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Political socialization, parental
separation, and political ideology
in adulthood
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The increase in divorce rates over the past decades challenges the traditional
image of the two-parent family, as new family forms are increasingly more
common. Yet, the traditional view of the family has remained central to political
socialization research. Therefore, we propose and empirically test a theoretical
framework regarding the consequences of parental separation for processes of
political socialization. While the impact of parental divorce has been studied
extensively by sociologists, the political implications of this impactful life event
have remained largely uncovered. We identify two mechanisms that we expect
to predict more leftist political orientations in children of separated parents
compared to those from intact families: experiences of economic deprivation and
single-mother socialization. Multi-level analyses using the European Values Study
(2008) and two-generational analyses with the Swiss Household Panel (1999–
2020) support our expectations, indicating that in case of parental separation
o�spring tends to hold more leftist political orientations, controlling for selection
into parental separation and the intergenerational transmission of political
ideology. We find empirical support for mechanisms of economic deprivation
and single-mother socialization across our analyses. The implications of our
findings are that in the family political socialization process, o�spring’s political
orientations are not only influenced by their parents’ ideology, but also by
formative experiences that result from the family structure.

KEYWORDS

political socialization, parental separation, political ideology, single-mother socialization,

parental divorce

Introduction

The increase in divorce rates over the past decades challenges the traditional image of

the two-parent family: divorce rates have doubled since the 1970s, and up to 25 per cent

of children now grow up in a single-parent household (OECD, 2018; Eurostat, 2022). Yet,

the traditional two-parent household with a stable union remains most often central to

political socialization research (Jennings and Niemi, 1971; Beck and Jennings, 1975; Rico

and Jennings, 2016; Hatemi and Ojeda, 2021), even though this no longer reflects the

reality of many families in advanced democracies. Despite this significant demographic

change, little is known about how family structure interferes in processes of political
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socialization while family sociologists consistently show on average

negative consequences of parental divorce and separation1 for

different life outcomes of their offspring, including psychological

wellbeing, health, and educational performance (Amato, 2000;

Bhrolcháin et al., 2000; Bernardi and Radl, 2014; Härkönen et al.,

2017). However, despite some recent studies on the effect of

(parental) divorce on political participation (Voorpostel and Coffé,

2015; Dehdari et al., 2022), hardly any studies have been conducted

on the ideational and political consequences of parental separation.

Therefore, we ask whether and how parental separation

affects the process of family political socialization and the

intergenerational transmission of parental political attitudes. In

doing so, we bring together the field of study on family political

socialization and that on the consequences of parental divorce.

We thereby contribute to both fields by focussing on both a

process (family political socialization) and an outcome (political

ideology) that has not been considered by previous studies, as

well as by problematizing the assumption of the stable two-

parent family in the study of the intergenerational transmission

of political ideology. In particular, we contribute to the field of

study on political socialization by showing that parental political

socialization is complemented by additional formative early life

experiences, such as parental separation, that predict political

preferences in adulthood.

We develop a theoretical framework in which we relate the

experience of growing up in a single-parent family as a consequence

of parental divorce to political ideology later in adulthood, through

differential processes of political socialization. We expect this

altered political socialization experience to predict more leftist

self-identification later in life in adult children of separated

parents, compared to those from intact families. We identify

two possible underlying mechanisms: (1) economic deprivation;

and (2) single-mother socialization. The experience of economic

deprivation is more often found in those growing up in single-

parent families. Through this mechanism, parental separation

increases the probability of growing up with scarcer resources,

which could impact political attitudinal development. We also

identify single-mother socialization as a factor of importance in

the political development process of children of separated parents

for two reasons: (i) children grow up in a norm-breaking family

setting in which they are (ii) mainly socialized by the mother,

who, on average, hold more leftist political views. We expect

these socializing experiences to result in more left-wing self-

identification in adulthood.

Our empirical analyses rely on comparative data from the

European Values Study (2008) and the Swiss Household Panel

(1999–2020). We focus on left-right political ideology as the main

outcome variable, measured by self-identification with a position

on the left-right scale. The results indicate that across Western

democracies, adults with divorced parents holdmore leftist political

positions. This effect runs through their experiences of childhood

economic deprivation and having grown up in a single-mother

household. By making use of observations of two generations

of respondents, analyses using the Swiss data indicate that our

findings are not an artefact of parental self-selection into divorce,

1 In this article we use the terms separation and divorce interchangeably.

by including the mother-child intergenerational transmission of

political ideology in our model. These results indicate that the

experience of parental separation is an additional factor in the

family political socialization process that is associated with more

leftist self-identification in adulthood that does not solely run

through the intergenerational transmission of political views. In the

conclusion we further elaborate on the implications of our findings.

The political relevance of family
structure

It is largely unknown what the consequences of growing up

with separated parents are for the process of political socialization

and the intergenerational transmission of parental political

attitudes. Based on the ample evidence from sociology of negative

consequences of parental separation for child socioeconomic

outcomes (for overviews see Amato and Keith, 1991; Sigle-Rushton

and McLanahan, 2004; Härkönen et al., 2017), we can expect

this experience to also be of political relevance. Many studies in

political socialization have demonstrated the importance of parents

as impactful socializing agents in the process of development of

political preferences and behavior (Sigel, 1965; Jennings and Niemi,

1968, 1974; Percheron and Jennings, 1981); with enduring influence

until later in life on their adult children’s political preferences

(Jennings et al., 2009). Recent studies continue to show the

relevance for parents for the political preferences of their offspring

(Rico and Jennings, 2016; Kuhn et al., 2021; Van Ditmars, 2023).

