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This doctoral thesis regards long-term aggregate trends in intergroup attitudes and the
individual-level mechanisms that underlie change and continuity on the aggregate-level. The
thesis focusses primarily on attitudes toward homosexuality in the North American context and
attitudes toward immigration in the European context. I approach these subjects from a political
socialization perspective, which emphasizes the importance of early-life experiences for the
development of political orientations. From this perspective, the expectation is that aggregate-
level value change is principally driven by generational replacement.

The thesis is comprised of three separate research papers. In the first paper, I address
the conflicting findings of prior age-period-cohort studies of long-term change in American
attitudes toward homosexuality. The paper demonstrates that the conflicting findings of previous
research essentially are a product of different studies using different analytical constraints in
order to ensure model identification in the face of the identification problem that exists in
age-period-cohort analysis. While this identification problem impedes clear-cut inference with
regard to linear cohort effects, I nevertheless propose that generational replacement has been
an important factor behind the liberal shift in American public opinion on homosexuality over
the past few decades. In the second paper, I examine the lifespan developmental trajectory of
attitudes toward homosexuality by the means of American panel data. The paper demonstrates
that attitudes toward homosexuality are highly stable on the individual-level but also that
attitude stability increases across the human lifespan, which suggest that this kind of attitudes
are primarily formed early in life. In the third paper, I look at generational differences in
the relationship between education and anti-immigrant sentiment. The paper demonstrates that
this relationship has increased in strength across cohorts born over the 20th century in most
Western European countries. Importantly, this cross-generational trend has been driven mainly
by the highly educated strata of the population. This suggests that the capacity of educational
institutions to reduce negative outgroup attitudes through socialization increases as a democratic
regime consolidates over time.
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Introduction 

 
This dissertation is about long-term trends in intergroup attitudes. The over-
arching aim is to improve our understanding of how value change occurs on 
the aggregate-level as well as about the individual-level mechanisms that 
underlie these processes. I primarily focus on attitudes toward homosexuals, 
a historically stigmatized minority group that continues to face wide-ranging 
discrimination in most societies. In the American context, attitudes toward 
homosexuality moreover represents a highly interesting case from value 
change perspective, seeing that public opinion on the issue has become rap-
idly more liberal over the past few decades (Daniels 2019; Twenge and 
Blake 2020). However, I also look at longitudinal change in attitudes toward 
immigrants in the European context, a case that is of particular significance 
given the heightened salience of immigration and multiculturalism in the 
political debate across Europe in recent years (Dancygier and Margalit 2020; 
Hovden and Mjelde 2019). 

I approach these topics from a political socialization perspective on atti-
tude formation, which emphasizes the importance of inter-generational 
change as a driver of aggregate-level value change (Bass and Stoker 2011; 
Jennings 2007). Are more recent generations more progressive and liberal 
than older ones, as is often maintained in the public debate as well as by 
some scholars (e.g., Inglehart 2008; Janmaat and Keating 2019; Pampel 
2016; Storm, Sobolewska, and Ford 2017; Wodtke 2016)? Although the 
findings of this dissertation support that proposition overall, I call attention 
to a methodological problem that impedes clear-cut inference about inter-
generational change and which have been overlooked in most prior research. 
Drawing on contemporary American panel data, I also provide an empirical 
test of the assumption that underlies the generational model of value 
change—that susceptibility to attitude change decreases across the adult 
lifespan—by examining the lifespan developmental trajectory of attitudes 
toward homosexuality. With regard to attitudes toward immigrants, special 
attention is given to the education system as a socialization vehicle and I 
examine how the relationship between education and such attitudes has 
changed across European birth cohorts over the 20th century. 

This dissertation is highly motivated by recent political developments. 
During the past decade or so, political life in Western democracies has been 
marked by increasing social unrest and political polarization (Campbell 
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2018; Schulze, Mauk, and Linde 2020; Webster and Abramowitz 2017). On 
the one hand, we have witnessed a remarkable electoral success of right-
wing populist parties, parties which, among other things, oppose immigra-
tion, pursue welfare chauvinistic policies, and generally champion traditional 
gender roles (Akkerman, de Lange, and Rooduijn 2016). The eye catchers 
are of course Donald Trump and the Brexit movement, but right-wing popu-
list parties are at the time of writing represented in basically every European 
parliament and make up the government in, for example, Slovenia, Bulgaria, 
Switzerland, Poland, Hungary, and Lithuania. On the other hand, we have 
also seen a great push for liberal progressive values in recent years. This 
contrasting development is perhaps best exemplified by the Me Too and 
Black Lives Matters movements, but you can also point to the election of 
politicians such as Barack Obama, Justin Trudeau, and Emmanuel Macron.  

While the political conflict between the conservative right and the liberal 
left is nothing new, this conflict is becoming increasingly affective and anti-
pathic, and it seems like it is dragging more and more people into its vortex 
for every passing day (Mason 2018). In some cases, this conflict has already 
turned violent. Admittedly, a certain degree of disagreement is intrinsic and 
even desirable in liberal democracy, but the things people are currently disa-
greeing about are more emotional and personal than they were before 
(Webster and Abramowitz 2017; Wilson, Parker, and Feinberg 2020). What 
constitutes a good society? Who are the people? The answers to these fun-
damental questions differ considerably across the ideological spectrum in 
Western democracies today (McCoy, Rahman, and Somer 2018; Lönnqvist, 
Ilmarinen, and Sortheix 2020; Vachudova 2019; Vegetti 2019). At both ends 
of the spectrum, a growing number of people seem to feel increasingly disil-
lusioned and alienated from the mainstream, and they are increasingly seek-
ing solutions outside of traditional parliamentary politics. Are we sliding 
back to the chaos of the 1930s, as some have suggested (Lister 2018; P. 
Mason 2016)? While that parallel might be preposterous and overly dramatic 
at this stage, I nevertheless think that it is clear that we have a culture war at 
our hands and that political discussions are starting to break down. 

At the heart of this cultural war lie questions regarding the rights and so-
cial status of minority groups. For example, how much immigration should 
be permitted, when should immigrants be eligible for benefits, and on what 
terms should immigrants be integrated? In the face of past and present dis-
crimination, to what extent has the government a special obligation to im-
prove the living standards of blacks and other minority groups? Who should 
have the right to marry, and should same-sex couples have the right to adopt 
children? While the answer to these questions might be obvious to some 
readers, these are nevertheless political topics on which people genuinely 
disagree and which they often care a great deal about. Essentially, they are 
moral questions, and morality is never a simple or straightforward matter in 
a pluralistic society. Ultimately, they are also questions that greatly affect the 
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lives and wellbeing of the individuals who belong to the concerned groups. 
As such, I believe that it is crucial to understand from where attitudes on 
these issues come and to understand during what circumstances such atti-
tudes change.  

