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a b s t r a c t

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.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

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 atti-
tudes. 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 and 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
mily, Utrecht University, P.O.
University, The Netherlands.
Netherlands, where left-right identification is a far stronger
element of voters' political identity than ideological or partisan
identity (e.g., Van der Eijk and Niem€oller, 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 identificationwith 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 inWest European politics
(Kriesi et al., 2008; Rekker, 2015; Van der Brug and van Spanje,
2009) and were identified as core ideological correlates of left-
right identification in the Netherlands (De Vries et al., 2013;
Rekker, 2016). Furthermore, we compared the dynamics of politi-
cal 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 recip-
rocal adjustment during adolescence and early adulthood. Finally,
we investigated how economic and cultural issues may play a dif-
ferential 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

mailto:r.rekker@uva.nl
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.electstud.2017.02.005&domain=pdf
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/02613794
www.elsevier.com/locate/electstud
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2017.02.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2017.02.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2017.02.005


R. Rekker et al. / Electoral Studies 46 (2017) 101e111102
establish an identity that may subsequently determine economic
attitudes.

1.1. 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 and Niemi, 1968; Jennings et al.,
2009; Kroh and 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 and 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 and 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 in-
dicates that the dominant element of Dutch voters' political iden-
tity is their left-right identification (e.g., Van der Eijk and Niem€oller,
1983; Rekker et al., 2014). 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, butmostly with the latter (Freire, 2008; Knutsen,
1997; Van der Eijk et al., 2005; Westholm and Niemi, 1992). This
implies that left-right identification largely captures the political
identity of Dutch voters in general, and particularly their identifi-
cation with political parties. This phenomenon is probably related
to the fact that Dutch political parties are strongly aligned along a
single left-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 (Van der Meer et al.,
2015).

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., 2014), it is
strongly associated with (but distinct from) voting behavior (e.g.,
Tillie and Fennema, 1998), and it predominates the intergenera-
tional transmission of political preferences (e.g., Westholm and
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.

1.2. Political identity and issue attitudes

Although there is undeniably a strong association between po-
litical identity and issue attitudes (e.g., Highton and 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 influ-
ence). 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
Michiganmodel 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 unrav-
eling 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 aswell as vice versa (Carsey and Layman, 2006; Evans
and Neundorf, 2013; Franklin, 1984; Goren, 2005; Highton and 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 (Jæger, 2008;
Pardos-Prado, 2011; Weber and 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 and Krosnick,1991; Schmitt-Beck et al., 2006; Sears and Funk,
1999) and issue attitudes (Krosnick and 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 thatmay occur during adolescence (Hooghe
et al., 2013; Hooghe and Wilkenfeld, 2008; Jennings and Markus,
1984; Rekker et al., 2014, 2015; Sears and 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 showhowpolitical
identity and issue attitudes maintain each other after their initial
formation, an adolescent sample allows us to truly test the influen-
tial idea that political identity is acquired early in life and subse-
quently serves as the basis for the development of issue attitudes
(e.g., Campbell et al., 1960).

Important for understanding both mechanisms is the phe-
nomenon that the consistency (i.e., association) between political
identity and issue attitudes increases considerably during adoles-
cence and early adulthood (Rekker et al., 2014). Research shows
that many American early adolescents can already identify as
Democrat or Republican (Easton and Dennis, 1969; Greenstein,
1965; Hess and Torney, 1967) and that most Dutch adolescents of
this age can likewise identify as leftist or rightist (Rekker et al.,
2014). However, political identity at this age may still be as
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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., 2014).
However, this identity-attitude consistency was also found to in-
crease tremendously during subsequent years (Beck and Jennings,
1991; Boonen et al., 2014; Markus, 1979; Niemi and Jennings,
1991; Sears and Valentino, 1997). For example, one study found
that the explained variance of issue attitudes in left-right identifi-
cation surged from 0.6% around age 13.5 to 19.2% around age 23
(Rekker et al., 2014).

