 2001). 
2We used a municipality’s degree of urbanization to tap into regional effects. Theory 

proposes that it is not urbanization itself, but rather the postindustrial nature of many big cities 

that fosters tolerance (Sharp & Joslyn, 2008; Van der Waal & Houtman, 2010). Since we lacked 

a measure on post-industrialism, degree of urbanization enabled us to distinguish post-industrial 

cities from rural areas (though not from industrial cities).  
3A comparison between the initial USAD (N = 3392) sample at the first wave and Dutch 

population figures showed no differences with regard to core demographics (‘t Hart, Meeus, & 

Kox, 1993). For the present study, we used a longitudinal subsample of 1302 participants who 

additionally participated in a second and a third wave. Analyses on attrition revealed that older 

respondents (Pseudo R2 = 0.9%, p < .001), males (Pseudo R2 = 0.4%, p < .001), low educated 

respondents (Pseudo R2 = 0.3%, p = .004), and ethnocentric respondents (Pseudo R2 = 0.2%, p 

= .008) were more likely to drop out. Though dropout was associated with several relevant 

characteristics, these associations were relatively weak. It therefore seems that the findings of 

this study can, with some caution, be generalized to broader populations. 
4In the one instance that the estimates did not converge (the Education × Age interaction 

for egalitarianism), the within estimates disconfirmed the hypothesis like the combined 

estimates. 
5The linear term was defined as respondents’ age in years minus 12, whereas the 

logarithmic term was specified as the natural logarithm of respondents’ age minus 11. As such, 

both terms equal 0 at age 12. 
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Appendix 1. Items and Item-test Correlations (at wave 1) for Economic Egalitarianism and 
Ethnocentrism. 
 

 

 

Appendix 2. Functional form comparison for all age effects. 

 
Note. p lin. = p-value linear terms; p log. = p-value logarithmic terms. R2’s constitute the 
combined explained variance of predictors, age, and interactions between predictors and age. 
 
 

Item Item-test correlation 
Economic Egalitarianism  

“Workers still have to fight for their rights” .65 
“Differences in status between rich and poor should be smaller” .84 
“Differences between classes should be smaller” .80 
“Differences between low and high incomes should be smaller” .85 
“Differences in possession should be smaller” .83 

Ethnocentrism  
“Unemployed Turks should definitely be expelled” .86 
“Our social provisions are not meant for foreigners” .85 
“Foreigners pose a threat to our culture” .86 
“Foreign employees steal our jobs” .82 

 Linear and Logarithmic  Linear Only  Logarithmic Only 
Model R2 p lin. p log.   R2 p lin.  R2 p log. 
Egalitarianism          

Mean level 1.14% <.001 <.001  0.22% .018  0.56% <.001 
Polarization 0.05% .599 .960  0.05% .089  0.05% .122 
Parental SES 5.16% .202 .395  5.09% .079  5.04% .188 
Education 3.18% .896 .911  3.15% .494  3.18% .562 
Urbanization 0.09% .122 .175  0.12% .692  0.01% .840 
Religion 0.36% .446 .379  0.29% .820  0.31% .621 
Gender 2.08% .971 .887  2.09% .557  2.08% .529 

Ethnocentrism          
Mean level 0.93% <.001 <.001  0.61% <.001  0.30% .141 
Polarization  0.87% .873 .039  0.69% <.001  0.86% <.001 
Parental SES 3.82% .533 .631  3.71% .416  3.71% .528 
Education 12.57% .684 .072  12.39% .012  12.50% .001 
Urbanization 1.09% .579 .759  1.09% .472  1.03% .648 
Religion 0.05% .670 .417  0.05% .541  0.06% .349 
Gender 1.10% .901 .299  1.03% .018  1.10% .009 



	

1Roderik Rekker conceived the study, conducted the analyses, and wrote the manuscript. Loes Keijsers and 
Susan Branje provided regular feedback. Wim Meeus provided regular feedback and was involved in 
conceiving the Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development (USAD) as principal investigator.  
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Abstract 

This cohort-sequential panel study on Dutch youths (N = 3394) and their parents examined the 

formation of party preference between age 12 and 25. Specifically, it aimed to pinpoint the most 

formative component and age in a multiparty context. Opinionation, stability, and correlates 

were examined for three components of party preference: party identification, voting intention, 

and left-right identification. Results revealed that most youths formed a preference at some 

point during their early life. The six-year stability of party preference was already substantial 

during early adolescence and increased until early adulthood. Party preference became 

increasingly related to youths’ social characteristics and issue attitudes with age, but parents 

remained important. Whereas studies from two-party systems emphasized the importance of 

party identification, this study suggested that left-right identification may instead predominate 

the early formation, intergenerational transmission, and life-course stability of party preference 

in the Netherlands. The most formative period was around age 18. 

 

 

 

 

“All I know is we’re not Republicans. My father isn’t.” 

 

Judith (10-year-old girl who participated in a study of Fred Greenstein)
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It is commonly believed that party preference can be traced back to a formative period during 

voters’ adolescent and early adult years (e.g., Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; 

Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008). As an adolescent, voters first learn about many political issues 

and develop attitudes that may characterize them throughout their adult lifespan (e.g., Henry & 

Sears, 2009; Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Sears & Funk, 1999). Voters’ early formation of party 

preference can therefore provide an explanation for stability and change in the adult electorate. 

For example, how and when beliefs were formed can help explain why some attitudes persist 

over time, while others change profoundly (e.g., Kroh & Selb, 2009). Moreover, historical 

circumstances that affect voters during their ‘impressionable years’ have the potential to bring 

about political change through generational replacement (e.g., Mannheim, 1964; Neundorf & 

Niemi, 2014). Despite this presumed importance of adolescence, there are only few studies on 

party preference among underage youths, since most election surveys only include respondents 

above the legal voting age. Furthermore, the limited number of comprehensive studies on the 

adolescent formation of party preference was conducted mostly in countries with a two-party 

system (Sapiro, 2004). As such, relatively little is known about how this process unfolds in 

multiparty systems. The present study therefore examined the formation of party preference 

during adolescence and early adulthood in the multiparty context of the Netherlands.  

Our study on 3394 Dutch youths between age 12 and 25 featured both follow-up waves 

across six years and parent interviews. This design enabled us to simultaneously examine three 

core aspects of formation: opinionation, stability, and correlates. Specifically, this study aimed 

to pinpoint the strongest component and the most formative age for party preference in a 

multiparty context. Research from countries with a two-party system has consistently indicated 

that party identification predominates the early formation, intergenerational transmission, and 

life-course stability of voters’ party preference (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). However, this 

finding may not generalize well to a multiparty context, where voters are less likely to identify 

with a single political party (Holmberg, 1994: 100). The Netherlands constitutes a particularly 

interesting case in this regard, since it is characterized by exceptionally weak levels of party 

identification (e.g., Huddy et al., 2013; LeDuc, 1981). The present study therefore compared 

formation across three components that may capture party preference in a multiparty context: 

party identification (i.e., identifying with a party), voting intention (i.e., intending to vote for a 

party), and left-right identification (i.e., identifying with the political left or right in general). 
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The Formation of Party Preference 

 

How do youths develop from not having a party preference to having one? When can a party 

preference be considered acquired? A suitable framework for this process was outlined by Sears 

and Valentino (1997), who distinguished three aspects of formation. First, formation may be 

characterized by increases in opinionation: Youths may develop an increasing ability to 

indicate a party preference as they grow older. Second, formation may feature increases in 

stability: As youths grow older, they may become less likely to change their preference.  A third 

aspect of formation is the maturation of correlates: At an early age, youths’ party preference 

may reflect their parents’ views more than their own, but as they grow older these preferences 

may gradually become associated with their adult correlates such as social characteristics and 

issue attitudes.  

 

Increases in opinionation  

 

For many 12-year olds, survey questions on politics may be quite complex. They may not yet 

have an understanding of which political parties exist, what they stand for, or which party their 

parents vote for. As such, they may not yet have a preference for one or several parties over 

others. Nonetheless, early studies from the United States revealed that many children and 

adolescents could already indicate a party preference at a remarkably young age (Greenstein, 

1965: 73; Hess & Torney, 1967: 90; Lewis-Beck et al., 2008). This opinionation has also been 

found to increase as youths grow older (e.g., Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008). Therefore, the 

present study examined how youths’ opinionation on party preference increases between age 

12 and 25. 

 

Increases in stability 

 

Even if youths are already opinionated at a young age, their preference may still be subject to 

change in years to come. For example, some youths may prefer their parents’ party at a younger 

age, but later change this preference as they develop their own views. Likewise, early party 

preferences may be based on a limited amount of knowledge and reflection, leaving them 

susceptible to new influences. However, this openness to change is believed to decrease as 

youths grow older (e.g., Sears & Funk, 1999). Consistently, longitudinal studies on adults have 

revealed that core political attitudes are highly stable across the adult lifespan (e.g., Jennings & 
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Markus, 1984). For example, left-right identification was found to possess a 17-year stability 

(i.e., over-time correlation) of r = .66 among adult voters (Sears & Funk, 1999). However, 

relatively little is known about exactly at what age party preference reaches its adult stability, 

since this can only be determined with cohort-sequential panel data that follows youths of 

various ages across an extended period of time. Using this type of data, the present study 

investigated if youths still have the same party preference after six years. Specifically, we 

examined how this over-time stability increases between age 12 and 25. 

 

Maturation of correlates 

 

Besides high levels of opinionation and stability, a third indication that youths’ party 

preferences are becoming fully developed is that they correlate with those factors that adults’ 

political views are typically associated with. At an early age, youths’ party preference may 

reflect their parents’ views more than their own. The phenomenon that youths commonly adopt 

their parents’ views is known as parental transmission. Over the past few decades, research has 

consistently revealed strong similarities between voters’ party preferences and those of their 

parents (e.g., Hooghe & Boonen, 2015; Jennings & Niemi 1968; Nieuwbeerta & Wittebrood, 

1995). Youths may additionally be shaped by the social environment that they grow up in due 

to their parents’ social status, which is known as status inheritance (Glass et al., 1986). For 

example, research demonstrated that youths’ views on income redistribution depend primarily 

on their parents’ socioeconomic status (Rekker et al., 2015) and that such effects partly account 

for intergenerational attitude similarity (Glass et al., 1986). However, the role of parents may 

decrease with age as youths become increasingly independent. Although research shows that 

the party preference of young children nearly always corresponds with that of their parents 

(Boonen, 2015; Greenstein, 1965: 72; Lewis-Beck et al., 2008), it has also been demonstrated 

that this similarity diminishes as youths grow older (Hess & Torney, 1967: 85; Vollebergh et 

al., 2001). This growing independence from parents may indicate that youths are developing 

their own autonomous views. The present study therefore examined if youths’ party preference 

becomes decreasingly associated with their parents’ party preference and social structural 

characteristics between age 12 and 25. As parents’ social structural characteristics, we 

examined socioeconomic status (SES) and religious affiliation. 

Maturation of correlates does not only imply that youths’ party preference becomes 

decreasingly dependent on parents, but also that it becomes increasingly associated with 

youths’ own characteristics. During adolescence and early adulthood, youths gradually develop 
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their own social status as they progress in their educational and professional careers. This status 

acquisition may increasingly affect youths’ attitudes with age. For example, the association 

between educational level and issue attitudes on the multicultural society was found to emerge 

gradually with age as youths go through education (Hooghe et al., 2013; Rekker et al., 2015). 

Perhaps more importantly, the relevance of issue attitudes for party preference may likewise 

increase with age. Adolescence and early adulthood are believed to constitute a formative phase 

not only for party preference, but also for issue attitudes (e.g., Rekker et al., 2015). Indicating 

the increasing relevance of issue attitudes, research shows that the association between issue 

attitudes and voting propensities is weaker among adolescents than among adults (Boonen et 

al., 2014). This growing association between party preference and its adult correlates may 

indicate that party preferences are becoming fully developed during adolescence and early 

adulthood. Therefore, the present study examined if party preference becomes increasingly 

associated with youths’ own social structural characteristics and issue attitudes between age 12 

and 25. As social structural characteristics, we examined youths’ educational level and religious 

affiliation. As issue attitudes, we investigated youths’ views on economic redistribution and the 

multicultural society, which are core ideological correlates of party preference in the 

Netherlands (De Vries et al., 2013; Kriesi et al., 2008). In sum, the first general hypothesis of 

this study was as follows: 

 

H1: Party preference in adolescence and early adulthood will be characterized by increases in 

opinionation (H1a) and stability (H1b), as well as by a maturation of correlates (H1c).  

 

The Strongest Component 

 

Relatively little is known about the early formation of party preference in a multiparty context, 

since previous research has focused mainly on the two-party context of the United States (e.g., 

Sears & Valentino, 1997; Wolak, 2009). The literature on political socialization in two-party 

systems has for long emphasized the central role of party identification (e.g., Campbell et al., 

1960), which is defined as ‘the sense of personal attachment which the individual feels toward 

the party of his choice’. This attachment is believed to be a part of voters’ identity, which 

defines who they are and whom they belong to in society (Green et al., 2002). Party 

identification plays such an important role in the socialization of American voters because it 

has three interrelated characteristics. First, party identification has a high early opinionation: 

Even many young American children already have some idea about whether they belong to the 
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Democrats or the Republicans (Greenstein, 1965: 73; Wolak, 2009). Second, party 

identification has a high intergenerational transmission: For most American voters, their party 

identification resembles that of their parents (Jennings & Niemi, 1968). Third, party 

identification has a high life-course stability: Most American voters stick with their party 

identification during their entire adult lifespan (Sears & Funk, 1999), thereby forming a basis 

for their vote in every subsequent election. 

Crucially, a strong interconnection exists between the three aspects, early opinionation, 

intergenerational transmission, and life-course stability. Research shows that attitudes are more 

often adopted from parents at a young age (Greenstein, 1965: 72; Hess & Torney, 1967:85; 

Vollebergh et al., 2001). Likewise, attitudes that develop at an earlier age tend to reach a 

stronger adult stability than attitudes that develop at a later age (Rekker et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, party preference is more stable for those voters who adopted it from their parents 

than for other voters who do not resemble their parents (Boonen, 2015; Jennings et al., 2009; 

Kroh & Selb, 2009). 

Although party identification thus appears to be driving the formation of party 

preference in the two-party context of the United States, its role might be less significant in 

multiparty systems, where voters are less likely to identify with a single political party 

(Holmberg, 1994: 100). This applies in particular to the Netherlands, which is characterized by 

exceptionally weak levels of party identification, even compared to other countries with a 

multiparty system (e.g., Huddy et al., 2013). This raises the question which component of party 

preference could instead predominate the formation of party preference for Dutch voters. A 

first candidate would be voting intention. If Dutch voters rarely identify with political parties, 

they could instead be socialized with the party that their parents vote for. However, this 

possibility does not seem particularly plausible. The Netherlands has the most volatile elections 

in Western Europe (Mair 2008; Van der Meer et al., 2015), which implies that it is very common 

for Dutch voters to change their vote from one election to the next. Assuming that political 

socialization requires continued exposure to an attitude, parents may be less likely to transmit 

their voting intention to their children if they change it often. Moreover, the fact that Dutch 

voters change their voting intention so frequently makes it unlikely that they adopted it from 

their parents, since inherited attitudes tend to be more stable (e.g., Jennings et al., 2009).  

However, the fact that Dutch voters often change their vote from one election to the next 

does not mean that they lack stable preferences that may be transmitted from parents to children. 

Although it is very common for Dutch voters to change their vote from one election to the next, 

they typically choose a party from the same block in every subsequent election (Van der Meer 
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et al., 2015). Since Dutch parties are strongly aligned along a single left-right continuum, these 

blocks mainly correspond with either left or right (Van der Meer et al., 2015).  In other words, 

most Dutch voters have a stable pattern of voting either for leftist or for rightist parties in every 

subsequent election. These stable preferences for the left or right are largely captured by voters’ 

left-right identification. Consequently, left-right identification is the primary long-term 

determinant of voting behavior in the Netherlands (Tillie & Fennema, 1998). Indeed, party 

preference has been identified as the dominant component of left-right identification in the 

Netherlands, preceding a social and a value component (Freire, 2008; Inglehart & Klingemann, 

1976; Knutsen, 1997). Unlike instable voting intentions, stable preferences for either leftist or 

rightist parties may well be transmitted from parents to children. Supporting this idea, previous 

research demonstrated that the intergenerational transmission of party preference takes place 

largely via left-right identification in multiparty systems where parties are strongly aligned on 

a left-right dimension, such as France and the Netherlands (Jennings, 1984; Percheron & 

Jennings, 1981; Rico & Jennings, 2015; Ventura, 2001; Westholm & Niemi, 1992). The present 

study therefore examined if left-right identification plays a central role in the formation of party 

preference among Dutch youths, comparable to the role of party identification in the United 

States. Specifically, we compared levels of early opinionation, intergenerational transmission, 

and life-course stability between party identification, voting intention, and left-right 

identification. In sum, our second hypothesis was as follows: 

 

H2: Left-right identification will predominate the formation of party preference among Dutch 

youths, as indicated by a stronger early opinionation (H2a), intergenerational transmission 

(H2b), and life-course stability (H2c) compared to party identification and voting intention. 

 

The Most Formative Age 

 

Although the idea of a crucial period for political attitudes during early life is widely accepted 

(e.g., Krosnick & Alwin, 1989), there has been disagreement in the literature about what age 

exactly should be considered most formative (Delli Carpini, 1989: 20). This ambiguity is 

unfortunate, since research on generational effects typically requires a precise age on which to 

base the specification of cohorts (e.g., Neundorf & Niemi, 2014). Early theories on the 

formation of generations emphasized the period around age 20, at which youths first step out 

into the world as independent adults (Heberle, 1951; Lambert, 1972; Mannheim, 1964; Ortega, 

1961). However, the precise formative period varied substantially between these theories, 
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ranging from age 15 to 30. Providing some clarification, a few recent studies on cohort effects 

in adult samples have shown that the strongest generational patterns arise when the formative 

period is defined around age 18 (Bartels & Jackman, 2014; Schuman & Rodgers, 2004). 

By examining adult samples, these cohort studies however provided only indirect 

evidence on what age should be considered most formative. The present study instead aimed to 

determine the most formative age directly from developmental patterns among youths, thereby 

providing a more fundamental basis for cohort studies. By following youths between age 12 

and 25 during a period of six years, our cohort-sequential panel study was uniquely suited to 

compare these patterns across various ages. Specifically, we examined two aspects that may 

indicate what age is most formative. First, we investigated what age constitutes the center of 

the larger formation period. For example, the age of 18 would be most central if the formation 

of party preference starts at age 12 and ends at age 25. Second, we examined at what age the 

formation process occurs at the fastest pace. For instance, the age of 18 would be most crucial 

if the strongest developmental gains are observed at this age. Based on early theories and 

empirical results from cohort studies, we expected that the most formative period would be 

around age 18. An additional ground for this hypothesis was that 18 constitutes the legal voting 

age in the Netherlands. Being eligible to vote may provide a motivation for youths to form an 

opinion about political parties (Wagner et al., 2012). In sum, our third hypothesis was as 

follows: 

 

H3: The most formative period for party preference will be around age 18. 

 

METHOD 

 

Sample and Context 

 

This study was conducted on the ‘Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development (USAD) 1991-

1997’ (‘t Hart, Meeus, & Kox, 1993). USAD is a multipurpose cohort-sequential longitudinal 

study that started in 1991 by interviewing 3394 Dutch youths between age 12 and 25. 

Respondents were randomly drawn from an existing representative panel of 10.000 households. 

A comparison between USAD and Dutch population figures shows that the study can be 

considered nationally representative, but only for native Dutch youths since almost no 

immigrants participated (‘t Hart et al., 1993). Respondents’ age was about evenly distributed.  
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For analyses on parental transmission, this study added a parent sample. For 2777 of the 

3394 youths, at least one parent was available: both parents for 1264 youths, only the mother 

for 820 youths, and only the father for 693 youths. For analyses on over-time stability, this 

study additionally used a longitudinal sample. Of the respondents who participated in the first 

wave in 1991, 822 refused to continue participation in subsequent waves. Of the 2570 

remaining respondents, 1302 were selected to participate in a second wave in 1994 (not used in 

the present study) and a third wave in 1997. This decrease in sample size was therefore mainly 

due to a deliberate resampling procedure and not due to attrition. 

Regarding the context of this study, a parliamentary election was held in the Netherlands 

shortly before the second wave of the USAD study in 1994. This election was characterized by 

an extraordinary volatility, with 21.5% of parliamentary seats shifting between parties (Mair, 

2008). This aggregate level volatility may be observed at the individual level in a relatively 

high occurrence of over-time shifts in party preference. 

 

Measures 

 

Party preference 

 

This study examined three components that may capture party preference in a multiparty 

context: party identification, voting intention, and left-right identification. Party identification 

was measured using two items. The first item was phrased: “Many people consider themselves 

a supporter of a particular political party, but there are also people who do not consider 

themselves a supporter of any political party. Do you consider yourself a supporter or even a 

strong supporter of a political party or not?” Respondents were given the choice between the 

following responses: “strong supporter”, “supporter, but not strong”, “no supporter”, or “don’t 

know.” If this item was answered affirmatively, a second item asked respondents to indicate 

which party they supported. Comparable measures are commonly used in research on party 

identification in Western Europe and validation studies have confirmed their validity (e.g., 

Schmitt-Beck et al., 2006). Voting intention was similarly assessed using two items. The first 

item asked: “If there would be elections for the second chamber today (and you would be 

allowed to vote), would you vote?” If answered positively, respondents indicated in a second 

item which party they intended to vote for. Finally, left-right identification was measured using 

a single item: “Where would you place your own political views?” Respondents indicated their 
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position on a left-right dimension ranging from 1 (left) to 10 (right). Correlations between all 

constructs in this study are displayed in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Correlations between constructs (Pearson’s r) and sample size. 
 

 
Note. *** p < .001. Correlations between categorical variables are the square root of a 
multinomial logistic regression analysis’ pseudo R2 (row variable regressed on column 
variable). When the construct consisted of two variables (e.g, education and religion), the 
coefficient depicts the average of both variables.  
 
 

Social structural characteristics 

 

This study investigated three social structural characteristics: parents’ socioeconomic status 

(SES), youths’ educational level, and the religious affiliation of both parents and youths. 

Parental SES was measured on a five-point scale based on both parents' occupational status and 

educational level as reported by the parents. Youths’ educational level was based on their 

educational track. Because not all respondents had already been divided in tracks at the first 

wave, youths were assigned the highest educational level they were presently enrolled in or had 

already completed at the third wave: lower vocational (VBO), higher vocational 

(MAVO/MBO), general (HAVO/HBO) or pre-academic (VWO/University). Religious 

affiliation was based on youths’ and parents’ reports of which religion they adhered to. We 

distinguished between respondents who adhered to any religion and those who did not. 

 

Issue attitudes 

 

As issue attitudes, we examined youths’ views on economic redistribution and the multicultural 

society. Issue attitudes on economic redistribution were measured using five items with a 5-

point scale. An example of an item is “Differences between low and high incomes should be 

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 N 
1. Party identification .98*** .49*** .33*** .42*** .34*** .71*** 502 
2. Voting intention  .43*** .27*** .33*** .15*** .61*** 1581 
3. Left-right identification   .22*** .23*** .33*** .52*** 2844 
4. Parents’ SES and religion    .55*** .21*** .37*** 1609 
5. Youth’s education and religion     .30*** .35*** 1216 
6. Youth’s issue attitudes      .24*** 2688 
7. Mother’s voting intention 
 and left-right identification 

      1581 
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smaller.” The items were adopted from Middendorp’s (1978) ‘Equality of Income, Status, and 

Possession’ scale and adjusted for use among adolescents. The items were used as a scale that 

demonstrated a good reliability in our sample of α = .86. Issue attitudes on the multicultural 

society were measured using four items with a 5-point scale. An example of an item is 

“Foreigners pose a threat to our culture.” The items were adopted from Hagendoorn and Janssen 

(1983) and used as a scale that demonstrated a good reliability of α = .87 in our sample. 

 

Analyses 

 

This study’s analyses consisted of five parts: increases in opinionation (H1a), increases in 

stability (H1b), maturation of correlates (H1c), a comparison between components (H2), and a 

comparison between different ages (H3). We approached each distinct research question with 

a tailored statistical approach. One thing that all analyses had in common was that respondents 

were divided in four age groups: 12 through 14 (mean age: 13.5), 15 through 17 (mean age: 

16.5), 18 through 20 (mean age: 19.5), and 21 through 24 (mean age: 23). Comparisons that are 

depicted throughout this study are therefore based on the mean ages of these four groups. 

 

Increases in opinionation 

 

For the analyses on opinionation (H1a), we created dummy variables that indicated whether or 

not respondents were opinionated. For party identification, the dummy variable was positive if 

the respondent indicated support for a political party, either as a “supporter” or as a “strong 

supporter.” Likewise, the opinionation dummy for voting intention was positive if the 

respondent had the intention to vote, and could furthermore indicate which party he or she 

would vote for. The opinionation dummy for left-right identification was positive if the 

respondent could indicate a position on the left-right scale, as opposed to leaving the item blanc. 

Importantly, a small adjustment was made to scores on this dummy to avoid an overestimation 

of youths’ opinionation. Younger respondents were more likely than older respondents to 

indicate a position on the center of the scale (score 5 or 6, see Appendix 1). This suggests that 

some youths may have used the response categories in the center of the scale to indicate that 

they lack a clear preference for either the left or the right (Inglehart & Klingemann, 1976; Kroh, 

2007). Of course, other respondents who indicated a central position may have genuinely 

identified with the moderate left (score 5) or the moderate right (score 6). Because there is no 

way to distinguish between both motivations, we adjusted scores on opinionation such that half 
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of respondents with a centrist position was defined as opinionated and the other half as non-

opinionated. Statistically, we achieved this by randomly assigning positive (even respondent 

numbers) and non-positive scores (odd respondent numbers) on the opinionation dummy to 

youths with a score of 5 or 6 on the left-right scale. Since a core hypothesis (H2) of this study 

was that left-right identification would be characterized by high levels of opinionation, it is 

important to emphasize that this correction only led to a more conservative estimate of this 

opinionation.  

After creating an opinionation dummy for each component, we calculated the proportion 

of positive scores in each age group to determine the level of opinionation at different ages. To 

examine if levels of opinionation indeed increased with age, we subsequently specified regular 

regression models (i.e., linear probability models) with heteroscedasticity-robust standard 

errors, in which the opinionation dummies featured as the dependent variable and age (as a 

linear term between age 12 and 25) was the independent variable. 

 

Increases in stability  

 

For the analyses on stability (H1b), we created dummy variables that indicated whether 

respondents still had the same preference six years later. Stability dummies were positive at the 

first wave if a respondents’ preference resembled his or her preference at the third wave. For 

voting intention, the stability dummy was positive if the respondent still indicated the same 

voting intention at the third wave. The stability of party identification had to be estimated 

indirectly, since this item was not administered at follow-up waves. We therefore coded the 

stability dummy of party identification as positive if a respondent still intended to vote for the 

party at the third wave that he or she identified with at the first wave. This approach has likely 

resulted in a fairly accurate estimate of the stability of party identification, since voting intention 

and party identification were strongly correlated (r = .98). As for opinionation, determining the 

stability of left-right identification required some additional steps. Since left-right identification 

was measured on a 10-point scale, small over-time shifts may not indicate genuine shifts in 

preferences. We therefore coded the stability dummy for left-right identification such that it 

was positive if a responds either had a leftist score (4 or lower) or a rightist score (7 or higher) 

on both the first and the third wave. For example, a respondent who shifted from a score of 2 

to 1 was considered stable, because both scores indicate a leftist position. Respondents with 

centrist scores (5 or 6) were excluded from analyses on the stability of left-right identification, 

because their score may indicate non-opinionation as well as a moderate position. We 
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subsequently estimated levels of stability at different ages, as well as age-related increases, 

using the same statistical analyses that were described for opinionation. 

