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Essays on Political Socialization and Polarization

This dissertation studies the long-term consequences of political so-

cialization. In the �rst paper, I study socialization under di�erent regime

types and its implications for democratic consolidation. Using public opin-

ion data from transitioning democracies in Sub-Saharan Africa I show that

democracy may not be self-enforcing: Individuals socialized under democ-

racy voice less support for democratic rule than individuals socialized un-

der autocracy. In the second paper, my co-author and I analyze habitu-

ation e�ects through socialization among newly enfranchised 16-year-old

voters in Austria. We suggest that lowering the voting age has bene�ts

for long-term rates of political participation, but may also reinforce polar-

ization. The third paper conceptualizes political polarization as one form

of socialization and demonstrates widespread misperceptions of out-group

ideologies in the US electorate. It utilizes and experimental design to

test whether an information intervention can mitigate some of the nega-

tive consequences of partisan polarization. I �nd that individuals update

their posterior beliefs about out-group ideologies. Such updating lowers

negative a�ect and threat perceptions, but does not impact issue-based

polarization.
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| Introduction

At its core, political socialization theory argues that there is a, potentially lagged,

relationship between temporal context and individual political behavior. The early

circumstances of individuals, such as institutions, networks and families, are seen as

important predictors of political outcomes later in life, whether those are in the realm

of electoral participation, civic values or ideological beliefs (Stoker and Bass 2011).

This paradigm was most prominent in political science research during the 1960s and

1970s, when it was seen as a �growth stock� (Greenstein 1970). Due to a lack of robust

�ndings, the political socialization literature then experienced a decline. However, its

central ideas were gradually integrated into other research agendas, such as studies

on partisan identi�cation, electoral habituation, historical legacies of institutions, and

even rational choice theories of voting.1 Hyman (1959) was among the �rst authors

to coin the term and introduce the concept of political socialization. The American

Voter was another foundational building block of the political socialization literature.

Campbell et al. (1960) conceptualized partisan identity as a function of both family

socialization and life-cycle e�ects, i.e. systematic changes in partisan identi�cation as

a consequence of aging. This distinction between life-time persistence and life-cycle

�uctuation points to a crucial heterogeneity in research published under the banner

1Achen (2002) provides a rational choice justi�cation for socialization e�ects. In his framework, all voters
use a �running tally� to evaluate the performance of elected o�cials through Bayesian updating. However,
young voters begin this evaluation with a blank slate. To begin the Bayesian updating process, they need to
derive sensible priors from an external source. Given that their parents are often similar to them in terms of
socioeconomic status, ideology, and racial/ethnic identity, it is rational for them to copy their priors. This
transfer of priors is an example of a weaker form of political socialization that is postulated to fade out as
individuals grow older and develop their own priors (see �life-cycle� view.)
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of political socialization. Essentially, all socialization research argues that temporal

context matters for individual behavior, but there is disagreement about the degree

to which this in�uence is lagged.

Wasburn and Adkins Covert (2017) provide a useful framework to conceptualize

this heterogeneity in socialization research. They group extant research into four cat-

egories based on the stickiness of preferences and the length of lag between temporal

context and individual behavior. The persistence and life-time openness perspective

represent the extremes of strong lag and no lag, while the impressionable-years and

life-cycle views fall in between.

1. Persistence. Foundations of political behavior are shaped early by agents

such as families and schools, potentially as early as pre-adolescence (van Deth,

Abendschön, and Vollmar 2010) or adolescence. Beliefs and preferences under-

lying political behavior are seen as sticky over one's lifetime. There is a strong

lag, potentially several decades long, between temporal context and individual

behavior.

2. Life-time openness. Foundations of political behavior stay highly malleable

over the course of one's life. Beliefs and preferences are subject to change,

and vary dramatically across di�erent individuals, depending on the speci�c

circumstances they face. There is no lag between historical context and behavior.

3. Impressionable years. Beliefs and preferences are subject to ongoing change,

but there is one crucial life period that leaves signi�cant traces in the founda-

tions of political behavior. Most authors consider young adulthood (ca. 16-30)

as the period of �impressionable� or �formative years�, as individuals are incor-

porated into the political system through formal participation (such as voting)

for the �rst time. The strength of the lag depends on the age of individuals:

The greater the di�erence between one's current age and the impressionable
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years, the stronger the lag. Proponents of this view argue that socialization

research has reached an impasse because it has tried to extend socialization pe-

riods to pre-adulthood and later life-stages. Niemi and Hepburn (1995) argue

that socialization research should discard these other cohorts and focus on the

impressionable years as the main source of socialization.

4. Life-cycle. Foundations of political behavior are constantly shaped by the

circumstances individuals face during certain periods of their life. Thus, changes

in income, unemployment or family circumstances a�ect individual behavior,

with a small degree of lag. In contrast to the life-time openness view, there

are generalizable patterns across individuals and the lag is small, but not zero.

For example, a life-cycle view would argue that political ideologies become more

conservatives as individuals age, and this hypothesis may hold true for many

individuals. A life-time openness view would not make such general predictions

across individuals based on age alone.

This dissertation is most embedded in the impressionable years paradigm. This

view informs the coding decision in the �rst paper, and provides the motivation to

study the behavior of newly enfranchised young voters in Austria. However, it is easily

conceivable that the life-cycle view and the impressionable years view can coexist and

each explain a signi�cant share of political behavior.

Agents of socialization

Another way to disaggregate political socialization theory is based on the ori-

gins of socialization e�ects. The �agents� of socialization (Renshon 1977) that prior

research has focused on include schools, family, civic associations, religious organi-

zations and racial/ethnic identities. Humphries, Muller, and Schiller (2013) suggest

that certain agents of socialization may be more in�uential for some subgroups than

others. For example, schools may be a more important source of socialization for
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young US immigrants, as classmates and teachers provide important cues for assimi-

lation. Furthermore, variation in characteristics within agents can be used to predict

socialization outcomes. For example, if informational cues are less noisy and more

uniform, socialization e�ects may be stronger. In empirical studies, e�ects sizes are

often largest for the most politicized agents, e.g. pairs of parents who are very inter-

ested in politics and share the same ideological views or partisan identity (Jennings,

Stoker, and Bowers 2009; Sears and Brown 2013; Iyengar, Konitzer, and Tedin 2018).

Mechanisms of socialization

Furthermore, political socialization theory varies depending on the mechanisms

highlighted by researchers. For example, the fundamental work of Langton and Jen-

nings (1968) is an inquiry into the causal e�ects of US high school civics courses,

which represents a formal dimension of schooling. However, high school can also

be conceptualized as a bundle of more informal mechanisms, such as the networks

of friends and teachers individuals form through classes and extracurriculars. In�u-

ential network members may have lasting impacts on the normative benchmarks of

peers, even in the absence of formal enforcement mechanisms. Thus, the same agent

(schools) can cause socialization e�ects through a variety of formal and informal mech-

anisms. Beck and Jennings (1982) provide a useful framework to systematize such

competing mechanisms. They distinguish between three parental �pathways� of so-

cialization (parent socioeconomic status, political activity, civic orientation) and one

school-based channel (student involvement in civic activities in high school). I build

on their framework and create an extended list of mechanisms that instead focuses on

the di�erent cognitive processes associated with socialization. This conceptualization

allows us to see the commonalities between di�erent agents of socialization, such as

the impact of hierarchies in schools and families.

1. Information transmission. Agents of socialization, such as family and other

4



network members, may be relatively more informed about politics than recip-

ients. When they transmit information to younger individuals, socialization

e�ects ensue. The type and intensity of transmitted knowledge depends on

the networks and institutions that individuals are embedded in, such as school

types, political regimes and family models. The agents of transformation can

range from formal (e.g. civics courses) to less formal (family hierarchies) to

informal (networking e�ects through peers).

2. Norm transmission. Agents of socialization may hold internalized norms

about certain behaviors that they intend to transfer to younger individuals.

Socialization results from interactions between individuals with more author-

ity (teachers, parents) and individuals with less authority (children and other

recipients of socialization). Within families, such transmission may take place

in every-day interactions (communal meals, conversations) or in the context of

regular activities (going to church, museums). Unlike in the �rst mechanism,

the transmission is not value-free. The goal is to shape the normative framework

of younger individuals, not only to transmit �neutral� political knowlege (how

to vote, how to register as a party member). This can also occur in less hier-

archical structures, such as political discussions that teach younger individuals

the importance of deliberative norms (Beck and Jennings 1982; McIntosh, Hart,

and Youniss 2007). Norm transmission does not have to be explicit, it can also

be a result of socialization in a certain historical era or regime type.

3. Imitation. Unlike in the transmission mechanism, socialization does not result

from the transfer of knowledge or norms. Rather, the behavior displayed by

agents of socialization becomes a habit for recipients of polarization. For ex-

ample, parental political participation, such as voting, donating and debating

may be directly imitated by younger individuals without instilling fundamental

knowledge or values. Imitation may be the result of status-seeking (imitating
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role models) or rule-following (if agents of socialization are authority �gures).

Gigendil and Valaste (2016) provide evidence for the imitation mechanism by

combining administrative data on socioeconomic status and voting in Finland.

They �nd that there is an association between parental education and their

children's propensity to vote. According to their estimates, the most important

mediator between those two variables is whether parents were regular voters, not

their income or education. Thus, imitation seems to trump other socialization

mechanisms in their data.

4. Reproduction of inequalities. This mechanism has received the most at-

tention in the sociology literature. Research on this dimension of socialization

argues that lower socioeconomic status of parents translates into lower socioeco-

nomic status for children, because they have fewer resources and opportunities

available. In turn, lower socioeconomic status is associated with less political

participation for various reasons, such as lack of information or self-e�cacy.

Thus, the observed outcome is similar to the other mechanisms, i.e. rates of

political engagement are similar between parents and children. However, this

similarity is not due to personal interactions between network members. Rather,

it is the result of material circumstances.

Contributions

The dissertation contributes to extant knowledge about political socialization in

three ways. First, it studies novel outcome variables. Classic socialization studies

and the bulk of recent research focuses on political participation and civil society

engagement as dependent variables (Jennings and Niemi 1974; Jennings, Stoker, and

Bowers 2009). In my �rst paper, I show that preferences on regime types can also

be partially explained as a consequence of socialization. In my second paper, I use a

less common dependent variable (ideological polarization) in addition to a traditional

6



outcome measure (turnout).

Second, while institutions have been considered as agents of socialization by pre-

vious research, they are often situated on a meso-level of society (family, schools).

In my �rst paper, I show that socialization can also originate in macro-level institu-

tions, such as regime types. Speci�cally, I argue that socialization under democracy

creates di�erent normative benchmarks than socialization under autocracy. This ap-

proach contributes directly to the growing literature on age-period-cohort modeling

that attempts to distinguish the e�ects of aging and socialization (Neundorf 2010).

Third, I draw theoretical connections between political socialization and two newer

research agendas. In the second paper, I sketch the relationship between socialization

and electoral habituation. Habituation e�ects are seen as self-enforcing patterns of

behavior (Coppock and Green 2016). Electoral participation is modeled as a function

of prior voting. These prior instances of voting can be seen as agents of socialization,

as they instill normative or knowledge benchmarks in individuals. Thus, habituation

theory is directly related to the impressionable years view of socialization. Turning

out to vote during one's �rst few eligible elections is strongly predictive of turnout

patterns later in life (Stoker and Bass 2011). The third paper connects socialization

and polarization theories. As mentioned above, socialization e�ects are strongest in

families where parents are ideologically homogenous. Iyengar, Konitzer, and Tedin

(2018) argue that this �nding may further entrench demographic sorting in the US

electorate and thus amplify partisan polarization.

The structure of the dissertation is as follows. In the �rst paper, I focus on nor-

mative and informational benchmarks established by variation in regime types. The

institutions individuals experience during adolescence and early adulthood can a�ect

what individuals view as feasible, and what they view as inconceivable. For exam-

ple, individuals may learn what the �normal� boundaries of the political game are

by observing how a political regime operates when they cast their �rst votes. These

7



benchmarks have lasting consequences for citizen preferences regarding democracy.

By �tting a hierarchical age-period-cohort model on survey data from transitioning

democracies in Sub-Saharan Africa, I �nd that citizens who were politically socialized

under autocracy are more likely to become supporters of democracy later on. So-

cialization into democracies leads to higher benchmarks regarding political regimes.

Somewhat paradoxically, these higher expectations generated a cohort of citizens that

is less likely to voice strong support for democracy.

The second paper combines insights from the electoral habituation and social-

ization literature. In this paper, my co-author Laura Bronner and I conceptualize

habituation as an intermediary step towards socialization: Once individuals begin

to align with certain parties or candidates, they face cognitive dissonance costs if

they do not engage in the same behavior during the next iteration of elections. We

provide evidence for this claim using survey data on young voters in Austria, where

the voting age was reduced to 16 in 2008. The paper directly contributes to the lit-

erature on voting habituation, and extends many of its �ndings to a new age group,

16-year olds, who received the right to vote in parliamentary elections in 2008. The

paper can also be seen as a study of the long-term consequences of the reform, as it

shows that habituation e�ects for newly eligible 16-year-old voters have a non-centrist

bias, creating an unexpected cost for the very parties that enfranchised these voters.

Thus, the paper also provides useful information for policy-makers and civil society

associations that are contemplating voting age reforms.

The third paper connects socialization theory to the burgeoning literature on po-

litical polarization. The extent to which citizens are willing to update their priors,

i.e. deviate from socialization, can a�ect the prevalence of con�rmation bias and

partisan-motivated reasoning, both of which have been linked to growing rates of af-

fective polarization in the US and Western Europe. The paper suggests that changing

perceived out-group homogeneity constitutes a promising pathway towards depolar-

8



ization. Thus, while the �rst two papers study the consequences of socialization, the

third paper asks whether rigid socialized identities can be reshaped by informational

interventions.
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1 | Children of Democracy? Socialization and Po-

litical Regime Preferences

Abstract

Consolidated democracies are often seen as self-perpetuating. Democratic institutions may generate

favorable public opinion, which in turn reinforces their underlying legitimacy and e�ectiveness.

However, when countries �rst transition to democracy, public support for such institutions can be

feeble and a lack of pro-democratic beliefs among citizens can derail consolidation e�orts. Which

individuals are more likely to support newly established democratic institutions in such settings?

This article develops a theory of regime preferences based on historical socialization and tests its

implications using Hierarchical Age-Period-Cohort (HAPC) models on a survey sample of about

160,000 respondents from Sub-Saharan African transitioning democracies. The results suggest that

individuals who experienced their politically formative years under autocracy become more active

supporters of democracy. Vice versa, those socialized under democracy are somewhat more likely to

voice preferences for autocratic regime types. This �nding has important implications for research

on democratization. Younger individuals who lack personal memories of autocracy may be among

the least likely to resist autocratic backsliding.

1.1 Introduction

Most research on democratization seeks to answer why transition processes and

likelihoods vary across countries. Political science in particular often focuses on the

causes of regime change and the emergence of hybrid regimes (Huntington 1991;

10



Carothers 2002; Svolik 2008; Levitsky and Way 2010; Boix 2011; Schedler 2013).

The e�ects of such transitions on political preferences and mass beliefs have received

relatively less attention (Lindberg 2006; Moehler and Lindberg 2009). However, how

individuals rank di�erent regime types is of crucial importance in new democracies.

Successful consolidation may require that support for democratic governance manages

to disperse throughout society (Rustow 1970; Inglehart and Welzel 2005). One of

the reasons for this is the central importance of vertical accountability in transition

processes (Diamond 2015). Citizens can monitor newly elected governments more

e�ectively if they are convinced that democracy is preferable to alternatives. As this

article will show, it should not be taken for granted that citizens unconditionally

prefer democracy in transitioning contexts. As Svolik (2013) argues, citizens may

have to �learn to love democracy" in order to make societies less vulnerable to elite

manipulation and autocratic backsliding.

How do these preferences form? What explains why some citizens are more active

supporters of democracy than others? One way to tackle this question is to analyze

generational di�erences in democratic support. Political cleavages along age groups

have long received attention by scholars of comparative politics in all regions, in-

cluding African politics, which this article is geographically focused on. In a recent

example, Frere and Englebert (2015) argue that the growing young population of

Burkina Faso was a major catalyst for mass mobilization against Blaise Compaoré's

tenure as a long-time dictator. More generally, the extant literature on democratiza-

tion provides several reasons why younger individuals might be more likely to embrace

democratic institutions.

1.1.1 Age and regime preferences

First, young people personally bene�t from democratization, such as through the

provision of free public schooling (Stasavage 2005). They may associate public goods

11



provision with democratic governance and as a consequence be more vocal in their

support of its institutions. Second, establishing democracy as the only viable op-

tion among young citizens can be seen as a necessary step towards consolidation.

Since younger age groups have never personally experienced other regime types, they

may view those alternatives as outside the realm of possibilities (Linz and Stepan

1996). Third, according to the �democratization by elections" paradigm (Lindberg

2006, 2009) democracy sustains itself through positive electoral experiences on the

individual level. In a similar vein, Fuchs-Schündeln and Schündeln (2015) argue that

democratization functions like capital accumulation. Citizens build trust in democ-

racy through compounding interest derived from positive experiences, which makes

them more inclined to defend democracy against alternatives. Through this lens,

young citizens are more likely to begin this accumulation process with a clean slate,

making it easier for democracy to take hold. Fourth, the belief that democratic

change spreads through society by gaining traction among younger age groups is also

embedded in classical accounts of modernization theory. Deutsch (1961) argues that

younger individuals hold more pro-democratic beliefs as they are more likely to partic-

ipate in inchoate political channels leading to modernization, such as political parties,

labor associations and urban clubs. Fifth, previous research in political economy has

investigated the link between development and democracy and argued that there are

strong feedback e�ects between economic growth and democratic consolidation. In

this view, democratic political institutions incentivize growth, which in turn helps

garner support for democracy (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Besley and Persson

2011)

These theories span distinct research traditions, but share the assumption that

democracy is at its core self-perpetuating, i.e. that citizens in transition contexts

develop positive associations with democracy. These associations in turn arguably

generate support for newly established regimes and gradually make democracy �the
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only game in town" (Linz and Stepan 1996), particularly among young citizens. In the

words of Lipset (1981, p. 29): Once established, a democratic political system 'gathers

momentum' and creates social support [...] to ensure its continued existence. Scholars

of authoritarian regimes have presented similar arguments on the self-perpetuating

nature of regimes. Almond and Verba (1963) famously argued that autocracies are less

likely to create �civic cultures" and thus lack an important prerequisite for democrati-

zation. Mishler and Rose (2007) build on their theory and suggest that authoritarian

governments use the administrative apparatus to teach citizens values and behaviors

that facilitate the maintenance of autocratic rule.

An implication of the self-perpetuating view of democratization is that, as younger

cohorts replace older cohorts in the age distribution of a country, mass support for

democracy should increase or at least stay constant. Thus, younger age groups are

expected to be more likely to support democratic institutions. If this was not the

case, democratic support would decline over time as older cohorts exit the political

system. In other words, democracy would not be self-perpetuating at the individual

level. How well does this assumption match survey data from Sub-Saharan Africa,

one important region for research of democratization?1 Are younger cohorts indeed

more likely to actively support democratic institutions? Figure 1.1 shows the relation-

ship between individual support for democracy and birth year. I group respondents

into two age groups: �Younger" if they turned 18 after a country's �rst multi-party

elections, �Older" if they had their 18th birthday prior to such transitions.2 The

dependent variable is a binary measure of self-reported support for democracy (for

more detail, see Data section). The points represent the estimated country coe�cients

from a logistic regression of democratic preference on a binary indicator that indi-

1Source: Afrobarometer Rounds 1-6.

2The results are robust to using 1990 as a common cuto� for all countries. The advantage of country-
speci�c cuto�s is that it provides a more accurate measure of the context individuals experienced in their
formative years.
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cates whether a respondent was 18 or older when the country transition to (partial)

democracy. The vertical bars are 90 and 95 percent con�dence intervals. Education

level and food security as a proxy for socioeconomic status are included as control

variables.
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Figure 1.1: Di�erences in support for democracy between pre- and post-transition cohorts (Logit
regression of support for democracy on younger generation indicator.)

The results cast doubt on the self-perpetuating view of democratization. All

coe�cients in Figure 1.1 are negative or statistically indistinguishable from zero.

Across all 22 countries in the sample, being a �child of democracy" is associated with

weaker support for democratic institutions. Why is this the case? What explains why

younger cohorts are less likely to declare unconditional preferences for democracy?

The remainder of this article seeks to answer these questions.
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1.2 Age, cohort and period e�ects

Previous studies have empirically investigated the relationship between age and

democratic support, and most have suggested a positive relationship (Anderson and

Guillory 1997; Mattes and Bratton 2007; Cho 2014). By contrast, Foa and Mounk

(2017) argue that the relationship has recently changed in advanced democracies.

Using public opinion data from several regions, they demonstrate that younger groups

have a notable preference for some aspects of authoritarian rule, particularly strong-

man politics and the power of the military. What explains these con�icting �ndings?

Under what conditions should age be positively or negatively associated with pro-

democratic preferences? A useful conceptual tool is to distinguish between three

distinct subcomponents: aging, period and socialization e�ects.

Imagine two individuals, born in 1960 and 1980 respectively. In 2000 we ask

them: �Do you prefer democracy over other forms of government?� Suppose that their

responses to the question di�er: One individual prefers democracy more strongly than

the other. This variation could be due to three di�erent reasons. First, it could indeed

be a consequence of aging. Respondents at age 20 and 40 likely di�er in terms of their

life-cycle on income, education and other factors that explain political preferences

(age e�ect). Second, there may be a politically relevant event in 2000, such as an

economic or environmental crisis, that a�ects the two age groups di�erently (period

e�ect). Third, the respondents faced di�erent socialization contexts, and those may

have left traces in their political beliefs. Political contexts can change dramatically

from generation to generation. For example, the older respondent (1960) may have

experienced formative events under autocracy, and the younger respondent (1980)

under democracy. I will refer to this last component as socialization or cohort e�ects.

Some previous research on democratic consolidation does not distinguish between

these components. For example, the relationship described in Foa and Mounk (2017)
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could be attributed to aging (younger people prefer autocracy due to their age, but

this may change as they grow older) or socialization (younger people prefer autocracy

due to the speci�c environment they experienced growing up, and their preferences

persist as they grow older). To provide another example, the self-perpetuating e�ect

of democracies Fuchs-Schündeln and Schündeln (2015) attribute to the amount of

time spent under democracy in their model is indistinguishable from socialization

under autocracy in a country that recently went through a transition. By de�nition,

those socialized under autocracy are older and on average have also spent more time

under democracy after a transition has occurred. This study aims to distinguish more

carefully between these distinct components by focusing on democratic transition in

Sub-Saharan Africa. I will refer to cohorts socialized after a democratic transition

has occurred as children of democracy. The main aim of the article will be to answer

the following question: Are children of democracy more or less likely to support

democracy? Can the relationship between age and democratic preferences shown in

Figure 1.1 be attributed to socialization and what are the agents of socialization? The

following section synthesizes prior research on socialization and develops a theory of

generational di�erences in democratic beliefs in the context of Sub-Saharan Africa's

transitions from single-party to multi-party democracy in the late 1980s and early

1990s.

1.3 Theories of political socialization

Recent research on political behavior has made progress on distinguishing the

e�ects of aging, periods and socialization (Dinas 2013b; Chauvel and Schröder 2014;

Dinas and Stoker 2014; Ghitza and Gelman 2014; Grasso 2014; Smets and Neundorf

2014; Tilley and Evans 2014; Borjas 2015). However, the small subset of these studies

that focuses on regime preferences is geographically limited to the former Soviet Union

and Eastern Europe. The authors of these studies argue that socialization under
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autocracy is associated with anti-democratic preferences later in life, as Communist

regimes could rely on the strength of the administrative apparatus and the unique

opportunity structure of the Cold war to indoctrinate citizens. (Mishler and Rose

2007; Neundorf 2010; Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2011, 2014). In this section, I will

argue that these theories may not generalize to conditions of lower administrative

capacity and di�erent geopolitical circumstances which did not create the same rift

between Western democracy and Soviet communism. In particular, I will consider

the conditions faced by Sub-Saharan Africa's transitioning democracies.

Neundorf (2010) suggests that �younger citizens in East Europe perceive democ-

racy more positively than older people. Younger people were not in�uenced by any

kind of Cold War rhetoric and, hence, are more likely to share the democratic princi-

ples of Western democracies.� In the bipolar geopolitical environment at the time, the

permanent security threat of Cold War politics arguably allowed communist regimes

to create strong associations in the minds of citizens between Western adversaries

and their typically democratic regime types. While many regions outside of East-

ern Europe and Central Asia were pulled into the Cold War through proxy con�icts

and the strategic use of development assistance, the indoctrination e�ect may be less

pronounced there. In particular, African polities were somewhat less likely to be af-

fected by Cold War rhetoric. Political commitments to African socialism were mostly

nominal and did not a�ect social and economic structures to the same extent as in

Communist regimes. African politicians acted as shrewd political negotiators and

received political, economic and military assistance from Western and non-Western

states. Thus, the line between Western and Soviet models of politics was more blurry.

Due to these di�erent geopolitical conditions, citizens in these settings may have been

less likely to dichotomize the West as democratic and the East as non-democratic.

This was reinforced by the fact that many African countries were colonized by West-

ern states at the time or had recently liberated themselves from colonial rule. Thus,
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rhetorical associations between the West and democracy were anything but clear.

Mishler and Rose (2007) present a somewhat more culturalist version of this ar-

gument. They suggest that citizens who are socialized in autocratic regimes face a

salient culture that promotes non-democratic beliefs. However, as I will argue be-

low, citizens socialized under authoritarian rule may very well have an �advantage�

in evaluating the advantages of democracy. Mishler and Rose's theory applies to

settings where regimes hold a �rm grip on public education, media and civil society

associations. Unlike in the Soviet Union, state control over the economy was more

limited in Africa's authoritarian regimes (Bates 2014), both before and after the ma-

jor wave of democratic transitions in the 1990s (Schraeder 1995). Regimes usually

had less coercive capacity and were not as deeply entrenched in social life as Commu-

nist regimes in Eurasia (Bratton and van de Walle 1997; Smith 2005). Sub Saharan

African single-party regimes and weak-state autocracies in other parts of the world

were and are unlikely to shift public opinion on regime preferences through o�cial

channels at the same magnitude and depth as totalitarian/Communist regimes did.

