
Social Attitudes and Value Change

Stephen Fisher

stephen.fisher@sociology.ox.ac.uk

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~nuff0084/polsoc

I Post-Materialism

I Environmental attitudes

I Liberalism

I Left-Right

I Relationships between different kinds of attitudes

I Partisan Dealignment

I Conclusions

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~nuff0084/polsoc


Post-materialism

Post-materialists are more concerned about quality of life, the
environment, democracy, and human rights. Materialists care
mainly about economic growth and security.

Post-materialism is measured by asking survey respondents to rank
the following possible goals in order of priority for their country.

1. Maintaining order in the nation

2. Giving the people more say in important government decisions

3. Fighting rising prices

4. Protecting freedom of speech

If you prefer items 2 and 4 to items 1 and 3 then you are
post-materialist.



Inglehart’s theory of the Rise of Post-materialism

Inglehart argues that there has been a rise in post-materialism in
the post-war period in the following way.

I People have a hierarchy of needs—survival, security, belonging
and then self-actualization (Maslow)

I So what’s important depends on economic conditions.
I Good times produce post-materialist attitudes.

I Childhood experience is particularly important because of
socialization.

I Hence post-materialism increases by a process of generational
replacement.



Inglehart, 2008: Post-materialism higher in richer countries



Inglehart, West Eur. Pol. 2008



Youngest cohorts the most liberal but not the most postmaterialist in recent surveys from

Europe and Canada: Shorrocks (Pol & Soc, 2018)

15

Figure 4. Lowess Curves for the Average Position for Abortion, Divorce, Homosexuality, Housewife, and Postmaterialism for Cohorts Born 
1925–85.
Note: N=47,435. Higher values on the abortion, divorce, and housewife scales indicate more liberal values.
Source: Combined EVS (1989–2010) and WVS (1995–2012).



Inglehart, 2008: Switch from Post-materialism to Survival
values



Inglehart, 2008: Cohort effects for survival values



Supposed implications of increased postmaterialism

As a result of old materialist cohorts being replaced by young
postmaterialists, Inglehart claims there has been a culture shift
witnessed by . . .

I Rise of New Social Movements, e.g. Peace movement,
environmentalists, anti-trade.

I Growth of ‘post-materialist’ parties, e.g. Greens,
?Radical-right?

I With the diminution of the working class, adaptation of
left-wing parties to represent postmaterialists (new-left).



Critiques of Inglehart’s Post-materialism thesis I

Regarding the nature of Post-materialism

I Looking at US, NL and W Germany, Brooks and Manza
(1994) found no evidence that people can be classified as
either post-materialist or materialist, as Inglehart claimed,
rather they have mixed values, some more materialist some
more post-materialist.

I Both the theory and measure confuse issue dimensions with
issue salience.
I Theoretically, caring less about (i.e. salience of) one issue does

not necessarily mean you should take a particular position on
another issue.

I But there is a logic to the idea that those who are less
concerned about personal material gains will be more
concerned about human rights.

I So, post-materialism—materialism is really an issue dimension
and its relative salience compared with economic left—right is
a separate question, perhaps to be assessed with analysis of
predictive power.



Critiques of Inglehart’s Post-materialism thesis II

I The so-called post-materialist issues are non-materialist liberal
values and some materialist values are primarily authoritarian
(e.g. Flanagan 1987, de Graaf and Evans 1996).
I Post-materialism and self-expression measures might be

primarily measuring liberalism/authoritarianism, and we see
similar cohort replacement effects for these values (Tilley,
PolStud. 2005)

Regarding the process of change of values

I The change in values observed with the post-materialism
question is best explained by rising education and the severity
of war-time experience, not formative affluence (de Graaf and
Evans 1996, also c.f. Tilley 2005).

I Post-materialism is very sensitive to current economic
conditions and so not solely due to cohort replacement.



Critiques of Inglehart’s Post-materialism thesis III

Regarding the relationship between post-materialist and new
social movements

I Supposedly post-materialist New Social Movements are often
concerned with the achievement of “materialist” goals, and
the post-materialists are not less likely to see the state as a
relevant means to achieving their aims (Brooks and Manza,
1994).

I Green party voters (in Germany), although highly educated,
are not economically secure, but despite this they support the
Greens for post-materialist reasons (Betz, CPS 1990).



Dalton, 2013: Post-materialism increasing?
Figures in the table don’t fit the title



Environmentalism experienced a decline in Britain

Not what you’d expect given the post-materialism thesis
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To gain further insight into people’s thinking, we asked two further questions inviting 
people to agree or disagree with statements about the way that society in general 
treats environmental issues:

We worry too much about the future of the environment and not enough about 
prices and jobs today

People worry too much about human progress harming the environment

Knowing that concern about pollution and climate change has decreased in the  
past decade; we might expect to !nd an accompanying increase in support for these 
statements, suggesting that concern for the environment has been overplayed. 
The results, presented in Table 6.2, con!rm this. The percentage agreeing that too 
much emphasis is placed on the environment and not enough on prices and jobs 
is eight points higher than in 2000 (43 per cent compared with 35 per cent) and the 
proportion agreeing that people worry too much about human progress harming the 
environment is up by seven points (35 per cent compared with 28 per cent). Meanwhile 
disagreement with both statements has fallen considerably since 2000. Notably, for the 
!rst time in 2010 more people agreed than disagreed that we worry too much about 
the environment and not enough about prices and jobs (43 per cent compared  
with 34 per cent).

This suggests that the public has not only become less concerned about the threat 
posed by different types of pollution, but is also rather more sceptical that a problem 
really exists. 

‘Green’ activism and environmentally-friendly behaviour
Before considering the reasons for this loss of concern in more detail, we will brie"y 
look at trends in people’s participation in activities related to environmental protection 

Table 6.2 Views on public concern about the environment, 1993–2010

1993 2000 2010
 
We worry too much about the future of the environment 
and not enough about prices and jobs today % % %
         
Agree 36 35 43
Neither 13 13 20
Disagree 48 50 34
         

People worry too much about human progress  
harming the environment % % %
         
Agree 30 28 35
Neither 18 22 25
Disagree 47 46 36
         
Base 1261 972 928

Source: Taylor (BSA, 2012)



Social Bases of Environmentalism in Britain
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Since age, educational background, income and political inclination are interrelated; 
our next step is to apply statistical controls to discover whether any one of these 
factors is particularly in!uential in predicting concern about climate change. (A more 
detailed account of our regression analysis can be found in the appendix at the end of 
this chapter.) From this, we "nd that educational quali"cations and party identi"cation 
are strongly related to the level of concern that people express. However, after taking 
account of education and age, income ceases to be a signi"cant predictor of people’s 
views. Overall, educational attainment and political party identi"cation explain much 
of the variation in levels of concern about pollution from cars, while only educational 
attainment was found to account for the variation in concern about climate change.

