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Abstract
Lowering the voting age is often criticized due to the alleged political immaturity 
of young voters, which is considered as negative for the quality of democracy. We 
adopt a unique approach to this issue by measuring political congruence between 
adolescents and their parents to ascertain whether ideological views and salient 
positional issues, such as attitudes on immigration, differ between different age 
groups in adolescence. Using a household survey in the city of Ghent (Belgium), 
first we compare political ideologies and attitudes toward immigration for those of 
age between 15 and 19, and their parents. We find that adolescent children tend to 
resemble the political ideologies of their parents, and they also tend to have simi-
lar attitudes about immigration. Second, we find that ideological resemblance is 
even higher among adolescents that regularly talk about politics with their parents. 
Finally, we do not find evidence that political congruence with parents differs by the 
age of adolescent children or their right to vote. Therefore, we conclude that politi-
cal ideology and positional views are formed in an early stage of adolescence, i.e., 
before the age of 15. Our findings have relevance for the debate about lowering the 
voting age, as it points to already clearly formed ideological views and political atti-
tudes at early stages of adolescent life.
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Introduction

Declining political participation manifests itself by a decline in partisanship and 
generally lowering turnout rates across countries and across various types of elec-
tions (Blais and Rubenson 2013; Gray and Caul 2000). This global phenomenon 
has worried scholars, with the fear that this trend will endanger democratic legiti-
macy more broadly defined (Fieldhouse et al. 2007). With, on average, fewer vot-
ers participating in elections, both policy makers and social science scholars have 
searched for possible solutions to increase electoral participation, especially among 
younger age groups, and one of the recurring suggestions in this debate is to lower 
the legal voting age (Zeglovits and Aichholzer 2014). However, the empirical evi-
dence with regard to the consequences of lowering the voting age is rather mixed 
(Chan and Clayton 2006; Wagner et al. 2012; Bergh 2013; Eichhorn 2014). There 
are two major arguments within this debate. First, scholars have argued that the fact 
that adolescents will be allowed to vote for the first time at a lower age, will make it 
easier for them to develop a habit of turning out to vote. This assumption relies on 
the idea that citizens who have participated in their first elections when they were 
allowed to vote are more likely to continue to vote in future elections (Highton and 
Wolfinger 2001; Franklin 2004). The difference is that at the age of 16, adolescents 
are still likely to live with their parents and to attend a local high school. In turn, 
these two factors, the school environment and parents, are more likely to influ-
ence young first time voters to cast votes in elections, something that according to 
Franklin (2004) will lead to a lifelong voting habit. The influence of parents and the 
school environment for those at 18 or above, on the other hand, is more limited due 
to a higher probability of changing one’s living environment (i.e., starting university 
education, new employment, more likely to leave household of their parents).

Second, an early introduction to electoral participation is expected to increase 
voters’ interest in politics and to improve their political knowledge, which in turn 
will increase the quality of the vote (Stiers et al. 2020). High turnout rates and the 
quality of vote are crucial for democracies to function, as higher voter participation 
increases the legitimacy of elected governments. Also, the quality of vote is essen-
tial to ensure the connection between voters’ needs and the political decision that 
will be made.

Our study contributes to this debate about the consequences of electoral partici-
pation at a lower age, by ascertaining whether adolescents indeed have distinct and 
clearly formed views on political matters, i.e., whether they have reached political 
maturity.1 Our study adds to the literature on early voting, which has paid less atten-
tion to the political maturity of adolescents. Using our unique dataset, we are able 
to investigate when ideological and positional views are being formed, and whether 

1  We understand political maturity as a general concept as compared to similar but more precise meas-
ures of political sophistication and/or political knowledge. Since the latter two vary substantially among 
the general population of voters, we argue that political maturity is the theoretical threshold that ado-
lescents should reach to have similar ‘matured’ political attitudes and behaviors as the general voting 
population.
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the emergence of ideological and positional views indeed takes a major step forward 
between 15 and 19 years old. We are able to further look into the political congru-
ence between adolescents and their parents, asserting possible distinct generational 
political views or a high level of political agreement within families. This approach 
directly refers to the family and other socialization mechanisms, as tools to increase 
participation in elections among young voters (Franklin et al. 2004), as we are able 
to investigate the importance of family factors in forming one’s ideological views 
and political attitudes.