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., atti-
tude 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 and Layman, 2006; Goren, 2005; Layman and 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
muchmore than the Rochestermodel. 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).
1.3. The education gap in identity-attitude consistency

Important for understanding both identity influence and atti-
tude influence is the phenomenon that the resulting consistency
between political identity and issue attitudes is stronger for some
voters than for others (Carsey and 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 cor-
responding issue attitudes (Converse, 1964; Pardos-Prado, 2011;
Sears and Funk, 1999). Since political identity (e.g., Sears and
Valentino, 1997), issue attitudes (e.g., Alwin and Krosnick, 1991),
and the association between the two (e.g., Rekker et al., 2014) 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 in-
crease 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 elab-
orate understanding of the issue attitudes that match their political
identity. By engaging in activities like reading about politics, po-
litical 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 influ-
ence (Carsey and Layman, 2006). As such, our fifth hypotheis was
postulated as follows:

H5. The effect of prior political identity on issue attitudes will be
stronger for highly educated voters.

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 atti-
tude influence also assumes a substantial effort from youths. For
attitude influence to occur, youths first have to form an autono-
mous 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. Bywatching 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 and 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.
1.4. 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 pre-
sent study was to determine if these dynamics are different for ado-
lescents. According to the Michigan model of partisanship, identity
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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 canoccur at anyage (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.

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 estab-
lished characteristic predicts changes in another established char-
acteristic. 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 and
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 be-
tween 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 and
Killen, 2008; Quintana and McKown, 2008). Indeed, an extensive
body of research indicates that attitudes on cultural issues like the
multicultural society can already be observed during childhood (see
Raabe and Beelmann, 2011 for a review) and already reach a sub-
stantial stabilityduringadolescence (Hoogheetal., 2013;Rekkeretal.,
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
maybe characterized bya 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 so-
ciety than for attitudes on economic redistribution.

Whereas core cultural attitudes are already acquired during
childhood, economic attitudes do not develop until late adoles-
cence 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 identitymay 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 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.
2. Method

2.1. Sample and context

This study was conducted on the ‘Utrecht Study of Adolescent
Development (USAD) 1991e1997’ (‘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 re-
spondents 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 redis-
tribution 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).

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Political identity and issue attitudes
As outlined in the introduction, political identity was oper-

ationalized 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:
a ¼ 0.85 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 fromHagendoorn and Janssen (1983) and used
as a scale that demonstrated good reliability properties in our
sample, ranging from a ¼ 0.84 to 0.87 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.

2.2.2. Educational level
Dutch secondary educationwas 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 voca-
tional 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.



Table 1
Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations (Pearson's r).

Variable 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 M SD

1. Political Identity W1 0.45*** 0.43*** 0.24*** 0.25*** 0.15*** 0.12*** 0.10** 0.11** 0.03 5.41 1.79
2. Political Identity W2 0.53*** 0.17*** 0.27*** 0.20*** 0.24*** 0.28*** 0.26*** -0.04 5.23 1.69
3. Political Identity W3 0.20*** 0.25*** 0.24*** 0.18*** 0.23*** 0.24*** -0.03 5.16 1.60
4. Economic Redistribution W1 0.51*** 0.43*** -0.02 -0.12*** -0.11** 0.21*** 4.34 1.70
5. Economic Redistribution W2 0.50*** 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.12*** 4.53 1.60
6. Economic Redistribution W3 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.11*** 4.43 1.55
7. Multicultural Society W1 0.58*** 0.54*** -0.27*** 4.78 2.10
8. Multicultural Society W2 0.77*** -0.33*** 4.89 1.95
9. Multicultural Society W3 -0.33*** 4.64 1.79
10. Education (0 ¼ Low; 1 ¼ High) 0.43 0.49

Note. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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2.3. 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-laggedmodels indicate if the development of a certain
trait precedes the development of another trait. This temporal pre-
cedence is a necessary, though not a sufficient, condition for cau-
sality in development. Due to the nature of our data, we specified our
models in a cohort-sequential manner. For this purpose, we divided
respondents in four cohorts based on their age at the first wave: 12 to
15 (mean: 13.5; N ¼ 321), 15 to 18 (mean: 16.5; N ¼ 341), 18 to 21
(mean: 19.5; N ¼ 262), and 21 to 24 (mean: 22.5; N ¼ 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 es-
timates, 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 param-
eters 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 and Bentler (2001). Because Chi2

difference tests have a tendency to favor less parsimonious models
in larger samples (e.g., Bentler and 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 so-
ciety. To determine the role of educational level, we specified a
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 adulthoodwas defined
as all effects from age 19.5 onwards.
2.4. Statistical assumptions

2.4.1. Age, period, and cohort effects
This study aimed to investigate age differences in identity in-

fluence 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 and Niemi, 2014;
Prinzie and Onghena, 2005). For this purpose, we tested if param-
eters 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.

