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CHAPTER

Political 
Socialization2

IN 1987, an eight-year-old girl named Betsy wrote a letter to her mayor 
soliciting some advice. Journalists at National Public Radio learned of this 

letter, leading one of them (Noah Adams) to interview her.

Noah: You wrote a letter to the mayor of New York, Mayor Koch.

Betsy: Right.

Noah: Tell me about that please.

Betsy:  Well I wrote to him because my parents are getting 
divorced and I really don’t know who to turn to. I just 
told him that my parents are getting divorced and my 
dad is with somebody else and I was just getting used to 
something and now this and it’s really kind of hard on me 
and I’d like an opinion.

Noah: Why did you write to Mayor Koch?

Betsy:  ’Cause he’s somebody who I thought he’s very good to us I 
guess because he’s the mayor and he knows a lot of things 
and I thought he would know about this too.

Noah: Did you get an answer back?

Betsy: Yes.

Noah: What did he say?

Betsy:  He … um … it’s very short. “Thank you for the letter. 
I was saddened to learn of the difficult times you are 
experiencing now. It is important for you to share your 
feelings and thoughts with someone during this time. I 
wish there was an easy solution to these problems but 
there is not. Please remember that you are loved and that 
people care about you. All the best. Sincerely, Edward 
Koch.”

Noah: That’s nice. Was that reassuring to you in a way?

Betsy: No.1
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50  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

Young Betsy had already developed views toward political leaders. 
Befitting her age, her image of Mayor Koch was largely favorable, although 
subject to revision based on her encounter with him. In other words, her 
political opinions were forming. The manner by which we all learn about 
politics and develop political opinions is called political socialization. Put 
another way, “political socialization is the process by which people acquire 
relatively enduring orientations toward politics in general and toward their 
own particular political systems.”2 As we elaborate on in the next section,  
this process begins in childhood. Also, as we demonstrate there, Betsy’s 
impressions of Mayor Koch were akin to those of children from the late 
1950s but diverge somewhat from childhood assessments of political 
 leaders today.

There are many sources of people’s political opinions. Important 
 socialization agents include schools, peers, and the news media. Primary 
among these, however, is the family. In fact, among early socialization 
researchers, parents were thought to play the most influential socializing 
role.3 In the pages that follow, we review the research supporting this con-
clusion, as well as discuss how the broader political context influences 
developing political opinions. Recently, scholars have focused on an alterna-
tive way that political attitudes are acquired—genetics. We review this hot, 
and somewhat controversial, area of research near the end of the chapter.

Another way to think of political socialization is as the transmission 
of key political values and norms from one generation to the next. This 
view of socialization focuses on how societies “inculcate appropriate norms 
and practices in citizens, residents or members.”4 David Easton and Jack  
Dennis were proponents of this approach, linking socialization to the main-
tenance of a democratic political system.5 In particular, Easton and Dennis 
described the main goal of early socialization as fostering confidence and 
trust in, as well as positive affect toward, the political system. They further 
argued that the widespread holding of these attitudes is important for the 
persistence of a nation’s government. Failure to transmit these norms to 
new generations of children could threaten a nation’s stability.

Consistent with Easton and Dennis’s view, successful socialization 
would result in citizens who support the nation’s system of government 
and who respect political authority. Such outcomes would please demo-
cratic elitists. First, socializing citizens in such a way could lead them to 
defer to political leaders and the leaders’ expertise. This would preserve the 
dominance of elite decision making with lesser involvement from the citi-
zens, as democratic elitists prefer. Second, this type of socialization empha-
sizes system support over individual development, a goal that democratic 
elitists support but one that other democratic theorists, most especially 
participatory democrats, find worrisome.

In contrast, pluralists hope that socialization develops strong political 
identities and a clear sense of how individuals’ interests are best represented 
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Chapter 2 | Political Socialization  51

in the political system. Especially with a clear sense of their own similarities 
to the political parties, citizens can more easily pursue their interests and 
hold elected officials accountable for representing them.6 Thus, pluralists 
would favor a socialization process that results in strong partisan identi-
fication. To what degree does socialization accomplish the goals of these 
democratic theorists? We return to this question at the end of the chapter.

Childhood Socialization

Childhood socialization typically begins during the elementary school 
years, when children learn about the political world and develop political 
orientations. From the fourth grade, “children move from near—but not 
complete—ignorance of adult politics to awareness of most of the con-
spicuous features of the adult political world” by the eighth grade.7 One of 
the earliest political attitudes formed is a highly positive evaluation of the 
nation. Children believe that the United States is better than other nations 
and at an early age develop a strong emotional attachment to the nation.8

Benevolent Leader Images

Another notable political orientation of elementary school children is 
their idealization of leaders, especially the president. In one of the classic 
studies of childhood socialization, Fred Greenstein asked fourth through 
eighth graders in New Haven, Connecticut, to rate specific political execu-
tives in 1958.9 Substantial majorities of children who knew these lead-
ers rated them as “very good,” whereas barely any children (less than 1 
percent) rated the leaders as “bad.” For example, 71 percent of the chil-
dren evaluated the president’s job performance as very good, with a further 
21 percent feeling that the president was doing a “fairly good” job. These 
evaluations were higher than adult assessments of the president. During 
the time of Greenstein’s study, 58 percent of the adult public approved of 
Dwight Eisenhower’s performance. Similar positive assessments emerged 
in a study conducted by Robert Hess and David Easton of second through 
eighth graders living in a Chicago suburb.10 These children were asked 
to compare the president to “most men” on a number of characteristics. 
Large majorities of children felt that the president is more honest, is more 
knowledgeable, and works harder. When asked to evaluate the president 
as a person, 97 percent of students said the president is “the best person in 
the world” or a “good person.”

