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INTRODUCTION

The average citizen's understanding of political issues and their knowledge of parties' 
policy positions is imperfect and incomplete (Campbell et al., 1980; Carpini & Keeter, 1996; 
Converse,  1975). To navigate these complexities, citizens often rely on heuristics, such 
as ideological labels like ‘left’ and ‘right,’ to guide them through political landscapes 
(Downs,  1957; Mondak,  1993; Popkin,  1991; Sniderman et  al.,  1993). These labels facilitate 
political communication by providing a common language for citizens to discuss political 
issues (Converse,  1975; Downs,  1957; Fuchs & Klingemann,  1990; Hinich & Munger,  1994; 
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Abstract
The terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ are often used in political 
communication to describe the main differences between 
parties. Adolescents who are learning about politics also 
learn to understand the party system (partially) through 
the lens of the left–right spectrum. This study examines 
adolescents' perceptions of parties' left–right positions and 
their substantive understandings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ with 
an innovative battery of items. We use original survey data 
from Dutch adolescents and their parents to investigate 
differences and similarities in their perceptions of party 
positions and the meanings they attach to ‘left’ and ‘right.’ 
Our findings show that adolescents' understanding of ‘left’ 
and ‘right’ is remarkably similar to that of the generation 
of their parents. Even though left–right perceptions of 
adolescents seem to be influenced by their own parents, 
adolescents form their perceptions mostly in line with 
those of the median voter, particularly adolescents that 
are more engaged and knowledgeable.
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Thomassen & Schmitt, 1997) and help citizens make political evaluations and choices with 
the limited information they have (Adams et al., 2011; Hinich & Munger, 1994; McKelvey & 
Ordeshook, 1986; Popkin, 1993).

Since politicians use ideological labels in their communication with voters and since many 
citizens employ these labels as shortcuts to understand party systems, adolescents will learn to 
use these terms when they are trying to understand the differences between parties. However, 
there is hardly any research examining how adolescents develop their understanding of the 
terms ‘left’ and ‘right.’ We fill this gap in the literature by investigating adolescents' percep-
tions of left–right positions of parties and their substantive understandings of ‘left’ and ‘right.’ 
We compare these to the perceptions of their own parents, as well as to the perceptions of their 
parents' generation as a whole.

This study is important from the perspectives of political socialization and political rep-
resentation. Even though the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ are commonly used by parties, media, 
and voters across Europe to describe political positions (Benoit & Laver,  2006; Dalton 
et al., 2011; Mair, 2007; Meyer & Wagner, 2020) the lack of fixed meanings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ 
leads to varying interpretations across individuals (Bauer et al., 2017; Freire & Belchior, 2011; 
Zechmeister, 2006), but also across time and space (Benoit & Laver, 2006; de Vries et al., 2013; 
Harbers et al., 2013; Huber & Inglehart, 1995; Jahn, 2011). This diversity of interpretations can 
be problematic, because heuristics can only serve their functions effectively if individuals have 
a shared understanding of these labels and the political policy positions and actors they refer-
ence (Zechmeister, 2006). Therefore, adolescents who are learning to navigate the party system 
need to simultaneously learn what the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ mean, as well as where parties are 
positioned on the left–right spectrum.

There are reasons to expect differences between generations in how they interpret the 
terms ‘left’ and ‘right.’ Since the meaning of the terms ‘left’ and ‘right is not fixed over 
time, these interpretations can also differ between generations. Several decades ago, most 
people interpreted the terms ‘left’ and ‘right as a conflict about socio-economic policies 
(e.g., Mair, 2007). Over the past decades, sociocultural issues (also called GAL-TAN) have 
been politicized. According to some scholars, this has led to a realignment of party systems 
in Western Europe (e.g., Hooghe et al., 2002; Kriesi et al., 2008). As a consequence of such 
realignment, different generations are socialized with different conflicts being high on the 
political agenda, and this might well have an impact on how they interpret the differences 
between left-wing and right-wing parties. If this were to be the case, the left–right spec-
trum would not fulfill its function of a common frame of reference between generations. 
This possibility makes the study of the political socialization of understandings of ‘left’ 
and ‘right’ highly relevant for scholars interested in electoral behavior and public opinion 
more broadly. Recent studies show generational differences in the correlations between 
left–right positions and issue positions. Positions on sociocultural issues are more strongly 
correlated with left–right positions among newer generations than among earlier genera-
tions (Rekker, 2016; Steiner, 2023). Rekker (2016) and Steiner (2023) interpret their findings 