Second, we are able to compare findings among different age groups, within a 
quasi-experimental setting, where we examine whether ideological views and politi-
cal attitudes differ between age groups among late adolescents. Our quasi-experi-
mental approach allows to test the effect of electoral participation, since the sample 
of adolescents in this study is divided between those who have the right to partici-
pate in elections (above 18), those who are allowed to vote in the Ghent mock elec-
tions (16 and 17), and the baseline group (age 15) that was not allowed to vote in 
any election. The unique quasi-experimental data comes from the city of Ghent in 
Belgium, where a mock election was held with a lowered voting age for the local 
elections in 2018. We used this setting to administer a household survey to all ado-
lescents in the city between the age of 15 (non-voting age), 16–17 (first time mock 
trial voting age), and 18–19 (regular voting age), and their parents.

We test the effects of the right to vote on political maturity among adolescents. In 
other words, we test whether the act of voting leads to more pronounced or differ-
ent positional views on political issues among this group. Our study relies on con-
gruence as a measure of similarity of political views between adolescents and their 
parents, in order to assess the political maturity of the adolescents. Since parents 
are assumed to be long-term political actors with some degree of political maturity, 
similar political outcomes (i.e., congruence) between adolescent children and their 
parents would indicate similar levels of political maturity. If, however, the distance 
in positional views on political matters is high among adolescents and their parents, 
then this might bring into question the maturity of political reasoning among the 
younger sample (although this could lead in both directions).2

This paper proceeds as follows: We first describe the literature on the topic of the 
lowering of the voting age and political maturity of young adolescence, before elab-
orating our theoretical framework and possible age group differences. Subsequently, 
we proceed with our data collection strategy in a quasi-experimental approach and 
the methods we use in our study. The result section elaborates our findings and 
points to the final conclusion as well as recommendations for further research in the 
topic.

2  Distance in congruence could mean that the adolescents lack political maturity or it could be that the 
newer generations have developed newer ideas and ways to looking into politics.
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Literature review

Family socialization as a factor of political maturity

Traditionally, it has been assumed that children are socialized mainly within 
the family. Although there is also an effect of the education system and the peer 
group, in general, it is safe to assume that parents still have a strong effect on the 
political attitudes and behaviors of their children (Iyengar et al. 2018). In some 
of the older literature, it was assumed that parents have a strong effect on the 
attitudes of their children, and that they actually try to influence these attitudes. 
In the current era, however, this perspective has largely been abandoned, and 
most authors would now see this intra-family socialization as a reciprocal process 
(McDevitt and Chaffee 2002). While parents will have an effect on the attitudes 
of their children, it is just as likely that children will influence the attitudes of 
their parents. Most studies indeed show there is a remarkable degree of congru-
ence between the political attitudes of children and parents, and in the literature 
two important causal mechanisms can be distinguished.

Some authors emphasize the occurrence of a sorting mechanism that leads to 
the reproduction of social stratification (Burns et  al. 1997). In general, parents 
and their children will share the same socio-economic background, as resources 
are shared within the household. Furthermore, children of highly educated par-
ents on average will receive better education opportunities, so they can aspire to 
reach the same kind of economic status as their parents once they enter adult-
hood. This close resemblance with regard to the access to material resources and 
social status, will also imply that adolescents and parents develop the same set of 
ideological preferences.

A second potential causal mechanism is more closely related to the content of 
the ideological beliefs. Typically, parents and children talk about political issues, 
and this is seen as a prime mechanism for transmitting political attitudes and val-
ues from one generation to another (Hooghe and Boonen 2015). Indeed, in fami-
lies where there is less discussion about political topics, children often do not 
even have reliable knowledge about the political and ideological positions of their 
parents, and therefore it can hardly be expected that they have the same ideologi-
cal preferences as their parents. Nevertheless, in this reasoning too, it is clear that 
one should be cautious with regard to the direction of causality. Levinsen and 
Yndigegn (2015) have shown that when children have the perception (correctly or 
not), that there is a large ideological distance between themselves and their par-
ents, they will tend to avoid having political discussions with their parents. Most 
likely they want to avoid a sharp disagreement within the family, and they there-
fore refrain from entering into this kind of discussion. The fact that we routinely 
observe a correlation between intra-family coherence on the one hand, and the 
intensity of political discussion on the other, therefore, should not be taken as an 
indication that we have established a real causal mechanism in this regard. What 
we do know, however, is that a high degree of politicization within the family will 
be associated with a closer resemblance between parents and children (Hatemi 
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and Ojeda 2021). Discussions within the family are one possible (and important) 
indicator for this politicization of the family context, but other potential indica-
tors are watching the television news together, or having a newspaper arriving in 
the household.