Table 6.9 Concern about the dangers to the environment, by demographic group, 
2000 and 20104

% “Extremely dangerous” or “very dangerous”  
to the environment

 

Air pollution from cars
Rise in world’s temperature 
caused by climate change

  

2000 2010
% 

change 2000 2010
% 

change
 
Age
 
18–34 51 34 -18 52 48 -3
35–54 54 27 -27 49 48 -1
55–64 58 29 -29 56 43 -13
65+ 56 21 -35 47 28 -19
 

Educational attainment
 
Degree or higher 62 39 -23 61 63 1
Below degree level 53 26 -27 49 42 -7
No quali"cations 51 25 -26 47 28 -19
 

Household income (quartiles)5 
 
Lowest quartile 59 27 -32 52 37 -15
2nd lowest quartile 53 28 -26 48 36 -11
2nd highest quartile 57 31 -26 55 50 -5
Highest quartile 47 27 -20 49 52 3
 

Party identification
 
Conservative 45 21 -24 40 38 -2
Labour 60 32 -28 54 49 -5
Liberal Democrat 61 36 -25 56 55 -1
 

All 54 28 -26 50 43 -7
 

Source: Taylor (BSA, 2012)



Education as main predictor of climate beliefs: Britain
2010
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* signi!cant at 95% level  
** signi!cant at 99% level

Table A.2 Logistic regression on whether people think that a rise in the world’s 
temperature caused by climate change is dangerous to the environment

Coefficient Standard error p value
 
Sex (male) 
Female 0.103 0.146 0.483
Age (18–34) 0.090
35–54 0.153 0.198 0.442
55–64 0.064 0.240 0.789
65+ -0.474 0.257 0.065
Household income quartiles  
    (lowest quartile) 0.975
Second lowest quartile -0.141 0.230 0.540
Second highest quartile -0.085 0.232 0.715
Highest quartile 0.021 0.247 0.933
Education (Degree) 0.000
Higher education below degree -0.146 0.263 0.579
A level or equivalent -0.440 0.250 0.079
O level or equivalent **-1.021 0.232 0.000
No quali!cations **-0.956 0.268 0.000
Party identification (Conservative) 0.131
Labour 0.358 0.192 0.062
Liberal Democrat 0.359 0.233 0.123
Other party 0.015 0.204 0.941
Constant 0.257 0.329 0.435
 
Base: 847

Source: Taylor (BSA, 2012)



Education and Age differences similar magnitude: Britain
2016
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is “de!nitely not changing” were not asked this and subsequent 
questions about climate change, apart from those on policy 
preferences in Table 146. 

Respondents were asked to give a score from 0, meaning extremely 
bad, to 10, meaning extremely good, to indicate what they thought 
the impact of climate change “will be on people across the world”. 
Two-thirds (66%) of those who gave any score gave one on the 
bad side 0-4, 18% said 5 (suggesting perhaps they thought it will 
be neutral or that they don’t know), and 16% gave a score of 6-10 
– suggesting that they think that climate change has net positive 
consequences for humans.

Table 4 reports the mean scores for the perceived consequences of 
climate change “on people across the world” (full question text is 
available in the appendix to this chapter), according to different age 
and education groups. It is clear that, in line with their stronger beliefs 
in the existence of human-caused climate change, younger and more 
educated groups think that the consequences of climate change will 
be worse than older and less educated groups do. The age divide is 
particularly apparent among graduates (although caution needs to 
be applied, given the small sample size for the oldest age group) but 
less apparent within the group with the lowest levels of education. 

Table 4 Average scores for how good or bad people think the impact of climate change will 
be on people across the world, by age and education level

Highest education level

Mean of extremely bad (0) 
to extremely good (10)

GCSE or 
Lower

Intermediate Degree All

All 4.0 3.6 2.9 3.5

Unweighted base 590 724 507 1821

Age Group

18-34 3.8 3.4 2.4 3.2

Unweighted base 90 185 113 388

35-64 3.9 3.7 3.0 3.5

Unweighted base 215 361 295 871

65+ 4.3 3.8 3.6 4.0

Unweighted base 267 174 91 532

Source: European Social Survey wave 8 (2016), British respondents aged 18+

As we’ve seen in this section, the average person in Britain has 
given “some” thought to climate change. Most think that the world’s 
climate is “de!nitely” changing, and there is also a majority who hold 
the view that climate change is “about equally” caused by human 
activity and natural processes. On average, adults in Britain think that 
the impact of climate change for people around the world will only 

6  Since there were only a few that chose this option, their exclusion makes little difference 
to the conclusions of our analyses.

Younger and more 
educated groups think 
the consequences of 
climate change will be 
worse than older and 
less educated groups

Source: Fisher et al (BSA 2018)

https://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/latest-report/british-social-attitudes-35/climate-change.aspx
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Table 13 Level of worry about climate change, by party identification

Extremely 
worried

Very 
worried

Somewhat 
worried

Not very 
worried

Not at all 
worried

Unweighted 
base

All % 6 19 45 22 6 1858

Party 
identification

Conservative % 3 15 47 28 5 548

Labour % 6 23 48 17 4 512

Liberal 
Democrats % 6 29 51 9 2 130

Scottish 
National Party % 5 22 44 25 3 57

Green Party % 28 23 40 11 - 53

UKIP % 4 9 35 40 8 114

None % 6 17 42 23 10 414

Source: European Social Survey wave 8 (2016), British respondents aged 18+

Green party supporters are the most concerned, with 52% reporting 
to be very or extremely worried about climate change. Liberal 
Democrats are also clearly on the concerned side, with 35% saying 
that they are either very or extremely worried. Labour and Scottish 
National Party (SNP) supporters are more divided, and overall less 
worried than Greens and Liberal Democrats (though results for the 
SNP and Greens should be viewed with caution due to the small 
sample sizes involved).

Similar party differences are present in terms of the climate change 
beliefs discussed earlier (see Table 5). These are not merely a 
re!ection of social differences in age, education and sex, as the 
effects remain after controlling for socio-demographic characteristics 
in a regression analysis (not shown). There are also party differences 
with regard to the questions on collective action. However, they 
follow a different pattern. For instance, Green party supporters have 
more con"dence in the power of collective action than supporters 
of other parties, but are also more pessimistic than others about the 
prospects of large numbers of people actually limiting their energy 
use. Party differences are almost absent regarding the questions on 
personal energy saving ef"cacy and behaviour, with the exception 
that non-voters are less likely to save energy. Green party supporters 
are equally as likely as other party supporters to say that they often 
save energy, although they might be setting themselves higher 
standards as to what counts as “often”.

We cannot tell whether the differences we describe above are due to 
people with different attitudes to climate change choosing different 
parties, the in!uence of people’s preferred parties on the opinions of 
their supporters, or some combination. There are instances in British 
history when parties and their leaders provoked large-scale change 

Source: Fisher et al (BSA 2018)

https://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/latest-report/british-social-attitudes-35/climate-change.aspx


Attention raising protest helped increase climate concern
Kirby (BJPIR, 2022)

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13691481221080651


Mainly stable climate change attitudes in the US

PL20CH12-Egan ARI 31 March 2017 10:19

Trends in Attitudes and Current Public Opinion
The themes addressed in that first climate change survey have been revisited many times in opinion
polls conducted during the 35 years since. The issue’s rising prominence has been reflected in the
frequency of this polling, while the language used to describe the problem in survey items has
gradually changed; the prevalence of the terms “global warming” and “climate change” surpassed
“greenhouse effect” in poll questions around the turn of the twenty-first century. Most survey
questions have focused on the four goals of ascertaining (a) Americans’ awareness and knowledge
about climate change, (b) the extent to which they believe it is occurring, (c) their level of concern
about the problem and the priority they attach to it, and (d ) their support for particular types of
policy response. A number of high-quality surveys (compiled by Bowman et al. 2016) have fielded
consistently worded questions on these topics over the years, making it possible to assess how
opinion has changed over time. Trends for several of these questions are displayed in Figure 1.