Accordingly, the individual-level determinants of intergroup attitudes 
have been subject to a great deal of scientific inquiry over the years. While 
sociodemographic correlates vary somewhat across countries and depending 
on target group, the general picture is that negative attitudes are associated 
with low levels of education, blue collar occupations, low income, religious 
affiliation, living in rural areas, and old age (e.g., Erhart 2016; Duch and 
Gibson 1992; Schwartz 2010; Strabac and Listhaug 2008; Sullivan, Piereson, 
and Marcus 1993). Negative attitudes have also been linked with several 
personality dispositions, such as high levels of Need for Closure, Right-
Wing Authoritarianism, and Social Dominance Orientation as well as low 
levels of Openness to Experience (e.g., Cohrs and Asbrock 2009; Ekeham-
mar et al. 2004; Onraet et al. 2011; Roets and Van Hiel 2011; Sibley and 
Duckitt 2008). Yet other research has linked negative outgroup attitudes to 
essentialist thinking (Altemeyer 2003; Haslam and Levy 2006), perceived 
threat (Blumer 1958; Scheepers, Gijsberts, and Coenders 2002; Quillian 
1996), low rates of intergroup contact (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006; Pettigrew 
et al. 2011), inferior cognitive ability (De Keersmaecker et al. 2017; Hodson 
and Busseri 2012), but also to low levels of social desirability bias (Glaser 
2001; Jackman and Muha 1984; Kuppens and Spears 2014). There is fur-
thermore a growing body of evidence suggesting that intergroup attitudes 
have a strong genetic component (Barlow, Sherlock, and Zietsch 2017; Lew-
is, Kandler, and Riemann 2014; Orey and Park 2012; Verweij et al. 2008). 

Relatively less is known about how intergroup attitudes have developed 
over time and the processes with which attitudes have changed on the aggre-
gate-level. To be sure, there is a long tradition of thought in political science 
that cultural change is primarily driven by the generational replacement; that 
is, the constant process of old birth cohorts exiting the population through 
death and new birth cohorts entering the population through birth. (see 
Inglehart 1971; Mannheim 1952 [1928]; Ryder 1965). As Mark Franklin 
puts it:  

 
"The future lies in the hands of young people. Young people hold the key to 
the future because they are the ones who react to new conditions. Older peo-
ple are, on the whole, too set in their ways to be responsible for social or po-
litical change, so most long-term change comes about by way of generational 
replacement." (Franklin 2004, p. 216). 

 
Even for the casual reader, the notion that cultural change rides on the back 
of new generations probably does not come across as particularly peculiar. 
After all, there is an unmistakable tendency in our societies that new trends, 
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new lifestyles, and new ways of thinking mainly manifest among the young, 
rather than among the elderly. Think, for example, about the bohemians dur-
ing the 1920s, the beatniks of the late 1950s, the hippies of the 1960s, or the 
punks of the 1970s. Besides, who has not heard the proverb that "you can't 
teach an old dog new tricks"? 

However, empirical studies of differences across age groups and genera-
tions are often methodologically flawed, sometimes to the point of their find-
ings being essentially nonsensical. This is because most studies pay insuffi-
cient attention to the so-called age-period-cohort (APC) identification prob-
lem (which will be discussed at length latter in this chapter) and the errone-
ous belief that this problem can be solved by the means of statistical 
modelling alone (Bell 2020; Glenn 2005; Luo and Hodges 2020). Ironically, 
the use of increasingly complex and sophisticated—but also less transpar-
ent—statistical models has exacerbated this issue in recent time. As I show 
in Paper I, this methodological oversight has led to some particularly strange 
results in research on long-term aggregate trends in American attitudes to-
ward homosexuality.  

Aside from the purely methodological issue regarding empirical assess-
ment of generational differences, there are also question marks regarding the 
assumption, highlighted in the aforementioned quote of Franklin (2004), 
which underpins the generational model of value change. Namely, the as-
sumption that susceptibility to attitude change decreases across the human 
lifespan—what I refer to as the aging-stability hypothesis. While it is true 
that the majority of longitudinal studies that have been conducted on indi-
vidual-level attitude stability support the aging-stability hypothesis (e.g., 
Alwin et al., 1991; Dinas 2013; Henry and Sears 2009; Jennings & Stoker, 
2004; Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Sears and Funk 1999; Stoker & Jennings, 
2008), these studies only cover a small subset of political attitudes and most 
of them rely on very old data that moreover are often based on convenience 
samples. In Paper II, I provide the first empirical examination of the devel-
opmental trajectory of attitudes toward homosexuality, drawing on national-
ly representative American panel data collected between 2006 and 2014.  

In order to get a more comprehensive understanding of the processes with 
which attitudes change on the aggregate-level, it is furthermore important to 
consider temporal change in predictors of attitudes. Put differently, how has 
the distribution of attitudes changed across socio-demographic groups over 
time? This facet of change has been given relatively little attention in the 
literature and most empirical studies on value change assume that individual-
level relationships remain stable over time (for example, see Dassonneville 
2013; Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2018; Grasso 2014; Smets and Neundorf 
2014; Twenge, Carter, and Campbell 2015). To a certain degree, this as-
sumption is reasonable. For example, the positive association between edu-
cation and liberal intergroup attitudes has been documented since the onset 
of survey research (Allport 1958; Blumer 1958; Stouffer 1955). However, it 
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would be surprising if no change occurred in the strength of predictors of 
attitudes as social, political, and economic realities change over time and 
new generations enter the population while older generations leave. With 
regard to education, what is being taught in schools today clearly differ from 
what was taught fifty years ago on subjects such as gender, sexuality, and 
ethnicity. In Paper III, I therefore look at how the relationship between edu-
cation and attitudes toward immigrants has developed across European birth 
cohorts over the 20th century. The results of that study suggest that higher 
education has become an increasingly powerful predictor of positive atti-
tudes toward immigrants with every passing generation of students in 
longstanding democracies, and it is mainly within the group of well-educated 
that this generational trend exists. This finding is important, as it demon-
strates one of the dynamics behind the increasing polarization we are cur-
rently witnessing in Western Europe on issues related with immigration and 
multiculturalism.  

This introductory chapter is structured as follows. I start by discussing so-
cialization theory and give an outline of past and present research in the 
field. Next, I discuss different conceptualizations of attitude stability and 
how the meaning of stability differs depending on whether the analysis is 
conducted on the individual- or the aggregate-level. This is followed by an 
in-depth discussion of generational change and the APC identification prob-
lem. After this, I discuss intergroup attitudes and the most important concep-
tualizations of these in the social sciences literature. The chapter concludes 
with summaries of the three papers that make up this dissertation and the 
contributions, implications as well as limitations of the dissertation as a 
whole. 
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Political Socialization  

Political socialization theory constitutes the theoretical framework for all 
three papers in this dissertation. Generally stated, political socialization theo-
ry holds that (1) the political orientations of an individual reflect his or her 
social experiences, rather than being rooted in biologically based psycholog-
ical predispositions, and that (2) experiences early in life are more impactful 
than those later in life due a decreasing psychological openness to change 
with age (Bass and Stoker 2011; Jennings 2007; Niemi and Hepburn 1995). 
From this perspective, the expectation is thus that individuals are impres-
sionable early in life but that they become increasingly resistant to change 
their attitudes as they grow older (Glenn 1980; Sears 1983).  

Which age that is considered as the "window of impressionability" has 
changed as political socialization research has developed over the years, 
however. Initial theorization in the field held that political orientations are 
formed already during childhood and that these orientations remain essen-
tially unaltered throughout life and structure attitude formation on new is-
sues during adulthood (see Easton 1965; Hyman 1959). As a result, early 
work was preoccupied with the mapping of pre-cursive forms of political 
behavior among children and young adolescents (e.g., Easton and Dennis 
1969; Greenstein 1965; Hess and Torney 1967). However, present day polit-
ical socialization research is generally more interested in what happens dur-
ing late adolescence and early adulthood.1 The reasons for this are both theo-
retical and empirical.      