These two causal mechanisms therefore lead to different expectations. The first 
approach assumes that there will be a higher level of congruence between parents 
and their children when the family has access to various resources (income and edu-
cation level), while the second approach assumes that the degree of politicization 
within the household is crucial in this regard. Our first line of analysis investigates 
these two possible mechanisms.

First, we look at the congruence between parents and their adolescent children, 
which is defined as the distance in political views. We hypothesis that

H1  Adolescent children resemble the political ideology and political attitudes of 
their parents.

Second, we investigate the two possible mechanism through which this relation is 
established.

H2a  Parent’s socio-economic status (education and income) increases ideology and 
political attitudes congruence with their adolescent children.

H2b  Talking about politics within the family increases ideology and political atti-
tudes congruence between parents and their adolescent children.

The right to vote as a factor of political maturity

Political maturity as a general concept to assess the quality of the vote is the main 
reason why it is important to understand more about the intra-family congruence 
with regard to political attitudes. A recurring argument against lowering the voting 
age is based on the assumption that adolescents lack the required political maturity 
to develop their own political attitudes in an independent manner (Chan & Clayton 
2006). The basic argument is that adolescents would be easily influenced, whether 
it is by their parents, their peers, or by popular “influencers” on the social media. 
If that would be the case, we should indeed be able to observe in our dataset that 
young adolescents (i.e., the age of 15) behave differently than later adolescents (i.e., 
the age of 19). If young voters develop their own, independent position, differences 
in these age groups would be an argument to have a rather late age to vote.

Although there is a consensus among scholars that increasing turnout rates 
and strengthening the quality of vote have a positive impact on democratic legit-
imacy, there is a lack of agreement about whether lowering the voting age to 16 
will contribute to these aspirations. Within the literature, there are clearly oppos-
ing views on this issue. For example, Chan and Clayton (2006) use data from the 
United Kingdom to argue that adolescent citizens lack the political maturity to be 
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effectively involved in elections. Eichhorn (2014), on the other hand, finds that elec-
toral and non-electoral participation is higher among 16-year-old and 17-year-old 
Scottish voters, compared to their peers in the rest of the United Kingdom, who are 
not allowed to participate in elections. Similarly to Eichhorn (2014), Stiers et  al. 
(2021) show that the right to vote increases attention to politics among young peo-
ple in Belgium. Also, Wagner et al. (2012) argue that the quality of the vote among 
16 years olds in Austria is similar to the quality of the vote of 18 years old, although 
they also note that turnout rates are slightly lower among the youngest age group. 
In contrast, Bergh (2013) using data on elections in Norwegian municipalities finds 
there is a significant gap in political maturity between 16 and 17 years old compared 
to older groups. It is clear from this short overview, therefore, that empirical results 
about the effects of lowering the voting age are mixed. Our second line of analysis 
therefore investigates when this political maturity is created, and if the right to vote 
is related to the political maturity of adolescent children. Thus we test:

H2a  The congruence between parents and adolescent children with regard to politi-
cal ideology and political attitudes differs between those who are at legal age (18 
and above) with full rights to vote, compared to minors (bellow 18).

H2b  The congruence between parents and adolescent children with regard to politi-
cal ideology and political attitudes differs based on age of the adolescent.

Data and methods

Data collection

We collected data on the occasion of the city of Ghent mock elections, where for the 
first time, adolescents at the age of 16 and 17 were invited to vote by the city author-
ities. Following this unique opportunity, we organized a large-scale post-election 
survey, where all citizens between 15 and 19 years received a survey questionnaire, 
accompanied by an additional survey questionnaire directed to one of their parents. 
We received the dates of birth and addresses of all citizens of the city of Ghent 
between the ages 15 and 19, which included a total number of 11,016 adolescents 
(the whole population). Every adolescent received a survey and two personalized by 
first name letter reminders, followed by a final round of survey questionnaires aimed 
for those who did not responded to the previous requests. The first round of surveys, 
one envelope per household, was sent immediately following the local elections on 
October 14th, 2018.3 A reminder letter to those who have not responded was sent 
on November 12th, 2018, followed by a second reminder, which also included ques-
tionnaires, sent the first week of December. Each questionnaire had a unique number 

3  With each survey we provided both a prepaid return envelope and an option for online response.
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connected to an expected respondent from our database of all young people between 
age 15 and 19 residing in the city of Ghent. We received 3735 questionnaires in 
total, out of which 2360 were completed by adolescents (15–19 years old) and 1375 
questionnaires were completed by parents. Our final response rate for adolescents is 
21.6 percent. For the analysis of this paper, we only use those adolescents for which 
we have a match with a parent, so we can construct a unique dyad of a child and a 
parent.