As we would expect for a problem that was previously unknown to most Americans, survey
respondents’ self-reported familiarity with climate change has grown steadily over time, with the
share of the public professing to understand the issue rising from a bare majority in the early 1990s
to roughly 4 in 5 Americans today (Figure 1a). But awareness of the issue does not translate into

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

a  Awareness and knowledge

c  Concern and prioritization d  Policy response

b  Belief and attribution

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

0

25

50
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100

0

25

50

75

100

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Understand global warming “very” or 
“fairly” well (Gallup) Effects of global warming have 

“already begun” (Gallup)

“Most scientists agree” global warming is 
happening (various)

Temperatures are rising due to 
human activity (Pew)

Require 20% of electricity from renewables at 
household cost of $100/year (Yale/George Mason)

Climate change should be a “top priority” in 
Washington this year (Pew)

Increase gas taxes so people drive less or buy 
cars that use less gas (Stanford)

Worry about climate change a “great deal” or 
“fair amount” (Gallup)
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Figure 1
Trends in American public opinion on climate change, 1989–2016. Source: Survey data compiled by Bowman et al. (2016).
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Source: Egan and Mullin (AnRevPolSci 2017).



Increasing partisan polarisation of US climate change
attitudes 1989-2016: Egan and Mullin (AnRevPolSci 2017).
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“have already begun”

Figure 2
Polarization in American public opinion on climate change, 1989–2016. Source: Gallup.

Republicans compared to Democrats, the beginning of a gap between partisans that has widened
over time and currently stands at more than 40 percentage points. Trends have been similar on
Gallup’s question asking respondents if and when they think the effects of global warming will
begin (Figure 2b). In 1997, equal shares of Democrats and Republicans said these effects had
already started. Over the course of two decades, the partisan difference on this item swelled to
more than 30 percentage points. Increasing polarization thus underlies—and helps explain—the
aggregate stability over time in trends on these and other climate change attitudes shown in
Figure 1. In most cases, increases in climate change belief, concern, and prioritization among
Democrats have been largely cancelled out by concurrent declines among Republicans.

Explaining Polarization
Many political scientists will find these dynamics unsurprising, as the development of ever-stronger
relationships between partisanship and attitudes is a signature characteristic of contemporary
American public opinion on a wide range of issues over the past few decades (Abramowitz &
Saunders 2008, Levendusky 2009). Polarization among partisan elites tends to precede that among
the public, as shown when trends in the parties’ congressional roll call votes are compared to
rank-and-file partisans’ opinions on issues such as civil rights (Carmines & Stimson 1989) and
abortion (Adams 1997). Mass polarization has typically taken place earliest and has remained most
pronounced among members of the public who pay close attention to politics (Layman & Carsey
2002), in part because the well-informed accept and integrate messages about issues communicated
by like-minded elites while rejecting those delivered by the other side (Zaller 1992).

Polarization on climate change attitudes—and on environmental attitudes more generally—
has largely followed a similar path. The appearance of climate change on the nation’s agenda
took place after a period in which mass opinion on the environment had proven remarkably
resistant to growing divides among partisan elites. A gap between Democrats and Republicans in
congressional roll call votes on the environment has existed since at least the early 1970s (Shipan &
Lowry 2001, Lindaman & Haider-Markel 2002). Surveys of national convention delegates found
Democrats prioritizing the environment more than their Republican counterparts at least since
1972, and the divide has grown larger over time. The Democrats’ “ownership” of the environment
in public opinion surveys—reflecting the party’s substantially greater commitment to prioritizing
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Increasing partisan polarisation of US climate change attitudes 2001-22: Egan and

Mullin (PS 2023).

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/us-partisan-polarization-on-climate-change-can-stalemate-give-way-to-opportunity/2666C4C08C3A5456B3001240B882C48D
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/us-partisan-polarization-on-climate-change-can-stalemate-give-way-to-opportunity/2666C4C08C3A5456B3001240B882C48D


Also social polarisation of environmentalism in US
104  American Behavioral Scientist 57(1)

Table 1. The Demographic Correlates of Environmental Concern

1990 2000 2010

Independent Variable
Slope 

Coefficient
Standard 

Error
Slope 

Coefficient
Standard 

Error
Slope 

Coefficient
Standard 

Error

Agea 0.00 0.006 0.01 0.008 –0.01 0.008
Educationb 0.01 0.087 –0.24** 0.093 0.06 0.115
Incomec –0.09 0.087 –0.06 0.083 –0.21** 0.069
Raced –0.55 0.392 0.26 0.353 1.29*** 0.358
Gendere –0.46 0.246 –0.36 0.248 –0.91** 0.285
Party identificationf 0.37* 0.156 0.51** 0.170 0.96*** 0.205
Political ideologyg 0.15 0.140 0.55** 0.176 1.27*** 0.207
Constant 13.22 0.767 13.91 0.836 9.14 1.015
Mean on additive scale 13.75 14.25 11.84
Number of cases 895 915 894
R2      .021   .052 .159

Source: Copyright 1990-2010 by Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission.
Note: All estimates were obtained using ordinary least squares, and the slope estimates are reported as unstandardized. The 
dependent variable was an additive scale of environmental concerns ranging in value from 0 to 18 summed across the items 
below using this question, recoded as follows: “I’m going to read you a list of environmental problems. As I read each one, 
please tell me if you personally worry about this problem a great deal (3), a fair amount (2), only a little (1), or not at all (0). 
First, how much do you worry about . . .”

• Pollution of rivers, lakes, and reservoirs
• Air pollution
• The loss of tropical rainforests
• Global warming
• Contamination of soil and water by toxic waste
• Pollution of drinking water

These six items were selected from a broader battery of questions because they alone were used in identical wording 
and format in all three years: 1990, 2000, and 2010.
aRespondent’s age in years.
bRespondent’s level of education, coded into categories as follows: (1) none or Grades 1 to 4; (2) Grades 5, 6, 7; (3) 
Grade 8; (4) high school incomplete (Grades 9 to 11); (5) high school graduate; (6) technical, trade, or business after high 
school; (7) college or university incomplete; (8) college or university graduate or more.
cRespondent’s total annual household income before taxes, coded into categories in ascending order. The number of cat-
egories used by Gallup varies by year and changes (in part) because of inflation. For instance, in 1990, the highest income 
category was $50,000 and above, whereas in 2010, it was $500,000 and above. Since maintaining absolute comparability 
here is impossible, I used Gallup’s original coding in each case. As result, the measurement of this variable is slightly—but 
probably not substantively—different in 1990, 2000, and 2010.
dRespondent’s race: (0) White, non-Hispanic; (1) non-White.
eRespondent’s gender: (0) female; (1) male.
f“In politics, as of today, do you consider yourself a Republican, a Democrat, or an Independent?” Coded as (1) Republi-
can, (2) Independent, (3) Democrat. In 1990, the only available question coded responses into three simple categories. In 
2000 and 2010, a more detailed set of questions was used to identify self-described Independents who “leaned” toward 
either of the major parties. To maintain comparability, however, I have elected to use the original 3-point scale in each of 
the models above.
g“How would you describe your political views?” Coded as (1) conservative, (2) moderate, (3) liberal. In 1990, the only 
available question coded responses into three simple categories. In 2000 and 2010, a more detailed, 5-point scale was 
used. To maintain comparability, however, I have elected to use the original 3-point scale in each of the models above.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Source: Guber (AmBehavSci, 2012)



Partisan polarisation particularly strong for global warming
106  American Behavioral Scientist 57(1)

Republicans—and to some extent, for Independents as well—the reverse was true. 
Those who reported a good grasp of global warming were markedly less worried about 
its effects than those who knew comparatively little. It appears, then, that partisan 
polarization is not inherent in the issue itself but that it occurs through the acquisition 
of information. As respondents become familiar with the partisan cues that are cogni-
tively associated with global warming, they retreat into opposing camps. This pattern, 
which also has been observed by others scholars using multiple data sets, suggests that 
the relationship between issue awareness, understanding, and concern is far more 
daunting and complex than climate communicators would like to believe (Hamilton, 
2011; Malka et al., 2009; McCright, 2011; McCright & Dunlap, 2011).

