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It is clear that generational replacement is one of the main driving forces for social
and political change in liberal democracies. While there is considerable consensus
about the observation that the political attitudes and behaviors of young people
differ significantly from those of earlier cohorts, there is disagreement about how
this observation should be interpreted. Some authors worry about the decline of
participation and trust among young people; others herald their tolerance and
critical attitudes. In this introduction, it is argued that, because of this generational
replacement mechanism, youth studies offer us a glimpse of the future evolution of
western political systems. If the differences that are currently being observed persist
into later parts of the life cycle, this implies that political systems will have to find a
way to adapt to a more critical and distant citizenry.
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In the field of political survey research, it rarely occurs that there is an across-
the-board consensus about the basic characteristics of the phenomena being
studied. Nevertheless, in recent years a remarkable consensus has grown over
the observation that in most Western societies, the political orientations of
younger age cohorts differ in fundamental ways from those embodied by their
predecessors. Either with regard to political behavior, participation, attitudes
or norms and values, current opinion research tends to show marked
differences between generations. As a result, generational replacement is
generally considered to be a key process driving social and political change
with respect to attitudes toward political institutions.

Opinions differ, however, on how exactly this shift should be conceptualized,
and what it spells out for the future of democracy. Some authors have
expressed concern about what they perceive to be a lack of democratic
commitment and engagement among younger age cohorts. One of the most
important findings in this respect is the fact that they are less likely to cast a
vote during elections. In a number of Western democracies, voter turnout is in
decline, and there is some evidence that this phenomenon is particularly acute
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among the younger generations. Again, however, various answers are being
offered as to why this might be the case (Plutzer, 2002; Blais et al., 2004;
Franklin et al., 2004). While some authors cite political cynicism, a lack of
political interest or a lesser sense of civic obligation, others point to
institutional arrangements that have a negative impact on the willingness of
young people to vote. Voter registration requirements, the lack of ideological
debate, or the perceived lack of a real alternation in the political elite might
have as an effect that especially young people no longer want to participate in
elections. Turnout figures are not the only indicators corroborating the
observation that the relation between young people and institutionalized party
politics is under serious stress. Feelings of partisanship and party identification
have traditionally correlated positively with age; because of life cycle effects,
party identification tends to become more ingrained in people as they get older.
But even so, the slope of the curve has become steeper during the last decade,
as young people have tended to eschew traditional party politics altogether
(Dalton, 2002, 31). In various countries, the youth sections of political parties
—traditionally important channels for recruitment into mainstream party
politics — are rapidly losing members and are almost on the brink of
disappearing (Hooghe et al., 2004). There is no consensus, however, on the
question of how these trends should be interpreted. Some authors view these
figures and trend lines as just one manifestation of a more general trend toward
a less engaged citizenry. According to these researchers, young people are not
just less interested in voting and in party politics, they are also less likely to get
engaged in various other forms of civic engagement, and they are more
distrusting toward political institutions or their fellow citizens. Putnam (2000)
argues that generational replacement is one of the key mechanisms to explain
the decline of social capital in US society. Young people do not just refrain
from party politics, but also from civic engagement, membership of voluntary
associations and various forms of formal and informal interaction. Not only
are they less civicly engaged than older age groups, but they are also less likely
to participate than the generation of their parents were 20 or 30 years ago.
Some studies indeed seem to confirm the assertion that younger age cohorts
tend to be more distrustful and less engaged in civic activities (Rahn and
Transue, 1998).

In sharp contrast to this more pessimistic line of research, other authors
consider this decline literature to be a rather one-sided view of how young
people interact with the political system. Although we have accumulated
sufficient evidence by now about the strained relation between young age
cohorts and traditional political institutions; this should not be taken to mean
that young people have lost interest in politics and public affairs. Rather, they
prefer more informal ways of participating in politics, espousing more lifestyle-
related and loosely structured forms of civic engagement (O’Toole et al., 2003).
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Often these forms of engagement that range from wearing political signs and
logos, making shopping decisions based on political considerations, signing
petitions and spontaneously attending rallies or political concerts are not even
picked up or acknowledged in mainstream political science research (Gauthier,
2003). One could even turn the argument around, by claiming that younger
generations are actually more democratically minded than older generations are
or were. Results from the World Value Surveys seem to demonstrate that
younger age cohorts adhere more strongly to democratic norms, as they are
more tolerant and they tend to be more critical toward authoritarian and
hierarchical institutions (Inglehart, 2003). Especially with regard to gender
equality and tolerance towards a broad variety of lifestyles, younger age groups
certainly are more open-minded than the generation of their parents used to be,
and this too, can be interpreted as the continued spread of democratic ideals
(Inglehart and Norris, 2003). In this respect, younger age groups function as the
vanguard of a new generation of ‘critical citizens’, who tend to be more skeptical
about the performance of political institutions, but who are, at the same time
deeply committed to democratic norms and to tolerance (Norris, 1999).