Theoretically, even if some political orientations are formed already dur-
ing childhood (Van Deth, Abendschön, and Vollmar 2011), it would be sur-
prising if those orientations remained intact during the teenage and early 
adult years considering the considerable cognitive development that occurs 
during that age (Craik and Bialystok 2006; Gogtay et al. 2004; Paus 2005). 
The transition from adolescence to mature adulthood is likewise a period in 
life during which individuals typically face several changes in social roles 
and important life events, such as leaving the parental home, finishing for-
mal education, starting a full-time job, and voting in a political election for 
the first time. These social changes are likely to bring new perspectives and 
cause individuals to reexamine and replace earlier acquired orientations 

                                 
1 Studies on pre-adulthood socialization are still being conducted (e.g., Andersson 2015; 
Gotlieb et al. 2015; Van Deth, Abendschön, and Vollmar 2011) 
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(Sears 1983). Empirically, children and young adolescents generally do not 
possess highly crystallized attitudes—the extent to which an attitude is cog-
nitively well-formed and psychologically important to an individual—on 
most political issues (Flanagan and Sherrod 1998; Searing, Wright, and 
Rabinowitz 1976; Sears and Levy 2003; Sears and Valentino 1997). Most 
longitudinal studies of attitude stability in fact suggest that individuals typi-
cally remain highly susceptible to attitude change throughout most of the 
early adult years (e.g., Alwin et al., 1991; Sears and Funk 1999; Stoker & 
Jennings, 2008).2 

Expectations in the field have likewise changed with regard to the ex-
pected inertia of attitudes during mid and late adulthood. Today, we know 
that attitude development continues throughout the lifespan and that very 
few political attitudes reach the high levels of stability that were presumed in 
early socialization research (Fiorina 2002; Clarke and McCutcheon 2009; 
Stoker & Jennings, 2008). Most longitudinal studies nevertheless suggest 
that attitude stability either increases gradually across the adult lifespan (Al-
win and Krosnick 1991; Converse, 1976; Davidov et al. 2011; Miller & 
Shanks, 1996; Evans and Neundorf 2013; Sears & Funk, 1999; see also Pa-
per II) or that stability increases sharply toward the end of early adulthood 
and remains high throughout the remainder of life (Alwin et al., 1991; Dinas 
2013; Hatemi et al., 2009; Jennings and Markus 1984; Jennings & Stoker, 
2004; Krosnick & Alwin, 1989; Neundorf, Smets, and Garcia-Albacete 
2013; Stoker & Jennings, 2008).3     

However, the vast majority of longitudinal studies of attitude stability 
have been focused on partisan attitudes in the American context and only a 
few of them have been based on nationally representative long-term panel 
data.4 Moreover, the most comprehensive studies on the topic are starting to 
become dated, seeing that they rely on data that were collected during the 
middle of the 20th century (e.g., Alwin, Cohen, and Newcomb 1991; Sears 
and Funk 1999; Stoker and Jennings 2008). As such, we arguably still only 
have a partial understanding of how suceptibility to attitude change develops 
across the lifespan and how trajectories differ across cultural contexts and 
between attitudinal domains. Paper II makes an important contribution to 
this literature by providing the first examination of age differences in 
stability with regard to to attitudes toward homosexuality. While that study 
is based on short-term panel data, the data are contemporary and natationally 
representative of the American adult population.  

                                 
2 An exception is political interest, which seems to reach adult levels of stability already in 
adolescence (Prior 2010), at least among individuals growing up in highly politicized families 
(Neundorf, Smets, and Garcia-Albacete 2013). 
3 Some studies also suggest a decrease in susceptibility during late adulthood (Henry and 
Sears 2009; Sears 1981; Tyler and Schuller 1991; Visser and Krosnick 1998). 
4 Exceptions are Prior (2010) and Anja Neundorf, Smets, and Garcia-Albacete (2013). 
However, these studies are only concerned with political interest.  
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Despite this relatively incomplete body of empirical evidence, political 
socialization theory has constituted an important framework for research on 
political behavior and public opinion for well over half a century by now. 
Today, socialization theory guides research on topics such as voting 
(Muralidharan and Sung 2016; McDevitt and Kiousis 2015; Smets and 
Neundorf 2014), social inheritance (e.g., Brady, Schlozman, and Verba 
2015; Gidengil, Wass, and Valaste 2016; Hatemi and Ojeda 2020), cultural 
assimilation of immigrants (e.g., Carol and Milewski 2017; Kalmijn and 
Kraaykamp 2018; Terriquez and Kwon 2015), civic education (e.g., Bittman 
and Russell 2016; Martínez-Cousinou, Álvarez-Sotomayor, and Tomé-
Alonso 2020; Neundorf, Niemi, and Smets 2016), political participation 
(e.g., Grasso et al. 2019; Van Ingen and Van der Meer 2016), and radicaliza-
tion (e.g., Botha 2016; Sikkens et al. 2017). As will be discussed at length 
later in this chapter, socialization theory moreover has an absolutely central 
position in research on long-term value change on the aggregate-level.   
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Level of Analysis  

Another common denominator of the papers in this dissertation is that they 
all revolve around questions of change and continuity in attitudes. An ele-
mentary yet important distinction to make with regard to this topic is that 
between change and continuity on the aggregate-level and change and conti-
nuity on the individual-level. This distinction is important because funda-
mentally different questions are addressed depending on the level at which 
the analysis is being carried out.     

On the aggregate-level, the analysis is concerned with the degree and di-
rection of change averaged across individuals on a particular attitudinal 
measure over time, what is often referred to as mean-level change (Roberts, 
Walton, and Viechtbauer 2006; Specht, Egloff, and Schmukle 2011).5 At the 
most basic level, mean-level change is assessed empirically by comparisons 
of means, either within a panel sample or across different cross-sectional 
samples drawn from the same population at different points in time. Regard-
less of data, analysis of mean-level change addresses the question of whether 
peoples' attitudes, on average, have changed in a positive or negative direc-
tion on a particular measure between two or more time points. For example, 
Paper I regards the change in attitudes toward homosexuality in the USA 
between 1973 and 2016, and Paper III regards the change in the relationship 
between education and attitudes toward immigrants across European birth 
cohorts over the 20th century. Thus, both Paper I and III essentially revolve 
around questions of mean-level change even if the term is not explicitly used 
in those studies.   

On the individual-level, however, it becomes important to differentiate 
between change in an absolute sense and change in a relative sense. The 
difference between absolute and relative change is illustrated by the follow-
ing example: a respondent within a panel sample who records a decrease in 
trust between two measuring points but ranks highest in trust within the 
sample at both measuring points has changed in absolute terms, but he or she 
has not changed in relative terms. Thus, whereas absolute change regards the 
direction and magnitude of change, relative change regards the degree to 
which the relative differences between individuals remain variant over time. 