However, none of the seminal studies to date in the field

of political socialization have considered that a large proportion

of children (up to 35–44% in France, Estonia, and the US)

experience their parents’ separation by the age of 15 (Andersson

et al., 2017). Studies indicate that children of separated parents

have lower educational attainment, decreased psychological well-

being, health, and worsened parent–child relationships (Amato,

2000; Bhrolcháin et al., 2000; Kalmijn, 2013; McLanahan et al.,

2013; Bernardi and Radl, 2014; Härkönen et al., 2017).2 These

negative consequences often persist until in adulthood (Amato

and Keith, 1991). Due to the importance of parents as key

socializing agents in the political socialization process, we

can thus expect that parental separation not only impacts

children’s cognitive and psychological development, but also their

political development.

We currently have limited knowledge regarding the impact

of parental separation on the political socialization process. Only

one study to date has directly investigated the political effects of

family structure, and did not find any effects of growing up in

a single-parent family on political ideology or political cynicism

in adulthood (Flouri, 2004). However, this is a single-case design,

studying one specific cohort (born in 1958 in Great Britain) in

which single parenthood was rather uncommon. Therefore, the

external validity of the study is rather limited. Most other works

studying the political effects of family structure have focussed

2 The e�ects commented in the text are averages. Recent studies focus on

the heterogeneous e�ect of parental separation that can actually be positive

for some children, in particular in cases of separation that end abusive and

conflictive relationships (Härkönen et al., 2017).
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on civic and political engagement. Dolan (1995) concludes that

there is no relationship between family structure and political

efficacy, political knowledge, and political participation among a

representative sample of college students in the US. However, those

who grew up with also a father present in the household showed

somewhat higher levels of political trust. Sandell and Plutzer (2005)

find a negative effect of parental separation on turnout in the

US, but only for whites. More recent studies using household

panel data demonstrate robust negative effects of family disruption

on civic engagement (Hener et al., 2016), and political and civic

participation, which partly reflects the lower participation levels

of separated compared to non-separated parents (Voorpostel and

Coffé, 2015).

Parental separation and family political
socialization: theoretical framework

We develop a theoretical framework regarding the

consequences of parental separation for family political

socialization processes. The central hypothesis that we propose

here, and empirically test in our analyses, is that the experience

of parental separation is associated with more left-wing political

orientations in adulthood. Based on the insights from the

sociological study of parental divorce and the field of political

socialization we identify two different mechanisms underlying

this relationship.

The first mechanism through which we expect parental

separation to affect the political socialization process regards the

experience of economic deprivation during childhood, to which

children of separated parents are more exposed. Divorce or

relationship dissolution often has negative economic consequences

for both partners involved, with larger economic losses for women

and mothers (Andress et al., 2006; Sayer, 2006; Hogendoorn

et al., 2020). Growing up in single-parent households is a

major predictor of the risk of childhood poverty in many

countries (OECD, 2018). We then expect that having experienced

economic deprivation during childhood leads to more progressive

socioeconomic attitudes and support for welfare provisions in

general, and for single-parent families in specific, resulting in

generally more leftist positions later in life. Flouri (2004) indeed

finds the experience of economic disadvantage during childhood to

result in more left-wing positions in adulthood (age 33). Regardless

of individuals’ own economic circumstances, the experience of

relative poverty during childhood is therefore expected to leave a

lasting imprint which leads to empathetic positions toward those

who might benefit from welfare programs, and a corresponding

leftist political orientation.

The second mechanism through which we expect parental

separation to affect the political socialization process regards the

direct experience of growing up in a single-mother household.

Although joint custody arrangement are now rapidly increasing,

the majority of parental separations result in single-mother families

(OECD, 2018). The resulting political socialization experiences

of these children are expected to importantly differ from those

growing up in two-parent families. There are two distinct

experiences that we are of political relevance in this respect.

First, there is the political socialization experience itself in

a single-mother household. The social learning approach in

political socialization states that offspring’s political preferences are

developed in relation to influences from the outside world, of which

the transmission from parents to children through observation

and imitation is an important foundation (Davies, 1965; Jennings

and Niemi, 1974; Bandura, 1977; Percheron and Jennings, 1981).

The fact that children in single-mother households spend most of

their time with the mother (Koster et al., 2021) is expected to be

key to the family political socialization process, as social learning

does not only occur through overt transmission of preferences,

but also works indirectly through the cue-taking of the children

(Jennings and Niemi, 1968, p. 139). As on average, women are more

likely to self-identify as leftist, hold more favorable attitudes toward

redistribution than men, and are more likely to support left-wing

parties (Inglehart and Norris, 2000; Abendschön and Steinmetz,

2014; Shorrocks, 2018), single-mother socialization3 is expected to

result in more left-wing political orientations in their offspring,

compared to those from two-parent families.

Second, we identify belonging to a norm-breaking family form

another politically relevant experience of growing up in a single-

mother household. Even though divorce and union dissolution of

parents is becoming more and more common, this family form

does not align with the traditional model of the two-parent family

in which most current adults have grown up. The extent to which

there is, and used to be, a social stigma associated with single-

mother households is highly dependent on the country and social

context of the family in question, as the acceptance of parental

separation differs across countries, social groups, and over time

(Gelissen, 2003). We argue that belonging to this non-standard

family type, deviating from existing social norms, could result later

in life to being less conforming and holding more liberal attitudes.