 

Maturation of correlates  

 

Analyses on the maturation of correlates (H1c) were conducted using regression models, in 

which sets of predictors featured as predictors of party preference. For party identification and 

voting intention, these models were multinomial logistic (with maximum likelihood estimation) 

with the various political parties as outcome categories. For left-right identification, we used 

regular regression models with scores on the 10-point left-right scale as outcome variable. We 

specified separate models for parental transmission (i.e., mothers’ voting intention and left-

right identification), status inheritance (i.e., parents’ SES and religious affiliation), status 

acquisition (i.e., youths’ educational level and religious affiliation), and issue attitudes (i.e., on 

redistribution and multiculturalism). For each set of predictors, we calculated the explained 

variance in party preference in each age group. This explained variance was indicated by a 

McFadden’s Pseudo R2 for party identification and voting intention, and by a regular adjusted 

R2 for left-right identification. By comparing these explained variances across age groups, we 

could examine our hypothesis that the role of parental transmission and status inheritance would 

decrease with age, whereas the role of status acquisition and issue attitudes would increase. To 

provide a statistical test for these changes, we subsequently specified regression models with 

interactions between the predictors and age (as a linear term between age 12 and 25), on which 

we conducted joint significance tests.   

Because party identification and voting intention are categorical variables, they required 

a large amount of parameters to capture effects. For each analysis, we required that the amount 

of observations equaled at least five times the amount of estimated parameters (Jackson, 2003). 

We took three steps to meet this requirement. First, we reduced the amount of mission values 

by analyzing the four sets of indicators separately, rather than in a single model. Second, we 

could use a larger sample by including only mothers’ preferences in this analysis instead of 

using both parents. In the present sample, there was a strong correlation of r = .58 between 

mothers’ and fathers’ left-right identification, which indicates that the effect of parents can be 

captured fairly well by mothers only. Moreover, mothers have frequently been found to play a 

larger role in political socialization than fathers (e.g., Coffé & Voorpostel, 2010; Jennings & 

Niemi, 1974). Third, we limited the amount of model parameters by reducing the amount of 



CHAPTER	6	

	 132	

political parties to five categories: CDA, VVD, D66, leftist parties (PvdA, GroenLinks, and 

SP), and small Christian parties (GPV, SGP, and RPF). 

 

The strongest component  

 

As outlined in the introduction (H2), we aimed to pinpoint which component predominates the 

formation of party preference in the Netherlands, by comparing components on three criteria: 

early opinionation, intergenerational transmission, and life-course stability. For early 

opinionation, we examined which component had the highest levels of opinionation in the 

youngest age group (12 through 14). We compared intergenerational transmission by 

examining for which component the percentage of youths that had at least one parent with the 

same preference was highest. For this purpose, we used the part of our sample (N = 1264) for 

which both parents were interviewed. For left-right identification, we used the same dichotomy 

of leftist (4 or lower) and rightists (7 or higher) youths as in the analysis on stability. For parents, 

we contrarily included the center categories in the definition of leftist (1 through 5) and rightist 

(6 through 10) scores, since these centrist scores may be more likely to indicate a genuine 

preference for the moderate left or right in this group, rather than non-opinionation. Finally, we 

compared life-course stability by investigating which component reached the strongest stability 

in the oldest age group (21 through 24). These comparisons were tested statistically using a 

formula for the comparison of regression coefficients (Paternoster et al., 1998). 

 

The most formative age  

 

We examined two aspects that may indicate what age is most formative for party preference 

(H3). First, we investigated what age constitutes the center of the larger formation period. For 

this purpose, we estimated yearly change rates of opinionation and stability for the three 

intervals between the four age groups: between age 13.5 and 16.5, between age 16.5 and 19.5, 

and between age 19.5 and 23. We calculated these yearly change rates by comparing 

opinionation and stability between two age groups using a t-test for proportions, and then 

dividing the difference by the number of years between both groups. These yearly change rates 

therefore indicated the magnitude of developmental gains during specific ages. By examining 

for which intervals these yearly changes were significant, we determined the larger period of 

formation and its center. For example, the age of 18 would be most central if the formation of 

party preference takes place across all three intervals between age 12 and 25. Second, we 
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examined at what age the formation process occurred at the fastest pace. For this purpose, we 

compared the aforementioned change rates between the three intervals (formula: Paternoster et 

al., 1998). For instance, the age of 18 would be most crucial if we observe stronger gains at the 

interval between age 16.5 and 19.5, compared to the other two intervals. We additionally 

inspected at what intervals a maturation of correlates could be observed, albeit without formal 

statistical testing. 

 

RESULTS 

 

The Formation of Party Preference 

 

Increases in opinionation  

 

As expected (H1a), we observed profound age-related increases in opinionation for all three 

components. For party identification, opinionation increased from 5.9% at age 13.5 to 23.9% 

at age 23. Likewise, opinionation surged from 25.6% to 61.2% for voting intention. For left 

right identification, opinionation increased from 42.9% at age 13.5 to 73.5% at age 23. 

Opinionation at different ages is displayed in Table 2 and depicted graphically in Figure 1. 

 

Increases in stability  

 

Support for our hypothesis (H1b) that the stability of party preference would increase with age 

was mixed. As expected, the stability of left-right identification increased from 71.7% at age 

13.5 to 90.5% at age 23. Because left-right identification is a continuous variable, we could 

additionally calculate the correlation between scores on wave 1 and scores on wave 3 as a six-

year rank-order stability. This rank-order stability similarly increased from r = .21 at age 13.5 

to r = .59 at age 23 (Δ = 0.38, p < .001). However, similar age-related increases in stability were 

not significant for either party identification or voting intention. Stability at different ages is 

displayed in Table 3 and depicted in Figure 1. 

 

Maturation of correlates  

 

We also found mixed support for our hypothesis (H1c) that the correlates of party preference 

would mature. The expected age-related decrease in the role of parental transmission was 
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significant only for voting intention: The explained variance of mothers’ voting intention and 

left-right identification in youths voting intention decreased from 43.3% at age 16.5 to 41.1% 

at age 23. However, the hypothesized age-related decrease in the contribution of status 

inheritance (i.e., parents’ SES and religion) was not found for any of the three components. An 

increasing role of status acquisition was found only for left-right identification, for which the 

explained variance of youths’ educational level and religious affiliation increased from 4.3% at 

age 13.5 to 9.5% at age 23. The expected increase in the role of youths’ issue attitudes was also 

only significant for left-right identification, but its effect size was impressive. The explained 

variance in left-right identification of youths’ issue attitudes on redistribution and 

multiculturalism surged dramatically from 0.6% at age 13.5 to 19.2% at age 23. When taken 

together, these findings indicate that the relevance of status acquisition and issue attitudes for 

party preference indeed increases with age, but that the role of parents continues to be 

important. The lack of significant age-related changes in the correlates of party identification 

can be attributed to its lack of opinionation. Because very few youths identified with a party, 

the sample size in this analysis was limited. Age-related changes in explained variances are 

displayed in Table 4 and depicted graphically in Figure 1 for left-right identification. A 

complete overview of the regression models for left-right identification is presented in 

Appendix 2. 

 

Table 2. Opinionation at different ages: Percentage of youths able to indicate a preference. 

 From To Yearly change N  
Party identification     

12.0 – 25.0   +1.9% (0.2)*** 3394 
13.5 – 16.5 5.9% (0.9)*** 10.4% (1.0)*** +1.5% (0.5)**a 1501 
16.5 – 19.5 10.4% (1.0)*** 18.0% (1.4)*** +2.5% (0.6)***a 1651 
19.5 – 23.0 18.0% (1.4)*** 23.9% (1.3)*** +1.7% (0.5)**a 1893 

Voting intention     
12.0 – 25.0   +3.8% (0.2)*** 3394 
13.5 – 16.5 25.6% (1.7)*** 37.4% (1.6)*** +3.9% (0.8)***a 1501 
16.5 – 19.5 37.4% (1.6)*** 56.7% (1.8)*** +6.4% (0.8)***b 1651 
19.5 – 23.0 56.7% (1.8)*** 61.2% (1.5)*** +1.3% (0.7)c 1893 

Left-right identification     
12.0 – 25.0   +2.9% (0.2)*** 3394 
13.5 – 16.5 42.9% (0.2)*** 61.2% (0.2)*** +6.1% (0.9)***a 1501 
16.5 – 19.5 61.2% (0.2)*** 68.2% (0.2)*** +2.3% (0.8)**b 1651 
19.5 – 23.0 68.2% (0.2)*** 73.5% (1.3)*** +1.5% (0.6)*b 1839 

 
Note. Percentage of opinionated youths with standard errors in parentheses. * p < .05. ** p < 
.01. *** p < .001. Coefficients that do not differ significantly share a letter in superscript.  
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Table 3. Stability at different ages: Percentage of youths with the same preference after six 
years. 
 

 From To Yearly change N  
Party identification     

12.0 – 25.0   +0.2% (1.0) 150 
16.5 – 19.5 57.7% (9.9)*** 60.0% (8.4)*** +0.8% (4.3)a 61 
19.5 – 23.0 60.0% (8.4)*** 70.5% (5.2)*** +3.0% (2.8)a 113 

Voting intention     
12.0 – 25.0   +1.0% (0.7) 431 
13.5 – 16.5 52.8% (6.9)*** 51.0% (5.0)*** -0.6% (2.8)a 155 
16.5 – 19.5 51.0% (5.0)*** 59.8% (4.9)*** +2.9% (2.3)a 204 
19.5 – 23.0 59.8% (4.9)*** 60.3% (3.7)*** +0.2% (1.8)a 276 

Left-right identification     
12.0 – 25.0   +2.0% (0.5)*** 360 
13.5 – 16.5 71.7% (6.7)*** 74.5% (4.5)*** +0.9% (2.7)ab 140 
16.5 – 19.5 74.5% (4.5)*** 90.4% (3.5)*** +5.3% (1.9)**b 167 
19.5 – 23.0 90.4% (3.5)*** 90.5% (2.4)*** +0.0% (1.4)a 220 

 
Note. Percentage of youths with stable preference with standard errors in parentheses. * p < .05. 
** p < .01. *** p < .001. Coefficients that do not differ significantly share a letter in superscript. 
Party identification at age 13.5 was omitted due to a lack of observations. 
 
 

The Strongest Component 
 

Our hypothesis (H2) that left-right identification would predominate the formation of party 

preference in the Netherlands was consistently confirmed. Left-right identification featured an 

opinionation of 42.9% in the youngest age group (age 12 through 14), which was stronger than 

both the 25.6% early opinionation of voting intention (Δ = 17.3%, p < .001) and the remarkably 

weak 5.9% of party identification (Δ = 37.0%, p < .001). Left-right identification was also 

characterized by high levels of life-course stability, as indicated by an over-time stability of 

90.5% in the oldest age group (age 21 through 24), which was stronger than the 60.3% stability 

of voting intention (Δ = 30.1%, p < .001) and the 70.5% of party identification (Δ = 20.0%, p < 

.001). Finally, 88.3% of youths with a preference for the left or the right had at least one parent 

with the same preference, which was higher than both the 70.7% intergenerational transmission 

of voting intention (Δ = 17.6%, p < .001) and the 72.3% of party identification (Δ = 15.9%, p < 

.001). The intergenerational transmission of preferences is depicted in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1. Opinionation, stability, and correlates at different ages. Correlates are depicted only for left-right identification, patterns for voting 
intention and party identification are displayed in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Correlates at different ages: Percentage explained variance of core predictors. 
 

 
Note. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. N/A indicates a lack of available data.  L/R: Left-right 
identification.  
 

The Most Formative Age 

 

We also found support for our hypothesis (H3) that the most formative period for party 

preference would be around age 18. Increases in opinionation and maturation of correlates were 

observed at all three intervals: between age 13.5 and 16.5, between age 16.5 and 19.5, and 

between age 19.5 and 23. This indicates that the formation of party preference takes place 

during the entire period between age 12 and 25, thereby placing the age of 18 at the center of 

this larger period. We furthermore compared increases in opinionation and stability between 

the three intervals to determine at what age developmental gains were strongest. These 

 Party 
identification 

Voting  
intention 

Left-right  
identification 

Mother’s voting intention and L/R    
13.5 N/A N/A 25.6%*** 
16.5 N/A 43.3%*** 27.7%*** 
19.5 N/A 38.0%*** 29.7%*** 
23.0 N/A 41.1%*** 25.8%*** 
Yearly change (12-25) N/A -0.3%*** +0.1% 
N 230 767 1317 

Parents’ social status and religion    
13.5 N/A 14.8%** 0.4% 
16.5 N/A 6.5%*** 6.0%*** 
19.5 17.1%*** 8.6%*** 5.7%*** 
23.0 12.2%** 7.4%*** 4.2%** 
Yearly change (12-25) -1.4% -0.6% +0.3% 
N 216 740 1332 

Youth’s education and religion    
13.5 N/A 16.1%*** 0.0% 
16.5 N/A 12.0%*** 4.3%*** 
19.5 N/A 10.1%*** 4.6%** 
23.0 16.4%*** 12.7%*** 9.5%*** 
Yearly change (12-25) N/A -0.4% +0.9%** 
N 182 566 1012 

Youth’s issue attitudes    
13.5 N/A 4.7% 0.6% 
16.5 18.9%*** 6.0%*** 5.0%*** 
19.5 19.2%*** 7.8%*** 11.9%*** 
23.0 11.1%*** 8.0%*** 19.2%*** 
Yearly change (12-25) -1.2% +0.4% +2.0%*** 
N 440 1365 2344 
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comparisons are indicated by superscripts in Tables 2 and 3. For four out of the six comparisons, 

developmental gains were strongest at the interval between age 16.5 and 19.5, although this 

difference was only significant from both other intervals for the opinionation of voting 

intention. Further indicating that developmental gains were strongest around age 18, the interval 

between age 16.5 and 19.5 was the only interval at which we observed significant changes in 

stability (i.e., for left-right identification).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

This cohort-sequential panel study on Dutch youths and their parents examined the formation 

of party preference between age 12 and 25. Specifically, it aimed to pinpoint the strongest 

component and the most formative age in a multiparty context. We observed profound age-

related increases in opinionation for party identification, voting intention, and left right 

identification. The six-year stability of party preference was already substantial during early 

adolescence and increased until early adulthood for left-right identification. Party preference 

overall became increasingly related to youths’ social characteristics and issue attitudes with 

age, but parents continued to be important. This study furthermore suggested that left-right 

identification may predominate the early formation, intergenerational transmission, and life-

course stability of party preference in the Netherlands and that the most formative period is 

around age 18. 

These findings provide unambiguous support for the well-established idea that 

adolescence and early adulthood constitute a formative life phase for party preference (e.g., 

Krosnick & Alwin, 1989). The strong age-related increases in opinionation indicated that most 

youths formed a party preference at some point during their early life. Surprisingly, we however 

found no significant age-related increases in the over-time stability of party identification and 

voting intention. This suggests that party preference has a remarkable ability to maintain itself 

once it has been adopted, even at a very young age (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). Contrarily, the 

stability of left-right identification was found to increase during adolescence. After this 

formative phase was over, left-right identification had become highly resistant to change, as 

indicated by its strong adult stability of 90.5%. 
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Figure 2. Parental transmission by component and, for left-right identification, by parent. Error bars depict a 95% confidence interval. For 
parents, leftist refers to a score of 1 through 5 on the 10-point scale, whereas rightist refers to a score of 6 through 10. For youths, center positions 
were omitted (because these are more likely to indicate non-identification for this group), such that leftist indicates a score of 1 through 4 and 
rightist refers to a score of 7 through 10.  
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Further emphasizing the significance of adolescence and early adulthood as a formative 

period, we found a substantial maturation of correlates. Most noticeably, the explained variance 

of issue attitudes in left-right identification increased dramatically as youths grew older, from 

0.6% to 19.2% in a period of just 10 years. Supporting the role of status acquisition, left-right 

identification also became increasingly associated with youths’ social structural characteristics 

with age. This growing association with its adult correlates indicates that party preferences 

becomes increasingly developed and autonomous during adolescence and early adulthood. 

However, we found little support for the idea that the role of parents diminishes as youths grow 

older. No age-related changes were observed in the role of status inheritance and the role of 

parental transmission decreased only for voting intention and only very modestly (from 43.3% 

to 41.1%). Together, these findings indicate that even though party preference becomes more 

autonomous as youths grow older, the role of parents remains profound. 

As one of the few comprehensive studies on the formation of party preference during 

adolescence and early adulthood in a multiparty system, a core aim of this study was to pinpoint 

what specific component may predominate this formation in this context. The literature on 

political socialization in two-party systems has for long emphasized the central role of party 

identification, which is characterized by the three related properties of high early opinionation, 

life-course stability, and intergenerational transmission (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). The 

present study clearly revealed that this pattern does not generalize to the multiparty context of 

the Netherlands. In fact, the early opinionation of party identification was found to be 

remarkably weak, since only 5.9% of Dutch early adolescents identified with a political party. 

Instead, results consistently supported our hypothesis that the formation of party preference in 

the Netherlands would be dominated by left-right identification. Left-right identification 

featured a substantially stronger early opinionation (42.9%), life-course stability (90.5%), and 

intergenerational transmission (88.3%) compared to both party identification and voting 

intention. Importantly, theory and research (e.g., Jennings et al., 2009) suggest that it is not a 

coincidence that the same component was found to predominate on all these three facets. 

Attitudes are more likely to be influenced by parents if they are formed at an early age (e.g., 

Vollebergh et al., 2001) and attitudes that were adopted from parents are more likely to remain 

stable across the lifespan (e.g., Kroh and Selb, 2009). 	

Some important implications follow from the finding that left-right identification, rather 

than party identification, predominates the political socialization of Dutch youths. It appears 

that for Dutch voters, an identification with either the left or the right in general is the aspect of 

their political identity that they adopted from their parents at a young age and that they stick 
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with over time. Voting intentions for specific parties contrarily appeared to be formed at a later 

age and remained less stable. Interestingly, this pattern offers an explanation for the fact that 

Dutch voters so commonly change their vote from one election to the next (e.g., Mair, 2008). 

If Dutch voters would instead have been socialized with strong loyalties to individual parties, 

this volatility might not have been equally strong. Reversely, the strong electoral volatility in 

the Netherlands also offers an explanation for the comparatively weak intergenerational 

transmission of party identification and voting intention. Political socialization of children may 

require a prolonged exposure to an attitude, that may not occur for voting intention if parents 

often change their vote from one election to the next. As such, the changeability of voting 

intentions in the Netherlands may maintain itself from one generation to the next. At the same 

time, the predominance of left-right identification in the political socialization of Dutch youths 

also offers an explanation for the phenomenon that most Dutch voters have a stable pattern of 

voting either for leftist or for rightist parties in every subsequent election (Van der Meer et al., 

2015). A comparison between the American case as described in earlier literature and the Dutch 

case as observed in this study is presented in Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Comparison of components. 

 Early 
opinionation 

Life-course 
stability 

Intergenerational 
transmission 

Unites States (previous research)    
Party identification Strong Strong Strong 

The Netherlands (present study)    
Party identification Weak Moderate Moderate 
Voting intention Moderate Weak Moderate 
Left-right identification Strong Strong Strong 

 

 

Another aim of this study was to determine what constitutes the most formative age for 

party preference, which is a topic of disagreement in the literature (e.g., Delli Carpini, 1989). 

Findings provided clear support for our hypothesis that the most formative period would be 

around age 18. We observed profound developmental gains at all ages between 12 and 25, 

which suggest that the formation of party preference takes place during the entire course of 

adolescence and early adulthood. The age of 18 is at the center of this larger period and was 

furthermore characterized by stronger developmental gains compared to other ages. 

Speculatively, the importance of this period may be attributed to the fact that 18 constitutes the 

legal voting age in the Netherlands, thereby providing a motivation for youths to form an 
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opinion about political parties. These findings may additionally contribute to the ongoing 

debate about lowering the legal voting age from 18 to 16 (e.g., Wagner et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, these findings explain why some cohort studies find the strongest generational 

effects if the age of 18 is used to define birth cohorts (e.g., Bartels & Jackman, 2014). Based 

on these findings, we advise researchers who are interested in cohort effects to pay particular 

attention to the age of 18 when matching generations with historical periods. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

 

The core strength of the present study was that it featured a cohort-sequential panel design and 

parent interviews, which made it uniquely suited to simultaneously study opinionation, 

stability, and intergenerational transmission across the entire course of adolescence and early 

adulthood. However, there are also some limitations that warrant further consideration. First, 

this was a case study on a single country. The Netherlands constitutes a particularly interesting 

case of a multiparty system with exceptionally weak levels of party identification and high 

levels of electoral volatility (e.g., Mair, 2008). It seems likely that many of this study’s findings 

will generalize to other West European multiparty systems. However, some caution is 

warranted in generalizing the finding on the predominance of left-right identification in political 

socialization to other countries. This finding may not generalize well to countries that lack a 

strong alignment of political parties on a left-right continuum or a strong partisan component 

of left-right identification (e.g., Ventura, 2001). A second limitation of this study was that data 

were collected in the 1990s, well before this article’s time of writing. However, many 

developmental processes may generalize fairly well across different periods. As a third 

limitation, this study was faced with the challenge that some responses in the center categories 

of a left-right scale may indicate non-opinionation among youths, whereas others may indicate 

a genuine moderate position. To avoid overestimating opinionation, we made a generous 

downward correction in which half of youths with a centrist position were defined to be non-

opinionated. Since a main finding of this study was that left-right identification is characterized 

by high levels of opinionation among youths, it is important to emphasize that this finding is 

nuanced by this correction, rather than inflated. Specifically, the opinionation of left-right 

identification in the youngest age group would have been estimated 61.9% instead of 42.9% 

without this correction. 
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Conclusion 

 

This study demonstrated that the entire life phase between age 12 and 25, with the age of 18 at 

its center, constitutes a formative phase for the party preference of Dutch voters. It also revealed 

that this formation unfolds differently in the multiparty context of the Netherlands than in the 

two-party context of United States. Whereas the formation of party preference is characterized 

by an emerging identification with either the Democrats or the Republicans in the American 

context, Dutch youths instead appear to develop primarily through attachments with either the 

political left or right in general. As such, we found that four out of ten early adolescents already 

had a preference for the left or the right, that nine out of ten youths resembled a parent in this 

preference, and that nine out of ten young adults eventually stuck with this preference across a 

period of six years. The classic view that emerged from American studies can be summarized 

by a quote from a 10-year girl who participated in a study of Greenstein (1965: 23): “All I know 

is we’re not Republicans. My father isn’t.” This study revealed that an imaginary Dutch child 

of the same age might instead have said: “All I know is we’re not rightist. My mother isn’t.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1. Response categories and distribution of left-right identification. 

Response category  Opinionated Age 13.5 Age 16.5 Age 19.5 Age 23 
Leftist                         1 Yes 2.2% 1.9% 1.3% 1.6% 

2 Yes 1.4% 1.7% 2.1% 4.1% 
3 Yes 4.3% 7.9% 9.3% 11.3% 
4 Yes 5.1% 9.4% 12.9% 11.4% 

Moderate or non-
identified                     

5 50% at random 24.5% 27.3% 25.7% 24.1% 
6 50% at random 11.4% 14.8% 14.2% 15.4% 

Rightist                       7 Yes 4.2% 10.0% 11.2% 12.9% 
8 Yes 5.6% 5.5% 8.5% 9.9% 
9 Yes 1.4% 2.2% 2.3% 2.0% 
10 Yes 1.6% 1.9% 1.0% 1.0% 

No response  No 38.1% 17.4% 11.4% 6.3% 
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Appendix 2. Regression models for age-related changes in the correlates of youths’ left-right 
identification. 

  

Note. Unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. * p < .05. ** p < .01. 
*** p < .001. Reference categories: CDA = 0, religious = 0. Age: centered; Parental SES: 5-
point scale; educational level: 4-point scale; issue attitudes: 10-point scale. 
 

  

 Parental 
transmission 

Status  
inheritance 

Status  
acquisition 

Issue  
attitudes 

Parental transmission     
Mother votes leftist -0.66 (0.14)***    
Mother votes VVD 0.24 (0.14)    
Mother votes D66 -0.16 (0.13)    
Mother votes small Christian 0.99 (0.18)***    
Mother’s L/R identification 0.31 (0.03)***    
Joint p-value <.001    

Status inheritance     
Parental SES  -0.04 (0.04)   
Parents’ religious affiliation  -0.80 (0.10)***   
Joint p-value  <.001   

Status acquisition     
Youth’s educational level   0.01 (0.06)  
Youth’s religious affiliation   -0.82 (0.11)***  
Joint p-value   <.001  

Issue attitudes     
Economic redistribution    -0.27 (0.02)*** 
Multicultural society    0.13 (0.02)*** 
Joint p-value    <.001 

Age*Parental transmission     
Age*Mother votes leftist -0.09 (0.04)*    
Age*Mother votes VVD 0.02 (0.04)    
Age*Mother votes D66 -0.05 (0.04)    
Age*Mother votes small Christian 0.02 (0.06)    
Age*Mother’s L/R identification -0.01 (0.01)    
Joint p-value .336    

Age*Status inheritance     
Age*Parental SES  -0.03 (0.01)*   
Age*Parents’ religious affiliation  -0.01 (0.04)   
Joint p-value  .133   

Age*Status acquisition     
Age*Youth’s educational level   -0.01 (0.02)  
Age*Youth’s religious affiliation   -0.10 (0.03)***  
Joint p-value   .004  

Age*Issue attitudes     
Age*Economic redistribution    -0.03 (0.01)*** 
Age*Multicultural society    0.02 (0.01)*** 
Joint p-value    <.001 

Age     
Age 0.10 (0.06) 0.13 (0.05)** 0.08 (0.05) 0.05 (0.05) 

Model     
N 1317 1332 1012 2344 
R2 28.0% 5.4% 6.2% 12.5% 
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Abstract 

This cohort-sequential longitudinal study among 1302 Dutch youths examined the dynamics of 

political identity (e.g., Democrat or Rightist) and issue attitudes between age 12 and 30. Some 

theories propose that voters form an identity early in life that subsequently determines attitudes. 

Other theories contrarily argue that attitudes are a cause of identity. However, research on this 

controversy has never focused on the crucial phase of adolescence. Results revealed that youths 

formed an identity consistent with prior attitudes more than vice versa. Highly educated youths 

most often adjusted their attitudes to their identity, which explained an emerging education gap 

in identity-attitude consistency. Finally, findings suggested that early cultural attitudes establish 

an identity that may subsequently determine economic attitudes. 

 

 
 

 

 

“We hang on to our values, even if they seem at times tarnished and worn; even if, as a nation 

and in our own lives, we have betrayed them more often that we care to remember.  

What else is there to guide us?” 

 

Barack Obama



CHAPTER	7	

	 146	

Voters commonly identify with politics in broad terms such as liberal or conservative, 

Democrat or Republican, and left or right. These general identifications are part of voters’ 

identity that defines who they are and whom they belong to in society (e.g., Green et al., 2002). 

The theoretical debate on the nature and origins of political identity has given much attention 

to its relation with issue attitudes. Through identity influence, voters may adopt issue attitudes 

that are consistent with their identity. Through attitude influence, voters may reversely use their 

issue attitudes to determine their political identity. Research provides support for both 

mechanisms (e.g., Highton & Kam, 2011), but has generally not focused on the life phase most 

central to the acquisition of political identity: adolescence and early adulthood.  

The present study was therefore the first to investigate if either identity influence or 

attitude influence best describes how voters originally acquired their political identity early in 

life. As such, we aimed to contribute to the theoretical understanding of political identity’s 

nature and origins. This study was conducted in the Netherlands, where left-right identification 

is a far stronger element of voters’ political identity than ideological or partisan identity (e.g., 

Van	der	Eijk	&	Niemöller,	1983). Therefore, this study focused on left-right identification as 

indicator of political identity in general. Specifically, we studied the dynamic reciprocal relation 

of left-right identification with issue attitudes on economic redistribution and the multicultural 

society between age 12 and 30. These two issues are both theoretically and empirically at the 

core of the main dimensions of issue attitudes in West European politics (Kriesi et al., 2008; 

Rekker, 2015a; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009) and were identified as core ideological 

correlates of left-right identification in the Netherlands (De Vries et al., 2013; Rekker, 2015b). 

Furthermore, we compared the dynamics of political identity and issue attitudes both between 

low and highly educated voters and between adolescents and young adults. By doing so, we 

aimed to determine if the education gap in identity-attitude consistency among adult voters 

originates from reciprocal adjustment during adolescence and early adulthood. Finally, we 

investigated how economic and cultural issues may play a differential role during specific life 

phases.  

The results in this paper will reveal that youths primarily form an identity consistent 

with prior attitudes, although especially highly educated youths also adjust their attitudes to 

their identity. This manuscript will furthermore argue that early cultural attitudes establish an 

identity that may subsequently determine economic attitudes. 
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Political Identity in the Netherlands 

 

Voters’ political identity exists of several facets, including partisanship (e.g., Democrat or 

Republican), ideological identity (e.g., liberal or conservative) and left-right identification (e.g., 

left or right). For example, it is common for voters to speak about Left and Right as a matter of 

who they are (e.g., ‘I am leftist’) and not merely of what they think (Schartau et al., 2011). 