The words children use to describe political leaders and their duties 
are quite interesting and further demonstrate the positive attitudes children 
hold.11 Greenstein asked the children in his study, “What kinds of things do 
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52  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

you think the President does?”12 Some of their responses appear in the first 
column of Table 2.1. These children generally described the leaders doing 
good deeds and providing for people’s basic needs. Further, this benev-
olent leader imagery exists for most children in the absence of factual 
information about the leaders. As the examples in the table demonstrate, 
some children do not describe the leaders’ duties accurately, for example, 
assuming that the president gives people freedom. Yet this does not prevent 
them from possessing positive attitudes about the leaders.

Certainly 1958 was a long time ago. Do we know if children’s views 
of the president are the same today? Two replications of Greenstein’s work 
have been undertaken in the years since 1958. The first was conducted 
in 2000 by Amy Carter and Ryan Teten among fourth- through eighth-
grade children in Nashville.13 The second, undertaken by Zoe Oxley, Mirya 
 Holman, Jill Greenlee, Angela Bos, and Celeste Lay, surveyed children 
in grades one through six at four different locations in the United States 
(greater Boston, upstate New York, northeast Ohio, and New Orleans).14 
Children in the latter study were interviewed in 2017–2018 and were 

Table 2.1 Children’s Descriptions of the President’s Duties

“What kinds of things do you think the president does?”

1958 2017–2018

“Gives us freedom” (8th grader)
“If someone’s being bad he tells them to 
stop” (1st grader) 

“[Does] good work” (6th grader)
“Tries to protect our country, make laws and 
helps the country be stable” (6th grader)

“Has the right to stop bad 
things before they start” (5th 
grader)

“Helps people in the country with difficult 
problems in their life” (3rd grader)

“Is doing a very good job of 
making people be safe” (4th 
grader)

“Lies, [is] destroying our country” 
(4th grader) 

“Deals with foreign countries 
and takes care of the U.S.” (8th 
grader)

“Goes to Florida, plays golf, talks with other 
political leaders, tries to help our country, 
insults immigrants and people from other 
countries” (6th grader)

Sources: Data for 1958 from Fred I. Greenstein, “The Benevolent Leader: Children’s 
Images of Political Authority,” American Political Science Review 54 (1960): 939. Data 
for 2017–2018 from Angela L. Bos, Jill S. Greenlee, Mirya R. Holman, J. Celeste Lay, and 
Zoe M. Oxley, Gender and Early Socialization Study.
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Chapter 2 | Political Socialization  53

asked items from Greenstein’s as well as Hess and Easton’s earlier work. 
The results from the more recent studies are similar to the earlier results in 
one important respect: children continue to hold idealized and benevolent 
images of the office of the presidency. They see the president as one of the 
most important adult roles, and the language children use when describing 
what the president does is mostly favorable. However, as demonstrated in 
the right-hand column of Table 2.1, negative images about the president’s 
activity have crept into children’s minds.

In contrast, compared to earlier decades, children of today are much 
more likely to evaluate the president himself negatively. Recall that nearly all 
of the children in Hess and Easton’s study considered the president to be 
either a good person or the best person. By 2017–2018, a slight majority 
(51 percent) say the president is “not a good person,” whereas only 3 per-
cent consider him to be the “best person in the world.”15 When it comes 
to assessing job performance, children’s evaluations have become much 
less favorable (see Figure 2.1). Not only did the percentage of children 

Figure 2.1  Children’s Evaluations of the President’s  
Job Performance
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Sources: Data for 1958 from Fred I. Greenstein, “The Benevolent Leader: Children’s 
Images of Political Authority,” American Political Science Review 54 (1960), 938. Data 
for 2000 from Amy Carter and Ryan L. Teten, “Assessing Changing Views of the President: 
Revisiting Greenstein’s Children and Politics,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 32 (2002), 
457. Data for 2017–2018 from Zoe M. Oxley, Mirya R. Holman, Jill S. Greenlee, Angela L. 
Bos, and J. Celeste Lay, “Children’s Views of the American Presidency,” Public Opinion  
Quarterly 84 (2020): 141–157, DOI: 10.1093/poq/nfaa007.
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Chapter 2 | Political Socialization  55

Democratic National Committee headquarters in the Watergate complex 
in Washington, DC. Amid allegations that he tried to cover up his involve-
ment in this burglary, President Richard Nixon resigned from office two 
years later. To examine the effects of this scandal while events were still 
unfolding, Greenstein compared the attitudes of children in 1969–1970 
with those held in June 1973.23 Although these children viewed the presi-
dent somewhat less positively in the second time period, assessments of 
the president did not become significantly more negative during the early 
1970s. In a very specific domain, however, children’s attitudes toward 
the president did change. Compared with four years earlier, in 1973 chil-
dren were much more likely to believe that the president is above the law 
(31 vs. 58 percent, respectively, expressed this view). Finally, the findings 
that children’s evaluations of the president as a person were more negative 
in 2000 and 2017–2018 compared to the 1950s can probably be traced to 
Watergate. The Watergate era ushered in a sustained period of increasingly 
negative views of government and politicians among the American public, 
including children.