Pop-Eleches and Tucker (2014) are more agnostic on whether autocratic cohorts

should be more or less likely to hold pro-democratic beliefs after socialization. They

explicitly mention both directions as possibilities. However, their empirical results are

all but unanimous. Across the 14 communist successor states in their study, cohorts

socialized under autocracy are generally less likely to state preferences for democracy

after transition. Their theory does o�er an alternative prediction, which they label

the resistance hypothesis: �Alternatively, perhaps more exposure to communism actu-

ally leads to more resistance to the ideas of communism, precisely because life under

communism could be so brutal and repressive.� This idea is an important building

block of the benchmark-based theory of socialization I develop in the next section.

Furthermore, Pop-Eleches and Tucker (2014)'s results are highest for formerly total-

itarian (Stalinist) regimes, which is an important nuance. Are socialization e�ects
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di�erent in non-totalitarian autocracies? How do we expect socialization e�ects to

in�uence regime preferences in autocracies with less coercive power?

To summarize, there are three main reasons why previous theories of socialization

and regime preferences may not generalize to non-Communist forms of autocracy.

First, communism in the Soviet Union was accompanied by a strongly centralized

administrative apparatus that unraveled social and economic structures. Second,

geopolitical dynamics during the Cold War drove a wedge between national identi�-

cation and democratic beliefs, as Western adversaries were equated with the concept

of democracy. Third, there is an important empirical consideration that may restrict

the scope conditions of previous results. After the end of the Cold War political and

economic transitions occurred in unison in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.

Thus, the e�ects of political and economic institutional change are observationally

confounded, creating a challenge for the identi�cation of socialization under partic-

ular regime types. This article advances on previous studies both theoretically and

empirically. First, it expands the scope of socialization theories to autocracies with

weaker states and develops a new theory based on benchmarks set by personal expe-

riences with autocracy. Second, it tests this theory against a survey sample drawing

from Sub-Saharan African countries that transitioned to multi-party democracy in

the late 1980s and early 1990s.

1.4 A benchmark-based theory of socialization under autoc-

racy

In the absence of state indoctrination, what explains the expectations individuals

form when experiencing political socialization under autocracy? To build a theory

of expectation formation, I draw on studies of political socialization. One of the

central �ndings in this research tradition is that an individual's �rst few elections
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have lasting impacts on their future political behavior (Jennings and Niemi 1974;

Jennings 2007; Neundorf 2010; Ghitza and Gelman 2014). I will refer to the period in

which individuals begin to participate in political decision-making through elections

as their politically formative years (Visser and Krosnick 1998; Dinas 2013b; Smets

and Neundorf 2014).

I argue that children of democracy - individuals who begin participating in elec-

tions after regime change - are less likely to actively support democracy than preceding

generations who were socialized under autocracy. This is because individuals develop

views on newly established democratic institutions based on the extent to which their

expectations are ful�lled (Levi, Sacks, and Tyler 2009). Put succinctly, if expecta-

tions are higher, they are harder to meet. I expect pre-transition cohorts to have

lower expectations in democratic institutions, and post-transition cohorts to have

higher expectations. In the context of democratic transitions in Sub-Saharan Africa,

individuals may experience their formative years under autocracy, such as single-party

rule or personal dictatorship, or under (partial) democracy. Most African polities ex-

perienced a transition from full autocracy to more competitive regime types in the

1990s (Bratton and van de Walle 1997), but restricted elections were usually held

before then. I posit that individuals view their formative elections di�erently based

on whether they were held under autocracy or (partial) democracy, as distinguished

by the degree of competition between parties and candidates. While democracy is

a multi-dimensional concept, electoral competition is the most crucial dimension for

this theory. There are two mechanisms that explain why autocratic formative years

create pro-democratic preferences in the long run: Learning about the competitive-

ness of elections, and personal experiences with the costs of repression in autocratic

regimes.

First, baseline expectations in democratic politics are lower if benchmarks are

formed under autocratic institutions, so ful�lling them becomes relatively more at-
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Figure 1.2: Theoretical framework

tainable. Individuals with pre-transition formative years learn �rst-hand that elec-

tions have relatively little consequence by participating in virtually uncontested elec-

tions. This socialization can take place either by voting in uncompetitive elections,

or indirectly by learning from peers who do. During pre-transition formative years,

individuals experience a lack of competition and major opposition harassment. Thus,

cohorts that begin their political life under authoritarianism tend to expect very little

from elections as instruments for decision-making. Crucially, such expectations are

sticky and a�ect their later views on elections, even after a country has transitioned to

a more open regime type. If expectations in elections are low, citizens are more sensi-

tive to incremental improvements in electoral competition over time. In other words,

citizens with lower expectations in democracy are harder to disappoint. Conversely,

this relationship implies that younger citizens are expected to show weaker support

for democracy because their baseline expectations in elections are higher. They ex-

perience their formative years under more open regime types and, other things equal,

develop expectations that are more likely to be disappointed by political realities.

Second, personal experience with autocracy leads to a greater awareness of the

costs of political expression in such settings. Older cohorts personally experienced

the costs of political dissent in the context of authoritarianism. During their formative

years they may have been subject to harassment by public o�cials, or have friends
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or relatives who were targeted by the regime. I argue that this personal experience

with life under authoritarian rule makes them more likely to rule out non-democratic

governance categorically. When they evaluate di�erent regime types, their unique

personal experience leads them to discount non-democratic options as a viable al-

ternative. In other words, these individuals develop sticky �never again� attitudes

towards autocracy, which is similar to the resistance hypothesis in Pop-Eleches and

Tucker (2014). Younger cohorts lack this type of direct experience and may be more

likely to have skewed views about political life under authoritarianism. This makes

them more likely to prefer alternatives and, as a consequence, less likely to support

democracy.

Figure 1.2 provides a summary of the theory. While the �rst path (lower expec-

tations in elections) is primarily about benchmark expectations for the bene�ts of

democracy, the second path (personal experience with repression) relates to bench-

mark expectations for the costs of alternatives to democracy. Both mechanisms yield

the same empirical prediction: Older cohorts who experienced their politically for-

mative years before democratic transitions are more likely to support democracy.

Somewhat paradoxically, those whose politically formative years took place after

democratic transitions are predicted to develop weaker preferences for democratic

institutions.

1.5 Data

To test these theoretical predictions, I focus on transitions from low-competition

single-party elections to higher-competition multi-party elections in Sub-Saharan Africa.

While there are debates about the true extent of change following Africa's major wave

of democratization in the 1990s (Schraeder 1995), elections indeed became more con-

tested and accessible to opposition actors, which represents one important dimension

of democracy (Dahl 1971; Levitsky and Way 2010). While such a procedural de�ni-
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tion cannot account for all dimensions of democracy, it provides a closely matched

operationalization of the theoretical framework. The events most crucial for my the-

ory are election-related experiences that form expectations for the costs and bene�ts

of di�erent regime types. Thus, di�erences between pre- and post transition cohorts

in Sub-Saharan Africa provide an ideal context to test the theory. Before elaborating

on the methodology, I summarize the dataset and present some descriptive statistics.

Table 1.1: Descriptive statistics on survey data (Source: Afrobarometer) and on �rst demo-
cratic presidential/parliamentary elections (Source: African Elections Database)

Country Respondents Survey rounds Cohorts First multi-party election

Benin 4,776 4 14 1991
Botswana 7,159 6 14 1965
Burkina Faso 3,533 3 14 1991
Cameroon 2,359 2 13 1992
Cape Verde 6,171 5 14 1991
Ghana 10,294 6 13 1992
Guinea 2,393 2 13 1993
Kenya 9,515 5 13 1992
Lesotho 7,051 6 13 1993
Madagascar 5,072 4 13 1992
Malawi 9,265 6 13 1994
Mali 8,052 6 13 1992
Mozambique 8,066 5 13 1994
Namibia 7,147 6 14 1989
Nigeria 15,467 6 12 1998
Senegal 5,927 5 14 1978
South Africa 14,021 6 13 1994
Tanzania 10,595 6 13 1995
Togo 2,391 2 13 1993
Uganda 14,169 6 12 2001
Zambia 7,113 6 14 1991
Zimbabwe 9,291 6 14 1987

I construct an individual-level data set by combining all six rounds of the Afro-

barometer survey (Afrobarometer 2017). I exclude North African countries (Algeria,

Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia) from the sample because of their di�erent transition dy-

namics. I also exclude countries that were included in less than two rounds of the
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Afrobarometer, as over-time variation is a crucial requirement for the validity of my

methodology. Finally, I exclude countries that experienced long periods of civil war

or political violence that partially overlap with transitions, and countries that have

never held multi-party elections (Burundi, Liberia, Mauritius, Niger, Sierra Leone,

Sudan, Swaziland).

To construct the main explanatory variable (pre- and post-transition cohorts), I

use a respondent's birth year to determine the year of their 18th birthday, which

corresponds to the legal voting age in all cases, and thus marks the beginning of

an individual's politically formative years. I then determine whether the respondent

experienced their formative years before or after a country's �rst multi-party election,

as coded in the African Elections Database (Nunley 2012). This is done by grouping

respondents into 5-year cohorts based on the the distance between their 18th birthday

and the transition year. Cohorts with positive values correspond to post-transition

cohorts, negative numbers stand for pre-transition socialization. For example, take a

country in which a democratic transition took place in 1990. The [0, 5) cohort includes

individuals who turned eighteen in 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, and 1994.3 Finally, age is

de-meaned and standardized in order to improve the computational e�ciency of the

model �tting algorithm (restricted Maximum Likelihood). In total, there are 169,827

respondents across 22 countries. Table 1.1 provides summary statistics on the number

of respondents, survey rounds, cohorts, and the timing of transitions in each country.

The dependent variable is an Afrobarometer question about regime preferences

that has been asked consistently since the �rst round of the survey. Respondents

are asked to choose one of the following three statements: �(1) Democracy is prefer-

able to any other kind of government; (2) In some circumstances, a non-democratic

government can be preferable; (3) For someone like me, it doesn't matter what kind

of government we have.� I create a binary outcome variable that codes Statement

3All results are robust to using 10-year cohort groupings.
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1 as Support for democracy and the remaining two statements as Low/No support

for democracy. The small number of �Don't know� responses are also included in

the �Low/No support� category. All results are robust to excluding �Don't know�

responses from the analysis.

1.6 Methodology: Identifying cohort e�ects

To test the theory outlined in section 1.4, I estimate di�erences in democratic

support across formative-years cohorts. The identi�cation of cohort e�ects poses

a challenge for statistical inference. Socialization or cohort e�ects are very hard

to disentangle from aging and period e�ects. These three factors are often highly

correlated or fully dependent in survey data, a challenge referred to by methodologists

as the age-period-cohort conundrum (O'Brien 2011; Smets and Neundorf 2014).

As previewed earlier, Figure 1.1 provides preliminary evidence that younger re-

spondents are less likely to report strong support for democratic governance. This

correlation could be in line with the proposed theory above, i.e. the age group dif-

ferences could be the result of common socialization in a certain period. However,

other interpretations are possible and observationally equivalent. The same correla-

tion might be due to aging e�ects rather than socialization. Earlier generations may

be more likely to support democracy because older voters are generally more likely

to support democracy - independent of the period they were socialized in. This could

be due to life-cycle e�ects, such as changes in income or wealth in the course of an

individual's life. While the di�erence seems subtle, distinguishing between age and

cohort e�ects is crucial in order to test the validity of political socialization theories.

To tackle this issue, let us begin by imagining an ideal-type model. Such a model

would condition on age, birth year, and survey year simultaneously and estimate coef-

�cients for each e�ect. In a cross-country setting, we would also want to for country-

speci�c and time-invariant unobserved confounding by including country �xed e�ects.
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The following equation operationalizes such a model, where i indicates individuals,

j survey years, k countries, and Y is the outcome variable measuring support for

democracy:

Ideal model

Yijk = β1 · Agei + β2 · BirthYeari + β3 · SurveyYearj + β5 · Countryk + εi

In this model, we could single out the e�ect of socialization by estimating β2,

the coe�cient on BirthYeari. Since we are controlling for age, this coe�cient would

re�ect the remaining variation that is not due to aging per se, but only comprises

the result of being born at a certain time. Unfortunately the ideal model is not

statistically identi�able. Including age, birth year and survey years as covariates in a

regression model creates a singular or perfectly collinear design matrix and the model

cannot be �t using conventional regression estimators. Algebraically, once we know an

individual's age and survey year, we can also determine their survey year. However,

age is an obvious confounder to socialization di�erences between cohorts, and survey

year indicators should be included to control for time-variant unobservable factors. In

the next section I describe a commonly used strategy to deal with age-period-cohort

collinearity.

1.6.1 Dealing with age-period-cohort collinearity

To approximate the ideal model, I proceed in two steps. First, as described in

section 1.5, I group respondents into 5-year cohorts according to their politically

formative years. Intervals are closed on the right and open on the left. Some of

the resulting cohorts have a relatively small number of observations. HAPC models

require a high number of observations in each cohort for asymptotic consistency, so I

drop cohorts with fewer than 2000 observations, which a�ects only cohorts born more

than 45 years before democratic transitions. Grouping individuals into cohorts breaks
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the perfect collinearity problem discussed above, as there is now variation in age

within each cohort category. However, there is still a high degree of multicollinearity

between age and cohort membership.

To solve this issue, a second step is required. There is growing consensus in

the methodological literature (Reither et al. 2015; Smets and Neundorf 2014) that

Hierarchical Age-Period-Cohort modeling (HAPC) provides an appropriate tool to

disentangle socialization from aging e�ects. In the language of multilevel modeling,

Individuals can be seen as nested into cohorts (here: formative years), periods (here:

survey years) and age categories (here: their age when surveyed). By putting a struc-

tural assumption (normal distribution) on the cohort variable, collinearity can be

reduced.4 Following this standard, I propose the following mixed e�ects logit speci�-

cation, where individual respondents are indexed by i, survey years by j and countries

by k. αcohort are the cohort-speci�c random e�ects, and πijk is the probability of sup-

porting democracy.

HAPC Model

log

(
πijk

1− πijk

)
= αcohort + β1 · Agei + β2 · SurveyYearj + β3 · Countryk + εi

αcohort ∼ N(µcohort, σcohort)

HAPC approaches usually model periods (survey years) in random intercepts,

I move this coe�cient to the main level and model them as �xed e�ects. This is

because including country- and year-�xed e�ects improves the causal validity of the

estimation results. In other words: While holding age, country, and survey year

constant, I �t varying intercepts for each cohort. These cohort-varying intercepts

(αcohort) are drawn from a normal distribution. This parametric assumption about

4To use a di�erent terminology describing the same concept, I am modelling the generational cohorts as
random e�ects or cohort-varying intercepts.
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the distribution of cohort intercepts follows the convention used in HAPC studies

(Grasso 2014; Ho, Weng, and Clarke 2015; Neundorf 2010; Smets and Neundorf 2014)

and is also justi�ed given the underlying data generating process. Each cohort's

support for democracy can be seen as the mean of a random variable in a given

sample (cohort). Given a su�ciently large cohort size, we can invoke the central limit

theorem, which states that means of random variables converge probabilistically to

a normal distribution as the number of observations in each sample (here: cohort)

increases. The number of cohorts should be large to yield asymptotically unbiased

results (Smets and Neundorf 2014), which is why I use 5-year instead of 10-year

cohorts in the main model speci�cation.

An alternative to HAPC modeling would be a design-based causal inference ap-

proach. For example, a Regression Discontinuity Design (RDD) could be used in

countries with clear cuto�s related to democratic transitions, as demonstrated by

de Kadt (2017b) in the case of South Africa. Voters who started voting brie�y after

regime change could be compared to slightly older individuals. However, there are

two reasons why such an approach is not suitable in this case. First, to explore cohort

e�ects, the bandwidth in a regression-discontinuity model would have to be so wide

that the necessary assumption of quasi-exogeneity became indefensible. While re-

gression discontinuities are appropriate tools to model local average treatment e�ects

close to abitrary thresholds, they are less well suited to explain multi-generational

di�erences when there are no clear cuto�s and discrete running variables, such as

cohort groups. Second, even in the presence of an exogenous cuto� such an approach

would not be able to distinguish between age and cohort e�ects. A regression discon-

tinuity design may attribute a causal e�ect to aging, while it may really be driven

by socialization, and vice versa. Using a mixed e�ects model allows us to draw more

conclusions about the contextual e�ect of political socialization.
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1.7 Main Results
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Figure 1.3: The dependent variable is a binary measure of democratic preferences. The
independent variable are binned �ve-year pre- and post transition cohorts, where the sign
denotes whether a cohort was politically socialized before (negative) or after (positive) tran-
sition. The model includes country- and survey-year �xed e�ects. Predicted probabilities of
cohort e�ects are generated by Monte Carlo Simulation (10,000 draws). The vertical bars
represent 90 and 95 percent con�dence intervals.

In this section, I �t the HAPC Model using maximum likelihood estimation

and present the results.5 The estimated random e�ect coe�cients (Figure 1.3) pro-

vide strong support for my theory of autocratic socialization. Later cohorts ([0, 5),

[5, 10), etc.) are systematically less likely to support democracy than earlier cohorts

([−20,−15), [−15, 10), etc.) There is a pronounced downward shift in support for

democracy among respondents who were socialized into politics under more open

regimes. The coe�cients for pre-transition cohorts are all larger than the coe�-

cients of post-transition cohorts. Furthermore, the di�erences between pre- and post-

5Using the glmer function in the lme4 package in R.
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transition cohorts are statistically signi�cant, as shown by the 90 and 95 percent con�-

dence intervals. The results suggest that political socialization under autocratic rule

fosters personal preferences for democratic institutions. Crucially, since the model

controls for age, this e�ect is not due to life-cycle e�ects and can be attributed to

political socialization.

To investigate the magnitude of these e�ects, I use a Monte Carlo Simulation to

generate predicted probabilities. Following a conventional approach to simulate pre-

dicted probabilities from logit models (King, Tomz, and Wittenberg 2000), I generate

10,000 draws of the estimated random e�ect coe�cients from a normal distribution

using the estimated covariances as parameter values. I then plug the coe�cient

draws into the mixed e�ects model speci�cation (HAPC model) and store the mean

predicted probability for reach cohort-draw. The results in Figure 1.3 align with the

theoretical predictions: Post-transition cohorts (children of democracy) are associated

with lower probabilities of unconditionally preferring democratic regimes. The di�er-

ence in point estimates ranges from 71 percent for the earliest pre-transition cohorts

to 66 percent among post-transition cohorts. Thus, socialization under autocracy is

associated with an up to 5 percentage point increase in democratic preferences in

comparison to socialization under democracy.

1.7.1 Individual-level controls

Model 1 does not include individual-level survey variables other than age in order

to avoid post-treatment bias. From a causal inference perspective, cohort membership

is the treatment and present-day individual covariates are post-treatment variables.

This study seeks to identify the e�ect of common political socialization at a certain

time on present-day individual preferences. This causal e�ect could be mediated in

several ways. For example, individuals who experienced their politically formative

years in the 1970s may be associated with particular levels of income and wealth

30



Table 1.2: Estimated results of HAPC model. There are no p-values, as di�erences from
zero are not meaningful for these random e�ects coe�cients. Rather, signi�cant di�erences
between cohorts are shown by the con�dence intervals in Figure 1.3

(1) (2)

Pre-transition cohorts

[−20,−15) 0.168 0.164
(0.022) (0.030)

[−15,−10) 0.170 0.182
(0.019) (0.027)

[−10,−5) 0.126 0.131
(0.017) (0.024)

[−5, 0) 0.137 0.190
(0.016) (0.022)

Post-transition cohorts

[0, 5) 0.048 0.104
(0.014) (0.020)

[5, 10) 0.023 0.035
(0.015) (0.019)

[10, 15) −0.070 −0.066
(0.016) (0.020)

[15, 20) −0.079 −0.043
(0.019) (0.024)

Survey Year �xed e�ects X X

Country �xed e�ects X X

Control variables Age Age
Education

Food Security

Observations 169,827 95,858
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today. In turn, these socioeconomic variables could a�ect their support for democracy.

Including individual level controls as measured by Afrobarometer would bias the

estimated treatment e�ect of socialization. The main contribution of this paper is to

establish that signi�cant di�erences in support for democracy exist across cohorts.

There are many mediators such di�erences could operate through, but including them

as covariates in the model would induce post-treatment bias.

However, as a robustness check, I also �t a model that includes the level of educa-

tion and food security as a measure of socioeconomic status. As expected, the e�ect

size of cohort socialization decreases since some of the variation is now masked by

the control variables (there is a high correlation between birth cohort membership,

economic outcomes, and regime preferences). This correlation is outside the scope of

my theory, though compatible. Cohorts socialized under autocracy may have higher

socioeconomic status today. Thus, changes in status are one possible downstream

pathway through which socialization a�ects regime preferences. Rather than as an

alternative theory of socialization, these control variables should be seen as mediators.

The substantive interpretation of the model after including controls is unchanged. As

shown in Table 1.2, pre-transition cohorts are still associated with higher probabilities

of democratic preferences.

One remaining concern for the causal validity of the model are confounders at the

moment of socialization. For example, as established by Mishler and Rose (2007),

Neundorf (2010) and Pop-Eleches and Tucker (2014), economic conditions at the

moment of socialization matter for later beliefs. In the next section I introduce an

alternative model that controls for GDP growth at socialization and also tests the

theoretical mechanisms more directly.
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1.8 Regime origins of cohort socialization

So far I have shown that there are di�erences in support for democracy between

earlier and later cohorts. However, other than their temporal ordering, I have not yet

provided direct evidence that these di�erences are driven by socialization under cer-

tain regime types. In this section I demonstrate a strong and signi�cant relationship

between the severity of autocracy at the time of socialization and citizen preferences

today. Furthermore, I test the two proposed mechanisms (expectations for bene�ts,

expectations for costs) directly and control for confounders of regime socialization.

My theory posits that the observed di�erences are due to socialization under di�er-

ent regime types, independent of the economic conditions at the time of socialization.

To test this claim, I merge historical Polity IV score (Marshall, Ted Robert, and Jag-

gers 2018) and GDP growth rates (The World Bank 2018) for each country-cohort

combination. Following the modeling strategy in (Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2014) I

then �t a logistic regression of democratic preferences on age, Polity scores and GDP

growth rates, including quadratic and interaction speci�cations. For the HAPC model

in the previous section, it was necessary to impose structural assumptions on the co-

hort coe�cients due to the perfect correlation between age, birth year and survey

year. In this case, the age, Polity, and GDP variables are correlated, but do not

impose too much collinearity to calculate coe�cients via maximum likelihood estima-

tion. This allows us to �t a conventional logit model that captures relative e�ects of

aging, regime socialization, and economic socialization.

The main downside of this model is that there is little within-country variation

between Polity scores and economic growth (they correlate strongly over time for

a given country). Thus, to distinguish between the relative importance of regimes

and economic conditions as drivers of socialization, cross-country variation has to be

exploited to estimate coe�cients. In other words, country �xed e�ects cannot be
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modeled. However, to improve the causal validity of the results, I include cohort-

level �xed e�ect as a control variable for cohort-speci�c region-wide factors such

as geopolitical conditions, and survey year �xed e�ects. In this model, c represents

cohorts, k countries, i individuals, j survey years. Polityck is the mean Polity IV score

for a given country-cohort combination, GDPck is the average GDP growth for the

same country-cohort, and X is a placeholder vector for control variables.. A positive

estimated coe�cient on the Polity variable would align with the self-perpetuating

view of democratization, a negative estimate would provide support for my theory of

benchmark-based socialization.

Exposure model:

log

(
πi

1− πi

)
= αi + β1 · Agei + β2 · Polityck + β2 ·GDPck + β ·X+ εi

Table 1.3 provides results of several variations of the Exposure model. Across

all speci�cations, the estimated coe�cients on Polity (at socialization) are negative

and signi�cantly di�erent from zero. GDP growth (at socialization) is statistically

insigni�cant in all speci�cations. The predicted probability of preferring democracy

is about 71 percent for individuals socialized in a regime setting with the minimum

Polity score (-10), 67 percent for the center of the scale (0), and 63 percent for the

maximum Polity score (10).6 These results are comparable in magnitude to the HAPC

model results. The predicted probabilities of unconditionally preferring democracy

are up to 8 percentage points higher for �children of autocracy�. Thus, the exposure

model provides additional evidence for the hypothesized relationship between cohort

regime type and long-lasting socialization e�ects.

Across the �ve speci�cations in Table 1.3, I test quadratic and interaction terms

to assess the robustness of the main coe�cient of interest, i.e. the estimated coe�-

6Using the estimated coe�cient values in speci�cation (5).
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Table 1.3: Estimated �t of Exposure model.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Age 0.265 0.226 0.262 0.177 1.871∗∗

(0.327) (0.303) (0.295) (0.340) (0.953)
Polity −0.011 −0.011∗ −0.023∗∗∗ −0.023∗∗ −0.023∗∗∗
(at socialization) (0.007) (0.006) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009)
GDP growth 0.007 −0.003 0.005 0.002 0.002
(at socialization) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
Polity2 0.001 0.0004 0.001 0.0003

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
GDP growth2 0.001 −0.00002 0.0002 0.001

(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Polity × GDP growth 0.003 0.003 0.001

(0.002) (0.002) (0.003)
Constant 0.730∗∗∗ 0.731∗∗∗ 0.719∗∗∗ 0.807 0.839∗∗∗

(0.095) (0.105) (0.098) (0.223)

Cohort �xed e�ects X

Survey year �xed e�ects X X

Country-Survey year X X X X X
clustered standard errors

Observations 144,158 144,158 144,158 144,158 144,158

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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cient on Polity (at socialization). The �nal model also includes cohort �xed e�ects,

which captures regional socialization conditions besides economic growth. Further-

more, standard errors in all models are clustered by country and survey year. The

results should be seen as an important complement to the HAPC model. The HAPC

model �t in the previous section suggests that earlier cohorts are associated with a

higher likelihood of democratic regime preferences, while the exposure model in this

section �nds a relationship between autocratic socialization contexts and democratic

regime preferences. In conjunction, the two models provide strong evidence for my

benchmark-based theory of regime socialization. The added value of the exposure

model is to directly test for economic conditions and other cohort-speci�c factors

(�xed e�ects) as potential confounders of this causal relationship.