2.4.2. 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 themeasurement
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 re-
liabilities for left-right identification (0.51), attitudes on economic
redistribution (0.60), and attitudes on the multicultural society
(0.74), these differences 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 (0.57), attitudes on
economic redistribution (0.58), and attitudes on the multicultural
society (0.59). 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 in-
dicators or the assumption that measurement error is equal across
waves. Procedures that require multiple indicators (e.g., Bollen,
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1989) could not be used because left-right identification is a single-
item measure. Methods that require the assumption that mea-
surement error is equal across waves (e.g., Wiley and Wiley, 1970;
Green and 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.

2.5. 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.

3. Results

3.1. 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 con-
current associations at each wave between left-right identification
and issue attitudes, which improved model fit (Dc2(24) ¼ 195.845,
p < 0.001, DRMSEA ¼ -0.013, DAIC ¼ �175, DBIC ¼ �129). Second,
we added concurrent associations at each wave between
Fig. 1. The dynamics of left-right identification and issue attitudes. Unstandardized effects on
redistribution attitudes and multiculturalism attitudes. These pa-
rameters deteriorated the model fit and were therefore excluded
from subsequent analyses (Dc2(12) ¼ 14.499, p ¼ 0.270,
DRMSEA ¼ þ0.007, DAIC ¼ þ6, DBIC ¼ þ29). Third, we improved
model fit by adding cross-lagged effects of prior left-right identi-
fication on issue attitudes and vice versa (Dc2(32) ¼ 133.787,
p < 0.001, DRMSEA ¼ -0.002, DAIC ¼ �83, DBIC ¼ �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 (Dc2(12) ¼ 150.752, p < 0.001, DRMSEA ¼ -0.051, DAIC ¼ �159,
DBIC ¼ �136). We finally constrained all stability paths and cross-
lagged effects across the four age cohorts as outlined in the method
section (Dc2(21) ¼ 35.249, p ¼ 0.027, DRMSEA ¼ þ0.000,
DAIC ¼ �3, DBIC ¼ �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 c2(73) ¼ 122.192,
p < 0.001, RMSEA¼ 0.047, CFI¼ 0.980) according to RMSEA and CFI
criteria (Hu and Bentler, 1999) and is depicted in Fig. 1.

3.2. 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 c2(91) ¼ 150.737, p < 0.001, RMSEA ¼ 0.047,
CFI ¼ 0.975) and then tested hypotheses using a Dc2 obtained from
Wald tests. All parameter estimates are displayed in Table 2. As
expected (H1), prior left-right identification predicted issue atti-
tudes (B ¼ 0.07, Dc2(1) ¼ 22.921, p < 0.001). Also as hypothesized
(H2), prior issue attitudes reversely predicted left-right identifica-
tion (B ¼ 0.11, Dc2(1) ¼ 70.052, p < 0.001). The effect of prior issue
a 10-point scale. Model fit: Chi2(73) ¼ 122.192; p < 0.001. RMSEA ¼ 0.047, CFI ¼ 0.980.



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)*** 0.07 0.09 (0.03)** 0.09 0.06 (0.02)*** 0.06 �0.03
Attitude influence 0.11 (0.01)*** 0.12 0.11 (0.02) *** 0.13 0.11 (0.02)*** 0.12 �0.00
Difference þ0.04* þ0.03 þ0.05*
Identity influence by educational level
Low education 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 0.09 (0.04)* 0.09 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 �0.07
High education 0.11 (0.02)*** 0.13 0.11 (0.04)** 0.12 0.12 (0.02)*** 0.13 þ0.00
Difference þ0.08** þ0.02 þ0.10**