Age, Class, Ethnic, and Racial Differences

Although positive images of political leaders are fairly common among 
children, there are important exceptions to this trend. Older children are 
substantially less likely to view leaders in an idealized fashion.24 Further, 
in prior decades, children’s assessments of a president’s personal quali-
ties (such as honesty) became more negative as the children got older, but 
their evaluations of the president’s governing-related characteristics (such 
as working hard and being knowledgeable) remained positive.25 More 
recently, however, children’s evaluations of all three of these traits become 
more negative as children grow older.26

Significant class and racial differences also exist in children’s evalu-
ations of political leaders. In 1967, Dean Jaros, Herbert Hirsch, and 
Frederic Fleron surveyed children from Appalachia (specifically eastern 
Kentucky).27 They selected this region because its higher-than-average lev-
els of poverty and relative isolation distinguish it from most middle- and 
upper-class regions of the United States. Jaros, Hirsch, and Fleron’s results 
are strikingly different from those obtained by Greenstein or by Hess and 
Easton. Appalachian children demonstrated much less positive attitudes 
toward leaders and the political system. Whereas 77 percent of the fifth to 
eighth graders in the Chicago area, for example, believed that the president 
works harder than “most men,”28 only 35 percent of the Kentucky chil-
dren held this view. Also, 26 percent of the children in Appalachia believed 
that the president is “not a good person” compared with only 8 percent of 
Chicago-area children. Rather than Greenstein’s benevolent leader, Jaros 
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56  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

et al. conclude that malevolent leader imagery is more common in east-
ern Kentucky. Their results are important not only for what they demon-
strate about political socialization in Appalachia, a region that is not often 
studied, but also because they caution us against concluding that positive 
images of political authority were universally held among American chil-
dren in prior decades.

Idealized images of the president are less common among Black chil-
dren than among white children. In a 1969–1970 study of children’s 
attitudes, 32 percent of Black children possessed positive or idealized 
assessments compared with 55 percent of white children.29 These racial dif-
ferences generally exist at all grade levels but are especially notable as chil-
dren grow older. For example, whereas attitudes toward the president and 
police officers were similar for Black and white second graders, by eighth 
grade Black children held significantly more negative images than their 
white peers.30 More recently, the 2017–2018 childhood socialization study 
uncovered differences by race and ethnicity: assessments of the president’s  
personal qualities and job performance were most positive among white 
school children and most negative among Black children, with the views of 
Latino and Asian children falling in between.31

Racial differences also exist when we consider other political attitudes. 
White school children tend to have considerably higher levels of politi-
cal trust and efficacy compared with Black school children. Trust assesses 
the degree to which individuals agree that political leaders are honest and 
act in the public’s interest. Efficacy refers to the belief that one can influ-
ence the decisions of government officials and the belief that these officials 
are responsive to public wishes. When levels of trust and efficacy by chil-
dren’s race were compared in the 1960s, Black children had consistently 
lower levels of efficacy than did their white peers. Racial differences in 
trust, however, only emerged in research conducted after summer 1967, 
at which point levels of trust were lower among Blacks. Before then, white 
and Black children had similar levels of trust. That year marked a time 
when the Black community as a whole became less trusting of the govern-
ment, in part because urban riots were occurring in the United States and 
the policy gains achieved during the civil rights movement had seemingly 
ended.32

Ethnic and racial differences in these attitudes have persisted. In 2003 
and 2004, Kim Fridkin, Patrick Kenney, and Jack Crittenden surveyed 
white, African American, Latino, and Native American eighth graders in 
and around Phoenix, Arizona.33 Compared with the minority students, 
white students displayed more trust in government and higher levels of 
political efficacy. Native Americans had the lowest levels of both trust and 
efficacy.

In one of the few recent examinations of younger children’s political  
attitudes, Christia Spears Brown, Rashmita Mistry, and Rebecca Bigler 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



Chapter 2 | Political Socialization  57

conducted a small survey of African American children in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Katrina.34 Katrina, a powerful hurricane, landed on the Gulf 
Coast in late August 2005, with devastating consequences. Massive flood-
ing and property damage occurred, notably in New Orleans. Governmen-
tal response to the hurricane was widely considered to be too slow and 
inadequate. Meanwhile, Americans throughout the nation witnessed the 
crisis unfold on their television sets. The New Orleans victims were dispro-
portionately Black and poor, leading Brown and her colleagues to explore 
Black children’s attitudes toward the government response and attribu-
tions of responsibility for the inadequate relief efforts. Their sample was 
drawn from schools in one city—Los Angeles—and contained only African 
Americans. Thus, their results cannot speak to racial differences in rel-
evant attitudes or to nationwide attitudes. Yet Brown, Mistry, and Bigler 
report a number of interesting findings, particularly regarding age differ-
ences. Their youngest participants (second graders) were more likely to 
evaluate President George W. Bush’s performance favorably than were the 
older respondents (eighth graders). In terms of what was responsible for 
the delay in relief reaching the victims, the younger children were most 
likely to credit logistical challenges (such as the difficulty in rescuing thou-
sands of  people). The eighth graders, on the other hand, were more likely 
to believe racial discrimination was a factor.

What might account for class, ethnic, and racial differences in chil-
dren’s attitudes? According to one approach, ethnic and racial minorities 
have less power than whites in the political system and less reason to believe 
that political leaders will respond to their wishes. Furthermore, past eth-
nic and racial discrimination at the hands of government (such as school 
segregation, police violence, and voter disenfranchisement) has generated 
mistrust toward the government among affected group members. Black, 
Latino, and Native American children are aware of these current and past 
realities, which contributes to their having different attitudes from white 
children.35 In other words, this political reality explanation posits that 
political attitudes respond to actual political events and phenomena.

Parental communication is also an important factor. Jaros, Hirsch, and 
Fleron attribute the Appalachian children’s less favorable assessments of 
leaders and the political system to their parents’ views. Among Appalachian 
adults, “there is a great deal of overt, anti-government sentiment. . . . Rejec-
tion of and hostility toward political authority, especially federal authority, 
has long characterized the region.”36 Attempts to explain racial and ethnic 
differences in trust and efficacy also posit a role for parents. Fridkin and her 
colleagues found that children who discussed politics with their parents 
had more positive attitudes toward government but also that political dis-
cussions were more common in the homes of middle-class white children 
than Black, Latino, Native American, or working-class white children.37 
Fridkin, Kenney, and Crittenden also wonder about the nature of political 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
 This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

 
Do n

ot 
co

py
, p

os
t, o

r d
ist

rib
ute

 



58  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

Box 2.1 Childhood Political Socialization in Europe

Childhood socialization research has seen a recent resurgence in western 
Europe. Much like in the United States, the scholarly community moved 
away from studying children, in part because of an assumption that young 
children “lack basic competencies to deal with abstract and complicated 
matters such as politics.”1 One question thus guiding newer scholarship is 
whether children possess meaningful political perspectives. They do.