Some theories argue that political identity is acquired early in life as an element of voters’ 

general identity (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). Indeed, an extensive body of literature from 

developmental psychology (e.g., Meeus et al., 2010) supports the idea (Erikson, 1950; Marcia, 

1966) that forming a coherent self-identity is a core ‘developmental task’ during adolescence 

and early adulthood. For adolescents, their political identity may increasingly become part of 

who they are and whom they belong to in society. This political identity is likely to be adopted 

from parents (Jennings & Niemi, 1968; Jennings et al., 2009; Kroh & Selb, 2009) and 

accompanied by a strong emotional value (Green et al., 2002). Like other elements of identity 

(Meeus, 2011), political identity is believed to persist throughout the adult lifespan once it is 

established (Sears & Funk, 1999). Importantly, voters’ political identity is also believed to be 

a core determinant of their voting behavior in every subsequent election (Campbell et al., 1960; 

Tillie & Fennema, 1998). 

Although political identity consists of several components, the existing literature on its 

mutual relation with issue attitudes has focused mainly on partisanship (e.g., Campbell et al., 

1960). Although partisanship is indeed a strong component of	 American	 voters’	 political	

identity	(e.g., Green et al., 2002),	this	is	not	the	case	for	Dutch	voters	who	are	characterized 

by exceptionally weak and unstable attachments with individual political parties (Bankert et al., 

2016; LeDuc, 1981; Thomassen, 1976). Instead, research indicates that the dominant element 

of Dutch voters’ political identity is their left-right identification (e.g.,	 Van	 der	 Eijk	 and	

Niemöller,	 1983;	 Rekker	 et	 al.,	 2014a). The influential work of Inglehart and Klingemann 

(1976) argued that left-right identification partly captures voters’ ideological identity, as well 

as their partisan identity. Comparative studies revealed that left-right identification in the 

Netherlands is strongly associated with both ideology and party preferences, but mostly with 

the latter (Freire, 2008; Knutsen, 1997; Van der Eijk et al., 2005; Westholm & Niemi, 1992). 

This implies that left-right identification largely captures the political identity of Dutch voters 

in general, and particularly their identification with political parties. This phenomenon is 

probably related to the fact that Dutch political parties are strongly aligned along a single left-
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right continuum (Adriaansen et al., 2005) and that most Dutch voters have a stable pattern of 

voting either for leftist or for rightist parties in every subsequent election. 

Although political identity consists of several facets, there is a strong theoretical and 

empirical interrelation between different components. For example, left-right identification in 

the Netherlands is characterized by the same properties (Converse, 1966; Thomassen, 1976) as 

partisanship in the United States: it can be measured as a single continuum, it makes it possible 

to characterize the political identity of large numbers of voters, it is highly stable throughout 

the lifespan (e.g., Rekker et al., 2014a), it is strongly associated with (but distinct from) voting 

behavior (e.g., Tillie & Fennema, 1998), and it predominates the intergenerational transmission 

of political preferences (e.g., Westholm & Niemi, 1992). Because of these similarities, this 

study on left-right identification in the Netherlands derived its hypotheses partly from 

theoretical and empirical literature on partisanship in the United States. 

 

Political Identity and Issue Attitudes 

 

Although there is undeniably a strong association between political identity and issue attitudes 

(e.g., Highton & Kam, 2011), the nature of this relation has been subject to considerable debate. 

Voters may adjust their issues attitudes to their political identity (i.e., identity influence) as well 

as vice versa (i.e., attitude influence). This psychological contradiction on the relation between 

identity and attitudes is related to a longstanding controversy on the nature and origins of 

partisanship in the United States. The Michigan model argues that partisanship is largely 

acquired early in life and subsequently serves as a stable basis for the acquisition of issue 

attitudes (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960; Converse 1964). The Rochester school contrarily argues 

that issue attitudes are a cause of partisanship, more than a result (Achen, 2002; Downs, 1957; 

Fiorina, 1981; Franklin and Jackson 1983; Key 1966). If voters change their attitudes due to 

events or experiences, the Rochester model proposes that they will change their partisanship 

accordingly. 

An extensive body of empirical literature has focused on unraveling if either identity 

influence or attitude influence best describes the causal relation between political identity and 

issue attitudes. Using cross-lagged models, panel studies have supported both mechanisms by 

revealing that political identity is predicted by prior issue attitudes as well as vice versa (Carsey 

& Layman, 2006; Evans & Neundorf, 2013; Franklin, 1984; Goren, 2005; Highton & Kam, 

2011; Johnston, 2006). Although most of these studies focused on partisanship, some studies 

demonstrated a similar mutual relation between left-right identification and issue attitudes 
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(Jæger, 2008; Pardos-Prado, 2011; Weber & Saris, 2014). All these studies were conducted on 

the major electoral panel studies that are available around the world (e.g., British Household 

Panel Study; National Election Study; Political Socialization Panel Study). By definition, these 

electoral studies only include respondents above or slightly under the legal voting age. As such, 

research on the mutual relation between political identity and issue attitudes has never focused 

on adolescence. This is an important limitation. Both political identity (Alwin & Krosnick, 

1991; Schmitt-Beck et al., 2006; Sears & Funk, 1999) and issue attitudes (Krosnick & Alwin, 

1989) are highly stable during adulthood. This means that studies on adults only investigate 

comparatively minor intra-individual changes and not the strong development that may occur 

during adolescence (Hooghe et al., 2013; Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008; Jennings & Markus, 

1984; Rekker et al., 2014a; Rekker et al., 2015; Sears & Valentino, 1997; Vollebergh et al., 

2001). By including an adolescent sample, this study was the first to investigate if either 

political identity or issue attitudes are formed earlier in life and could therefore potentially serve 

as a basis for the other. While adult samples show how political identity and issue attitudes 

maintain each other after their initial formation, an adolescent sample allows us to truly test the 

influential idea that political identity is acquired early in life and subsequently serves as the 

basis for the development of issue attitudes (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960).  

Important for understanding both mechanisms is the phenomenon that the consistency 

(i.e., association) between political identity and issue attitudes increases considerably during 

adolescence and early adulthood (Rekker et al., 2014a). Research shows that many American 

early adolescents can already identify as Democrat or Republican (Easton & Dennis, 1969; 

Greenstein, 1965; Hess & Torney, 1967) and that most Dutch adolescents of this age can 

likewise identify as leftist or rightist (Rekker et al., 2014a). However, political identity at this 

age may still be as rudimentary as ‘left, us, the good guys’ or ‘Democrats, them, the bad guys’ 

since early adolescents may not yet be able to connect their political identity to corresponding 

issue attitudes. As such, research shows that political identity is completely uncorrelated with 

issue attitudes among Dutch early adolescents (Rekker et al., 2014a). However, this identity-

attitude consistency was also found to increase tremendously during subsequent years (Beck & 

Jennings, 1991; Boonen et al., 2014; Markus, 1979; Niemi & Jennings, 1991; Sears & 

Valentino, 1997). For example, one study found that the explained variance of issue attitudes 

in left-right identification surged from 0.6% around age 13.5 to 19.2% around age 23 (Rekker 

et al., 2014a). 
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But how do youths acquire this identity-attitude consistency? For example, it may be very 

common for a 13-year old to identify as rightist while at the same time supporting efforts to 

redistribute wealth. Would this adolescent adjust his/her rightist identification to match his/her 

leftist attitudes or vice versa? Based on the idea of identity influence, we may expect youths to 

use their political identity to acquire issue attitudes. For example, an adolescent with a rightist 

identification may seek to adopt attitudes that match this self-concept. For this purpose, the 

adolescent may rely on rightist parties as a reference of what these attitudes may be. Through 

this process, an adolescent with a rightist identification may gradually adopt corresponding 

issue attitudes from rightist parties. As such, we postulated our first hypothesis: 

 

H1: Prior political identity will predict issue attitudes (i.e., identity influence). 

 

Drawing from the principle of attitude influence, we may contrarily expect youths to 

use their issue attitudes to acquire their political identity. An adolescent may first form issue 

attitudes by learning about society, his/her values, and his/her interests. The adolescent may 

then start to figure out what parties best represent these views and start to identify with them. 

As such, an adolescent with leftist issue attitudes may eventually adopt a corresponding leftist 

identification. Our second hypothesis was therefore postulated: 

 

H2: Prior issue attitudes will predict political identity (i.e., attitude influence). 

 

Though both mechanisms are not mutually exclusive, they may not be equally strong. 

Studies on adult samples have typically found a stronger effect for identity influence than for 

attitude influence (Carsey & Layman, 2006; Goren, 2005; Layman & Carsey, 2002; Lenz, 

2009). It seems theoretically plausible that this may also be the case for youths, since the 

Michigan model of partisanship emphasizes the importance of adolescence and early adulthood 

much more than the Rochester model. As such, our third hypothesis was as follows: 

 

H3: The effect of prior political identity on issue attitudes (i.e., identity influence) will be 

stronger than the reversed effect of prior issue attitudes on political identity (i.e., attitude 

influence). 
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The Education Gap in Identity-Attitude Consistency 

 

Important for understanding both identity influence and attitude influence is the phenomenon 

that the resulting consistency between political identity and issue attitudes is stronger for some 

voters than for others (Carsey & Layman, 2006). A key correlate of this identity-attitude 

consistency is voters’ educational level. Research shows that highly educated voters are more 

likely than low educated voters to combine their political identity with corresponding issue 

attitudes (Converse, 1964; Pardos-Prado, 2011; Sears & Funk, 1999). Since political identity 

(e.g., Sears & Valentino, 1999), issue attitudes (e.g., Alwin & Krosnick, 1991), and the 

association between the two (e.g., Rekker et al., 2014a) are all acquired during adolescence and 

early adulthood, it seems likely that the education gap in identity-attitude consistency can also 

be traced back to this life phase. This study was the first to investigate this possibility, leading 

to our fourth hypothesis: 

 

H4: Highly educated voters will show a stronger age-related increase in identity-attitude 

consistency than low educated voters. 

 

If low and highly educated youths indeed diverge with age in identity-attitude 

consistency, the question is why this divergence occurs. Based on the idea of identity influence, 

we may reason that highly educated youths could have a stronger tendency to develop issue 

attitudes based on their political identity. Highly educated youths may identify more strongly 

with political parties (Wolak, 2009) and consequently have a stronger tendency to adopt their 

views. Likewise, highly educated youths may acquire a more elaborate understanding of the 

issue attitudes that match their political identity. By engaging in activities like reading about 

politics, political discussions, or watching political events, a highly educated adolescent with a 

leftist identification may for example learn that this identity is typically accompanied by 

egalitarian views on redistribution. Low educated youths engage less in such activities (e.g., 

Quintelier, 2010). Supporting this account, research on adults found that a higher level of 

cognitive mobilization (e.g., knowledge about politics) is associated with a stronger level of 

identity influence (Carsey & Layman, 2006). As such, our fifth hypothesis was postulated as 

follows: 

 

H5: The effect of prior political identity on issue attitudes will be stronger for highly educated 

voters. 
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Based on the idea of attitude influence, we may likewise reason that highly educated 

youths could have a greater capacity to develop a political identity based on their issue attitudes. 

With regard to partisanship, the Rochester model for example assigns more rationality and 

agency to voters than the Michigan model (e.g., Downs, 1957; Fiorina, 1981). As such, the 

mechanism of attitude influence also assumes a substantial effort from youths. For attitude 

influence to occur, youths first have to form an autonomous opinion on political issues without 

using their political identity as a reference. They then have to figure out what parties best 

represent their views. Both steps may require a substantial level of cognitive mobilization that 

is more often present among highly educated youths. By learning about the economy in school, 

a highly educated adolescent may for example develop conservative views about redistribution. 

By watching political debates or reading party manifestos, this adolescent may then start to 

identify with the rightist parties that represent these conservative views. Low educated youths 

again engage less in such activities (e.g., Quintelier, 2010). In line with this explanation, 

research on adults found that a higher level of cognitive mobilization is associated with a 

stronger level of attitude influence (Carsey & Layman, 2006). Our sixth hypothesis was 

therefore as follows: 

 

H6: The effect of prior issue attitudes on political identity will be stronger for highly educated 

voters. 

 

Life Phases and Issues 

 

Since previous research on the dynamics of political identity and issue attitudes has focused on 

adult samples, a main aim of the present study was to determine if these dynamics are different 

for adolescents. According to the Michigan model of partisanship, identity influence is 

something that specifically occurs early in life (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). The present study 

is the first to investigate if identity influence is indeed stronger during adolescence than during 

adulthood. Contrarily, the Rochester model of partisanship model argues that attitude influence 

can occur at any age (e.g., Fiorina, 1981). These two positions lead to the following hypothesis:	

 

H7: The effect of prior political identity on issue attitudes, but not the effect of prior issue 

attitudes on political identity, will be stronger during adolescence than during early adulthood. 
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However, this is not the only difference between adolescence and adulthood that may 

be expected. Since political identity and issue attitudes are largely established during adulthood, 

cross-lagged studies on adults essentially investigate how one established characteristic predicts 

changes in another established characteristic. The present study is fundamentally different in 

this regard, since political identity and issue attitudes are still in the process of development 

during adolescence (e.g., Jennings & Markus, 1984). In this context, a cross-lagged model on 

political identity and issue attitudes investigates the developmental order of both phenomena 

(Meeus, 2014): Does the development of political identity precede the development of issue 

attitudes or vice versa? 

For this question, it seems important to make a distinction between different domains 

of issue attitudes. Ever since the 1920s, theory has emphasized the importance of early 

childhood for the development of cultural attitudes (e.g., Adorno et al., 1950; Levy & Killen, 

2008; Quintana & McKown, 2007). Indeed, an extensive body of research indicates that 

attitudes on cultural issues like the multicultural society can already be observed during 

childhood (see Raabe & Beelmann, 2011 for a review) and already reach a substantial stability 

during adolescence (Hooghe et al., 2013; Rekker et al., 2015). This implies that the 

development of cultural attitudes may precede the development of political identity. If this is 

the case, childhood cultural attitudes may constitute a basis for the formation of political 

identity during adolescence. In other words, adolescence may be characterized by a strong 

potential for attitude influence from cultural issues. Hence, our eighth hypothesis was as 

follows: 

 

H8: The effect of prior issue attitudes on political identity during adolescence will be stronger 

for attitudes on the multicultural society than for attitudes on economic redistribution. 

 

Whereas core cultural attitudes are already acquired during childhood, economic 

attitudes do not develop until late adolescence and early adulthood (Rekker et al., 2015; 

Vandoninck et al., 2014). Voters may not acquire a strong opinion about economic issues until 

they progress in their educational and job careers (Rekker et al., 2015). This implies that 

economic attitudes may follow the development of political identity rather than precede it. If 

this is the case, adolescent political identity may constitute a basis for the formation of 

economic attitudes during early adulthood. Contrarily, the potential for identity influence on 

cultural issues may have weakened during early adulthood since these attitudes are already well 
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established at this age (Rekker et al., 2015). Our ninth hypothesis was therefore postulated as 

follows: 

 

H9: The effect of prior political identity on issue attitudes during early adulthood will be 

stronger for attitudes on the economic redistribution than for attitudes on the multicultural 

society.  

 

METHOD 

 

Sample and Context 

 

This study was conducted on the ‘Utrecht Study of Adolescent Development (USAD) 1991-

1997’ (‘t Hart et al., 1993). USAD is a multipurpose cohort-sequential longitudinal study that 

started in 1991 by interviewing 3392 Dutch youths between age 12 and 25. Respondents were 

randomly drawn from an existing representative panel of 10.000 households. A comparison 

between USAD and Dutch population figures shows that the study can be considered nationally 

representative, but only for native Dutch youths since almost no immigrants participated (‘t 

Hart et al., 1993). Of the respondents who participated in the first wave, 822 refused to continue 

participation in subsequent waves. Of the 2570 remaining respondents, 1302 were selected to 

participate in a second wave in 1994 and a third wave in 1997. This decrease in sample size 

was therefore mainly due to a deliberate resampling procedure and not due to attrition. Our 

cohort-sequential analyses (see a more detailed description below) required us to exclude 103 

respondents who were over 24 at the first wave in order to make subsequent cohorts overlap in 

the model. This resulted in an active sample of 1199 respondents. Respondents’ age was about 

evenly distributed. The sample consisted of 42% males and 58% females. 

Regarding the context of this study, a parliamentary election was held in the Netherlands 

shortly before the second wave of the USAD study in 1994. This election was characterized by 

an extraordinarily high volatility rate with 21.5% of parliamentary seats shifting between parties 

(Mair, 2008). Both economic redistribution and the multicultural society were important issues 

for Dutch voters during the 1990s (De Vries et al., 2013), though the breakthrough of anti-

immigrant parties in the Netherlands took place some years later during the 2000s (Pellikaan et 

al., 2007). 
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Measures 

 

Political identity and issue attitudes  

 

As outlined in the introduction, political identity was operationalized using left-right 

identification. The item was phrased “Where would you place your own political views?” 

Respondents indicated their position on a left-right dimension ranging from 1 (left) to 10 (right). 

Issue attitudes on economic redistribution were measured using five items with a 5-point scale. 

An example of an item is “Differences between low and high incomes should be smaller.” The 

items were adopted from Middendorp’s (1978) ‘Equality of Income, Status, and Possession’ 

scale and adjusted for use among adolescents by Meeus (1988). The items were used as a scale 

that demonstrated good reliability properties in our sample: α = .85 at all three waves. Issue 

attitudes on the multicultural society were measured using four items with a 5-point scale. An 

example of an item is “Foreigners pose a threat to our culture.” The items were adopted from 

Hagendoorn and Janssen (1983) and used as a scale that demonstrated good reliability 

properties in our sample, ranging from α = .84 to .87 across the three waves. Descriptive 

statistics and bivariate correlations between variables are listed in Table 1. A complete list of 

items is displayed in Appendix 1. 

 

Educational level  

 

Dutch secondary education was divided in four tracks during the 1990s, in which adolescents 

were tracked based on a test score and advice from teachers starting at age 12. The first was a 

four-year lower vocational track (VBO), the second a four-year higher vocational track 

(MAVO), the third a five-year general track (HAVO), and the fourth a six-year pre-academic 

track (VWO). For parsimony, this study merged these four tracks into two levels: low level 

education (lower and higher vocational) and high level education (general and pre-academic). 

The resulting variable was distributed 57% low education and 43% high education. 

Respondents were assigned the highest educational level they were presently enrolled in or had 

already completed at the third wave. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (Pearson’s r). 
 

 
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
 

 

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 M SD 
1. Political Identity W1 .45*** .43*** .24*** .25*** .15*** .12*** .10** .11** .03 5.41 1.79 
2. Political Identity W2  .53*** .17*** .27*** .20*** .24*** .28*** .26*** -.04 5.23 1.69 
3. Political Identity W3   .20*** .25*** .24*** .18*** .23*** .24*** -.03 5.16 1.60 
4. Economic Redistribution W1    .51*** .43*** -.02 -.12*** -.11** .21*** 4.34 1.70 
5. Economic Redistribution W2     .50*** .03 .01 .01 .12*** 4.53 1.60 
6. Economic Redistribution W3      .04 .03 .04 .11*** 4.43 1.55 
7. Multicultural Society W1       .58*** .54*** -.27*** 4.78 2.10 
8. Multicultural Society W2        .77*** -.33*** 4.89 1.95 
9. Multicultural Society W3         -.33*** 4.64 1.79 
10. Education (0 = Low; 1 = High)          0.43 0.49 
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Strategy of Analysis 

 

This study used Robust Maximum Likelihood (MLR) to estimate cross-lagged panel models 

(e.g., Finkel, 1995; Kline, 2011). In this type of models, variables are regressed on the same 

variable (i.e., stability paths) and other variables (i.e., cross-paths) at a prior time point. As such, 

it can be determined if one construct predicts relative changes in another construct. Though 

cross-lagged models are often used to determine reciprocal causality between two variables, 

they may primarily be viewed as models of developmental order when studying constructs 

across adolescence (Meeus, 2014). In this context, cross-lagged models indicate if the 

development of a certain trait precedes the development of another trait. This temporal 

precedence is a necessary, though not a sufficient, condition for causality in development. Due 

to the nature of our data, we specified our models in a cohort-sequential manner. First, we 

divided respondents in four cohorts based on their age at the first wave: 12 to 15 (mean: 13.5; 

N = 321), 15 to 18 (mean: 16.5; N = 341), 18 to 21 (mean: 19.5; N = 262), and 21 to 24 (mean: 

22.5; N = 275).  

The mean age of each cohort was used as a time-point in the cross-lagged models. At 

the second (three years later) and the third wave (six years later) cohorts aged to the next time-

point. This allowed us to estimate effects from age 13.5 to 28.5. For most estimates, we could 

use several cohorts simultaneously. For example, the effect from age 16.5 to 19.5 constitutes 

the effect from the second to the third wave for the youngest cohort and the effect from the first 

to the second wave for the next cohort. 

For our model specification, we first added parameters to a baseline model in a stepwise 

manner (explained in more detail in the results section). In each step, we decided that a set of 

parameters could be added if a Chi2 difference test indicated a significant improvement in the 

correspondence between the predicted and the observed data. Due to the use of MLR, Chi2 

difference test were corrected as proposed by Satorra & Bentler (2001). Because Chi2 difference 

tests have a tendency to favor less parsimonious models in larger samples (e.g., Bentler & 

Bonett, 1980), we additionally required an improvement in the models’ RMSEA, AIC, and 

sample adjusted BIC before parameters were added (e.g., Raftery, 1995). 

After the final model was determined, we tested our hypotheses by conducting Wald 

tests on the parameter estimates. To average estimates, we imposed equality constraints on sets 

of parameters. For example, identity influence was estimated as the average of all cross-lagged 

effects from left-right identification on issue attitudes regarding both economic redistribution 

and the multicultural society. To determine the role of educational level, we specified a 
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multigroup model to distinguish between low and highly educated respondents. For 

comparisons between adolescence and early adulthood, adolescence was defined as the effects 

from age 13.5 to 16.5 and from age 16.5 to 19.5 whereas early adulthood was defined as all 

effects from age 19.5 onwards. 

 

Statistical Assumptions 

 

Age, period, and cohort effects  

 

This study aimed to investigate age differences in identity influence and attitude influence. Such 

age effects may be confounded by period effects if only within-individual variation is used, or 

by cohort effects if only between-individual variation is used. A strength of the present study’s 

cohort-sequential design is that it combines both types of variation to disentangle age, period, 

and cohort effects (e.g., Delli Carpini, 1989; Neundorf & Niemi, 2014; Prinzie & Onghena, 

2005). For this purpose, we tested if parameters could be constrained between cohorts. For 

example, an effect from the second to the third wave for the youngest cohort should be equal 

to the effect from the first to the second wave for the next cohort since both constitute the 

transition from age 13.5 to 16.5. If this is the case, we can be fairly certain that age effects were 

not biased by either period or cohort effects.  

 

Measurement comparability  

 

An assumption for comparing identity influence and attitude influence is that the measurements 

of political identity and issue attitudes are comparable. First, this implies that both constructs 

have a common metric. For this purpose, we scaled issue attitudes to the metric of left-right 

identification ranging from 1 to 10. To further validate the comparability of unstandardized 

coefficients, we also estimated standardized coefficients for all parameters. Second, 

measurement comparability implies that the measurement error of political identity is roughly 

equal to that of issue attitudes. If one construct is more reliable than the other in a cross-lagged 

model, the cross-lagged effect of the more reliable construct on the less reliable construct can 

be overestimated. To test this assumption, we used a method proposed by Heise (1969) that 

distinguishes measurement error from true change in test-retest correlations. Though this 

procedure indicated differential reliabilities for left-right identification (.51), attitudes on 

economic redistribution (.60), and attitudes on the multicultural society (.74), these differences 
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may indicate a genuine lack of attitudes at younger ages (which is of substantive interest) as 

well as an inability of the measure to reliably measure these attitudes (which would be a 

methodological confound). We therefore repeated this procedure with only respondents who 

were between age 21 and 25 at wave 1. Results indicated that the Heise estimate was almost 

exactly equivalent for left-right identification (.57), attitudes on economic redistribution (.58), 

and attitudes on the multicultural society (.59). As such, the assumption of equal reliability was 

satisfied. 

Methods to incorporate measurement error in the model were unavailable for this study 

because they either require multiple indicators or the assumption that measurement error is 

equal across waves. Procedures that require multiple indicators (e.g., Bollen, 1989) could not 

be used because left-right identification is a single-item measure. Methods that require the 

assumption that measurement error is equal across waves (e.g., Wiley & Wiley, 1970; Green & 

Palmquist, 1990) could not be used because this assumption is implausible for an adolescent 

sample. During early adolescence, measurement error is likely to account for a larger proportion 

of the total variation in the observed scores than at older ages because the true scores on political 

identity and issue attitudes are less established. This study therefore modelled all constructs as 

observed variables, rather than as latent variables. 

 

Missing values 

 

The percentage of missing values averaged 8.6% across variables and waves, with a maximum 

of 18.8% for attitudes on economic redistribution at wave 1. Full Information Maximum 

Likelihood (FIML) was used to estimate parameters based on all available data. Little’s (1988) 

Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) test revealed a good Chi2/df ratio of 1.22 (Bollen, 

1989), which indicates that the use of FIML was appropriate. 

 

RESULTS 

  

Model Building 

	

To arrive at a model on which to test our hypotheses, we first followed a sequence of adding 

parameters to a baseline model.  This baseline model featured only autoregressive stability 

paths for left-right identification and both issue attitudes. We first added concurrent associations 

at each wave between left-right identification and issue attitudes, which improved model fit 
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(Δχ2(24) = 195.845, p < .001, ΔRMSEA = -.013, ΔAIC = -175, ΔBIC = -129). Second, we added 

concurrent associations at each wave between redistribution attitudes and multiculturalism 

attitudes. These parameters deteriorated the model fit and were therefore excluded from 

subsequent analyses (Δχ2(12) = 14.499, p = .270, ΔRMSEA = +.007, ΔAIC = +6, ΔBIC = +29). 

Third, we improved model fit by adding cross-lagged effects of prior left-right identification 

on issue attitudes and vice versa (Δχ2(32) = 133.787, p < .001, ΔRMSEA = -.002, ΔAIC = -83, 

ΔBIC = -44). Fourth, we improved model fit by adding residual covariances between scores of 

each variable at wave 1 and scores of the same construct at wave 3 (Δχ2(12) = 150.752, p < 

.001, ΔRMSEA = -.051, ΔAIC = -159, ΔBIC = -136). We finally constrained all stability paths 

and cross-lagged effects across the four age cohorts as outlined in the method section (Δχ2(21) 

= 35.249, p = .027, ΔRMSEA = +.000, ΔAIC = -3, ΔBIC = -43). The unchanged RMSEA and 

improved AIC and sample adjusted BIC revealed that this constraint did not deteriorate model 

fit. This indicates that age effects were not biased by either period or cohort effects. 

Consequently, we could constrain parameters across age cohorts to estimate a single effect for 

each age. This final model had a good fit (model χ2(73) = 122.192, p < .001, RMSEA = .047, 

CFI = .980) according to RMSEA and CFI criteria (Hu & Bentler, 1999) and is depicted in 

Figure 1. 

 

Political Identity and Issue Attitudes 

 

To estimate an average effect of identity influence and attitude influence, we first constrained 

cross-lagged effects across ages and issues (model χ2(91) = 150.737, p < .001, RMSEA = .047, 

CFI = .975) and then tested hypotheses using a Δχ2 obtained from Wald tests. All parameter 

estimates are displayed in Table 2. As expected (H1), prior left-right identification predicted 

issue attitudes (B = 0.07, Δχ2(1) = 22.921, p < .001). Also as hypothesized (H2), prior issue 

attitudes reversely predicted left-right identification (B = 0.11, Δχ2(1) = 70.052, p < .001). The 

effect of prior issue attitudes on left-right identification was stronger than the reversed effect of 

prior left-right identification on issue attitudes (ΔB = 0.04, Δχ2(1) = 6.104, p = .014). This 

finding contradicts our hypothesis (H3) that expected a difference in the opposite direction. In 

sum, we found support for both the mechanism of identity influence and attitude influence. 

Opposite to our expectation, the effect of prior issue attitudes on identity (i.e., attitude 

influence) was found to be stronger than the reverse effect of identity on attitudes (i.e., identity 

influence). 
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Figure 1. The dynamics of left-right identification and issue attitudes. Unstandardized effects on a 10-point scale. Model fit: Chi2(73) = 122.192; 
p < .001. RMSEA = 0.047, CFI = 0.980. 
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Table 2. Estimated effects by educational level, life phase, and issue. 

