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Abstract The intergenerational transmission of political orientations has been the topic of
considerable research over the past few decades, but much of the evidence remains limited to
two-party systems. In this study, we use data from the first wave of the Parent-Child
Socialization Study (PCSS 2012), conducted among 3,426 adolescents and their parents in
the Flemish region of Belgium. Even in this multi-party system, we find a strong
correspondence between voting intentions of parents and children, enhanced by the degree of
politicization within the family. Talking about politics among parents and children has a
significant positive effect on parent-child party correspondence, and more particularly
political discussion with one’s father seems to have a stronger effect on father-child party

correspondence than discussion with one’s mother does on mother-child correspondence.
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SUMMARY

Introduction

The intergenerational transmission of political preferences has been the subject of numerous
studies, particularly in the United States. Seminal studies by Jennings and Niemi (1981),
Westholm and Niemi (1992) or Achen (2002) have led to the conclusion that parents have a
strong influence on adolescents’ party preferences. Recent developments in political
behavior, however, such as increasing volatility and the decline of partisanship, have changed
the basic characteristics of electoral outcimes. Where party identification traditionally was
considered to be a stable attitude, developed at a young age and shaped by socialization
agents, party identity has become increasingly weak and hardly different from party
preference in many European countries (Thomassen & Rosema, 2009).With regard to
political preferences, there is now a clear distinction between older and younger age cohorts,
leading to the question whether intergenerational transmission still contributes to patterns of
stability (Hooghe, 2004). Therefore, the main research question in this article is to what
extent parents can still be seen as important socialization agents when it comes to voting

intentions.

Although quite some research has been conducted in this area over the last few decades, the
bulk of this research was focused on the two-party system of the United States, or as Virginia
Sapiro puts it in her review on political socialization research: “Clearly, we have learned too
little about political socialization outside the United States” (Sapiro, 2004, p.5). In this article,
our aim is to apply the basic concepts of this research line within the context of a fragmented
multi-party system. The Belgian case is a theoretically relevant ‘hard case’, which allows us
to ascertain whether the strength of intergenerational transmission of party preferences that

has been found in political systems with high levels of party identification, is also present in a



very fragmented multi-party system, with a coming and going of new political parties that
often focus on one issue (Deschouwer, 2009). While the identification with one party
traditionally has been quite strong in the 20™ century in Belgium, this linkage between
citizens and political parties has been weakened, leading to a decrease of party membership
(Van Biezen, Mair, & Poguntke, 2012), an increase of electoral volatility (Dalton, McAllister,
& Wattenberg, 2000; Lachat, 2007) and an ongoing process of dealignment (Dalton, Farrell,

& McAllister, 2011).

There are four reasons why an analysis of this process in Belgium can offer an interesting
contribution to the existing literature. First, in a fragmented and volatile multi-party system
like Belgium, vote choices are less clearly delineated than they are in a two-party system. If
we find evidence for intergenerational transmission even in this context, this would imply
that this mechanism is still very important. Second, the ideological and policy differences
between different parties in Belgium are not as large as they are in most two-party systems.
Third, social and political dealignment has led to a weakened identification with a single
party in Belgium, leading to high levels of electoral volatility. Fourth, because of these three
considerations we can expect less parental consistency, less clear and stable parental
preferences and, therefore, less accurate perceptions by the adolescent, leading to fewer
opportunities for parents to have an impact on the transmission of their vote choice to their
children (Knafo & Schwartz, 2003; Okagaki & Bevis, 1999). This means that if we find the
same mechanism of intergenerational transmission in Belgium as we do in stable two-party
systems, we can establish in a convincing manner that not only strong party identifications,
but also more volatile and temporary vote choices can be transmitted from parents to

children.

Previous research has identified a number of facilitators for an effective transmission of party

preferences between generations. One of the most important facilitators is family
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politicization. Next to a limited number of basic control variables, we analyze the effect of
this variable on the correspondence between parents and children using structural equation
modeling. The analysis is based on the results of the first wave of the Parent-Child
Socialization Study, conducted between January and September 2012 among 3,426 15-year
old Belgian adolescents and their parents. The major advantage of this dataset is that children
and each of their parents were surveyed independently about their voting intentions, which

leads to reliable information on the voting intentions of both parents and their children.