Children aged eight through twelve interviewed by Lena Haug display 
an interest in political topics, with especially high interest in topics such as 
children’s rights, war, poverty, and the environment.2 General knowledge 
of politics is evident among elementary school children, yet gender differ-
ences also emerge by then, with girls displaying lower levels of knowledge.3 
Children are also developing political orientations and an understanding 
of key political concepts. Jan van Deth, Simone Abendschön, and Meike 
Wollmar explored children’s notions of good citizenship, uncovering that 
as early as the first year of primary school, children differentiate between 
characteristics such as helpfulness and obeying the law from being popular 
or wealthy.4 Conceptions of economic inequality and meritocracy among 
eight- to ten-year-old children were the focus of Tanja Betz and Laura  
Kayser’s work.5 They conclude that children attribute adult’s economic suc-
cess to academic achievement earlier in life, a pattern that did not vary 
much by the social class of the children studied.

These works provide important insights into the development of 
political views among children. Furthermore, owing to the fact that chil-
dren would have difficulty answering standard survey questions posed to 
adults, these scholars use a variety of creative research approaches. One 
way that Haug measured topic interest was by asking children to draw a 
picture about their “World of Politics.” Van Deth and colleagues designed 
a survey that contained pictures corresponding with question topics. Sur-
vey response options were presented as familiar objects (such as smiley 
faces) or in familiar formats (multiple choices, as in a test). Betz and Kayser 
opted not to survey children but instead conducted in-depth interviews, 
conversation-style.

Public Opinion in  
Comparative Perspective

1 Jan W. van Deth, Simone Abendschön, and Meike Wollmar, “Children and Politics: 
An Empirical Reassessment of Early Political Socialization,” Political Psychology 
32 (2011): 147.
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56  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

et al. conclude that malevolent leader imagery is more common in east-
ern Kentucky. Their results are important not only for what they demon-
strate about political socialization in Appalachia, a region that is not often 
studied, but also because they caution us against concluding that positive 
images of political authority were universally held among American chil-
dren in prior decades.

Idealized images of the president are less common among Black chil-
dren than among white children. In a 1969–1970 study of children’s 
attitudes, 32 percent of Black children possessed positive or idealized 
assessments compared with 55 percent of white children.29 These racial dif-
ferences generally exist at all grade levels but are especially notable as chil-
dren grow older. For example, whereas attitudes toward the president and 
police officers were similar for Black and white second graders, by eighth 
grade Black children held significantly more negative images than their 
white peers.30 More recently, the 2017–2018 childhood socialization study 
uncovered differences by race and ethnicity: assessments of the president’s  
personal qualities and job performance were most positive among white 
school children and most negative among Black children, with the views of 
Latino and Asian children falling in between.31

Racial differences also exist when we consider other political attitudes. 
White school children tend to have considerably higher levels of politi-
cal trust and efficacy compared with Black school children. Trust assesses 
the degree to which individuals agree that political leaders are honest and 
act in the public’s interest. Efficacy refers to the belief that one can influ-
ence the decisions of government officials and the belief that these officials 
are responsive to public wishes. When levels of trust and efficacy by chil-
dren’s race were compared in the 1960s, Black children had consistently 
lower levels of efficacy than did their white peers. Racial differences in 
trust, however, only emerged in research conducted after summer 1967, 
at which point levels of trust were lower among Blacks. Before then, white 
and Black children had similar levels of trust. That year marked a time 
when the Black community as a whole became less trusting of the govern-
ment, in part because urban riots were occurring in the United States and 
the policy gains achieved during the civil rights movement had seemingly 
ended.32

Ethnic and racial differences in these attitudes have persisted. In 2003 
and 2004, Kim Fridkin, Patrick Kenney, and Jack Crittenden surveyed 
white, African American, Latino, and Native American eighth graders in 
and around Phoenix, Arizona.33 Compared with the minority students, 
white students displayed more trust in government and higher levels of 
political efficacy. Native Americans had the lowest levels of both trust and 
efficacy.

In one of the few recent examinations of younger children’s political  
attitudes, Christia Spears Brown, Rashmita Mistry, and Rebecca Bigler 
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conducted a small survey of African American children in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Katrina.34 Katrina, a powerful hurricane, landed on the Gulf 
Coast in late August 2005, with devastating consequences. Massive flood-
ing and property damage occurred, notably in New Orleans. Governmen-
tal response to the hurricane was widely considered to be too slow and 
inadequate. Meanwhile, Americans throughout the nation witnessed the 
crisis unfold on their television sets. The New Orleans victims were dispro-
portionately Black and poor, leading Brown and her colleagues to explore 
Black children’s attitudes toward the government response and attribu-
tions of responsibility for the inadequate relief efforts. Their sample was 
drawn from schools in one city—Los Angeles—and contained only African 
Americans. Thus, their results cannot speak to racial differences in rel-
evant attitudes or to nationwide attitudes. Yet Brown, Mistry, and Bigler 
report a number of interesting findings, particularly regarding age differ-
ences. Their youngest participants (second graders) were more likely to 
evaluate President George W. Bush’s performance favorably than were the 
older respondents (eighth graders). In terms of what was responsible for 
the delay in relief reaching the victims, the younger children were most 
likely to credit logistical challenges (such as the difficulty in rescuing thou-
sands of  people). The eighth graders, on the other hand, were more likely 
to believe racial discrimination was a factor.