 
 Across Ages  Adolescence  Early Adulthood  Difference 
 B (SE) Stand.  B (SE) Stand.  B (SE) Stand.  B 
Identity influence 0.07 (0.01)*** .07  0.09 (0.03)** .09  0.06 (0.02)*** .06  -0.03 
Attitude influence 0.11 (0.01)*** .12  0.11 (0.02) *** .13  0.11 (0.02)*** .12  -0.00 
Difference +0.04*   +0.03   +0.05*    
Identity influence by educational level           

Low education 0.04 (0.02)* .04  0.09 (0.04)* .09  0.02 (0.02) .02  -0.07 
High education 0.11 (0.02)*** .13  0.11 (0.04)** .12  0.12 (0.02)*** .13  +0.00 
Difference +0.08**   +0.02   +0.10**    

Attitude influence by educational level           
Low education 0.09 (0.02)*** .10  0.08 (0.03)** .10  0.09 (0.02)*** .10  +0.01 
High education 0.13 (0.02)*** .13  0.12 (0.04)** .13  0.14 (0.03)*** .13  +0.02 
Difference +0.04   +0.04   +0.05    

Identity-attitude consistency by educational level           
Low education 2.3% (1.5) .15  1.6% (2.0) .13  5.0% (2.8) .22  +3.4% 
High education 18.8% (3.9)*** .43  6.4% (3.9) .25  31.6% (5.5)*** .56  +25.2%*** 
Difference +16.5%***   +4.8%   +26.6%***   +21.8%** 

Identity influence by issue           
Economic redistribution 0.09 (0.02)*** .10  0.10 (0.03)** .11  0.09 (0.02)*** .10  -0.01 
Multicultural society 0.04 (0.02)* .04  0.07  (0.04) .06  0.03 (0.02) .03  -0.04 
Difference -0.05*   -0.03   -0.06*    

Attitude influence by issue           
Economic redistribution 0.10 (0.02)*** .10  0.03 (0.04) .03  0.13 (0.02)*** .13  +0.10* 
Multicultural society 0.12 (0.02)*** .14  0.16 (0.03)*** .18  0.09 (0.02)*** .11  -0.07* 
Difference +0.01   +0.13**   -0.04    

 
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Stand = Standardized coefficient. 
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The Education Gap in Identity-Attitude Consistency	

 

To test our hypothesis that low and highly educated voters would diverge with age in identity-

attitude consistency, we departed from our cross-lagged model to estimate what percentage of 

the variance in left-right identification at the first wave was explained by concurrent issue 

attitudes (displayed in Table 2). Using regular regression models with redistribution attitudes 

and multiculturalism attitudes as predictors, the explained variance in left-right identification 

was estimated for both low and highly educated voters during both adolescence (age 12 through 

17) and early adulthood (age 18 through 25). Using the standard errors of these explained 

variances, we subsequently examined if this identity-attitude consistency differed between the 

four education-age groups (formula as proposed by Paternoster et al., 1998). Among low 

educated youths, the explained variance of issue attitudes in left-right identification showed 

only a non-significant increase from 1.6% during adolescence to 5.0% during early adulthood 

(ΔR2 = 3.4%, z = 0.99, p = .323). For highly educated youths, this identity-attitude consistency 

contrarily surged from 6.4% during adolescence to 31.6% during early adulthood (ΔR2 = 25.2%, 

z = 3.74, p < .001). Confirming our hypothesis (H4), highly educated youths therefore showed 

a stronger increase in identity-attitude consistency than low educated youths (ΔR2 = 21.8%, z = 

2.88, p = .004). This role of educational level is depicted in Figure 2.  
To examine what mechanism may explain this emerging education gap, we added 

educational level as an additional grouping variable (alongside cohort) to our cross-lagged 

model (model χ2(182) = 258.268, p < .001, RMSEA = .055, CFI = .966). As expected (H5), the 

effect of prior left-right identification on issue attitudes was stronger among highly educated 

youths than among low education youths (ΔB = 0.08, Δχ2(1) = 7.701, p = .006). However, we 

found no support for our hypothesis (H6) that the effect of prior issue attitudes on left-right 

identification would similarly be stronger for highly educated youths (ΔB = 0.04, Δχ2(1) = 

2.369, p = .124). Instead, we only found a non-significant difference in the expected direction. 

In sum, low and highly educated youths strongly diverged in identity-attitude consistency and 

this development may be explained by a heighted tendency of highly educated youths to bring 

their issue attitudes in line with their political identity
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Figure 2. Identity-attitude consistency, identity influence, and attitude influence by life phase and educational level. 
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Life Phases and Issues 

 

To compare effects between adolescence and early adulthood, we modified parameter 

constraints on the cross-lagged model (model χ2(89) = 149.836, p < .001, RMSEA = .048, CFI 

= .975). Whereas we previously estimated average effects across life phases, we now estimated 

separate parameters for both adolescence and early adulthood (displayed in Table 2). Contrary 

to our hypothesis (H7), the effect of prior left-right identification on issue attitudes was not 

significantly stronger during adolescence than during early adulthood (ΔB = 0.03, Δχ2(1) = 

0.949, p = .330). Again, we found only a non-significant difference in the expected direction. 

To investigate the differential effect of economic and cultural issues during different life 

phases, we again modified parameter constraints to estimate separate parameters for both 

redistribution attitudes and multiculturalism attitudes during both adolescence and early 

adulthood (model χ2(85) = 135.147, p < .001, RMSEA = .044, CFI = .979). As expected (H8), 

the effect of prior issue attitudes on left-right identification during adolescence was 

substantially stronger for multiculturalism attitudes than for redistribution attitudes (ΔB = 0.13, 

Δχ2(1) = 8.654, p = .003). Further illustrating the importance of early cultural attitudes during 

adolescence, an exploratory analysis showed that the effect on left-right identification of prior 

multiculturalism attitudes was stronger during adolescence than during early adulthood (ΔB = 

0.07, Δχ2(1) = 3.865, p = .049), whereas the effect of prior redistribution attitudes was reversely 

stronger during early adulthood than during adolescence (ΔB = 0.10, Δχ2(1) = 5.893, p = .015). 

Also as hypothesized (H9), the effect of left-right identification on redistribution attitudes was 

stronger than on multiculturalism attitudes during early adulthood (ΔB = 0.06, Δχ2(1) = 3.898, 

p = .048) and consequently also when averaged across adolescence and early adulthood (ΔB = 

0.05, Δχ2(1) = 4.162, p = .041). Further indicating a developmental order in which cultural 

attitudes precede left-right identification, an exploratory analysis revealed that multiculturalism 

attitudes predicted left-right identification more than vice versa (ΔB = 0.08, Δχ2(1) = 9.867, p = 

.002). Contrarily, redistribution attitudes predicted left-right identification about equally as vice 

versa (ΔB = 0.01, Δχ2(1) = 0.211, p = .646). Taken together, these results suggest a 

developmental order in which early issue attitudes on the multicultural society precede the 

acquisition of left-right identification during adolescence, which in turn predicts the 

development of attitudes on economic redistribution during early adulthood. This differential 

role of issues during adolescence and early adulthood is depicted in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Identity influence and attitude influence by life phase and issue. Appendix 1. 
Complete list of items and item-test correlations (calculated at wave 1). 
 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study examined how voters originally acquired their political identity early in life. Results 

indicated that youths form issue attitudes consistent with prior political identity (i.e., identity 

influence) as well as vice versa (i.e., attitude influence). Results furthermore revealed that 

attitude influence may be more pronounced during early life than identity influence. 

Furthermore, low and highly educated youths strongly diverged in identity-attitude consistency 

and this development could be explained by a heightened tendency of highly educated youths 

to bring their issue attitudes in line with their political identity. However, no support was found 

for the idea that highly educated youths are also more likely to reversely adjust their political 

identity to their issue attitudes. Comparing both mechanisms between life phases, we found no 

support for our hypothesis that identity influence would be stronger during adolescence than 

during early adulthood. However, differences between adolescence and early adulthood became 

apparent when a distinction was made between economic and cultural issues. As expected, early 

cultural attitudes were particularly important in predicting the formation of political identity 

during adolescence. Contrarily, political identity predicted the formation of economic attitudes 

more than the development of cultural attitudes during early adulthood. 
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Political Identity and Issue Attitudes 

 

Voters may adjust their issues attitudes to their political identity (i.e., identity influence) as well 

as vice versa (i.e., attitude influence). The primary aim of the present study was to, for the first 

time, investigate these mechanisms in a sample that includes adolescents. Findings provided 

support for both the existence of both identity influence and attitude influence. In line with the 

idea of identity influence, this study found that prior political identity indeed predicts issue 

attitudes during both adolescence and early adulthood. Previous research indicated that many 

American early adolescents can already identify as Democrat or Republican (e.g., Easton & 

Dennis, 1969) and that most Dutch adolescents of this age can similarly identify as leftist or 

rightist (Rekker et al., 2014a). Consistently, this study demonstrated that this early political 

identity predicts what issue attitudes adolescents will adopt in subsequent years. 

However, findings also revealed that prior issue attitudes likewise predict political 

identity. Contrary to our expectations, prior issue attitudes in fact predicted political identity 

more than vice versa. This finding is remarkable in the light of classical models on partisanship, 

since the Michigan model emphasizes the importance of early life for identity influence, 

whereas the Rochester model claims that attitude influence may occur at any age. When viewed 

together, these findings on identity influence and attitude influence suggest that voters acquire 

their political identity and issue attitudes through a process of mutual adjustment. As such, this 

study provides an explanation for the phenomenon that identity-attitude consistency increases 

strongly during early life (e.g., Sears & Valentino, 1997). 

 

The Education Gap in Identity-Attitude Consistency 

 

Since political identity, issue attitudes, and the association between the two are all acquired 

during adolescence (e.g., Alwin & Krosnick, 1991), we theorized that the education gap in 

identity-attitude consistency can also be traced back to this life phase. Results strongly 

supported this hypothesis: Among highly educated youths, identity-attitude consistency surged 

from 6.4% during adolescence to 31.6% during early adulthood, whereas low educated youths 

only displayed a non-significant increase from 1.6% to 5.0%.  

Explaining this divergence, results furthermore indicated that highly educated youths 

have a stronger tendency to bring their issue attitudes in line with their political identity than 

low educated youths. In other words, the higher identity-attitude consistency among highly 

educated voters may be explained by identity influence. This finding may be attributed to a 
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stronger level of political identification among highly educated youths (Wolak, 2009) and by a 

more elaborate understanding of what issue attitudes match their identity. This interpretation is 

consistent with results from adult samples that a higher level of cognitive mobilization (e.g., 

knowledge about politics) is associated with a stronger level of identity influence (Carsey & 

Layman, 2006). Contrary to our expectation, we found no evidence that highly educated youths 

also have a stronger tendency to reversely bring their political identity in line with their issue 

attitudes. This is remarkable, since models of attitude influence traditionally expect more 

cognitive investment from voters than the models of identity influence (e.g., Downs, 1957).  

The theoretical understanding of identity influence and attitude influence in general may 

be improved by studying what groups of voters display these mechanisms and under what 

circumstances (Carsey & Layman, 2006). In this regard, the finding that identity influence is 

stronger among highly educated voters indicates that it is an active process that requires a 

certain cognitive investment from voters. High-level education may therefore help adolescents 

to develop an understanding of political issues that is in line with their political identity. 

 

Life Phases and Issues 

 

By investigating the dynamics of political identity and issue attitudes between age 12 and 30, 

this study was in a unique position to compare these dynamics between adolescence and early 

adulthood. Despite the Michigan model’s emphasis on early life, results failed to confirm that 

identity influence is stronger during adolescence than during early adulthood. However, this 

lack of differences between adolescence and early adulthood changed radically when a 

distinction was made between economic and cultural attitudes. Previous research demonstrated 

that attitudes on cultural issues like the multicultural society already develop during childhood 

(e.g., Raabe & Beelmann, 2011), whereas attitudes on economic issue like redistribution do not 

develop until late adolescence and early adulthood (e.g., Rekker et al., 2015). We therefore 

theorized that cultural issues may have a heightened potential to exercise attitude influence on 

the early formation of political identity. Results provided clear support for this hypothesis: 

Attitude influence from multiculturalism attitudes during adolescence was stronger than during 

early adulthood and also stronger than attitude influence from redistribution attitudes. Across 

adolescence and early adulthood, the relation between multiculturalism attitudes and political 

identity was characterized more by attitude influence than by identity influence. These findings 

underline the importance of childhood cultural attitudes for political development.  
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Also as expected, redistribution attitudes were contrarily more susceptible to identity 

influence than multiculturalism attitudes, particularly during early adulthood. The relation 

between political identity and redistribution attitudes was therefore characterized about equally 

by identity influence and attitude influence. Therefore, the mechanism of identity influence 

seems to describe the acquisition of economic attitudes better than that of cultural attitudes. 

Indeed, the overall finding that attitude influence was stronger than identity influence was 

mainly due to attitude influence from multiculturalism attitudes. 

Taken together, results revealed a developmental order in which early issue attitudes on 

the multicultural society precede the acquisition of left-right identification during adolescence, 

which in turn predicts the development of attitudes on economic redistribution during early 

adulthood. By including an adolescent sample, this study was the first to detect this heightened 

attitude influence of early cultural orientations. 

 

Limitations 

 

Although this study could draw from highly suitable cohort-sequential panel data, there are 

some limitations that warrant consideration. First, our cross-lagged models investigated the 

developmental order of political identity and issue attitudes (Meeus, 2014), whereas theoretical 

models make claims about the causal relation between both phenomena. Temporal precedence 

is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for causality in development. For example, it is 

possible that attitudes precede and predict political identity without actually causing it. Though 

we interpret our findings theoretically in the causal terms, it is important to emphasize that 

cross-lagged models do not provide a definitive test of causality (Hamaker et al., 2015). Second, 

data were collected well before this article's time of writing. During the early 1990s, attitudes 

on both redistribution and the multicultural society were core correlates of political identity in 

the Netherlands and this was still the case nearly two decades later (De Vries et al., 2013; 

Rekker, 2015b). It therefore seems plausible that the psychological mechanisms that were 

unraveled in this study can largely be generalized across time. However, it is possible that the 

role of multiculturalism attitudes in development has become even stronger, as these attitudes 

have become increasingly important during the 2000s, when anti-immigrant parties had their 

breakthrough in the Netherlands (De Vries et al., 2013).  
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Conclusion 

 

By for the first time examining the dynamics of political identity and issue attitudes in 

adolescence, this study aimed to contribute to the theoretical understanding of the meaning and 

origins of political identity. Results revealed that political identity may be rooted in core cultural 

attitudes that voters acquire during childhood. If political identity was originally formed based 

on cultural attitudes, this tentatively suggests that it may still be rooted in such orientations for 

adult voters. In other words, voters may not change their political identity unless they change 

their core cultural attitudes. Following this reasoning, the strong persistence of cultural attitudes 

(e.g., Jennings & Markus, 1984; Henry & Sears, 2009) during adulthood may contribute to the 

strong stability of political identity (e.g., Sears & Funk, 1999).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1. Complete list of items and item-test correlations (calculated at wave 1). 

Item Item-test correlation 
Left-Right Identification  

“Where would you place your own political views?” 1 
Economic Redistribution  

“Workers still have to fight for their rights” .65 
“Differences in status between rich and poor should be smaller” .84 
“Differences between classes should be smaller” .80 
“Differences between low and high incomes should be smaller” .85 
“Differences in possession should be smaller” .83 

Multicultural Society  
“Unemployed Turks should definitely be expelled” .86 
“Our social provisions are not meant for foreigners” .85 
“Foreigners pose a threat to our culture” .86 
“Foreign employees steal our jobs” .82 
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Abstract 

This study examined how the ideological correlates of left-right identification in The 

Netherlands changed between 1980 and 2008, and whether these changes were driven by cohort 

replacement. Analyses on repeated cross-sectional data revealed an increasing association with 

immigration and a decreasing association with redistribution, secularism, and civil liberties. 

Cohort differences were found for cultural attitudes: Secularism was most important for voters 

who were adolescent between 1917 and 1960, while civil liberties were most important for the 

1960-1980 cohort and immigration was relatively important for the 1980-2008 cohort. 

Consequently, over-time changes in the importance of cultural issues, but not redistribution, 

were partly driven by cohort replacement. This indicates that the left-right distinction is partly 

shaped by circumstances during voters’ adolescent years. 

 

 

 

 

“German is dying. For many years, more Germans have been dying than are being born.  

We cannot allow this to happen.” 

 

Jessica (13-year old girl who participated in a 2015 protest march of Pegida)
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People commonly think about politics in terms of ‘left’ and ‘right’. For many voters, this 

distinction lies at the core of how they identify with politics (Freire, 2006). Not surprisingly, 

left-right identification is strongly associated with almost every aspect of political behavior 

(e.g., Knutsen, 1997). It is, for example, the strongest long-term correlate of voting behavior in 

many West European countries (e.g., Tillie & Fennema, 1998; Van der Brug et al., 2000; Van 

der Brug, 2010). But what does it mean to be left or right? The left-right distinction traditionally 

placed economic redistribution and cultural progressiveness against the free market and 

traditional values (Inglehart & Klingemann, 1976). However, its meaning has become more 

multifaceted in Western Europe due to the rise of new cultural issues (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008; 

Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). In recent decades, left-right identification has become 

decreasingly associated with attitudes on redistribution and increasingly linked to views on 

immigration (De Vries et al., 2013). 

But what drives these changes in the ideological meaning of the left-right distinction? 

A parsimonious explanation is that voters change their definition of left and right due to political 

developments such as the rise of anti-immigrant parties (De Vries et al., 2013). However, this 

account is controversial from a political socialization perspective. An extensive body of 

literature proposes that voters acquire political orientations early in life that persist throughout 

their adult lifespan (e.g., Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Sears & Funk, 1999). It contradicts this view 

that voters would substantially change their interpretation of left and right as an adult. As such, 

the socialization perspective proposes that over-time changes occur primarily through the 

replacement of existing voters by new generations that are shaped by the political environment 

during their early life (e.g., Hooghe, 2004; Mannheim, 1964; Ryder, 1965; Tilley, 2005). 

Indeed, many studies have demonstrated how generational replacement can bring about 

political change (e.g., Bhatti & Hansen, 2012; Kroh, 2014; Neundorf & Niemi, 2014; Van der 

Brug & Kritzinger, 2012). However, it has not yet been examined if generational replacement 

is also responsible for the changing ideological correlates left-right identification in Western 

Europe. 

Using 20 waves of repeated cross-sectional data, the present study therefore examined 

how the associations between issue attitudes and left-right identification in the Netherlands 

have changed between 1980 and 2008, and whether these changes were due to cohort 

replacement or intracohort change. Cohort replacement means that change is driven by the 

replacement of voters by new generations, whereas intracohort change implies that voters 

change their views over time. Specifically, this study investigated these mechanisms in the 



COHORT	REPLACEMENT	AND	LEFT-RIGHT	IDENTIFICATION	

	 173	

associations of left-right identification with attitudes on redistribution, secularism, civil 

liberties, and immigration. 

Associations between issue attitudes and left-right identification are important because 

the left-right dimension is believed to be an ‘ideological super issue’ (Pierce, 1999) that largely 

summarizes the impact of ideology on political behaviors such as voting (Marks & Steenbergen, 

2002; Van der Brug et al., 2000). Disentangling cohort replacement and intracohort change is 

relevant because it may indicate how reversible over-time changes in the left-right distinction 

are. If the meaning of left and right has changed due to intracohort change, this would merely 

constitute a time trend that could be reversed. Contrarily, these changes may be more permanent 

if they are driven by cohort replacement, in which case they will likely persist until future 

generations come of age.  
The Netherlands constitutes a particularly interesting case with regard to the changing 

importance of political issues. Until the 1960s, Dutch politics was characterized by strong 

alignments based on social class and religion (Lijphart, 1968). This ‘pillarization’ has since 

then declined at a rapid pace. Since the 1980s, Dutch politics has been characterized by a strong 

mobilization of anti-immigrant issues (Adams et al., 2012; Pellikaan et al., 2007). The 

Netherlands therefore constitutes one of the clearest examples of both the decline of traditional 

political alignments and the rise of new cultural issues. Furthermore, exceptionally suitable data 

was available for the Netherlands. De Vries, Hakhverdian, and Lancee (2013) used this data to 

demonstrate that the association of left-right identification with redistribution attitudes has 

weakened between 1980 and 2006, while its association with immigration attitudes has 

strengthened. Using the same data, the present study aimed to disentangle to what extent these 

changes were driven by cohort replacement. Furthermore, the present study added issue 

attitudes on secularism and civil liberties. 

 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

 

The Changing Meaning of Left and Right 

 

Following the theoretical framework of Inglehart and Klingemann (1976), left-right 

identification can be decomposed into three components: a social component, a partisan 

component, and a value component. For example, a voter who identifies as rightist is more 

likely to belong to a higher social class (social component), support rightist parties (partisan 

component), and have rightist views on political issues (value component). The value 
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component of the left-right distinction can in turn be decomposed into an economic a cultural 

dimension (Kriesi et al, 2008; Rekker, 2015a; Van der Brug & Van Spanje, 2009). The 

economic dimension relates to attitudes on issues like social inequality, taxes, or social welfare. 

The cultural dimension captures attitudes on issues like the role of religion, law and order, and 

immigration. Making yet another decomposition, the cultural dimension consists of three types 

of issues: the cleavage between church and state (e.g., Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), the value 

conflict between libertarianism and authoritarianism (e.g., Inglehart, 1977; Kitschelt & 

McGann, 1995), and the controversy of integration versus demarcation in response to 

globalization (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008).  

Though it is clear that a variety of issues together define what it means to be left or right, 

not all issues are equally important (e.g., Freire, 2008). What issues predominate the left-right 

distinction can furthermore differ from one period to the next (e.g., Knutsen, 1995; Kitschelt & 

Hellemans, 1990; Tilley et al., 2008; Van Elsas & Van der Brug, 2014). Over the years, new 

issues found their way onto the political agenda, whereas others became less significant. The 

clearest example of the rise of a new issue in recent West European history is probably the issue 

of immigration. The Netherlands began to witness significant immigration of foreign laborers 

in the 1960s. At first, this development was almost absent from the political debate 

(Thrändhardt, 2000). However, this began to change when the first anti-immigrant parties in 

the Netherlands were formed during the 1980s (Mudde & Holsteyn, 2000). The first electoral 

breakthrough of an anti-immigrant party came in 2002, when the ‘Fortuyn revolution’ 

established immigration as a prominent issue on the Dutch political agenda (Pellikaan et al., 

2007). 

De Vries and colleagues (2013) theorized that the rise of a new issue will be 

accompanied by a gradual integration of that issue into the existing left-right divide. Both voters 

and parties may attempt to connect the new issue to other topics, thereby integrating it into their 

existing ideological framework. De Vries and colleagues (2013) labeled this mechanism as 

issue bundling. Using the same dataset as the present study, De Vries and colleagues (2013) 

provided support for this principle by demonstrating that the association between attitudes on 

immigration and left-right identification in the Netherlands increased substantially between 

1980 and 2006.  

Since the space on the political agenda is inherently limited, De Vries and colleagues 

(2013) furthermore reasoned that the rise of a new issue will come at the expense of existing 

issues. Consequently, the left-right distinction may lose some of its existing ideological 

meaning as new issues arise. De Vries and colleagues (2013) labeled this process as issue 
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crowding out. Demonstrating this mechanism, De Vries and colleagues (2013) found that the 

association of left-right identification with redistribution attitudes weakened during the same 

period that its association with immigration attitudes strengthened. The present study aimed to 

reproduce this finding, while adding the issues of secularism and civil liberties. If new cultural 

issues like immigration can arise at the expense of economic issues like redistribution, it seems 

plausible that they can also arise at the expense of existing cultural issues like secularism or 

civil liberties. This study’s first hypothesis was therefore: 

 

H1. The association of left-right identification with issue attitudes on immigration will have 

strengthened (H1a) between 1980 and 2008, while its association with attitudes on 

redistribution, secularism, and civil liberties will have weakened (H2b). 

 

Impressionable Years and Historical Periods 

 

Adolescence as a formative phase 

 

The idea that voters would substantially change their left-right identification as an adult is 

controversial from the perspective of political socialization. An extensive body of literature 

proposes that voters form persistent political orientations early in life, particularly during 

adolescence (e.g., Boonen et al., 2014; Hooghe et al., 2013; Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008; 

Markus, 1979; Sears & Funk, 1999). As an adolescent, voters adopt attitudes on many political 

issues that they previously had no opinion on (e.g., Sears & Valentino, 1997). As they grow 

older, adolescents become less likely to change these attitudes (e.g., Rekker et al., 2015). 

Longitudinal studies on adolescents have investigated this increasing persistence by calculating 

correlation coefficients between respondents’ initial attitudes and their attitudes numerous years 

later. For example, a longitudinal study on Dutch adolescents revealed that the 6-year 

persistence of left-right identification increased from 0.21 at age 13.5 to 0.59 at age 23 (Rekker 

et al., 2014a). The persistence of redistribution attitudes meanwhile increased from 0.13 at age 

13.5 to 0.57 at age 23, while the persistence of immigration attitudes increased from 0.43 to 

0.69 (Rekker et al., 2015) During this formative phase, Dutch adolescents were found to bring 

their issue attitudes in line with their previously held left-right identification, as well as vice 

versa (Rekker et al., 2014b). Through this process of mutual adjustment, the explained variance 

in left-right identification of issue attitudes on redistribution and immigration surged 

dramatically from 0.6% at age 13.5 to 19.2% at age 23 (Rekker et al., 2014a). Further 
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emphasizing the importance of adolescence, longitudinal studies on adults have revealed that 

political orientations subsequently remain stable during the adult lifespan (e.g., Alwin et al., 

1991; Jennings & Markus, 1984; Jennings & Niemi, 1981). For example, left-right 

identification was found to possess a 17-year persistence of 0.66 among adult voters (Sears & 

Funk, 1999). Together, these research findings strongly suggest that left-right identification and 

its ideological meaning are largely determined by the time voters reach adulthood. 

The observation that adolescents develop persistent attitudes (i.e., formative phase 

hypothesis) does not in itself proof that they are also susceptible to the kind of historical 

influences that could shape political generations (i.e., impressionable years hypothesis).  For 

example, several studies have demonstrated that adolescents’ attitudes are partly determined by 

pre-existing factors such as their social class (e.g., Glass et al., 1986), their parents’ attitudes 

(e.g., Jennings & Niemi, 1968), their IQ (e.g., Schoon et al., 2010), or their genes (e.g., McCourt 

et al., 1999). However, several studies have also supported the impressionable years hypothesis 

that historical circumstances can shape the formation of adolescents’ attitudes (Dinas, 2013; 

Sears & Valentino, 1997; Schuman & Rodgers, 2004; Sherrod et al., 2004; Wolak, 2009). For 

example, a study that followed American adolescents during a presidential election showed that 

the campaign importantly affected the formation of their political orientations (Sears & 

Valentino, 1997). 

In sum, empirical evidence supports the idea that voters acquire persistent attitudes 

during adolescence that are partly determined by historical circumstances. This importantly 

implies that political change can occur through the replacement of voters by new generations. 

Indeed, research has demonstrated that this process drives change in many aspects of politics 

(e.g., Van der Brug, 2010; Walczak et al., 2012). Directly related to the present study, research 

on party identification in the United States indicated that its ideological correlates differ 

between cohorts (Stoker & Jennings, 2008). New political issues were found to be associated 

with party identification primarily for generations that experienced their rise during 

adolescence. For example, especially younger cohorts were affected when racial issues became 

more salient in American politics during the 1960s, whereas the party identification of older 

voters remained relatively stable (Carmines & Stimson, 1989). 

The present study investigated cohort differences in the ideological correlates of left-

right identification by classifying voters into three large cohorts based on the historical period 

in which they went through adolescence. Specifically, cohorts were based on the year in which 

voters turned 18 years old, the most formative age for political attitudes according to several 

studies (Bartels & Jackman, 2014; Rekker et al., 2014a; Schuman & Rodgers, 2004). Each 
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cohort became of age during a distinct phase in Dutch political history: the period of 

pillarization between about 1917 and 1960, the period of cultural revolution between about 

1960 and 1980, and the period of globalization between about 1980 and 2008.  