Literature

Parents, individually or as part of a social network, can have a powerful and consistent
impact on the political preferences of young citizens (Cross & Young, 2008; Gidengil,
O’Neill & Young, 2010; Levine, 2005). The transmission of political attitudes is dependent
on several characteristics, with socioeconomic status (SES) of the parents as one of the most

important determinants (Verba, Schlozman & Burns, 2005).

(..)

When we investigate the intergenerational political transmission between parents and
children in a multi-party setting, there are a number of reasons to assume that the
resemblance between parents and children will be weaker than in some of the traditional
research. First, there are the ongoing processes of dealignment, decreasing party membership
and increasing volatility which have been weakening the linkage between voters and political
parties (Lachat, 2007; Dassonneville, 2012). Second, one of the characteristics of
contemporary multi-party systems is that the traditional form party identification does not

play the same dominant role as it does in countries such as the United States. As party



preference is not a stable and salient personal attitude, the odds that this attitude will be
effectively transmitted to the future generation are smaller. Third, we are confronted with a
younger generation with a declining interest in electoral politics that expresses itself in lower
levels of interest in parties and political institutions (Dalton, 2008; Quintelier, 2007; Putnam,

2000; Zukin et al., 2006; Henn, Weinstein & Forrest, 2005).

Based on this review of the literature, our main hypothesis is:

H1: The transmission of parental voting intentions on children’s voting intentions is weaker

than in traditional socialization research.

Next, we take into account the effects of politicization within the family and the fact that the
influence of parents will be different according to the gender of the adolescents with two

additional hypotheses:

H2: The transmission of voting intentions will be more successful within highly politicized

families.

H3: Political discussions with the parent of the same gender will have a stronger effect than

discussions with the other parent.

Data and methods

Parent-Child Socialization Study (PCSS)

The analysis will be based on the results of the first wave of the Parent-Child Socialization
Study (PCSS), conducted in the spring of 2012 among adolescents and their parents in
Belgium (Hooghe, Quintelier, Verhaegen, Boonen & Meeusen, 2012). In this survey, a

representative sample of 3,426 adolescents was interviewed during school hours using a



written self-administered questionnaire, while they received a similar questionnaire for their
parents which could be filled out at home (separately by both parents if the adolescent still
had contact with both parents). In total, for 60.8 % of all adolescents both parents returned
the questionnaire, while for 72.7 % of the adolescents at least one parent returned the

questionnaire.

The 3,426 14- to 15-year old respondents were selected using a stratified random sample of
61Dutch language schools in Belgium. The sample was drawn based on location (province)
and the education track being offered at the school. All third grade pupils filled out a survey
and received two copies of a similar survey for their parents, who were reminded by
telephone if they did not respond spontaneously. Looking at gender and educational track, the
sample closely mirrors the distribution in the population and therefore can be considered as

representative for that age group in the Flemish region of Belgium.

(..)

The PCSS was conducted among Dutch language high school students. As a result, they
could only choose their preferred Flemish party, as these are the only political parties
competing in the Dutch language part of Belgium. In the survey, the respondents were
presented with the following question: “If you could vote in an election for the Belgian
parliament today, which party would you vote for?”. The respondents could choose between
the Christian-Democrats (CD&V), Greens (Groen), Flemish Nationalists (N-VA), Liberals
(Open VLD), Socialists (Sp.a), extreme-right (Vlaams Belang), Libertarians (LDD) and
extreme leftist socialists (PvdA), with an additional open response category for ‘other party’.
This question taps voting intentions as this intention most clearly captures electoral
preference in a fragmented party system as Belgium (Dassonneville, 2012). Due to their

young age, the respondents in our sample have no real life experience with voting. We did,



however, investigate whether the party distribution among the adolescents reflects real-life

electoral results (Table 1).

-- Table 1 about here --

We compared the voting intentions of the full sample of adolescents (N=3,426) with the most
recent federal election results in Belgium (June 2010). Self-evidently, both results should not
be directly compared as the election results are valid for the entire population. Nevertheless,

it seems clear that adolescents follow the general pattern of the election results.