An implicit assumption in most of the current literature on youth and
politics is that youth studies have a wider relevance for the field of political
science in general. Structural social changes, like secularization, globalization
or individualization are expected to have an impact on the political attitudes
and behaviors of the entire population. However, for adults these effects are
mitigated by the fact that their initial political orientations were shaped
decades ago, and to some extent these orientations are carried along over the
entire life cycle (Jennings, 1987). For younger people, the effect of these
structural transformations is not just easier to detect and to observe, it might
also have a stronger impact as they were experienced in the formative period of
their lives. As Franklin (2004, 216) reminds us: ‘The future lies in the hands of
young people. Young people hold the key to the future because they are the
ones who react to new conditions. Older people are, on the whole, too set in
their ways to be responsible for social or political change, so most long-term
change comes about by way of generational replacement’.

Over the past couple of years, an intense debate has been going on in the
field of political participation studies about the question whether civic and
political engagement, and political trust are indeed caught in a downward
spiral, as some pessimistic authors would have it (for a review, see Stolle and
Hooghe, 2005). Within this debate, a lot of research attention is focused on
young people, as they are most likely to be affected by this social trend. It is
assumed that if we can find out more about the political orientations of young
people, this already offers us a glimpse of the future that lies ahead. A clear
illustration of this logic can be found in the recent work by Russell Dalton on
the evolution of political trust. Dalton (2004, 93) notes that back in the 1950s,
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multivariate analysis showed a negative relation between age and trust
(indicating that older people are significantly more distrustful). In the most
recent studies, however, this relation has been turned around, as younger age
cohorts now are clearly more distrustful than older respondents. According to
Dalton (2004, 94), this finding allows us some grounds for speculation about
future trends: ‘the young are now more likely to display lower levels of political
trust and greater cynicism towards politicians and political institutions.
Members of ‘generation X’, for example begin their political experience as
cynics — and these sentiments might only strengthen with continued
experience with everyday politics. The normal process of demographic
turnover may therefore produce continued downward pressure on political
support in the years ahead.’ To put it differently: the basic assumption in this
line of research is that cohort effects will prove to be more powerful than age or
period effects.

One might consider this a rather instrumental use of youth studies: in this
kind of research young people are used as a miner’s canary. It is assumed that if
there is any poison in the air of democracy, young people will be the first to
detect the danger. Obviously, various objections against this instrumental use
of youth studies can be formulated: it could be argued that the political
orientations of young people should be understood in their own right, and not
just as a convenient early detection mechanism (Gauthier, 2003). However, we
might also express a more methodological concern: using young age cohorts
this way only makes sense if we can safely assume that they will continue their
current political orientations into the future, once they have reached
adulthood. This amounts to what has been called a ‘persistence model’,
essentially claiming that ‘the residues of preadult learning persist through life,
perhaps even hardening with time’ (Sears and Levy, 2003, 78). In some cases,
this persistence has indeed been demonstrated; with regard to partisanship and
party identification, for example, early orientations proved to have strong
and lasting effects (Ventura, 2001). As Green et al. (2002, 107–108) summarize
it: ‘The influences of the political environment are most noticeable among
new voters, whose partisan attachments often bear the stamp of the
political Zeitgeist that prevailed when they reached voting age or became
naturalized citizens’. In this view, primary socialization experiences tend to
produce persistent effects, which are only marginally influenced by later
socialization experiences. This concept of persistent political self-identification
is of course nothing new, as it already was formulated in Karl Mannheim’s
classical thesis on the creation of ‘political generations’ by what he called
generation-defining events.