Figure 3. Distance between party identifiers on concern for various national problems, 2010. 
“Next, I'm going to read you a list of problems facing the country. For each one, please tell me 
if you personally worry about this problem a great deal (3), a fair amount (2), only a little (1), 
or not at all (0)?”
Source: Copyright 1990-2010 by Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission.
Note: Weighted data are reported. Color coding is used to indicate the direction of difference as well as 
the result of ANOVA tests. Bars in white are not statistically significant; bars in black or gray are statisti-
cally significant at the p < .01 level. The means for global warming were taken from a different battery of 
questions on the same questionnaire; however, the question wording and response categories used were 
identical.

 at Oxford University Libraries on July 22, 2013abs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

Source: Guber (AmBehavSci, 2012)



Partisan polarisation has increased faster than on other
issues: Egan and Mullin (AnRevPolSci 2017).

PL20CH12-Egan ARI 31 March 2017 10:19

Child care

Environment

Crime

Poverty

Schools

Social Security
Science

Defense
–0.2

−0.1

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012

D
em

oc
ra

t-
Re

pu
bl

ic
an

 d
iff

er
en

ce
 

in
 su

pp
or

t f
or

 fe
de

ra
l s

pe
nd

in
g

Figure 3
Partisan polarization in Americans’ federal spending priorities, 1988–2012, scaled from zero (no
polarization) to one (maximum polarization). Source: American National Election Studies Cumulative File.

environmental problems with government legislation and spending—grew faster than that party’s
dominance on any other issue between 1970 and 2011 (Egan 2013).

But substantial opinion differences on environmental issues between partisans in the electorate
lagged those among elites by decades. Partisan attitude polarization did not emerge until the mid-
1990s on environmental concerns such as pollution (Guber 2013) and spending on environmental
protection (McCright et al. 2014). Once partisan polarization on the environment began, it pro-
ceeded to grow in a dramatic fashion (Figure 3). In 1988, Democrats and Republicans surveyed by
the American National Election Studies (ANES) were nearly equally supportive of federal spend-
ing on “improving and protecting the environment.” Partisan differences in spending preferences
in 1988 were larger even on relatively uncontroversial issues such as Social Security and schools.
But over the course of a little more than 20 years, the environment was transformed from the
least to the most polarized issue in this ANES series. By 2012, the gap between partisans on this
question had grown to 0.3 on a zero-to-one scale. Questions from other surveys confirm growing
levels of partisan polarization in concern about environmental problems (Guber 2013) and voters’
prioritization of these problems (Egan 2013). The environment is thus a prime example of an “issue
evolution” in which attitudes among partisans in the electorate have come to mirror the divided
positions taken by partisans in government (Lindaman & Haider-Markel 2002). Polarization on
general environmental issues has almost certainly reinforced (and perhaps been aggravated by)
polarization on the specific issue of climate change.

A Campaign of Climate Skepticism
The reasons offered by Republicans and conservatives for their opposition to taking action on
climate change echo closely the messages promulgated by a concerted, elite-driven challenge to
climate science that now spans nearly three decades. The goals of this program have been to
heighten public skepticism about global warming and to bolster opposition to policies that would
limit greenhouse gas emissions. Beginning in the late 1980s, a network of think tanks and advocacy
groups formed with funding from conservative donors began to dispute the growing scientific
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Polarisation increases the more people think they knowGuber 107

Summary and Discussion

The history of global warming as a political issue is at least as interesting as its evolu-
tion as a scientific one. In the past 30 years, what began as an ill-defined condition 
has gradually emerged as a public problem worthy of attention on the national policy 
agenda. Yet it is increasingly apparent that those gains have come at a cost. Whereas 
once, the issue had been bolstered by majority support among average Americans—
although never prominently or enthusiastically, to be sure—it is now characterized by 
a growing partisan divide. In a variety of ways, this article has explored the shifting 
terrain beneath the public’s views on climate change. Its most important conclusions 
can be summarized as follows.

First, concern for global warming has declined sharply, but so, too, has concern for 
all other environmental problems. The comparison is an important one because it hints 
at a complex cause. Some of the ingredients likely relate to poor economic conditions; 

Figure 4. Concern for global warming among partisan identifiers, by level of understanding. 
“I’m going to read you a list of environmental problems. As I read each one, please tell me if 
you personally worry about this problem a great deal, a fair amount, only a little, or not at all. 
First, how much do you worry about global warming?”
Source: Copyright 2010 by Gallup, Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission.
Note: The data above have been weighted, using a variable provided by Gallup, to ensure a representative 
sample of the American adult population.

 at Oxford University Libraries on July 22, 2013abs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

Guber (AmBehavSci, 2012)

I This may be due to increasing awareness of partisan cues.

I Congressman Bob Inglis lost a Rep. primary after advocating
climate change mitigation.



Democrats talking about climate change in the media
increased climate scepticism, among Republicans and so
overall. Merkley and Stecula (BJPS 2020)

We estimate a series of VAR equations to disentangle the relationship between aggregate cli-
mate skepticism and party elite cues.5 We control for exogenous changes in the climate, com-
prised of a standardized National Oceanic and Atmosphere Administration index of the share
of days below the average temperature or in drought conditions. We also hold constant exogenous
dynamics in economic conditions, proxied with unemployment rates and crude oil prices taken
from the Federal Reserve Economic Data database. Finally, we control for seasonality with dum-
mies representing the quarter of the year. We do not control for a linear trend because we do not
think it is theoretically defensible. Ultimately, we are interested in accounting for any trends in
public attitudes towards climate change. Here we display the results of granger causality tests.
We expect Democratic elite cues to granger cause aggregate climate skepticism, but not the
reverse (Hypothesis 1). Republican cues are also likely to lead aggregate climate skepticism,
though this is less central for our purposes here.

To test our second hypothesis, we estimate lagged dependent variable models quarterly from
2001 to 2014 and annually from 1986 to 2014 that regress aggregate climate skepticism on its lag,
Democratic elite cues and a set of controls. We have theoretical reason to expect memory in our
dependent variable – climate skepticism at t− 1 is likely to partially cause its value at t because
there tends to be stickiness in public opinion – so omitting the lag could lead to biased estimates.
More formally, the model is represented in Equation 1. β1 should be positive and significant to

Figure 2. Potential polarizers in the news, quarterly data 2001–2014
Note: (A) Democratic, and Republican cues in news coverage; (B) Uncertainty framing; (C) Economic cost framing; (D) Salience of
coverage.