(..)

Analysis

In the empirical part of this article, we first assess whether there is indeed a correspondence
between voting intentions, before moving on with a more elaborated structural equation
model. In Table 2, we present the frequencies of the main correspondence measures. It can be
observed that 42.9 percent of all adolescents have the same voting intention as their mother,
and we do not observe any difference in this regard between boys and girls. Agreement with
the father is at a slightly lower level (38.0 %) and here we observe that boys tend to agree
more often with the father than girls do, although it has to be noted that this difference is not
significant. Generally, slightly more than half of all adolescents have the same voting
intention as at least one parent (whether this is the mother or the father), and 29.8 percent
agrees with both parents. Again, this percentage is slightly higher among boys than it is

among girls.

-- Table 2 about here --

These preliminary results clearly suggest that there is more political homogeneity occurring

within families than one would expect given a purely random distribution. In a next step, we
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use SEM to explain the occurrence of this phenomenon. In the model, we use two dependent

variables: agreement with the mother (PC=PM) and agreement with the father (PC=PF).

In a first analysis, we estimate a general model for all respondents. We present two models, a
first one with and a second one without party size. In a second analysis, we split the
respondents up according to their gender in a multi-group analysis with gender as a grouping
variable.

- Figure 1 about here -

We use the intensity of political discussions within the family as a latent variable (oval form
in the diagram). To optimize the fit of this measurement part of the model, we estimate the
error covariances between the two measurements for the father and the mother (Byrne, 2011;
Kline, 2011). In Table 3, we present all unstandardized and standardized coefficients for the

measurement and structural parts of this model.

- Table 3 about here -
The most important conclusion we can draw from these results is that talking about politics
within the family has a strong significant effect on correspondence in voting intention, both
for mother-child and father-child dyads. We find a positive significant effect of family
politicization (talking about politics as reported by the parents) on the correspondence of
voting intentions between father and child, and mother and child. Second, we find a positive
significant effect of talking about politics with the father on the correspondence between
fathers and children. Discussion with the mother, on the other hand, does not have the same
effect on correspondence. There is no significant effect of talking about politics with one’s
mother on correspondence in voting intentions. However, differences in frequency cannot be

held responsible for these results (descriptive statistics in appendix).



In Model Il of Table 4, the effect of party size is included. We can observe that this variable
indeed has a positive effect, implying that correspondence is more likely if the adolescent
prefers a larger party. Nevertheless, including this variable does not change the main effects,

which means that the results we obtained in Model | are not due to party size effects.

In Table 4 we develop a multi-group structural equation model in order to assess whether
effects are different for girls than for boys. Since the sample is split up in half for the analysis
of boys and girls, all coefficients in the split-file model become structurally less significant.

Therefore, we also report the significance threshold of this model at the .10 level (1).

- Table 4 about here -

It can be observed that the effect of talking about politics with father or mother is very similar
for boys and girls. So while there are some gender-specific effects with regard to the parents,
we did not find a similar pattern with regard to the adolescents. When comparing the effect of
talking about politics with the father, for instance, we find that this has the same positive
effect on correspondence between father and son (.112, p=.056) as on the correspondence
between father and daughter (.138, p=.060). The hypothesis that girls are more strongly
influenced by their mothers, and boys are more strongly influenced by their fathers is
therefore not supported by the analysis: for both groups, discussion with the father has the

strongest effect on agreement with the father.

Discussion

We have investigated the intergenerational transmission of voting intentions between parents
and adolescents in the Flemish region of Belgium. Before moving on to the discussion on the

implications of these results, we briefly address a number of study limitations. A first



limitation is the external validity. Although the Flemish region of Belgium is a theoretically
relevant case of a fragmented multiparty system, we cannot assume that the mechanisms we
found in this study can be generalized toward other multiparty systems. Particularly the
results concerning the difference between discussion with one’s father and discussion with
one’s mother should be investigated further and should be tested in other cultural contexts as

well.