By lowering the age group to 15, we were able to collect data from three different 
adolescent groups, those without any right to vote (age 15), those who were allowed 
to participate in mock elections (age 16 and 17), and those that have a regular right 
to vote (above 18), and the comparison between these two groups will be central to 
our analysis.

Variable operationalization

Our study has two main dependent variables: (1) respondents’ left–right ideologi-
cal position and (2) respondents’ score on anti-immigrant attitudes, which are, in 
Belgium, as in numerous other European countries, highly salient political issues. 
Both these variables are considered to be important factors of political maturity. For 
example, those young voters who are considered to be politically mature would be 
expected to have coherent expression of their ideological positioning, with their own 
positional views (Bergh 2013, p. 93). Along these lines we would expect to observe 
variation both with attitudes (e.g., on immigration) or ideology by age, if political 
maturity happens at age 18 or when one is granted the chance to participate in elec-
tions. For measuring political ideology, participants were asked to place themselves 
on a 11-point scale (ranching from 0 to 10) following a standard ideology self-
assessment question:

“The terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ are often used in politics. Where would you place 
yourself on this scale, where 0 is left 5 is center and 10 is right.”

Since our subject of interest is the congruence between children and parents, we 
modeled political ideology in two distinct ways. First, we used the self-placement 
of adolescents on this scale as our dependent variable, and used the self-placement 
of the parent of that adolescent as an independent variable. Our second approach is 
to calculate the congruence of adolescents with their parent’s political ideology, by 
using the distance between the position of the adolesent and the position of the par-
ent. This variable is based on the absolute difference between these two positions 
from the two members of the same dyad.

Our second line of investigation concerns attitudes toward immigration, as a sali-
ent issue in Belgian politics (Hooghe and De Vroome 2015). For this analysis, we 
used the same strategy as with political ideology, by first including adolescents’ atti-
tudes toward immigration as our dependent variable, and the attitude of their parent 
as our independent variable. Second, we calculated the distance between the adoles-
cent’s attitude about immigration, and that of the parent.
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Our attitudes toward immigration variable is a composite score of three ques-
tions that measure immigration attitudes. Respondents were asked to place them-
selves on a 5-point Likert scale, following three statements about immigration. 
They are as follows:

1.	 “Immigrants are generally good for Belgian economy”
2.	 “The culture in our country is threatened by immigrants”
3.	 “Immigrants cause more crime.”

The scales were than matched to follow the same overall meaning, where 1 
expresses a negative attitude toward immigration and 5 expresses a positive atti-
tude toward immigration. The three questions load well on one factor with Cron-
bach’s alpha 0.77 for young adolescents and 0.80 for parents, forming a strongly 
coherent latent concept.

Previous research has shown that in families where there is a lot of political 
discussion going on, there is a stronger congruence of the attitudes of parents 
and children (Hooghe and Boonen 2015). We therefore also include a variable 
measuring how often adolescents talk about political topics with their parents. To 
construct this variable, respondents were asked to report on a 4-point scale (with 
1 being never and 4 being often) how often do they talk with their parents about 
political and social issues.

We control for several factors that might influence the congruence between 
adolescents and their parents. With our controlling variables, we focus on the 
environment in which adolescents were raised, by looking at their parents’ educa-
tion level, as well as the number of books in the parent house—another approxi-
mation of education and knowledge within the household (Torney-Purta 2002). 
Second, we use the financial situation of the parent, as an indicator for the finan-
cial situation of the family household. Research has shown that families with 
higher income provide more opportunities for their children to receive a higher 
level of education, which in return is associated with higher levels of political 
participation and political knowledge (Kallio et al. 2016).