These may be restricted to attitudes toward divorce and related

issues (Amato and Booth, 1991; Sieben and Verbakel, 2013), but it

could easily translate into a broader liberal outlook on sociocultural

political issues, resulting in higher tolerance toward out-groups and

more progressive corresponding views, that lead to more leftist

political orientations.

Political socialization and left-right
self-identification

We focus on left-right political ideology as the outcome

variable, measured by self-identification with a position on the

left-right scale. Recent studies are increasingly understanding

political socialization processes in terms of the transmission of left-

right self-identification (Corbetta et al., 2013; Rico and Jennings,

2016; Durmuşoglu et al., 2022; Van Ditmars, 2023), due to the

salience of this dimension in Western Europe and the heuristic

3 Of course, growing up in a single-mother family does not mean that

the child is not exposed to socializing influences of the father as well.

In fact, it could be even the case that the child sees the father as the

political role model, even though they spend less time with him. In the

political socialization literature, there is however no consensus regarding the

gender dynamics that underlie the intergenerational transmission of political

attitudes (Fitzgerald and Bacovsky, 2022; Van Ditmars, 2023).
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advantage of ideology as a cue for intergenerational transmission,

especially in multiparty systems (Westholm and Niemi, 1992;

Ventura, 2001). The terms “left” and “right” are the most used

term to distinguish political ideologies, not only for political parties,

but also for citizens. Left-right self-placement is a widely used

summary concept of individuals’ political ideology, considered as

one of the main ways to describe individuals politically and a

key predictor of party preference in Western Europe (Mair, 2007;

Lachat, 2008).

This measure captures individuals’ political self-identification

and positions on socioeconomic as well as the sociocultural

issues (Lachat, 2018) in one single measure, and is therefore

a suited dependent variable for this study. The mechanisms

that we identify in our theoretical framework relate to both

socioeconomic and sociocultural political attitudes, as well as the

intergenerational transmission of parental ideology and political

self-identification more generally. Notably, the meaning of left

and right can change over time (Bauer et al., 2017), which is

rather an advantage in the study of political socialization processes,

because this reduces the importance of specific issue salience

that is more subject to political period and context effects (Van

Ditmars, 2023). A more practical advantage of using this measure

is that it can be well compared across the datasets used in

this study, as the question wording is almost identical. This

allows for an adequate comparison of the two analyses. Given

the rarity of datasets including information about individuals’

childhood family structure and their political attitudes, this is an

important advantage.

Data and methods

We employ two valuable datasets that include information

on respondent’s political ideology, parental divorce, and

key independent variables that allow us to test our

theoretical framework.

First, we use the European Values Study 2008: a large-

scale, pan-European study on adults’ values collected in the

period 2008–2010 (EVS, 2011). We use an analytic sample

of 17’419 respondents from 19 countries.4 This dataset is

collected using representative stratified random samples of

the adult populations from age 18 years, using face-to-face

interviews with a standardized questionnaire. Post-communist

countries are excluded from the analysis, as left and right

have a different meaning in post-communist Europe (Tavits

and Letki, 2009), and the left–right self-placement scale is

therefore used differently (Pop-Eleches and Tucker, 2010). Malta

is also excluded, as divorce was not legal there in the year of

the survey.

Second, we employ the Swiss Household Panel (SHP), waves

1999–2020 (SHP Group, 2022). This is a longitudinal survey

interviewing all household members of a random sample of

private households in Switzerland since 1999 stratified by the

4 The following 19 countries are included in the analysis: Austria, Belgium,

Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland,

Italy, Luxembourg, The Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden,

Switzerland, Great Britain.

seven major statistical regions of Switzerland (Tillmann et al.,

2022). The questionnaire is conducted using computer-assisted

telephone interviewing (CATI), or alternatively using computer-

assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) or computer-assisted web

interviewing (CAWI). The SHP is a particularly valuable dataset

for our research question as it includes observations on individuals

from the same household, resulting in two-generational data. As

such, we do not only have direct observations of respondent’s

political ideology and their parental civil status and co-residency,

but also of parental political ideology and other relevant

traits, because parents and their children are both included in

the surveys.

The construction of a datafile in which respondents’ survey

responses are linked to those of their parents, allows us to

observe respondents and their parents jointly. The data includes

direct observations of the family structure as well as political

ideology of parents and children, which makes it very suitable to

understand the consequences of parental separation for the political

socialization process. Even though respondents are included from

age 14 years onward, we include respondents from age 18 years, for

adequate comparison with the EVS in which that is the minimum

respondent age. Our analyses rely on an analytic sample of 2,984

respondents. Even though the SHP provides a representative

sample of the Swiss population, our analytic sample is comprised

only by respondents of whom the parents are also included in

the study. Therefore, we control for sociodemographic variables

including gender, age, socioeconomic status. The usage of direct

observations of respondents and their parents, and the time

span of the SHP implies that our analytic sample is relatively

young. These respondents were most often initially included in the

panel as children of the reference person for the survey (living

at home with their parents) and then become old enough to

participate in the survey and remain in the panel also after moving

out of the parental home. As 96% of respondents of the two-

generational analytic sample are younger than 35 years, we reduce

the analysis to this age group to avoid impact of older outliers.

Therefore, the inferences drawn from this analysis are limited to

young adults.

Switzerland is a relevant case to study the political effects of

divorce more closely next to our pan-European analysis. Divorce

was legalized throughout Switzerland already in 1875 (Calot,

1998) but until the mid-1960s, the divorce rate was rather low.