What might account for class, ethnic, and racial differences in chil-
dren’s attitudes? According to one approach, ethnic and racial minorities 
have less power than whites in the political system and less reason to believe 
that political leaders will respond to their wishes. Furthermore, past eth-
nic and racial discrimination at the hands of government (such as school 
segregation, police violence, and voter disenfranchisement) has generated 
mistrust toward the government among affected group members. Black, 
Latino, and Native American children are aware of these current and past 
realities, which contributes to their having different attitudes from white 
children.35 In other words, this political reality explanation posits that 
political attitudes respond to actual political events and phenomena.

Parental communication is also an important factor. Jaros, Hirsch, and 
Fleron attribute the Appalachian children’s less favorable assessments of 
leaders and the political system to their parents’ views. Among Appalachian 
adults, “there is a great deal of overt, anti-government sentiment. . . . Rejec-
tion of and hostility toward political authority, especially federal authority, 
has long characterized the region.”36 Attempts to explain racial and ethnic 
differences in trust and efficacy also posit a role for parents. Fridkin and her 
colleagues found that children who discussed politics with their parents 
had more positive attitudes toward government but also that political dis-
cussions were more common in the homes of middle-class white children 
than Black, Latino, Native American, or working-class white children.37 
Fridkin, Kenney, and Crittenden also wonder about the nature of political 
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58  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

Box 2.1 Childhood Political Socialization in Europe

Childhood socialization research has seen a recent resurgence in western 
Europe. Much like in the United States, the scholarly community moved 
away from studying children, in part because of an assumption that young 
children “lack basic competencies to deal with abstract and complicated 
matters such as politics.”1 One question thus guiding newer scholarship is 
whether children possess meaningful political perspectives. They do.

Children aged eight through twelve interviewed by Lena Haug display 
an interest in political topics, with especially high interest in topics such as 
children’s rights, war, poverty, and the environment.2 General knowledge 
of politics is evident among elementary school children, yet gender differ-
ences also emerge by then, with girls displaying lower levels of knowledge.3 
Children are also developing political orientations and an understanding 
of key political concepts. Jan van Deth, Simone Abendschön, and Meike 
Wollmar explored children’s notions of good citizenship, uncovering that 
as early as the first year of primary school, children differentiate between 
characteristics such as helpfulness and obeying the law from being popular 
or wealthy.4 Conceptions of economic inequality and meritocracy among 
eight- to ten-year-old children were the focus of Tanja Betz and Laura  
Kayser’s work.5 They conclude that children attribute adult’s economic suc-
cess to academic achievement earlier in life, a pattern that did not vary 
much by the social class of the children studied.

These works provide important insights into the development of 
political views among children. Furthermore, owing to the fact that chil-
dren would have difficulty answering standard survey questions posed to 
adults, these scholars use a variety of creative research approaches. One 
way that Haug measured topic interest was by asking children to draw a 
picture about their “World of Politics.” Van Deth and colleagues designed 
a survey that contained pictures corresponding with question topics. Sur-
vey response options were presented as familiar objects (such as smiley 
faces) or in familiar formats (multiple choices, as in a test). Betz and Kayser 
opted not to survey children but instead conducted in-depth interviews, 
conversation-style.

Public Opinion in  
Comparative Perspective

1 Jan W. van Deth, Simone Abendschön, and Meike Wollmar, “Children and Politics: 
An Empirical Reassessment of Early Political Socialization,” Political Psychology 
32 (2011): 147.
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discussions in the homes. Negative views toward government (particularly 
the government’s past and present interactions with minorities) might be 
shared between minority parents and children, they argue, more so than 
in white households. Unfortunately, these researchers did not assess the 
content of family political discussions. Their work, as well as that of Jaros, 
Hirsch, and Fleron, suggests that future studies of childhood socialization 
should examine family conversations more fully.

Parental Transmission of Political Attitudes

As they move into adolescence, children begin to acquire specific political 
opinions to add to the more general orientations toward government and 
political leaders gained during early childhood. Parents are thought to be 
a key source of these political attitudes, perhaps even the most important 
source, as the following quotation illustrates: “Whether the child is con-
scious or unaware of the impact, whether the process is role-modelling or 
overt transmission, whether the values are political and directly usable or 
‘nonpolitical’ but transferable, and whether what is passed on lies in the 
cognitive or affective realm, it has been argued that the family is of para-
mount importance.”38

In 1965, Kent Jennings and Richard Niemi began a study to exam-
ine directly the similarity between adolescents’ political attitudes and 
those of their parents.39 Their research—one of the most influential 
political socialization studies conducted in the United States—improved 
on prior socialization studies in important ways. Thus, we profile their 
study in this section. We begin with the socializing role played by par-
ents during their children’s adolescence and then explore whether attitudes 
acquired by the children remain stable during their adult years. For both  
adolescent socialization and adult socialization, we focus heavily on the 
acquisition of one important attitude—party identification.

2 Lena Haug, “‘Without Politics It Would Be Like a Robbery without Police’: Chil-
dren’s Interest in Politics,” American Behavioral Scientist 61 (2017): 254–272.

3 Alice Simon, “How Can We Explain the Gender Gap in Children’s Political Knowl-
edge?”, American Behavioral Scientist 61 (2017): 222–237.

4 Van Deth, Abendschön, and Wollmar, “Children and Politics.”
5 Tanja Betz and Laura B. Kayser, “Children and Society: Children’s Knowledge 
about Inequalities, Meritocracy, and the Interdependency of Academic Achieve-
ment, Poverty, and Wealth,” American Behavioral Scientist 61 (2017): 186–203.
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Parental Transmission during Adolescence

Empirically, one could assess the influence of parents’ attitudes on 
their children by using a number of approaches. One method involves sur-
veying the children, asking them their political attitudes and also asking 
them to report their parents’ attitudes. (Similarly, one could survey parents, 
querying them about their and their children’s attitudes.) This approach 
is limited, however, because of the possibility that the children either do 
not know their parents’ attitudes or assume that their parents’ attitudes 
are the same as theirs. If the latter occurs, this projection could lead to the 
parents’ and children’s attitudes appearing to be more similar than they 
really are. To avoid these problems, Jennings and Niemi surveyed children 
and their parents separately, with members of each group completing their 
own questionnaires. In total, 1,669 high school seniors took part in the 
first (1965) wave of their study. For approximately one-third of these stu-
dents, their father was randomly selected to complete a questionnaire. The 
mother was randomly selected for another third, and both parents were 
selected to be surveyed for the final third.