Our second line of interest is to investigate whether political attitudes are being 
formed at age of 18 or earlier. This is relevant for the more general debate on 
when adolescents actually can be considered as full, mature citizens. To do so, we 
test whether the current voting age of 18 is a predictor of ideology formation. In 
the first model, we use age as a scale. This allows us to investigate the differences 
that are associated with one unit (i.e., one year) increase in age. Second, we group 
those respondents bellow 18 as our baseline group, and the respondents above 18 
as our comparison group. Finally, we create three categories, with respondents at 
age of 15 as our baseline group, our second group consists of those of age of 16 
and 17, and third we have those belonging to the regular voting age group 18 or 
above. This way we are able to calculate differences in voting behavior at differ-
ent age stages, using several approaches, both by year and by group, to ascertain 
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whether mock elections or the right to vote are associated with different political 
preferences.

Finally, we control for the question whether the parent adheres to a national (Bel-
gian), or regional (i.e., Flemish) identity.4 Appendix  2 (Electronic supplementary 
material) provides summary statistics of all variables used in our models.

Table 1   Ideological congruence between adolescents and their parent

* p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Standard error in parenthesis

Dependent variable

Left–right Left–right distance

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Often talks politics 0.068 0.066 0.068 − 0.156** − 0.152** − 0.154**
(with parents) (0.075) (0.075) (0.075) (0.057) (0.057) (0.057)
Left–right self 0.566** 0.566** 0.565**
(Parent) (0.027) (0.027) (0.027)
Age Scale 0.003 − 0.031

(0.040) (0.030)
Age < 18 0.037 − 0.145

(0.117) (0.089)
Age (16 and 17) − 0.116 0.083

(0.157) (0.120)
Age > 17 − 0.044 − 0.087

(0.161) (0.122)
Female − 0.557** − 0.557** − 0.557** − 0.079 − 0.079 − 0.079

(0.114) (0.114) (0.114) (0.086) (0.086) (0.086)
Education − 0.049 − 0.048 − 0.049 0.022 0.020 0.021
(Parent) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.032) (0.032) (0.032)
Number of books − 0.181** − 0.181** − 0.181** − 0.024 − 0.024 − 0.025
(Parent home) (0.056) (0.056) (0.056) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042)
Finances family − 0.067 − 0.067 − 0.068 − 0.048 − 0.049 − 0.048
(Parent) (0.071) (0.071) (0.071) (0.054) (0.054) (0.054)
Identity flemish 0.159** 0.159** 0.161** 0.037 0.038 0.037
(Parent) (0.061) (0.061) (0.061) (0.043) (0.043) (0.043)
Identity Belgian 0.028 0.028 0.027 0.050 0.049 0.049
(Parent) (0.063) (0.063) (0.063) (0.048) (0.048) (0.048)
Constant 2.259** 2.290** 2.372** 2.473** 2.007** 1.950**

(0.795) (0.438) (0.452) (0.601) (0.324) (0.334)
Observations 1120 1120 1120 1120 1120 1120
Adjusted R2 0.389 0.389 0.388 0.007 0.008 0.007

4  For a full operationalization of all our variables see Appendix 1 (Electronic supplementary material).
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Table 2   Congruence between adolescents and their parent regarding attitudes for immigration

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. Standard error in parenthesis

Dependent variable

Immigration attitudes Immigration attitudes (distance)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Often talks politics 0.049 0.049 0.049 − 0.045* − 0.043 − 0.044*
(with parents) (0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022)
Immigration (parent) 0.330** 0.330** 0.330**
Composite score (0.026) (0.026) (0.026)
Age Scale 0.002 0.007

(0.014) (0.012)
Age < 18 0.002 − 0.001

(0.042) (0.032)
Age (16 and 17) 0.036 0.080

(0.058) (0.043)
Age > 17 0.027 0.054

(0.059) (0.044)
Female 0.135** 0.135** 0.135** − 0.051 − 0.051 − 0.051

(0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.034) (0.034) (0.034)
Left–Right − 0.156** − 0.156** − 0.156** 0.010 0.010 0.011
Selfplacement (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008)
Education − 0.018 − 0.018 − 0.018 − 0.006 − 0.007 − 0.006
(Parent) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012)
Number of books 0.031 0.031 0.031 − 0.017 − 0.017 − 0.017
(Parent home) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020) (0.017) (0.017) (0.016)
Finances family 0.056* 0.056* 0.056* − 0.034 − 0.035 − 0.034
(Parent) (0.026) (0.026) (0.026) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021)
Identity flemish − 0.012 − 0.012 − 0.013 0.004 0.005 0.004
(Parent) (0.022) (0.022) (0.022) (0.017) (0.017) (0.017)
Identity Belgian − 0.007 − 0.007 − 0.007 0.013 0.012 0.013
(Parent) (0.023) (0.023) (0.023) (0.019) (0.019) (0.019)
Constant 2.431** 2.468** 2.442** 0.866** 0.982** 0.913**