Since then, Switzerland’s divorce rate has been rapidly rising, in

line with trends across most OECD countries, and the crude

divorce rate is very close to the OECD and EU averages, albeit

slightly higher (OECD, 2022). After divorce, most mothers were

awarded custody of the children up until 2014, while since

then joint custody is the norm. Most single-parent households

in Switzerland consist of mothers (85%) and this groups is

two to three times as likely to experience poverty compared

to the average population (Amacker et al., 2015). Switzerland

has known a relatively late development of the welfare state,

particularly regarding family policy (Baghdadi, 2010; Häusermann

and Kübler, 2010). As a result, single, divorced and separated

mothers are more affected by poverty than widowed mothers

due to a lack of social benefits and high childcare costs as a

result of low family policy expenditure in Switzerland (Baghdadi,

2010).
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Variables and models

Weperform two sets of separate analyses using the two datasets,

using similar dependent and independent variables to ensure

comparability. We use these two respective datasets to estimate the

relation between parental separation and adult political ideology,

paying particular attention to the potential problem of self-selection

in divorce. Parents who separate are likely different from those who

do not, therefore we control for differences between these groups.

Religiosity is an important factor in attitudes toward divorce

(Gelissen, 2003), and is also related to political conservatism and

right-leaning political positions (Jost et al., 2009; Van der Brug,

2010). Therefore, religious socialization is included in the EVS

analyses and mother’s religiosity during childhood in the SHP

analyses. Importantly, the SHP analyses include direct observations

of the parental ideology. This way, the parent-child transmission of

political ideology is estimated separately. Leaving these covariates

out of the model would most likely lead to inflated effects of the

coefficient for parental separation.

First, we estimate multi-level models with the EVS 2008 data,

accounting for the structure of the data of respondents nested

in countries (Snijders and Bosker, 1999). The dependent variable

is left–right self-placement, measured on a 10-point scale (from

1 to 10, i.e., without a mid-point). Parental divorce, the main

independent variable, is measured through a retrospective question

whether respondents have ever experienced the divorce of their

parents (0= no, 1= yes).

Economic deprivation during childhood is measured with a

dummy variable that indicates whether parents had problems

making ends meet when the respondent was 14 years old. Single-

mother socialization is measured using a dummy variable indicating

whether children lived only with the mother at age 14. Religious

socialization is measured by asking how often respondents attended

religious services when they were 12 years old apart fromweddings,

funerals and christenings (recoded into a dummy where 0=few

times a year or less; 1 = once a month or more). Information

on parental level of education and SES are also included because

they can impact the probability to have experienced parental

divorce and/or political leanings. The information is included about

respondent’s father if they lived with both parents or only the

father, and about the mother if they lived with only the mother.

Parental SES is included by using the SIOPS score indicating the

occupational prestige (Treiman, 1977) of the father [mother] when

the respondent was 14 years old. The SIOPS score in the EVS

is obtained by recoding the ISCO88 two digits score using the

recoding scheme as provided by Ganzeboom and Treiman (1996).

Parental education is measured using one-digit ISCED codes of the

father’s [mother’s] highest level of education completed (recoded

into low/medium/high). Several individual control variables are

used in the analyses: age, gender, educational level (ISCED, recoded

into low/medium/high), and marital status.

Second, we analyse the SHP data using a similar analytic

strategy to the one applied to the EVS data, with one large

additional advantage: the inclusion of the parental political

ideology. We estimate regular OLS regression models, using for

each respondent the most recent wave in which they participated

out of all available waves (1999–2020). As multiple children per

family are included in the data, the standard errors are clustered

per each mother in the sample (i.e., at the household level).

The main dependent variable is left-right political ideology,

measured on a scale from 0 to 10. The main independent

variable, separation/divorce of parents, is constructed as follows:

a dummy indicates whether the respondent’s parents are married

and/or live together in the same household (0); or parents are

separated/divorced or live apart (1), over all waves in which

respondents have participated in the survey and the indicators for

their parents’ partner status and living arrangements are available,

which are directly observed from their survey responses. Although

the nature of the data in principle means that we can observe

parental divorce occurring during the panel, for most respondents

the partner status of the parents is stable over the period that

they are included in the household panel (90% of our analytic

sample). Parental divorce observed during the panel is therefore

not included in our analyses. Importantly, it should be noted that

these parental divorces occur when the respondents are already

(young) adults and the family political socialization process, that

is of main interest for this paper, for most individuals ends around

this age. Even if there would be enough parental divorces observed

during the panel, an individual fixed-effects approach in which

the “causal” effect of parental divorce would be estimated, is not

suitable to test our theoretical expectations, as this would require

before and after measures of respondent’s political ideology. This

is not possible for parental divorce during childhood because

political attitudes are not measured for children, nor would it

be suitable to test our expectations, because our interest is in

the altered political socialization process of children of separated

parents. For these reasons, and to ensure comparability with the

EVS analyses, in creating our parental divorce variable we consider

as having experienced divorced/separated those respondents whose

parents were divorced in the first wave of observation and remained

divorced through the following waves.