Another advantage of Jennings and Niemi’s study is that their research 
participants were selected to represent the entire nation. Rather than study-
ing parents and children from one city or one geographical area, these 
researchers used a national sample. High schools across the nation were 
randomly selected, with steps taken to ensure that this sample accurately 
represented the entire population of high schools in the United States. 
Thus, the ninety-seven selected high schools included those from cities, 
suburbs, and rural areas; those with varying numbers of students; those 
from every geographical region of the nation; and both public and pri-
vate schools. Within each selected school, fifteen to twenty-one seniors 
(depending on the size of the school) were randomly selected to participate 
in the study. This approach to selecting study participants, known as a 
national probability sample, allowed Jennings and Niemi to make infer-
ences from their participants to the entire nation of high school seniors and 
their parents. With other methods, researchers must be more cautious in 
their conclusions. Selecting participants from one’s local area, for example, 
does not allow a researcher to draw conclusions about the entire nation. 
Further, if participants volunteer to participate instead of being randomly 
selected, we cannot be certain that these self-selected participants’ attitudes 
mirror those of the greater population. In fact, these people very likely 
may have more intense attitudes or be more politically aware, factors that 
increase the likelihood that an individual will voluntarily participate in a 
political survey.

To assess how thoroughly parents transmit their political attitudes to 
their offspring, Jennings and Niemi compared a variety of political atti-
tudes between parents and their children. One of their most significant 
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conclusions is that children are more likely to share their parents’ party 
identification than other political attitudes. Nearly 60 percent of high 
school seniors had the same general partisanship as their parents (for 
example, if the child was a strong Democrat, the parent was either a strong, 
weak, or Independent-leaning Democrat). In only 7 percent of the parent-
child pairs was one person a Democrat and the other a Republican, or vice 
versa. This result led Jennings and Niemi to conclude that the “transmis-
sion of party preferences from one generation to the next is carried out 
rather successfully in the American context.”40 One significant difference in 
partisanship did emerge from their analysis: the children were more likely 
to be politically independent than their parents (35.7 vs. 23.9 percent 
identified as Independent, respectively). Unbeknownst to the researchers 
at the time, Jennings and Niemi’s data capture a snapshot of a decades-long 
trend of Americans becoming more weakly attached to the political parties, 
a topic we return to shortly.

As for political attitudes other than partisanship, such as opinions 
regarding school integration and school prayer, and evaluations of political 
groups, these appear to be passed from parent to child less often. Finally, 
there is little agreement between parents and offspring on their degree of 
cynicism toward politicians and the political system. Overall, high school 
seniors are much less likely to be cynical than their parents, a result that 
coincides with the childhood socialization research presented earlier.  
Jennings and Niemi attribute this finding to the fact that schools serve 
as powerful socializing agents, inculcating positive views of the nation 
(through rituals and curricula) while avoiding much critical analysis of the 
U.S. government.

These results tell us something about adolescent socialization in the 
1960s, but what about in more recent decades? Fortunately, Jennings and 
Niemi were not done exploring political socialization in 1965. The high 
school seniors they first interviewed in 1965 were reinterviewed three 
more times, the last time in 1997. The children of the former high school 
seniors were also interviewed in 1997. This research design permits an 
exploration of parent-child transmission for two different time periods, 
which is exactly what Kent Jennings, Laura Stoker, and Jake Bowers did.41 
In other words, they compared the correspondence between the attitudes 
of the 1965 high school seniors and their parents (in 1965) with the cor-
respondence between these former high school seniors and their children 
(in 1997).

Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers found that, across a variety of political 
issues, the likelihood that a child in his late teens will hold the same atti-
tudes as his parents was largely the same in 1997 as it had been in 1965. 
Furthermore, parent-child correspondence was higher for party identifi-
cation in 1997 than almost all other issues. In a departure from 1965, 
however, parental transmission of two attitudes—toward gay rights and 
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62  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

abortion—was higher than for party affiliation. The authors attribute this 
to the high salience and moral basis for both of these issues. In the end, 
they conclude that “the patterns of political reproduction do not differ 
appreciably across the generations.”42 Jennings and Niemi’s initial results 
were thus not timebound; that is, they were not a product of the political 
times of the 1960s.

Taking this work a step further, Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers explored 
when the transmission of party identification from parents to their children 
would be enhanced. In particular, they identified family characteristics that 
should result in parents providing frequent and clear cues regarding their 
political views to their offspring. Two seem to be especially important: family  
politicization (the degree to which parents are politically active and poli-
tics is discussed in the household) and parental attitude stability. As 
demonstrated in Figure 2.2, the correspondence of party identification 
between parents and children was indeed higher in more politically active 

Figure 2.2  Parent-Child Correspondence of Party 
Identification by Family Politicization and 
Parental Attitude Stability
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Source: Data from M. Kent Jennings, Laura Stoker, and Jake Bowers, “Politics across  
Generations: Family Transmission Reexamined,” Journal of Politics 71 (2009): 789.

Note: Bars represent the correspondence of the parent’s and children’s party identifi-
cation, derived from multivariate regression analyses. Correspondence is measured on a 
scale of 0 to 1, with 1 indicating parents and children shared the same party identification 
within every pair. A score of 0 would mean that parent and child party identification is not 
the same for any of the pairs.
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Chapter 2 | Political Socialization  63

and conversant families than low-politicization families. Also, the more 
stable a parent’s party affiliation was, the more likely a child identified with 
the same party as her parent. These two results held for both time peri-
ods, but the effect of both family characteristics was stronger in 1997 than 
in 1965, as demonstrated by the larger gap between the light- and dark- 
colored bars for 1997 than for the earlier time.