(0.307) (0.184) (0.189) (0.237) (0.125) (0.129)
Observations 1178 1178 1178 1178 1178 1178
Adjusted R2 0.44 0.44 0.44 0.012 0.012 0.014
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Methods

Since our dependent variables are continuous scales, we use multivariate linear 
regressions (OLS) in all our models 1–6, for both Tables 1 and 2.5 Our methodologi-
cal approach is based on two sets of dependent variables. The first set of dependent 
variables measures ideology and positional attitudes of adolescents, explained by 
the ideology and positional attitudes of their parent (models 1–3 in Table 1, 2). The 
second approach focuses on the distance between adolescents and their parents con-
cerning both ideology and positional attitudes (models 4–6 in Tables 1, 2). We use 
three distinct age groups to model our analysis, which allows us to investigate the 
first set of dependent variables. The same strategy with three specifications of age 
groups is used to investigate distances as our dependent variable. 

Results

We divide the results in two parts. First, we focus on the analysis of ideological con-
gruence between adolescents and their parents (Table 1), after which we present the 
analysis of their attitudes toward immigration (Table 2).

Ideological congruence (left–right)

Following Table 1, with an analysis on the left–right ideology congruence between 
adolescents and their parents, we consistently find evidence of a strong positive asso-
ciation between these two variables (see models 1 to 3, Table 1). Parents’ ideology 
is highly correlated with that of their children, with a unit increase in parents’ self-
placement being associated with almost 0.57 units increase in the self-placement of 
the adolescent. In other words, if the parent is identifying herself toward the right of 
the ideology scale, the likelihood for her adolescent daughter/son to identify on the 
right side of the scale increases too. All models are significant at the 0.01 level. We 
conclude that ideological congruence between adolescents and their parents clearly 
is present in our sample confirming hypothesis 1.

Having established this strong correlation between the two ideology positions 
within the family dyad, we go a step further, by investigating the possible mech-
anism that could explain this congruence (model 4 to 6, Table  1). Here, we look 
at family socialization (H2a) and political communication within the family (H2b) 
as mechanisms to explain ideological congruence. Models 4 to 6 in Table 1 focus 
on education level, number of books in the house and family income as part of 
the socialization mechanism and the political communication mechanism, where 

5  For robustness we also weighted our data by gender with information provided by Belgian Statistical 
Office about the portion of male and female in the Province of East Flanders, where the city of Ghent is 
the largest city and the provincial capital. Results are provided in Appendix 5 (Electronic supplementary 
material). We find no deviation from the results provided in the manuscript.
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adolescent respondents report how often they talk politics with their parents. Our 
expectation is that socio-economic background of the parents (education and fam-
ily income) will have effect on ideology congruence, although we do not necessary 
hypothesis about the direction of this effect.6 Second, we expect that those who talk 
more often about politics with their parents are more likely to have similar ideo-
logical views, as these talks can help to identify more correctly the position of other 
family members.

Following these two hypothesis, we find no evidence that socialization factors 
have an effect on the ideological congruence. However, we find evidence that indeed 
those who talked more often about politics with their parents have more closely 
related ideological views with that of their parents. Across all our models (4–6, 
Table 1) this communication mechanism is significant at the 1% level (p < 0.01). We 
thus have a strong indication that one of the transmitting paths for ideology congru-
ence lies in talking about politics within the family. In other words, the more politi-
cal discussions within the family, the stronger the similarity in ideological views. 
For robustness, we also use an interaction term in models 1–3, Table 1 between the 
communication mechanism (talks politics with parents) and left–right ideological 
self-placement of parent. In line with the above, we find positive and significant 
interaction effect between the two variables, re-confirming our congruence analysis 
that those who talk politics with their parent tend to have similar political views (see 
Appendix 3 (Electronic supplementary material), Table 1).