Our key independent variables are directly observed from the

mother during the childhood of the respondents (prior to age

18 years), including earlier waves prior to respondents joining

the panel, but when the mother was already included. We rely

on information of the mother (and not the father) because most

children end up with the mother after a parental separation,

and fathers who separated from their children’s mother are

underrepresented in the sample as the non-resident parent is

more likely to show panel attrition after a separation. Economic

deprivation during childhood is measured with a dummy variable

that indicates whether the mother ever had arrears in paying

household bills. Single-mother socialization is indicated by a

dummy variable measuring whether the respondent ever lived only

with the mother during childhood. Mother’s political ideology is

included by taking the mode (most observed value) of this variable

for all available waves prior to respondent’s age 18 years. It is the

same left-right variable as for respondents (0–10 scale), recoded

into the categories left (0–4), center (5), right (6–10), and not

available. Mother’s religiosity is indicated by a categorical variable

indicating the highest frequency of mother’s church attendance

observed prior to respondent’s age 18 years. It has the following

categories: a few times a year or less; indicates once a month or up;

and a category for whom this information is not available.
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Control variables are included for mother’s education (low,

middle, high), respondents’ civil status, educational level (low,

middle, high), the prestige score (low, middle, high) of the parent’s

or the own occupation5 (Treiman, 1977), gender, and age.

Results

Descriptive analyses

We first present descriptive results on relevant differences

between respondents with and without divorced parents. Table 1

displays descriptive statistics of the EVS and SHP data, in which

respectively 10 and 14.6% of respondents have experienced parental

divorce. The figures indicate that there are statistically significant

differences on the variables of key interests between individuals

who have experienced parental divorce and those who did not,

providing initial support for our theoretical expectations.

The figures in Table 1 indicate that in both analytic samples,

respondents who have experienced parental divorce, also display

higher rates of economic deprivation and living in single-mother

households during childhood. The data also shows the self-

selection into parental divorce by less religious households, as

indicated by mother’s lower church attendance during childhood.

Importantly, offspring of divorced parents take significantly more

left-wing political positions and aremore likely to support left-wing

parties. In the SHP we also have information about the parental

political orientation: the difference in mean political ideology

between divorced and non-divorced mothers is relatively large

(mean difference of 0.69, p= 0.013). This is of a similar magnitude

as the size of the gender gap – i.e., the difference between men

and women in political ideology – in the Swiss sample, that is

comparatively also quite large (0.67 among respondents, and 0.49

among mothers).

The results of additional statistical tests are also in line with

expectations. In the EVS, respondents who have experienced

economic deprivation at age 14, as well as those who lived only with

the mother at that time, hold more left-wing positions than those

without those experiences (differences in mean of 0.18 and 0.25,

respectively, p = 0.000). Respondents with more intense religious

socialization– who are less likely to have experienced parental

divorce – hold less leftist positions (difference of 0.24, p = 0.000).

These differences are similar in size to the gender gap in political

ideology which amounts to 0.24 in the EVS sample (p = 0.000).

In the SHP, the results are similar: respondents who ever lived

in a single-mother household prior to age 18 years hold more

leftist positions (difference in mean of 0.6, p = 0.000), while those

who grew up with more religious mothers are more right-wing

(difference of −0.27, p = 0.004). However, respondents do not

show statistically significant differences in left-right positions by

economic deprivation during youth (difference of−0.077, p= 0.5).

5 For young respondents that are often still in school (under age 23 years),

the prestige score of the parents is used, for the other respondents their

own prestige score. The prestige score of the father’s occupation is used

for respondents from traditional two-parent households, while the prestige

score of the mother’s occupation is used for respondents with separated

parents.

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics by experience of parental divorce.

Divorced
parents

No divorced
parents

European Values Study 2008

Economic deprivation (age 14) 0.18∗ 0.16

Lived in single-mother family (age 14) 0.41∗ 0.04

Strong religious socialization (age 12) 0.34∗ 0.59

Left-wing party support 0.25∗ 0.19

Political ideology (mean) 5.05∗ 5.3

N 1,740 17,419

Swiss Household Panel 1999–2020

Economic deprivation (prior to age 18) 0.23∗ 0.14

Ever lived in single-mother family (prior

to age 18)

0.38∗ 0

Religious mother (prior to age 18) 0.19∗ 0.28

Left-wing party support 0.40∗ 0.33

Political ideology - mean 4.27∗ 4.63

Political ideology mother (prior to age

18) - mean

3.80∗ 4.49

N 436 2548

Source: Author’s calculations using European Values Study 2008 and Swiss Household Panel

1999–2020. Cells report frequencies in the analytic sample, unless otherwise indicated.

Asterisks indicate statistically significant differences (t-test) with the group without divorced

parents at least at p < 0.02.

These descriptive results provide initial support for the

theoretical expectations: children of divorced parents display

more left-wing political preferences compared to those who did

not experience parental divorce, which might be explained by

experiences of economic deprivation (EVS only) and single-mother

socialization. These results also show that it is important to control

for self-selection into divorce by less religious and more politically

progressive individuals, which is what we turn to in the subsequent

multivariate analyses.

Multivariate analyses

The results of the multilevel models using the EVS 2008,

estimating the effect of the parental separation on left–right

ideology, are presented in Table 2. The independent variables of

key interest are stepwise added to the models. Negative coefficients

indicate left-leaning effects, while positive coefficients indicate

right-leaning effects: higher values in the dependent variable refer

to more right-wing positions.

The first model shows a statistically and substantially significant

left-wing coefficient for parental divorce of −0.19, indicating a

mean difference of 0.2 on the left-right scale between respondents

with and without divorced parents. Substantively, this difference

is similar to the gender gap in political ideology (b = −0.21).

When the independent variables of main interest are stepwise

added in the next models, this reduces the coefficient for parental

divorce, indicating that these factors contribute to the relation
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TABLE 2 Left-right self-placement on parental divorce (EVS multilevel models).