 

Adolescence between 1917 and 1960: The period of pillarization 

 

This study’s oldest cohort grew up during the early days of Dutch democracy. Universal 

suffrage was introduced in the Netherlands in 1917 for men and in 1919 for women. In the 

period that followed, Dutch politics was characterized by ‘pillarization’ along the lines of 

religion and social class (Lijphart, 1968). Three full pillars could be distinguished: Social 

democrats, Protestants, and Catholics. Liberals were smaller in numbers and less organized 

during this period. Each pillar had for example its own political party, labor union, radio station, 

press, schools, and youth movements. During this period, Dutch politics therefore strongly 

resembled the cleavage politics described by Lipset & Rokkan (1967): Parties were aligned 

along structural divides and voters’ political preferences were intimately linked to their social 

class and religion. 

In this context, cultural issues were strongly embedded in a cleavage between church 

and state (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967). Socialists strived to separate church and state, whereas 

Protestants and Catholics were mobilized to safeguard the position of their religion.  It therefore 

seems likely that voters who grew up during this period developed an understanding of the left-

right distinction that is intimately linked to this religious divide.  

Another relevant characteristic of the Netherlands between 1917 and 1960 was the 

relatively low standard of living, since the country’s strong wealth increase of the 1960s had 

yet to occur (Van Zanden, 1998). This lower prosperity may be important for political 

socialization, since the influential work of Inglehart (1977/2008) demonstrates that value 

change after 1960 was driven by a new generation that no longer had to prioritize material 

wellbeing. Although Inglehart focused on the rise of post-materialist values, his theory also 

suggests that the importance of economic concerns in the left-right divide may have decreased 

when prosperity increased.  
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Adolescence between 1960 and 1980: The period of cultural revolution 

 

The pillarization of Dutch society began to decline in the 1960s (Daalder & Irwin, 1989). 

During this period, youths and social movements challenged traditional authority by demanding 

greater liberties and democratization (Kriesi, 1993). As a result of this ‘cultural revolution’, 

Dutch politics witnessed the rise of parties from the New Left such as the Pacifist Socialist 

Party (PSP), the Political Party of Radicals (PPR), Democrats ‘66 (D’66), and a New Left 

movement within the Labor Party (PvdA). These parties raised issues such as direct democracy, 

emancipation of homosexuals and women, legalization of abortion, and environmental 

protection (Lucardie, 1980; Van der Land, 2003). This redefined the cultural attitude dimension 

into one that placed democracy and civil liberties against law and order and traditional 

lifestyles. The authoritative work of Kitschelt and McGann (1995) labeled this new cultural 

dimension as a libertarian-authoritarian divide. Given the salience of these new issues between 

1960 and 1980, it seems likely that voters who were socialized during this period importantly 

integrated this libertarian-authoritarian divide in their definition of left and right.  

 

Adolescence between 1980 and 2008: The period of globalization 

 

The cultural changes of the 1960s and 1970s were followed by yet another important 

transformation. Since the 1980s, Western Europe has gone through an accelerated process of 

globalization (Held, 1999) in the political (e.g., European integration), economic (e.g., trade 

and finance), and cultural domain (e.g., immigration). The immigration of foreign laborers in 

the Netherlands began in the 1960s. However, immigration was almost absent from political 

debate until the first anti-immigrant parties were founded in the 1980s (Mudde & Holsteyn, 

2000; Thrändhardt, 2000): the Centre Democrats (CD) and the Centre Party ’86 (CP’86). 

During the 1990s, liberal party leader Frits Bolkestein was one of the first influential figures to 

raise the issue of immigration (Entzinger, 2003). During the 2000s, immigration became fully 

established on the Dutch political agenda with a decisive electoral breakthrough of anti-

immigrant parties (Pellikaan et al., 2007): first by the List Pim Fortuyn (LPF) and later by Geert 

Wilders’ Freedom Party (PVV). Alongside immigration, these parties raised other globalization 

related issues such as critique of European integration. This new political divide is described in 

the influential work of Kriesi and colleagues (2008) as a new cleavage between winners and 

losers of globalization. As such, this new controversy again redefined the cultural attitude 

dimension into one that placed integration versus demarcation as response to globalization. It 
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therefore seems likely that voters who grew up during this period importantly integrated this 

integration-demarcation divide in their interpretation of the left-right distinction. In sum, this 

study’s second hypothesis was postulated: 

 

H2. Issue attitudes on secularism (H2a) and redistribution (H2b) will be most strongly 

associated with left-right identification for voters who were adolescent between 1917 and 1960, 

whereas attitudes on civil liberties will be most strongly associated with left-right identification 

for voters who were adolescent between 1960 and 1980 (H2c), and immigration will be most 

strongly associated with left-right identification for voters who were adolescent between 1980 

and 2008 (H2d). 

 

Cohort Replacement and Intracohort Change 
 

If these cohort differences in the ideological correlates of left-right identification indeed exist, 

this logically implies that over-time changes between 1980 and 2008 were at least partly driven 

by cohort replacement. Applying the theoretical framework of De Vries and colleagues (2013), 

issue bundling and issue crowding out may also be viewed as between-generation processes: 

Each generation may integrate new issues into the left-right distinction (i.e., issue bundling) at 

the expense of issues that were important for previous generations (i.e., issue crowding out). 

However, it is unlikely that this process has accounted for all changes in the left-right 

distinction, since research reveals that voters have at least some ability to change their political 

orientations during their adult lifespan (e.g., Dassonneville, 2013; Konzelmann et al., 2012). 

Therefore, this study’s third hypothesis was postulated: 

 

H3. Intracohort change will have accounted partly (H3a), but not entirely (H3b), for changes in 

the ideological correlates of left-right identification between 1980 and 2008. 

 

If adult voters have indeed changed their attitudes over time, this intracohort change 

may not have occurred at the same pace for all cohorts. Specifically, cohorts may have gradually 

converged between 1980 and 2008. Seismograph theory (Prakke, 1959) argues that societal 

trends manifest themselves first and foremost among youths, but that older generations may 

eventually follow, even though they may never catch up entirely. For example, the increasing 

importance of immigration may be visible among younger generation first, but also become 

visible to some extent among older generation numerous years later. Consistent with this 

hypothesis, research reveals that the magnitude of cohort effects can decrease somewhat over 
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time (Schuman & Rodgers, 2004). Drawing from seismograph theory, this study’s fourth 

hypothesis was therefore: 

 

H4. Cohorts will have gradually converged in the ideological correlates of left-right 

identification between 1980 and 2008. 

 

DATA AND METHODS 

 
Sample 
 

This study used the ‘Cultural Changes’ dataset (Dutch: ‘Culturele Veranderingen’) from the 

Dutch Social and Cultural Planning Office. Starting in 1975, this repeated cross-sectional 

survey was administered either annually or biennially with in each year about 2000 respondents 

aged 16 years and older (Becker et al., 2010). Respondents were recruited using stratified 

probability sampling to obtain a representative sample of the Dutch-speaking population of the 

Netherlands. According to Becker (1993), Cultural Changes can be seen as a sample of the 

native Dutch population since hardly any respondents from ethnic minorities participated. The 

present study could only use survey years with data on left-right identification and at least one 

issue attitude. This resulted in an active sample of 41056 respondents who were born between 

1899 and 1992 and interviewed across 20 survey years between 1980 and 2008.  

 

Measures 

 

Period, cohort, and age 

 

This study operationalized period as a continuous variable from 1980 to 2008. Respondents 

were assigned a cohort based on the year in which they turned 18, which is the most formative 

age for political socialization according to several studies (Bartels & Jackman, 2014; Rekker et 

al., 2014a; Schuman & Rodgers, 2004). Three cohorts were distinguished based on the 

historical accounts that were discussed in the introduction: 1917-1960, 1960-1980, and 1980-

2008. For example, respondents who were born between 1942 and the end of 1961 (i.e., the 

‘baby boom generation’) were assigned to the second cohort because they reached the age of 

18 during the 1960s and 1970s. Age effects were operationalized by dividing respondents into 

three different life phases that are commonly distinguished in developmental psychology 

(Arnett, 2000; Srivastava et al., 2008, Wink & Dillon, 2003): early adulthood (age 16 through 
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29), middle adulthood (age 30 through 64), and late adulthood (65 through 99). The distribution 

across cohorts was 30.6% between 1917 and 1960, 40.7% between 1960 and 1980, and 28.6% 

between 1980 and 2008. The distribution across life phases was 23.3% early adulthood, 61.8% 

middle adulthood, and 14.8% late adulthood. For all constructs in this study, descriptive 

statistics and bivariate correlations are displayed in Table 1.   

 

Left-right identification 

 

This study measured left-right identification using the item ‘To what extend do you consider 

yourself left or right?’ Respondents indicated their position on a 5-point scale: ‘very much left’ 

(1), ‘moderate left’ (2), ‘neither left nor right’ (3), ‘moderate right’ (4), and ‘very much right’ 

(5). This item resembles the typical measure of left-right identification, even though most 

surveys include more response categories (Kroh, 2007). 

 

Issue attitudes 

 

Issue attitudes on redistribution were measured using three items. The first item was: ‘Do you 

think that in our country the differences between incomes are too big, about right, or too small?’ 

The second item asked: ‘Do you think the differences between high and low incomes should 

become much bigger, a little bit bigger, stay as they are, a little bit smaller, or much smaller?’ 

The third item was phrased: ‘There are people who own much and people who own little. Do 

you think these differences should become much larger, a little bit larger, stay as they are, a 

little bit smaller, or much smaller?’ The three items for redistribution were merged into a 

formative latent variable (e.g., Edwards & Bagozzi, 2000; Heise, 1972; Rekker, 2015a). This 

method offers two advantages over simply calculating a sum score. First, it allows items to have 

differential weights to realize an optimal predictive power. Second, it allows for differential 

distances between response categories. Scores were obtained by first regressing left-right 

identification on dummy-recoded response categories of all three items across the entire sample. 

The predicted values were then calculated to constitute scores on the latent construct. This 

method essentially takes a sum score, while weighing all items and response categories such 

that the latent construct optimally predicts left-right identification. All items and their item-test 

correlations are displayed in Appendix 1. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (Pearson’s r). 
 

 
Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. Left-Right Identification had a natural standard deviation of 1 and was not standardized.  

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 M SD T N 
1. Age .11*** -.91*** -.05*** .06*** .19*** .11*** -.09*** 43.9 17.1 20 41042 
2. Period  .31*** -.03*** -.04*** .12*** -.01 -.04*** 1993.8 7.5 20 41056 
3. Year of Birth   .04*** -.07*** -.12*** -.11*** -.09*** 1950.0 17.9 20 41042 
4. Redistribution    .05*** .03*** .02*** .31*** 0.0 1.0 19 34159 
5. Secularism     -.03*** -.04*** .19*** 0.0 1.0 14 25352 
6. Civil Liberties      .22*** .21*** 0.0 1.0 10 18861 
7. Immigration       .18*** 0.0 1.0 19 37843 
8. Left-Right Identification        3.0 1.0 20 35928 
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Issue attitudes on secularism were measured using a single item: ‘Some people believe 

politics and religion should be separated, others disagree. What do you think?’ Respondents 

indicated their position on a 3-point scale: ‘should be separated’ (1), ‘it depends’ (2), and 

‘should not be separated’ (3). For measuring issue attitudes on civil liberties, this study strived 

to include as many issues as possible that are related to the libertarian-authoritarian divide. Two 

items were available for a sufficient amount of survey years to be included. The first item asked: 

‘What we need is less laws and institutions and more brave, relentless, and dedicated leaders 

whom the people can have faith in.’ The second item was: ‘We should not primarily punish 

criminals, we should mostly try to change them.’ For both items, respondents indicated their 

position on a 5-point scale ranging from ‘completely agree’ (1) to ‘completely disagree’ (5). 

Using the same method as for redistribution, the two items were merged into a formative latent 

variable that constitutes a weighted sum of all items and response categories. 

Because the Cultural Changes survey lacks a more direct measure, this study used 

Coenders’s ‘support for ethnic discrimination’ scale as an indicator for issue attitudes on 

immigration (Coenders & Scheepers, 1998; De Vries et al., 2013). This scale asked respondents 

whether immigrants should be discriminated in three fictional situations. An item was: ‘Imagine 

there are two employees, who are equal in all regards except that one is Dutch and the other is 

a foreigner. If only one of them can get a promotion, who should it be?’ The same question was 

asked for who should get housing in case of scarcity and who should be fired in case of layoffs. 

Respondents could answer with ‘the foreigner’, ‘the Dutchman’, or ‘it shouldn’t make a 

difference.’ The scale score was calculated as the number of times that the respondent supported 

discrimination against foreigners. Although support for discrimination is a relatively indirect 

measure of issue attitudes on immigration, research demonstrated that this measure is valid and 

reliable (Coenders & Scheepers, 1998; De Vries et al., 2013). Providing further support for its 

validity, analyses on the 2008 data revealed a satisfactory correlation (r = .44) between this 

measure and a 7-item scale that directly measured issue attitudes on immigration (e.g., ‘To what 

extent should the government be lenient in admitting people who are threatened by the political 

situation in their own country?’). Unfortunately, this direct measure could not be used in the 

analyses because it was unavailable for earlier survey years. All issue attitudes were 

standardized to facilitate the interpretation of parameter estimates. 
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Strategy of Analysis 

 

This study used regression analysis with ordinary least squares (OLS) estimation and 

heteroscedasticity-robust standard errors (White, 1980). For each issue, model specification 

proceeded in four steps. A first set of models investigated interactions between the attitudes and 

period in predicting left-right identification. A second set of models added interactions between 

the attitudes and cohort. Subsequently, a third set of models added three-way interactions 

between the attitudes, period, and cohort. Finally, a fourth set of models added interactions 

between attitudes and age. For each issue, analyses were conducted on a slightly different set 

of survey years due to the availability of data (see Appendix 2). 

 

Statistical Assumptions 

 

Disentangling age, period, and cohort effects 

 

Any study interested in age, period, or cohort effects faces the problem that these constructs 

have a perfect multicollinearity in both longitudinal and repeated cross-sectional data (Delli 

Carpini, 1989; Neundorf & Niemi, 2014; Stegmueller, 2014; Tilley & Evans, 2014; Yang & 

Land, 2013). Consequently, models that estimate all three effects are unidentified unless certain 

constraints are imposed. A variety of methods have been proposed to disentangle age, period, 

and cohort effects (e.g., Dinas & Stoker, 2014; Grasso, 2014; Smets & Neundorf, 2014; Yang 

& Land, 2013). Each method relies on a specific assumption to identify the model. This 

confronts researchers with the challenge to make the smallest possible assumption given their 

distinct research question. The present study used a method proposed by Kritzer (1983; Pop-

Eleches & Tucker, 2014) that relies on specifying effects as theoretically informed categorical 

variables. A model with age, period, and cohort is not identified on repeated cross-sectional 

data if all three constructs are specified as continuous variables. However, specifying two of 

the three effects as categorical variables resolves the perfect multicollinearity between the 

variables, thereby making the model identified. The advantage of this method is that it requires 

an assumption only about the structure of effects, rather than about their impact (Delli Carpini, 

1989). In other words, this method is based on the assumption that the functional form of the 

effect of age, period, and cohort can roughly be captured by some theoretically plausible 

specification. An additional advantage of this approach is that it offers parsimonious analyses 

that closely match the theoretical framework. In this study, the operationalization of cohorts 
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was therefore based on the historical accounts that were discussed in the introduction. Although 

historical processes typically lack a precise beginning or end, these accounts propose that 

depillarization and the cultural revolution started roughly around 1960 (Daalder & Irwin, 1989; 

Kriesi, 1993) and that the process of globalization accelerated approximately since the 1980s 

(Held, 1999). Likewise, age was operationalized based on three specific life phases that are 

commonly distinguished in developmental psychology (Arnett, 2000; Srivastava et al., 2008, 

Wink & Dillon, 2003). This recoding into categorical variables maintained a satisfactory 84.0% 

of the original variance in year of birth and 76.5% of the original variance in age. Because only 

two of the three effects of interest have to be categorical, period could still be specified as a 

continuous variable. Because there is no apparent theoretical reason to expect age differences 

in the ideological correlates of left-right identification, age effects were added as a final step in 

model specification. 

 

Direction of causality 

 

This study investigated the association between left-right identification and issue attitudes, 

rather than the causal relation between both constructs. Research indicates that the association 

between left-right identification and issue attitudes may be explained by voters adopting a left-

right identification that matches their issue attitude, but also by voters reversely adjusting their 

issue attitudes to their left-right identification (Jæger, 2008; Pardos-Prado, 2011; Rekker et al., 

2014b; Weber & Saris, 2014). Alternatively, the association may be explained by third variables 

(e.g., religion or social class) that influence both left-right identification and issue attitudes. 

This study departed from the idea that the ideological meaning of the left-right distinction and 

the changing salience of issues are captured by the correlational association between left-right 

identification and issue attitudes, regardless of the causal direction of this relation. For example, 

voters who were adolescent between 1960 and 1980 may have based their left-right 

identification on their views on civil liberties more than other cohorts, but also vice versa. Both 

causal directions are equally in line with this study’s theoretical framework.  

This interest in correlational associations is reflected in two methodological choices. 

First, this study specified separate models for each issue, rather than including them all in a 

single model. A statistical advantage of this approach was that all survey years with data on at 

least one issue could be used, instead of only years with data on all issues. Second, the interest 

in correlational associations was reflected in the deliberate exclusion of control variables from 

all models. An additional advantage of this exclusion was that the amount of estimated 
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parameters was kept to a minimum, thereby contributing to power and parsimony. Controlling 

for third factors would instead have required a dramatic model expansion with the inclusion of 

not only all these variables, but also their interactions with age, period and cohort, as well as 

potential three-way interactions. 

 

ANALYSES AND RESULTS 

 

The Changing Meaning of Left and Right 

 

To examine how the ideological meaning of left and right has changed between 1980 and 2008, 

a first set of regression models tested interactions between issue attitudes and period in 

predicting left-right identification. Results revealed a significant interaction with period for 

attitudes on redistribution (t(30378) = -7.73, p < .001), secularism (t(22324) = -3.24, p = .001), 

civil liberties (t(16829) = -2.91, p = .004), and immigration (t(33304) = 3.69, p < .001). As 

hypothesized, the association of left-right identification with issue attitudes on immigration has 

strengthened between 1980 and 2008 (H1a), while its association with attitudes on 

redistribution, secularism, and civil liberties has weakened (H1b).	Additional analyses indicated 

that these linear models provided a fairly accurate depiction of period effects: Whereas the 

linear models had an average (across the four issues) adjusted R2 of 5.9% in left-right 

identification, models in which the linear effects were replaced by a dummy variable for each 

survey year had a lower adjusted R2 of 5.7%. All regression models are displayed in Tables 2 

and 3 depicted graphically in Figure 1.	
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Table 2. Regression models for redistribution and secularism. 
 

 
Note. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses. Non-significant 
three-way interactions between period, cohort, and issue attitudes (model 3) were omitted from 
the table. 
 
Impressionable Years and Historical Periods 
 

To examine cohort differences in the ideological correlates of left-right identification, a second 

set of models added interactions between issue attitudes and cohort. Contrasts between different 

cohorts were tested by changing the reference group. As expected (H2a), attitudes on secularism 

showed a stronger association with left-right identification for the 1917-1960 cohort compared 

to both the 1960-1980 cohort (t(22310) = 4.12, p < .001) and the 1980-2008 cohort (t(22310) = 

3.94, p < .001). Contrary to expectations (H2b), the 1917-1960 cohort revealed no stronger 

association between redistribution attitudes and left-right identification  

Dependent variable: Left-Right Identification 
 Issue 
 Redistribution 

Model 1 
Redistribution 

Model 2 
Redistribution 

Model 4 
Secularism 

Model 1 
Secularism 

Model 2 
Secularism 

Model 3 
Secularism 

Model 4 
Period        

b -0.003 (0.001) -0.001 (0.001) -0.001 (0.001) -0.003 (0.001) -0.001 (0.001) -0.000 (0.002) -0.002 (0.002) 
p-value <.001 .217 .079 .005 .126 .822 .366 

Attitude        
b 0.304 (0.005) 0.292 (0.010) 0.288 (0.024) 0.169 (0.007) 0.207 (0.011) 0.197 (0.013) 0.176 (0.030) 
p-value <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 

Period*Attitude        
b -0.006 (0.001) -0.006 (0.001) -0.006 (0.001) -0.003 (0.001) -0.002 (0.001) -0.004 (0.002) -0.006 (0.002) 
p-value <.001 <.001 <.001 .001 .028 .010 .001 

Cohort        
b1960-1980  -0.241 (0.013) -0.225 (0.017)  -0.216 (0.015) -0.217 (0.017) -0.184 (0.021) 
b1980-2008  -0.200 (0.014) -0.171 (0.022)  -0.128 (0.018) -0.133 (0.019) -0.044 (0.029) 
p-value  <.001 <.001  <.001 <.001 <.001 

Cohort*Attitude        
b1960-1980  0.013 (0.013) 0.027 (0.016)  -0.060 (0.146) -0.037 (0.017) -0.008 (0.020) 
b1980-2008  0.028 (0.015) 0.037 (0.022)  -0.072 (0.018) -0.062 (0.019) -0.041 (0.029) 
p-value  .161 .188  <.001 .004 .328 

Cohort*Period        
b1960-1980      -0.000 (0.002) -0.001 (0.002) 
b1980-2008      -0.003 (0.003) -0.004 (0.003) 
p-value      .442 .281 

Cohort*Period*Attitude        
b1960-1980      0.006 (0.002) 0.007 (0.002) 
b1980-2008      -0.001 (0.003) 0.001 (0.003) 
p-value      .007 .010 

Age        
bMiddleAdulthood   0.021 (0.018)    0.078 (0.024) 
bLateAdulthood   0.048 (0.029)    0.129 (0.034) 
p-value   .240    <.001 

Age*Attitude        
bMiddleAdulthood   -0.011 (0.018)    -0.010 (0.024) 
bLateAdulthood   0.048 (0.029)    0.042 (0.033) 
p-value   .216    .054 

Model        
Survey years 19 19 19 13 13 13 13 
Respondents 30382 30372 30372 22328 22318 22318 22318 
R2  10.0% 11.1% 11.2% 3.5% 4.6% 4.6% 4.7% 
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compared to either the 1960-1980 cohort (t(30364) = -0.99, p = .323) or the 1980-2008 cohort 

(t(30364) = -1.91, p = .056). In fact, standard errors indicated that this association was almost 

exactly equal for all three cohorts. As hypothesized (H2c), attitudes on civil liberties revealed 

a stronger association with left-right identification for the 1960-1980 cohort than for both the 

1917-1960 cohort (t(16815) = 3.42, p = .001) and the 1980-2008 cohort (t(16815) = 3.19, p = 

.001). Immigration attitudes showed the hypothesized stronger association with left-right 

identification for the 1980-2008 cohort compared to the 1917-1960 cohort (t(33290) = 7.23, p 

< .001), but a similar difference with the 1960-1980 cohort failed to reach statistical 

significance (t(33290) = 1.11, p  .265). To examine if immigration was nonetheless the most 

important cultural issue for the 1980-2008 cohort, an exploratory analysis compared the 

importance of different issues within this cohort (formula: Paternoster et al., 1998). In line with 

expectations, the left-right identification of the 1980-2008 cohort showed a stronger association 

with attitudes on immigration compared to attitudes on both secularism (z = 4.47, p < .001) and 

civil liberties (z = 1.98, p = .048). The pattern that immigration was the most important cultural 

issue only for the 1980-2008 cohort, as well as the stronger effect of immigration for this cohort 

compared to the 1917-1960 cohort, provided partial support for the hypothesis (H2d) on the 

importance of immigration for the 1980-2008 cohort. Cohort differences in the ideological 

correlates of left-right identification are depicted in Figure 2. 

 

Cohort Replacement and Intracohort Change  

 

To investigate cohort replacement, the previously described interactions between cohort and 

attitudes were tested simultaneously. Cohort differences were found for secularism (F(2, 

22310) = 11.39, p < .001), civil liberties (F(2, 16815) = 8.29, p < .001), and immigration (F(2, 

33290) = 34.13, p < .001), but not for redistribution (F(2, 30364) = 1.83, p = .161). This 

confirmed the hypothesis (H3a), for all issues except redistribution, that cohort replacement has 

accounted for changes in the ideological correlates of left-right identification between 1980 and 

2008. To investigate intracohort change, the interactions between attitudes and period were 

tested after controlling for interactions between attitudes and cohort. Results again revealed a 

significant interaction with period for attitudes on redistribution (t(30364) =	-7.59, p < .001), 

secularism (t(22310) =	 -2.19, p = .028), civil liberties (t(16823) =	 -1.98, p = .048), and 

immigration (t(33290) =	2.01, p = .045). This confirmed the hypothesis (H3b) that intracohort 

change has partly accounted for over-time changes in the ideological correlates of left-right 

identification.  
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Table 3. Regression models for civil liberties and immigration. 

 
Dependent variable: Left-Right Identification 

 Issue 
 Civil Liberties 

Model 1 
Civil Liberties 

Model 2 
Civil Liberties 

Model 4 
Immigration 

Model 1 
Immigration 

Model 2 
Immigration 

Model 4 
Period       

b -0.006 (0.001) -0.006 (0.001) -0.008 (0.001) -0.004 (0.001) -0.003 (0.001) -0.005 (0.001) 
p-value <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 

Attitude       
b 0.211 (0.007) 0.176 (0.016) 0.180 (0.033) 0.179 (0.005) 0.109 (0.009) 0.136 (0.025) 
p-value <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 <.001 

Period*Attitude       
b -0.002 (0.001) -0.002 (0.001) -0.002 (0.001) 0.003 (0.001) 0.001 (0.001) 0.002 (0.001) 
p-value .004 .048 0.120 <.001 0.045 .014 

Cohort       
b1960-1980  -0.175 (0.018) -0.127 (0.024)  -0.203 (0.013) -0.169 (0.016) 
b1980-2008  -0.052 (0.021) 0.025 (0.031)  -0.122 (0.014) -0.049 (0.022) 
p-value  <.001 <.001  <.001 <.001 

Cohort*Attitude       
b1960-1980  0.064 (0.019) 0.061 (0.025)  0.090 (0.013) 0.076 (0.016) 
b1980-2008  0.008 (0.021) -0.001 (0.032)  0.105 (0.015) 0.083 (0.023) 
p-value  <.001 .001  <.001 <.001 

Age       
bMiddleAdulthood   0.047 (0.024)   0.063 (0.018) 
bLateAdulthood   0.129 (0.041)   0.120 (0.028) 
p-value   .006   <.001 

Age*Attitude       
bMiddleAdulthood   -0.005 (0.023)   -0.014 (0.019) 
bLateAdulthood   -0.020 (0.042)   -0.041 (0.028) 
p-value   .884   .296 

Model       
Survey years 10 10 10 19 19 19 
Respondents 16833 16823 16823 33308 33298 33298 
R2  4.7% 5.4% 5.5% 3.4% 4.4% 4.4% 

 
Note. Coefficients are unstandardized with standard errors in parentheses. Non-significant 
three-way interactions between period, cohort, and issue attitudes (model 3) were omitted from 
the table. 
 
 

To disentangle the relative contribution of cohort replacement and intracohort change, 

the effect of period after controlling for cohort (i.e., intracohort change) was calculated as a 

percentage of the original effect of period (i.e., the sum of cohort replacement and intracohort 

change). This calculation revealed that over-time changes in the association between left-right 

identification and redistribution attitudes were for 100.0% explained by intracohort change. 

Contrarily, both cohort replacement and intracohort change accounted for over-time changes in 

the association of left-right identification with attitudes on secularism (30.0% cohort 

replacement), civil liberties (29.1% cohort replacement), and immigration (43.8% cohort 

replacement). The relative contributions of cohort replacement and intracohort change are 

depicted in Figure 3. 
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Figure 1. The changing ideological correlates of left-right identification between 1980 and 
2008, overall and for each cohort. A three-way interaction (Attitude x Period x Cohort) is 
depicted only for secularism, since it was non-significant for other issues. 
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Figure 2. The ideological correlates of left-right identification for each cohort as estimated for 1994, the midpoint of this study’s timespan. Error 
bars depict a 95% confidence interval. 
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To investigate if cohorts have converged over time in the ideological correlates of left-right 

identification, a third set of regression models added three-way interactions between attitudes, 

cohort, and period. A significant three-way interaction was found for secularism attitudes (F(2, 

22306) = 4.93, p = .007), but not for attitudes on redistribution (F(2, 30360) = 2.28, p = .102), 

civil liberties (F(2, 16811) = 1.39, p = .248), and immigration (F(2, 33286) = 1.61, p = .199). 