Second, there are a few data limitations. On the one hand, using data from 14- to 15-year old
adolescents provides us with very relevant information for young citizens in this stage of
early political preference formation, but results should always be interpreted within this
context as well. The adolescents in the sample are not politically experienced and often lack
the experience of other political behavior opportunities, such as voting, discussions with other
politically experienced peers and so on. Therefore, the chances are higher that they will rely
on the basic impulses they do receive, namely the experiences of direct family members. A
second data limitation is that the paths we drew in our model are theoretically justified, but
the analytical method and data used cannot suffice to clearly demonstrate that this is indeed a
causal influence. A final data limitation is that these are purely survey results, and that they
should be interpreted accordingly. We have, for instance, no firsthand substantive
information on the content of political discussion and we do not know whether children
consciously make the same decision as their parents. Gaining better knowledge of these

precise mechanisms will require more in-depth observations within the family context.

Returning to the hypotheses, one of our main expectations was that we would only find a
weak correspondence between parents and children. However, we could observe that 53.3 %
of all adolescents had the same voting intention as at least one of their parents, with no
significant differences between boys and girls. Contrary to Hypothesis 1, the conclusion has

to be that the intergenerational homogeneity with regard to party preference is quite elevated,
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even in the highly fragmented Belgian political system. The fact that the mechanisms of
intergenerational transmission do apply in Belgium, indicates how strong these mechanisms
still are in the current political setting. While some decades ago, it was argued that young
generations would develop their political preferences as a way to develop their own identity,
often in opposition to the political values supported by the generation of their parents, this is
obviously not the case any longer. To a surprisingly high extent, the political preferences of
adolescents are in line with the preferences of their parents. This implies that we can no
longer assume that generational replacement will be the main driving force in social and
political change. If younger generations apparently have the same political preferences as
their parents — even in strongly fragmented political system — this rather suggests that all age

groups are affected in the same manner by period effects.

In Belgium too, electoral volatility is quite elevated, and therefore it is quite likely that
parents have switched between parties over the past years. Nevertheless, the adolescents in
the PCSS sample still prefer the same party as their parents, especially in highly politicized
families. This means that stable party identifications are not a necessary condition for
intergenerational transmission to take place. No matter how fragmented the system is and
how many options the adolescence have, adolescent children rely on the cues they receive
from their parents to make their own party choice. While in two-party systems, party
electorates often confound with strong social cleavages (e.g., on ethnic, religious or class
lines), thus blurring the precise causal mechanism for intergenerational transmission, this is to
a lesser extent the case in multi-party systems, suggesting a more direct, distinctly political
transmission mechanism. This suggests that in the Belgian case, the high level of
correspondence cannot be explained solely by a mechanism of status inheritance as there is
no strong relation between party preference and social class. For political parties, and the

party system in general, this implies that the family should not be neglected as a sphere of
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political socialization and recruitment. In line with earlier research (Verba, Schlozman, &
Burns, 2005) the current analysis demonstrates clearly that the family does remain an
important determinant for political attitudes and behaviors. While it can be observed that
political parties increasingly target individual potential supporters, e.g., by means of new
electronic media, it should be kept in mind that within families, quite some political

discussion does take place, with a direct impact on vote choice, as we have demonstrated.

Second, we have analyzed which factors could have an effect on this transmission. Using
structural equation modeling, we constructed a latent variable for the measurement of family
politicization and two endogenous dummy variables for correspondence with mother or
father. The most important finding was the confirmation of previous research, that talking
about politics within the family context can indeed significantly increase the likelihood of
adolescents sharing the same voting intention as (one of) their parents. However, there are
some interesting differences between fathers and mothers. Talking about politics within the
family and, more specifically, talking about politics with one’s father, has a strong effect on
the correspondence between father and child. Talking about politics with one’s mother,
however, did not seem to have the same significant effect on mother-child correspondence.
This is surprising, particularly because we did not find any difference in frequency of
discussion with both parents. This means that it is not unreasonable to assume that fathers
interact in a different manner about politics than mothers do. Additional analyses have indeed
shown that the adolescents who discuss politics more with their father, have a better
perception of his voting intention, whereas this was not the case for mothers. Although this
should be further investigated, these findings lead us to assume that children discuss more
electoral politics with their father, while political discussions with their mother will be less
focused on party politics, possibly explaining the difference in our models. This would be in

line with other survey evidence, showing that while women and men in general might have
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equal levels of political participation, men still tend to specialize more often in electoral and
party politics, and apparently this focus is being transmitted within the family context as well.
For the overall composition of the electorate, this does imply that it is likely that gender

differences in electoral behavior will continue across generations.