Another topic that political socialization scholars have examined 
is whether mothers or fathers are more likely to pass on their party 
identification to their children. Early analyses, of the 1965 wave of the 
Jennings-Niemi socialization data, demonstrate that when parents do not 
share the same party affiliation, adolescents are a bit more likely to align with 
mom rather than dad.43 Zoe Oxley updated these findings, exploring first 
the 1997 wave of Jennings and Niemi’s study, then a 2012 survey of high 
school and college students.44 The 2012 survey is not ideal for exploring 
parent-child transmission because the children were asked to report their 
parents’ partisanship, but it does permit a look at more recent socialization 
patterns. The results demonstrate that mother-child congruence has 
continued to be higher than that between fathers and children, although 
the parental gap is smaller in 2012 than it was for 1997. Also, two of the 
2012 results run counter to this overall finding. Children are more likely to 
share their father’s partisanship when they discuss politics more with dad 
than mom or when dad does the majority of the household tasks and child 
care. This pattern confirms what was expected (but not directly tested) in 
earlier analyses: children’s party identification follows that of the parent 
that they spend the most time with, whether discussing politics or not. 
Today, as in past decades, that parent is typically the mother.45 

Finally, examinations of parent-child transmission of party identification 
for all three time periods reveal some evidence of same-sex transmission, 
with daughters being more likely to align with their mothers’ partisanship 
as sons align with fathers. Research conducted by Nicole Filler and Kent 
Jennings demonstrates that same-sex parent-child congruence also exists 
for gender role attitudes, such as preferences for women and men having 
equal roles in business and politics versus believing women’s proper place 
is in the home as well as views toward the women’s movement.46 Indeed, 
for these attitudes, same-sex transmission is even more prevalent than for 
party identification or for other political opinions.

Do Preadult Attitudes Persist Into Adulthood?

Once children leave adolescence and enter adulthood, do their politi-
cal attitudes remain the same? If not, do they change in predictable ways? 
There are a number of methods to study adult socialization. One of the 
most effective ways is to survey the same group of people when they are 
adolescents and then again when they are adults. This method, called a 
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64  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

panel or longitudinal study, is the approach taken by Jennings and Niemi. 
As already mentioned, they interviewed their sample of high school seniors 
four times: in 1965, 1973, 1982, and 1997. Although they were not able 
to reinterview all of the 1,669 seniors who had participated in the origi-
nal study, they did reinterview nearly 1,000 of the participants in all four 
waves of the study. This study design allows a comparison of the attitudes 
of these individuals at various points in their life—as high school seniors, 
at twenty-six years old, at thirty-five years old, and again at fifty years old—
to directly assess whether their late-adolescent political attitudes persisted 
into and throughout adulthood. This panel study has resulted in a rich 
array of information and has produced a number of interesting insights 
into adult socialization.

In particular, we have learned a lot about the stability of party iden-
tification over time from analyses of this panel study. Figure 2.3 demon-
strates how stable the high school seniors’ party affiliation was from the 
year of their high school graduation (1965) to their midtwenties (1973) to 

Figure 2.3  Stability of Party Identification Over Time, 
Overall and by Preadult Parent-Child 
Correspondence
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Sources: Data for “All” bars from Laura Stoker and M. Kent Jennings, “Of Time and the 
Development of Partisan Polarization,” American Journal of Political Science 52 (2008): 
623. Data for other bars from M. Kent Jennings, Laura Stoker, and Jake Bowers, “Politics 
across Generations: Family Transmission Reexamined,” Journal of Politics 71 (2009): 794.

Note: Bars represent the stability of party identification across each time period, as 
 measured by continuity correlations.
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twins as well as nontwin siblings of twins.76 Incorporating nontwins into 
this research is an important development, primarily because twin-only 
designs are open to generalizability critiques. In other words, we should be 
cautious in assuming that results gleaned from studies of twins apply to all 
people, twins and nontwins alike.

How are genes linked to political attitudes? Answering this question 
is not easy. The consensus now is that a complex chain is at work. Genes 
are known to influence many of our biological systems. These systems can 
then condition our emotional reactions as well as the processing of incom-
ing information, both of which are probably related to our personality traits 
and core values, which in turn are related to political ideology and issue 
attitudes. Throughout this sequence, environmental circumstances are also 
at work. Conceptually, this is how genes are thought to be related to politi-
cal attitudes.77

Research is now under way to explore some of the links in this chain, 
such as one study that explores reactions to the September 11, 2001, 
attacks.78 An individual’s genetic makeup can influence how he responds 
emotionally to a threatening situation, such as a terrorist attack. Some 
people felt angry immediately after 9/11 and became more trusting of the 
government, whereas others were anxious and experienced declines in 
trust. Anger can produce a desire for retaliation, in this case against the 
responsible terrorists, and thus increased support for any person or body 
that can retaliate (such as the federal government). In contrast, anxiety 
can be accompanied by beliefs that no person or organization can control 
a situation. Furthermore, in the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, 
genes played a more influential role on levels of governmental trust and 
environmental factors a less influential role versus before that day. With 
the passage of time, during which no further attacks on U.S. soil occurred, 
the influence of genes decreased back to pre-9/11 levels. In short, the shift-
ing dynamics of public trust resulted from the interaction between genetics 
and the environment, not genetic makeup or environmental circumstances 
alone.79