                                 
5 Mean-level change is sometimes instead referred to as mean-level stability (e.g., Hankin 
2008; Roszkowski and Cordell 2009). 
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As such, it is often more intuitive to talk about this type of continuity and 
change in terms of stability and instability.6  

Empirically, relative stability (or instability) can only be assessed using 
panel data, in which observations are for the same respondents each measur-
ing point, and is typically indexed by a test-retest correlation coefficient 
(Caspi and Roberts 2001; Roberts and DelVecchio 2000). Relative stability 
is interesting because it says something about how attitude change occurs. 
Does change occur incrementally in response to changing social, political or 
economic realities, or does change occur in a more haphazard fashion? From 
a political socialization perspective, you would of course expect that the 
latter description best describes attitudinal development during early life 
stages but that the former description becomes increasingly applicable as 
people grow older. Longitudinal studies on attitude stability are for this 
reason mainly concerned with relative stability and this is the principal 
operational definition of attitude crystallization in the political socialization 
literature (e.g., Alwin, Cohen, and Newcomb 1991; Jennings 1990; Sears 
and Funk 1999). Relative stability is also the focus of Paper II, in which I 
examine whether stability in attitudes toward homosexuality differs across 
the human lifespan.  

A final point that is important to make regarding relative stability is that it 
is statistically independent of mean-level change. As such, it is possible that 
one and the same sample (or population) exhibits perfect continuity on the 
aggregate-level but considerable instability on the individual-level in terms 
of relative stability. Conversely, considerable degrees of mean-level change 
can coexist with considerable degrees of relative stability, and other combi-
nations are of course possible as well (see Figure 1). The second scenario is 
in fact showcased by the combined results of Paper I and II: while American 
public opinion on homosexuality has become significantly more liberal over 
the past few decades, the relative differences between American citizens' 
attitudes toward homosexuality have nevertheless been remarkably stable 
during that time period. That is, attitudes have changed in an ordered fashion 
in a union direction on the individual-level, which have translated into large 
shifts in attitudes on the aggregate-level.  

In the end, analysis on both the individual- and aggregate-level is often 
necessary in order to make sense of change and continuity in attitudes. The 
two approaches address different questions, but the answers to these ques-
tions need to be combined if we are to obtain a more comprehensive under-
standing of how societies develop over time. 
 
                                 
6 In the psychological development literature, relative stability is referred to as differential 
stability (e.g., Donnellan, Conger, and Burzette 2007), which also is the term I use in Paper II, 
or as rank-order stability in the case of ordinal-scale variables (e.g., Specht, Egloff, and 
Schmukle 2011). In the political socialization literature, individual-level stability is basically 
synonymous with relative stability.  
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Figure 1. Different Scenarios of Change and Stability on the Individual- and Aggre-
gate-level 
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Cohort Effects and Generational Change 

While socialization theory is primarily concerned with the individual-level 
mechanisms behind attitude formation, the theory has important implications 
on the aggregate-level. Namely, if our political orientations are largely a 
residue of our early-life experiences, the specific political, social, and eco-
nomic context in which a given generation comes of age should leave an 
enduring mark on that generation's worldview and political orientations 
(Mannheim 1952 [1928]; Osborne, Sears, and Valentino 2011; Ryder 1965). 
By extension, enduring generational differences in attitudes—so-called co-
hort effects—should manifest insofar generations grow up during dissimilar 
circumstances (Glenn 2005; Mason et al. 1973; Neundorf and Niemi 2014).  

Cohort effects have attained a great deal of scientific interest over the 
years. Part of this interest comes from studies that are concerned with the 
socialization experiences of a particular birth cohort and the existence of 
"political generations". Studies have for instance looked into whether British 
cohorts that came of age during the Thatcher administration are more con-
servative than other cohorts (Grasso et al. 2017), whether the counterculture 
era left an enduring mark on cohorts that grew up in the 1960s (Davis 2004), 
and whether or not a distinct "Obama generation" can be distinguished with-
in the American population (Jacobson 2016). Similarly, in Paper I, I show 
that American birth cohorts born in the end of the 1950s and the early 1960s 
harbor more negative attitudes toward homosexuality than adjacent cohorts, 
presumably because these cohorts came of age during the peak of the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic and the more conservative zeitgeist of the 1980s. 

However, most of the interest in cohort effects comes from studies on 
long-term value change (e.g., Andersen and Fetner 2008; Danigelis, Hardy, 
and Cutler 2007; Grasso et al. 2019; Inglehart 1971; Lyons and Alexander 
2000; Pampel 2016; Twenge and Blake 2020). The reason for this is that 
cohort effects can shift attitudes on the aggregate-level through the process 
of generational replacement. While this kind of population turnover naturally 
is a very slow process, generational replacement can nevertheless have a 
large impact on societies insofar cohort effects are significant and, especial-
ly, if cohort effects follow a linear trend (Firebaugh 1989). Furthermore, 
generational replacement can in fact shift attitudes on the aggregate-level 
even if no actual attitude change occurs on the individual-level. 

The perhaps most famous empirical account of how generational re-
placement has shifted attitudes at the aggregate-level is Ronald Inglehart's 
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work on long-term change in what he refers to as post-materialism (Inglehart 
1971, 1981, 1990, 1997; Inglehart and Baker 2000; Inglehart and Welzel 
2005).7 Analyzing the change in post-materialism in Western Europe over a 
fifteen-year period, Abrahmson and Inglehart conclude:  

 
"The results seem unequivocal: generational replacement had a major impact 
on the overall distribution of values. There has been a clear move toward 
post-materialism among the West European public. If there had been no re-
placement, there would have been virtually no change in the overall distribu-
tion of values." (Abrahmson and Inglehart 1987, p. 231) 

 
Robert Putnam (2000) similarly attributes most of the decline in civic partic-
ipation and social trust in American during the 20th century to generational 
replacement, and most studies on voter turnout come to the same conclusion 
(e.g., Blais, Gidengil, and Nevitte 2004; Franklin 2004; Lyons and 
Alexander 2000; Martikainen, Martikainen, and Wass 2005; however, see 
also Dassonneville 2013). According to some studies, generational replace-
ment has likewise been an important driving force behind the liberalization 
of American public opinion on homosexuality over the past few decades. For 
example, generational replacement is estimated to account for about 54 per-
cent of the total increase in moral acceptance of homosexuality between 
1973 and 2014 (Pampel 2016) and about 35 percent of the increase in ap-
proval of same-sex marriages between 1988 and 2008 (Baunach 2011). 

A controversy exists, however, with regard to the empirical assessment of 
cohort effects and the impact of generational replacement. While birth cohort 
conceptually lacks confounders in the traditional sense, cohort effects (varia-
tion across birth cohorts) are nevertheless mathematically confounded by age 
effects (variation across age groups) and period effects (variation across time 
periods) in repeated cross-sectional data.8 The reason for this is simple: Any 
comparison of two cohorts at a given time period is by logical necessity also 
a comparison of age groups, and any comparison of two cohorts over time 
(so as to keep age constant) is by logical necessity also a comparison of time 
periods. In other words, age, period, and cohort are not mathematically inde-
pendent: they are an exact linear function of one another (period - age = 
cohort). In technical terms, this means that a statistical model that includes 

                                 
7 Inglehart conceptualizes post-materialism as a value orientation which prioritizes "self-
expression" values such as freedom and the quality of life over "survival" values such as 
security and economic stability.  
	