What is worth noting, however, is that we do not expect talks about politics 
between adolescents and their parents to lead to a specific ideological preference. 
In other words, we expect that both sides, those on the left and those on the right 
side of the political spectrum, will use communication within the family as a mecha-
nism to achieve closer congruence within the family. The non-significant effects in 
models 1 to 3 indeed suggest that this process occurs in a similar manner across 
the entire political spectrum. Second, although we expect talking about politics will 
be associated with a stronger resemblance between adolescents and parents, we still 
need to acknowledge that those models (4 to 6, Table 1) explain less than one per-
cent of the variation in the dependent variable. Nevertheless, we expect that talking 
about politics matters, as do other factors in connecting the ideology of parents with 
that of their children. Interestingly enough, we do not find evidence that the financial 
situation of the family or the education level of the parents have a positive impact 
on ideological congruence. Following the ideology congruence we find support of 
hypothesis 2b, but not for hypothesis 2a.

Our second line of inquiry deals with the question when exactly these ideological 
views are being created. The reasoning behind this leads to the debate of lowering 
voting age and if the right to vote has a direct effect on the quality of the vote, where 
ideology and positional attitudes congruence between adolescents and their parents 
are our tests of the political maturity of adolescents. However, using a variety of 

6  We do not expect that more education or higher income will lead to higher congruence between par-
ents and their children, however, if the socialization mechanism is in place we should see some sort of 
effect (whether positive or negative).
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comparing age groups and different specifications as our baseline line group, we 
consistently fail to find any difference among age groups concerning ideological 
congruence with that of their parents. We do not find significant differences with 
congruence between adolescents and their parents, having similar impact across dif-
ferent age groups, although we use several different specifications of age. All results 
lead to one single conclusion: no evidence is found in our sample that those who 
are of voting age (18 and above) or those who belong to the mock election group 
(16 and 17) differ ideologically from those who do not have any right to vote and 
are at the age of 15 (see models 1–3, Table 1). Similarly, we do not find evidence of 
different ideology congruence by age (if the respondent is of legal age or not), nei-
ther with ideological self-placement, or with ideological distance as our modeling 
approach. Second, the right to vote seems to have no effect on the ideological views 
or ideological congruence. Thus, we find no evidence in support for both hypothesis 
H2a and H2b.7

Congruence: attitudes toward immigration

Our second line of research investigates the political attitudes of adolescents with 
regard to immigration. Since immigration constitutes one of the most salient issues 
in Belgian politics, with political attitudes strongly polarized about this issue (Bil-
liet and De Witte 1995), we test whether adolescents and their parents share similar 
views on this topic. Table 2 models 1 to 3 present the results using parents’ attitudes 
about immigration as independent variable, while models 4 to 6 measure distances.

With this line of analysis we find confirmation that congruence is important part 
of peoples’ political attitudes, with the attitudes of adolescents correlating quite 
strongly with those of their parents. More specifically, with one unit increase toward 
positive attitudes on immigration among parents, we find an increase of positive atti-
tudes toward immigration among their children increased by 0.33 units. This means 
that one-third unit increase of adolescents’ attitudes toward immigration is associ-
ated with a unit increase in parents’ attitudes toward immigration, where parents 
having positive attitudes toward immigration are more likely to influence positive 
attitudes toward immigration among their children. We thus are confident that both 
political attitudes and ideologies of adolescents reflect those of their parents, con-
firming hypothesis 1.

The second line of our research investigates the mechanisms through which this 
attitudinal congruence is transmitted. Differently from ideology, we find that the 
communication mechanism, where adolescents talk about politics with their parent is 
less robust as compared to ideology.8 Also, we find that the financial situation within 

7  For model 1–3, Table 1, we also use an interaction term between age group and ideology of parent. All 
models are in line with table 1 presented in the manuscript inferring the same conclusion, that we do not 
find an effect of age differences in ideology behavior (see Appendix 4 (Electronic supplementary mate-
rial), Table 1).
8  Similarly when using an interaction between the communication mechanism and immigration attitudes 
of parent we only find significant association at 10 percent level (p < 0.1) (see Appendix 3 (Electronic 
supplementary material), Table 2).
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the family influences the congruence with regard to immigration attitudes to some 
extent. First, those that often talk about politics with their parents are more likely to 
have similar attitudes on immigration, but the effect size is fairly minor (only model 
4 and model 6 are significant at the 5 percent level, Table 2). Second, similar pat-
tern emerges when considering family finances. Financial situation within the family 
translates into closer views on the immigration (see models 1 to 3, Table 2), where 
higher positioning in terms of family finance is associated with more positive views 
on the immigration. However, this mechanism is not very robust when considering 
models 4 to 6, Table 2. Our analysis suggest (1) congruence between parents and 
their  adolescent children’s political attitude exists. (2) Both, socializing (income) 
and communication mechanisms to some extent influence this relation.