The recent research on voting behavior, too, supports the claim that once a
behavioral pattern is established, for example, the first time young people are
eligible to vote, they will easily persist in this behavioral pattern in the elections

Marc Hooghe
Political Socialization

334

Acta Politica 2004 39



ahead (Plutzer, 2002; Franklin et al., 2004). Once the habit of voting has been
acquired, it requires only a minimal investment of time, attention and resources
to continue the pattern; for a first-time voter, however, this investment is more
substantial. It has to be kept in mind, though, that this persistence hypothesis
has also been challenged, by various authors arguing that socialization
experiences later on in the life cycle, and age- and period effects might have
equally powerful influences. Furthermore, it is likely that the persistence
hypothesis might be valid for some orientations and some forms of behavior,
while it is less successful explaining other attitudes. The validity of the
persistence thesis, therefore, remains an open empirical question, despite the
fact that current research supports the occurrence of persistence, at least with
regard to some attitudes (Sears and Levy, 2003).

The renewed interest in the political orientation of young age cohorts has
resulted in a revival of political socialization studies (Galston, 2001; Sapiro,
2004). If young people indeed hold the key for the future functioning of our
political systems, it becomes all the more important to understand how and
where they acquire their knowledge about politics, and how they are socialized
into political attitudes. As Sapiro (2004) points out, current socialization
research is fundamentally different from the one that emerged in the 1950s
and 1960s. In that earlier era, it was emphasized that socialization should serve
as a mechanism to ensure political stability. In this respect, political
socialization studies were quite heavily influenced by the Parsonian paradigm.
In Parsons’ theory, social systems maintain their stability and they safeguard
their survival by an intensive socialization process whereby the prevailing
values underlying the system are being interiorized by new age cohorts. In
Parsons’ world, socialization ensures stability, it does not lead to social
change or modernization, and the same can be said about most of the
socialization research of the 1950s and 1960s. A rather typical example of this
traditional view on political socialization would be a French study conducted
in the early 1960s. The researchers were mostly interested in the question
of whether young people knew the national anthem and the name of the
president, while they also expressed concern about the rather lenient attitude
of young children toward traitors to the country (Roig and Billon-Grand,
1968). Current socialization research, in contrast, focuses on the question
where and how young people acquire political knowledge, whether they are
interested in politics, and on whether they engage, or intend to engage in
social and political life (Hooghe and Stolle, 2004; Torney-Purta, 2004). The
scope of socialization experiences being considered has been expanding just as
well: while in the 1960s there was a tendency to concentrate research efforts on
the impact of parents and schools; now voluntary associations, mass media,
peer groups and informal interactions gradually come more into focus in
socialization research.
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Using the study of young people to obtain some indications about the likely
evolution of political systems in Western societies only makes sense if a number
of conditions are being met. First of all, it has to be made clear that there is
indeed a genuine and profound difference between younger and older age
cohorts. Cross-sectional data cannot be used for this purpose, as they do not
allow for the disentangling of age from generational effects. The fundamental
question is not whether young people differ from older people, but whether the
current cohort of young people differs from earlier youth cohorts, in the 1950s
and 1970s, or even earlier. This implies we need time series, and preferably,
panel data. Once we know that younger age cohorts indeed developed specific
characteristics, the second question becomes how we could explain them. In a
number of countries, civic education has gained new prominence in the school
curricula, while civics courses in general have become much more practice
oriented in the past decades (APSA, 2004). Other factors, whether they are
school related or not, however, might have an equally important effect on
young people’s political orientations.

A third question concerns the consequences of our findings: we can assume
that young people relate differently to the political system than previous
cohorts used to do. At this moment, however, we do not know whether, and
how, liberal political systems will find a way to adapt to the spread of a more
critical and distant citizenry. From a more procedural point of view, one could
argue that we should not be concerned about the fact that young people tend to
be more distant and critical vis-à-vis the political system and their governments,
for example, with regard to political parties. As long as they continue to
participate in the democratic process (the minimum requirement here would
be voting), these new attitudes do not necessarily spell trouble for demo-
cratic politics. To substantiate that claim we would need some evidence here
that the attitude of young people indeed leads to lower turnout figures, to
drastically less informed voters, to more cynical citizens or less engaged
community members.