5VAR estimates are somewhat sensitive to the chosen lag lengths, particularly with T in the small to intermediate range.
Theoretically, we do not expect our variables to cause other variables past a lag length of four quarters, or a year. There are a
number of different methods to choose the appropriate lag length. Where there is disagreement between tests on the appro-
priate lag length, the higher lag length was chosen. All characteristic roots lie inside the unit circle, meeting the stability con-
dition for a stationary VAR system.

8 Eric Merkley and Dominik A. Stecula

https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/S0007123420000113/type/journal_article


increase in climate skepticism (p < 0.001). Interestingly, Republicans become less skeptical of cli-
mate change when salience increases after controlling for the prevalence of party cues. An
increase in 100 news articles per quarter about climate change is associated with a decrease of
0.4 standard deviations in Republican climate skepticism (p∼ 0.03).

The previous results provide consistent support for an out-group cue-taking effect in climate
change attitudes (Hypothesis 2). Democratic cues appear to be a key predictor of aggregate levels
of climate change skepticism, as well as skepticism among Republicans specifically. Importantly,
these cues lead, rather than follow, opinion (Hypothesis 1). Together these results suggest that
Republicans are repelled, rather than persuaded, by Democratic elite cues in climate change
coverage. There is comparatively mixed evidence for in-group cue taking.

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
The previous section provides some observational evidence that Democratic elite cues shape
aggregate levels of climate skepticism and are strongly associated with skepticism even after

Table 1. Granger causality tests

# of lags Granger causality tests χ2 p-value

1 Democratic cues→climate skepticism 6.96 0.01
Climate skepticism→democratic cues 1.01 0.32

1 GOP cues→climate skepticism 0.00 0.94
Climate skepticism→GOP cues 0.05 0.82

2 Democratic cues→GOP climate skepticism 7.35 0.03
GOP climate skepticism→democratic cues 0.29 0.86

1 GOP cues→GOP climate skepticism 2.94 0.09
GOP climate skepticism→GOP cues 0.00 0.99

Table 2. Predictors of aggregate climate change skepticism

Aggregate climate skepticism GOP climate skepticism

Quarterly Annually Quarterly
1 2 3

Democratic cues 0.02* 0.02* 0.03***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Republican cues 0.02 0.01 0.04**
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Uncertainty frames −0.00 0.02 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)

Cost frames −0.02 −0.00 −0.02
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Media salience 0.00 0.00 −0.00**
(0.00) (0.00) (0.01)

Climate index −0.11 0.21* −0.06
(0.08) (0.12) (0.10)

Oil prices 0.00 −0.00 0.00
(0.01) (0.01) (0.00)

Unemployment rate 0.23*** 0.08 0.31***
(0.07) (0.06) (0.08)

DVt−1 0.06 0.65*** −0.11
(0.17) (0.14) (0.14)

Constant −2.43*** −1.31 −2.56***
N 55 28 54
R2 0.72 0.89 0.60

Note: robust standard errors in parentheses, *p < 0.1 **p < 0.05 ***p < 0.01

British Journal of Political Science 11



Increasing partisan polarisation of US legislators 2007-21: Egan and Mullin (PS

2023).

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/us-partisan-polarization-on-climate-change-can-stalemate-give-way-to-opportunity/2666C4C08C3A5456B3001240B882C48D
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/ps-political-science-and-politics/article/us-partisan-polarization-on-climate-change-can-stalemate-give-way-to-opportunity/2666C4C08C3A5456B3001240B882C48D


More climate conscious states have more climate change
policies: Egan and Mullin (AnRevPolSci 2017).

PL20CH12-Egan ARI 31 March 2017 10:19
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Figure 4
The relationship between state climate change opinion and policy (with best-fit regression line). Sources:
Number of climate-change policies adopted by state, Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (2014); share
of state residents believing in anthropogenic climate change, Howe et al. (2015). Overlapping states have
been slightly adjusted on the plot for clarity.

about climate change science. Improved understanding about how Americans interpret extreme
weather and coincidental pollution and their willingness to pay for cost-effective energy efficiency
and adaptation strategies at all levels of government can help identify pathways for mobilizing po-
litical support for policy change. American public opinion about the abstract, ideologically fraught
concept of climate change is now deadlocked to the same demoralizing extent as is national poli-
tics and policy. By contrast, attitudes on the tangible consequences of climate change may present
greater opportunities for taking substantive action to solve the problem—and therefore merit
increased attention from scholars of American public opinion.
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Politicisation of Climate change also in Europe:
Fisher et al (ElecStud, 2022)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2022.102499


Rising Liberalism from affluence or education?
I de Graaf and Evans (1996) argued post-materialism due to

rising education not formative affluence
I Kalmijn and Kraaykamp (BJS 2007) argue that class divisions

stable but education divides wider in more affluent societies.
I Stubager (2008) and Surridge (2016) reject cognitive model

(c.f. Pinker) and argue education makes people more liberal
by socialisation
I But issues of selection bias into (field of) education.

obtained significant effects without playing any major role as a mediator
between education and the value dimension as had been hypothesized.

In short, it is clear that no matter whether we control for rival explanations
or mediating factors, we find a distinction between two groups on the length of
education variable.At the (relatively) libertarian end we find respondents with
medium and long-cycle tertiary education, and at the (relatively) authoritarian
end we find respondents with only primary or lower secondary education as
well as those with vocational upper secondary and short-cycle tertiary
education. Thus, we see a division of the respondents into two groups accord-
ing to the length of their education: a high and a low education group.

The analyses lead us to focus on the socialization model as the strongest
explanation for this division. Thus, the tests of hypotheses H2a and H3 pro-
vided direct support for the non-linear version of this model and our inability
to substantially reduce the direct education effects when including mediators
in the analysis lends additional, indirect, support to the model. Since the
other variables are unable to explain the education effect, socialization is
strengthened as a likely explanation (cf. above).

This implies that the socialization model presents itself as the main expla-
nation for the effect of education on authoritarian–libertarian values – a result
that contains a clear theoretical advantage. In contrast to both the cognitive
and psychodynamic models, the socialization model is applicable to the entire
educational system. Thus, according to the two former models, it is only
through the pursuit of higher education (often college in the American
context) that it is possible to acquire the factors disposing for libertarian
values. The major problem here is that the two models say nothing about the
development among individuals who do not pursue (higher) education. They
are, so to speak, a residual from the perspective of these models.

In the socialization model this need not be the case, however.Although most
of the literature reviewed above focuses on the socialization taking place in
institutions of higher education, it would seem a small step to extend the

Table III: Overview of results of the hypothesis tests Conducted

Main explanation type Sub-type Central variables Hypothesis Result

Direct effects Psychodynamic model Mastering H1 (+)
Socialization model Linear educational effect H2a -

Non-linear educational
effect

H2b +

Educational field H3 +
Cognitive model Cognitive sophistication1 H4 -

Allocation effects Income H5 -
Class H6 (+)

Notes:
1 Tested by means of the content of education variable.
+: Hypothesis not rejected; -: Hypothesis rejected; (+): Hypothesis not rejected, but the effect is
not as strong as expected.