The link between genetics and politics is an active area of public 
opinion scholarship. Nevertheless, not everyone has climbed aboard the 
genetics train.80 In their 2005 article, Alford, Funk, and Hibbing correctly 
predicted that some people would greet their finding of a genetic source 
for political attitudes as “far-fetched, odd, even perverse.”81 Up until that 
time, much public opinion research, certainly including political social-
ization, focused on environmental sources of attitudes. That is, factors 
external to the individual were thought to play the largest role in develop-
ing political opinions. Peering internally, all the way down to our genes, 
has the potential to upend conventional wisdom regarding opinion for-
mation.82 On the other hand, some socialization scholars have been open 
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Chapter 2 | Political Socialization  75

to this new research. Kent Jennings, for instance, describes the genetics 
work as a “provocative addition to the political socialization literature” 
and has called for integrating it with traditional approaches for studying 
socialization.83

Conclusion

The acquisition of political attitudes begins fairly early in life and often 
with positive feelings toward the nation and idealized views of political 
leaders. Would democratic elitists thus be satisfied with the socialization 
of children in the United States today? Although it is true that levels of 
system support tend to be high among children, as these theorists would 
hope, support is not uniformly high across all children. For some chil-
dren, such as those who are older, Black, Latino, Native American, or 
from impoverished backgrounds, childhood attitudes are less benevolent. 
More worrisome for elite democrats is that over recent decades children 
are more likely to have cynical attitudes toward those holding political 
power. Elite democrats assume that citizens are neither interested in nor 
knowledgeable about politics and rely on the expertise of elected officials 
to make governing decisions. As Americans, including young Americans, 
have come to hold these officials in lower esteem, there is less deference 
to political authority than elite democrats prefer. Even when children 
hold more uniformly positive attitudes toward leaders, however, there is 
good evidence that these attitudes do not persist into adulthood, further 
undermining elite democrats’ hope for socialization to produce system-
supporting adults. For instance, although the children of the 1950s trusted 
government and possessed idealized images of leaders at that time, they 
“wound up rioting in the streets of Chicago or smoking dope in Vietnam 
or working as carpenters under assumed names in Toronto” to avoid the 
Vietnam War draft.84

Adolescence brings with it the development of partisan leanings and 
opinions toward a variety of issues. The family plays an important social-
izing role, particularly when it comes to party identification. Other agents 
of socialization—schools, peers, and current political events—also shape 
political attitudes. Yet, over years of socialization research, the family con-
tinues to emerge as an important shaper of children’s attitudes, whether 
through genetic transmission or postnatal socialization. The imprint of 
our parents’ political attitudes is often still visible into adulthood, after 
a period of attitude instability that many of us experience in our early 
twenties.

Pluralists would be pleased by the fact that the transmission of party 
identification continues to be more complete than the transmission of 
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76  Part II | Are Citizens Pliable?

most other political attitudes. Pluralists, after all, hope for socialization 
to develop strong political identities before adulthood, chief among these 
being party identification. Yet the development of preadult partisanship is 
not as complete as pluralists would prefer, partly because the party affili-
ation of young adults is not entirely stable. This suggests that adolescents’ 
party identification is not very crystallized, certainly not as crystallized as 
pluralists would want for citizens about to reach voting age. Also of con-
cern for pluralists is the movement away from strong party affiliations that 
Americans have experienced over the past few decades. As generations of 
adolescents have been socialized during a time of weaker national political 
parties, the effect has been to produce more Independent voters who, in 
the pluralists’ eyes, are less able to have their interests represented through 
the party system.

How would participatory democrats assess the state of political social-
ization? They would have a more difficult task, given that much political 
science research on this topic has generally not focused on the features 
of socialization that these theorists feel are most important. Having said 
this, we can point to one conclusion from the research that certainly trou-
bles participatory democrats: the fact that children who are Black, Latino, 
Native American, or poor develop less trusting attitudes toward govern-
ment at an early age. The more trust in government citizens have, the more 
likely they will participate in politics throughout their life. Participatory 
democrats worry that children who trust government less will grow up 
to be adults who do not participate in politics, thus undermining the goal 
of political equality across citizens that participatory democrats value so 
strongly.

More centrally for participatory democrats, teaching children to be 
active participants in democracy is crucial. Most socialization research 
has not gauged the participatory skills and activities of children or adoles-
cents, certainly not to the degree that participatory democrats would like. 
Rather than emphasizing which agents of socialization influence preadult 
attitudes most strongly, for example, researchers could focus on whether 
parents and other agents pass on their civic engagement perspectives to 
children.85 Philosophically, it is worth considering whether institutions in 
the United States do or even should provide opportunities for civic skill 
development. Take universities. The decades-long national trend has been 
“toward a higher-education system driven by the need to prepare people 
for the workforce rather than the need to prepare people to participate in 
democracy.”86 Should we worry that the civic mission of universities is slip-
ping away? Participatory democrats do, just as they would welcome more 
thorough assessment of courses and programs that develop in children, 
adolescents, and young adults the civic skills that are relevant for political 
participation.
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“The Next America,” Pew Research Center, 2017, http://www.pewresearch 
.org/packages/the-next-america

This section of the Pew Research Center’s website presents results from their anal-
yses of generational differences in the United States. Pew’s site contains loads of 
other information about Millennials and Generation Z, with results from new 
surveys added often. Select “Millennials” or “Generation Z” under their “Topics” 
link from Pew’s home page for the most recent additions.

GenForward Survey Project, University of Chicago, http://genforwardsur 
vey.com/

GenForward Surveys are conducted bimonthly, on a representative sample of 
eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds. As stated on their web page, their surveys are 
designed to pay “special attention to how race and ethnicity shape how respon-
dents experience and think about the world.” New reports, which address a wide 
variety of political and social topics, are added throughout the year.

CIRCLE (The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and 
Engagement), http://www.civicyouth.org

CIRCLE conducts and disseminates research related to the civic engagement of 
youth. Its website contains a wealth of information, including research reports, 
tools for engaging in political and civic activity, and links to other civic engage-
ment sites.
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