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

Parental divorce −0.188∗∗∗ −0.157∗∗∗ −0.133∗∗ −0.119∗∗

(0.0533) (0.0532) (0.0534) (0.0587)

Single–mother HH (age 14) −0.0378

(0.0665)

Economic deprivation (age 14) −0.245∗∗∗ −0.243∗∗∗

(0.0442) (0.0444)

Religious socialization 0.379∗∗∗ 0.382∗∗∗ 0.382∗∗∗

(0.0363) (0.0363) (0.0363)

Education – low 0.0811∗ 0.0855∗∗ 0.105∗∗ 0.105∗∗

Ref. Education – medium (0.0424) (0.0423) (0.0424) (0.0424)

Education – high −0.101∗∗ −0.105∗∗∗ −0.109∗∗∗ −0.108∗∗∗

(0.0393) (0.0392) (0.0391) (0.0391)

Civil status – Divorced −0.274∗∗∗ −0.257∗∗∗ −0.253∗∗∗ −0.253∗∗∗

Ref. Married (0.0538) (0.0536) (0.0536) (0.0536)

Other civil status −0.157∗∗∗ −0.143∗∗∗ −0.141∗∗∗ −0.140∗∗∗

(0.0351) (0.0350) (0.0350) (0.0350)

Parent’s education – low −0.0967∗∗ −0.108∗∗∗ −0.0933∗∗ −0.0928∗∗

Ref. Parent’s education – medium (0.0416) (0.0415) (0.0416) (0.0416)

Parent’s education – high −0.100∗ −0.0970∗ −0.0961∗ −0.0958∗

(0.0535) (0.0534) (0.0533) (0.0533)

Parent’s Occup. Prestige – low −0.0624 −0.0582 −0.0534 −0.0509

Ref. Parent’s Occup. Prestige – medium (0.0401) (0.0400) (0.0400) (0.0402)

Parent’s Occup. Prestige – high 0.230∗∗∗ 0.229∗∗∗ 0.213∗∗∗ 0.213∗∗∗

(0.0406) (0.0404) (0.0405) (0.0405)

Female −0.209∗∗∗ −0.234∗∗∗ −0.234∗∗∗ −0.233∗∗∗

(0.0310) (0.0310) (0.0310) (0.0310)

Age 0.00843∗∗∗ 0.00653∗∗∗ 0.00727∗∗∗ 0.00728∗∗∗

(0.00103) (0.00104) (0.00105) (0.00105)

Constant 5.137∗∗∗ 5.021∗∗∗ 5.012∗∗∗ 5.011∗∗∗

(0.103) (0.111) (0.110) (0.110)

Sigma u 0.346∗∗∗ 0.387∗∗∗ 0.384∗∗∗ 0.384∗∗∗

(0.0588) (0.0653) (0.0648) (0.0648)

Sigma e 2.034∗∗∗ 2.028∗∗∗ 2.026∗∗∗ 2.026∗∗∗

(0.0109) (0.0109) (0.0109) (0.0109)

N individuals 17,419 17,419 17,419 17,419

N countries 19 19 19 19

Source: Authors’ calculations using European Values Study 2008. Standard errors in parentheses. ∗∗∗p<0.01, ∗∗ p<0.05, ∗ p<0.1.

between parental divorce and left-wing political positions. In the

second model, religious socialization is added, which reduces

the coefficient for parental divorce to become smaller than the

gender gap. The coefficient in the first model was thus slightly

inflated due to the self-selection of non-religious individuals in

parental divorce. In the third model, economic deprivation during

childhood is added, which reduces the coefficient of parental

divorce during childhood to −0.13, while economic deprivation

predicts leftist positions even more strongly (b = −0.25). This

indicates that part of the left-wing effect of parental divorce

runs through economic deprivation, which predicts more left-

leaning positions.
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TABLE 3 Left-right self-placement on parental divorce, adults aged 18–34 (SHP regression models).

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

Parental divorce −0.323∗∗ −0.326∗∗ −0.304∗∗ −0.190

(0.132) (0.133) (0.132) (0.161)

Single-mother HH (prior to 18) −0.306 −0.483∗∗

(0.247) (0.201)

Mother’s political ideology (prior to 18)

Left −0.785∗∗∗ −0.778∗∗∗ −0.784∗∗∗

Ref. center (0.271) (0.271) (0.270)

Right 1.497∗∗∗ 1.489∗∗∗ 1.488∗∗∗

(0.367) (0.369) (0.368)

Not available 0.0172 0.0150 0.0115

(0.224) (0.225) (0.224)

Economic deprivation (prior to 18) 0.0358 0.0502 0.0618 0.0571

(0.134) (0.130) (0.131) (0.130)

Church attendance mother (prior to 18)

Once a month or up 0.227∗ 0.228∗ 0.210∗ 0.205∗ 0.213∗

Ref. Few times a year or less (0.122) (0.122) (0.120) (0.120) (0.120)

Not available 0.139 0.150 0.119 0.0911 0.0765

(0.113) (0.121) (0.122) (0.124) (0.123)

Education – low −0.129 −0.130 −0.114 −0.112 −0.115

Ref. education – medium (0.101) (0.102) (0.101) (0.101) (0.101)

Education – high −0.238∗∗ −0.238∗∗ −0.240∗∗ −0.245∗∗ −0.246∗∗

(0.119) (0.119) (0.118) (0.118) (0.118)