Education effects on authoritarian–libertarian values 343

British Journal of Sociology 59(2) © London School of Economics and Political Science 2008

But Tilley (2005) shows controlling for education and class do little
to moderate large cohort effects in liberalism in Britain.



Liberalism in Britain: Tilley (2005)

Looks like age effects but article argues there are generational as
well as lifecycle effects: marriage and children reduce liberalism.



Within-individual causal effect of higher ed:
Scott et al (ElecStud, 2022)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2022.102471


Gender Egalitarianism in Britain: Allen and Stevenson (BSA, 2023)

https://natcen.ac.uk/publications/bsa-40-gender-roles


Liberalism in Britain: Attitudes to Homosexuality

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Moral issues 1

Moral issues
Sex, gender identity and euthanasia

Attitudes to sex before marriage, same-sex relationships, abortion and pornography have all 
become more liberal. While people who identify as religious, older people and those without 
a formal education are less liberal, there are signs this is changing.

Acceptance of same-sex relationships has increased quickly in the 
last four years, especially among Christians

Civil Partnership 
Act 2004

Age of consent for same-sex 
partners lowered to 18 1994 Marriage (Same-sex 

Couples) Act 2013

Age of consent for same-sex 
partners lowered to 16 2001

Don’t die of 
ignorance campaign 
starts 1986

Source: Swales and Attar Taylor (BSA 2017). Homosexual acts legalised

in 1967 for over 21s in E&W (Scotland 1980).



Strong period and diminishing cohort effects over the last
twenty years in attitudes to homosexuality in Britain

Figure 3 Proportion saying same-sex relationships are “not wrong at all”, by generation 

cohort, 1983-2016

The data on which Figure 3 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

Looking at attitudes by religion, education and party identification we 
find that that since 2012, all sub-groups have become more liberal 
in their views towards same-sex relationships. There has been a 
shift towards acceptance among every religious group in the past 5 
years, notably now well over half (55%) of Anglicans say same-sex 
relationships are “not wrong at all”, an increase of 24 percentage 
points since 2012 (Table 2). As with attitudes to pre-marital sex, 
we see a narrowing of the gap between the religious and the non-
religious, as religious groups, specifically Christian groups, are 
increasing their acceptance at a faster rate, (note that again, small 
sample sizes for the non-Christian and Catholic groups mean caution 
should be used).

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Moral issues 9

Well over half (55%) of 
Anglicans say same-sex 
relationships are “not 
wrong at all”

Source: Swales and Attar Taylor (BSA 2017).

Andersen and Fetner (POQ 2008) find something similar for
Canada and the US.



Big cohort, small period and no ageing effects on attitudes
to premarital sex in Britain

sex among all age cohorts. This suggests that while the liberalisation 
of attitudes towards premarital sex has been driven by generational 
effects in the past, in the most recent 5 years other factors are also at 
play, leading to a society-wide shift. 

Figure 2 Proportion saying premarital sex is “not wrong at all”, by generation cohort,  

1983-2016

The data on which Figure 2 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

So if the increased acceptance of sex outside wedlock is not being 
only driven by age, are there particular societal groups that have 
changed their views over the past 5 years?

Religious groups are more conservative in their views on premarital 
sex than people without a religion. However, there has been an 
increased acceptance of sex before marriage over the past 5 years 
among all religious groups and the gap in attitudes between the 
religious and non-religious appears to be narrowing (Table 1). Note 
that small sample sizes mean caution should be used when looking 
at figures for the Roman Catholic group in 2012 and 2016, and the 
Non-Christian group. 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Moral issues 7

There has been an 
increased acceptance of 
sex before marriage over 
the past 5 years among 
all religious groups

Source: Swales and Attar Taylor (BSA 2017). Also religious gaps have narrowed dramatically. Education effects

relatively weak.



Big cohort differences on social distance in Britain

Source: Storm et al (BJS 2017). Trend caused partly by more education but education effects smaller in later

cohorts.



Stability and no cohort effects on attitudes to abortion in
Britain since mid 1990s

Figure 5 Proportion saying abortion should be allowed by law if the woman does not wish to 
have the child, by generation cohort, 1983-2016

The data on which Figure 5 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

Religious groups are less likely than people with no religion to say 
that a woman should be allowed by law to have an abortion if she 
does not wish to have the child. Nearly 4 out 5 (78%) of people with 
no religion say abortions should be allowed in this situation. One 
might expect Catholics to be most likely to disagree with abortions in 
this situation given the Vatican’s continued opposition. While this may 
be true historically, Catholics (61%) are now more likely than ‘other’ 
Christian groups (57%) to think these abortions should be allowed, 
and are not far behind Anglicans (67%). The increase in approval of 
this type of abortion by those of religion in general appears to have 
been driven in part by a change in views among Christian groups, in 
particular Catholics, among whom there has been a 22 percentage 
point increase in the view that abortions should be allowed if the 
woman does not wish to have the child (from 39% in 2012 to 61% in 
2016). However, we need to treat these within-Christianity trends with 
some caution as the sample sizes are small. 

Interestingly, among people with no formal qualifications, views 
on abortion when a woman does not want the child have changed 
very little since the mid-1980s. While overall approval of abortion 
in this situation has increased from 49% in 1985 to 70% in 2016, 
the increase was 49% in 1985 to 54% in 2016 among those with 
no qualifications. At the same time approval among those with 
qualifications has increased, resulting in a relatively large gap 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Moral issues 22

Source: Swales and Attar Taylor (BSA 2017). Also note there is no gender gap.



Stable liberal attitudes to euthanasia in Britain

Attitudes towards voluntary euthanasia over time

One general question on attitudes towards voluntary euthanasia has 
been asked on a number of occasions on previous BSA surveys: 
“Suppose a person has a painful incurable disease. Do you think 
that doctors should be allowed by law to end the patient’s life, if the 
patient requests it?” 

Just over three-quarters (77%) of people say “definitely” or “probably 
should be allowed” in answer to this question, which is in line with 
overall responses to the first scenario outlined above which also asks 
about a doctor ending someone’s life if they have a painful incurable 
disease.

Figure 6 shows that the overall trend has been relatively stable over 
time. It appeared as if there was a slow trend towards increasing 
support between 1983 and 1994, but that has now halted and the 
levels of support for voluntary euthanasia are the same in 2016 as in 
1983.

Figure 6 Proportion saying voluntary euthanasia should be allowed for a person who has a 

painful incurable disease, 1983-2016

The data on which Figure 6 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

The BSA surveys are now building up a time series on some of 
the scenarios of interest, so it is possible for us to look further at 
change for each of the four scenarios. Table 10 presents the levels of 
support for each scenario in 1995, 2005 and 2016 using the summary 
indicator of all those who think the form of euthanasia should be 
definitely or probably allowed.

It shows that there has not been a clear change in attitudes over time 
and overall trends are broadly stable. Where there has been some 
minor change, for example on euthanasia by a relative it appears that 
there was greater change between 1995 and 2005 than there was 
during the last decade. 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Moral issues 26

The levels of support for 
voluntary euthanasia 
are the same in 2016 as 
in 1983

Source: Swales and Attar Taylor (BSA 2017). Also note there is no education gap.