Our second line of analysis on anti-immigrant attitudes deals with the age differ-
ence. Here, similarly as with ideology, we find no evidence that age matters in terms 
of attitudes toward immigration. We find no evidence that a unit increase in age has 
an impact on immigration attitudes or for that matter on congruence about these atti-
tudes with the parent. Neither do we find confirmation that participation in elections 
would matter. Both in models 2 and 5, where we investigate the difference between 
those with the right to vote and those without the right to vote as our baseline, we 
find no statistical difference between the two groups. There are also no differences 
when model 3 and model 6 are considered, i.e., when mock participation in elec-
tions or full participation in elections is available for adolescents. Thus, we conclude 
that the hypothesis that political participation would lead to a higher level of politi-
cal maturity is not supported by the results of our analysis.9 We find no differences 
in political maturity by age, seen through ideology and immigration attitudes, and 
we find similar congruence effects of ideology and immigration attitudes with that 
of parents and adolescents among all age groups.

Conclusion

Our analysis shows that two factors are important regarding ideology and posi-
tional attitudes of adolescents. First, we find that adolescents resemble the politi-
cal ideology and positional attitudes of their parents. This seems to be transmitted 
through communication channels within the family, when ideology is taken into 
account. However, the communication channel is less robust when immigration 
attitudes are concerned. The socialization mechanism, mainly through the fam-
ily financial situation, on the other hand, might also have influence on the politi-
cal attitudes (immigration attitudes). Our findings suggest that adolescents follow 
their parents in both ideological views and political attitudes, and they show that 
the family remains one of the stronger predictors of future political attitudes of 

9  For model 1–3, Table 2, we also include interactions between each age group and immigration atti-
tudes of parent. All models are in line with Table  2 presented in the manuscript leading to the same 
conclusion that we do not find effect of age in immigration attitudes (see Appendix 4 (Electronic supple-
mentary material), Table 2).
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adolescents. To some extent this is more strongly the case in terms of ideology, 
than with political attitudes, but overall the parents’ views on both dimensions 
provide strong indications about adolescent children’s political attitudes.

Second, the ideological views and positional attitudes are already formed at 
age of 15, and we find no different patterns about ideology congruence or immi-
gration congruence between parents and adolescent children across different age 
groups. This infers that, at least in our sample, there is no evidence of a distinct 
generation that would suggest different political maturity between ages 15 and 19. 
Therefore, we believe that political maturity is formed even earlier than what is 
often assumed. Such findings incline that the age for right to vote could be low-
ered, without a loss of the quality of the vote. Adolescents already have formed 
ideological views as they have established opinions regarding policy issues (i.e., 
attitudes toward immigration), and their votes should be reflected similarly in the 
elections, no matter if it is a vote from a citizen at age of 16 or at the age of 18. 
The ability to vote is no different by age and it is not affected by the virtue of the 
fact that some groups have the right to vote compared to others. Political attitudes 
thus are surprisingly already formed at age 15, and lowering the voting to 16, we 
believe would not make a big difference regarding the political maturity of these 
voters, nor will it have an effect on the option to vote, as some other research has 
argued (Eichhorn 2014). However, in line with Franklin (2004), it might lead to 
higher levels of voter turnout, if the habit of voting hypothesis are correct.

However, we should state that our sample comes from the city of Ghent only, 
which imposes limitations in the way these findings can be generalized across 
different countries and geographical settings (i.e., rural/urban or cultural differ-
ences). Additional studies should test congruent voting in various countries and 
under different conditions to address the generalizability.

Future research should also focus on two important aspects of voting at 16. 
First, it should be investigated whether there indeed is evidence of long-term 
higher voter turnout in countries that have already implemented voting at 16. 
In this line of research, we should also investigate whether there is a real social 
demand for lowering the voting age. In the past, the women’s movement and the 
labor movement waged a hard and long campaign to obtain the right to vote. One 
does get the impression that the current generation of adolescents is not equally 
convinced that they should have the right to vote (Douglas 2020). Second, our 
study suggests the exact timing when political ideology and political attitudes are 
being formed is before the age of 15. Therefore, further research should investi-
gate at what age do children create their political views? The results of the cur-
rent analysis seem to indicate that the answer to this question should be at an 
earlier age which is often not assumed in the current literature.
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