8 Period effects can be understood as variation in the aggregate across time periods, net of 
cohort effects, resulting from attitudes being changed on the individual-level in response to 
changes in the political, social, or economic environment. Age effects represent attitudinal 
variation across age groups, net of cohort effects, that is associated with process of aging. 
This kind of variation across age groups can arise from age-graded social changes but can also 
be driven by psychological or biological aging processes.  
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all three variables is underidentified since there would not be a single best-
fitting solution to a given data set (Bell and Jones 2013; Glenn 2005; 
O’Brien 2015).  

Consider the hypothetical data in Table 1. What kinds of age, period, 
and/or cohort effects have produced these data? The perhaps most obvious 
interpretation is that these data reflect a positive trend in cohort effects (𝛽c = 
.1) but no age or period effects. However, an alternative interpretation is that 
these data reflect a positive linear trend in period effects (𝛽p = .1) and a neg-
ative linear age effect (𝛽a = -.1) but no cohort effects. Yet another interpreta-
tion is that these data reflect a positive linear trend in cohort effects (𝛽c = .2), 
a positive linear age effect (𝛽a = .1) and a negative trend in period effects (𝛽p 
= -.1). In fact, there is an infinite number of different combinations of age, 
period, and cohort effects that can produce the data in Table 1. In other 
words, "there is an infinite number of solutions that fit the data equally well" 
(O’Brien 2017, p. 2592).9 

 
Table 1. Period by Age Table Using Hypothetical Data 

 Period 

Age 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020 

20–29 .5 .6 .7 .8 .9 1 

30–39 .4 .5 .6 .7 .8 .9 

40–49 .3 .4 .5 .6 .7 .8 

50–59 .2 .3 .4 .5 .6 .7 

60–69 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5 .6 

70–79 0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5 

Overall 
trend: 

.25 .35 .45 .55 .65 .75 

Note: The columns of the table are defined by time periods, the rows are defined by age 
groupings, and the diagonals are defined by cohorts. Entries in the cells are hypothetical 
values of a dependent variable. 

 
This is known as the age-period-cohort (APC) identification problem and 
methodologists have sought its statistical solution ever since the problem 
was first described by Baltes (1968). However, as I explain at greater length 
                                 
9 This is true for any set of repeated cross-sectional data, except for in the unlikely case when 
all age, period, and cohort effects are non-linear in the data generating process (Glenn 2005, 
p. 6).  
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in Paper I, the APC identification problem cannot be solved by the means of 
statistical modelling. This does not mean that age, period, and cohort effects 
cannot be estimated if some kind of constraint is imposed on one of the ef-
fects that breaks the linear dependence within the model. The constraint can, 
for example, be that age effects must be negative, that two cohorts have 
identical effect parameters, or that one of the three variables lacks a linear 
effect.      

However, it is important to understand that it is the constraint that in this 
case selects the best-fitting solution to the data from the infinite number of 
possible solutions (Glenn 2005; O’Brien 2017; Rodgers 1982). As such, 
different constraint can produce different results (sometimes very different 
results) and there is no way to statistically prove which results are the most 
correct (Bell and Jones 2018; Luo and Hodges 2016). This is often over-
looked in applied research and, as I show in Paper I, prior research on long-
term change in attitudes toward homosexuality has produced a particularly 
inconsistent body of results simply because different studies have used dif-
ferent identifying constraints. 

On the subject of age, period, and cohort effects, Glenn (2005, p. 6) 
writes: "The continued search for a statistical technique that can be mechani-
cally applied always to correctly estimate the effects is one of the most bi-
zarre instances in the history of science of repeated attempts to do something 
that is logically impossible". Despite this, studies on cohort effects and gen-
erational replacement that only perfunctorily deal with the APC identifica-
tion problem continue to be published (for example, see Clark et al. 2020; 
Dassonneville 2013; Eisenstein et al. 2017; Neundorf and Soroka 2017; 
Pampel 2016; Schwadel and Garneau 2017; Twenge et al. 2016; Twenge and 
Blake 2020). In recent years, the most common approach has been to use 
multilevel modelling and to specify period and cohort as cross-classified 
random effects, an approach which according to its developers "completely 
avoids" the identification problem (Yang and Land 2013, p. 70). However, 
as I show in Paper I and as has been shown elsewhere (Bell and Jones 2018; 
Luo and Hodges 2020; O’Brien 2017), the use of random effects does not 
avoid the identification problem but represents just another misguided at-
tempt to statistically solve a problem that is essentially not statistical in na-
ture.     

The unescapable fact is that the validity of an APC analysis ultimately 
rests upon the model constraint that has been used to enable model identifi-
cation.10 As such, it is imperative to base constraints on strong theory and 
prior knowledge about the phenomena under study. For example, in the case 
of intergroup attitudes, there exists a convincing body of evidence suggest-
ing that such attitudes become more hostile during late adulthood due to a 

                                 
10 A statistical model that includes terms for age, period, and cohort but that does not impose a 
constraint cannot simply run: it is unidentified.  
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gradual impairment of inhibitory functions in old age (e.g., Krendl and 
Kensinger 2016; Radvansky, Copeland, and von Hippel 2010; Von Hippel, 
Silver, and Lynch 2000). Based on this knowledge, one can impose the con-
straint that age effects must be negative at high values of age or that age 
effects only manifest themselves as differences between old adults and 
younger adults. If the constraint is correct, the model will estimate the cor-
rect effect parameters for age, period, and cohort. That being said, it is sel-
dom evident how the constraint should be constructed and how strong it 
should be. Again, no statistical technique is able to validate whether or not a 
given constraint is correct.      

In conclusion, results produced by any analysis of age, period, and cohort 
effects should always be interpreted cautiously.11 If done with care, I still 
believe that age-period-cohort analysis is worthwhile since it can address 
important questions about change and continuity in values. How do political 
attitudes develop across the human lifespan? How do publicized political 
events affect public opinion? To what extent are the political orientations of 
recent generations different from those of preceding ones? These are first-
order questions that analysis of age, period, and cohort effects can answer.  
 
 

                                 
11 This uncertainty also exists in analyses that only consider change and continuity in one or 
two of the three temporal dimensions. For example, it impossible to statistically prove that the 
age-graded increase in relative stability in attitudes toward homosexuality, which I estimate in 
Paper II, is in fact an age effect. It would likewise be a futile quest to attempt to statistically 
prove that the cross-generational increase in the relationship between education and attitudes 
toward immigrants, which I estimate in Paper III, does in fact reflect cohort effects. However, 
in both those studies I provide theoretical arguments for why my interpretations of the data 
are more plausible than other interpretations. 
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Intergroup Attitudes 

Research on intergroup attitudes and intergroup relations dates back to over 
a century ago and is today a vast field that spans over several different litera-
tures and disciplines. It is therefore not very surprising that this research has 
been conducted under many different guises and labels. These include gen-
eral concepts such as prejudice, tolerance, stereotyping, group-focused enmi-
ty, discrimination, and social distance, as well as more target-specific con-
cepts like racism, ethnocentrism, xenophobia, sexism, heterosexism, homo-
phobia, and homonegativity. While this myriad of different conceptualiza-
tions of intergroup attitudes is disorienting in and by itself, the confusion is 
aggravated by the fact that most, if not all, of these concepts lack a univer-
sally agreed upon theoretical and operational definition.    