1.8.1 Mechanisms: What sets expectation benchmarks?

My benchmark-based theory of socialization suggests two possible mechanisms

explaining the observed relationship. The �rst mechanism relates to the benchmark

expectations individuals have regarding the bene�ts of elections under democracy.

The second mechanism relates to benchmark expectations of the costs of alternatives

to democracy, created by personal experiences with violations of civil liberties. So

far, I have not empirically distinguished between these two mechanisms.

In this section, I use the subcomponents of the Freedom in the World indicator

(Freedom House 2018) to di�erentiate between the respective mechanisms. Freedom

House's Political Rights score is primarily about the competitiveness and fairness of

the electoral process, and the transparency of political decision-making. Thus, it

provides a suitable empirical operationalization of the theory's �rst mechanism. Con-

versely, the Civil Liberties score can be used as a measure of the second mechanism,

as it directly captures the state of personal freedom of expression and the cost of

dissent at the time of socialization. Following the coding of the Polity score in the
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previous section, I calculate the mean score for each country-cohort combination and

interpret the estimated coe�cient on these variables as the e�ect of the respective

mechanism. The model speci�cation is an extension of the Exposure model in the

previous section. Table 1.4 presents the results. In line with the Exposure model,

minor variations are �t to assess robustness against speci�cation errors. All standard

errors are clustered by country and survey year, and quadratic terms on the main

variables of interest (FH Political Rights and Civil Liberties) are included to model

potential nonlinearity.

Mechanism model

log

(
πi

1− πi

)
= αi + β1 · Agei + β2 · Political Rightsck + β3 · Civil Libertiesck + β ·X+ εi

Table 1.4: Estimated results of Mechanism model.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Age 0.503 0.744∗∗ 2.121∗∗ 1.117∗

(1.008) (0.367) (1.008) (0.648)
FH Political Rights −0.196 0.168
(at socialization) (0.144) (0.144)
FH Civil Liberties −0.321∗ −0.561∗ −0.218∗∗∗
(at socialization) (0.185) (0.299) (0.048)

FH Political Rights2 0.025∗ −0.004
(0.015) (0.015)

FH Civil Liberties2 0.036∗ 0.049 0.024∗∗∗

(0.021) (0.031) (0.006)
Constant 1.148∗∗ 1.478∗∗∗ 1.047∗∗ 1.308∗∗∗

(0.511) (0.396) (0.511) (0.330)

Country �xed e�ects X

Cohort �xed e�ects X X

Survey year �xed e�ects X X X X

Country-Survey year X X X X
Clustered standard errors

Observations 148,574 148,574 148,574 148,574

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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There is strong evidence for mechanism 2, and no evidence for mechanism 1. After

concluding that mechanism 1 does not �t the observed data well, I drop the Polit-

ical Rights variable and only include Civil Liberites in column (4). The estimated

coe�cients on mechanism 2 (FH Civil Liberties) are signi�cant, negative and con-

sistent across speci�cations. Thus, greater exposure to violations of civil liberties at

socialization is associated with a higher likelihood of democratic preferences today.

The estimates on mechanism 1 (FH Political Rights) are mostly insigni�cant and

the signs of the coe�cients are inconsistent across speci�cations. Thus, the results

provide support for the cost-based mechanism (mechanism 2), but fail to support the

bene�ts-based explanation (mechanism 1). An important caveat of these data is that

exposure to the respective mechanisms is measured by cohort membership and not

directly for each individual. A richer dataset on individual experience with autocratic

regimes would allow us to analyze the mechanisms directly. The di�erence in treat-

ment e�ect of autocratic socialization could be compared between individuals who

personally experienced violations of civil liberties and those who did not. However,

these preliminary results suggest that exposure to repression may be more impor-

tant than electoral competition when it comes to setting benchmarks for evaluating

democracy.

1.8.2 Heterogeneity: Closing the expectations gap

A second way to test the validity of the mechanisms is to exploit cross-country

heterogeneity in the e�ects of socialization. My theory posits that expectations are

crucial in the evaluation of democracy and that, if the gap between expectations and

reality closes, satisfaction with democracy should rise. Thus, I expect the e�ect of

autocratic regime socialization to be weaker or even non-negative among countries

that are performing well in terms of electoral competitiveness and civil liberties.

This hypothesis can be tested by estimating the interaction e�ect between the
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Polity score at socialization and the average Polity score post transition. The inter-

action term captures the heterogeneity in autocratic socialization between countries

where the expectation gap is small (high values of Politypost transition) and countries

where the gap is large (low values of Politypost transition).

Heterogeneity model:

log

(
πi

1− πi

)
= αi + β1 · Agei + β2 ·

(
Polity at socialization

ck × Polity post-transition

ck

)
+ β3 · Polity at socialization

ck + β4 · Polity post-transition

ck + β ·X+ εi
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Figure 1.4

Table 1.5 shows that the interaction e�ect is signi�cant across various speci�ca-

tions, including quadratic terms and �xed e�ects. Furthermore, the coe�cient has the

expected sign (positive). The relative magnitude of the positive relationship between

autocratic socialization and democratic preferences is lower for countries and cohorts

with relatively high post-transition Polity scores. This heterogeneity is compatible
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Table 1.5: Estimated results of Heterogeneity model.

(1) (2) (3)

Age 0.570 0.530∗∗ 2.183∗∗∗

(0.645) (0.243) (0.645)
Polity (at socialization) 0.002∗∗ 0.002∗ 0.004∗∗∗

× Polity (post transition) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Polity −0.007 −0.007 −0.020∗∗∗
(at socialization) (0.006) (0.011) (0.006)
Polity −0.012 −0.010 0.002
(post transition) (0.016) (0.019) (0.016)
Polity2 0.002∗∗∗ 0.002∗∗ 0.001
(at socialization) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Polity2 −0.005 −0.005 −0.006
(post transition) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Constant 0.786 0.912∗∗∗ −1.305

n.a. (0.045) n.a.

Cohort �xed e�ects X

Survey year �xed e�ects X X

Country-Survey year X X X
Clustered standard errors

Observations 158,239 158,239 158,239

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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with the theoretical mechanisms. In these settings, the gap between expectations and

realizations is lower, and �children of democracy� are relatively more likely to actively

support democratic institutions. As Figure 1.4 shows, the Heterogeneity model pre-

dicts that the socialization e�ect reverses for settings with a post-transition Polity

score between 5 and 10. The red lines represent the main e�ect that we observed

in the previous section - post-transition socialization in these settings is associated

with a lower probability of democratic preferences. The blue lines show that in cases

where the quality of democracy post-transition is fairly high, post-transition social-

ization is actually associated with more democratic preferences. This �nding holds

an important insights. While there seems to be a middle zone in which transitions

dampen enthusiasm for newly established institutions, support for democracy can be

reactivated if expectations of citizens are actually met.

1.9 Conclusion

What are the implications of these results for the literature on democratic back-

sliding and regime change? As I have argued above, many theories of democratiza-

tion implicitly assume that citizens, particularly younger cohorts, prefer democratic

regimes over alternatives in transition contexts. I argue that these preferences are not

homogeneous and depend on the socialization context individuals experience during

their politically formative years. While previous research has pointed out the im-

portance of beliefs for democratic consolidation (Almond and Verba 1963; Lindberg

2009; Moehler and Lindberg 2009; Svolik 2013), this article provides a theory of the

origins of such beliefs. The empirical results suggest that individuals who experienced

their formative years under autocracy are relatively more likely to support democratic

institutions. The article also provides evidence for the relative importance of compet-

ing mechanisms. Personal experience with the costs of autocratic repression seems

to be more important than perceptions of the competitiveness of elections. For the
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speci�c context of this study, personal experience with autocratic regimes in Sub-

Saharan Africa between 1960 and 1990 provides individuals with unique information

that makes them more likely to unequivocally support democracy.
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Figure 1.5: The dependent variable is a binary measure of collective action (�raising issues
with others�). The independent variable are binned �ve-year pre- and post transition cohorts,
where the sign denotes whether a cohort was politically socialized before (negative) or after
(positive) transition. The model includes country- and survey-year �xed e�ects. Predicted
probabilities of cohort e�ects are generated by Monte Carlo Simulation (10,000 draws). The
vertical bars represent 90 and 95 percent con�dence intervals.

Political beliefs are important for the success of democratic consolidation insofar

as they translate into behavior. To show that democratic preferences morph into

political participation, I �t the HAPC model using a di�erent outcome variable -

the probability of participating in collective action.7 As Figure 1.5 shows, earlier

generations are more likely to engage in collective action. The variation across cohorts

7The wording of the survey question is as follows: Here is a list of actions that people sometimes take
as citizens. For each of these, please tell me whether you, personally, have done any of these things during
the past year. If not, would you do this if you had the chance: Got together with others to raise an issue?
�Sometimes/A few times�, �Yes, several times�, �Yes, often� and �Often� are coded as 1, all other answers are
coded as 0.
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follows the same pattern as the democratic preference outcome variable. This suggests

that post-transition cohorts are not only less content with democratic regimes, but

also more likely to disengage from formal and informal modes of collective action. This

�nding echoes previous research on the relationship between authoritarian legacies

and political participation. One the one hand, Bernhard and Karakoç (2007) �nd

that socialization under totalitarianism makes individuals less likely to participate in

collective action. On the other hand, the same study suggests that the dynamics may

be di�erent in less totalitiarian non-democratic settings. The sample in Bernhard

and Karakoç (2007) mostly consists of European and Latin American cases, so these

results generalize the scope of their �nding. Taken together, the empirical results

regarding regime preferences and collective action suggest that, in order to explain

the long-term consequences of autocracy for political beliefs and behavior, we should

pay close attention to the speci�c characteristics of di�erent regimes. Previous studies

on Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union have shown that strongly institutionalized,

totalitarian regimes can suppress preferences for democracy and civic activism in the

long run. This study shows that cohorts socialized under less institutionalized forms

of authoritarianism are, somewhat paradoxically, more likely to support democracy

and raise collective issues than cohorts that were socialized after transitions.

This study has important implications for research on democratic consolidation.

Mainly, theories should not abstract from individual preferences and take a close

look at discontent towards newly established democratic institutions among young

citizens. Frustration with slow change under democratic rule may be one reason

why young democracies countries sometimes revert to authoritarianism and future

research should pay attention to the historical and present causes of such discontent.

Future studies could build on the results of this article in two ways. First, country

experts could test the benchmark-based theory of socialization subnationally and

re�ne the scope conditions of the argument. As an example, Berinsky et al. (2016)
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study the sources of electoral discontent among young South African voters. They

�nd that framing electoral participation as an �obligation of history� (referencing

the struggle against Apartheid) does not increase the propensity to vote among the

youngest generation of voters. This result is in line with the �ndings of this study.

If individuals have fewer political memories associated with autocracy to tap into,

calling attention to historical obligations may not be an e�ective strategy to activate

enthusiasm for present democratic institutions. Second, future research could study

socialization and regime preferences in regions that have not been subject to the same

empirical tests so far (Latin America, South and South East Asia). In conjunction

with this study and research on cohort e�ects in the former Soviet Union, future

empirical work can be used for theory building and improve our understandings of

the conditions under which democratic transitions successfully self-perpetuate, and

when they are more likely to be diverted by centrifugal forces.
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2 | Voting at 16: Intended and unintended conse-

quences of Austria's electoral reform

Co-author: Laura Bronner (London School of Government)

Abstract

Several democracies are currently debating whether to lower their legal voting age to 16, but rela-

tively little is know about the long-term consequences of such reforms. We contribute to this debate

by studying electoral habit formation among 16-year-old voters in Austria, where the national-level

voting age was decreased in 2008. We employ eligibility-based regression discontinuities to evaluate

two consequences of the reform. First, we show that eligible 16-year-olds are more likely to vote

in future elections. Second, we demonstrate that the political consequences of this reform were

not neutral. Newly eligible young voters are more likely to support parties on the extremes of the

ideological spectrum. We also simulate the cumulative long-term impact on electoral outcomes and

argue that the reform was costly for the centrist parties that initially adopted it.

2.1 Introduction

Many advanced democracies are trying to counteract stagnating or falling rates

of electoral participation by targeting young voters. Several countries are currently

considering one particular strategy - to lower the legal voting age and introduce young

voters to formal modes of participation earlier on. Three German states allow 16-

year-olds to vote in regional elections (Vehrkamp, Im Winkel, and Konzelmann 2015)
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and Greece lowered its voting age in national elections to 17 (Reuters 2016). Scotland

temporarily decreased the voting age to 16 for its independence referendum in 2014,

and in Estonia 16-year-olds can participate in local elections (European Youth Forum

2015). In 2018, Malta became the second member of the European Union to lower

the federal voting age from 18 to 16. Such reforms are not restricted to Europe. Some

US1 American municipalities allow citizens under 18 to vote in local elections, and

Washington, D.C. is contemplating similar changes (New York Times 2017). This

trend raises two important questions for political science: First, does lowering the

voting age increase turnout in the long run, as governments hope? Second, are these

reforms politically �neutral� or do some political actors bene�t more than others?

Previous studies have shown that voters develop persistent electoral habits during

their �rst elections. The most consistent �nding in this literature relates to turnout:

Young voters who vote once are more likely to turn out in future elections as well

(Gerber, Green, and Shachar 2003; Denny and Doyle 2009; Meredith 2009; Dinas

2012; Coppock and Green 2016). Our methodology exploits exogenous variation in

voting eligibility as a causal identi�cation strategy. We compare eligible voters, whose

birth date falls prior to an administratively set date, to citizens who are not eligible

because their birth date is slightly after this cuto� date. Previous studies in this

domain have focused exclusively on �rst-time voters at age 18, but little is known

about whether habituation e�ects apply to other ages as well. In a recent review of

the literature, Coppock and Green (2016) conclude that there is an unaddressed need

to compare previous �ndings to other age groups and political systems outside of the

United States. The case of Austria provides a highly suitable setting for such external

validation. A 2007/2008 reform made Austria the �rst country in the European

Union to allow 16- and 17-year olds to vote in federal elections. Previous research

1Abbreviations used in this article: US (United States), SPÖ (Social Democratic Party of Austria), ÖVP
(Austrian People's Party), FPÖ (Freedom Party of Austria), AUTNES (Austrian National Election Study),
OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development).
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has shown that Austrians under the age of 18 are on average as informed (Zeglovits

and Zandonella 2013) and e�cacious (Wagner, Johann, and Kritzinger 2012) as 18-

to 21-year olds, and potentially more likely to participate in elections (Zeglovits and

Aichholzer 2013). Thus, previous research suggest that the reform could have positive

long-term consequences on electoral turnout through habituation. We add to this

research by taking advantage of an eligibility-based identi�cation strategy to estimate

the causal impact of the voting age reform on future turnout propensity and party

a�nity.

2.1.1 Habituation e�ects in the long run

Extending the study of habituation e�ects to new contexts is not only important

for the sake of external validity. It also allows us to evaluate how voting age reforms,

such as the one in Austria, a�ect turnout and electoral behavior in general. One way

to think about this long-term causal e�ect of policy change on political behavior is

to distinguish between its two components � base and multiplier e�ects.

First, consider an individual's initial probability to cast a vote at an election at

time t = 0 as their base turnout rate. If individuals in a particular age brackets are

relatively more likely to vote when they �rst are eligible, base turnout for this group

is relatively higher. Some evidence suggests that 16- and 17-year-olds are more likely

to participate in elections than 18-year-olds when they become eligible. For example,

Verba and Nie (1987) argue that residential mobility lowers turnout. In many ad-

vanced democracies 16- and 17-year-olds are less to relocate than 18-year-olds. They

also tend to be comparatively more embedded in parental, school or neighborhood-

based informational networks (Franklin, Lyons, and Marsh 2004). These ties can

generate a social anchoring e�ect which increases turnout compared to 18-year-olds,

since the latter are more likely to recently have graduated from secondary schooling

or have moved out of their parental home, making them less embedded into the kinds
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of social networks that increase turnout (Abrams, Iversen, and Soskice 2010). In

general, 18-year-olds are more likely to be in a transitional and itinerant phase of

their lives in which voting is less facilitated by external circumstances. Notably, if

base turnout among 16- and 17-year-olds is higher than among 18-year-olds, there is

a net positive impact on turnout at t = 0 that goes beyond the mechanical e�ect of

increasing the size of the electorate. This assumption of higher base turnout has been

empirically validated by previous studies. Age-disaggregated turnout statistics are

not publicly available in Austria, but Zeglovits and Aichholzer (2013) use a strati�ed

sample of voter roles in two municipal elections (Krems, Vienna) to analyze turnout

rates within di�erent age groups. They �nd that base turnout is higher among those

under the age of 18. In the 2012 local election in the mid-sized city Krems, 56.3

percent of 16- to 17-year olds versus 46.3 percent of 18- to 20-year olds turned out to

vote. In the capital Vienna, 64.2 percent of 16- to 17-year olds versus 56.3 percent of

18- to 20-year olds participated in the 2012 local election.

The second source of long-term impacts are multiplier e�ects; i.e. changes in

the probability of voting in future elections as a consequence of voting in one's �rst

election. Formally, multiplier e�ects are causal changes in turnout probability at time

t = {1, 2, 3, ...} due to being eligible to vote at t = 0. This multiplier component is

what the literature on habituation e�ects commonly studies. We refer to it as the

multiplier because any di�erences in base turnout rate between newly and previously

enfranchised voters at time t = 0 will be multiplied in later elections by the size

of the habituation e�ect of eligibility. While previous studies of 16- and 17-year

old voters have focused on analyzing di�erences in base turnout (Wagner, Johann,

and Kritzinger 2012; Zeglovits and Zandonella 2013; Zeglovits and Aichholzer 2013;

Kritzinger, Zeglovits, and Oberluggauer 2013), our main contribution is to causally

identify the multiplier e�ect and combine both types of e�ects to project the long-term

consequences of the reform.
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To preview our results, we �nd that 16-year-olds have higher base turnout rates

than 18-year-olds at t = 0 in Austria. We also �nd that multiplier e�ects are positive

and substantively large for 16-year-old voters, potentially larger than for 18-year-

olds. Speci�cally, eligibility in the 2008 national parliamentary election increases

an individual's self-reported intention to vote in 2013 by 2.8 points on a 10-point

scale, or by about one standard deviation. In a simulation, we show that these larger

base and multiplier turnout rates positively a�ect turnout rates in the long run. We

thus contribute to the literature by demonstrating that the timing of initial electoral

habituation is crucial. If individuals experience their �rst elections in a context where

their base turnout probability is higher, polities can attain higher steady-state turnout

rates.

We also address another important question, and one often neglected in the dis-

cussion surrounding habituation e�ects: Are voting age reforms politically �neutral�,

or are they more bene�cial to some actors than others? Political scientists have

shown that e�orts to increase turnout can have partisan e�ects (Fowler 2013; Enos,

Fowler, and Vavreck 2014). In the context of rising polarization in Western democ-

racies (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008a; Jacobson 2013a; McCarty 2015; McCarty and

Shor 2016; Levendusky 2016), it is particularly important to ask whether non-centrist

parties and candidates bene�t disproportionately. In Western Europe, polarization

has been accompanied by fundamental changes in party systems, most importantly

the decline of established centrist parties and the rise of populist movements. Thus,

political debates on electoral reforms are intertwined with power struggles between

formerly dominant parties and rising contenders. Austria exempli�es these trends,

making it a suitable case study for the e�ects of electoral reform on polarization. In

the 2016 presidential elections, for example, neither of the two established centrist

party candidates progressed to the second round; instead, the run-o� was held be-

tween Alexander Van Der Bellen, the former head of the Green party, and Norbert
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Hofer, the candidate of the far-right Freedom Party (FPÖ). In light of these events,

it is important to ask whether and how the extension of the franchise to 16-year-olds

might a�ect partisan polarization.

Our results suggest that the reform was not politically neutral. Polarization, as

measured by ideological self-placement, increases among voters who became eligible as

16-year-olds in the prior election. Furthermore, these voters are more likely to support

parties on the extremes of the party system. While several parties seem to gain

from the enfranchisement, the e�ect is most pronounced for the right-wing populist

Freedom Party (FPÖ). This party experiences large gains in partisan attachment

(3.5 points on a 10-point scale), while the e�ect is smaller or insigni�cant for centrist

parties. As a placebo test, we also use the discontinuity design to estimate the causal

e�ect for a party that did not exist in 2008 (Team Stronach). As expected, we �nd

no habituation e�ect for this party.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. In Section 2 we describe the

background and origins of Austria's 2008 voting age reform. In Section 3 we review

the existing literature and generate a theoretical framework for our case. In Section

4 we introduce our data and describe the research design and identi�cation strategy.

Section 5 discusses the results and Section 6 o�ers a variety of robustness checks and

placebo tests to assess the validity of our results.

2.2 Context: Austria's 2008 Voting Age Reform

We �rst describe how Austria become the �rst European country to change its

legal voting age to 16. Importantly, turnout in national parliamentary elections had

dropped by almost 6 percentage points in Austria's 2006 parliamentary elections2,

which prompted the two members of the ruling coalition, the Social Democrats (SPÖ)

2Source: http://www.bmi.gv.at/cms/BMI_wahlen/nationalrat/2006/End_Gesamt.aspx
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and the People's Party (ÖVP) to discuss strategies to reinvigorate electoral participa-

tion. Since Austrians between 18 and 25 were particularly underrepresented among

voters, this age group became a main target of mobilization e�orts. Furthermore,

many of these young voters had started identifying with less centrist opposition par-

ties3 and the government needed to regain their support to sustain electoral majorities.

Thus, decreasing turnout and low government support created a critical juncture that

allowed for an unprecedented reform of Austria's legal voting age.

The main opposition parties at the time, the Freedom Party (FPÖ) and the Green

Party (GRÜNE), both welcomed the proposed reform. The right-wing populist FPÖ

and left-wing environmentalist GRÜNE represent very di�erent constituencies, but

both draw signi�cant support from constituencies under the age of 30 (SORA and ISA

2008, 2013). Within the governmental coalition (SPÖ, ÖVP), however, preferences

were more heterogeneous. While the SPÖ hoped to gain from a lower voting age, the

ÖVP draws its main support from older and more a�uent voters and did not expect

to bene�t much from the policy change. Legislative majority decisions without the

consent of all coalition members are rare in Austria and are seen as a breach of

coalition norms. Thus, the governing parties had to �nd a compromise that would

assuage both camps. They reached an agreement by adding a provision that allowed

absentee voting by mail (Vehrkamp, Im Winkel, and Konzelmann 2015), which the

ÖVP expected would facilitate voting among its core supporters who are more likely to

have multiple residences and higher geographic mobility. The bill eventually passed in

2007, allowing 16- and 17-year-olds to vote for the �rst time in national parliamentary

elections in 2008.4

3According to a nationally representative survey (SORA and ISA 2008), 28 percent of male voters under
30 vs. 22 percent of male voters over 60 voted for the Freedom Party. 21 percent of women under 30 vs.
14 percent of women over 60 reported voting for the FPÖ. The age split is similar for the Green party. 12
percent of male and 15 percent of female voters under 30 vs. 4 percent of male and 2 percent of female
voters over 60 reported casting their votes for GRÜNE.

4Some of Austria's local governments had already enfranchised this age group in regional and municipal
elections. However, the 2007 bill was the �rst to include all national, regional and municipal elections.
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In total, the reform added 93,000 16-year-olds and 91,000 17-year-olds as eligi-

ble voters, which increased the electorate by about 3 percent.5 While Austria uses

a proportional representation (PR) electoral system and small changes in the elec-

torate are usually less consequential than in plurality-based systems, the ongoing

restructuring of the party system made this policy change highly important for elec-

tion outcomes. In the post-war period, the two center parties (SPÖ and ÖVP) had

dominated the political system by repeatedly forming �grand coalitions.� However,

since the 1990s, like many other European party systems, Austria has witnessed the

rise of right-wing populist parties such as the FPÖ and the growing importance of

post-materialist political preferences, represented by the Greens. The traditional two-

party system started to give way to a more complex four- or �ve-party system, and

in the 2002 parliamentary elections the ÖVP actually fell behind the FPÖ for the

�rst time. Thus, legislative and executive majorities for two-party centrist coalitions

are becoming increasingly harder to maintain due to pressures from the left and the

right. These changes make the enfranchisement of 16- and 17-year-olds an important

factor in election outcomes. In systems that transition t more than two e�ective par-

ties, small di�erences in vote shares have relatively greater consequences for coalition

bargaining and can potentially swing elections by a�ecting which parties become part

of government coalitions.

2.3 Theory

There is a growing literature in political science on electoral habituation and our

study complements and extends several of its �ndings. In this section we review

previous �ndings and generate hypotheses for our case. First, we de�ne electoral ha-

bituation as follows: Behaving a certain way in one election increases the probability

5Source: http://derstandard.at/3408344/Voraussichtlich-6350000-Wahlberechtigte. The total
size of the electorate in 2008 was 6,107,851.
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of behaving the same way in a future election. Formally, if voters are eligible to vote

at t = 0, they are more likely to vote or engage in other kinds of political behavior at

t = {1, 2, 3, ...} than their similarly-aged peers who were not eligible to vote at t = 0.

The speci�c behavior examined at t = {1, 2, 3, ...} varies depending on the research

question. Primarily, the literature has focused on turnout and has demonstrated that

being eligible to vote at a given election makes citizens more likely to vote in later

elections (Coppock and Green (2016) provide a review of this research agenda). Less

often, other habituation e�ects have also been studied. For example, voters may de-

velop partisan identities and become increasingly attached to certain parties if they

experience their �rst elections in a certain environment (de Kadt 2017a). In this

study, we add to the existing literature in two ways. First, we extend prior turnout-

related �ndings to a new age group. Second, we study habituation of partisanship

and polarization, outcomes that have received somewhat less attention in previous

research.