Consequently, only secularism attitudes supported the hypothesis (H4) that cohorts have 

gradually converged between 1980 and 2008. Figure 1 depicts how the ideological correlates 

of left-right identification have changed between 1980 and 2008 for all three cohorts. 

 

 
Figure 3. Cohort replacement and intracohort change in the ideological correlates of left-right 
identification between 1980 and 2008.   
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Disentangling Age, Period, and Cohort Effects 

 

To determine if any of the aforementioned cohort effects were confounded by age effects, a 

fourth set of models added interactions between attitudes and age. Age revealed no significant 

interaction with issue attitudes on either redistribution (F(2, 30360) = 1.53, p = .216), 

secularism (F(2, 22302) = 2.91, p = .054), civil liberties (F(2, 16811) = 0.12, p = .884), or 

immigration (F(2, 33286) = 1.22, p = .296). Furthermore, all three interactions between cohort 

and issue attitudes were still significant after including these age effects in the model. This 

indicates that this study’s findings indeed reflect the hypothesized cohort effects, rather than 

age effects. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

People commonly think about politics in terms of left and right, but what this distinction means 

may differ from one period to the next. This study revealed that the ideological meaning of left 

and right has indeed changed substantially between 1980 and 2008. During this period, left-

right identification became increasingly associated with issue attitudes on immigration, and 

decreasingly linked to views on redistribution, secularism, and civil liberties. Investigating what 

drives these changes, this study found that secularism was most important for voters who were 

adolescent during the era of pillarization (1917-1960), while civil liberties were most important 

for voters who were socialized during the period of cultural revolution (1960-1980). 

Immigration was relatively important compared to other cultural issues for voters who grew up 

during the age of globalization (1980-2008). Consequently, over-time changes in the 

importance of cultural attitudes in the left-right divide were partly driven by cohort 

replacement. Contrarily, the decreasing importance of redistribution attitudes between 1980 

and 2008 was entirely due to intracohort change, since this issue was equally important for all 

three cohorts. Older generations eventually followed younger generations in the decreased 

importance of secularism attitudes, but cohort differences in other attitudes did not reveal a 

similar over-time convergence.  

Using the same data, this study first reproduced the finding of De Vries and colleagues 

(2013) that the association of left-right identification with redistribution attitudes has weakened 

over time, while its association with immigration attitudes has strengthened. However, the 

present study also revealed that this association has not only weakened for redistribution 

attitudes, but also for attitudes on secularism and civil liberties. This challenges De Vries and 
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colleagues’ interpretation of their findings as a ‘crowding out’ of economic issues by cultural 

issues. Instead, the present study suggests that the rise of immigration came also, if not mostly, 

at the expense of older cultural issues such as secularism and civil liberties. 

By revealing substantial cohort differences in the ideological correlates of left-right 

identification, this study provided clear support for the idea that the voters’ interpretation of left 

and right is largely determined during their adolescent years. This finding is consistent with the 

observation from adolescent research that left-right identification, issue attitudes, and the 

association between the two are all formed during this life phase (e.g., Alwin et al., 1991; 

Boonen et al., 2014; Rekker et al., 2014a). Likewise, the expected linkages between issues and 

periods revealed that voters are susceptible to be influenced by their political environment 

during adolescence. Adolescents linked their left-right identification more to secularism during 

the pillarization period, to civil liberties during the cultural revolution period, and (more than 

to other issues) to immigration during the globalization period. Importantly, these historical 

influences still determined voters’ interpretation of left and right many decades later. 

However, the impact of adolescence does not appear to be equally strong for all issues. 

Whereas cohort differences where substantial for cultural issues, they were clearly and 

surprisingly absent for redistribution. Though this pattern was unexpected, it is certainly 

consistent with findings from adolescent research that cultural attitudes are characterized by an 

earlier and stronger development during adolescence compared to economic attitudes (Rekker 

et al., 2015). However, the absence of cohort differences for redistribution is more surprising 

in the light of Inglehart’s (1977) idea that generations who grew up in greater prosperity assign 

a lower priority to economic concerns. The generation from before the economic growth in the 

Netherlands of the 1960s assigned as much importance to redistribution as later generations. 

This indicates that Inglehart’s theory, that was intended to explain the rise of post-materialist 

values, cannot be applied to explain changing connections between economic issues and the 

left-right distinction. 

Considering the profound changes between 1980 and 2008, the big question is if these 

trends may reverse in future decades or if they will progress even further. By disentangling 

cohort replacement and intracohort change, this study aimed to contribute to answering this 

question. The finding that over-time changes in the importance of cultural issues were largely 

driven by cohort replacement suggests that these changes may not be easily reversed. For 

example, the rise of immigration in the left-right distinction was largely accounted for by the 

replacement of voters from the 1917-1960 cohort, for whom this issue was less important. 

Given the average life expectancy in the Netherlands of 81 years (The World Bank, 2012), this 
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process will likely continue until about the 2030s. To the extent that the rise of immigration in 

the left-right divide is driven by cohort replacement (about 44%), it could therefore only be 

reversed if new generations of adolescents assign less importance to the issue. Contrarily, the 

decreasing importance of redistribution in the left-right divide may be more reversible. Between 

1980 and 2008, existing generations of voters appear to have deprioritized redistribution in 

defining left and right. This indicates that they could potentially reprioritize the issue in 

response to changing circumstances. Indeed, the present study ended just before the global 

financial crisis of 2008 (Greenglass et al., 2014). Voters may well have reprioritized economic 

concerns during the difficult economic years that followed. 

For all issues except secularism, over-time changes between 1980 and 2008 occurred at 

roughly the same pace for all cohorts. This largely refutes the seismograph hypothesis that older 

generations can partly catch up with trends that first manifest themselves among youths. 

Instead, this finding underlines that cohort differences can be highly stable.   

By revealing linkages between historical periods and cultural issues, this study also 

supported the idea that the cultural dimension of voters’ attitudes is composed of three historical 

layers: a church-state cleavage (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967) that dates back to the era of 

pillarization, a libertarian-authoritarian value conflict (Kitschelt & McGann, 1995) that can be 

traced back to the 1960s and 1970s, and a divide between winners and losers of the more recent 

globalization (Kriesi et al., 2008). Even though factor analytic studies reveal that these three 

types of issues can appropriately be modeled as a single cultural dimension (e.g., Kriesi et al., 

2008, Rekker, 2015a), this study indicated that their historical origins are nonetheless distinct.  

Although this study could draw from highly suitable repeated cross-sectional data, there 

are some limitations that have to be considered. First, any study interested in age, period, or 

cohort effects must rely on some assumption to disentangle these effects (e.g., Neundorf & 

Niemi, 2014). For this study, this assumption was that age and cohort effects can roughly be 

captured by a theoretically plausible functional form. Although this is arguably the smallest 

assumption that could be made to identify the models, it should be noted as a limitation that the 

interpretation of findings as cohort effects, rather than as age effects, depends on this premise. 

Second, this study had to rely on a narrow measure of civil liberties and an indirect measure of 

immigration. The effect sizes that were found in this study might have been stronger, but 

probably not weaker, if better measures had been available. A third limitation is that this study 

investigated only a single country. Since the Netherlands is however a clear example of political 

changes that have occurred throughout Western Europe (Kriesi et al., 2008), it is likely that 

findings generalize to other countries. Future research may focus on placing this study’s 
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findings in a comparative perspective. For example, cohort patterns in the meaning of left and 

right may be compared based on countries differential political history. Despite these 

limitations, this study clearly indicated that the left-right distinction is partly shaped by 

historical circumstances during voters’ adolescent years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1. Overview of items and item-test correlations. 

 

Item Item-test correlation 
Left-Right Identification  

To what extend do you consider yourself left or right? 1 
Redistribution  

Do you think that in our country the differences between incomes are too big, about right, or 
too small? 

.77 

Do you think the differences between high and low incomes should become much bigger, a 
little bit bigger, stay as they are, a little bit smaller, or much smaller? 

-.81 

There are people who own much and people who own little. Do you think these differences 
should become much larger, a little bit larger, stay as they are, a little bit smaller, or much 
smaller? 

-.83 

Secularism  
Some people believe politics and religion should be separated, others disagree. What do you 
think? 

1 

Civil Liberties  
What we need is less laws and institutions and more brave, relentless, and dedicated leaders 
whom the people can have faith in. 

-.74 

We should not primarily punish criminals, we should mostly try to change them. .62 
Immigration  

We would like to know from you who you think should get housing in times of scarcity.  .84 
Imagine there are two employees, who are equal in all regards except that one is Dutch and 
the other is a foreigner. If one of them has to be fired because the company is performing 
poorly, who should it be? 

.84 

Imagine there are two employees, who are equal in all regards except that one is Dutch and 
the other is a foreigner. If only one of them can get a promotion, who should it be? 

.84 
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Appendix 2. Availability of issue attitudes in each survey year. 
 

 
Note. “X” indicates that the items were administered in the survey year.  

 

 Survey year 
 1980 1983 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 
Redistribution X  X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
Secularism X X X X X  X X X X X  X  X     X 
Civil Liberties X X X     X X    X   X  X X X 
Immigration X X X X X  X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
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1Roderik Rekker performed all statistical analyses and wrote the first draft of the paper. Martin Rosema 
revised the first draft.		
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Abstract 

Whereas voters’ core political orientations (e.g., left-right identification) are very stable across 

their lifespan, voting behavior has become increasingly volatile. In this paper, we argue that 

even though voters’ party choice may shift from election to election, the set of parties that they 

consider viable options (i.e., their consideration set) remains relatively stable. This panel study 

examined the structure and stability of these electoral consideration sets in Sweden (N = 12307) 

and the Netherlands (N = 5054) using survey data. As expected, voters’ consideration sets were 

substantially more stable than their voting intentions. Furthermore, a latent transition analysis 

revealed distinct ‘classes’ of consideration sets (common configurations of parties) that were 

stable across a one-year period for 87% of voters. These results indicate that voters in multiparty 

systems commonly change their voting intention, but mainly within the boundaries of stable 

sets of parties. Consideration sets thus explain how elections can be highly volatile, despite the 

strong life-course persistence of core political orientations. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

“Living is a constant process of deciding what we are going to do.” 

 

Jose Ortega y Gasset
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An extensive body of research shows that voters develop political preferences during 

adolescence and early adulthood that often persist across their entire adult lifespan (e.g., Rekker 

et al., 2015; Sears & Funk, 1999). At the same time, elections in Western Europe have been 

characterized by increasing levels of electoral volatility (e.g., Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2011). 

It is no longer exceptional if up to one quarter of the parliamentary seats changes ownership in 

an election as a result of voters choosing different parties. This raises the question how electoral 

behavior can be highly volatile, despite the strong life-course stability of voters’ core political 

orientations. 

This study provides an answer to this question based on the notion of consideration sets. 

The consideration set model posits that if individuals make a choice from a number of 

alternative options, they first screen the known alternatives and identify a small number of 

viable options, while in the next stage they make a choice from within this set. This model was 

originally developed and applied in the context of consumer choice, but it has also been 

suggested as a suitable approach for analyzing voter decision making in elections (e.g., De 

Vries & Rosema, 2009; Oscarsson et al., 1997; Steenbergen & Hangartner, 2008; Wilson, 

2008). Because this type of phased decision making is most likely when the number of choice 

options is large, the model seems particularly relevant for elections in multi-party systems. 

We hypothesize that electoral volatility may be attributed mainly to voters choosing a 

different party in subsequent elections from consideration sets that comprise two or more parties 

and which are rather stable. For example, left-wing voters in the Netherlands may consistently 

consider the Labour Party, Socialist Party and Green Left as viable choice options in elections, 

while choosing between these parties on the basis of short-term factors such as leader 

evaluations or the issues of the campaign. This means that under the surface of seemingly 

instable electoral choices we can find more stable electoral preferences. Only because the 

electoral system forces voters to choose only one of the parties, in combination with the fact 

that in each election specific short-term factors come into play that slightly alter voter 

preferences, electoral volatility arises. If this is the case, consideration sets may be perceived 

as a link between life-course persistence of political orientations on the one hand, and electoral 

volatility on the other. 

This paper explores these ideas by examining whether voters do indeed form 

consideration sets when elections are held, analyzing the structure of such electoral 

consideration sets (i.e., which combinations of parties occur most frequently), and determining 

the stability of these consideration sets. By examining how distinguishable consideration sets 

are from voting intentions in terms of composition and stability, this study sheds light on their 
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utility for electoral research. To analyze the structure of consideration sets we introduce an 

approach that models consideration sets as subsets of latent consideration classes. We expect 

that voters’ consideration sets can accurately be captured by a limited number of classes, which 

are typical combinations of parties from which consideration sets are created. 

We choose Sweden and the Netherlands as cases, because both countries have a multi-

party system, display medium to high levels of electoral volatility, and due to the availability 

of suitable panel survey data. Volatility in the Netherlands ranks among the highest of all 

established democracies (Mair, 2008), making it a most likely case to observe instable voting 

intentions, but therefore simultaneously a least likely case to observe stable consideration sets. 

Sweden, on the other hand, is a typical case because its volatility is average compared to other 

West European countries (Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2011). 

 

A Two-Stage Model of Electoral Choice 

 

The concept of consideration sets stems from a model of phased decision making that is 

commonly used in consumer research (Shocker et al., 1991; Roberts & Lattin, 1991, 1997) and 

which builds on earlier psychological theories of decision making (e.g., Simon, 1955; Tversky, 

1972) and research on consumer behavior (Howard & Sheth, 1969). According to this model, 

consumers narrow down all alternatives in subsequent phases. Before doing this, consumers 

first develop an awareness set with all alternative choice options that they know of. Next, they 

form a consideration set with a limited number of attractive alternatives that they regard as 

viable choice options. Finally, consumers either narrow down the number of alternatives into 

an even smaller set (choice set) from which the final choice is made, or they immediately choose 

one of the alternatives from the consideration set. Applications of this model to voting behavior 

typically distinguish only two phases: a consideration stage in which voters select a number of 

alternatives from all (known) competing political parties, and a choice stage in which they select 

one party to vote for from within this consideration set (e.g., De Vries & Rosema, 2009; Karlsen 

& Aardal, 2016; Oskarson et al., 2016; Schmitt-Beck & Partheymüller, 2016). 

An interesting aspect of the consideration set model is that consumers and voters can be 

influenced by different factors in both phases (Gensch, 1987; Karlsen & Aardal, 2016). 

Supporting this idea, an analysis with survey data collected before the 2010 Dutch 

parliamentary election suggests that voters use different criteria in the consideration stage than 

in the choice stage, or put different weight on these (De Vries & Rosema, 2009). Positions on 

policy dimensions were found to play a stronger role in the consideration stage than in the 
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choice stage. Reversely, leader evaluations appeared more important in the choice stage than in 

the consideration stage. Focusing on Norway, another study found that core political values 

have a strong impact on the composition of consideration sets, while campaign factors such as 

issue ownership influence the choice from within this set (Karlsen & Aardal, 2016). 

The phenomenon that voters are influenced by different factors in the consideration 

stage than in the choice stage has important implications for the over-time stability of 

consideration sets and voting intentions. The factors that influence voters during the 

consideration stage, such as policy preferences and left-right identification, are part of voters’ 

core orientations that are highly stable across their lifespan (e.g., Alwin et al., 1991; Jennings 

& Markus, 1984; Jennings & Niemi, 1981). Panel studies examined this stability by calculating 

correlation coefficients between respondents’ initial positions and their positions numerous 

years later. Using this measure, the stability of Dutch voters’ attitudes across six years was 

found to be 0.59 for left-right identification (Rekker et al., 2014a), 0.57 for redistribution 

attitudes, and 0.69 for multiculturalism attitudes (Rekker et al., 2015). Specifically, only one 

out of ten Dutch voters moved from the left to the right or vice versa during this six-year period 

(Rekker et al., 2014a). Likewise, an American study found a 17-year stability of 0.66 for left-

right identification and of 0.63 for party identification (Sears & Funk, 1999). Research on 

youths shows that these strong stabilities can be traced back to a formative period during 

adolescence and early adulthood (e.g., Rekker et al., 2014a, 2015). If voters form consideration 

sets based on such stable values and identities, it seems likely that this will result in 

consideration sets that are also highly stable. For example, if nine out of ten voters are stable in 

their left-right identification (Rekker et al., 2014a), it seems likely that they will also be stable 

in considering either leftist or rightist parties in every subsequent election. Likewise, voters 

who identify with a specific party (i.e., party identification) may consider that party at any time, 

even if they occasionally vote for another party. 

Unlike the factors that play a role in the consideration stage, the factors that influence 

voters during the choice stage are however much more changeable over time. For example, the 

popularity of a party’s leader commonly changes from one election to the next, or even within 

an election due to media performances (e.g., Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2001). Likewise, voters may 

make different strategic choices in every election (e.g., Blais & Nadeau, 1996). For example, a 

voter who considers multiple leftist parties may temporarily intend to vote for the Social 

Democrats when that party has a chance of winning the election and when its leader makes a 

favorable impression in the media. If voters make their eventual choice based on such 

changeable factors, it seems likely that this will result in relatively unstable voting intentions. 
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 Based on this reasoning, Figure 1 depicts a two-stage model of electoral preferences that 

summarizes the hypothesized formation and stability of electoral consideration sets and voting 

intentions. In the consideration stage, voters form a consideration set of one or more parties that 

match their core political values and identity, such as ideological proximity. In the choice stage, 

voters form a voting intention that favors one of the political parties under influence of election-

specific factors such as coverage of the campaign by media, leader evaluations, and strategic 

considerations. If consideration sets are strongly based on voters’ core political orientations, 

which are known to be rather stable, while voting intentions are influenced by less stable factors 

related to the campaign, we should be able to observe that consideration sets are more stable 

than voting intentions. Hence, our first hypothesis is postulated as follows: 

 

H1. Consideration sets are more stable than voting intentions. 

 

Figure 1. The proposed two-stage model of stability and change. 

 

 

Classifying Consideration Sets in Consideration Classes 

 

As one might expect on the basis of previous research on political preferences (Rosema, 2004; 

Van der Meer et al., 2012), research on consideration sets shows that some combinations of 

parties occur far more often than others (e.g., Rosema, 2015). For example, a voter who 

considers one leftist party is more likely to also consider another leftist party and less likely to 

simultaneously consider a rightist party. Therefore, we may also expect that over-time changes 

in consideration sets occur mostly among interrelated parties. For example, a voter who already 

considers two rightist parties may occasionally expand this consideration set with a third rightist 

party, but probably not with a leftist party. Consistent with this idea, a panel study on voting 
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behavior revealed that Dutch voters typically choose a party from the same block in every 

subsequent election (Van der Meer et al., 2012, 2015). 

As such, the aim of this paper is to examine not only how often voters change their 

consideration sets, but also if they typically do so within the boundaries of an interrelated group 

of parties. To model these groups, we classify consideration sets in latent consideration classes. 

Such consideration classes capture the most common combinations of parties that occur in 

consideration sets. In line with our reasoning above, we expect that these classes are relatively 

stable. Our second hypothesis therefore reads as follows: 

 

H2. Consideration sets can be classified in stable classes. 

 

A Nested Hierarchy of Stability 

 

If consideration sets are indeed more stable than voting intentions, this implies that voters 

change their voting intentions mainly within the boundaries of consideration sets. Likewise, 

changes in consideration sets may occur primarily within the boundaries of consideration 

classes. This hypothesized nested hierarchy of stability is depicted in Figure 2. In other words, 

most voters may intend to vote for a party that they already considered during an earlier stage, 

while they mainly consider parties that were already part of their consideration class. We 

examined this idea with the following hypothesis: 

 

H3. Voting intentions are usually part of a pre-existing consideration set (H3a) and 

consideration sets are usually part of a pre-existing consideration class (H3b). 

 

In sum, this study’s theoretical framework can be illustrated by the following example: 

A woman who developed leftist values and a leftist identity during her early life only considers 

leftist parties during her entire lifespan, as reflected by a stable consideration class. Which 

leftist parties she considers changes occasionally, as reflected by an intermediately stable 

consideration set. Which of the considered parties she intends to vote for changes more 

frequently based on election specific factors, resulting in a relatively unstable voting intention.  
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Figure 2. The hypothesized nested hierarchy of consideration classes, consideration sets, and 

voting intentions. 

 

METHOD 
 
Sample 
 
This study analyzes data from Sweden and the Netherlands. The Swedish data are from the 
‘2014 Consideration Set Model (CSM) Campaign Panel Study’ (Boije et al., 2016). This panel 
study consists of nine waves, of which the present study uses the first and the last (further 
referred to as the second wave). Using these two waves enables us to examine a timespan of 
about one year, since the first wave was administered in March 2014 and the second in February 
2015. Two elections were held in Sweden during the course of the study: A European 
Parliament election in May 2014 and a Swedish general election in September 2014. During 
the first wave, 19569 respondents participated by answering web based questionnaires. A year 
later at the second wave, 12307 respondents participated again. Respondents were recruited 
mainly through self-recruitment using online advertisements (N = 17516), and partly through 
probability sampling (N = 2053). Because most participants were self-recruited, the CSM 
sample cannot be regarded as representative for the Swedish population. Groups that were 
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overrepresented in the CSM panel include younger voters, males, and highly educated voters. 
Furthermore, nearly all respondents (96.3%) stated that they were rather or very interested in 
politics, as opposed to just over half (56.9%) of the general Swedish population (Boije et al., 
2016). 

The Dutch data consisted of two waves from an ongoing panel study of I&O Research, 
a commercial research company with its headquarters in Enschede, the Netherlands. The 5054 
respondents participated in the first wave in February and March of 2015 and in the second 
wave in April of 2016. Like in the Swedish data, the timespan between both waves was 
therefore about one year. Just after the first wave, provincial elections were held in March 2015. 
Provincial elections in the Netherlands have a quasi-national character, because they indirectly 
determine the composition of the first chamber of the Dutch parliament. The Dutch respondents 
were recruited through probability sampling to obtain a representative sample of Dutch voters. 
However, substantial bias occurred due to selective participation and attrition in the various 
waves of the panel. Like the Swedish sample, the part of the Dutch sample that participated in 
both waves was therefore characterized by an overrepresentation of males, as well as highly 
educated and politically engaged voters. However, the overrepresentation of politically engaged 
respondents was less pronounced than in the Swedish sample, since 65.3% of Dutch 
respondents indicated that they were fairly or very interested in politics as opposed to 96.4% of 
Swedish respondents.  
 
Measures 
 
In the Swedish sample, consideration sets were measured using the following question: “Which 
party or parties would you consider voting for in a parliamentary election? Keep in mind that 
more than one answer is possible!” Respondents indicated their choice(s) from a list of all 
participating parties. Only parties that were mentioned by at least three percent of respondents 
on both waves have been included in the analyses. Likewise, voting intentions were assessed 
using the question: “Which party would you vote for if parliamentary elections were held 
today?” 

In the Dutch sample, voters were first asked for their voting intention with the same 
item as in the Swedish questionnaire. If respondents indicated a voting intention, they were 
subsequently asked if there were other parties that they also considered. If respondents 
expressed no voting intention, they were likewise asked if there were parties that they 
considered to vote for. Because the latter item was however not administered at the second 
wave, we lacked information on consideration sets at this wave for the 14.6% of respondents 
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who did not know which party they would vote for. Based on the three items, a party was 
defined to be ‘considered’ if it was either indicated as voting intention, considered alongside a 
voting intention, or considered in the absence of a voting intention. 
 
Strategy of Analysis 
 
Stability and change 

 
This study compares the stability of voting intentions and consideration sets. The stability of 
voting intentions could be determined in a straightforward manner: Of all respondents who 
reported a voting intention at both waves, we calculated what percentage indicated the same 
party on both occasions. Determining the stability of consideration sets was somewhat more 
complex. Whereas voting intentions and consideration classes can either be stable or not, 
consideration sets can change by varying degrees. Since each party may be considered or not, 
voters’ consideration sets are made up of a number of units equal to the number of parties. A 
voter may change any number of these units over time. Therefore, we described the stability of 
consideration set using three different estimates. First, we calculated the percentage of 
consideration set units that was stable for each respondent. For example, a voter who indicated 
the same response (i.e., considered or not) at both waves for eight out of nine parties would 
have a stability of 88.9% (8/9*100). The average score of respondents on this construct was our 
first indicator of the stability of consideration sets. Second, we calculated for each voter what 
percentage of parties that were considered at the first wave, was still considered at the second 
wave. Third, we similarly calculated what percentage of parties that were not considered at the 
first wave, was still not considered at the second wave. To test the hypothesis that consideration 
sets are more stable than voting intentions, we compared each type of consideration set stability 
with the stability of voting intentions using a formula for the comparison of parameter estimates 
(Paternoster et al., 1998). For all analysis on stability, we included only respondents who 
considered at least one party at both waves to avoid a disproportionate influence of respondents 
who refused to answer the question. 
 
Consideration classes 

 
To model consideration classes, we used latent transition analysis (LTA) with robust maximum 
likelihood estimation (MLR). LTA is an extension of latent class analysis (LCA) for panel data 
(Kaplan, 2008). Like LCA, LTA models assign a class membership to every respondent by 
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using class-specific parameters (i.e., scores on consideration set units) as measurement 
parameters, and class probabilities as structural parameters. To ensure that classes have the 
same meaning over time, the measurement model is constrained to be equal across waves in 
LTA. The LTA model can therefore estimate latent transition probabilities, that indicate 
respondents’ probability of moving from one class to another over time. Because we were 
interested in estimating and comparing stability in general rather than specific patterns of 
change, this study examined change and stability using class memberships themselves (in a 
similar way as for voting intentions), instead of using the latent transition probabilities.  

We determined the number of classes by specifying models with an increasing number 
of classes. For each added class, we examined if it improved classification based on three 
different criteria. First, we determined if adding another class significantly improved the ability 
of consideration classes to capture all consideration sets, using the Vuong–Lo–Mendell–Rubin 
(VLMR) test. Because this test is not available for LTA models, we performed this test in a 
regular LCA on the first wave. Second, we determined if adding another class resulted in a 
lower value of the sample adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC). Third, we examined 
what number of classes provided the best entropy, which is a standardized measure of 
classification (Reinecke, 2006).  
 
A nested hierarchy 

 

To examined our hypothesized nested hierarchy, we examined what percentage of respondents’ 
considerations at the second wave had already been part of their consideration class at the first 
wave. Likewise, we investigated what percentage of respondents’ voting intentions at the 
second wave were already part of their consideration set at the first wave. As such, we could 
test our hypothesis that changes in consideration sets would occur mostly within the boundaries 
of consideration classes and that changes in voting intentions would occur primarily within the 
boundaries of consideration sets. To complete the picture, we finally examined what percentage 
of respondents’ voting intentions at the second wave were already part of their consideration 
class at the first wave.  
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RESULTS 
 
Stability and Change 
 
To provide a background for our main analyses, we first described how many parties were 
typically considered by voters at the first wave and how many parties received the same 
response (either considered or not considered) at both waves. As displayed in Table 1, most 
Swedish respondents considered one, two, or three parties at the first wave, with an average of 
2.0 parties. Dutch respondents typically considered one or two parties, with an average of 1.4 
parties. Swedish respondents thus indicated more parties than Dutch respondents, but this may 
be a methodological artefact that stems from the somewhat more open nature of the Swedish 
questionnaire item. Swedish respondents typically gave the same response at both waves for 
either seven, eight, or all of the nine parties, with an average of 7.9 parties. Most Dutch 
respondents were stable in their response for nine, ten, or all of the eleven parties, with an 
average of 10.2 parties. Figure 3 depicts the distribution of stable parties. It shows that between 
one third and half of the voters had a fully stable consideration set (white area), while only two 
to three out of ten voters changed more than one party in the consideration set (dark grey and 
black area). 
 

Table 1. Size of consideration set and number of stable parties. 