Broadly stable illiberal attitudes on criminal justice in Britain

lifetime of the survey (in each case, the ‘non-liberal’ view has moved 
in a roughly opposing direction). A number of trends are immediately 
apparent. On the two questions which measure support for freedom 
of conscience as opposed to adherence to the law, support for the 
liberal position has declined since the early 1990s. Support for the 
view that there are exceptional occasions in which people should 
follow their own conscience, even if this means breaking the law, rose 
between the early 1980s and the mid 1990s, but has now declined 
to a level not significantly different to when the question was first 
asked (43% in 1986, 47% now). Similarly, disagreement with the view 
that the law should be obeyed, even if a particular law is wrong has 
declined from a high point of 37% in 1991 to 24% now – somewhat 
lower than when the question was first asked in 1986. These trends 
lend weight to the theory that the broad direction of British policy 
and law in relation to civil liberties reflects, rather than conflicts with, 
changes in public attitudes. 

Figure 1 Proportions expressing liberal attitudes to the law, 1985-2016

The data on which Figure 1 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

When it comes to our measures of support for individual rights (to 
freedom and to life), a different pattern is evident – with greater 
evidence of a recent increase in support for the liberal position. 
Agreement with the view that it is worse to convict an innocent 
person than to let a guilty person go free declined up until 2006 – 
from 67% in 1985 to 51%, although there is some evidence that 
this trend has reversed in the last decade (support has risen by 4 
percentage points to 55% - though, given the small number of data 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Civil liberties 9

When it comes to our 
measures of support 
for individual rights (to 
freedom and to life), 
a different pattern is 
evident – with greater 
evidence of a recent 
increase in support for 
the liberal position

Source: Clery and Mead (BSA 2017).



Attitudes to transgender rights becoming less liberal?
Curtice and Ratti (BSA, 2022)

https://www.bsa.natcen.ac.uk/media/39478/bsa39_culture-wars.pdf


Correlates of illiberal attitudes on state power on security in Britain

Figure 3 ‘Role of government’ score, by age, highest educational qualification and  

related attitudes  

Age group Highest educational 
qualification

View of government 
success at dealing 

with threats to 
national security

Concern about 
immigration

The data on which Figure 3 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

Clearly, a wide range of characteristics link with support for 
government activities in relation to national security and, in most 
instances, this remains the case when the relationships between 
them have been controlled for. Unsurprisingly, we identified very 
similar results when we ran regression analysis on respondent scores 
on the first of our two latent attitudes or value systems, identified 
by the factor analysis reported above, as shown in Table 5 below. 
However, our second factor – which we define as representing 
support for government intervention only in times of terrorist attack, 
was only significantly associated with trust in government, once 
the relationships between all seven measures had been controlled 
for. Those who trusted government only some or none of the 
time achieved significantly more negative scores on this factor – 
suggesting that trust in government is key in driving support for 
government intervention in times of terrorist attack, as opposed to in 
peacetime. 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Civil liberties 22

Figure 2 Factors underpinning preferences for the role of government in the area of  

national security 

The data on which Figure 2 is based can be found in the appendix to this chapter

While the second factor explains far less of the variance (16%) in 
attitudes in this area, it nevertheless offers an interpretation of a 
further cross-cutting factor that may be influencing preferences 
in relation to the seven government activities examined. This 
second factor links with support for the three government activities 
asked about in relation to a time of terrorist attack - but links with 
opposition to allowing government to undertake the remaining four 
activities, where the specific circumstances in which they would be 
permitted were not specified. This suggests that views in this area to 
some extent reflect a reaction to the circumstances of government 
action, with a perception that actions are more acceptable or justified 
in times of suspected terrorist attack. 

Broadly speaking then, this analysis lends support to the idea 
that views about the activities government should be allowed to 

NatCen Social Research

British Social Attitudes 34 | Civil liberties 17

Source: Clery and Mead (BSA 2017).



Change in Left-Right in Britain: Bartle (BJPS, 2010) I

Scale is a combination of economic survey items on taxation,
spending and state activity but also abortion, nuclear power and
post-materialism.



Change in Left-Right in Britain: Bartle (BJPS, 2010) II

Partial support for government reaction theory, but changes under
the three governments between 1950 and 1974 in the wrong
direction (perhaps due to rising affluence under first Con gov).



Change in Left-Right in Britain: Bartle (BJPS, 2010) III



Left-Right, Liberal-Authoritarianism, and Welfare Support
in Britain: Perrett (BJS 2021) ƖƖѶՊ
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Policy Ideology in European Mass Publics, 1981-2016

I Caughey et al (APSR 2019)
I Three domains of conservativism:

1. Economic: size and scope of government and egalitarianism.
Divided into,

I Absolute: “questions that ask about policy values or outcomes
directly”

I Relative: “those that ask about the direction of change
relative to current policy” (supposedly more like the policy
mood of Bartle et al (BJPS 2010))

2. Cultural: “postmaterial and cultural issues such as gender
equality, abortion, gay rights, environmental protection, and
libertarianism versus authoritarianism”

3. Immigration: including nationalism and national identity.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/american-political-science-review/article/policy-ideology-in-european-mass-publics-19812016/EC5CCE297E0EE5CC108EB87C4240E4A9/core-reader


jointly determined by their score on the latent trait—in
our case, their domain-specific conservatism—and by
the characteristics of the particular question. Because
most survey items in our dataset offer ordered response
options (e.g., strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor
disagree, etc.), we employ an ordinal IRTmodel. In the
probit version of this model, subject i’s probability of

responding to question q with response option k 2
1…Kq is
Pr yiq¼kjui;bq; aq
! "

¼F bqui " aq;k"1
! "

"F bqui " aq;k
! "

;

(1)

whereF is the normal cumulative distribution function,
ui is i’s domain-specific conservatism, bq is the

FIGURE 1. Opinion Trends on Illustrative Survey Questions for Four Countries

Note:The horizontal axis Indicates the proportion of respondents in the country whoweremore conservative than average on that question.
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immigration issues (bottom panels), men and women
aremuchmore similar. There is tentative evidence that
a gender gaphas developed recently on social issues, as
well as hints among youngmen andwomen that a similar
gapmay be emerging on immigration.Overall, however,
gender differences are much less pronounced on social
and immigration issues than on economics.

Age dividesEuropeanpublics aswell, but in different
ways across issue domains.13 On economic issues, the
elderly have been a little more left-wing than the two
younger age groups across most of the period, with the
young and middle-aged holding very similar positions.
For social and postmaterial issues, there is a very clear
gradient by age. The youngest people have always been
much more socially progressive than the middle-aged,
who in turn have always been much more progressive
than the oldest. Similarly, on immigration, the elderly
aremore conservative than the two younger age groups
across the whole period.

The four conservatism measures also differ in their
trends over time. After increasing substantially in the
1980s, mass economic conservatism plateaued,
changing little between 1990 and the early twenty first
century. During and immediately after the 2008–09
economic crisis, all groups shifted sharply leftward on

economics. This change proved only temporary,
however, as economic conservatism reverted to its pre-
crisis levels by the time our data end in 2016. In con-
trast, economicmood has trended in a liberal direction
since the mid-1990s among all age groups. The di-
vergence between absolute conservatism and policy
mood on economic issues could be due to the general
retrenchment of the welfare state that occurred across
Europe at this time. This retrenchment could have led
to thermostatic responsiveness, whereby the public
reacts to the decline in the size of government by
preferring greater government spending (Soroka and
Wlezien 2010).