In Hypothesis 3 we proposed that political discussion with the parent of one’s own gender
will have a stronger effect on correspondence of voting intentions with that parent. Based on
our results, we should reject this hypothesis, since we did not find any clear differences for
this process between girls and boys: for both groups the effect of discussing with the father is

more important.

We can safely conclude therefore, that traditional political socialization mechanisms do still
apply for new generations. Apparently, even among younger generations, traditional party
politics might be less of a distant reality than one would assume, particularly when electoral
politics is discussed within the family context. As was the case for earlier generations,
contemporary adolescents take on the political preferences of their parents to a large extent.
In the 1980s it was routinely assumed that the rise of new political parties and cleavages,
centered on postmaterialist issues, developed according to a process of generational
replacement with e.g., the emerging Green parties catering mainly for a younger electorate.
The occurrence of this process of generational replacement apparently can no longer be taken
for granted and political parties have to adapt to a system with a high degree of stability

between generations with the same family background.

On a more speculative note, we might expect that while generational replacement has become
less important, demographic trends can have an impact on future power relations. Especially
in the context of the United States, for instance, it has already been shown that the increasing

demographic weight of ethnic minorities and Spanish speaking groups does have an impact
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on the balance of power between Democrats and Republicans. If future research would show
that intergenerational transmission among ethnic minorities would be just as strong as among
this general population sample, this would allow us to predict that in the future, too, ethnic
minorities will be characterized by a distinct party preference, and thus it can be assumed that
their impact on the political system as a whole will continue to increase. While it has been
argued that traditional political cleavages no longer play an important role in the electoral
process, our analysis offers a mechanism to explain the continued relevance of these

cleavages in contemporary politics.
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Tables and Figures

Table 1. Adolescents’ party preferences and 2010 election results (percentages)

Party PCSS Federal elections
(2012) (2010)

CD&V (Christian democrats) 27.4 16.7
Groen (Greens) 14.4 6.6
N-VA (Flemish Nationalists) 24.8 29.7
Open VLD (Liberals) 7.1 13.5
Sp.a (Socialists) 6.5 15.0
Vlaams Belang (Extreme-rightists) 12.1 12.3
LDD (Right wing libertarians) 0.7 3.5
PvdA (Extreme leftist socialists) 0.7 1.3
Other 7.2
Source: PCSS (2012), Ministry of the Interior (2010)
Table 2. Voting intention correspondence between parents and children
Correspondence of voting intentions Boys Girls Total
Agree with mother (PC=PM)

Correspondence 432 % 42.6 % 42.9 %

N 877 728 1605
Agree with father (PC=PF)

Correspondence 39.5% 36.2 % 38.0 %

N 869 723 1592
Agree with only one of both (PC=PM Vv PF)

Correspondence 53.1% 53.5% 53.3 %

N 783 647 1430
Agree with both (PM = PF = PC)

Correspondence 314 % 27.8 % 29.8 %

N 783 647 1430

Source: PCSS 2012. The total number of respondents differs for every group, due to the fact that we
analyze dyads of respondents and the N for fathers and mothers is not equal. PC: Party of the Child;

PM: Party of the Mother; PF: Party of the Father.
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Table 3. Full structural equation model predicting correspondence with mother and father