Civil status – divorced −1.234∗∗∗ −1.234∗∗∗ −1.233∗∗∗ −1.237∗∗∗ −1.252∗∗∗

Ref. married (0.302) (0.302) (0.300) (0.298) (0.296)

Other civil status −0.620∗∗∗ −0.622∗∗∗ −0.625∗∗∗ −0.617∗∗∗ −0.620∗∗∗

(0.189) (0.190) (0.187) (0.187) (0.187)

Mother’s education – low 0.235∗ 0.235∗ 0.227∗ 0.222∗ 0.223∗

Ref. Mother’s education – medium (0.129) (0.129) (0.128) (0.128) (0.128)

Mother’s education – high −0.744∗∗∗ −0.744∗∗∗ −0.721∗∗∗ −0.719∗∗∗ −0.722∗∗∗

(0.103) (0.103) (0.102) (0.102) (0.102)

Occup. prestige – low 0.127 0.127 0.0967 0.0971 0.102

Ref. Occup. prestige – medium (0.150) (0.150) (0.149) (0.148) (0.148)

Occup. prestige – high −0.544∗∗∗ −0.542∗∗∗ −0.547∗∗∗ −0.543∗∗∗ −0.533∗∗∗

(0.133) (0.134) (0.133) (0.133) (0.133)

Occup. prestige N/A −0.419∗∗∗ −0.418∗∗∗ −0.434∗∗∗ −0.433∗∗∗ −0.422∗∗∗

(0.126) (0.126) (0.125) (0.125) (0.126)

Female −0.633∗∗∗ −0.632∗∗∗ −0.634∗∗∗ −0.633∗∗∗ −0.633∗∗∗

(0.0815) (0.0816) (0.0812) (0.0813) (0.0813)

Age −0.0135 −0.0135 −0.0140 −0.0138 −0.0138

(0.0134) (0.0134) (0.0135) (0.0134) (0.0134)

Constant 6.291∗∗∗ 6.282∗∗∗ 6.314∗∗∗ 6.315∗∗∗ 6.304∗∗∗

(0.437) (0.437) (0.478) (0.478) (0.477)

N individuals 2,984 2,984 2,984 2,984 2,984

R–squared 0.079 0.079 0.088 0.089 0.088

Source: Author’s calculation using Swiss Household Panel 1999–2020. Clustered standard errors at the household (mother) level in parentheses. ∗∗∗p<0.01, ∗∗ p<0.05, ∗ p<0.1.
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In the last model, living in a single-mother household

during childhood is added, which does not significantly predict

respondents’ political ideology, when parental divorce is also

included in the model, of which the coefficient remains similar

with a magnitude of −0.12. Parental separation is thus a stronger

predictor of respondent’s political ideology, which could be

because this variable is more adequately capturing the socialization

experience that follows parental separation for all respondents, as

the living arrangements variable is measured only for one point in

time (age 14 years). Importantly, and in line with our expectations,

throughout all models religious socialization predicts more right-

leaning political positions, while higher educated respondents hold

more left-leaning positions, and divorced respondents also lean

more to the left.

Although this pan-European analysis indicates that parental

divorce is associated with more left-wing political positions

in adult children, it cannot be concluded that this finding

is not due to self-selection effects. Children from divorced

parents might simply be more left-wing to begin with, as less

religious and more left-leaning individuals are more likely to get

divorced, and parents pass on their political left-right positions

to their children (Van Ditmars, 2023). Religious socialization

was included in the previous models as it relates to both

attitudes toward divorce and political ideology, but as this is

not adequate to fully predict parental political ideology, and

the political socialization that respondents have received from

their parents. The indicator for living only with the mother

during a moment in childhood did not have a separate effect

on political ideology in the foregoing analyses, but this only

partially captures the socialization experience as this was measured

only at one retrospective timepoint and the political views of

the mother are unknown. Therefore, the next analyses using the

Swiss household data that include the mother’s political views and

more precise information about residency, will shed more light on

these questions.

Table 3 presents the results of the regression models using

the SHP in which left-right ideology is regressed on parental

separation. Economic deprivation, the mother’s political ideology,

and living in a single-mother household are included stepwise

in the models. The first model shows that when controlling

for sociodemographic factors and mother’s church attendance

during childhood, offspring of separated parents display more

left-wing political positions, with a difference of 0.32 on the left-

right scale. In the second model, economic deprivation during

childhood is added, which does not reduce the coefficient for

parental divorce. Economic deprivation does not predict political

positions, as the coefficient is not statistically significant and of very

small magnitude – in line with the descriptive statistics presented

earlier.

In the third model, mother’s political ideology during youth

is added. In line with previous studies, it has a strong and

relatively large predictive effect on the adult child’s political

ideology (with coefficients of −0.79 and 1.5 for leftist and rightist

mothers, respectively). The inclusion of this variable reduces the

coefficient for parental divorce slightly to −0.30. Substantively,

the size of the coefficient of parental divorce in this model is

about half the size of the gender gap observed in this sample.

In the fourth model, adding living in a single-mother household

during childhood reduces the size and statistical significance of

the parental divorce coefficient. As in the EVS models, the single-

mother household variable does not have an additional effect on

political ideology in itself, even though in the descriptive statistics

this variable did show relevant political differences between the

two groups. In fact, when in the final model we exclude the

coefficient for parental separation, the coefficient for single-mother

household during youth is strong and statistically significant, at

b = −0.48. The two variables thus canceled each other out in

model 4, while model 5 indicates the relevance of living in a

single-mother household.