Social conservatism, on the other hand, declined
steadily over the whole thirty-six years of our data, with
themost rapid changes occurring in the 1980s and 1990s
for the two younger age groups. Due to lack of survey
data, we can estimate immigration conservatism only
since 1989.Wefind that it toodecreasedover theperiod,
albeit less than social conservatism did. Over the past
decade, as the immigration crisis in Europe has in-
tensified, this leftward movement appears to have
stalled among most age groups.

To estimate mean conservatism in each country-
biennium, we average the estimates for gender-age
strata, weighted in proportion to their composition of
national populations at each point in time. Figures 3 and
4 plot these estimates over time, separately for each
country. Within each panel, countries are ordered
according to their average conservatism across years on
the respective measure.

FIGURE 2. Trends in Mass Conservatism by Gender, Age Group, and Issue Domain

Note: Triangles and lighter color indicate women; circles and darker color indicate men.

13 Our data do not allow us to easily distinguish whether the patterns
by age are due to the impact of age itself or to cohort effects, although
the patterns could certainly potentially be explained by generational
replacement. In any case, our ultimate interest is in using these sub-
group results to form national totals. Future research, though, could
employ age-period-cohort analysis to address this question.
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All four figures show a clear north–south ideological
divide, but the direction of this cleavage differs across
domains. Southern European countries, most notably
Greece, tend toward the left-wing end of the economic
scales (Figure 3) but are closer to the conservative end of
the social and immigration scales (Figure 4). In contrast,
Northern countries, such as Denmark and the Nether-
lands, are the least conservative on social issues and
immigration but are more conservative on economics,
particularly mood. Meanwhile, on social issues and im-
migration, Eastern European countries are almost all
amongst the most conservative and tend to be similar to
SouthernEuropean countries.Oneconomic issues,most
Eastern European countries also share greater pro-
gressivism with their Southern counterparts, although
the Czech Republic (with its highest GDP per capita in
Eastern Europe), Estonia, and Lithuania are markedly
more conservative on absolute economic questions.

Figure 5 plots the cross-national relationships between
the four conservatism measures. As the top-left panel
shows, social and immigration conservatism have
astronglypositivecorrelationacross countries.Moreover,
although their trends have differed somewhat over time,
there is little sign that immigration conservatism is
emergingasadistinctdimension. In2015–16, forexample,
the correlation between the twomeasures (R5 0.78) was
as high as it has ever been. There is also a robust positive
correlation between absolute and relative conservatism
on economic issues (top-right). There is, however, a dis-
tinct cluster of Eastern European nations whose relative
conservatism is much lower than their absolute conser-
vatismwould suggest, as well as a fewNorthern countries
(most notably Denmark) whose relative conservatism is
anomalouslyhigh.Again, thedifferencesbetween the two
economic measures probably reflect the different eco-
nomic policies in place in the two sets of countries.

FIGURE 3. Economic Conservatism and Mood within Countries Over Time

Note:Within each plot, countries are ordered by their conservatism. Each country’s time series begins in the first bienniumwith survey data
from that country. Subsequent biennia without survey data are indicated with hollow circles.
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Although conservatism is highly correlated within
the economic and non-economic domains, this is not
true across the domains. As the middle panels show,
absolute economic conservatism is essentially un-
related to social and immigration conservatism. Even
more strikingly, relative economic conservatism has
a strong negative association with both social and
immigration conservatism. These negative correla-
tions imply that it is not meaningful to say that certain
European publics are conservative across the board.
Rather, in contemporary Europe, countries that are
conservative on relative economic issues are nearly all
fairly progressiveon social and immigration issues, and
countries that have leftwing economicmood tend to be
right-wing on social and immigration issues (compare
Malka, Lelkes, and Soto 2017). These patterns thus
provide empirical justification for measuring conser-
vatism separately by domain.

VALIDATION

Weprovide evidence for the validity of ourmeasures of
mass policy conservatism with two kinds of validation:
convergent and construct (Adcock and Collier 2001).
The purpose of convergent validation is to show that
a newmeasure is empirically associatedwith alternative
measures of the same concept.Wedo this by comparing
our conservatism estimateswith responses to individual
survey questions and with alternative longitudinal
measures of mass conservatism. We then turn to con-
struct validation, the goal of which is to demonstrate the
empirical association between a newmeasure of a given
concept and an existing measure of another (distinct)
concept believed to be causally related to the concept of
interest. We do this by evaluating the relationships
betweenmass conservatism and government policies in
the same domain. Overall, we find abundant evidence

FIGURE 4. Social and Immigration Conservatism within Countries Over Time

Note:Within each plot, countries are ordered by their conservatism. Each country’s time series begins in the first bienniumwith survey data
from that country. Subsequent biennia without survey data are indicated with hollow circles.

Policy Ideology in European Mass Publics

11

�
")
!�
"�
��
��
�$
" 
��
&&
#%
���
)
)
)
��
� 
�$
��
��
�"
$�
��
"$
��
��
!�
(�
$%
�&+
�"
���
*�
"$
��
�"
!�
��
��
#$
��
��
�
�&
��
��
	�
��
��
�%
'�
��
�&
�&"
�&�
��
��
 
�$
��
��
��
"$
��
&�
$ 
%�
"�
�'
%�
���
(�
���
��
��
�&
��
&&
#%
���
)
)
)
��
� 
�$
��
��
�"
$�
��
"$
��
&�
$ 
%�
��
&&
#%
���
�"
��"
$�
��
��
��
��
��
��
��
�


	
�
��
��

�



Partisan Dealignment: Dalton Citizen Politics I

Partisan Identification is a long-term, affective, psychological
identification with one’s preferred political party.’

Party identification is influenced by socioeconomic conditions and
developed largely by socialization and strengthens with age.

Party id is a cue for evaluating policies, events, candidates and
issues and mobilizes people at elections.

There has been a, largely undisputed, decline in party
identification, which, Dalton claims, is strongly linked to a decline
in the strength of cleavage politics.





Causes of dealignment

I Cognitive mobilization: Voters better equipped to evaluate
policies for themselves, partly due to greater information
availability (media) and educational attainment.
I Problem: In Europe, the most educated and informed are most

likely to have strong identification.

I Social mobility: People in different class positions from their
parents have weaker party id.

Those who are dealigned are more likely to abstain or be volatile in
their vote choice, express their opinions outside the electoral arena,
be critical of political parties or democratic institutions.



Critiques of Dealignment Theory

I There is no such thing as party identification.
I Whilst Americans register as partisans for primaries, Europeans

do not. Moreover their parties can change often (e.g. France
and Italy).

I Strength of party id tracks strength of preference so it is not a
long-term identity, but a proxy for strength of party preference.

I Not dealignment but realignment (Evans, and Manza and
Brooks).

I The party system is frozen not the cleavage structure, nor the
relationship between the cleavage and the vote. (Mair 1997).

I Climate change attitudes show increasing partisan polarisation,
and plenty of partisan perceptual biases in other areas.



So What?

If Inglehart and Dalton are right the responsible party model of
democracy is in crisis.

I Turnout is declining.

I Increasing criticism of the democratic process.

I Declining trust in politicians and institutions.

I Ideological distance is narrowing due to greater competition
over the dealigned median voter.

For some, this amounts to a change in political culture.

Related to these issues are the effects of media and interest group
growth on parties, especially organization and campaign activities.