With regard to prejudice, the most widely-recognized definition is that of 
Gordon Allport. In his seminal work The Nature of Prejudice, Allport (1954, 
p. 9) defines prejudice as "an antipathy based on a faulty and inflexible gen-
eralization. It may be felt or expressed. It may be directed toward a group as 
a whole, or toward an individual because he is a member of that group." 
Prejudice is, according to Allport, thus a hostile outgroup attitude that lacks 
a factual basis. However, not all scholars agree that prejudice needs to be 
ungrounded or irrational in nature (e.g., Crandall and Warner 2005; 
Haddock, Zanna, and Esses 1993). For example, Crandall and Eshleman 
(2003) argue that prejudice is more appropriately treated as an umbrella con-
cept under which all types of negative outgroup attitudes fall. Similarly, not 
all scholars agree that prejudice needs to be antipathic or pejorative (e.g., 
Dienstbier 1970; Dovidio et al. 2010; Eagly and Mladinic 1994; Stern et al. 
2007). This variability in definitions is even more pronounced on the opera-
tional level and measurement of prejudice often varies greatly across studies 
(for overviews, see Correll et al. 2010; Duckitt 1992; Kite and Whitley Jr 
2016). 

A similar conceptual disagreement exists in the literature on social and 
political tolerance. While tolerance is generally understood along the lines of 
"the willingness to extend civil liberties to political outgroups" (Karpov 
2002, p. 267), Sullivan, Marcus, and Piereson (1982) have famously argued 
that a valid definition of tolerance needs to include an "objection precondi-
tion". According to these scholars, "the issue of tolerance and intolerance 
does not come into play unless one holds negative beliefs or evaluations of 
the group or doctrine in question." (Sullivan, Marcus, and Piereson 1993, p. 
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5, emphasis in original). For example, it would be strange to call someone 
tolerant for endorsing same-sex marriages if that someone holds no negative 
attitudes toward homosexuals whatsoever. Some researchers have therefore 
come to operationalize tolerance using the so-called least-liked approach: 
respondents are first asked to name the group that they dislike the most and 
are thereafter asked whether or not they are willing to extend civil liberties to 
that group (see e.g., Gibson and Gouws 2003; Hinckley 2010; Peffley and 
Rohrschneider 2003). However, the least-liked approach to the study of tol-
erance has been far from universally adopted in the field. In fact, most con-
temporary studies still rely on measures that do not differentiate between 
positive general orientations toward outgroups and the toleration of disliked 
outgroups (see e.g., Dunn and Singh 2014; Pampel 2016; Schwadel and 
Garneau 2014). 

Which conceptualization that best fits a given attitudinal indicator is thus 
not always evident. What to one researcher is an indicator of prejudice is to 
another an indicator of tolerance, and a third researcher might conceptualize 
it as an indicator of some kind of phobia or place it under a concept with an 
"ism" suffix. For example, the European Social Survey item "Is [country] 
made a worse or better place to live by people coming to live here from oth-
er countries?", which is one of the dependent variables in Paper III, has in 
prior research been conceptualized as an indicator of anti-immigrant preju-
dice (Meeusen and Kern 2016), ethnocentrism (Hooghe and Quintelier 
2013), tolerance of immigrants (Borgonovi 2012), xenophobia (Hjerm and 
Nagayoshi 2011), anti-foreigner sentiment (Thomsen and Olsen 2017), and 
anti-immigrant attitudes (Hjerm 2009). Despite studying the same phenome-
na, these studies relate to parallel yet different literatures.  

This terminological inconsistency and conceptual confusion is a problem 
since it obfuscates and fragmentizes research. In consideration of this prob-
lem, I have chosen to simply talk about attitudes toward homosexuality in 
Paper II and attitudes toward immigrants in Paper III. However, I use con-
cept of tolerance in Paper I, despite the fact that the dependent variable in 
that study is the same as one of the dependent variables in Paper II. This 
decision was not theoretically motivated but was a concession to prior APC 
studies of American attitudes to homosexuality that generally have used the 
concept of tolerance (e.g., Pampel 2016; Schwadel and Garneau 2014; 
Twenge et al. 2015). While this motivation is obviously in conflict with the 
overall argument that I make here, I nevertheless think that it is merited in 
this particular case to keep the terminology consistent with the key refer-
ences of the paper. 
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Summaries of the Papers  

Paper I: The Liberalization of American Attitudes to 
Homosexuality and the Impact of Age, Period, and 
Cohort Effects  
Over the past three decades, American public opinion on the subject of ho-
mosexuality and gay rights has become markedly more positive. This rare 
case of swift cultural transformation has rightfully received a great deal of 
scientific interest and it has been subject to several APC studies in recent 
years (e.g., Andersen and Fetner 2008; Baunach 2011; 2012; Keleher and 
Smith 2012; Loftus 2001; Pampel 2016; Ruel and Campbell 2006; Sherkat et 
al. 2011; Schwadel and Garneau 2014, 2017; Twenge, Sherman, and Wells 
2016). However, these studies have come to noticeably different conclusions 
with regard to the extent with which this development has been driven by 
cohort effects and generational replacement. Whereas some studies estimate 
that cohort effects have had a substantial influence on overall change (e.g., 
Baunach 2011; Pampel 2016; Sherkat et al. 2011), other studies have con-
cluded that cohort effects have had a negligible impact (Schwadel and 
Garneau 2014; 2017; Twenge, Carter, and Campbell 2015; Twenge, 
Sherman, and Wells 2016; Twenge and Blake 2020)    

In this paper, I address these conflicting findings, arguing that cross-study 
differences are essentially artificial and a token of insufficient attention be-
ing paid to how sensitive APC analysis is to model specification. This model 
dependence originates from the fact that age, period, and cohort are not 
mathematically independent of one another (period - cohort = age). This 
means that there exists an infinite number of different combinations of age, 
period, and cohort effects that can fit a given data set equally well, what is 
known as the APC identification problem (Glenn 2005; O'Brien 2017). This 
also means that estimation of effects associated with the three variables is 
impossible unless a constraint on at least one of them is imposed in the mod-
el (Mason et al. 1973). However, it is the constraint that selects the best fit-
ting solution among the infinite number of possible solutions (Bell and Jones 
2013; Glenn 2005; Rodgers 1982). As such, different constraints can pro-
duce different results, and the results will only be meaningful if the given 
constraint can be theoretically justified (Luo and Hodges 2016).   
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This issue has been overlooked in previous APC research on attitudes to-
ward homosexuality. Few of the studies that I cite in the paper offer more 
than a short mention on the identification problem and not a single one of 
them provides any explicit motivation, theoretical or empirical, for why a 
given model constraint was chosen. Accordingly, I first review the con-
straints that have been used in these studies and discuss to what extent they 
are reasonable in light of what we know about the case at hand as well as 
socialization theory and research on how aging influences intergroup atti-
tudes. After this, I fit the various models employed in prior studies to pooled 
data from the General Social Survey (1973–2016) and two dependent varia-
bles tapping social tolerance of homosexuality, keeping sample and opera-
tionalization constant across models. In so doing, I replicate the results of 
prior studies and show that the inconsistent findings of these studies simply 
reflect the fact that different studies have used different identifying con-
straints.  