 Sweden  The Netherlands 
Number of parties Considered SE Stable SE  Considered SE Stable SE 
Distribution          

0 3.8% 0.1 0.0% 0.0  9.1% 0.3 0.0% 0.0 
1 31.3% 0.4 0.0% 0.0  56.4% 0.6 0.0% 0.0 
2 35.3% 0.4 0.0% 0.0  24.4% 0.5 0.0% 0.0 
3 21.7% 0.3 0.1% 0.0  8.2% 0.3 0.0% 0.0 
4 6.6% 0.1 0.5% 0.0  1.5% 0.2 0.0% 0.0 
5 0.9% 0.0 2.4% 0.1  0.2% 0.1 0.0% 0.0 
6 0.2% 0.0 7.4% 0.2  0.1% 0.0 0.1% 0.0 
7 0.0% 0.0 20.4% 0.4  0.0% 0.0 0.7% 0.1 
8 0.0% 0.0 32.4% 0.4  0.0% 0.0 4.0% 0.3 
9 0.0% 0.0 36.9% 0.5  0.0% 0.0 13.5% 0.5 

10      0.0% 0.0 35.4% 0.8 
11      0.0% 0.0 46.2% 0.8 

Average 2.0 parties 0.0 7.9 parties 0.0  1.4 parties 0.1 10.2 parties 0.1 
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Figure 3. Decomposition of voters by number of stable consideration set units (considerations and non-considerations). 
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To test our hypothesis that consideration sets are more stable than voting intentions, we 

first calculated the stability of voting intentions. Of all respondents who indicated a voting 

intention at the first wave, 67.6% of Swedish respondents and 82.7% of Dutch respondents still 

intended to vote for the same party at the second wave. The observation that Swedish 

respondents were more likely to change their voting intention than Dutch respondents may be 

due to the fact that two elections were held in Sweden during the course of this study, one of 

which was a general election. In Sweden, the stability of consideration sets was 88.0% for all 

consideration set units combined (i.e., all instances that a party was either considered or not 

considered), 73.1% for considerations (i.e., all instances that a party was considered), and 

94.1% for non-considerations (i.e., all instances that a party was not considered). In the 

Netherlands, the stability of consideration sets was 92.9% for all consideration set units, 87.9% 

for considerations, and 94.5% for non-considerations. Comparisons showed that consideration 

sets were consistently more stable than voting intentions, as indicated by all consideration set 

unit combined (Sweden: Δ = 20.4%, p <.001; Netherlands: Δ = 10.2%, p <.001), considerations 

(Sweden: Δ = 5.5%, p <.001; Δ = 5.2%, p <.001) and non-considerations (Sweden: Δ = 26.5%, 

p <.001; Netherlands: Δ = 11.8%, p <.001). As such, our hypothesis (H1) that consideration 

sets would be more stable than voting intentions was consistently confirmed. Averaged between 

Sweden and the Netherlands, the stability of all constructs was as follows: 75.2% for voting 

intentions, 90.5% for all consideration set units combined, 80.5% for considerations, and 94.3% 

for non-considerations. All estimated stabilities are displayed in Table 2 and depicted in Figure 

4. 

 

Table 2. Stability of constructs.

 Sweden The Netherlands Average  
Stability of Estimate SE N  Estimate SE N Estimate 
Voting intentions 67.6% 0.5 9854  82.7% 0.6 3884 75.2% 
Considerations 73.1% 0.3 11022  87.9% 0.4 4032 80.5% 
Non-considerations 94.1% 0.1 11351  94.5% 0.1 4032 94.3% 
All consideration set units 88.0% 0.1 11351  92.9% 0.1 4032 90.5% 
Consideration classes 87.0% 0.3 11351  86.1% 0.5 4032 86.6% 
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Figure 4. The stability of all constructs.
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Consideration Classes 

 

To examine our hypothesis that consideration sets can be classified in stable classes, we first 

determined the optimal amount of classes in a latent transition analysis (LTA) as displayed in 

Table 3. We compared LTA models with up to five classes. For Sweden, we decided that the 

optimal solution would be a model with three latent classes. Although the VLMR test revealed 

a significantly improved prediction for each of the five classes, the BIC decreased only very 

modestly by adding a fourth or a fifth class. Most importantly, the three-class solution clearly 

revealed the best entropy value, making it the only model with a good entropy (Reinecke, 2006). 

For the Netherlands, we decided that the optimal solution would be a model with four latent 

classes. Like for the Swedish data, the VLMR test revealed a significantly improved prediction 

for each of the five classes, but the BIC decreased only modestly by adding a fifth class. 

Moreover, the four-class solution revealed the best entropy value for the Netherlands. 

 

Table 3. Determining the number of classes in a latent transition analysis.  

 

When inspecting the classification for Sweden, three distinct classes become apparent 

that are depicted in Figure 5. A first class consisted of leftist voters who considered the Left 

Party, the Social Democrats, the Green Party, and the Feminist Initiative. A second class was 

made up of rightist voters who considered the Moderates, the Peoples Liberal Party, the 

Christian Democrats, and the Center Party. Interestingly, voters who considered the Sweden 

Democrats were classified mainly in a separate class. This indicates that sympathizers of the 

Sweden Democrats were not particularly likely to also consider other parties. Specifically, 

44.5% of voters who considered the Sweden Democrats did not consider any other party, and 

the remainder were spread out relatively equally across leftist and rightist parties. 

Country Classes BIC VLMR p Entropy 
Sweden 2 249440.344 < .001 0.61 
 3 244417.423 < .001 0.70 
 4 242361.501 < .001 0.59 
 5 240727.541 < .001 0.62 
The Netherlands 2 108756.124	 < .001 0.47	
 3 106716.430	 < .001 0.57	
 4 104917.290	 < .001 0.65	
 5 103906.496	 < .001 0.63	
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Figure 5. Consideration classes in Sweden.  

 

When inspecting the classification for the Netherlands, four distinct classes become 

apparent that are depicted in Figure 6. A first class was made up of leftist voters who considered 

the Socialist Party, Green Left, the Animal Party, the Labour Party (PvdA), and Democrats 66. 

A second class consisted of rightist voters who considered the People’s Party for Freedom and 

Democracy (VVD), the Christian Democratic Appeal, and Democrats 66. Voters who mainly 

considered the Christian parties, Christian Union, the Reformed Political Party (SGP) and the 

Christian Democratic Appeal, formed a class of their own. Like supporters of the Sweden 
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Democrats, voters who considered the Party for Freedom (PVV) were classified mainly in a 

separate class. Overall, the class solutions for Sweden and the Netherlands reveal strong 

similarities, with a leftist, a rightist, and an anti-immigrant class. However, the Dutch situation 

appears to be somewhat more complex because it features a fourth class of Christian voters. 

Furthermore, two Dutch parties (Democrats 66 and the Christian Democratic Appeal) were 

considered by voters in two different classes. Reversely, the elderly party 50Plus could not 

clearly be linked to any consideration class. 

As a final step for testing our hypothesis, we determined the stability of consideration 

classes. Results showed that 87.0% of Swedish respondents and 86.1% of Dutch respondents 

were classified in the same consideration class at both waves. We interpret these strong 

stabilities as clear support for our hypothesis (H2) that consideration sets can be classified in 

stable classes. 

 

A Nested Hierarchy 

 

We finally examined the hypothesized nested hierarchy of voting intentions, consideration sets, 

and consideration classes. Results revealed that in 85.5% of Swedish and 83.5% of Dutch cases, 

a party that respondents considered at the second wave was already part of their consideration 

class at the first wave. Likewise, 88.1% of Swedish and 88.6% of Dutch respondents intended 

to vote for a party at the second wave that they already considered at the first wave. These 

results confirmed our hypothesis (H3) that voting intentions are usually part of a pre-existing 

consideration set (H3a), while consideration sets are usually part of a pre-existing consideration 

class (H3b). In other words, changes in consideration sets occurred mainly within the 

boundaries of consideration classes, while changes in voting intentions occurred mainly within 

the boundaries of consideration sets. Averaged between both countries, just over half (63.9% 

in Sweden and 37.3% in the Netherlands) of all voters who changed their voting intention chose 

a party that they already considered a year earlier and almost two third (69.1% in Sweden and 

61.7% in the Netherlands) of voters who augmented their consideration set added a party that 

was already part of their consideration class. The implications of this nested hierarchy of 

stability are displayed for each party in Table 4. For example, of all respondents who intended 

to vote for the Swedish Left Party at the second wave, 81.5% already intended to vote for this 

party at the first wave, while considerably more of these respondents (96.0%) already 

considered this party and nearly all of them (99.6%) were already classified in the leftist 

consideration class. 
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Figure 6. Consideration classes in the Netherlands.  
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Table 4. Voting intentions nested in pre-existing consideration sets and classes. 

Sweden 
 One year earlier 

Voting intention at follow-up  Leftist SD Symp. Rightist Party in CS Party as VI 
Left Party  99.6% 0.3% 0.1% 96.0% 81.5% 
Social Democrats  92.4% 0.7% 6.9% 87.9% 66.0% 
Green Party  94.3% 0.0% 5.7% 95.9% 77.3% 
Feminist Initiative  98.2% 0.3% 1.5% 91.1% 74.5% 
Sweden Democrats  11.8% 72.6% 15.6% 83.0% 76.6% 
Moderates  8.0% 2.6% 89.4% 89.0% 73.5% 
Peoples Liberal Party  14.2% 1.5% 84.4% 89.5% 73.4% 
Christian Democrats  9.6% 8.0% 82.4% 77.2% 55.6% 
Centre Party  13.7% 0.7% 85.6% 68.7% 43.6% 
Weighted average  Corresponding class: 89.5% 88.1% 71.6% 
The Netherlands 

 One year earlier 
Voting intention at follow-up  Leftist PVV Symp. Christian Rightist Party in CS Party as VI 
Socialist Party  91.1% 4.1% 4.6% 0.2% 89.0% 83.3% 
Green Left  97.8% 0.0% 2.0% 0.2% 77.6% 65.1% 
Party for Animals  91.4% 5.5% 2.3% 0.8% 87.6% 77.7% 
Labour Party  98.3% 0.3% 1.0% 0.5% 95.3% 90.8% 
50Plus  69.1% 15.2% 10.3% 5.5% 77.3% 64.5% 
Democrats 66  87.0% 0.2% 3.1% 9.8% 94.4% 91.5% 
P. Party Freedom & D.  6.5% 2.1% 3.6% 87.9% 89.8% 85.6% 
Christian Dem. Ap.  7.2% 2.8% 81.2% 8.9% 89.9% 85.8% 
Christian Union  11.1% 0.4% 87.2% 1.3% 92.3% 88.5% 
Reformed Pol. Party  1.0% 0.0% 97.9% 1.0% 95.8% 93.8% 
Party for Freedom  8.7% 83.0% 4.4% 3.9% 84.3% 78.5% 
Weighted average  Corresponding class: 91.9% 88.6% 83.0% 

 
Note. Corresponding consideration classes are underlined. The party 50Plus was not part of any consideration class. D66 and CDA were part of 
two consideration classes (see Figure 6). 
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DISCUSSION 

 

This study examined the stability of consideration sets in Sweden and the Netherlands. Results 

confirmed our hypothesis that consideration sets would be more stable than voting intentions: 

81% of considered parties (i.e., positive considerations) remained stable over time, as opposed 

to 75% of voting intentions. Furthermore, a latent transition analysis revealed consideration 

classes that were stable for 87% of voters. Finally, we found a nested hierarchy of stability in 

which voters change their voting intentions mainly within the boundaries of consideration sets, 

while they change their consideration sets primarily within the boundaries of consideration 

classes. As such, nine out of ten voters intended to vote for a party that they already considered 

a year earlier. 

 

Bridging the Gap Between Stable Political Orientations and Electoral Volatility 

 

This study departed from the question how elections in Western Europe can be highly volatile 

(e.g., Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2011), despite the strong life-course stability of voters’ core 

political orientations (e.g., Sears & Funk, 1999). As we hypothesized, the finding that 

consideration sets are more stable than voting intentions indicates that consideration sets can 

indeed be used to explain this discrepancy. This study revealed that voters commonly change 

their voting intention over time, but mainly within the boundaries of relatively stable 

consideration sets. In other words, electoral volatility may be attributed mainly to voters 

choosing a different party from the same consideration set in every subsequent election. As 

proposed by the two-stage model of electoral choice, this suggests that consideration sets may 

be rooted in stable dispositions such as positions on core policy dimensions. Which considered 

party voters eventually choose, may contrarily depend more on changeable factors such as 

leader evaluations, media attention, and strategic concerns. 

This study’s findings also provide support for the two-stage model of electoral decision 

making (e.g., Wilson, 2008). This model assumes that a consideration stage precedes a choice 

stage in time. This idea can only be tested using panel data like the present study. By 

demonstrating that changes in voting intentions occur primarily within the boundaries of pre-

existing consideration sets, this study provided evidence that the consideration stage indeed 

precedes the choice stage. At the same time, this study also revealed that it might be necessary 

to expand the two-stage model of electoral decision making with a third stage, since 

consideration sets were themselves nested in consideration classes. Presumably, this 
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classification stage would take place during adolescence and early adulthood, since this is the 

age at which voters acquire core values and identities like left-right identification (Rekker et 

al., 2014a) and party-identification (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960). As an adolescent or young 

adult, voters may therefore develop lasting sympathies for blocks of parties (e.g., leftist or 

rightist) that are reflected in their consideration class (Rekker et al., 2014a). 

 

The Utility of Consideration Sets in Electoral Research 

 

Another goal of this study was to shed a light on the utility of consideration sets in electoral 

research. This utility has been a topic of debate (De Vries & Rosema, 2008). Sceptics typically 

argue that it is more parsimonious to use voting intentions or electoral choice as the dependent 

variable. Contrarily, proponents argue that considerations sets can provide a more complete 

picture of the psychological process that leads to voting behavior, and that estimates of effects 

on voters’ choices can be improved by distinguishing their role in different phases. This study 

provided support for the idea that consideration sets are distinguishable from voting intentions, 

and that they may serve different research purposes. For example, consideration sets may be a 

suitable dependent variable for investigating long-term changes like the gradually rising impact 

of new issues (e.g., De Vries et al., 2009). Contrarily, it may be best to choose voting intentions 

as outcome variable when examining short-term influences such as media coverage. Finally, 

consideration classes may be a suitable construct for studying factors that affect voters during 

their entire life-course, such as political socialization during adolescence (e.g., Rekker et al., 

2014a) and cohort effects (e.g., Rekker, 2015b). 

This study also proposed the idea of consideration classes, that may structure 

consideration sets. Although further research is needed to determine if consideration classes are 

a useful construct in electoral research, this study’s results are promising. For example, we 

found clear consideration classes of leftist and rightist voters.  The existence of such classes is 

consistent with the observation that left-right identification is the primary long-term 

determinant of voting behavior in many West European countries (e.g., Tillie & Fennema, 

1998), and that most voters vote for either a leftist or a rightist party in every subsequent election 

(Van der Meer et al., 2015). More generally, the structuring and stabilizing effect of 

consideration classes that was found in this study is consistent with the observation that left-

right identification is the driving force behind the early adolescent formation, intergenerational 

transmission, and life-course stability of party preferences in countries like the Netherlands 

(Percheron & Jennings, 1981; Rico & Jennings, 2015; Rekker et al., 2014a). Interestingly, this 
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study also revealed that consideration classes can be used to detect how some parties fall outside 

the regular logic of electoral competition. For example, we found that sympathizers of anti-

immigrant parties form a distinct class of their own, that cannot readily be connected to one or 

several other parties. 

Finally, this study suggested that consideration sets can be used to estimate the electoral 

potential of parties, even well before elections. Only one out of ten voters in this study intended 

to vote for a party that they did not yet consider a year earlier. This implies that the fortunes of 

a party in future elections crucially depend on how many voters already consider that party. In 

other words, a party that is considered by many voters before an election campaign may be 

more likely to eventually win than a party that is considered by few voters, even if both parties 

score similar in the polls at that moment. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 

Although this study could draw from useful panel data from Sweden and the Netherlands, some 

limitations have to be considered. First, the present study constitutes a case study of only two 

countries. Without further research we cannot be sure if the analysis in these countries provide 

an accurate depiction of the structure and stability of consideration sets in other countries. 

Second, this study covered a timespan of only one year. From a life-course perspective, it would 

be highly interesting if future studies could examine consideration sets over multiple years or 

even decades. A third drawback lies in the lack of representativeness of both the Swedish and 

the Dutch sample, that were characterized by an overrepresentation of politically engaged and 

highly educated respondents. It is conceivable that this sample composition has affected results, 

either by overestimating or by underestimating stability (e.g., Kuhn, 2009).  A final limitation, 

inherent to the topic of this study, is that voting intentions and consideration sets lack a clear 

common metric to compare their stability. To address this issue, we modeled the stability of 

consideration sets in three different ways, that consistently revealed that consideration sets are 

more stable than voting intentions. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This study has demonstrated that electoral preferences of voters are more stable than shifting 

vote choices in subsequent elections seem to suggest. An analysis of Swedish and Dutch voters 

over a one-year period revealed that they change their voting intentions mainly within the 
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boundaries of relatively stable consideration sets, while they change their consideration sets 

primarily within the boundaries of even more stable consideration classes. For example, a man 

who developed rightist values and a rightist identity during his early life may only consider 

rightist parties (i.e., consideration class) during his entire lifespan. Which rightist parties he 

considers (i.e., consideration set) may fluctuate occasionally and which of the considered 

parties he intends to vote for (i.e., voting intention) may change frequently during every election 

campaign. This may depend, for example, on leader evaluations, the issues of the campaign, or 

strategic factors. As illustrated by this example, consideration sets may therefore bridge the gap 

between electoral volatility and the strong life-course stability of core political orientations. 
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“Politics and crime, they’re the same thing.” 

 

Michael Corleone 
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The life phase of adolescence may constitute a crucial period for the role of social inequality in 

human development, but research on this issue is spread out across many scientific disciplines. 

This dissertation therefore proposed an interdisciplinary framework to examine the role of 

social inequality in adolescence. The eight empirical chapters subsequently applied this 

framework to the role of social inequality in juvenile delinquency and political socialization. 

Nearly all research questions related to one of the eight broad theoretical questions that were 

outlined in the introduction. Likewise, all eight questions were addressed in one of more studies. 

This general discussion will therefore summarize and integrate the core findings of this 

dissertation in the light of the eight theoretical questions that were outlined in the introduction. 

 

Question 1: Inequality of What? 

 

Inequality exists in a large multitude of material and immaterial resources. As such, the 

construct of SES is composed of multiple components, which typically are income, 

occupational status, and educational level. Because these facets are highly interrelated, it is 

often hard to determine which component determines a certain outcome. This issue was 

examined in Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. Chapter 4 addressed the role of income and 

educational level for economic and cultural attitudes in thirteen West European countries. 

Across all these countries, findings unambiguously revealed that economic attitudes are 

associated primarily with people’s income, whereas cultural attitudes are related mainly to their 

educational level. This pattern suggests that especially voters with a high income have much to 

lose and little to gain from government efforts to redistribute wealth, whereas especially low 

educated voters perceive a cultural treat from immigration. Although this finding is not new 

(e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008), this study revealed that the role of SES in political attitudes may be 

even stronger than previously assumed (i.e., a difference of almost 1.5 standard deviation 

between low- and high-SES groups), by using a new statistical approach. Chapter 5 

subsequently examined this role of SES in political attitudes during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood.  Like Chapter 4, this study revealed a crucial role for educational level in cultural 

attitudes, whereas adolescents’ economic attitudes were associated primarily with their parents’ 

social status, which may be an important indicator of adolescents’ access to material recourses. 

By studying the adolescent origins of political attitudes, this dissertation therefore confirmed 

the well-documented (e.g., Kriesi et al., 2008) idea that economic attitudes are rooted more in 

economic divides, whereas cultural attitudes have a more immaterial origin. 
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Question 2: Inequality at what Level? 

 

Inequality exists at different levels. Just like some people have more resources that others, some 

neighborhoods or countries also have more means than others. Therefore, it is sometimes hard 

to determine where social inequality plays its role. This dissertation aimed to distinguish effects 

on the individual level from the neighborhood level for delinquency (Chapters 2 and 3) and 

from the regional level for political attitudes (Chapter 5).  

Regarding delinquency, adolescents in poor (i.e., lack of economic capital) and 

disorganized (i.e., lack of social capital) neighborhoods break the law more often than their 

peers in better-off neighborhoods (e.g., Sampson & Raudenbusch, 1997). However, this does 

not in itself prove that bad neighborhoods cause crime (e.g., Musterd & Ostendorf, 2009). The 

findings from an American sample in Chapter 2 suggested that the socioeconomic predictors of 

delinquency can be found mainly at the individual level and that neighborhood differences 

should therefore be attributed mainly to composition effects. Specifically, neighborhood 

affluence (an indicator of economic capital) and residential stability (an indicator of social 

capital) revealed strong bivariate correlations with delinquency, but these associations were 

reduced to non-significance by controlling for family SES. Furthermore, moving from one 

neighborhood to another was not significantly associated with over-time changes in 

delinquency.  

 The results from a Dutch sample in Chapter 3 contrarily revealed that neighborhood 

affluence still predicted delinquency after controlling for the educational level of parents and 

adolescents. However, this finding cannot be interpreted as strong evidence that delinquency is 

determined partly at the neighborhood level, since this study lacked data on family’s economic 

recourses. Given the results from the American sample, it seems plausible that neighborhood 

effects in this study could have been removed by controlling for families’ income and wealth. 

 Chapter 5 examined if individual differences in political attitudes can partly be explained 

on a regional level. Post-industrial cities like Amsterdam and Utrecht are characterized by 

culturally liberal political attitudes (e.g., favorable views towards immigration; Sharp & Joslyn, 

2008). The findings in Chapter 5 suggested that this phenomenon should indeed be viewed as 

a region effect. Regional differences in ethnocentrism were still significant after controlling for 

several core predictors of political attitudes, including educational level. As such, the regional 

effects that were found in Chapter 5 cannot readily be attributed to the overrepresentation of 

highly educated professionals in post-industrial cities. More importantly, this study found a 

within-individual association in which youths changed their attitudes accordingly when they 
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moved to a new region. In sum, this dissertation thus provided support for the idea that the role 

of SES in adolescents’ political attitudes lies partly at the regional level, but it provided little 

support for the idea that SES determines adolescent delinquency partly at the neighborhood 

level. 

 

Question 3: Inequality between Whom? 

 

Although inequalities exist between all citizens, not all differences may be equally relevant. As 

was hypothesized in the general introduction, this dissertation revealed that the role of SES for 

delinquency is most important in contexts of severe disadvantage and poverty. Examining a 

sample of disadvantaged American youths, Chapter 2 revealed that serious crimes like armored 

robbery and homicide are committed almost exclusively by youths with a very low SES. 

Specifically, low-SES youths were about ten times more likely than high-SES youths to commit 

such serious offenses. Differences between an average and a higher SES made a serious 

difference only for minor delinquent acts such as shoplifting. Furthermore, this study revealed 

that delinquency is best predicted by a ‘logarithmic function’ of income, which implies that for 

example the difference between 500 dollars and 1000 dollars per month is more important than 

the difference between 1000 dollars and 1500 dollars. Consistent with this pattern, Chapter 3 

revealed that, compared to the American sample, SES effects on delinquency were substantially 

weaker in a sample of Dutch (lower) middle class and upper class youths. Youths with a lower 

SES were two times more likely to commit minor offences than youths with a higher SES in 

the Dutch sample, whereas they were four times more likely to commit such offences in the 

American sample (Chapter 2). 

 Chapter 5 examined differences in political attitudes between youths of four different 

educational tracks and five (parental) social classes. As was hypothesized in the general 

introduction, differences in political attitudes were observed across the entire range of social 

strata with about equal magnitude. For example, youth with lower-class parents favored income 

redistribution even more than youths with lower middle-class parents, while youths with upper-

class parents were even more negative about redistribution than youths with upper middle-class 

parents. This finding is not surprising, since upper class families have more to lose from 

government efforts to redistribute wealth than higher middle-class families, just like lower-

class families have more to gain from redistribution than lower middle-class families. These 

findings for political attitudes are thus very different from the findings for delinquency, where 

the role of SES was most prominent at the lower range of social strata. 
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Question 4: Objective or Perceived Deprivation? 

 

Effects of social inequality may be due to peoples’ objective resources, but also due to their 

perceived social status. The empirical chapters in this dissertation did not explicitly address this 

issue, mainly due to a lack of suitable data on social class perception. However, it should be 

emphasized that people’s perception of their social class may play a crucial role for most 

findings in this dissertation. For example, relatively poor voters may still choose rightist parties 

if they believe that they are relatively wealthy. Likewise, youths may abstain from severe 

offenses as long as they believe that they have legitimate means to achieve their goals (e.g., 

Merton, 1968), even if they lack such means in reality. As such, SES may only determine 

political attitudes and delinquency to the extent that it determines youths’ perception of their 

social class. 

 A related question is how harmful relative poverty is compared to actual poverty (e.g., 

Merton, 1938; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2010). Being poor in a wealthy environment may 

strengthen a perception of deprivation. This issue was examined in Chapter 2 of this 

dissertation. Findings in this chapter were consistent with the idea that relative deprivation puts 

youths at risk for delinquency. Specifically, an interaction effect between neighborhood 

affluence and family SES suggested that high-SES youths, but not low-SES youths, benefit 

from living in an affluent neighborhood. Potentially, beneficial effects of living in a wealthy 

neighborhood are undone for low-SES youths by an increased perception of deprivation in 

comparison to their surroundings. Although it is impossible to draw any strong conclusions 

based on this study alone, such findings could be relevant for housing policies. For example, 

Dutch municipalities typically aim to spread out social housing across the city to avoid 

concentrating poverty in one or a few neighborhoods. Based on the idea of relative deprivation, 

placing poor families in affluent surroundings might however not be as effective against crime 

as hoped for. 

 

Question 5: Causation or Selection? 

 

The fact that SES is associated with so many aspects of adolescent behavior does not prove that 

SES causes all these behaviors. This dissertation addressed this problem by using within-

individual models that provide a stricter test of causality than commonly used between-

individual models (e.g., Hamaker et al., 2015). Chapter 2 of this dissertation was the first study 

to examine the within-individual association between SES and delinquency. Results revealed 
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that adolescents were more likely to offend during years in which their family’s SES was lower 

than during other years in which their family’s SES was higher. In other words, over-time 

changes in adolescents’ family SES were associated with parallel fluctuations in their 

delinquent behavior. This within-individual association indicates that the association between 

SES and delinquency cannot be attributed completely to pre-existing risk-factors such as a low 

IQ or a genetic propensity for crime (Rowe & Rodgers, 1997). Therefore, this finding provides 

support for the idea that a low SES can indeed be a causal determinant of delinquent behavior, 

as proposed for example by strain theory (e.g., Merton, 1968). The societal relevance of this 

finding lies in the fact that it suggests that programs that lift people from poverty can be used 

to reduce crime. 

 Chapter 5 likewise used within-individual models to investigate regional effects on 

political attitudes. Adolescents and young adults commonly leave their parental home to reside 

in a new area. Chapter 5 revealed that adolescents adopt more tolerant attitudes towards 

immigrants as they reside in more urban areas, such as Amsterdam or Utrecht. This finding 

provides support for the idea that living in a post-industrial city can indeed induce culturally 

liberal views (e.g., Florida, 2005).  

 In a different way, Chapter 5 also provided support for the idea that the relation between 

educational level and cultural political attitudes could have a causal nature. Low and highly 

educated adolescents diverged in multiculturalism attitudes at about the age that they were 

divided into educational tracks. This finding supports the idea that educational tracks determine 

the subsequent development of cultural attitudes. If the association between educational level 

and multiculturalism attitudes would be spurious, it might already have been present prior to 

adolescence. 

 Chapter 3 finally examined within-individual associations between delinquency and 

parental monitoring (i.e., parents’ efforts to stay informed about their children’s’ activities). 

Although this study did not examine within-individual effects of SES itself, it did reveal that 

SES moderates aversive within-individual effects of parental monitoring. However, Chapter 3 

also revealed that the beneficial effects of parental monitoring on delinquency, that are 

commonly found in between-individual studies (e.g., Stattin & Kerr, 2000), do not replicate at 

the within-individual level. In sum, the within-individual models in this dissertation therefore 

suggested that the association of SES with delinquency and political attitudes could be causal, 

whereas the association between delinquency and parental monitoring may well be spurious. 
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Question 6: SES of Parents or Children? 

 

Adolescents are fully in the process of establishing their own SES, but they may also be affected 

by their parents’ SES. This raises the question if the role of SES in adolescence should be 

attributed to adolescents’ own emerging SES or to that of their parents. Chapter 3 revealed that 

delinquency among Dutch adolescents was associated mainly with their own educational level. 

As such, parents’ educational level was associated with adolescent delinquency only to the 

extent that it was related to adolescents’ own educational level. However, this study also 

indicated that parents’ economic recourses could still play a role in adolescent delinquency, 

because the affluence of adolescents’ neighborhood still predicted delinquency after controlling 

for adolescents’ educational level. Whether adolescents live in an affluent neighborhood is 

typically determined by their parents’ income and wealth. This importance of parents’ material 

resourced was also emphasized by Chapter 2, which revealed that over-time fluctuations in such 

recourses are directly associated with parallel changes in adolescent delinquency.  