Model | Model 11
B SE. B B SE. p
Structural model
Main paths
Family politicization 2> PC=PR .344** A11 144 .359** 112145
Family politicization 2> PC=PM 322%* 108 135 .329%* 109 135
Discussion with father 2> PC=PF 141 051 124 132* .052 114
Discussion with father 2> PC=PM -.009ns .053 -.008 -.015ns .049 -.013
Discussion with mother 2> PC=PF -.058ns .048 -.047 -.051ns .054 -.040
Discussion with mother 2> PC=PM .091ns .050 .073 .096ns .050 .077
Party size > PC=PF .020*** 004 .168
Party size > PC=PM 013*** 004 111
Secondary paths
General education - Family politicization ~ .190***  .025 .225 A87*** 026 .225
Discussion with father - Family politicization ~ .088*** 018 .185 091*%** 018 .194
Discussion with mother - Family politicization ~ .076***  .019 .146 .069*** 019 .136
Measurement model
Family politicization
Mother: Discuss politics with partner 1.000 .000 .628 1.000 .000 .619
Father: Discuss politics with partner 999*** 107 .630 1.021*** 114 .635
Mother: Discuss politics within family 862*** 031 .615 .860*** 032 .609
Father: Discuss politics within family .850*** 090 .604 .878*** 878 .614
Correlated error terms
€ Mother: discuss with partner &_#* ¢ Mother: discuss .159*** 015 .652 163*** 015 .661
within family
¢ Father: discuss with partner A4 E Father: discuss .157*** 015 .638 A54%** 016 .634
within family
Model fit
2 Test of Model Fit 29.726* (9 df) 25.337* (11 df)
CFlI .988 .992
TLI .980 .986
RMSEA .032 .024

Reported measures are obtained through a structural equation model analysis in Mplus 5.21 with WLSMV estimation
(outcome variables are categorical). Results are unstandardized coefficients (B), standard errors (S.E.), standardized
coefficients (B) and P-values (*p<.05, **p<.01, *** p<.001). PC: Party of the Child; PM: Party of the Mother; PF: Party
of the Father.
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Table 4.Multi-group structural equation model grouped by gender

Boys Girls
Structural model B S.E. p B S.E. p
Main paths
Family politicization 2> PC=PF .330* 144 140 | .331* 160 .144
Family politicization 2> PC=PM .238% 142 101 | .391* 152 171
Discussion with father 2> PC=PF 120+ 063 .112 169+ .090 .139
Discussion with father 2> PC=PM -.024ns .060 -.022 | .020ns .082 .016
Discussion with mother 2> PC=PF -.064ns .068 -.054 | -.057ns .089 -.044
Discussion with mother 2> PC=PM .093ns .063 .079 .085ns .084 .065
Secondary paths
General education - Family politicization ~ .172*** 034 199 231*** 037 .258
Discussion with father - Family politicization ~ .079** 023 172 .099** .030 .187
Discussion with mother - Family politicization ~ .083** .024 .165 .079** 032 .139
Measurement model
Family politicization
Mother: Discuss politics with partner 1.000 .000 .640 | 1.000 .000 .654
Father: Discuss politics with partner 942%** 102 .607 942*** 102 .620
Mother: Discuss politics with family .863*** 031 .620 | .863*** 031 .651
Father: Discuss politics with family .804*** 086 .579 .804*** 086 .602
Correlated error terms
€ Mother: discuss with » 4 € Mother: discuss 154%** .018 .642 145*%** 019 .636
partner within family
¢ Father: discuss with ¢ Father: discuss 163*** 017 641 A65*** 018 .661
partner A within family
Model fit
x* Test of Model Fit 51.592* (21 df)
x* Test contribution from group ‘Boys’ 25.090
x* Test contribution from group ‘Girls 26.502
CFlI .983
TLI 975
RMSEA .036

Reported measures are obtained through a multi-group structural equation model analysis in Mplus 5.21 with WLSMV
estimation (outcome variables are categorical). Results are unstandardized coefficients (B), standard errors (S.E.),
standardized coefficients () and P-values (1p<.10, *p<.05, **p<.01, *** p<.001). PC: Party of the Child; PM: Party of
the Mother; PF: Party of the Father.
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Figure 1. Structural equation model for intergenerational transmission of voting intentions

Partysize (Model II)

General education (=1)

Child: Discuss. w .father

Mother:
disc.w family
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partner

Family
politicization
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mother (PM=PC)
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