Beyond the methodological criticism of previous studies, I also provide 
robust evidence of substantial interest to the field on social tolerance of ho-
mosexuality. Across all models, cohorts born in the end of the 1950s and the 
early 1960s are estimated to be more negative toward homosexuality than 
adjacent cohorts, even when controlling for compositional differences in 
sociodemographic variables. While speculative, this comparatively negative 
outlook of these cohorts likely reflects the fact that they came of age during 
the midst of the HIV/AIDS epidemic as well as the generally more conserva-
tive zeitgeist of the 1980s. This suggests that attitudes toward homosexuality 
are strongly influenced by early-life socialization.  

This paper moreover contributes to the growing methodological literature 
on the APC identification problem. A current point of contention in that 
literature concerns the functionality of the so-called hierarchical APC esti-
mation with cross-classified random effects modeling (HAPC-CCREM) 
approach (Yang and Land 2006, 2008, 2013). The use of random effects 
enables model identification ostensibly without imposing any constraint in 
the model. For this reason, the HAPC-CCREM approach has become ex-
tremely popular in recent years (see e.g., Clark et al. 2020; Eisenstein et al. 
2017; Neundorf and Soroka 2017; Pampel 2016; Schwadel and Garneau 
2017; Twenge et al. 2016; Twenge and Blake 2020). However, the approach 
has been found to perform poorly in a number of simulation studies (Bell 
and Jones 2014; 2015a; 2015b; 2018; Luo and Hodges 2016; but see also 
Reither, Land, et al. 2015; Reither, Masters, et al. 2015). Moreover, it has 
been argued that use of random effects imposes a "silent" constraint in the 
model, namely the constraint that the effects associated with one of the vari-
ables (age, period, or cohort) do not follow a linear trend (O’Brien 2017; 
Luo and Hodges 2020). Using empirical data, the results presented in this 
paper ratifies that argument.   
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Paper II: Change and Continuity in Attitudes Toward 
Homosexuality Across the Lifespan 
While long-term aggregate-level change in attitudes toward homosexuality 
has been diligently studied in recent years (e.g., Andersen & Fetner, 2008; 
Daniels, 2019; Pampel, 2016; Schwadel & Garneau, 2014; Twenge et al., 
2016), studies of change and continuity in such attitudes on the individual-
level are essentially missing. In this study, I therefore shift the focus to the 
individual-level and examine the relative stability of attitudes toward homo-
sexuality in the American context. Moreover, I test if stability increases over 
the human lifespan and to what extent stability is conditioned by various 
sociodemographic variables, such as education, religiosity, and gender.   

In the political socialization literature, a central notion is that individuals 
are impressionable and therefore susceptible to attitude change during late 
adolescence and early adulthood but that they become increasingly resistant 
to change their attitudes as they grow older (Jennings 2007; Niemi and 
Hepburn 1995; Sears and Levy 2003). From this perspective, the expectation 
is that attitude stability increases across the adult lifespan, what has been 
referred to as the aging-stability hypothesis (Glenn 1980). Previous longitu-
dinal studies of attitude stability have generally supported this hypothesis but 
these studies have not examined the developmental trajectory of attitudes 
toward homosexuality (e.g., Alwin, Cohen, and Newcomb 1991; Dinas 
2013; Henry and Sears 2009; Jennings and Markus 1984; Krosnick and 
Alwin 1989; Sears and Funk 1999; Stoker and Jennings 2008). However, on 
the basis of APC analysis, it has been suggested that attitudes toward homo-
sexuality constitute an exception to the aging-stability hypothesis (Andersen 
and Fetner 2008; Danigelis et al. 2007).    

The empirical analyses in this study are based on panel data from the 
General Social Survey (2006–2014). Employing two different attitudinal 
indicators, I find that attitudes toward homosexuality are exceptionally stable 
on individual-level. In fact, these attitudes are, according to some measures,  
more stable than political ideology. This high level of stability is especially 
notable seeing that attitudes toward homosexuality are subject to considera-
ble mean-level change over the duration of the panel that I analyze. That is, 
while the sample as a whole shifted and became more positive toward homo-
sexuality, the relative differences between respondents remained largely 
stable over time. With regard to which variables that condition stability, I 
find that neither sex, education, religiosity, nor ideology has a consistent 
relationship with stability. Age, by contrast, has a strong and approximately 
linear relationship with stability: between age 18 and 80, stability in attitudes 
toward homosexuality increases with between 29 and 35 percent depending 
on the measure.  

The results presented in this study thus support the aging-stability hy-
pothesis and suggest that attitudes toward homosexuality are primarily 
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formed early in life, contrarily to what has been suggested in prior research 
(Andersen & Fetner, 2008; Danigelis et al., 2007). Moreover, these results 
suggest that cohort effects have been an important driver of change in atti-
tudes on the aggregate-level, which supports the tentative conclusion that I 
draw in Paper I.      

Paper III: The Relationship Between Education and 
Anti-Immigrant Sentiment Examined Across European 
Birth Cohorts: The Conditioning Effect of Democracy 
With this third paper, I shift my attention to generational differences in atti-
tudes toward immigrants in the European context. In prior research, it has 
been shown that the relationship between formal education and positive atti-
tudes toward immigrants is stronger in longstanding democracies than in 
more recently established ones (Coenders and Scheepers 2003; Hello, 
Scheepers, and Gijsberts 2002; Thomsen and Olsen 2017; Weil 1985). This 
difference in the education effect has been interpreted as a difference in edu-
cational socialization and it has been taken as evidence that educational insti-
tutions over time become better at instilling democratic values in students 
(Thomsen and Olsen 2017).     

However, these studies have relied on a single cross-cut of data and have 
basically based their conclusions on simple comparisons of effect sizes 
across country samples. That kind of test obviously only allows for a very 
indirect test of longitudinal change and it is possible that this alleged "demo-
cratic age" effect is spurious. For example, the length of time a country has 
had a democratic government correlates strongly with both economic and 
cultural factors in the European context. While these studies have attempted 
to control for such factors using multilevel modelling and cross-level inter-
actions, I argue that the viability of that approach is limited due to the small 
sample size and skewed variation at the country-level. Moreover, instead of 
reflecting a gradual increase in the education effect over a democracy's 
lifespan, it is possible and arguably theoretically more plausible that these 
country differences reflect the proportion of the population that attained edu-
cation during times of authoritarian government: while this proportion is 
essentially zero in longstanding Western democracies, it is substantial in 
more recently democratized Eastern and Southern European countries.  

In order to better test whether the negative effect of education on anti-
immigrant attitudes increases as a democratic regime matures, I examine this 
relationship across European birth cohorts born over the 20th century. Since 
education is normally decided early in life, this kind of analysis allows one 
to track how educational socialization has changed over an extended time 
period. For example, whereas cohorts born in 1950s were socializsed by the 
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education system as it was in the 1960 and 1970s, cohorts born in the 1970s 
were socializsed by the education system as it was in the 1980 and 1990s. 
Accordingly, if the capacity of educational institutions to reduce hostile out-
group attitudes increases as a democracy matures, the education effect 
should increase across birth cohorts in longstanding Western democracies. 
Similarly, if educational socialization drives the education effect, the effect 
of education on attitudes toward immigrants should be largely absent in co-
horts that attained education before the democratic transition in more recent-
ly democratized Southern and Eastern European countries. 