The results of the multivariate EVS and SHP both indicate

differences in left-right positioning of respondents by the

experience of parental divorce, controlling for self-selection

into parental divorce. We interpret these analyses as indicative

of the relation between parental divorce and more leftist

political positions through altered political socialization

experiences, and complementary to the intergenerational

transmission of parental ideology. While in the EVS analysis,

childhood economic deprivation seems to be part of the

underlying mechanism in the relation between parental

separation and political ideology, the SHP analysis shows

no indication thereof, and underlines the importance of

the experience of living in a single-mother household

during childhood.

Conclusion

This paper has studied the consequences of parental divorce

or separation for the political socialization process in shaping

offspring’s political ideology, arguing that parental separation

predicts more leftist political positions in adulthood through

experiences of economic deprivation and single-mother

socialization. The analyses using the European Values Study

and the Swiss Household Panel consistently show that adult

children of separated parents tend to hold more left-wing

political views than those without separated parents, and

these differences remain when controlling for self-selection

into parental divorce by more progressive and less religious

families. Moreover, benefiting from the two-generational

information in the SHP we show that parental separation and

the mother’s political ideology are both strong predictors of

their adult offspring’s political ideology. Our findings thus

suggest that family structure results in formative experiences

that are relevant to the political socialization process during the

impressionable years, next to the intergenerational transmission of

political views.

We theorized that two common consequences of union

dissolution, economic deprivation and single-mother socialization,

can explain the relation between parental divorce and left-

wing political views. Across the two different analyses, we find

empirical support for both these mechanisms. In the pan-

European analyses with the EVS, we find strong indications that

economic deprivation explains parts of the political differences

predicted by parental divorce. In the Swiss analyses using the

SHP, we did not find such support. While in the descriptive

analyses respondents with divorced parents did more often

experience economic deprivation during childhood, it does not

predict differences in political positions. It might be that even
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when Swiss households have arrears in paying their bills (the

measurement in the SHP), this does not importantly impact their

living standard, explaining why this does not predict political

positioning. However, participants in severe economic distress

following a divorce are also more likely to show panel attrition

and will be therefore underrepresented in analytic sample, while

this issue does not arise when using retrospective information

as in the EVS. Regarding single-mother socialization, both

descriptive analyses indicated significant differences in political

positioning by the experience of having lived in a single-mother

household during childhood. However, in the EVS multivariate

analyses it did not significantly predict respondent’s ideology,

nor did it affect the coefficient for parental divorce. In the

SHP analyses on the other hand, the relation between parental

divorce and political ideology runs mainly through the experience

of single-mother socialization. This difference could be partially

due to measurement issues because in the EVS, due to the

retrospective measurement about one specific point in time

(age 14 years), this variable does not capture the household

composition of those who experienced parental divorce after

that age.

Importantly, the SHP analyses indicated that mother’s

ideological self-placement during childhood significantly predicts

adults’ political positioning during adulthood, apart from the

experience of living in a single-mother household. Our analyses

also indicated that most respondents who experienced parental

divorce ended up in single-mother households, and that divorced

mothers take on average significantly more left-wing positions.

Children growing up in single-mother households are thus on

average more exposed to parental left-wing political socialization

– apart from the fact that women take already on average more

left-wing positions than men. The intergenerational transmission

of political ideology is thus also interrelated with the political

effect of parental divorce, and these factors are demonstrated

to jointly predict offspring’s political ideology in adulthood. By

including the mother’s ideological positions during childhood,

we control for an important mechanism of self-selection of more

politically progressive mothers into divorce. Next to that, as

in the EVS analyses, we also control for religious socialization

during childhood indicated by the mother’s frequency of

church attendance.

While this study is not without limitations, we are confident

in having provided valuable first insights regarding the relation

between parental separation, political socialization, and political

self-identification in adulthood, with broader European analyses

and more in-depth Swiss analyses using household data. The

limitations of the study provide avenues for further research on the

political implications of parental divorce in particular, and of family

structure more generally. Additional research is needed to better

understand how growing up in single-parent households affects

individuals’ political development, especially given the limited

support for this mechanism in the EVS analysis. A challenge

is thereby that retrospective information (as in the EVS) rarely

provides the full range of information required, while the use of

prospective information (as in the SHP) implies limitations of panel

attrition, especially of households going through personal and/or

financial turmoil.

Despite our efforts to control for self-selection into parental

divorce, the SHP analytic sample is limited to respondents from

households of which mothers and adult children are jointly

included in the panel study and is therefore not a representative

sample of the Swiss population. Therefore, we included socio-

demographic controls as well, but one should remain careful

generalizing those results to other samples and contexts, and the

inferences drawn from this analysis are limited to young adults.

Moreover, our analyses have been not able to directly study the

impact of the theorized mechanism of witnessing parents breaking

social norms. This is considered part of the experience of single-

mother socialization, but is not directly captured by residency

arrangements. Not all individuals will feel equally socially penalized

by living in a non-standard family structure, as this will depend on a

myriad of factors related to the social milieu, specific family context,

as well as the wider societal context. More research is needed

to better understand to what extent the norm-breaking behavior,

to which divorce still belongs in many societies and subcultures,

and certainly did in multiple cohorts in our study, contributes

to the consequences of parental divorce for political socialization

processes. If that is indeed a relevant factor, in younger cohorts

where parental divorce is becoming increasingly common, this part

of the political effects of parental divorce might fade away over

time. Whether parental divorce will continue to be relevant in

the political socialization process of younger generations in which

divorce is more common, will depend on how they are socially and

economically affected by this impactful life event.
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