2.3.1 Turnout

In recent years, political scientists have found strong evidence for turnout habit

formation among voters (Gerber, Green, and Shachar 2003; Denny and Doyle 2009;

Meredith 2009; Franklin and Hobolt 2011; Dinas 2012, 2013a; Coppock and Green

2016; de Kadt 2017a). While such �ndings are fairly established for 18-year-olds,

this study is the �rst to test whether it applies to new voters under the age of 18.

In advanced industrialized democracies, the �rst election for voters under the age

of 18 would most commonly take place while they are enrolled in secondary school,

apprenticeships or other forms of job training, and while they are still living with their

parents, all of which a�ects the context in which they are introduced to the political

system (Wagner, Johann, and Kritzinger 2012; Franklin, Lyons, and Marsh 2004).

In Austria, there is evidence that their base turnout rates are higher than those of
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18-year-olds (Zeglovits and Aichholzer 2013). As discussed in the introduction, if

base turnout among 16- and 17-year-olds is higher, then, through the existence of

cumulative habituation e�ects at t = {1, 2, 3, ...}, steady-state turnout increases can

go far beyond the mechanical e�ects of enfranchising younger age groups.

Most previous studies of habituation e�ects have looked at electoral behavior in

the US, and there is an open debate about whether thee results generalize to other

settings. Bhatti and Hansen (2012) argue that habituation is less likely in Europe,

where barriers to voter registration are low. Franklin and Hobolt (2011) �nd that

habituation exists in European elections, but only if one's �rst election is salient

enough. Unfortunately our data only covers two elections and thus does not have

variation in the saliency of initial elections, so we cannot directly test their claim.

Rather, our focus is on expanding the analysis of habituation e�ects to an important

new group, which many countries are now considering to enfranchise.

For the case of Austria, previous studies have shown few di�erences in political

interest, knowledge and media consumption between 16- and 18-year-olds. Zeglovits

and Zandonella (2013) use cross-sectional survey data to demonstrate that political

interest among 16-year olds increased from 2004 (pre reform) to 2008 (post reform).

The share of respondents who are �very interested� went from 8.1 to 21.8 percent

among 16-year olds. Similarly, daily news consumption in the same group increased

from 19.1 to 23.8 percent.6 Wagner, Johann, and Kritzinger (2012) assess the �quality�

of vote choice among Austrian �rst-time voters under 18. Using survey data from

the 2009 European Parliament elections, they �nd that political interest, knowledge,

and non-electoral participation are statistically indistinguishable between ages 16-

18 and ages 18-21. Furthermore, these younger voters have slightly more trust in

6Their �nding highlights the importance of endogeneity in this context. Metrics such as political interest
and non-electoral participation could be lower before a reform is adopted than after, and may provide a
negatively biased estimate of the true �quality" of political engagement among those under the age of 18.
Policymakers who are contemplating similar reforms should therefore not only rely on domestic statistics
(pre reform), but also factor in results from countries that have adopted reforms, such as Austria.
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the e�cacy of political institutions. The quality of their vote choice, as measured

by the congruence of personal and party ideology, is similar to older age groups.

Evidence from other countries suggests that 16- and 17-year-olds may, in fact, be

more likely to vote than 18-year-olds as they have lower residential mobility and �rmer

social anchoring in their parental, school and neighborhood environments (Verba and

Nie 1987; Franklin, Lyons, and Marsh 2004). In Austria, 16-year-olds seem to have

political e�cacy and interest that is at least on par with 18-year-olds, and base

turnout rates are likely higher (Zeglovits and Aichholzer 2013). Thus, we expect that

they experience habituation e�ects in voting, and that such e�ects are at least as

large as e�ects discovered in other settings for older �rst-time voters.

Hypothesis 1 Eligibility to vote at age 16 leads to higher turnout in future elections

(positive multiplier e�ect).

2.3.2 Partisanship and polarization

Going beyond turnout, some scholars have investigated the e�ects of enfranchise-

ment on other electoral outcomes, though they advance di�erent theories as to what

these e�ects might be. Mullainathan and Washington (2009) argue that being eligible

to vote increases political polarization, which they measure as an increased partisan

divide in approval ratings of the US president. Similarly, Dinas (2013a) �nds an

e�ect on stronger partisan identi�cation, arguing that once voters cast a vote for a

certain candidate or party, they seek to reinforce their beliefs by repeating the same

behavior in future elections. Both Dinas (2013a) and Mullainathan and Washington

(2009) build on cognitive dissonance theory, according to which habits form when

people make decisions that are in line with their preferences (consonant votes). Con-

sequently, electoral habit formation fails to occur when individuals do not make the

same vote choices consistently (dissonant votes). This theory can be traced back to

Festinger (1962) and has recently been formalized and applied to political settings by

55



Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen (2018).

One of the advantages of the Austrian case is that its multi-party system allows

for a nuanced investigation of the political implications of such a reform. While Mul-

lainathan and Washington (2009) operationalize polarization as approval ratings of

the US president, we test directly whether habituation a�ects self-reported polariza-

tion and a�nity to non-centrist parties. Applying the cognitive dissonance frame to

Austria, we anticipate habituation to have a polarizing e�ect on �rst-time voters. We

expect voters choosing more extreme parties � FPÖ and Greens � to be more �locked

in� to their choice than voters choosing more moderate options for two reasons. First,

choosing an extreme party at the �rst election makes it less likely that a voter can

pick a moderate party at her second election without feeling like this represents a

tacit admission that she has erred (high cognitive dissonance).

To visualize this dissonance, Figure 2.1 provides a stylized unidimensional rep-

resentation of the Austrian party landscape7 If we assume that a voter's cognitive

dissonance is larger the greater the ideological distance between her �rst pick and

her second, choosing a party on the extremes of the spectrum at the �rst election

means that she has fewer places to move in subsequent elections without incurring

substantial cognitive dissonance costs. For example, a voter who chooses the Social

Democrats (SPÖ) at her �rst election can either stick with the SPÖ in the second

election, causing zero cognitive dissonance, or move one party to the left (to the

Greens) or to the right (to the ÖVP) causing low cognitive dissonance; a voter who

chooses the Greens in the �rst election, by contrast, only has the option to her right

(the SPÖ). Since there is no option to her left, she is more likely to end up voting for

the Greens again.

The second polarization mechanism we posit is based on parental socialization.

7We only include parties that won at least one parliamentary seat in 2008 and 2013, which excludes three
parties that held seats in of these legislative sessions. Team Stronach and NEOS did not run in 2008, and
BZÖ failed to pass the 4% threshold necessary to secure a seat in 2013.
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Figure 2.1: Austria's four main parties along a left-right dimension (2008-2013)

Since older voters are more likely to vote for centrist parties, we expect those 16- to

17-year-old voters who are more likely to take cues from their parents to be more

likely to choose centrist parties as well. Conversely, young voters who make their

decisions in a context of lower parental in�uence may be more likely to pick extreme

parties. In the second election, then, once voters have left the family home, those

voters who selected centrist parties due to familial in�uence will be more likely to

change their minds, while those who made their decisions more independently will be

more likely to stick with their initial pick.

Regardless of the mechanism at play, we thus hypothesize that if there is indeed

a habituation e�ect, it will increase polarization, which we measure using ideological

self-placement and self-reported closeness to more extreme parties. We thus posit

that the less centrist FPÖ and Greens bene�t more from the enfranchisement of

16-year-old voters through habituation e�ects in partisan attachment.

Hypothesis 2 Eligibility to vote at age 16 leads to more extreme ideological self-

placement.

Hypothesis 3 Eligibility to vote at age 16 leads to greater a�nity for non-centrist

parties (FPÖ, Greens) in future elections.

According to a di�erent strand of the enfranchisement literature, voters may sup-

port the party that enfranchised them out of loyalty. This argument has been made

about working-class and Black voters in the US (Edwards 1997), as well as about

women (Przeworski 2008), though empirical support has been mixed at best (Morgan-

Collins 2017). In Austria, the reform was passed by the centrist SPÖ-ÖVP coalition
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government; however, almost all parties in parliament voted for the bill, and even the

far-right FPÖ, which refused to support the ultimate bill because of the provision

permitting for postal voting, vocally advocated for lowering the voting age.8 This

blurs the responsibility voters could assign for the passage of the reform, making it

unlikely that they would reward the coalition parties speci�cally.

2.4 Data and Methodology

2.4.1 Case selection

In 2008 Austria was the �rst European country to lower its legal voting age to

16 in all national, regional and local elections. We focus our study on Austria be-

cause it provides a unique opportunity to study habituation e�ects among very young

voters, even while it is, in other ways, a representative case among advanced indus-

trialized democracies. Many of its socio-economic indicators lie close to the OECD

average, and like many other polities in Europe and beyond, it uses a proportional

representation voting system and has faced gradually declining turnout rates in pre-

vious decades (Ho�man, León, and Lombardi 2016). Furthermore, as in most other

advanced democracies, right-wing populist parties have recently experienced grow-

ing electoral support, and as noted above, establishment parties have seen their vote

share drop in both legislative and presidential elections. This allows us to use Austria

as a laboratory of sorts for the consequences of voting age reforms and provide the

�rst study of habituation e�ects among 16-year old voters.

2.4.2 Data

In order to test the e�ect of enfranchising 16- and 17-year-olds in Austria, we make

use of the Austrian National Election Study (AUTNES) of 2013, which surveyed

8Source: https://www.parlament.gv.at/PAKT/VHG/XXIII/I/I_00088/index.shtml
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Austrian voters about their political attitudes and behavior surrounding the 2013

general election.9 Its �ne-grained data on birth months allows us to identify and

estimate the causal e�ect of enfranchising 16-year-olds in 2008 on electoral behavior

in the following election in 2013. The AUTNES data collection e�ort was substantial

and involved several di�erent surveys, including three di�erent panels done face-to-

face, by phone and online (Kritzinger, Zeglovits, and Oberluggauer 2013). Since our

method is fairly data-intensive, we pool these three representative samples in order

to obtain as many observations as possible, using only responses to questions asked

identically across all three modes. This pooled dataset contains 300 respondents

born between October 1991 and October 1993 and comprises exactly 150 individuals

who were eligible to vote in the 2008 election (born in October 1992 or earlier) and

150 who were not. By 2013, the year of the survey, these individuals are in their

early twenties and all eligible to vote. For the older half of the respondents, this is

their second general election (treatment group), for the younger half this is their �rst

general election (control group).10

To measure treatment status we use birth-month data. Ideally, we would estimate

turnout habituation e�ects twice, once for 16-year-olds in 2008 and once for 18-year-

olds, the prior eligibility threshold in the previous election in 2006, and compare both

the magnitude of the discontinuity-based treatment e�ects. Unfortunately, however,

birth months are not available for older respondents, so we cannot directly compare

the habituation e�ect at age 16 to the same e�ect at age 18.

The survey questions we use for our outcome measures (translated from the origi-

9The dataset is publicly available at http://www.autnes.at.

10While the oversampling of young voters and the presence of birth month data allow us to employ
a regression discontinuity design to test the e�ect of enfranchising new voters, the dataset has several
drawbacks, the biggest of which is that respondents were not asked whether (or how) they voted in the 2008
election. This means that we cannot test whether the habituation e�ects we �nd are due to exposure to
partisan mobilization or other factors which targeted all eligible voters, or due to the act of voting itself,
as in e.g. Dinas (2013a). Thus, we consider eligibility, rather than voting per se, as the treatment in this
quasi-experiment.
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nal German) are summarized in Table A.1 in the Appendix. The turnout measure we

use is self-reported intention to turn out in the upcoming election on a scale from 0 (�I

de�nitely won't participate�), to 10 (�I de�nitely will participate�). We recognize the

limits of self-reported turnout as a measure. Unfortunately, administrative turnout

data in Austria is not publicly available and there is no equivalent to U.S. voter �les

in this context. While self-reported intention may not accord perfectly with actual

participation, we assume that there is a strong relationship between the two, though

we note that this somewhat diminishes our con�dence in the numerical accuracy of

the estimated e�ect siye.11 To examine polarization, we use two measures. First, we

use a 0-5 scale of ideological extremism constructed by folding the 0-10 left-right self-

placement question. We calculate the absolute value of the di�erence of a response

to the mid-point of the scale. Second, we use a question that asks respondents how

close they feel to each of the political parties.

2.4.3 Identi�cation strategy

To identify the causal e�ect of eligibility, we use a regression discontinuity design

that compares individuals who di�er in eligibility status, but are similar in all other

respects. This is based on the idea that by considering a su�ciently narrow window

around the administratively set cuto�, the treatment is assigned quasi-randomly. In

other words, we are posing the following counterfactual setup: Do those who were

eligible to vote in 2008 exhibit di�erent behavior in 2013 than they would have if

they had not been eligible? Since eligibility is determined by birth date, which is

unlikely to be manipulated, and the election cuto� date is set administratively years

in advance, the quasi-exogeneity assumption is plausible (see Section 6 for robustness

checks).

11As our main interest is in demonstrating that a habituation e�ect exists for 16-year old voters, the exact
estimated magnitude of this e�ect is somewhat secondary to its existence. We assume that, to the extent
that measurement error exists, it is not systematically di�erent between individuals in the control and the
treatment group.
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To model the e�ect of enfranchisement, we �t local linear regressions on both sides

of the cuto�. In contrast to some previous studies (Mullainathan and Washington

2009; de Kadt 2017a), the �ner-grained month-level nature of the Austrian data

allows us to place greater weight on observations closer to the cutpoint. Thus, using

local linear regression makes our design less vulnerable to spurious variation far away

from the cuto�. Moreover, as voter registration is automatic for Austrian voters, we

do not have to deal with the potentially confounding presence of registration e�ects

(Meredith 2009). The narrower the window around the eligibility date, the more likely

it is for the quasi-exogeneity assumption to hold. In contrast, a simple di�erence-

in-means test would e�ectively treat all individuals within a 24-month-window as

comparable; however, depending on a country's educational and labor market system

they may be in di�erent school grades, vary in employment status, have moved out of

their parents' home, or vary in other factors that violate the assumptions necessary

for a regression discontinuity design. We address these concerns by �tting a local

linear regression model with a triangular kernel on both sides of the birth-month

level cuto�. Regression discontinuity estimates can be sensitive to bandwidth choice,

so we estimate Imbens-Kalyanaraman optimal bandwidths for our main results and

and recalculate the estimates under alternative bandwidths.

The comparison group in all our hypotheses are those who were close to 16 years

old at t = 0, but ineligible to vote. This comparison maps onto the treatment and

control groups in our quasi-experimental design. In other words, the reference group

does not cast their �rst vote at 16, but several years later when they are 20-21 years

old.12 Comparisons to other reference groups - such as 18-year old �rst-time voters

- would add further insight into the relative magnitude of habituation e�ects for 16-

year olds. For example, a positive di�erence in the relative e�ect size between 16- and

12The exact age depends on the duration of legislative sessions. In Austria, regular national parliamentary
elections are held every �ve years, hence the reference group casts their �rst vote at 20-21 years.
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18-year olds could be interpreted as the marginal value of lowering the voting age for

participation. Due to the above mentioned evidence suggesting the higher turnout

probability of 16- and 17-year-olds, we may in fact expect the turnout habituation

e�ect to be larger than that found among 18-year-olds. Unfortunately we are not

able to perform this comparison in our data, as all 18-year olds are eligible at t = 0.

One could use the habituation e�ect for 18-year olds at t = −1 (previous election) as

a reference, but unfortunately our data does not record birth month data for these

individuals, which is a necessary component of our regression discontinuity design.

2.5 Results

2.5.1 Turnout

We �nd that 16-year old voters are subject to habituation e�ects that are at

least similar to, and potentially larger, than those demonstrated in previous studies

for older �rst-time voters (see Figure 2.2, Table 2.2). Our estimate suggests a 2.8-

point increase on a 0-10 scale of self-reported turnout. This is equivalent to about one

standard deviation of the dependent variable.13 As noted above, self-reported turnout

intention is an imperfect measure. However, if one is willing to assume that the 10-

point scale represents an individual's voting probability, with people who respond

`10' as turning out with 100 percent probability, and using a linear interpolation

in between, we can interpret the e�ect as a sizable 28 percentage point increase in

probability of participating in the 2013 elections.

The interpretation of the habituation e�ect further depends on the share of 16-year

old eligible voters who actually participated in the 2008 election. To estimate the main

habituation e�ect, we use eligibility status as the treatment variable (Intention-to-

treat, ITT). An alternative setup would be to regard eligibility as an encouragement

13The standard deviation of the dependent variable (self-reported turnout) is 2.7.
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Figure 2.2: The e�ect of 2008 eligibility on 2013 turnout

and actual voting as the treatment. To estimate the habituation e�ect for those who

voted in 2008, we calculate the Treatment-on-the-treated (TOT) e�ect by dividing

the ITT by the share of compliers. Using the best available estimate of turnout in

this age group14, we estimate the TOT to be 2.8
0.68

= 4.1 (1.5 standard deviations).

These results provide evidence for Hypothesis 1: The turnout habituation e�ect

found for 18-year-olds in other studies applies to 16-year-olds as well. The magnitude

of the estimated e�ect is sizable and similar to some of the higher-end estimates in the

literature on 18-year-olds (Bedolla and Michelson 2012).15 Moreover, the long-term

e�ect on turnout is magni�ed by the fact that 16- and 17-year-olds appear to vote

at higher rates than their 18- and 19-year-old counterparts in their �rst election too.

Franklin, Lyons, and Marsh (2004) predicts a higher base turnout rate among 16-year

olds based on his observation that voters under 18 are more likely to be embedded

14We assume a turnout rate of 68% as a result of averaging all turnout rate estimates for 16-year olds in
the following paragraph.

15However, the e�ect size should also be regarded with some caution. While it may indicate that 16-year-
olds are, in fact, subject to even greater habituation e�ects than 18-year-olds, in the absence of more data
on older Austrian voters we cannot make the direct comparison using the data available.
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in turnout facilitating environments such as family households and schools. Two

studies validate this prediction for the case of Austria. Kritzinger, Zeglovits, and

Oberluggauer (2013) �nd that 16- and 17-year-olds report turnout rates of 63% in

2013, compared to 59% for 18- to 20-year-olds. As mentioned in the introduction,

using administrative data from municipal elections, Zeglovits and Aichholzer (2013)

�nd that 16- and 17-year-olds than 18- to 20-year olds in Vienna and Krems. We

provide further details on the compounding relationship between base turnout and

multiplier e�ects in the next section.

Simulating long-term turnout

The long-term consequences of lowering the voting age can be estimated by com-

bining the above �ndings on base turnout and multiplier e�ects. Assuming a turnout

rate of around 70% (Kritzinger, Zeglovits, and Oberluggauer 2013) among this group

of second-time voters in 2013, the habituation e�ect alone is responsible for about

36,000 extra voters in 2013.16 While this sounds small, it represents a large relative

share of Austria's electorate. The estimated habituation e�ect for 16-year-olds ac-

counts for 0.7% of total voters in 2013, and is larger than the margin that decided

the (later overturned) presidential run-o� election in May 2016. Given that Austria's

political system has recently seen the establishment of several new small parties and

the parliamentary threshold is at 4 percent, this new group of voters could be of great

importance for the future composition of legislatures. We note that these calculations

only consider habituation, they do not take into account the direct e�ect of extending

the franchise. Of course, the absolute number of additional votes is even larger since

new voters were added to the electorate, however, our causal estimates only consider

the net impact that goes beyond this mechanical e�ect.

16If 70% of the 184,000 young people who had been enfranchised in 2008 voted, that amounts to 128,800
voters at t = 0. Based on the results of the RD, 28% of those voters turned out in 2013 (t = 1) because of
the habituation e�ect, totalling 36,064. We use an estimate of 70% because this is the self-reported turnout
rate for 21- to 29-year-olds in 2013 (Kritzinger, Zeglovits, and Oberluggauer 2013)

64



To simulate the long-term consequences of the reform, we combine mechanical

e�ects and our multiplier e�ect estimates to project their joint impact on future elec-

tions. Previous studies have shown that there are accumulating (Coppock and Green

2016), although marginally decreasing (Dinas 2013a) e�ects of voting habituation.

Thus, the voting age reform is likely to have an even greater impact over the course

of future elections. Each act of voting can increase turnout propensity at the following

election. In Table 2.1, we simulate these cumulative e�ects based on the estimated

habituation e�ect on turnout that we identi�ed in the regression discontinuity. In

2008, the reform accounted for 2.11% of the electorate in the �rst election (mechan-

ical e�ect only). Due to accumulating multiplier e�ects, we estimate that this share

increased to an estimated 3 percent in the second election (which took place in 2013),

and we expect it to increase to 3.76% of the electorate by the �fth election after the

reform.

Our simulation makes four assumptions: First, we assume that the number of

newly eligible voters stays the same as in 2008, when it was 184,000. This assumption

is reasonable given Austria's low, but non-negative population growth projections.

Second, we assume that these newly eligible voters vote at the same rate as in 2008.

Together, these �rst two assumptions allow us to calculate the mechanical e�ect of

the voting age reform, i.e. the number of additional voters due to the simple fact that

the size of the electorate grew. Third, we assume that the habituation e�ect gradually

declines and is reduced by half at each consequent election (1, 0.5, 0.25, etc.). Fourth,

we assume that no eligible citizens drop out of the electorate between elections, so

that the number of �rst-time eligible voters at t = 0 is the same as the number of

second-time eligible voters at t = 1, i.e. they are both 184,000. Together, the third

and fourth assumption can be used to calculate the cumulative habituation e�ect.

65



Table 2.1: Simulating the cumulative e�ects of the voting age reform in Austria

Election Mechanical Cumulative

habituation

Additional voters

due to reform

t = 0
(2008)

0.7 · 184, 000 =
128, 800

none 128, 800
(2.11% of electorate)

t = 1
(2013)

0.7 · 184, 000 =
128, 800

0.2827 · 184, 000 =
52, 016

180, 816
(2.96% of electorate)

t = 2
(2017)

0.7 · 184, 000 =
128, 800

0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
2 ·0.2827 ·184, 000 =
78, 025

206, 825
(3.39% of electorate)

t = 3
(expected:
2021)

0.7 · 184, 000 =
128, 800

0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
2 · 0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
4 ·0.2827 ·184, 000 =
91, 029

219, 829
(3.6% of electorate)

t = 4
(expected:
2026)

0.7 · 184, 000 =
128, 800

0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
2 · 0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
4 · 0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
8 ·0.2827 ·184, 000 =
97, 531

226, 331
(3.71% of electorate)

t = 5
(expected:
2031)

0.7 · 184, 000 =
128, 800

0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
2 · 0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
4 · 0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
8 · 0.2827 · 184, 000+
1
16 ·0.2827·184, 000 =
100, 782

229, 582
(3.76% of electorate)
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2.5.2 Partisanship

Polarization

We have demonstrated that voting eligibility increases turnout, so the next ques-

tion is how this a�ects the Austrian political landscape. As has been shown, state

and non-state initiatives that aim to increase turnout are not necessarily politically

neutral and can have substantial partisan e�ects (Fowler 2013; Enos, Fowler, and

Vavreck 2014). In Figure 2.3 and Table 2.2 we summarize the estimated partisan

habituation e�ects.

We �nd evidence for Hypothesis 2: Individuals who were eligible to vote at 16

are more likely to take more extreme positions. As described in the data section, our

polarization scale ranges from 0 (centrist) to 5 (extreme), and we estimate that being

eligible to vote in 2008 causes respondents to place themselves a full 1.7 points closer

to the end point of the scale. Thus, our results indicate that extending the franchise

to 16-year-olds may accelerate the ongoing transformation of Austria's and Western

Europe's two-party systems, as ideological orientation and partisan identities move

away from the center.

Party closeness

In order to detect whether ideological self-placement translates into party a�nity,

we test the impact of eligibility on how much respondents professed to like or dislike

each of the main Austrian political parties on a 0-10 scale.17 Figure 2.4 shows the

estimated e�ects of regression discontinuity coe�cients for each of these party a�nity

17The surveys we use also asked about vote choice, but many respondents refused to answer this question.
However, the closeness question asked respondents to rank how much they like each party on a scale from
0-10, and even most of those who refused to divulge their vote choice gave a response to this question.
By comparing the scores they gave each party, we can deduce which party they like most, a metric which
correlates with professed vote choice at around 0.85 for those who named their choice (the correlations
di�ered slightly across the di�erent parties, ranging from 0.79 for the Greens to 0.87 for the FPÖ). This
question was only asked in the two o�ine surveys, so we drop the online survey for this test.
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Figure 2.3: The e�ect of 2008 eligibility on 2013 polarization

scores, again around the cutpoint of voting eligibility at age 16.

All four of the main parties have a positive habituation e�ect. Eligibility at 16

in 2008 causes respondents on average to like these parties more in 2013. This is

not surprising given that habituation e�ects are partly due to repeated voting for the

same party (Dinas 2013a). However, if this e�ect was non-partisan, we would expect

it to be highest and most signi�cant for centrist parties, which still accounted for

the bulk of votes in 2008. We may even expect the e�ect to be greater for centrist

parties if newly enfranchised voters wanted to express gratitude towards the coalition

government for passing the reform.

Our results in Figure 2.5 show the opposite: The largest habituation e�ects exist

for FPÖ and Greens, followed by SPÖ and ÖVP. These e�ects are sizeable; on a

10-point scale, we estimate a 3.5 points (35 percent of the total scale) gain for the

FPÖ and 3.1 (31 percent) for the Greens, compared to 2.5 (25 percent) for the SPÖ.

The e�ect on ÖVP a�nity is not signi�cant at the 0.05 level. We thus �nd evidence

in favor of Hypothesis 3: Rather than rewarding the centrist parties who adopted the

voting age reform, voters who were newly enfranchised in 2008 at age 16 develop a
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Figure 2.4: The e�ect of 2008 eligibility on 2013 party a�nity
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Figure 2.5: Comparing the e�ect of eligibility on a�nity across parties

stronger a�nity to non-centrist parties, FPÖ and the Greens, in 2013. Notably, this

causal e�ect is not due to age, as we are comparing eligible and ineligible voters of

the same age.

In sum, our results indicate that the e�ects of the voting age reform were far from

politically neutral. Rather, the act of enfranchising 16-year-olds and the electoral

context they cast their �rst votes in makes them identify more strongly with non-

centrist parties. Thus, while the e�ects of the voting age reform may boost overall

turnout in the long run (see previous section), they may also come at a cost to the

more centrist political actors in Austria's party system.