Finally, we would also need some proof of the persistence thesis. For a
number of indicators, it is quite evident that young people on average score
lower than older people do. Young people are not yet integrated into the labor
market, they do not yet have children of their own and probably they do not
own their own family house. All of this implies that they are less likely to be
connected to civil society and to politics: they are less likely to be members of
trade unions, parents’ committees or neighborhood watch associations.
Furthermore, because of prolonged education, this youth phase has a tendency
to become extended in Western societies. These well-known life cycle effects are
no reason for concern — clearly young people are known to be less engaged
throughout several generations. The picture becomes different, however, if we
gather some evidence that this passivity is likely to persist into the future, when
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youngsters have reached adulthood. In sum, these four questions amount to a
number of fundamental queries: is the difference really there, why is it there,
what are its consequences, and is it likely to remain there in the future? These
are the four questions that we set out to answer in this special issue.

First, M. Kent Jennings and Laura Stoker present unique evidence about the
trends in social engagement and generalized trust among the US population.
They build their analysis on the results from the Youth–Parent Socialization
panel that started in 1965, with subsequent interview waves in 1973, 1982 and
1997. A unique feature of this panel study is not just the extraordinary time
span it covers, but also the fact that in 1965 the parents of the respondent were
included in the study and in 1997 the children of the original respondents,
resulting in a data set that comprises information on three generations across a
3-decade time span. Their analysis demonstrates that especially the youngest
age cohort seems affected by a decline in social trust. While in 1965, almost
two-thirds of the respondents (aged 17 at that time) agreed with the statement
that most people can be trusted, 32 years later, only one-third of the children of
these respondents shares this trusting outlook (while their parents remained
just as trusting as in 1965). Interestingly, however, this analysis shows that the
youngest age cohort, the so-called ‘Generation X’, born after 1970, seems
responsible for the bulk of the decline in trust and engagement, and not the
earlier generation of baby-boomers, as is argued in some other studies. The
youngest age cohorts, however, not only participate less, but also in a more
sporadic manner, fluctuating more easily over time. Jennings and Stoker,
however, also warn us about all-too-easy extrapolations: they find strong age
and life cycle effects, both with regard to trust as with regard to engagement.
The occurrence of these effects implies that one should be very careful in
assuming that young people will simply continue their current behavioral and
attitudinal pattern into the future.

The second article in this issue is based on an equally unique data set. Judith
Torney-Purta, Carolyn Henry Barber and Wendy Klandl Richardson use the
IEA Civic Education survey (where Torney-Purta was the principal
investigator) to ascertain how we can explain the emergence of trust and
engagement among 14 year olds in various national settings. Their analysis
demonstrates that understanding the emergence of young people’s political and
civic orientation depends on the interplay between micro- and macro-level
explanations. At the micro-level, the propensity to discuss politics with parents
proved to have a strong effect on the willingness to participate. This finding
confirms some of the older assumptions about the intergenerational transmis-
sion of political interest and political orientation from parents to their children.
At the macro-level Torney-Purta et al. find intriguing differences between
stable democracies and newly emerging democratic systems. In countries where
political institutions do not always live up to democratic expectations, children
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are less likely to express political trust, and they are also more doubtful about
whether they will participate in political life once they become adults. This can
be explained by invoking a threshold model: it is only when political systems
cross a certain threshold of trustworthiness and performance that young
people are actually likely to develop feelings of political or institutional trust.
Finally, this analysis also shows that schools matter, not just with regard to the
formal inclusion of civic education in their curricula, but also in the ways that
they encourage their pupils to get informed and to engage themselves in
various forms of participation.

In the Torney-Purta et al. article, the 14 year olds are questioned about their
likelihood to vote, once they become enfranchised. However, we also have
some evidence about what actually happens with regard to voter turnout
among young people. The research team, responsible for the Canadian election
studies has already demonstrated that the youngest voters (i.e., those born after
1970) are responsible for most of the decline in voter turnout in Canada since
the late 1980s (Blais et al., 2004). Differences are indeed remarkable: while
turnout stands at 71 percent for those born before 1970, is just 44 percent for
those born after 1970. In this article however, Daniel Rubenson, André Blais,
Patrick Fournier, Elisabeth Gidengil and Neil Nevitte build on these findings
to explain why exactly young people refrain from participating in the 2000
federal elections in Canada. Contrary to what is too often assumed, this age
gap is not being caused by the spread of feelings of cynicism among young
people, and, at least in this Canadian study, young people do not seem to be
more cynical about politics than older citizens. What does seem to matter,
however, are political interest and political knowledge, as both of these
indicators clearly show lower scores for young people. This finding confirms
the worries of the pessimistic views on civic decline in the young generation, as
their participation in the democratic process seems threatened. It would be
important to test whether this trend holds in other countries beyond the
Canadian or the North American context. These findings also shift the
question for future research, as Rubenson et al. indicate in their concluding
remarks: ‘it remains to be explained why younger people are less interested in
and informed about politics than their older fellow citizens’. Furthermore, the
findings in this article call for further research to find out whether a similar
pattern of political disengagement among young people might be found in
other countries too.