Attitude influence by educational level
Low education 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.10 0.08 (0.03)** 0.10 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.10 þ0.01
High education 0.13 (0.02)*** 0.13 0.12 (0.04)** 0.13 0.14 (0.03)*** 0.13 þ0.02
Difference þ0.04 þ0.04 þ0.05

Identity-attitude consistency by educational level
Low education 2.3% (1.5) 0.15 1.6% (2.0) 0.13 5.0% (2.8) 0.22 þ3.4%
High education 18.8% (3.9)*** 0.43 6.4% (3.9) 0.25 31.6% (5.5)*** 0.56 þ25.2%***
Difference þ16.5%*** þ4.8% þ26.6%*** þ21.8%**

Identity influence by issue
Economic redistribution 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.10 0.10 (0.03)** 0.11 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.10 �0.01
Multicultural society 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 0.07 (0.04) 0.06 0.03 (0.02) 0.03 �0.04
Difference �0.05* �0.03 �0.06*

Attitude influence by issue
Economic redistribution 0.10 (0.02)*** 0.10 0.03 (0.04) 0.03 0.13 (0.02)*** 0.13 þ0.10*
Multicultural society 0.12 (0.02)*** 0.14 0.16 (0.03)*** 0.18 0.09 (0.02)*** 0.11 �0.07*
Difference þ0.01 þ0.13** �0.04

Note. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001. Stand ¼ Standardized coefficient.
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attitudes on left-right identificationwas stronger than the reversed
effect of prior left-right identification on issue attitudes (DB ¼ 0.04,
Dc2(1) ¼ 6.104, p ¼ 0.014). 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., iden-
tity influence).
3.3. 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-laggedmodel 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). Us-
ing 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 atti-
tudes in left-right identification showed only a non-significant in-
crease from 1.6% during adolescence to 5.0% during early adulthood
(DR2 ¼ 3.4%, z ¼ 0.99, p ¼ 0.323). For highly educated youths, this
identity-attitude consistency contrarily surged from 6.4% during
adolescence to 31.6% during early adulthood (DR2 ¼ 25.2%, z ¼ 3.74,
p < 0.001). Confirming our hypothesis (H4), highly educated youths
therefore showed a stronger increase in identity-attitude consis-
tency than low educated youths (DR2 ¼ 21.8%, z ¼ 2.88, p ¼ 0.004).
This role of educational level is depicted in Fig. 2.

To examine what mechanism may explain this emerging edu-
cation gap, we added educational level as an additional grouping
variable (alongside cohort) to our cross-lagged model (model
c2(182) ¼ 258.268, p < 0.001, RMSEA ¼ 0.055, CFI ¼ 0.966). As
expected (H5), the effect of prior left-right identification on issue
attitudes was stronger among highly educated youths than among
low education youths (DB ¼ 0.08, Dc2(1) ¼ 7.701, p ¼ 0.006).
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 (DB ¼ 0.04,
Dc2(1)¼ 2.369, p¼ 0.124). 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.
3.4. Life phases and issues

To compare effects between adolescence and early adulthood,
we modified parameter constraints on the cross-lagged model
(model c2(89) ¼ 149.836, p < 0.001, RMSEA ¼ 0.048, CFI ¼ 0.975).
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 (DB ¼ 0.03, Dc2(1) ¼ 0.949, p ¼ 0.330). 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 c2(85) ¼ 135.147, p < 0.001,
RMSEA ¼ 0.044, CFI ¼ 0.979). 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 (DB ¼ 0.13, Dc2(1) ¼ 8.654, p ¼ 0.003).
Further illustrating the importance of early cultural attitudes dur-
ing adolescence, an exploratory analysis showed that the effect on
left-right identification of prior multiculturalism attitudes was