To further validate our results, we also conduct a placebo test. Figure 2.5 shows

the estimated habituation e�ect for Team Stronach, a political party that did not

exist in 2008. Declared closeness to this party, created in September 2012 by Austro-

Canadian businessman Frank Stronach, is a useful placebo outcome for our estimate

of party habituation e�ects. Since it did not exist at t = 0, we would expect to see

no habituation e�ects at t = 1. Indeed, we �nd an insigni�cant e�ect of eligibility on
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a�nity for Team Stronach, reinforcing our con�dence in the above results for other

parties that did exist at t = 0.

Table 2.2 summarizes the results of all models estimated in this section - the e�ect

of enfranchisement on turnout, polarization, as measured by collapsed left-right self-

placement, and closeness to each party. In the Appendix, we also provide a simulation

of the consequences of the reform on vote shares in 2013, which illustrates that non-

centrist parties gain relative to centrist parties.

Table 2.2: RD results, local linear regression with Imbens-Kalyanaraman optimal band-
widths

Variable Bandwidth Observations Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

Turnout 6.713 169 2.827 1.386 2.040 0.041

Polarization 3.916 69 1.659 0.326 5.096 0.000

Closeness to:

SPÖ 6.319 115 2.471 1.021 2.420 0.016

ÖVP 6.514 112 1.652 1.411 1.171 0.242

FPÖ 4.848 71 3.544 1.710 2.073 0.038
Greens 6.311 115 3.100 1.154 2.687 0.007

Team Stronach 5.093 74 -1.021 1.583 -0.645 0.519

2.6 Robustness checks and placebo tests

We conduct three robustness checks that support the validity of our research de-

sign. First, we use the same discontinuity design as above on pre-treatment covariates

as outcomes. A key assumption of RD designs is non-discontinuity in potential out-

comes. A smooth relationship between the running variable and placebo covariates

provides evidence for this assumption. Our data o�ers three suitable variables for

this test: Gender as a self-reported measure of sexual identity, household size acts

as a proxy for household income, and region is a binary measure of urban or rural
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residency. We use Imbens-Kalyanaraman (IK) optimal bandwiths for each placebo

outcome. Table 2.3 shows the LATE results. None of the e�ects is signi�cant at con-

ventional levels, which provides evidence for a smooth potential outcomes function.

Table 2.3: Placebo test on pre-treatment covariates

Variable Bandwidth (IK) Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

Gender 2.996 0.439 0.420 1.045 0.296
Household size 4.574 0.630 0.704 0.894 0.371

Region 2.054 -0.521 0.368 -1.417 0.157

Table 2.4: Placebo test with alternative cuto�s

Bandwidth (IK) Estimate Std. Error z value Pr(>|z|)

LATE 3.372 -0.481 1.634 -0.294 0.769
Half-BW 1.686 -0.569 1.224 -0.465 0.642

Double-BW 6.745 -0.670 1.004 -0.667 0.505

Second, in order to make sure that the discontinuity we pick up is not just a result

of the respondents being of di�erent ages in general - but rather, of them falling on

either side of the cut point - we discard the portion of the data above the cut point

and estimate the e�ect on turnout among the younger half of voters, using as the

new cut point a date six months after the actual election date.18 Like in the main

analyses above, we use the midpoint of the running variable window as the cuto�.

Again, we �nd no indication that the assumptions of our research design are violated

(Table 2.4). The LATE at this placebo cuto� is actually negative, although very small

and not statistically signi�cant at conventional levels, as are alternative bandwidth

speci�cations.

Third, we explore whether there is sorting of individuals around the eligibility

18We chose to discard the older half of the voters because there was a regional election in Lower Austria,
one of the biggest states, six months prior to the 2008 general election, which might potentially have caused
similar habituation e�ects among young voters from Lower Austria.

72



date. This would be the case if birth months were strategically chosen based on

electoral cuto�s. Such sorting is unlikely, not just because the lowering of the voting

age was only decided in 2007, but also because the eligibility cuto� was moved from

January to October in the early 2000s. These changes could not possibly have been

anticipated by the parents of 2008 �rst-time voters. Furthermore, there is no evidence

of administrative manipulation of birth records in Austria. However, we additionally

provide empirical evidence for this assumption. A McCrary test of birth months, our

running variable, returns a p-value of 0.641, indicating strategic sorting is unlikely.

2.7 Conclusion

This paper has shown that the extension of the franchise to 16- and 17-year-old

voters can have far-reaching political consequences, potentially making it a way to

address falling turnout. In the �rst instance, we showed that 16-year-olds are subject

to the same kind of habituation e�ect as older �rst-time voters, being 28 percentage

points more likely to say they will vote in the following election than similarly-aged but

previously ineligible voters. The combination of 16-year-olds' higher initial turnout

levels and this sizable habituation e�ect means that this reform does indeed have the

potential to combat the crisis of turnout in advanced democracies in the longer run.

In the second instance, however, we found that not all parties bene�t equally from

this increase in turnout. Rather, the two centrist parties responsible for the reform,

SPÖ and ÖVP, were actually harmed by it, relatively speaking, while the two parties

further from the ideological center, FPÖ and the Greens, bene�ted substantially.

Indeed, we �nd that this reform seems to accelerate the centrifugal tendencies that

have characterized the party systems of advanced democracies over the past few

decades.

However, we are not able to identify why enfranchisement polarizes younger voters

in this way. There are several conceivable mechanisms. In one set of explanations,
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younger voters simply have di�erent (more extreme) preferences than older voters,

perhaps because they are temperamentally more drawn to more polarizing rhetoric

and more radical solutions, or because they were not socialized into the Proporz sys-

tem that dominated the post-war period in Austria, in which SPÖ and ÖVP controlled

access to many professional positions. If younger voters have di�erent preferences,

cognitive dissonance theory suggests that those who vote according to these prefer-

ences (thereby casting �consonant� votes) exhibit more habit formation than those

who cast dissonant votes (Dinas 2013a; Mullainathan and Washington 2009). In a

second set of explanations, younger voters do not intrinsically have di�erent prefer-

ences, but cast votes for more extreme parties at higher rates for external reasons. For

example, more extreme parties, which do not have as much of an established (older)

voter base, may be better at targeting new (young) voters. Alternatively, it may be

a question of formative elections; according to this explanation, the FPÖ and Greens

were on an upswing in 2008, and so among citizens who were eligible to vote for the

�rst time, those with more extreme preferences were more likely to turn out than

those with more moderate preferences, who were less mobilized by the campaign. In

this model, though younger voters do not start out with di�erent preferences, they

are mobilized di�erentially, and so habit formation occurs as a result of their more

extreme voting behavior. Additionally, since FPÖ and Greens did relatively better in

2008 than the two centrist parties, it is conceivable that positive reinforcement would

lead those who had chosen them initially to stick with their choice, while centrist

voters, who did not experience this reinforcement, would be likelier to switch in the

following election. Going even further, it is conceivable that being eligible to vote

a�ects voting behavior through mechanisms other than the act of voting itself, such

as being targeted more heavily by parties once one is of voting age, or social network

e�ects of being part of a peer group of voters. Thus far, as our data has not allowed

us to separate out these potential mechanisms, we have considered the joint e�ect
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of eligibility, but we hope to tackle these distinctions in future work with more data

becoming available.

This study also leaves open other avenues for future research. While we have

shown that the turnout habituation e�ect exists for 16-year-olds, we have not been

able to directly compare the magnitude of this e�ect to that for 18-year-old �rst time

voters in Austria, for example. Finally, despite the wealth of studies on the turnout

habituation e�ect, more research needs to be done on the the political consequences

of this e�ect, and the role it plays structural changes of party systems. Since many

countries have taken steps to reduce the voting age at lower-level elections, future

studies should also explore whether the e�ects we identify at the national level also

apply to the state and municipal level.
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3 | Perceived Unity and Partisan Polarization

Abstract

Partisan polarization has become the modus operandi of politics in the United States and other

advanced democracies. This study contributes to extant research on polarization in two ways. First,

it shows that individuals in the US electorate strongly misperceive the distribution of ideological

beliefs in their political out-groups. Second, it designs and implement a series of experimental

interventions that aim to reduce such misperceptions. Providing factual information about out-

group ideologies signi�cantly shifts prior beliefs and reduces a�ective polarization. Furthermore,

the study investigates heterogeneous e�ects by partisan subgroups and consequences for individual

willingness to accept bipartisan compromises and partisan-motivated reasoning.

3.1 Introduction

Partisan polarization has become the modus operandi of politics in the United

States and other advanced democracies. A growing body of research discusses the

origins of polarization and its impact on political preferences, belief systems, cogni-

tive processing and intergroup relations (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008b; Jacobson

2013b; Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013; Prior 2013; Gentzkow 2016; Smidt

2017). Public opinion polls suggest that a�ective polarization has reached unprece-

dented levels in the US electorate. In 2016, 91 percent of Republicans and 86 percent

of Democrats held �unfavorable� or �very unfavorable� views of the opposing party

(Pew Research Center 2016). In 1994, it was only 74 percent of Republicans and 59
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percent of Democrats (Pew Research Center 2014). Laboratory and survey experi-

ments have repeatedly shown that US voters have internalized negative a�ect toward

non-partisans, and some suggest that inter-partisan hostility even exceeds negative

racial a�ect (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Iyengar and Westwood 2015).

Some political scientists argue that polarization is limited to the realm of emo-

tions, and that citizens substantively agree on many policy issues (Fiorina 2011).

Others suggest that polarization goes beyond a�ect and has changed how individuals

process information and form policy preferences. Several studies have shown that US

voters interpret factual information with partisan-motivated biases (Bullock 2009;

Nyhan and Rei�er 2010; Taber and Lodge 2006; Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus

2013). If voters develop divergent political preferences even if faced with the same

facts, polarization is likely not restricted to the realm of emotions. Rather, it has

direct consequences for the political positions citizens take. Public opinion research

provides additional evidence for this more encompassing view of polarization, as the

gap between median liberal and conservative ideologies in the US electorate has sub-

stantially widened (Pew Research Center 2014).

In light of this growing social distance between partisan groups, what can be done

to mitigate the negative consequences of polarization? Can we move towards de-

polarization? I argue that an important leverage point for depolarization e�orts is

the degree to which individuals perceive political groups as homogeneous.1 In polar-

ized settings, individuals think of out-group members as homogeneous and uni�ed,

even if their preferences and identities actually cover a wide range of beliefs (perceived

out-group unity). I use existing survey data to demonstrate the existence of such mis-

perceptions and provide original experimental evidence of the relationship between

perceived unity and polarization. To preview the main results, I �nd that mispercep-

1An earlier branch of research in social psychology coined the term entitativity for perceived group unity
(Grant and Hogg 2012; Lickel et al. 2000). Today this term is used infrequently, so for ease of understanding
I refer to this concept as �perceived unity� or �perceived homogeneity� interchangeably.
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tions are greater for out-groups than in-groups, and that supplying new information

on out-group unity signi�cantly scales back a�ective polarization. Furthermore, mis-

perceptions are not symmetrical across partisan groups. Out-group misperceptions

are stronger among Republicans, and some treatment e�ects are more pronounced

among Republicans.

The article is structured as follows. First, Section 3.2 presents descriptive statistics

on misperceptions of unity in the US electorate. Next, Section 3.3 reviews the relevant

literature, and develops a theoretical framework with mechanisms that link perceived

unity to di�erent dimensions of polarization. Section 3.4 summarizes the experimental

research design and Section 3.5 discusses the results. While most of the paper is

focused on out-group misperceptions, Section 3.6 discusses the role and importance

of in-group misperceptions. The article concludes with implications for policy and

future research.

3.2 Perceptions versus placement

To demonstrate the discrepancy between external perceptions and ideological self-

placement, I analyze data from the 2016 American National Election Studies (ANES

2016). Figure 3.1 plots the ideological self-placement of respondents2 on a seven-point

scale against the placement of their own party as viewed by their respective partisan

out-group, i.e. how Republicans are viewed by Democrats and how Democrats are

viewed by Republicans. Unfortunately, there is no survey question in ANES that

directly refers to out-group supporters rather than elites. In the absence of such a

question, I use a question that refers to out-group parties in general terms as a proxy.3

2Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 1. Extremely lib-
eral, 2. Liberal, 3. Slightly liberal, 4. Moderate, middle of the road, 5. Slightly conservative, 6. Conservative,
7. Extremely conservative (Question number: V161126)

3Left plot: Where would you place the Democratic Party on this scale? (Question number: V161130);
Right plot: Where would you place the Republican Party on this scale? (Question number: V161131). I
validate this proxy measure in my experimental sample, where I ask respondents directly about their views
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Figure 3.1: All variables are measured on the same seven-point ideological scale. Density curves are
smoothed by a Gaussian kernel with bandwidth 0.5. See footnotes for question wordings. Source: ANES
(2016)

The left plot shows a marked contrast between how Democrats place themselves

and how they are perceived by Republicans. Most Republicans think that Democrats

generally stand at the far liberal end of the ideological spectrum (red density curve).

However, many Democrats actually identify with more moderate positions at the

center (blue density curve). The right plot applies the same contrast to Republicans.

The results are less pronounced than for Democrats, but point in the same direction.

Most Democrats think that Republicans stand at the far conservative end of the

ideological spectrum (red density curve), but a fair number of Republican respondents

actually identify with more moderate ideologies (blue density curve).

of out-group members. The same misperceptions exist in this sample (see section 3.5).
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3.2.1 Policy preferences vs. perception

The mismatch between perceived and actual homogeneity also extends to speci�c

policy issues. In Figures B.1-B.3 (Appendix), I use the same data source to compare

self-declared preferences and out-group perceptions on three issues: Public health in-

surance (Figure B.1), the role of government in providing guaranteed jobs and incomes

(Figure B.2), and the scope of government services (Figure B.3). For each question,

respondents were asked to place themselves and the out-group on a seven-point scale

of policy options. Unfortunately, the wording of the out-group survey questions is

slightly di�erent than in the previous section. Instead of �the Democratic/Republican

Party", respondents were asked to place the 2016 presidential candidates of each party

(Hillary Clinton for the Democratic Party, Donald Trump for the Republican Party).

Donald Trump's campaign was characterized by some major deviations from conven-

tional Republican messages, which makes these results somewhat harder to interpret.

Notwithstanding this data constraint, the results con�rm the trend of Figure 3.1.

In terms of general ideology, as well as along speci�c policy issues, Republicans per-

ceive most Democrats to be on the far progressive end of the spectrum (red density

curves in the left plots) and, vice versa, Democrats perceive most Republicans to be

on the far conservative end (red density curves in the right plots). Once we look

at self-placement, however, we see that partisans on both sides often have moderate

views on these issues. Their frequency distributions are generally wider and centered

at more moderate positions (blue density curves).

3.2.2 Causes of perceived unity and polarization

The main objective of this study is to conceptualize perceived unity as an impor-

tant dimension of polarization and a potential entry point for depolarization strate-

gies. The causal origins of the divergence between perceived and actual identities

are beyond the scope of this article, but there are several plausible upstream factors.
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For example, some media channels portray partisan out-groups in an overly stylized

fashion (Mutz 2006). As a consequence, perceived unity may be more salient among

those who consume such media. Furthermore, Americans are becoming increasingly

less likely to personally interact with non-partisans due to geographical sorting (Ma-

son 2015), which can exacerbate skewed perceptions of out-group unity. Conversely,

perceived unity may itself be a cause of a�ective polarization, as it increases the

emotional distance between partisans and their out-groups. Individuals who perceive

out-groups as less moderate and diverse than they actually are may be less willing

to accept bipartisan compromises. I discuss the theoretical links between perceived

partisan unity and polarization in the next section.

3.3 Theory

Research in the tradition of contact theory (Allport 1958) has long studied how

inter-group con�ict can be overcome by exposure and the establishment of social ties.

Recently, scholars have applied similar ideas to inter-partisan contact. Hochschild

(2016) proposes personal conversations as a tool to reestablish meaningful contact

across partisan lines. In her view, such conversations can help decrease a�ective

polarization by making individuals on either side of the political divide feel heard

and understood. Her argument is emblematic of a more general view in civil so-

ciety according to which divisive electoral politics can be overcome by facilitating

conversations between liberals and conservatives (Local Voices Network 2019; The

Civil Conversations Project 2019). Meta-analyses of prior research suggest that the

success of such initiatives critically depends on the settings in which contact takes

place. There is abundant empirical evidence in favor of the contact hypothesis, but

less clarity on its prerequisites and scope conditions (Paluck, Green, and Green 2018).

This article aims to establish one such scope condition for inter-partisan contact.

It argues that exposure to out-group members has di�erential e�ects depending on
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the composition of the set of out-group members one is exposed to. As shown above,

many Americans have skewed perceptions of the ideological composition of their par-

tisan out-group. Take an individual who believes that most out-group supporters are

more to the left/right than they actually are. Now, suppose that she interacts with

several new out-group members, for example by meeting new co-workers or being

introduced to the family members of a partner. If this new set of out-group members

is relatively homogeneous and ideologically uni�ed, her preconceived notions about

the composition of the out-group can become reinforced. By contrast, if the set of

out-group members is more ideologically diverse, she may be more likely to update

her perceptions of the out-group. The experimental design of this study simulates

such di�erential exposure and investigates its e�ects on a�ective and issue-based po-

larization.

Previous political science research on e�orts to curb polarization has studied mone-

tary incentives (Bullock et al. 2015) and framing techniques (Levendusky 2017; Druck-

man, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013) as interventions. However, as Kahan (2016) points

out, direct material incentives are largely absent from individual political participa-

tion, which decreases their utility for policy-makers and civil society. While monetary

incentives may prove e�ective in the laboratory, their policy implications are less clear.

Second, while framing techniques can be e�ective in mitigating polarization (Leven-

dusky 2017), their application may be limited to issues where there is a common

supra-identity to tap into, which is not the case for many divisive policy issues. An-

other branch of research on polarization has studied the impact of elite-level unity,

for example in congressional debates and bipartisan lawmaking (Druckman, Peter-

son, and Slothuus 2013). This study contributes to extant research by focusing on

the citizen-level, where the mismatch between perceived and true homogeneity may

be even greater.

Ahler (2014) and Ahler and Sood (2018) have shown that out-group mispercep-
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tions also extend to socio-demographic attributes. For example, Democrats overesti-

mate the share of high-income Republicans and Republicans overestimate the share of

BGLTQ+ Democrats in the electorate. While there are important parallels between

misperceptions of attributes and ideology, this study contributes to extant theories in

two ways. First, it focuses directly on misperceptions of political positions instead of

socio-demographic attributes. Misperceived policy positions have direct consequences

for polarization in the electorate. If individuals believe that there is large overlap of

moderate policy positions across partisan lines, they may be more likely to accept

bipartisan compromises. As this study shows, one aspect of polarization is that in-

dividuals underestimate the size of this overlap. Such opportunities for compromise

may exist even when partisans are strongly sorted in terms of socio-demographic

background. In other words, misperceptions about out-group attributes may be less

consequential for a�ective polarization if they are orthogonal to misperceptions about

ideology. Second, Ahler (2014) and Ahler and Sood (2018) focus on out-groups. This

study also considers in-group misperceptions and weighs their relative importance for

polarization.

Previous research has also demonstrated that social sorting aggravates partisan

polarization. Mason (2015) shows that the electorate is more strongly sorted by

social attributes than by substantive issues. Social sorting diminishes the e�ective-

ness of cross-cutting cleavages as a strategy for partisan reconciliation, despite much

overlap on policy preferences in the electorate (Mason 2016). While existing studies

demonstrate that the electorate is mostly sorted along social lines, I show that this

distinction between social identities and issue preferences does not apply people's

perceptions. The evidence discussed above suggests that, in the realm of perceptions,

individuals view each other as strongly sorted along socio-demographic lines (Ahler

and Sood 2018) as well as ideology (Figure 3.1) and policy preferences (Figures B.1,

B.3, B.2). This insight further complicates the e�ectiveness of cross-cutting cleav-
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ages. Even if there was less social sorting in the electorate, skewed perceptions of

substantive overlap at the center would make it challenging to identify opportunities

for compromise.

3.3.1 Perceived out-group unity

In this section, I introduce a theoretical framework linking perceived unity and

polarized a�ect and behavior. I focus on perceived out-group unity, which occurs

when individuals view partisan out-groups as more uni�ed than they truly are. I also

consider the possibility of perceived in-group unity in section 3.6. There are several

ways in which perceived out-group unity is connected to polarization. I summarize

the resulting hypotheses below and, in the next section, introduce an experimental

research design to test them empirically.

Social distance. First, overestimated out-group unity increases the average so-

cial distance between in-group members and �typical� out-group members, because in-

dividual conceptions of the out-group are skewed to political extremes. These extreme

points are seen as undesirable by in-group members due to their large social distance.

As a consequence, perceived social distance results in negative a�ect towards partisan

out-groups. This channel constitutes a direct link between misperceived unity and

a�ective polarization.

Out-group threat. A second consequence of overestimated out-group unity is

that out-groups are attributed a higher capacity for collective action. If an out-group

is seen as more uni�ed and extreme, individuals view their likelihood of implementing

a political agenda as more likely. Such capacity is tied to out-group threat if the pref-

erences of the out-group are distinct. Thus, misperceived unity generates perceptions

of relatively greater out-group threat.

Partisan-motivated reasoning. Third, as an extension of the �rst channel,

a�ect is an important �lter for how individuals process information. Previous studies
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have shown that individuals with negative a�ect toward partisan out-groups are more

likely use partisan-motivated reasoning (Taber and Lodge 2006; Erisen, Lodge, and

Taber 2014). Through this mechanism, skewed perceived out-group unity can dis-

incentivize accuracy in informational processing. As a consequence, individuals may

develop more extreme preferences if they repeatedly use motivated reasoning. Thus,

perceived unity may increase issue-based polarization in the long run. Conversely,

reducing such misperceptions could decrease the prevalence of partisan-motivated

reasoning.

Accepting bipartisan compromise. Perceived out-group unity further rein-

forces polarization by framing non-partisans as unwilling to compromise. The more

an out-group is successfully portrayed as homogeneous, the easier it is for political en-

trepreneurs and media to promote beliefs about insurmountable political di�erences

among in-group members. As a consequence, individuals perceive the overlap between

their own positions and those of out-group members as relatively small. This makes

bipartisan compromises less likely, as in-group members view the cost of reaching

such agreements as very high. Lowering perceived out-group unity might also make

individuals less receptive to polarizing messages by in-group elites and potentially

correct partisan-motivated biases and increase their willingness to accept bipartisan

compromises.

3.3.2 Hypotheses

The theory yields the following hypotheses regarding the relationship between

entitativity and speci�c aspects of partisan polarization. All hypotheses and their

according empirical tests are summarized in Table 3.1

Hypothesis 1 Providing information about out-group unity e�ectively changes per-

ceptions, i.e. individuals update their beliefs about the distribution of ideology in the

out-group.
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Hypothesis 2 Reducing perceived out-group unity decreases negative a�ect and in-

creases positive a�ects towards the out-group.

Hypothesis 3 Reducing perceived out-group unity lowers perceptions of out-group

threat.

Hypothesis 4 Reducing perceived out-group unity makes individuals more likely to

accept bipartisan compromise and moderate policy positions.

Hypothesis 5 Reducing perceived out-group unity decreases an individual's tendency

to use partisan motivated reasoning.

Table 3.1: Summary of Hypotheses and empirical operationalizations.

Hypothesis Experiment Outcome variable

H1: Perception updating 1, 2 Perception of average out-group position
(tax policy, racial justice);
Posterior estimated share of Moderates in
out-group

H2: A�ect 1, 2 Feeling Thermometer,
Positive/Negative Traits

H3: Threat 2 Perceived likelihood of out-group imple-
menting its policy agenda

H4: Bipartisan compromise 1, 2 Distance to centrist policy preference (tax
policy, racial justice);
Interaction e�ect of treatment and ran-
domized group-loss cue (Outcome: Sup-
port for First Step Act)

H5: Partisan motivated rea-
soning

2 Interaction e�ect of treatment and ran-
domized group-support cue (Outcome:
Support for Energy Act)
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3.4 Methodology

I test these hypotheses in two randomized controlled online experiments. In each

experiment, the goal of the treatment was to correct misperceptions about out-group

unity. A battery of outcome measures was used to test whether the treatments

successfully mitigate polarization. The �rst experiment used infographics and the

second experiment used interactive sliders to instruct participants about the actual

distribution of ideology in the out-group.

3.4.1 Experiment 1

In this experiment, participants were asked to estimate the distribution of moder-

ate and extreme ideologies in their out-group. After a set of demographic questions,

each respondent was asked to state their prior belief about unity in the out-group

by choosing one of two infographics showing proportions of moderates and extreme

ideologues among supporters of the out-group party (see Figure B.7 and B.8 in the Ap-

pendix). Only one of the two choices was correct. The correct option was constructed

by generating a wa�e chart from the blue density curves (actual self-placement) in

Figure 3.1. The incorrect option was derived from the red density curves (out-group

perception) in the same �gure. The graphic was customized to each respondent based

on their self-identi�ed in-group (Democrat or Republican).

While the control group proceeded directly to the outcome measurements, the

treatment group was informed about the true degree of unity in the out-group by

revealing which info-graphic was correct.4 In addition, a brief text was used to high-

light the di�erence between how their out-group is perceived and how its members

place themselves (see Figure B.9 and B.10 in the Appendix).

A total of 2,293 respondents were recruited through Amazon Mechanical Turk

4To avoid deception, the correct answer was also revealed to subjects in the control group at the end of
the experiment.
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(MTurk) on October 24, 2018. 2,088 could be associated with a political in-group

and thus received information about their outgroup in the treatment condition. In-

groups were assigned for (1) Respondents who declared a party a�liation, (2) Respon-

dents who �lean� towards one of the major parties, and (3) Independents who identify

with liberal or conservative ideologies. Since the theory only applies to individuals

who have an in-group identity, the analysis below focuses on these respondents. The

remaining 205 respondents are Independents with Moderate or undetermined ideolo-

gies. For the purpose of the analysis �Democrat�/�Republican� refers to an individual

who is considered a Democrat/Republican for the experiment. 68 respondents did

not state a party a�liation, but could be assigned an in-group based on their ide-

ology. All results are robust to excluding these 68 respondents and including only

individuals who explicitly stated a party identity. As expected from prior research on

the socio-demographic background of MTurk workers, a disproportionate number of

respondents are liberal (1,238 Democrats, 833 Republicans). Treatment assignment

took place conditional on partisanship, i.e. was assigned randomly within each par-

tisan group. For additional descriptive statistics and balance tables, see Appendix

B.8.