Finally, we turn to the fourth piece of the puzzle: will these differences prove
to be persistent, and will they determine the political culture of Western
democracies? In order to answer this question, Dietlind Stolle and Marc
Hooghe test the persistence hypothesis with an analysis of the Youth–Parent
Socialization Study that was also used in the Jennings/Stoker article. Two
mechanisms are being tested in this analysis: first, a network mechanism,
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assuming that those who are active in associations already at an early age will
remain active later on in life, as they have become members in politicized
networks. Second, an attitudinal mechanism might ensure that civic attitudes
shaped at an early age either in associations or as a result of other experiences
will persist into later life. The main finding of this analysis is that generalized
trust should be regarded as a persistent attitude, with a high degree of stability
between adolescence and adulthood. The analysis, however, also produced
support for the occurrence of a network effect: those respondents who joined
selected youth participation were more active as adults, although the stability
with regard to participation levels proved to be less outspoken than with regard
to trust. The results, presented by Stolle and Hooghe are in line with some of
the recent research on generalized trust, showing that this attitude is shaped
quite early in life, and proves to be rather stable, despite obvious age and life
cycle effects. Their validation of the persistence thesis heightens the relevance
of the research on young people’s orientations; we can assume that if young
people are less trusting and less engaged than earlier cohorts were, this
difference will remain persistent when these cohorts reach adulthood. At the
same time, the article reveals that the study of the sources of civicness must
include experiences in the early life phase.

The articles in this special issue make clear that political socialization stands
at the heart of political science, and should not be regarded as a ‘soft edge’ of the
discipline, inhabited only by people who want to get involved with schools and
children, as is often assumed. Despite the fact that in most departments of
political science, political socialization is not institutionally embedded (Sapiro,
2004), it is clear that socialization studies have become an important sub-
discipline of political science, one that allows us to develop interesting cross-links
with disciplines such as education and psychology. In this respect, we are quite
proud to be able to include in this issue two articles by some of the ‘arch-parents’
of political socialization research, M. Kent Jennings and Judith Torney-Purta,
both of whom have, to a large extent, shaped socialization research, ever since
their first steps in this field (Jennings, 1968; Hess and Torney, 1967).

In her review article, Virginia Sapiro (2004, 4) stresses the wider relevance of
political socialization studies: ‘Surely the questions of how people develop their
basic sets of political skills, orientations, and practices, and how their
experiences shape their politics are as pressing as ever’. These questions have
acquired a new relevance, now it seems clear that our democratic systems are
‘in flux’ (Putnam, 2002), with a trend toward lower degrees of partisanship,
increasing voter volatility, a greater reliance on electronic mass media to obtain
political information, and probably (although the evidence is not yet entirely
conclusive on these two accounts) lower turnout figures and lower institutional
trust. More informal and flexible forms of engagement and involvement, on the
other hand, seem to on the rise, but thus far it remains questionable which
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political impact of these new forms will have. Dalton et al. (2003, 273, 274)
note: ‘we are ready to cautiously assert that the sum of the changes across
multiple governmental arenas does constitute a significant change in policy
processes and in assumptions about who should be included in policy decisions
(y) A new model of democracy is evolving. The contemporary democratic
process requires more of its citizens. It also challenges politicians and
bureaucrats to figure out what it means to move past a trustee model of
politics without abdicating political leadership’. As Dalton et al. admit: at this
moment of research, we have only a vague idea of what the contours of this
new type of democracy will be and how it will function. The articles in this
issue strongly suggest that we can find out more about these contours by
looking at what goes on in schools, youth associations, and probably even by
looking at our own students. By doing so, we do discover that there is indeed
quite some potential for a further democratization of our political systems, as
Dalton et al. proclaim. But we can also observe that the pitfalls on the way
certainly are not negligible.
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