Fig. 2. Identity-attitude consistency, identity influence, and attitude influence by life phase and educational level.
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stronger during adolescence than during early adulthood
(DB ¼ 0.07, Dc2(1) ¼ 3.865, p ¼ 0.049), whereas the effect of prior
redistribution attitudes was reversely stronger during early adult-
hood than during adolescence (DB ¼ 0.10, Dc2(1) ¼ 5.893,
p ¼ 0.015). Also as hypothesized (H9), the effect of left-right
identification on redistribution attitudes was stronger than on
multiculturalism attitudes during early adulthood (DB ¼ 0.06,
Dc2(1) ¼ 3.898, p ¼ 0.048) and consequently also when averaged
across adolescence and early adulthood (DB ¼ 0.05, Dc2(1) ¼ 4.162,
p ¼ 0.041). 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 (DB ¼ 0.08,
Dc2(1) ¼ 9.867, p ¼ 0.002). Contrarily, redistribution attitudes
predicted left-right identification about equally as vice versa
(DB ¼ 0.01, Dc2(1) ¼ 0.211, p ¼ 0.646). Taken together, these results
suggest a developmental order inwhich early issue attitudes on the
multicultural society precede the acquisition of left-right identifi-
cation 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 adult-
hood is depicted in Fig. 3.

4. Discussion

This study examined how voters originally acquired their po-
litical identity early in life. Results indicated that youths form issue
attitudes consistent with prior political identity (i.e., identity in-
fluence) as well as vice versa (i.e., attitude influence). Results
furthermore revealed that attitude influence may be more pro-
nounced 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 atti-
tudes. 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 particu-
larly important in predicting the formation of political identity
during adolescence. Contrarily, political identity predicted the for-
mation of economic attitudes more than the development of
cultural attitudes during early adulthood.

4.1. 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 influ-
ence). The primary aim of the present study was to, for the first
time, investigate these mechanisms in a sample that includes ad-
olescents. Findings provided support for 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 and Dennis, 1969) and that most Dutch adolescents of this
age can similarly identify as leftist or rightist (Rekker et al., 2014).
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 like-
wise 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 theMichiganmodel 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 atti-
tudes 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 and
Valentino, 1997).

4.2. The education gap in identity-attitude consistency

Since political identity, issue attitudes, and the association be-
tween the two are all acquired during adolescence (e.g., Alwin and
Krosnick, 1991), we theorized that the education gap in identity-
attitude consistency can also be traced back to this life phase. Re-
sults 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



Fig. 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).
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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 stronger level
of political identification among highly educated youths (Wolak,
2009) and by a more elaborate understanding of what issue atti-
tudes match their identity. This interpretation is consistent with
results from adult samples that a higher level of cognitive mobili-
zation (e.g., knowledge about politics) is associated with a stronger
level of identity influence (Carsey and 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 and 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.
4.3. 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 posi-
tion 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 and Beelmann, 2011), whereas atti-
tudes 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 hypothe-
sis: 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 find-
ings underline the importance of childhood cultural attitudes for
political development.

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. There-
fore, the mechanism of identity influence seems to describe the
acquisition of economic attitudes better than that of cultural atti-
tudes. Indeed, the overall finding that attitude influence was
stronger than identity influence was mainly due to attitude influ-
ence from multiculturalism attitudes.

Taken together, results revealed a developmental order inwhich
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 redistri-
bution during early adulthood. By including an adolescent sample,
this study was the first to detect this heightened attitude influence
of early cultural orientations.
4.4. 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 develop-
ment. For example, it is possible that attitudes precede and predict
political identity without actually causing it. Though we interpret
our findings theoretically in causal terms, it is important to
emphasize that cross-laggedmodels do not provide a definitive test
of causality (Hamaker et al., 2015). Second, datawere collected well
before this article's time of writing. During the early 1990s, atti-
tudes 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,
2016). It therefore seems plausible that the psychological
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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 break-
through in the Netherlands (De Vries et al., 2013).
5. 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 po-
litical 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 orien-
tations 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 atti-
tudes (e.g., Jennings and Markus, 1984; Henry and Sears, 2009)
during adulthood may contribute to the strong stability of political
identity (e.g., Sears and Funk, 1999).
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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” 0.65
“Differences in status between rich and poor should be
smaller”

0.84

“Differences between classes should be smaller” 0.80
“Differences between low and high incomes should be
smaller”

0.85

“Differences in possession should be smaller” 0.83
Multicultural Society
“Unemployed Turks should definitely be expelled” 0.86
“Our social provisions are not meant for foreigners” 0.85
“Foreigners pose a threat to our culture” 0.86
“Foreign employees steal our jobs” 0.82
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