3.4.2 Experiment 2

Three reasons warranted conducting a follow-up experiment. First, Figure 3.1

suggests that misperceptions are asymmetric across partisan groups. As I show be-

low, out-group misperceptions are relatively more common among Republicans. This

heterogeneity suggests potential di�erences in treatment e�ects. The intervention

may be more e�ective among partisan groups with greater misperceptions.

While the info-graphics in Experiment 1 provided an intuitive way to communicate

the di�erence between perceptions and self-placement, it was not possible to calculate

the numeric di�erence between perceived shares and actual percentages and investi-
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gate heterogeneity along di�erent degrees of prior misperceptions. For this reason, the

second Experiment asked respondents to provide numeric estimates of the percent-

age of out-group members who are Very Conservative/Liberal, Conservative/Liberal,

Slightly Conservative/Liberal and Moderate (see screenshot in Appendix B.7). These

percentages were constructed by focusing on the out-group members in these four ide-

ological categories and de�ning their relative shares to sum up to 100 percent. Survey

responses also had to add up to 100 percent. 5

Second, there were two hypotheses (out-group threat, partisan-motivated reason-

ing) that Experiment 1 did not address due to budget constraints. These hypotheses

were tested in Experiment 2. Third, in Experiment 1, updating was measured by

perceptions of out-group preferences on two policy issues. This method allows for a

comparison between treatment and control groups, but not allow for a direct com-

parison of the estimated share of out-group members in certain ideological categories

before and after treatment. Experiment 2 improved on this by asking respondents

to estimate the share of Moderates in the out-group before (prior) and after the

treatment (posterior).

As with Experiment 1, respondents were recruited on MTurk (Date: March 26,

2019). The total number of respondents was 3,072. 2,825 respondents could be

assigned an in-group, using the same decision rule as in Experiment 1. As the theory

only applies to individuals who underestimate the share of Moderates in the out-

group, all analyses below focus on those respondents whose prior guess of Moderates

was below the actual share (n =1,956). Among those, there are 1,133 Democrats and

823 Republicans. The procedure to assign respondents into Democratic/Republican

in-group conditions was the same as in Experiment 1.

5In other words, I discarded the small number of Democrats who declared a conservative ideology and
Republicans who declared a liberal ideology (about 5 percent of ANES respondents).
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3.4.3 Outcome measurement

A battery of outcome measurements was used to capture both a�ect- and issue-

based dimensions of polarization. The exact question wordings can be found in Ap-

pendix B.2.

Measures of updating

Two methods were used to measure whether respondents updated their beliefs

about the out-group (Hypothesis 1). First, in Experiment 1 respondents were asked

to estimate the policy preference of an �average� out-group member for two polit-

ical issues (tax policy, racial justice). These policy issues and their wordings were

borrowed from the most similar existing studyAhler and Sood (2018). This variable

was then transformed to measure polarization by calculating the absolute distance

between a response and the mid-point of the scale. Thus, a smaller value on this

variable would suggest a more centrist perception of the out-group.

Second, in Experiment 2 updating was also assessed more directly by asking re-

spondents to guess the share of out-group Moderates before and after the treatment.

While the �rst method captures changing beliefs by measuring the di�erence between

treatment and control groups, the second method is a within-subject measurement of

updating.

Measures of a�ective polarization

To test Hypothesis 2, respondents were asked two types of questions. First, a

feeling thermometer with a scale of 0-100 was used to assess emotions towards out-

group politicians, out-group supporters and President Donald Trump.

Second, following Levendusky (2017), respondents were asked to rate whether the

following attributes describe the out-group: American, Intelligent, Honest, Open-

minded, Generous, Hypocritical, Sel�sh, Mean. The order of these adjectives was
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randomized in the questionnaire. Each adjective's applicability was measured on

a three-point scale (Applies to most, Applies to some, Does not apply). For the

analysis, I add the scores of the �rst �ve (�positive") and last three (�negative")

adjectives, which yields two composite indices of positive and negative traits.

Measures of compromise and reasoning

To test Hypothesis 3, respondents were asked to consider an issue that they asso-

ciate with the out-group and then rate the likelihood that the out-group will imple-

ment their agenda on this issue. A seven-point Likert scale was used to capture this

perceived likelihood.

Measures of compromise and reasoning

To test Hypothesis 4, two distinct methods were used across the experiments.

The �rst method asks respondents to state their preference on two policy issues (tax

policy, criminal justice). Analogously to Hypothesis 1, the variable is transformed

by calculating the absolute distance of a response to the mid-point of the scale. For

example, a respondent who chooses the centrist option is assigned a value of zero,

respondents who choose the most liberal or most conservative option are both assigned

a value of two.

The second method leverages a factorial treatment design. All respondents were

asked about their level of support for the 2018 First Step Act, a bipartisan criminal

justice bill. A randomly selected group of respondents was then primed to consider

in-group losses by adding the following cue: Republicans/Democrats had to make

concessions to reach this compromise. This treatment was assigned orthogonally

to the main treatment (correction of misperceptions). Hypothesis 1 is tested by

estimating the interaction e�ect between the main treatment and the n-group loss

cue.
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Finally, Hypothesis 5 is only tested in Experiment 2 and also builds on the factorial

design of the study. All respondents were asked about their level of support for the

2007 Energy Act, a bill that received support from Republican and Democratic law-

makers. Randomly selected respondents then received the following in-group cue: It

was widely supported by Republican/Democratic representatives This treatment was

assigned orthogonally to the main treatment (correction of misperceptions). This

method of estimating partisan-motivated reasoning is modeled after Bolsen, Druck-

man, and Cook (2014). Hypothesis 1 can be reformulated as: The causal e�ect of

partisan-motivated reasoning is smaller in the main treatment group, which can be

implemented by estimating the interaction e�ect between the main treatment and the

in-group support cue.

3.5 Results

3.5.1 Experiment 1

In this section, I present the empirical �ndings of the �rst experiment. To facili-

tate comparisons across di�erent outcomes, the outcome variables are standardized.6

All e�ect sizes can be interpreted as units of standard deviations on the respective

outcome. Average treatment e�ects are estimated by �tting linear regressions of the

standardized outcome variables on the binary treatment indicator Ti and a vector of

pre-treatment covariates Xi
7.

Yi = β0 + β1Ti + β2Xi + ε

Coviarates are included to improve precision, however, as balance across treatment

6By demeaning their values and dividing them by their respective standard deviations in the full sample

7The pre-treatment covariates are age, gender, race, ideology, party, education, and prior misperceptions.
�Prior misperceptions� is a binary indicator representing whether respondents selected the correct answer in
the initial question about out-group ideologies (see Figures B.9, B.10)
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Figure 3.2: OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects. Vertical bars indicate 90/95 percent
con�dence intervals.

groups is high (Appendix B.8), all results are robust to the exclusion of covariates.

Reducing perceived out-group unity

Figure 3.2 plots the main results of the out-group experiment. Estimated co-

e�cients and standard errors are also summarized in column 1 of Table 3.2. The

outcome variables fall into three categories. The �rst two estimates from the left

are ��rst-stage� measures that capture whether respondents update their perceptions

of out-group members after receiving the informational treatment. The estimates in

the center box capture a�ective polarization towards the out-group. The remaining

two e�ects on the right are measures of issue-based polarization. More detail on the

construction of these outcome variables can be found in section 3.4.3.

First, in support of Hypothesis 1, the results suggest that respondents indeed

update their posterior beliefs about out-group members after receiving the treatment.

Using two distinct policy issues (tax policy, racial justice), this outcome is measured

by calculating the absolute distance between the placement of an average out-group
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Table 3.2: Out-group version of Experiment 1. OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects
by partisan subgroups.

Estimated treatment e�ects (in SD)

(1) (2) (3)
Full sample Democrats Republicans
(n = 2, 071) (n = 1, 238) (n = 833)

Feeling Thermometer

Out-group politicians 0.099∗∗ 0.042 0.174∗∗∗

(0.041) (0.049) (0.066)

Out-group supporters 0.126∗∗∗ 0.079 0.165∗∗

(0.041) (0.050) (0.064)

President Trump −0.004 −0.009 −0.019
(0.028) (0.029) (0.050)

Traits associated with out-group

Negative −0.196∗∗∗ −0.155∗∗∗ −0.272∗∗∗
(0.042) (0.053) (0.068)

Positive 0.145∗∗∗ 0.173∗∗∗ 0.109
(0.043) (0.050) (0.071)

Own policy preferences

Racial justice −0.043 −0.087 0.019
(0.042) (0.055) (0.066)

Tax Policy −0.068 −0.085 −0.037
(0.043) (0.052) (0.073)

Perceived average out-group policy preferences

Racial justice −0.215∗∗∗ −0.254∗∗∗ −0.181∗∗∗
(0.043) (0.058) (0.061)

Tax policy −0.133∗∗∗ −0.162∗∗∗ −0.103∗
(0.043) (0.058) (0.062)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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member and the mid-point of the scale for the same issue. Thus, a negative coe�cient

suggests that the treatment causes perceptions of out-group preferences to become

more centrist, or less polarized. Learning about true out-group heterogeneity makes

respondents more likely to place an average out-group member closer to the center

on each issue. The estimated e�ect sizes are -0.133 SDs for tax policy (p = 0.002)

and -0.215 SDs for racial justice (p < 0.001). This suggests that factual information

can be e�ective in changing perceptions of out-group beliefs. The estimated e�ect

size is larger for the racial justice question, which is possibly due to relatively greater

misperceptions of out-group preferences on this issue.

Second, the feeling thermometer estimates are statistically signi�cant, which sug-

gests that learning about the true degree of heterogeneity in the out-group reduces

the prevalence of negative a�ect (in support of Hypothesis 2). The estimates are

signi�cant for feelings towards citizens (out-group supporters) as well as elites (out-

group politicians). The e�ect sizes correspond to about 10 (p = 0.015) and 13 percent

(p = 0.002) of a standard deviation, which corresponds to 2.3 to 3.0 points on the 100-

point thermometer. Notably, changing perceptions of out-group unity has no e�ect

on emotions towards President Trump (p = 0.898), which highlights an interesting

distinction in a�ect towards Trump versus other Republican politicians.

The positive and negative traits estimates provide additional support for Hypoth-

esis 2. These measures re�ect the willingness of respondents to ascribe certain ad-

jectives to out-group members. Both measures are statistically signi�cant with co-

e�cients in the expected directions, suggesting that changing perceptions of unity

can reduce negative a�ect, and increase positive a�ect towards the out-group. The

likelihood of ascribing positive traits (American, Intelligent, Honest, Open-minded,

Generous) is estimated to increase by about 0.15 standard deviations (p < 0.001) and

the likelihood of assigning negative traits (Hypocritical, Sel�sh, Mean) is estimated

to decrease by about 0.2 standard deviations (p < 0.001).
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Figure 3.3: Prior rate of misperceptions, as measured by the share of respondents who select
the incorrect info-graphic.

Third, the results on issue-polarization outcomes provide no evidence for Hypothe-

sis 4. The two variables in the right box in Figure 3.2 measure issue-based polarization

by calculating the absolute distance between a respondent's policy preference and the

center of the scale. Thus, a negative e�ect would suggest that respondents move

closer to the center of the scale, which can be interpreted as a reduction in issue-

based polarization. Overall, the results do not suggest that the treatment is e�ective

in scaling back issue-based polarization. While the perception of average out-group

members moves to the center (see above), respondents' own policy preferences do

not change to the same extent. The estimates have the expected sign (negative, i.e.

moving towards the center), but fall short of statistical signi�cance at the 95 percent

con�dence level. The estimated e�ect sizes are close to zero for tax policy (−0.068

SD, p = 0.115) and the racial justice issue (−0.049, p = 0.310). These null e�ects may

mask heterogeneity between partisan groups, which I investigate in the next section.
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Figure 3.4: Out-group version of Experiment 1. OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects
by partisan subgroups. Vertical bars indicate 90/95 percent con�dence intervals. Subgroups
include respondents who are partisan leaners.

3.5.2 E�ect heterogeneity

Ahler and Sood (2018) �nd that misperceptions are more pronounced among Re-

publicans. The same trend is present in the data underlying this experiment. Figure

3.3 shows the share of respondents who selected the incorrect answer when asked to

estimate the ideological distribution of the out-group. Misperceptions are more than

20 percentage points more prevalent among Republicans (62.5%) than Democrats

(39.4%). This asymmetry across partisan groups begs the question: Are informa-

tional treatments more e�ective in partisan groups that have higher misperception

rates to begin with (in this case Republicans)? Figure 3.4 replicates the same analysis

as above within Democratic and Republican subgroups. Columns 2-3 in Table 3.2

summarize the subgroup estimates. In each case, the linear model speci�cation is

equivalent to the main speci�cation above.

The left box in Figure 3.4 shows that the heterogeneous e�ects of out-group per-

ception are substantively similar to the full sample estimates, which suggests that
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the treatment successfully updated beliefs about out-group unity for each subgroup.

There is, however, one exception. The e�ect on tax policy perceptions is not sig-

ni�cant for Republican respondents, which could be due to the lower number of

observations in this subgroup, resulting in limitations on statistical power. As men-

tioned above, the sample contains about 50 percent more many Democrats (1,238) as

Republicans (833).

Similarly, the results on a�ective polarization within partisan subgroups largely

mirror the �ndings in the full sample. In most cases, estimated e�ect sizes are very

similar for Democrats and Republicans. As in the full sample, there is no evidence

of changes in a�ect towards Donald Trump. For Republicans this might be a logical

consequence of how the treatment is constructed, i.e. receiving information about

out-group unity should not a�ect their views of an in-group President. The fact that

the estimated e�ect size is close to zero for Democratic respondents is substantively

more interesting. Democrats may view Trump as an out-group representative who is

distinct from other Republican politicians.

There is some suggestive evidence that reductions in a�ective polarization are

larger for Republican respondents. The estimated increase in feelings towards out-

group supporters is numerically higher for Republicans (0.165 SD) than Democrats

(0.079 SD) and is only statistically di�erent from zero for the former. Similarly,

the estimated e�ect for out-group politicians is larger for Republicans (0.174 SD)

than Democrats (0.045 SD). The di�erence is particularly striking for the likelihood

of ascribing negative adjectives to the out-group. The e�ect size for Republicans

(-0.272 SD) is the largest estimated coe�cient among all outcomes. It is about 75

percent larger than the e�ect size for Democrats (-0.155 SD). The only inconsistency

in these partisan di�erences is the measure on positive traits, which falls just short of

statistical signi�cance for Republicans. There are two possible explanations for this.

First, Republican respondents are willing to let go of strongly negative associations
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without an according increase in positive associations. Second, the inconsistency

might be the result of limited statistical power in this relatively smaller subgroup.

Aside from sample size limitations, the treatment itself could be a source of statistical

noise. Misperceptions are de�ned as binary (repondents either chose the correct info-

graphic or not), which makes it hard to communicate how far o� their perceptions

were. As I discuss in greater detail below, Experiment 2 provides a more �ne-grained

quanti�cation of misperceptions, which provides an additional opportunity to explore

partisan heterogeneity.

In sum, Experiment 1 provides suggestive evidence of partisan heterogeneity. Re-

spondents in either group update their beliefs about out-group perceptions, but the

estimated e�ect sizes are larger for Republicans than Democrats. First, the feeling

thermometer measures are signi�cant for Republicans, but not for Democrats. Sec-

ond, the magnitudes of the traits e�ects are larger for Republicans. However, as

can be seen in the overlapping con�dence intervals in Figure 3.4, there is no conclu-

sive evidence that the estimated e�ect sizes are statistically distinguishable from one

another.

3.5.3 Experiment 2

Before discussing the results of Experiment 2, I assess whether respondents took

up the treatment of this experiment as expected. In other words, do respondents

update their beliefs about the out-group after receiving the informational treatment

(Hypothesis 1)? To answer this question, I calculate the absolute mean distance

between prior and posterior estimates of the share of Moderates in the out-group.

As Figure 3.5 shows, the perception error decreases by almost half after treatment

(13.8% to 7.0%), which suggests that respondents successfully update their beliefs

about the out-group. The theory above applies only to those who underestimate the

share of Moderates in the out-group (�underestimators"). For this reason, all analyses
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Figure 3.5: Prior and posterior misperceptions, as measured by the absolute value of mean
di�erences between the perceived share of out-group Moderates and the truth.

below exclude �overestimators� from the sample. In accordance with the ANES (2016)

results in Section 3.2, there are far more underestimators (2,117) than overestimators

(955) in the data. While the focus in the analyses is on underestimators, updating also

occurs among overestimators whose absolute perception error decreases from 16.8%

pre-treatment to 6.8% post-treatment.

To test Hypotheses 2-3, I �t linear regression models of each outcome variable on

the binary treatment indicator Ti Ti and a vector of pre-treatment covariates Xi
8.

Yi = β0 + β1Ti + β2Xi + ε

To test Hypotheses 4-5, I �t a treatment-interaction model that leverages the

factorial design of the experiment. In each case, I estimate the interaction e�ect be-

tween the misperception treatment and a group cue Gi. To measure acceptance of

8The pre-treatment covariates are age, gender, race, ideology, party, education, and priors. Priors are
the perceived shares of out-group members who are Very Conservative/Liberal, Conservative/Liberal and
Slightly Conservative/Liberal.
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Figure 3.6: OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects. Vertical bars indicate 90/95 percent
con�dence intervals.

bipartisan compromise, I asked respondents whether they support the First Step Act,

a 2018 bipartisan criminal justice bill, and randomly assigned a group-loss cue de-

pending on their in-group (�Republicans/Democrats had to make several concessions

to reach this compromise"). To measure partisan-motivated reasoning, respondents

were asked whether they support the Energy Act, a bipartisan bill proposed in 2007,

and randomly assigned to a group-support cue depending on their in-group (�It was

widely supported by Republican/Democratic representatives."). Thus, the coe�cient

of interest in this model is β3.

Yi = β0 + β1Ti + β2Gi + β3Ti ×Gi + β2Xi + ε

Main results

In regards to Hypothesis 2, the results are mostly analogous to Experiment 1. In

terms of a�ect, the estimated average e�ects suggest that the treatment reduced the

association between the out-group and negative traits by 0.17 SD (p < 0.001) and

101



Table 3.3: Out-group version of Experiment 2. OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects
by partisan subgroups.

Estimated treatment e�ects (in SD)

(1) (2) (3)
Full sample Democrats Republicans
(n = 1, 956) (n = 1, 133) (n = 823)

Feeling Thermometer

Out-group politicians 0.053 0.060 0.056
(0.042) (0.052) (0.067)

Out-group supporters 0.090∗∗ 0.058 0.149∗∗

(0.042) (0.053) (0.066)

President Trump 0.035 −0.002 0.065
(0.028) (0.028) (0.050)

Traits associated with out-group

Positive 0.194∗∗∗ 0.177∗∗∗ 0.219∗∗∗

(0.043) (0.053) (0.071)

Negative −0.170∗∗∗ −0.140∗∗ −0.208∗∗∗
(0.043) (0.056) (0.067)

Partisan-motivated reasoning

Interaction e�ect of treatment −0.032 −0.054 0.041
and in-group support cue (Energy Act) (0.083) (0.097) (0.144)

Accepting bipartisan compromise

Interaction e�ect of treatment 0.085 0.077 0.072
and in-group loss cue (First Step Act) (0.088) (0.111) (0.143)

Perception of out-group threat

Likelihood of out-group −0.090∗∗ 0.031 −0.259∗∗∗
implementing agenda (0.044) (0.053) (0.076)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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increased the association with positive traits by 0.19 SD (p < 0.001). Furthermore,

the treatment is estimated to increase feelings towards out-group supporters by 0.09

SD (p = 0.031), or about 1 point on the thermometer scale. In contrast to Experiment

1, the change in a�ect does not seem to extend to out-group politicians (p = 0.207).

The results also suggest that the treatment signi�cantly reduces the prevalence

of out-group threat (Hypothesis 3). Threat perception is measured by asking re-

spondents about the likelihood that the out-group party succeeds in implementing

its agenda. The treatment group experiences an estimated 0.09 SD reduction in out-

group threat (p = 0.043). As I discuss below, this �nding is primarily driven by

Republican respondents.

To test Hypotheses 4-5, I estimate interaction e�ects as described above. Both

interaction e�ects are statistically insigni�cant and close to zero, which further corrob-

orates the results of Experiment 1. Providing information about out-group ideologies

seems to be e�ective at shifting out-group perceptions and a�ect, but does not sig-

ni�cantly reduce issue-based polarization, which was measured in Experiment 1 by

surveying preferences on tax policy and racial justice.

Heterogeneous e�ects

In Experiment 1, misperceptions were more widespread among Republican re-

spondents. Experiment 2 allows us to quantify misperceptions in each group by

calculating the absolute di�erence between a respondent's guess of the share of out-

group Moderates and the correct share. Experiment 2 used these numerical values to

give participants in the treatment group tailored feedback on how far o� their guesses

were from the correct shares. Respondents were shown their own guess, the actual

share, and whether they had under- or overestimated the proportion (see Figure B.12

in Appendix).

This continuous measure of misperceptions makes it somewhat harder to classify
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Figure 3.7: Prior rate of misperceptions, as measured by the share of respondents whose
prior estimates of Moderate out-group members are within +/- 5 percentage points of the
truth.
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Figure 3.8: Out-group version of Experiment 2. OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects
by partisan subgroups. Vertical bars indicate 90/95 percent con�dence intervals. Subgroups
include respondents who are partisan leaners.
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respondents into two groups (those who have misperceptions and those who do not.)

Virtually no respondent precisely guessed the share of out-group Moderates, and ar-

guably, small deviations should not be interpreted as misperceptions. I consider all

guesses within ε = 5 percentage points as correct, and only those that fall outside of

this band as misperceptions. Using this de�nition, I show the prevalence of misper-

ceptions across partisan subgroups in Figure 3.7. As in Experiment 1, misperceptions

are somewhat more common in the Republican subgroup. Notably, when I increase

the error tolerance (ε = [7.5, 10]), the share of Republicans with misperceptions stays

relatively constant, while the proportion decreases among Democrats. This suggests

that those Republicans who have misperceptions of Democrats have very strong mis-

perceptions.

Table 3.4: Average perceived out-group shares and true shares. Underestimators are those
who underestimate the share of Moderates in the out-group. Overestimators are those who
overestimate the share of Moderates in the out-group.

Average perceived share True share

Underestimators Overestimators

Democratic respondents

Republican Moderates 6.6% 32.8% 16.5%
Republican Very Conservatives 41.5% 18.6% 10.1%

Republican respondents

Democratic Moderates 10.9% 47.5% 30.1%
Democratic Very Liberals 38.8% 13.0% 7.8%

This asymmetry in misperceptions motivates the investigation of heterogenous ef-

fects by partisanship (Figure 3.8). Most subgroup estimates are similar to the main

results. However, the results on out-group threat suggest a noticeable di�erence be-

tween Republicans and Democrats (right box in Figure 3.8). Learning about the

true distribution of out-group ideologies is not associated with a signi�cant change in

threat perception among Democrats. However, the result is signi�cant for Republi-
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cans who experience an estimated decrease in out-group threat of 0.26 SD (p = 0.001).

Furthermore, the di�erence between the e�ect among Democrats and Republicans is

statistically signi�cant, as indicated by the 95 percent con�dence intervals in the plot.

This result is particularly interesting since Republicans arguably had a higher capac-

ity to implement their policy agenda at the time the survey was conducted, as they

controlled the presidency and the Senate. One possible explanation is that out-group

threat is higher among Republicans to begin with. The data actually suggest that

the opposite is the case, as average threat perceptions in the control group are lower

among Republicans (4.9 on 7-point scale) than Democrats (5.25). A two sample t-test

suggests that this di�erence is statistically signi�cant (p < 0.001). Thus, the �nding

is not a consequence of lower baseline threat among Republicans. Rather, it is likely

that the treatment is more impactful for Republicans for two reasons. First, prior

misperceptions are more widespread among Republicans (Figure 3.7) and second, the

true share of Moderates is higher among Democrats than Moderates (Table 3.4).

3.6 Perceived in-group unity

So far, I have focused on the relationship between out-group misperceptions and

polarization. In this section, I investigate whether similar misperceptions exist for

in-groups. If citizens believe that fellow in-group members are more ideologically

extreme or uni�ed than they actually are, it could impact their publicly expressed

preferences and willingness to deviate from group norms. In polarized settings, mem-

bers of in-groups might perceive the preferences and attributes of co-partisans as

relatively homogeneous due to sorting and communication echo chambers. Figure 3.9

compares perceptions of in-groups to self-placement of in-group members. The left

plot contrasts how Democrats view other Democrats against how they place them-

selves. Analogously, the right plot compares how Republicans view other Republicans

against their self-placement.
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Figure 3.9: All variables are measured on the same seven-point ideological scale. The density
curves are smoothed by a Gaussian kernel with bandwidth 0.5. Source: ANES (2016)

A pronounced di�erence in the red and blue density curves would be evidence for

misperceived in-group unity. However, a comparison of Figure 3.1 and 3.9 suggests

that in-group misperceptions are very small in comparison to out-group unity. There

are some signs of in-group misperceptions among Democrats for speci�c policy issues

such as healthcare and government services (see Appendix B.1.2), but overall, indi-

viduals have accurate perceptions of the ideologies and preferences of co-partisans,

which aligns with research on in-groups in social psychology (Linville, Fischer, and

Salovey 1989). This result yields an important empirical prediction. Since there is

little misperception about in-group members, we should expect providing information

about in-group to be insigni�cant in comparison the out-group treatment.

3.6.1 Hypotheses

Previous research has shown that perceived in-group unity can reduce individual

uncertainty in decision-making and provide social status and group validation (Grant
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and Hogg 2012; Lickel et al. 2000). To the extent that such misperceptions exist, they

could a�ect partisan polarization in two ways.