In this study, I draw on pooled data from the European Social Survey 
(2002–2016) and I use the same dependent variable as in prior research. I 
find that the effect of education in fact increases across birth cohorts in 
longstanding Western democracies when these are analyzed together as a 
group. In these countries, it is the highly educated stratum of the population 
that accounts for this trend: no generational trend is found within the lower 
educated strata. This finding supports the claim made in prior research that 
the age of a democracy enhances how education reduces a person’s hostility 
towards ethnic outgroups (Coenders and Scheepers 2003; Hello, Scheepers, 
and Gijsberts 2002; Thomsen and Olsen 2017; Weil 1985).   

However, I also find that education reduces anti-immigrant sentiment 
even in Eastern and Southern European birth cohorts that attained education 
before the democratic transition took place. This suggests that educational 
socialization does not account for the education effect in these particular 
cohorts. Moreover, only in three out of eighteen of the recently democratized 
Eastern and Southern European countries is the education effect stronger in 
post-transition cohorts than in pre-transition cohorts. While this finding is 
surprising and a bit difficult to explain, one possible explanation is that a 
considerable inertia exists within educational institutions, in line with what 
has been argued by Weil (1985). 

All in all, this paper improves on prior research by providing a more di-
rect test of the hypothesis that the impact of educational socialization of 
democratic norms increases as a democratic regime matures. This study sup-
ports that hypothesis, even if the results are somewhat inconsistent and open 
for alternative explanations. Regardless of theoretical considerations, this 
study demonstrates longitudinal change in the relationship between educa-
tion and anti-immigrant sentiment, change that helps explain the increasing 
polarization on the subject of immigration that we currently are witnessing in 
Western Europe.  
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Implications, Contributions, and Limitations of 
the Dissertation  

According to most metrics, public opinion on issues of multiculturalism and 
minority rights has overall become more liberal in Western democracies 
over the past few decades. At the same time, bigotry and intolerance remain 
very real problems even in the best of societies. This dissertation provides 
evidence that helps explain this persistence of outgroup antipathy. First and 
foremost, the three papers that make up this dissertation highlight the im-
portance of early-life socialization with respect to the formation of inter-
group attitudes. While attitudinal development is not limited to early life 
stages, the results presented here suggest that susceptibility to attitude 
change declines across the adult lifespan. This means that a person who 
forms negative outgroup attitudes early in life is unlikely to radically change 
his or her outlook later in life. On the aggregate-level, an age-graded de-
crease in susceptibility to attitude change translates into enduring attitudinal 
differences across birth cohorts, which in turn means that value change will, 
at least in part, be driven by generational replacement. This dissertation 
demonstrates the importance of such generational change with regard to 
long-term trends in attitudes toward homosexuality and immigration.  

A few limitations and shortcomings of the dissertation are worth to 
acknowledge, however. First, while I have been talking about intergroup 
attitudes in this introductory chapter, the three papers that make up this dis-
sertation mainly focus on attitudes toward two groups: immigrants and ho-
mosexuals. This narrow focus is primarily a product of the restraints that 
academic writing imposes. In fact, early drafts of Paper II encompassed ra-
cial and gender equality attitudes alongside attitudes toward homosexuality, 
and early drafts of Paper III included analyses of attitudes toward homosex-
uality and gender attitudes along with attitudes toward immigrants. In the 
end, I was not able to include these additional analyses due to space con-
straints. This is regrettable not only because a wider scope is valuable in and 
by itself, but also because it could have shown important differences be-
tween different intergroup attitudes with regard to questions of change and 
continuity.  

Second, this dissertation does not empirically address the question of why 
political orientations and attitudes tend to increase in stability with age. With 
regard to this question, most accounts of socialization theory, at least implic-
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itly, hold that this development is driven by an age-graded decrease in psy-
chological openness to change (e.g., Krosnick and Alwin 1989; Osborne, 
Sears, and Valentino 2011; also see Dinas 2013). This thesis is not unrea-
sonable, as some orientations are likely to become increasingly emotionally 
charged and identity-related—and therefore increasingly stable—to the indi-
vidual over time (Sears 1983). Once orientations have reached a certain level 
of crystallization, they are moreover likely to function as a filter through 
which the individual interprets and processes new information and experi-
ences, which further motivates stability (Roberts and Caspi 2003). Basically, 
some political attitudes might over time become more of identity supporting 
"truths" than hypotheses subject to everyday testing (Klaczynski and Robin-
son, 2000). 

An alternative interpretation, however, is that increasing attitude stability 
with age simply reflects an increasingly stable micro-environment during 
later life stages (Lyons 2011; 2017; Miller and Sears 1986; Tyler and 
Schuller 1991). Theory as well as empirical evidence suggest that social-
selectivity increases with age (Carstensen 1992; Carstensen 1995; 
Carstensen, Fung, and Charles 2003) and we know that the social networks 
of old adults are generally smaller and more homogenous than those of 
younger adults (e.g., Fung, Carstensen, and Lang 2001; Gupta and Korte 
1994; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987). Because of this, older adults are likely 
to be exposed to a smaller array of political influences and attitude-
challenging information than young adults, and this could explain why sta-
bility is higher among the former group. In other words, attitude stability 
might increase during adulthood not primarily because individuals become 
less psychologically open to change but because they face less pressure to 
change as they grow older.12  

To sort out the relative importance of these competing mechanisms re-
mains an important but relatively neglected undertaking in the political so-
cialization literature. It is admittedly not easy to design a study that allows 
one to isolate the effects associated with different sources of stability, but by 
utilizing migration or the occurrence of a particularly publicized political 
event over the duration of a panel it is possible to get some sense about what 
primarily drives age differences in stability (see Dinas 2013; Lyons 2017). 
Alternatively, one could employ an experimental panel design in which 
adults of varying ages are exposed to the same change-inducing treatment 
(see Tyler and Schuller 1991; Visser and Krosnick 1998). If I were to con-
duct a fourth study, I would look to utilize one of these designs to put the 
"decreasing openness" and "decreasing pressure" explanations to a more 
direct test in relation to intergroup attitudes.  

                                 
12 These two mechanisms are of course not mutually exclusive and they are even likely to 
reinforce each other. 
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Despite these limitations and unanswered questions, this dissertation pro-
vides novel empirical findings and makes theoretical and methodological 
contributions to the fields on intergroup attitudes, value change and political 
socialization. Paper I advances our understanding of the APC identification 
problem and demonstrates some alarming methodological shortcomings in 
prior research on long-term trends in attitudes toward homosexuality. Paper 
II provides the first direct test of the aging-stability hypothesis with regard to 
attitudes toward homosexuality by examining how such attitudes develop 
across the lifespan in terms of relative stability. Using an innovative longitu-
dinal design, Paper III improves on previous studies of cross-national differ-
ences and longitudinal change in how educational socialization shapes atti-
tudes toward immigrants. Together, these three papers bring forth evidence 
in support of political socialization theory and improve our knowledge about 
change and continuity in intergroup attitudes on the aggregate-level as well 
as the individual-level mechanisms that underlie these processes. In a world 
of increasingly pluralistic and multicultural societies, this knowledge is ar-
guably of outmost importance.  
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