 Chapter 5 and 6 likewise disentangled the role of adolescents’ own emerging SES from 

that of their parents in the development of political attitudes. These studies revealed that youths’ 

economic attitudes were mainly associated with their parents’ SES, whereas their cultural 

attitudes and party preference were primarily associated with their own emerging SES as 

indicated by their educational level. Chapter 5 furthermore revealed that adolescents’ own SES 

becomes increasingly important for their cultural attitudes as they grow older. However, the 

hypothesis that the role of parents’ SES may gradually diminish as youths grow older received 

no support in either Chapter 5 or 6. Instead, the association between youths’ attitudes and their 

parents’ SES, as well as their parents’ attitudes, remained profound even at a later age. Overall, 

this dissertation therefore demonstrated that both adolescents’ own emerging SES and their 

parents SES play an important role in delinquency and political socialization. 

 

Question 7: Main or Interaction Effects? 

 

SES is associated with a wide variety of developmental outcomes during adolescence, but it 

may additionally affect the process that leads to these outcomes. Statistically, this means that 

SES can have main effects on adolescent outcomes, as well as interaction effects with other 

factors. Chapter 3 examined if the association between parental monitoring and adolescent 

delinquency is dependent on SES. This study’s within-individual models surprisingly revealed 

that low-SES adolescents, but not high-SES adolescents, offended more during periods in 
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which their parents exercised more monitoring than during other periods with less monitoring. 

This finding stands in sharp contrast with results from the between-individual literature, that 

commonly argued that parental monitoring is most effective in a low-SES environment (e.g., 

Beyers et al., 2011). This study’s results are therefore an example of how SES can alter not 

only an outcome (e.g., delinquency), but also the process that leads to an outcome (e.g., the role 

of parental monitoring in delinquency). 

 Likewise, Chapter 7 examined the process through which low and highly educated youths 

develop their political identity and issue attitudes. Results revealed that highly educated youths 

have a stronger tendency than low educated youths to adjusted their issue attitudes to their 

political identity (e.g., leftist or rightist). This finding may be explained by a stronger level of 

political identification among highly educated youths and by a more elaborate understanding 

of what issue attitudes match their identity. The development of political identity and issue 

attitudes consequently appeared to be more interrelated processes for highly educated youths 

than for low educated youths. Highly educated youths, but not low educated youths, therefore 

showed a truly dramatic increase in the consistency between their political identity and their 

issue attitudes during adolescence. This indicates that the education gap in identity-attitude 

consistency among adults (e.g., Pardos-Prado, 2011) can be traced back to differential 

formation processes during adolescence. Surprisingly, highly educated youths were however 

not more likely than low educated youths to reversely adjust their political identity to their issue 

attitudes. 

 In a very different way, Chapter 4 also addressed how SES may alter the process of 

attitude formation. By combining reflective and formative measurement models, this study 

revealed that people with a low and a high SES can arrive at the same political attitudes through 

a different process. Specifically, this study demonstrated how an economic factor and a cultural 

factor may determine more specific political attitudes. In all thirteen countries, people with a 

low SES typically combined a leftist position on the economic factor (i.e., favoring economic 

government intervention) with a rightist position on the cultural factor (i.e., opposing cultural 

change and globalization), whereas people with a high SES showed the opposite pattern. 

However, a rightist position on the cultural factor was associated not only with rightist cultural 

attitudes, but also with rightist economic attitudes. This implies that people with a low SES can 

adopt rightist economic attitudes for cultural reasons, whereas people with a high SES adopt 

the same attitudes for economic reasons. When economic and cultural attitudes were 

subsequently summarized in attitude composites, a positive correlation emerged between 

economic and cultural attitudes. As a result of this dual pathway, people with rightist economic 
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attitudes were more likely to also have rightist cultural attitudes. This dual pathway to leftist or 

rightist attitudes may therefore explain why West European politics has traditionally been 

dominated by parties that combine either a leftist or a rightist position on both economic and 

cultural issues (e.g., Marks et al., 2006).  

 

Question 8: Inequality at what Age? 

 

A developmental perspective assumes that people are constantly growing and changing during 

their life course, and that the role of social inequality should be viewed in this context. An 

important question in such a perspective is at what age SES plays its role for different 

developmental outcomes. This dissertation thoroughly examined this issue for political 

attitudes. Because attitude development takes place largely during adolescence, this life phase 

may constitute a sensitive period for the impact of SES on political attitudes. This hypothesis 

importantly implies that the SES that people identify with as an adolescent can still determine 

their political attitudes many decades later. The empirical studies in this dissertation were 

among the first to provide a thorough examination of this issue. To test the hypothesis that 

peoples’ adult political attitudes can be traced back to their adolescent SES, this idea was first 

divided in two sub-hypotheses. First, that SES importantly determines what political attitudes 

people develop as an adolescent. Second, that the political attitudes that people develop as an 

adolescent will characterize them during their entire adult lifespan.  

By studying how SES is related to political attitude development in an adolescent sample, 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 addressed the first sub-hypothesis. Chapter 5 revealed that the development 

of adolescents’ economic attitudes takes place largely along the lines of their parents’ social 

status, while their cultural attitudes are shaped as they acquire their own educational level. 

Likewise, Chapter 6 revealed that most adolescents develop a party preference around the age 

of 18, and that which party they choose is associated with their parents’ SES. Chapter 7 revealed 

how the process of attitude development may be altered by adolescents’ educational level, such 

that highly educated adolescents develop a much stronger consistency between their political 

identity and their issue attitudes.  

Chapters 5, 6, 8, and 9 investigated the second sub-hypothesis, that the political attitudes 

that people develop during adolescence will characterize them during their entire adult lifespan.  

By examining a sample of both adolescents and (young) adults, Chapters 5 and 6 revealed that 

issue attitudes and party preference became increasingly stable with age during adolescence. 

By the time that youths aged into adulthood, their political attitudes had reached strong levels 
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of stability. For example, multiculturalism attitudes reached a rank-order stability of .69 at age 

23, which indicates that most people report only minor changes in their cultural attitudes after 

this age.  

Chapters 8 and 9 subsequently examined stability and change in adult samples, to 

determine if political attitudes indeed remain stable after adolescence. Using an APC (age, 

period, cohort) analysis, Chapter 8 demonstrated that the ideological correlates of ‘left’ and 

‘right’ can be traced back to historical circumstances during peoples’ adolescent years. For 

example, a distinguishable cohort was found of people who were an adolescent during the 

‘cultural revolution’ of the 1960s and 1970s. Even many decades later, these people still showed 

a left-right distinction that was strongly associated with the civil liberties that were protested 

for during this period. Importantly, this study also revealed that the rise of immigration in the 

left-right dimension between 1980 and 2008 has been driven largely (almost half) by 

generational effects that were shaped during adolescence.  

Chapter 9 finally examined the stability of party preferences in an adult sample. Results 

revealed that Dutch and Swedish adults commonly change their voting intention, but mainly 

within the boundaries of stable consideration sets and even more stable consideration classes. 

As such, this study revealed that the underlying party preferences of voters in multiparty 

systems are substantially more stable than one might expect based on the strong volatility of 

West European elections. Importantly, this implies that this electoral volatility cannot be 

interpreted as evidence against the life-course stability of core political orientations. 

In sum, the empirical studies in this dissertation provided unambiguous support for both 

sub-hypotheses of the idea that adolescence may constitute a sensitive period for lasting SES 

effects on political attitudes. Confirming the first sub-hypothesis, Chapters 5, 6 and 7 indicated 

that SES plays a crucial role in the development of political attitudes during adolescence. In 

line with the second sub-hypothesis, Chapters 5, 6, 8, and 9 demonstrated that adults do not 

commonly change the core political attitudes that they developed as an adolescent. Together, 

these findings suggest that the social status that people experienced and identified with as an 

adolescent may still affect their political views even many decades later. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In every society, some people have more resources than others. This phenomenon has profound 

consequences for the development of children. Every child is inevitably shaped and bounded 

by the resources at his or her disposal. The life phase of adolescence may constitute a crucial 
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period for the role of social inequality in human development, but research on this issue is 

spread out across many scientific disciplines. This dissertation therefore proposed a general 

framework to examine the role of social inequality in adolescence. The eight empirical chapters 

subsequently applied this framework to the role of social inequality in juvenile delinquency and 

political socialization.  

This dissertation took an interdisciplinary perspective in two regards. First, it brought 

together questions from different disciplines. For example, the question at what level social 

inequality plays a role is commonly studied in social geography, whereas the question at what 

age behaviors develop is usually studied in developmental psychology. Second, this dissertation 

applied these same questions to outcomes from different fields, particularly from criminology 

(i.e., juvenile delinquency) and political science (i.e., political attitudes). 

By applying this interdisciplinary framework, this dissertation aimed to demonstrate how 

its eight theoretical questions can provide a useful starting point for thinking about the role of 

social inequality in adolescence more generally. Whereas this dissertation provided an answer 

to these broad questions for juvenile delinquency and political socialization, future research 

may address the same questions for outcomes like adolescent health, physical development, or 

substance use. Although many disciplines already address one or several of these questions, 

this dissertation aimed to demonstrate how a more complete picture can be obtained by 

combining them and by comparing the same mechanisms across distinct outcomes. 

Furthermore, this dissertation made an empirical contribution by revealing that social 

inequality, as operationalized by socioeconomic status, plays a crucial role in both juvenile 

delinquency and political socialization. For political attitudes, adolescents’ SES may still have 

an impact even many decades later during their adult lifespan. 
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In elke samenleving hebben sommige mensen meer middelen dan anderen. Dit geldt voor 

inkomen en vermogen, maar ook voor immateriële zaken zoals kennis, sociale posities en 

politieke invloed. Dit verschijnsel is van groot belang voor de ontwikkeling van kinderen, 

omdat elk kind gevormd en begrensd wordt door de middelen die hij of zij ter beschikking 

heeft. Dit proefschrift betoogde dat de adolescentie, de levensfase tussen de leeftijd van 10 en 

21, een bepalende periode zou kunnen voor de rol van sociale ongelijkheid in de ontwikkeling 

van mensen. Het bood een perspectief op sociale ongelijkheid dat zowel interdisciplinair is als 

ontwikkelingsgericht. Dit perspectief werd toegepast in acht empirische studies over 

jeugdcriminaliteit en over politieke socialisatie. 

Hoofdstuk 2 liet zien dat Amerikaanse adolescenten vaker een ernstig misdrijf te begaan 

in periodes dat de sociaaleconomische status van hun ouders lager is dan andere jaren. Een 

dergelijke situatie kan bijvoorbeeld ontstaan als ouders hun baan verliezen. Dit verband kon 

niet worden verklaard door gelijktijdige veranderingen in ouder-kind relaties of buurtkwaliteit, 

wat er mogelijk op kan wijzen dat het ervaren van armoede een vrij directe rol speelt bij 

jeugdcriminaliteit.  

Hoofdstuk 3 onderzocht de rol van ouderlijk toezicht bij jeugdcriminaliteit. Er wordt vaak 

aangenomen dat ouders kunnen voorkomen dat hun kinderen delicten begaan door hen 

regelmatig te vragen naar hun bezigheden en door hier eventueel ook regels over te stellen. Dit 

onderzoek liet echter zien dat het wetenschappelijke bewijs hiervoor wellicht niet zo sterk is 

als werd gedacht. Het statistische verband tussen ouderlijk toezicht en delinquentie viel weg 

nadat ‘gecontroleerd’ was voor sociaaleconomische status. Dit betekent dat kinderen waarvan 

de ouders minder toezicht houden weliswaar vaker delinquentie plegen, maar alleen omdat deze 

kinderen vaak ook een lagere sociaaleconomische achtergrond hebben. Daarbij werd er geen 

aanwijzing gevonden dat kinderen minder delicten plegen in periodes dat hun ouders meer 

toezicht houden dan anders. Kinderen met een lage sociaaleconomische status bleken zelfs meer 

delicten te plegen in zulke periodes. 

Hoofdstuk 4 introduceerde een nieuw theoretisch en statistisch perspectief op de 

‘dimensies’ van politieke opvattingen in West-Europa. Het wordt algemeen aangenomen dat 

politieke opvattingen grofweg zijn samen te vatten in twee dimensies. De eerste is een 

‘economische dimensie’ die betrekking heeft op zaken als inkomensverdeling, belastingen en 

de omvang van de overheid. De tweede is een ‘culturele dimensie’ waar opvattingen onder 

vallen over zaken als immigratie, multiculturalisme, de Europese Unie, veiligheid en 

traditionele gezinsvormen. Eerder onderzoek heeft vaak gesteld dat er geen statistisch verband 

zou zijn tussen deze dimensies, wat zou betekenen dat mensen die links zijn op economische 

thema’s bijvoorbeeld niet vaker links zijn op culturele thema. Door gebruik te maken van een 
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nieuw statistisch model liet dit onderzoek echter zien dat er wel degelijk een samenhang bestaat 

tussen beide dimensies. De implicatie hiervan is onder meer dat de meeste kiezers behoorlijk 

goed vertegenwoordigd zijn door partijen zoals de PvdA en de VVD, die links of rechts zijn 

over zowel de economie als culturele thema’s. In tegenstelling tot wat vaak werd aangenomen 

is er dus vrij weinig ruimte voor nieuwe partijen die economisch linkse standpunten combineren 

met cultureel rechtse standpunten. 

Hoofdstuk 5 liet zien dat de adolescentie een formatieve periode is voor de ontwikkeling 

van politieke opvattingen ten aanzien van economische herverdeling en de multiculturele 

samenleving. Dit onderzoek wees uit dat jongeren nog vaak van mening veranderen als 

adolescent, maar dat ze meestal bij hun standpunt blijven als ze eenmaal een jaar of 23 zijn. 

Jongeren op het VMBO werden relatief steeds negatiever over de multiculturele samenleving 

naarmate zij ouder werden, terwijl jongeren op de HAVO en het VWO hier relatief juist steeds 

positiever over werden. Meer algemeen liet deze paper zien dat de culturele opvattingen van 

jongeren voornamelijk bepaald worden door hun eigen levensloop, terwijl hun economische 

opvattingen vooral afhangen van de sociaaleconomische status van hun ouders. 

Hoofdstuk 6 wees uit dat de adolescentie tevens een formatieve periode is voor de 

ontwikkeling van voorkeuren voor politieke partijen. De belangrijkste periode hiervoor leek 

specifiek te liggen rond 18-jarige leeftijd. Dit onderzoek liet ook zien dat de politieke 

socialisatie van Nederlandse jongeren voornamelijk verloopt via links-rechts identificatie. Zelfs 

rond hun 13e konden vier op de tien jongeren al aangeven of zij zichzelf als ‘links’ zagen of als 

‘rechts.’ Linkse jongeren hadden in negen van de tien gevallen minstens één linkse ouder. In 

verreweg de meeste gevallen waren zelfs hun beide ouders links. In precies dezelfde mate 

hadden bijna alle rechtse jongeren ook rechtse ouders. Zodra jongeren een volwassen leeftijd 

bereikten werd hun links-rechts identificatie zeer stabiel. Slechts één op de tien 

jongvolwassenen veranderde fundamenteel van links-rechts positie gedurende de periode van 

zes jaar waarin zij werden gevolgd.  

Hoofdstuk 7 onderzocht in welke volgorde jongeren politieke opvattingen ontwikkelen. 

De resultaten lieten zien dat zelfs jonge kinderen al culturele opvattingen hebben, bijvoorbeeld 

over de multiculturele samenleving. Als adolescent ontwikkelen zij vervolgens een links-rechts 

identificatie, terwijl zij meestal pas als jongvolwassene een standpunt innemen over 

economische vraagstukken. Hoewel we in dit onderzoek geen oorzaak-gevolg relatie konden 

bewijzen, zouden deze resultaten erop kunnen duiden dat vroege culturele opvattingen een 

grondslag vormen voor andere politieke attitudes. Naarmate hoogopgeleide adolescenten ouder 

werden, nam de consistentie tussen hun politieke opvattingen sterk toe. Jongeren die zichzelf 

als links zagen werden bijvoorbeeld steeds positiever over economische herverdeling en 
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andersom. Dit zou erop kunnen duiden dat jongeren hun opvattingen over politieke thema’s en 

hun links-rechts identificatie telkens aan elkaar aanpassen als onderdeel van hun politieke 

ontwikkeling. Deze groeiende politieke consistentie was echter in veel mindere mate zichtbaar 

bij laagopgeleide jongeren. 

Hoofdstuk 8 onderzocht hoe en waarom de betekenis van de begrippen ‘links’ en ‘rechts 

is veranderd sinds 1980. De resultaten lieten zien dat deze betekenis steeds meer verbonden is 

geraakt met het immigratiethema: mensen die zich als rechts identificeren zijn tegenwoordig 

doorgaans tegenstander van de multiculturele samenleving, terwijl linkse mensen hier veel 

positiever tegenover staan. Tegelijkertijd is het belang juist afgenomen van thema’s als 

economische herverdeling, de scheiding tussen kerk en staat en burgerlijke vrijheden. Dit 

onderzoek liet ook zien dat de opkomst van het immigratiethema voor bijna de helft verklaard 

wordt door ‘generationele vervanging’: oudere generaties waarvoor immigratie een minder 

belangrijk thema was worden geleidelijk vervangen door jongere generaties die immigratie erg 

belangrijk vinden. Deze generatieverschillen kunnen worden verklaard door de historische 

periode waarin mensen de adolescentiefase hebben doorlopen.  De generatie die opgroeide ten 

tijde van de verzuiling brengt links en rechts vooral in verband met de scheiding tussen kerk en 

staat. Voor de ‘babybomers’, die adolescent waren tijdens de culturele revolutie van de jaren 

’60 en ’70, is het thema van burgerlijke vrijheden echter belangrijker. Voor de generatie die 

opgroeide tijdens het globaliseringstijdperk van sinds de jaren ‘80 staat immigratie juist centraal 

in het onderscheid tussen links en rechts. 

Hoofdstuk 9 onderzocht tenslotte hoe het mogelijk is dat verkiezingsuitslagen 

tegenwoordig elk jaar heel anders uitvallen, ondanks dat dit proefschrift liet zien dat mensen 

zelden wezenlijk van mening veranderen na hun adolescentietijd. De resultaten lieten zien dat 

de meeste Nederlanders een vaste groep partijen hebben waar ze elke verkiezing opnieuw hun 

keuze uit maken, zoals linkse partijen, rechtse partijen of christelijke partijen. Nederlanders 

wisselen echter wel af en toe in de partijen die ze meer specifiek overwegen. Een linkse kiezer 

kan bijvoorbeeld het ene jaar de PvdA en GroenLinks overwegen, maar een ander jaar 

GroenLinks en de SP. Voor welk van deze partijen iemand uiteindelijk wil stemmen wisselt 

nog vaker. Afhankelijk van de verkiezingscampagnes kan een kiezer bijvoorbeeld op het laatste 

moment nog de knoop doorhakken of het GroenLinks wordt of toch de SP. 

Verkiezingsuitslagen en peilingen kunnen op deze manier sterk schommelen, ondanks dat de 

onderliggende politieke voorkeuren van mensen grotendeels bepaald zijn in hun 

adolescentietijd. 
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“Oh ik kan maar niet bevatten, waar en waarom ik hier ben.  

Zoekend naar een antwoord op een vraag die niemand kent.  

Oh ik wil dit spel best spelen, maar hoe moet dat, als ik niet weet wat het doel is.” 

 

Marco Borsato 
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Het	 is	 helaas	 onmogelijk	 om	 alle	mensen	 op	 te	 noemen	 die	mij	 hebben	 ondersteund	 en	

aangemoedigd	bij	het	schrijven	van	dit	proefschrift.	Toch	ga	ik	hier	een	poging	doen	om	een	

aantal	belangrijke	mensen	specifiek	te	bedanken.	Geheel	in	de	strekking	van	dit	proefschrift	

wil	ik	allereerst	Bert	Oosterhoff	bedanken,	die	mijn	geschiedenisleraar	was	op	de	middelbare	

school.	Mijnheer	Oosterhoff,	de	bijdrage	die	u	heeft	geleverd	aan	de	ontwikkeling	van	mijn	

politieke	 interesses	 kan	 ik	 niet	 genoeg	benadrukken.	Van	mijn	 13e	 tot	mijn	 18e	waren	uw	

lessen	 altijd	 het	 hoogtepunt	 van	 de	 week	 voor	 mij,	 door	 uw	 vlijmscherpe	 historische	 en	

ideologische	 analyses.	 Tijdens	 mijn	 eigen	 ‘formatieve	 fase’	 heeft	 u	 daarmee	 blijvend	

bijgedragen	 aan	 mijn	 interesse	 voor	 politiek,	 geschiedenis,	 ideologieën	 en	 politieke	

opvattingen.	

Ook	na	mijn	middelbareschooltijd	zijn	er	docenten	geweest	die	mij	hebben	geïnspireerd	

en	aangemoedigd	om	de	wetenschap	in	te	gaan.	Sander	Kruse,	tijdens	het	onderzoeksproject	

in	mijn	eerste	jaar	van	politicologie	begon	ik	voor	het	eerst	na	te	denken	over	een	toekomst	

als	onderzoeker.	Jouw	aanmoediging	heeft	hier	sterk	aan	bijgedragen,	ook	bij	de	keuze	om	

aan	een	tweede	studie	psychologie	te	beginnen.	Job	Boersma,	toen	ik	in	mijn	eerste	jaar	van	

psychologie	bij	jou	in	de	practicumgroep	kwam	lag	mijn	belangrijkste	interesse	nog	bij	grote	

politieke	theorieën.	Met	heel	veel	enthousiasme	heb	jij	mij	destijds	aangemoedigd	om	als	een	

empiristische	psycholoog	te	leren	denken	en	schrijven,	om	vervolgens	vanuit	die	invalshoek	

de	link	met	politiek	te	leggen.	Dat	is	iets	dat	ik	tot	op	de	dag	van	vandaag	ben	blijven	doen.	

En	natuurlijk	wil	ik	ook	mijn	collega’s	bedanken,	die	de	afgelopen	jaren	voor	veel	steun	

en	gezelligheid	hebben	gezorgd.	Jarla	Pijper,	jouw	energie	en	vrolijkheid	zorgden	altijd	voor	

een	positieve	sfeer.	Claire	Garandeau,	dommage	que	nous	n’ayons	été	collègues	que	pour	un	

court	laps	de	temps,	j'ai	vraiment	apprécié	nos	discussions	intéressantes.	Minet	de	Wied	en	

Inge	van	der	Valk,	het	was	altijd	erg	fijn	om	met	jullie	van	gedachten	te	wisselen	en	te	leren	

van	jullie	lange	ervaring	in	onze	onderzoeksgroep.	Skyler	Hawk,	now	why'd	you	choose	such	

a	backward	time	in	such	a	strange	land?	It	was	a	joy	chairing	the	lunch	meetings	with	you	and	

I	will	be	eternally	grateful	to	you	for	helping	me	find	an	apartment	in	2012.	Ruth	Cramer,	jouw	

persoonlijke	 aandacht	 en	 betrokkenheid	 voor	 iedereen	 in	 de	 afdeling	 is	 enorm	

bewonderenswaardig.	Bedankt	voor	al	je	steun	en	aanmoediging.	En	natuurlijk	Bart	Brouns.	

Bart,	je	was	mijn	steun	en	toeverlaat	in	de	eerste	jaren	van	mijn	promotie.	Wat	hebben	we	

gelachen	op	onze	kamer	en	op	EARA.	Jouw	keuze	om	weg	te	gaan	was	een	verlies	voor	de	
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wetenschap,	maar	ik	ben	heel	blij	dat	het	voor	jou	zo	goed	heeft	uitgepakt	en	dat	we	altijd	

contact	hebben	gehouden.	

De	 kans	 om	dit	 proefschrift	 te	 schrijven	heb	 ik	 gekregen	 van	mijn	 begeleiders.	Wim	

Meeus,	 Susan	 Branje,	 Loes	 Keijsers	 en	 Pieter	 Hooimeijer,	 jullie	 hebben	 het	 destijds	

aangedurfd	om	iemand	aan	te	nemen	met	een	heel	andere	academische	achtergrond	dan	de	

meeste	mensen	in	de	adolescentiepsychologie.	Mijn	komst	naar	deze	afdeling	was	daarom	

van	beide	kanten	een	riskante	zet	en	dat	is	de	afgelopen	jaren	ook	gebleken.	Toch	ben	ik	jullie	

dankbaar	dat	 jullie	het	hebben	aangedurfd	om	mij	op	dit	promotieproject	 te	zetten.	 Ik	wil	

jullie	ook	bedanken	voor	de	vrijheid	die	jullie	mij	hebben	gegeven	om	mijn	eigen	invulling	aan	

dit	project	te	geven,	soms	ondanks	jullie	zorgen	over	de	goede	afloop	daarvan.	Maar	boven	

alles	ben	 ik	 jullie	ontzettend	dankbaar	 voor	 alle	 steun	en	 vertrouwen	die	 ik	 van	 jullie	heb	

gekregen	in	moeilijke	periodes.	

Naast	mijn	begeleiders	zijn	er	ook	andere	mensen	die	aan	de	papers	in	dit	proefschrift	

hebben	bijgedragen.	Allereerst	Conor	Dolan,	als	begeleider	van	mijn	master’s	thesis	heb	jij	

steeds	waardevolle	en	constructieve	adviezen	gegeven.	Ik	ben	je	ook	heel	dankbaar	voor	de	

grote	ruimte	die	je	me	hebt	gegeven	om	een	these	te	schrijven	over	een,	voor	psychologen,	

ongebruikelijk	 onderwerp.	 Het	 vierde	 hoofdstuk	 van	 dit	 proefschrift	 is	 een	 drastisch	

aangepaste	en	uitgebreide	versie	van	de	thesis	die	ik	bij	jou	heb	kunnen	schrijven.	Rolf	Loeber	

and	Dustin	Pardini,	I	can’t	tell	you	how	grateful	I	am	to	you	for	awarding	me	a	fellowship	and	

for	giving	me	the	opportunity	to	work	with	you	and	your	data.	My	period	in	Pittsburgh	was	

probably	the	greatest	and	most	inspiring	period	of	my	PhD.	They	say	science	is	all	about	being	

a	dwarf	standing	on	the	shoulders	of	giants.	Rolf,	thank	you	for	being	that	giant	for	the	second	

chapter	of	this	dissertation.	The	work	that	you	and	your	wife	have	done	on	the	Pittsburgh	

Youth	Study	is	incredible	and	the	result	even	more	so.	It	was	an	honor	and	a	privilege	to	work	

on	this	data	with	you.	Dustin,	thank	you	for	supporting	me	in	Pittsburgh	and	for	sharing	all	

your	 inspiring	 ideas	 with	 me.	 You	 razor-sharp	 thinking	 and	 your	 critical	 attitude	 were	

incredibly	helpful.	Martin	Rosema,	het	was	een	waar	genoegen	om	met	jou	samen	te	werken	

aan	onze	paper	over	‘consideration	sets’	en	aan	onze	grant	proposal.	Ontzettend	bedankt	voor	

alle	inspirerende	gesprekken	en	voor	al	je	waardevolle	input	en	ideeën.	

Mijn	promotietijd	heeft	helaas	ook	 in	het	 teken	gestaan	van	nare	gebeurtenissen	en	

tegenslagen	in	de	privésfeer.	 In	deze	periode	heb	ik	ontzettend	veel	steun	gehad	van	mijn	

vrienden	en	daar	ben	ik	hen	stuk	voor	stuk	enorm	dankbaar	voor.	Dit	proefschrift	ligt	er	ook	
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dankzij	jullie.	Ik	noem	hier	geen	namen	omdat	ik	dan	mensen	tekort	zou	doen	die	ik	niet	noem,	

maar	als	je	in	deze	categorie	valt	dan	weet	je	dat	ik	jou	bedoel.	

I	want	to	end	these	acknowledgements	with	the	person	who	has	supported	me	most	

directly	while	 I	 was	writing	 this	 dissertation.	 Every	 single	 day	 and	 every	 step	 of	 the	way.	

Natalie	Mercer,	you	are	an	incredible	human	being	and	an	incredible	academic.	I	have	no	idea	

how	I	would	have	gotten	through	the	hardest	phases	of	my	PhD	without	your	humor,	your	

sarcasm,	and	your	support.	From	the	bottom	of	my	heart,	thank	you	for	everything!
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