Costs of disagreeing. In groups with high perceived unity, individuals think

that the average position on a policy issue is shared by a large number of peers. As

a consequence, diverging from the perceived group consensus means disagreeing with

a large number of people. Disagreeing becomes doubly costly as one diverts not not

only from the perceived consensus, but also from a position that is shared by a large

number of co-partisans. Thus, the cost of diverging from a group consensus is higher

the more uni�ed an in-group is perceived to be. Lowering the costs of �defecting�

from the group norm by correcting views of actual group unity may thus incentivize

in-group members to divert from group loyalty and accept bipartisan compromises.

Clarity of consensus. If perceived in-group unity is high, it is also clear what the

in-group consensus is. In less uni�ed partisan groups, identifying a �party position� is

more challenging due to increased variance of preferences. While the �rst mechanism

is about the number of people one might diverge from, this mechanism is about the

ability to identify the opinion one would diverge from. In settings of perceived unity,

this opinion is less ambiguous and easier to identify. Partisan cues are more e�ective

when such group signals are stronger. By reducing perceived in-group entitativity,

partisan cues may become less e�ective, thereby mitigating polarization.

Hypothesis 6 Reducing perceived in-group unity facilitates more moderate policy

preferences because the costs of defection are lower.

Hypothesis 7 Reducing perceived in-group unity facilitates more moderate policy

preferences due to increased noise around the group consensus.

3.6.2 Methodology

The experimental design to test these additional hypotheses is analogous to Exper-

iment 1, except that it focuses on in-group rather than out-group shares. In this ver-
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sion, the treatment group received information about the true degree of unity in their

own party, whereas in the out-group version of Experiment 1 respondents received

information about the party they do not identify with. To correct the degree of per-

ceived in-group unity, Democrats were shown information about other Democrats, and

Republicans were shown information about other Republicans. Speci�cally, Demo-

cratic respondents were shown wa�e charts representing the proportion of Democrats

in the moderate and far-left group (Figure B.9 in Appendix). Republicans were shown

analogous charts with the proportion of Republicans in the moderate and far-right

group (Figure B.10 in Appendix).

Respondents were recruited through MTurk on December 21, 2018. The resulting

sample contains 2,256 who could be associated with an in-group. self-identify as

partisans. 1,374 identify as Democrats, 763 as Republicans. Treatment assignment

again took place conditional on partisanship and ideology, with the same procedure

for centrist Independents as described above. For additional descriptive statistics and

balance tables, see Appendix B.8.

Reducing perceived in-group unity

Figure 3.10 and the �rst column in Table 3.5 summarize the main results of this

version of the experiment. While the out-group version of Experiment 1 (Section 3.5)

succefully shifted some aspects of a�ective and issue-based polarization, the in-group

version does not point to similar results.

On most outcome measures, the estimates are null e�ects, with one exception.

The estimates suggest that the treatment shifted perceptions on in-group preferences

towards racial justice. This might be because in-grup misperceptions are greater for

this issue than the tax policy issue, making the treatment relatively more informative.

Importantly, as can be seen in Figure 3.11, this e�ect is driven almost entirely by

the Democratic subset of the sample. There are no other notable heterogeneities in
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Table 3.5: In-group version of Experiment 1. OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects by
partisan subgroups.

Estimated treatment e�ects (in SD)

(1) (2) (3)
Full sample Democrats Republicans
(n = 2, 246) (n = 1, 428) (n = 818)

Feeling Thermometer

Out-group politicians −0.028 −0.061 −0.002
(0.039) (0.049) (0.064)

Out-group supporters −0.037 −0.020 −0.075
(0.039) (0.048) (0.069)

President Trump −0.045 −0.034 −0.065
(0.028) (0.027) (0.055)

Traits associated with in-group

Negative 0.050 0.059 0.023
(0.041) (0.051) (0.069)

Positive −0.057 −0.068 −0.040
(0.041) (0.052) (0.070)

Own policy preferences

Racial justice −0.014 −0.004 −0.026
(0.040) (0.052) (0.064)

Tax Policy 0.076∗ 0.077 0.086
(0.042) (0.052) (0.069)

Perceived average in-group policy preferences

Racial justice −0.089∗∗ −0.150∗∗∗ 0.004
(0.042) (0.052) (0.071)

Tax policy −0.022 −0.011 −0.020
(0.043) (0.046) (0.085)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Figure 3.10: In-group version of Experiment 1. OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects.
Vertical bars indicate 90/95 percent con�dence intervals.

the results. As in the full sample, the in-group treatment does not seem to change

measures of a�ective or issue-based polarization.

There are two possible explanations for the lack of �ndings in the in-group version

of the experiment. First, as discussed above, misperceptions of unity within groups

are much less pronounced than for out-groups. Thus, the treatment carries less in-

formational value, which decreases its potential to shift priors. Second, to the extent

that in-group misperceptions exist, individuals may be more reluctant to incorporate

new information and update their perception of in-group unity. While the data do

not allow us to distinguish between these two explanations, there is some evidence

that the �rst reason is driving the results. As noted above, the in-group treatment

was e�ective in shifting in-group perceptions on the racial justice issue. In-group

misperceptions are likely to be greater on this issue than on tax policy. Thus, it is

possible that the treatment is e�ective in in- and out-group settings, but that the set

of policy domains where in-group misperceptions exist is much smaller.
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Figure 3.11: OLS estimates of average treatment e�ects by partisan subgroups. Vertical
bars indicate 90/95 percent con�dence intervals. Subgroups include respondents who are
partisan leaners.

3.7 Conclusion

This study has investigated the extent of misperceptions about out-group ideolo-

gies in the US electorate and implemented experimental interventions to correct these

misperceptions. In general, most citizens underestimate the share of moderates in

their political out-group, thereby overestimating the degree of unity in the out-group.

As shown in the experimental data, these misperceptions are more pronounced among

Republicans than Democrats.

The experiments successfully led participants to update out-group perceptions

and reduced absolute perception error by about 50% in the treatment condition (Ex-

periment 2). As a consequence, negative a�ect towards out-group representatives

decreased, and positive a�ect increased. These results are particularly robust for af-

fect towards out-group supporters. Furthermore, the treatment signi�cantly reduced

out-group threat, as measured by the perceived likelihood of out-group success at

implementing their agenda. While the e�ects on a�ect and threat are signi�cant and
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robust, there is no equivalent decrease in issue-based polarization. The treatment

did not cause participants to choose more centrist policy positions, and it did not

a�ect their likelihood to accept bipartisan compromises and use partisan-motivated

reasoning.

These results provide two avenues for future research. First, laboratory (in-person)

studies could be used to replicate these results. A lab setting would allow researchers

to use alternative outcome measures, such as behavioral games and speech analysis.

Second, while the experimental interventions in this study focused on the out-group

distribution of ideology, misperceptions also exist with respect to speci�c policy is-

sues (see Appendix B.1.1). Future experimental studies could be designed to correct

misperceptions in the realm of di�erent policy issues, which could potentially have

heterogeneous impacts on polarization.

Lastly, the results provide useful insights for policy-makers and civil society. While

programs that �bring together� citizens from di�erent partisan groups may be an

e�ective way to reduce polarization, their e�ects are probably strongest when careful

attention is paid to the composition of the out-groups that individuals encounter in

such settings. This study suggests that inter-partisan contact is more e�ective when

individuals are exposed to out-group members who represent a broad range of views.

Misperceptions about the distribution of moderate out-group members are high, but

can be overcome by demonstrating that Moderates are more common than assumed.

As opposed to previous �ndings on �back�ring� e�ects, this study shows that such

information successfully leads to accurate updating, which gives hope to future e�orts

aiming to depolarize the US electorate.
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A | Appendix to Paper 2

A.1 Consequences of the reform on electoral outcomes
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Figure A.1: Actual and counterfactual 2013 election results

Ultimately, how did the voting age reform a�ect electoral outcomes? In other

words, what would a counterfactual 2013 election without this reform have looked

like? In order to answer this question, we perform another set of simulations. Since
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young people vote di�erently than older people in Austria (SORA and ISA 2013), and

we have shown above that habituation e�ects are heterogeneous by party a�liation,

shifts in electoral consequences are to be expected. The e�ect of the voting age

reform in 2008 on election outcomes in 2013 comes from two distinct groups: (1)

the estimated 128,800 16- and 17-year-olds who voted in 2013 and would not have

been able to vote absent the reform (the mechanical e�ect) and (2) the 52,016 21-

and 22-year-olds who likely would not have turned out in 2013 had they not been

enfranchised in 2008 (the habituation e�ect). Using the vote choices expressed by

respondents under 30 in a SORA and ISA (2013) survey as providing an indication

of party strength among young voters, we �nd that altogether, the youth vote does

seem to have a�ected the 2013 election result (see Figure A.1). The upper �gure

contrasts the actual election results with a counterfactual scenario in which the voting

age had not been lowered to 16 in 2008 and thus, the mechanical and habituation

e�ect would not have altered the composition of voters in 2013. The lower �gure

shows the di�erence between counterfactual and actual results in percentage points.

Particularly the FPÖ and the Greens bene�ted from the reform, while the impact

on the two parties that granted the enfranchisement, SPÖ and ÖVP, was negative.

While these e�ects are not large, and calculations are very approximate, one should

keep in mind that these indicate the e�ects of the reform on the very next election

only. Over time, as the cumulative habituation e�ect grows with each election (see

e.g. Coppock and Green (2016)), this has the potential to substantially reshape the

Austrian party system. We simulate the cumulative e�ects on turnout above, but in

the absence of knowledge about future election results we are unable to replicate the

same simulation for vote choice.

A.2 Survey questions
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Table A.1: Survey questions used for dependent variables

Variable Wording Scale

Turnout From today's perspective, how certain is it that you
will participate in the national elections in Septem-
ber? Please choose a number between 0 and 10,
where 0 means �I de�nitely won't participate� and
10 means "I will de�nitely will participate.� You
can �ne-tune your response with the numbers in
between.

0 to 10

Self-
placement

In politics we often talk about �left� and �right�
Where would you place yourself on a scale from 0
to 10, where 0 means �left� and 10 means �right.�

Original
scale: 0-10.
Modi�ed to
measure po-
larization by
caclulating
absolute de-
viations from
the midpoint,
i.e. scale
0-10.

Party a�nity In Austria some people feel close to a political
party, although they may now and then vote for
a di�erent party. In general, do you feel close to a
political party? [If yes:] Which party is that? [If
no:] Is there one particular party you feel a little
closer to than other parties?

0 to 10
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B | Appendix to Paper 3

B.1 Perceived unity of policy preferences

B.1.1 Perceived out-group unity
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Figure B.1: The density curves are smoothed by a kernel with bandwidth 0.5. The red
curves are derived from Question number V161185/V161186: Where would you place [Hillary
Clinton/Donald Trump] on this issue?. The blue curves are derived from Question number
V161184: Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about
this?. All variables are measured on the same seven-point scale: 1. Government insurance
plan, 2.-6. unlabeled, 7. Private insurance plan. Source: ANES (2016)
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Figure B.2: The density curves are smoothed by a kernel with bandwidth 0.5. The red curves are derived
from Question number V161190/V161191: Where would you place [Hillary Clinton/Donald Trump] on this
issue?. The blue curves are derived from Question number V161189: Where would you place yourself on this
scale, or haven't you thought much about this?. All variables are measured on the same seven-point scale: 1.
Government should see to jobs and standard of living, 2.-6. unlabeled, 7. Government should let each person
get ahead on own Source: ANES (2016)
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Figure B.3: The density curves are smoothed by a kernel with bandwidth 0.5. The red curves are derived
from Question number V161179/V161180: Where would you place [Hillary Clinton/Donald Trump] on this
issue?. The blue curves are derived from Question number V161178: Where would you place yourself on this
scale, or haven't you thought much about this?. All variables are measured on the same seven-point scale: 1.
Government should provide many fewer services, 2.-6. unlabeled, 7. Government should provide many more
services Source: ANES (2016)
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B.1.2 Perceived in-group unity
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Figure B.4: The density curves are smoothed by a kernel with bandwidth 0.5. The red curves are derived
from Question number V161185/V161186: Where would you place [Hillary Clinton/Donald Trump] on this
issue?. The blue curves are derived from Question number V161184: Where would you place yourself on this
scale, or haven't you thought much about this?. All variables are measured on the same seven-point scale: 1.
Government insurance plan, 2.-6. unlabeled, 7. Private insurance plan. Source: ANES (2016)
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Figure B.5: The density curves are smoothed by a kernel with bandwidth 0.5. The red curves are derived
from Question number V161190/V161191: Where would you place [Hillary Clinton/Donald Trump] on this
issue?. The blue curves are derived from Question number V161189: Where would you place yourself on this
scale, or haven't you thought much about this?. All variables are measured on the same seven-point scale: 1.
Government should see to jobs and standard of living, 2.-6. unlabeled, 7. Government should let each person
get ahead on own Source: ANES (2016)
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Figure B.6: The density curves are smoothed by a kernel with bandwidth 0.5. The red curves are derived
from Question number V161179/V161180: Where would you place [Hillary Clinton/Donald Trump] on this
issue?. The blue curves are derived from Question number V161178: Where would you place yourself on this
scale, or haven't you thought much about this?. All variables are measured on the same seven-point scale: 1.
Government should provide many fewer services, 2.-6. unlabeled, 7. Government should provide many more
services Source: ANES (2016)
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B.2 Outcome measures: Question wordings

B.2.1 A�ect

Feeling thermometer

Please rate how favorable and warm you feel towards these people: [Democratic/Republican

Party supporters, Democratic/Republican Party Politicians, President Donald Trump].

Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorable and warm

toward the person. Ratings between 0 degrees and 50 degrees mean that you don't

feel favorable toward the person and that you don't care too much for that person.

You would rate the person at the 50 degree mark if you don't feel particularly warm

or cold toward the person. (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012)

Traits

Rate whether the following attributes describe [Democrats/Republicans]: American,

Intelligent, Honest, Open-minded, Generous, Hypocritical, Sel�sh, Mean. 1. De-

scribes most [Democrats/Republicans], 2. Describes some [Democrats/Republicans],

3. Does not describe [Democrats/Republicans]. (Levendusky 2017)

B.3 Issues

Issue self-placement (Tax policy)

What do you personally believe about taxes? 1. Decrease federal income taxes on

just the highest earners, keeping the tax rate the same on all others; 2. Decrease

federal tax rates for all income groups; 3. Maintain current levels of federal income

taxes on all; 4. Increase federal income taxes on the highest earners, keeping the tax

rate the same on all others; 5. To address inequality, establish a national maximum

income by taxing all income over a certain amount at 100 percent.] (Ahler and Sood
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2018)

Issue self-placement (Racial justice)

What do you personally believe about racial and civil rights policy? 1. Any laws pro-

tecting racial groups should be repealed, including all voting rights and civil rights

legislation; 2. Non-discrimination laws in universities and workplaces should be re-

pealed; 3. The government should investigate and punish racial discrimination by

universities and employers, but hiring or admissions based on race should be illegal;

4. Universities and employers should be encouraged to consider applicants' back-

grounds to improve diversity, but no quotas should be set; 5. The government should

mandate an a�rmative action program in education and the workplace to ensure that

certain numbers of underrepresented minorities are hired/admitted; 6. In addition to

a�rmative action, the government should provide cash payments to minority groups

as reparations for slavery and other past injustices. (Ahler and Sood 2018)

Accepting bipartisan compromise

We are next going to ask you what you think about parts of the First Step Act, a

criminal justice reform bill that passed the House and Senate in December 2018 with

bipartisan support.

[Randomized group-loss cue]. It includes the following provisions:

� Eases the three strikes rule: People with three or more convictions, including

for drug o�enses, get 25 years instead of life.

� Good time credits allow well-behaved inmates to cut their prison sentences by

an additional week for each year they're incarcerated.

� Earned time credits for more vocational and rehabilitative programs. Those

credits will allow them to be released early to halfway houses or home con�ne-
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ment.

Randomized group-loss cue: Democrats/Republicans had to make several concessions

to reach this compromise.

Partisan motivated reasoning

We are next going to ask you what you think about parts of the 2007 Energy Inde-

pendence Act.

[Randomized group-support cue]. It includes the following provisions:

� Requires U.S. automakers to boost gas mileage to 35 miles per gallon for all

passenger cars by 2020, which is a 40% increase.

� Funds for research and development of solar and geothermal energy, and for the

increased production of biofuels.

� Provides small businesses loans toward energy e�ciency improvements.

Randomized group-support cue: It was widely supported by Republican/Democratic

representatives.

B.4 Out-group threat

Likelihood of implementing agenda

For this question, please think about what you consider as the Democratic/Republican

political agenda.

How likely do you think it is that Democrats/Republicans will implement their

agenda? (1) Extremely likely, (2) Moderately likely, (3) Slightly likely, (4) Neither

likely nor unlikely, (5) Slightly unlikely, (6) Moderately unlikely, (7) Extremely un-

likely.
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B.5 Out-group perception

Average out-group member (Tax policy)

Which of the following statements do you think comes closest to what the average

[Democratic/Republican] Party supporter believes about taxes? 1. Decrease federal

income taxes on just the highest earners, keeping the tax rate the same on all others;

2. Decrease federal tax rates for all income groups; 3. Maintain current levels of

federal income taxes on all; 4. Increase federal income taxes on the highest earners,

keeping the tax rate the same on all others; 5. To address inequality, establish a na-

tional maximum income by taxing all income over a certain amount at 100 percent.

(Ahler and Sood 2018)

Average out-group member (Racial justice)

Which of the following statements do you think comes closest to what the average

[Democratic/Republican] Party supporter believes about racial and civil rights policy?

1. Any laws protecting racial groups should be repealed, including all voting rights

and civil rights legislation; 2. Non-discrimination laws in universities and workplaces

should be repealed; 3. The government should investigate and punish racial discrim-

ination by universities and employers, but hiring or admissions based on race should

be illegal; 4. Universities and employers should be encouraged to consider applicants'

backgrounds to improve diversity, but no quotas should be set; 5. The government

should mandate an a�rmative action program in education and the workplace to

ensure that certain numbers of underrepresented minorities are hired/admitted; 6.

In addition to a�rmative action, the government should provide cash payments to

minority groups as reparations for slavery and other past injustices. (Ahler and Sood

2018)
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B.6 Experiment 1: Graphics and treatments

Figure B.7: Screenshot of prior information question which asks respondents about their
prior perceived unity of Democrats. Shown to all Republican respondents in the out-group
version of the experiment, and to all Democratic respondents in the in-group version.
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Figure B.8: Screenshot of prior information question which asks respondents about their
prior perceived unity of Republicans. Shown to all Democratic respondents in the out-group
version of the experiment, and to all Republican respondents in the in-group version.

Figure B.9: Screenshot of treatment which informs respondents about the true degree of
unity among Democrats. Shown to all Republican respondents in the out-group version of
the experiment, and to all Democratic respondents in the in-group version. In the in-group
version, the headline in the left pane is altered to: �You may think that most Democrats
are relatively liberal.�

128



Figure B.10: Screenshot of treatment which informs respondents about the true degree of
unity among Republicans. Shown to all Democratic respondents in the out-group version of
the experiment, and to all Republican respondents in the in-group version. In the in-group
version, the headline in the left pane is altered to: �You may think that most Republicans
are relatively conservative.�
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B.7 Experiment 2: Graphics and treatments

Screenshot below are for respondents whose in-group are Democrats. The treat-

ment for Republicans is analogous (di�erent numbers on out-group shares).

Figure B.11: Screenshot of prior information question which asks respondents about their
prior perceived unity of Republicans.
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Figure B.12: Screenshot of treatment which informs respondents about the true degree of
unity among Republicans. Shown to all Democratic respondents in the treatment group.
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B.8 Experiment 1: Balance tables

Table B.1: Out-group version of experiment 1. Balance table of pre-treatment covariates.
All values rounded to two decimal places. T-tests are conducted for the null hypothesis of
no di�erence in proportions between treatment and control group.

Covariate Treatment group Control group t-test (p-value)

Proportion of sample

Age (18-24) 0.08 0.07 0.38
Age (25-34) 0.38 0.38 0.87
Age (35-44) 0.26 0.27 0.55
Age (45-54) 0.16 0.15 0.57
Age (55-64) 0.08 0.09 0.62
Age (65 or over) 0.03 0.04 0.51
Male 0.44 0.46 0.38
Female 0.56 0.54 0.34
Asian 0.06 0.05 0.45
Black/African American 0.09 0.10 0.38
Hispanic/Latino 0.09 0.10 0.79
Native American 0.01 0.01 0.80
Other 0.01 0.02 0.33
White 0.77 0.76 0.99
Less than high school 0.00 0.00 0.25
High school graduate 0.12 0.09 0.04
Some college 0.22 0.24 0.28
2-year degree 0.13 0.13 0.97
4-year degree 0.38 0.37 0.64
Advanced degree 0.14 0.16 0.19
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Table B.2: In-group version of experiment 1. Balance table of pre-treatment covariates. All
values rounded to two decimal places. T-tests are conducted for the null hypothesis of no
di�erence in proportions between treatment and control group.

Covariate Treatment group Control group t-test (p-value)

Proportion of sample

Age (18-24) 0.15 0.17 0.31
Age (25-34) 0.35 0.36 0.51
Age (35-44) 0.23 0.23 0.92
Age (45-54) 0.14 0.13 0.59
Age (55-64) 0.09 0.07 0.16
Age (65 or over) 0.03 0.03 0.88
Male 0.45 0.47 0.33
Female 0.54 0.53 0.45
Asian 0.08 0.09 0.11
Black/African American 0.12 0.10 0.08
Hispanic/Latino 0.07 0.06 0.49
Native American 0.01 0.00 0.00
Other 0.01 0.02 0.29
White 0.69 0.71 0.26
Less than high school 0.00 0.00 0.57
High school graduate 0.11 0.09 0.26
Some college 0.27 0.26 0.31
2-year degree 0.13 0.12 0.47
4-year degree 0.36 0.38 0.14
Advanced degree 0.13 0.14 0.42
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B.9 Experiment 2: Balance tables

Table B.3: Balance table of pre-treatment covariates. All values rounded to two decimal
places. T-tests are conducted for the null hypothesis of no di�erence in proportions between
treatment and control group.

Covariate Treatment group Control group t-test (p-value)

Proportion of sample

Age (18-24) 0.14 0.14 0.48
Age (25-34) 0.41 0.38 0.13
Age (35-44) 0.23 0.24 0.84
Age (45-54) 0.11 0.12 0.18
Age (55-64) 0.09 0.08 0.32
Age (65 or over) 0.02 0.03 0.14
Male 0.45 0.45 0.83
Female 0.55 0.55 0.71
Asian 0.08 0.07 0.48
Black/African American 0.09 0.09 0.97
Hispanic/Latino 0.07 0.07 0.90
Native American 0.01 0.01 0.98
Other 0.01 0.02 0.39
White 0.73 0.73 0.78
Less than high school 0.01 0.00 0.60
High school graduate 0.10 0.10 0.58
Some college 0.24 0.25 0.63
2-year degree 0.12 0.11 0.65
4-year degree 0.38 0.38 0.83
Advanced degree 0.15 0.15 0.85

134



| Bibliography

Abrams, Samuel, Torben Iversen, and David Soskice. 2010. �Informal Social Networks
and Rational Voting.� British Journal of Political Science 41 (December): 229�257.

Acemoglu, Daron, and James A. Robinson. 2012. Why nations fail: the origins of
power, prosperity and poverty. 1st ed. New York: Crown Publishers, Crown Busi-
ness.

Acharya, Avidit, Matthew Blackwell, and Maya Sen. 2018. �Explaining Preferences
from Behavior: A Cognitive Dissonance Approach.� The Journal of Politics 80 (2):
400-411.

Achen, Christopher H. 2002. �Parental Socialization and Rational Party Identi�ca-
tion.� Political Behavior 24 (June): 151�170.

Afrobarometer. 2017. �Afrobarometer data. All countries. Rounds 1-6, 1999-2016.�.
http://www.afrobarometer.org.

Ahler, Douglas J. 2014. �Self-Ful�lling Misperceptions of Public Polarization.� The
Journal of Politics 76 (July): 607�620.

Ahler, Douglas J., and Gaurav Sood. 2018. �The Parties in Our Heads: Misperceptions
about Party Composition and Their Consequences.� The Journal of Politics 80
(April): 964�981.

Allport, G. 1958. The nature of prejudice. Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley Publish-
ing Company.

Almond, Gabriel A., and Sidney Verba. 1963. The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes
and Democracy in Five Nations. Princeton University Press.

Anderson, Christopher J., and Christine A. Guillory. 1997. �Political Institutions
and Satisfaction with Democracy: A Cross-National Analysis of Consensus and
Majoritarian Systems.� The American Political Science Review 91 (1): 66�81.

ANES. 2016. �American National Election Studies. 2016 Time Series.�. https://
electionstudies.org/project/2016-time-series-study/.

Baldassarri, Delia, and Andrew Gelman. 2008a. �Partisans Without Constraint: Po-
litical Polarization and Trends in American Public Opinion.�. https://papers.
ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1010098.

135

http://www.afrobarometer.org
https://electionstudies.org/project/2016-time-series-study/
https://electionstudies.org/project/2016-time-series-study/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1010098
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1010098


Baldassarri, Delia, and Andrew Gelman. 2008b. �Partisans without Constraint: Po-
litical Polarization and Trends in American Public Opinion.� American Journal of
Sociology 114 (September): 408�446.

Bates, Robert H. 2014.Markets and States in Tropical Africa. University of California
Press.

Beck, Paul Allen, and M. Kent Jennings. 1982. �Pathways to Participation.� The
American Political Science Review 76 (1): 94�108.

Bedolla, Lisa Garcia, and Melissa R Michelson. 2012.Mobilizing Inclusion. Transform-
ing the Electorate through Get-Out-the-Vote Campaigns Yale University Press.

Berinsky, Adam J., Daniel de Kadt, Kate Orkin, and Daniel N. Posner. 2016. �Disen-
gaged by Choice? A Research Agenda for Understanding Low Urban Youth Turnout
in South Africa.�. http://danielnposner.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/
{SSRN}-working-paper-version.pdf.

Bernhard, Michael, and Ekrem Karakoç. 2007. �Civil Society and the Legacies of
Dictatorship.� World Politics 59 (July): 539�567.

Besley, Timothy, and Torsten Persson. 2011. Pillars of prosperity: the political eco-
nomics of development clusters. Yrjö Jahnsson lectures Princeton [N.J.]: Princeton
University Press.

Bhatti, Yosef, and Kasper M Hansen. 2012. �Leaving the Nest and the Social Act of
Voting: Turnout among First-Time Voters.� Journal of Elections, Public Opinion
& Parties 22 (November): 380�406.

Boix, Carles. 2011. �Democracy, Development, and the International System.� Amer-
ican Political Science Review 105 (November): 809�828.

Bolsen, Toby, James N. Druckman, and Fay Lomax Cook. 2014. �The In�uence of
Partisan Motivated Reasoning on Public Opinion.� Political Behavior 36 (June):
235�262.

Borjas, George J. 2015. �The slowdown in the economic assimilation of immigrants:
Aging and cohort e�ects revisited again.� Journal of Human Capital 9 (4): 483�517.

Bratton, Michael, and Nicholas van de Walle. 1997. Democratic Experiments in
Africa: Regime Transitions in Comparative Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Bullock, John G. 2009. �Partisan Bias and the Bayesian Ideal in the Study of Public
Opinion.� The Journal of Politics 71 (July): 1109�1124.

Bullock, John G., Alan S. Gerber, Seth J. Hill, and Gregory A. Huber. 2015. �Partisan
Bias in Factual Beliefs about Politics.� Quarterly Journal of Political Science 10
(December): 519�578.

136

 http://danielnposner.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/{SSRN}-working-paper-version.pdf
 http://danielnposner.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/{SSRN}-working-paper-version.pdf


Campbell, Angus, Philip Converse, Warren Miller, and Donald Stokes. 1960. The
American Voter - Angus Campbell, University of Michigan. Survey Research Cen-
ter. University of Michigan, Survey Research Center.

Carothers, Thomas. 2002. �The end of the transition paradigm.� Journal of Democracy
13 (1): 5�21.

Chauvel, Louis, and Martin Schröder. 2014. �Generational inequalities and welfare
regimes.� Social Forces 92 (4): 1259�1283.

Cho, Youngho. 2014. �To know democracy is to love it: A cross-national analysis of
democratic understanding and political support for democracy.� Political Research
Quarterly 67 (3): 478�488.

Coppock, A, and D P Green. 2016. �Is voting habit forming? New evidence from
experiments and regression discontinuities.� American Journal of Political Science.

Dahl, Robert A. 1971. Polyarchy; participation and opposition. New Haven: Yale
University Press.

de Kadt, D. 2017a. �Voting Then, Voting Now: The Long-Term Consequences of
Participation in South Africa's First Democratic Election.� The Journal of Politics
79 (2): 670�687.

de Kadt, Daniel. 2017b. �Voting Then, Voting Now: The Long-Term Consequences of
Participation in South Africa's First Democratic Election.� The Journal of Politics
79 (January): 670�687.

Denny, K, and O Doyle. 2009. �Does voting history matter? Analysing persistence in
turnout.� American Journal of Political Science 53 (1): 17�35.

Deutsch, Karl W. 1961. �Social Mobilization and Political Development.� American
Political Science Review 55 (September): 493�514.

Diamond, Larry. 2015. �Facing up to the democratic recession.� Journal of Democracy
26 (1): 141�155.

Dinas, Elias. 2012. �The Formation of Voting Habits.� Journal of Elections, Public
Opinion & Parties 22 (November): 431�456.

Dinas, Elias. 2013a. �Does Choice Bring Loyalty? Electoral Participation and the
Development of Party Identi�cation.� American Journal of Political Science 58
(September): 449�465.

Dinas, Elias. 2013b. �Opening �Openness to Change� Political Events and the In-
creased Sensitivity of Young Adults.� Political Research Quarterly 66 (4): 868�882.

Dinas, Elias, and Laura Stoker. 2014. �Age-Period-Cohort analysis: A design-based
approach.� Electoral Studies 33 (March): 28�40.

137



Druckman, James N., Erik Peterson, and Rune Slothuus. 2013. �How Elite Partisan
Polarization A�ects Public Opinion Formation.� American Political Science Review
107 (February): 57�79.

Edwards, Rebecca. 1997. Angels in the Machinery. Gender in American Party Politics
from the Civil War to the Progressive Era Oxford University Press.

Enos, Ryan D, Anthony Fowler, and Lynn Vavreck. 2014. �Increasing Inequality: The
E�ect of GOTV Mobilization on the Composition of the Electorate.� The Journal
of Politics 76 (January): 273�288.

Erisen, Cengiz, Milton Lodge, and Charles S. Taber. 2014. �A�ective Contagion in
E�ortful Political Thinking.� Political Psychology 35 (2): 187�206.

European Youth Forum. 2015. �Scotland, Estonia, UK: Vote at 16 on the move across
Europe.�

Festinger, Leon. 1962. �Cognitive Dissonance.� Scienti�c American 207 (4): 93�106.

Fiorina, Morris P. 2011. Culture war?: the myth of a polarized America. Great ques-
tions in politics series 3rd ed. ed. Boston, MA: Longman.

Foa, Roberto Stefan, and Yascha Mounk. 2017. �The Signs of Deconsolidation.� Jour-
nal of Democracy.

Fowler, Anthony. 2013. �Electoral and Policy Consequences of Voter Turnout: Evi-
dence from Compulsory Voting in Australia.� Quarterly Journal of Political Science
8 (2): 159�182.

Franklin, Mark N, Patrick Lyons, and Michael Marsh. 2004. �Generational Basis of
Turnout Decline in Established Democracies.� Acta Politica 39 (2): 115�151.

Franklin, Mark N, and Sara B Hobolt. 2011. �The legacy of lethargy: How elections
to the European Parliament depress turnout.� Electoral Studies 30 (March): 67�76.

Freedom House. 2018. �All available years, 2018 version.�. https://freedomhouse.
org/report/methodology-freedom-world-2018.

Frere, Marie-Soleil, and Pierre Englebert. 2015. �Brie�ng: Burkina Faso�the Fall of
Blaise Compaoré.� African A�airs 114 (April): 295�307.

Fuchs-Schündeln, Nicola, and Matthias Schündeln. 2015. �On the endogeneity of po-
litical preferences: Evidence from individual experience with democracy.� Science
347 (March): 1145�1148.

Gentzkow, Matthew. 2016. �Polarization in 2016.� Working Paper. URL:
https://web.stanford.edu/~gentzkow/research/PolarizationIn2016.pdf. https://
web.stanford.edu/~gentzkow/research/PolarizationIn2016.pdf.

138

https://freedomhouse.org/report/methodology-freedom-world-2018
https://freedomhouse.org/report/methodology-freedom-world-2018
https://web.stanford.edu/~gentzkow/research/PolarizationIn2016.pdf
https://web.stanford.edu/~gentzkow/research/PolarizationIn2016.pdf


Gerber, Alan S, Donald P Green, and Ron Shachar. 2003. �Voting May Be Habit-
Forming: Evidence from a Randomized Field Experiment.� American Journal of
Political Science 47 (July): 540�550.

Ghitza, Yair, and Andrew Gelman. 2014. �The great society, Reagan's revolution, and
generations of presidential voting.�. http://www.stat.columbia.edu/~gelman/
research/unpublished/cohort_voting_20140605.pdf.

Gigendil, Hanna Wass, and Maria Valaste. 2016. �Political Socialization and Voting:
The Parent�Child Link in Turnout.� Political Research Quarterly 69.

Grant, Fiona, and Michael A. Hogg. 2012. �Self-uncertainty, social identity promi-
nence and group identi�cation.� Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 48
(March): 538�542.

Grasso, Maria T. 2014. �Age, period and cohort analysis in a comparative context:
Political generations and political participation repertoires in Western Europe.�
Electoral Studies 33 (March): 63�76.

Greenstein, Fred I. 1970. �A Note on the Ambiguity of "Political Socialization": Def-
initions, Criticisms, and Strategies of Inquiry.� The Journal of Politics 32 (4).

Ho, Karl, Dennis Lu-chung Weng, and Harold D. Clarke. 2015. �Using repeated cross-
sectional surveys to study political attitudes and behavior in a new democracy:
HAPC models for Taiwan.� Electoral Studies 39 (September): 256�263.

Hochschild, Arlie Russell. 2016. Strangers in their own land: anger and mourning on
the American right. New York: The New Press.

Ho�man, Mitchell, Gianmarco León, and María Lombardi. 2016. �Compulsory Voting,
Turnout, and Government Spending: Evidence from Austria.�.

Humphries, Melissa, Chandra Muller, and Kathryn S. Schiller. 2013. �The Politi-
cal Socialization of Adolescent Children of Immigrants.� Social Science Quarterly
94 (5).

Huntington, Samuel P. 1991. �Democracy's Third Wave.� Journal of Democracy 2 (2):
12�34.

Hyman, Herbert. 1959. Political socialization. Political socialization New York, NY,
US: Free Press.

Inglehart, Ronald, and Christian Welzel. 2005. Modernization, Cultural Change, and
Democracy: The Human Development Sequence. Cambridge University Press.

Iyengar, Shanto, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes. 2012. �A�ect, Not IdeologyA So-
cial Identity Perspective on Polarization.� Public Opinion Quarterly 76 (January):
405�431.

139

http://www.stat.columbia.edu/~gelman/research/unpublished/cohort_voting_20140605.pdf
http://www.stat.columbia.edu/~gelman/research/unpublished/cohort_voting_20140605.pdf


Iyengar, Shanto, and Sean J. Westwood. 2015. �Fear and Loathing across Party Lines:
New Evidence on Group Polarization.� American Journal of Political Science 59 (3):
690�707.

Iyengar, Shanto, Tobias Konitzer, and Kent Tedin. 2018. �The Home as a Political
Fortress: Family Agreement in an Era of Polarization.� The Journal of Politics 80
(September): 1326�1338.

Jacobson, Gary C. 2013a. �Partisan Polarization in American Politics: A Background
Paper.� Presidential Studies Quarterly 43 (4): 688�708.

Jacobson, Gary C. 2013b. �Partisan polarization in American politics: a background
paper.� Presidential studies quarterly 43 (4): 688�708.

Jennings, M. Kent. 2007. �Political Socialization.� The Oxford Handbook of Political
Behavior (August).

Jennings, M. Kent, Laura Stoker, and Jake Bowers. 2009. �Politics across Generations:
Family Transmission Reexamined.� The Journal of Politics 71 (3).

Jennings, M. Kent, and Richard G. Niemi. 1974. The political character of adolescence:
the in�uence of families and schools. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.

Kahan, Dan M. 2016. �The Politically Motivated Reasoning Paradigm, Part 1:
What Politically Motivated Reasoning Is and How to Measure It.� In Emerging
Trends in the Social and Behavioral Sciences. American Cancer Society. http:
//onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0417.

King, Gary, Michael Tomz, and Jason Wittenberg. 2000. �Making the Most of Statis-
tical Analyses: Improving Interpretation and Presentation.� American Journal of
Political Science 44: 341�355.

Kritzinger, Sylvia, Eva Zeglovits, and Patricia Oberluggauer. 2013. �Wählen mit
16 bei der Nationalratswahl 2013.�. https://www.parlament.gv.at/ZUSD/PDF/
Wahlstudie_Waehlen_mit_16.pdf.

Langton, Kenneth P., and M. Kent Jennings. 1968. �Political Socialization and the
High School Civics Curriculum in the United States.� The American Political Sci-
ence Review 62 (3): 852�867.

Levendusky, M. 2016. �Americans, Not Partisans: Can Priming American National
Identity Reduce A�ective Polarization?�.� Journal of Politics.

Levendusky, Matthew S. 2017. �Americans, Not Partisans: Can Priming American
National Identity Reduce A�ective Polarization?� The Journal of Politics 80 (Oc-
tober): 59�70.

Levi, Margaret, Audrey Sacks, and Tom Tyler. 2009. �Conceptualizing Legitimacy,
Measuring Legitimating Beliefs.� American Behavioral Scientist 53 (November):
354�375.

140

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0417
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781118900772.etrds0417
https://www.parlament.gv.at/ZUSD/PDF/Wahlstudie_Waehlen_mit_16.pdf
https://www.parlament.gv.at/ZUSD/PDF/Wahlstudie_Waehlen_mit_16.pdf


Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan Way. 2010. Competitive authoritarianism: hybrid regimes
after the Cold War. Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press.

Lickel, B., D. L. Hamilton, G. Wieczorkowska, A. Lewis, S. J. Sherman, and A. N.
Uhles. 2000. �Varieties of groups and the perception of group entitativity.� Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology 78 (February): 223�246.

Lindberg, Sta�an I. 2006. Democracy and elections in Africa. Baltimore: Johns Hop-
kins University Press.

Lindberg, Sta�an I., ed. 2009.Democratization by Elections. Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Linville, Patricia W., Gregory W. Fischer, and Peter Salovey. 1989. �Perceived dis-
tributions of the characteristics of in-group and out-group members: Empirical
evidence and a computer simulation.� Journal of Personality and Social Psychology
57 (2): 165�188.

Linz, Juan J., and Alfred C. Stepan. 1996. �Toward Consolidated Democracies.� Jour-
nal of Democracy 7 (April): 14�33.

Lipset, Seymour Martin. 1981. Political man: the social bases of politics. Expanded
ed. ed. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Local Voices Network. 2019. �Local Voices Network.�. https://lvn.org.

Marshall, Monty G., Gurr Ted Robert, and Keith Jaggers. 2018. �Polity IV Project.�.
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4x.htm.

Mason, Lilliana. 2015. � �I Disrespectfully Agree�: The Di�erential E�ects of Partisan
Sorting on Social and Issue Polarization: PARTISAN SORTING AND POLAR-
IZATION.� American Journal of Political Science 59 (January): 128�145.

Mason, Lilliana. 2016. �A Cross-Cutting Calm: How Social Sorting Drives A�ective
Polarization.� Public Opinion Quarterly 80 (S1): 351�377.

Mattes, Robert, and Michael Bratton. 2007. �Learning about democracy in Africa:
Awareness, performance, and experience.� American Journal of Political Science
51 (1): 192�217.

McCarty, N, and B Shor. 2016. �Partisan polarization in the united states: Di-
agnoses and avenues for reform.�. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?
abstract_id=2714013.

McCarty, Nolan. 2015. �Reducing Polfarization: Some Facts for Reformers.�. https:
//papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2564372.

McIntosh, Hugh, Daniel Hart, and James Youniss. 2007. �The In�uence of Family
Political Discussion on Youth Civic Development: Which Parent Qualities Matter?�
PS: Political Science & Politics 40 (3).

141

https://lvn.org
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4x.htm
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2714013
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2714013
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2564372
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2564372


Meredith, Marc. 2009. �Persistence in Political Participation.� Quarterly Journal of
Political Science 4 (October): 187�209.

Mishler, William, and Richard Rose. 2007. �Generation, age, and time: The dynamics
of political learning during Russia's transformation.� American Journal of Political
Science 51 (4): 822�834.

Moehler, Devra C., and Sta�an I. Lindberg. 2009. �Narrowing the Legitimacy Gap:
Turnovers as a Cause of Democratic Consolidation.� The Journal of Politics 71
(October): 1448�1466.

Morgan-Collins, Mona. 2017. �The Electoral Impact of Newly Enfranchised Groups:
The Case of Women's Su�rage in the United States.�. https://docs.wixstatic.
com/ugd/de1fc0_b7f5afdabdc24875ad5d3073638e29fe.pdf.

Mullainathan, Sendhil, and Ebonya Washington. 2009. �Sticking with Your Vote:
Cognitive Dissonance and Political Attitudes.� American Economic Journal: Ap-
plied Economics 1 (January): 86�111.

Mutz, Diana C. 2006. Hearing the Other Side: Deliberative Versus Participatory
Democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Neundorf, Anja. 2010. �Democracy in Transition: A Micro perspective on System
Change in Post-Socialist Societies.� The Journal of Politics 72 (October): 1096�
1108.

New York Times. 2017. �Campaign to lower voting age to 16 in local races
ignites a debate.�. https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/us/politics/
campaign-to-lower-voting-age-to-16-in-local-races-ignites-a-debate.
html.

Niemi, Richard G., and Mary A. Hepburn. 1995. �The Rebirth of Political Socializa-
tion.� Perspectives on Political Science 24 (1).

Nunley, Albert C. 2012. �African Elections Database.�. http://africanelections.
tripod.com/.

Nyhan, Brendan, and Jason Rei�er. 2010. �When Corrections Fail: The Persistence
of Political Misperceptions.� Political Behavior 32 (June): 303�330.

O'Brien, Robert M. 2011. �The age�period�cohort conundrum as two fundamental
problems.� Quality & Quantity 45 (October): 1429�1444.

Paluck, Elizabeth Levy, Seth A. Green, and Donald P. Green. 2018. �The contact
hypothesis re-evaluated.� Behavioural Public Policy (July): 1�30.

Pew Research Center. 2014. �Political Polarization in the Amer-
ican Public.�. http://www.people-press.org/2014/06/12/
political-polarization-in-the-american-public/.

142

https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/de1fc0_b7f5afdabdc24875ad5d3073638e29fe.pdf
https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/de1fc0_b7f5afdabdc24875ad5d3073638e29fe.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/us/politics/campaign-to-lower-voting-age-to-16-in-local-races-ignites-a-debate.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/us/politics/campaign-to-lower-voting-age-to-16-in-local-races-ignites-a-debate.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/10/us/politics/campaign-to-lower-voting-age-to-16-in-local-races-ignites-a-debate.html
http://africanelections.tripod.com/
http://africanelections.tripod.com/
http://www.people-press.org/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/
http://www.people-press.org/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/


Pew Research Center. 2016. �Partisanship and Political Animosity in 2016
| Pew Research Center.�. http://www.people-press.org/2016/06/22/
partisanship-and-political-animosity-in-2016/.

Pop-Eleches, Grigore, and Joshua A. Tucker. 2011. �Communism's shadow: postcom-
munist legacies, values, and behavior.� Comparative Politics 43 (4): 379�408.

Pop-Eleches, Grigore, and Joshua A. Tucker. 2014. �Communist socialization and
post-communist economic and political attitudes.� Electoral Studies 33 (March):
77�89.

Prior, Markus. 2013. �Media and Political Polarization.� Annual Review of Political
Science 16 (1): 101�127.

Przeworski, Adam. 2008. �Conquered or Granted? A History of Su�rage Extensions.�
British Journal of Political Science 39 (November): 291.

Reither, Eric N., Kenneth C. Land, Sun Y. Jeon, Daniel A. Powers, Ryan K. Masters,
Hui Zheng, Melissa A. Hardy, Katherine M. Keyes, Qiang Fu, Heidi A. Hanson,
Ken R. Smith, Rebecca L. Utz, and Y. Claire Yang. 2015. �Clarifying hierarchi-
cal age�period�cohort models: A rejoinder to Bell and Jones.� Social Science &
Medicine 145 (November): 125�128.

Renshon, Stanley Allen. 1977. Handbook of political socialization: theory and research.
New York: Free Press. OCLC: 2968513.

Reuters. 2016. �Greek MPs set to lower voting age, abolish bonus seats.�.
https://www.reuters.com/article/eurozone-greece-electoral-bill/
greek-mps-set-to-lower-voting-age-abolish-bonus-seats-idUSL8N19Z2VP.

Rustow, Dankwart A. 1970. �Transitions to Democracy: Toward a Dynamic Model.�
Comparative Politics 2 (3): 337�363.

Schedler, Andreas. 2013. The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Elec-
toral Authoritarianism. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press.

Schraeder, Peter J. 1995. �Understanding the "Third Wave" of Democratization in
Africa.� The Journal of Politics 57 (November): 1160�1168.

Sears, David O., and Christia Brown. 2013. �Childhood and Adult Political Develop-
ment.� The Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology (September).

Smets, Kaat, and Anja Neundorf. 2014. �The hierarchies of age-period-cohort re-
search: Political context and the development of generational turnout patterns.�
Electoral Studies 33 (March): 41�51.

Smidt, Corwin D. 2017. �Polarization and the Decline of the American Floating
Voter.� American Journal of Political Science 61 (2): 365�381.

143

http://www.people-press.org/2016/06/22/partisanship-and-political-animosity-in-2016/
http://www.people-press.org/2016/06/22/partisanship-and-political-animosity-in-2016/
https://www.reuters.com/article/eurozone-greece-electoral-bill/greek-mps-set-to-lower-voting-age-abolish-bonus-seats-idUSL8N19Z2VP
https://www.reuters.com/article/eurozone-greece-electoral-bill/greek-mps-set-to-lower-voting-age-abolish-bonus-seats-idUSL8N19Z2VP


Smith, Benjamin. 2005. �Life of the Party: The Origins of Regime Breakdown and
Persistence under Single-Party Rule.� World Politics 57 (April): 421�451.

SORA, and ISA. 2008. �Wahlanalyse Nationalratswahl 2008.�. https://www.sora.
at/fileadmin/downloads/wahlen/2008_nrw_wahlanalyse.pdf.

SORA, and ISA. 2013. �Wahlanalyse Nationalratswahl 2013.�. https://www.sora.
at/fileadmin/downloads/wahlen/2013_NRW_Wahlanalyse.pdf.

Stasavage, David. 2005. �Democracy and education spending in Africa.� American
Journal of Political Science 49 (2): 343�358.

Stoker, Laura, and Jackie Bass. 2011. �Political Socialization.� The Oxford Handbook
of American Public Opinion and the Media (May).

Svolik, Milan. 2008. �Authoritarian Reversals and Democratic Consolidation.� Amer-
ican Political Science Review 102 (May): 153�168.

Svolik, Milan W. 2013. �Learning to Love Democracy: Electoral Accountability and
the Success of Democracy.� American Journal of Political Science 57 (July): 685�
702.

Taber, Charles S., and Milton Lodge. 2006. �Motivated Skepticism in the Evaluation
of Political Beliefs.� American Journal of Political Science 50 (3): 755�769.

The Civil Conversations Project. 2019. �The Civil Conversations Project.�. https:
//onbeing.org/civil-conversations-project/.

The World Bank. 2018. �GDP growth (annual %).�. https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/ny.gdp.mktp.kd.zg.

Tilley, James, and Geo�rey Evans. 2014. �Ageing and generational e�ects on vote
choice: Combining cross-sectional and panel data to estimate APC e�ects.� Elec-
toral Studies 33 (March): 19�27.

van Deth, Jan, Simone Abendschön, and Meike Vollmar. 2010. �Children and Politics:
An Empirical Reassessment of Early Political Socialization - van Deth - 2011 -
Political Psychology - Wiley Online Library.� Political Psychology 31 (1).

Vehrkamp, Robert, Niklas ImWinkel, and Laura Konzelmann. 2015. �Wählen ab 16.�.
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/
did/waehlen-ab-16/.

Verba, Sidney, and Norman H Nie. 1987. Participation in America. Political Democ-
racy and Social Equality University of Chicago Press.

Visser, P. S., and J. A. Krosnick. 1998. �Development of attitude strength over the
life cycle: surge and decline.� Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 75
(December): 1389�1410.

144

https://www.sora.at/fileadmin/downloads/wahlen/2008_nrw_wahlanalyse.pdf
https://www.sora.at/fileadmin/downloads/wahlen/2008_nrw_wahlanalyse.pdf
https://www.sora.at/fileadmin/downloads/wahlen/2013_NRW_Wahlanalyse.pdf
https://www.sora.at/fileadmin/downloads/wahlen/2013_NRW_Wahlanalyse.pdf
https://onbeing.org/civil-conversations-project/
https://onbeing.org/civil-conversations-project/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ny.gdp.mktp.kd.zg
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/ny.gdp.mktp.kd.zg
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/did/waehlen-ab-16/
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/de/publikationen/publikation/did/waehlen-ab-16/


Wagner, Markus, David Johann, and Sylvia Kritzinger. 2012. �Voting at 16: Turnout
and the quality of vote choice.� Electoral Studies 31 (2): 372�383.

Wasburn, Philo C., and Tawnya J. Adkins Covert. 2017. �Changing Perspectives on
Political Socialization.� In Making Citizens: Political Socialization Research and
Beyond, ed. Philo C. Wasburn and Tawnya J. Adkins Covert. Cham: Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-50243-4_1.

Zeglovits, Eva, and Julian Aichholzer. 2013. �Are People More Inclined to Vote at
16 than at 18? Evidence for the First-Time Voting Boost Among 16- to 25-Year-
Olds in Austria.� Journal of Elections, Public Opinion & Parties 24 (November):
351�361.

Zeglovits, Eva, and Martina Zandonella. 2013. �Political interest of adolescents before
and after lowering the voting age: the case of Austria.� Journal of Youth Studies
16 (December): 1084�1104.

145

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-50243-4_1

	Abstract
	Acknowledgments
	Introduction
	1 Children of Democracy? Socialization and Political Regime Preferences
	1.1 Introduction
	1.2 Age, cohort and period effects
	1.3 Theories of political socialization
	1.4 A benchmark-based theory of socialization under autocracy
	1.5 Data
	1.6 Methodology: Identifying cohort effects
	1.7 Main Results
	1.8 Regime origins of cohort socialization
	1.9 Conclusion

	2 Voting at 16: Intended and unintended consequences of Austria's electoral reform
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 Context: Austria's 2008 Voting Age Reform
	2.3 Theory
	2.4 Data and Methodology
	2.5 Results
	2.6 Robustness checks and placebo tests
	2.7 Conclusion

	3 Perceived Unity and Partisan Polarization
	3.1 Introduction
	3.2 Perceptions versus placement
	3.3 Theory
	3.4 Methodology
	3.5 Results
	3.6 Perceived in-group unity
	3.7 Conclusion

	A Appendix to Paper 2
	A.1 Consequences of the reform on electoral outcomes
	A.2 Survey questions

	B Appendix to Paper 3
	B.1 Perceived unity of policy preferences
	B.2 Outcome measures: Question wordings
	B.3 Issues
	B.4 Out-group threat
	B.5 Out-group perception
	B.6 Experiment 1: Graphics and treatments
	B.7 Experiment 2: Graphics and treatments
	B.8 Experiment 1: Balance tables
	B.9 Experiment 2: Balance tables

	Bibliography