Highlights

•	 Adolescents learn to understand the party system through the lens of left–right
•	 Their understanding of left–right is remarkably similar to that of their parents
•	 Left–right perceptions of adolescents are influenced by their own parents
•	 Still, they form their perceptions mostly in line with the median voter
•	 Politically sophisticated adolescents show higher congruence with the median voter
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to indicate that younger generations interpret the substantive meaning of ‘left’ and ‘right’ 
more in terms of sociocultural issues than earlier generations. However, the fact that socio-
cultural issues are more salient among younger generations and are hence more important 
for their left–right positions does not automatically imply that left–right perceptions differ 
across generations as well. Someone may ‘know’ that the ‘left’ is generally associated with 
more social equality and the ‘right’ with more market freedom, even though these issues 
are not so important for their own left–right positions. However, as Rekker  (2016) and 
Steiner (2023) have argued, there are good theoretical reasons to expect differences between 
generations in their perceptions of ‘left’ and ‘right.’

However, there may also be reasons to expect that the differences in perceptions will be 
small. Parents might play an important role in their children's development of left–right per-
ceptions. Adolescence and young adulthood constitute an important life stage for develop-
ing left–right orientations (Rekker et  al.,  2019), and many adolescents adopt their parents' 
left–right orientations to some extent (Corbetta et al., 2013; Durmuşoğlu et al., 2023; Rico & 
Jennings, 2016; Van Ditmars, 2023). Thus, if parents influence the self-positioning of their chil-
dren on the left–right spectrum, it seems plausible that they also transmit information about 
the substantive meaning of these labels. If they do, the left–right perceptions of parents and 
adolescents should be similar.

Most research in political science on perceptions focuses on the extent to which these per-
ceptions are biased by respondents' own preferred positions and their party preferences (e.g., 
Hare et al., 2015; Hinich & Munger, 1994; Van der Brug, 2001). However, we are not aware of 
studies into the development of left–right perceptions and the socializing role of parents. To 
study these left–right perceptions, we employ original survey data from the Netherlands. The 
Netherlands has a highly proportional system with a low electoral threshold, which leads to 
a highly fragmented party system (e.g., Andeweg et al., 2020). In such a context, the left–right 
spectrum is probably particularly important as a heuristic to navigate the party system (e.g., 
Durmuşoğlu et al., 2023; Van der Eijk et al., 2005). Research on left–right perceptions in the 
Netherlands shows that there exists much agreement about where parties are positioned (e.g., 
Van der Brug & Van der Eijk, 1999). Yet, this might have changed due to the politicization of 
sociocultural issues that are also correlated with the left–right spectrum. These changes, in 
turn, might lead to larger differences in the interpretation of ‘left’ and ‘right’ (e.g., De Vries 
et al., 2013; Otjes, 2018). All in all, there is reason to expect relatively large differences between 
generations in the Netherlands.

However, our results show remarkably few differences between the left–right perceptions of 
the two generations examined here. Moreover, while we find evidence that parents influence 
their children's left–right perceptions, adolescents are more oriented towards the perceptions of 
the median voter, especially adolescents that are more politically engaged and knowledgeable.

This paper contributes to the literature on political socialization, as well as to electoral re-
search. We demonstrate that there are only minor differences between generations in how they 
understand ‘left’ and ‘right.’ This is a notable finding, because it allows for optimistic conclu-
sions regarding shared understandings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ and the functioning of these ideolog-
ical labels as a heuristic aids in arriving at one's party choice. Additionally, we have developed 
an innovative measure to examine the substantive meanings individuals associate with posi-
tions on the left–right spectrum. Such a battery of questions may be used in future research, 
also to compare the meaning of ‘left’ and ‘right across countries. From the perspective of po-
litical socialization, our analyses indicate that the perceptions of adolescents resemble those 
of the median voter more than those of their own parents. However, perceptions of parents 
and their children are correlated even when controlling for the perception of the median voter. 
Even though we cannot be certain that there is a direct causal link between the perceptions 
of children and their parents, our findings are in line with recent research indicating that the 
left–right spectrum plays an important role in parental political socialization (e.g., Ares & Van 
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Ditmars, 2023; Durmuşoğlu et al., 2023; Percheron & Jennings, 1981; Rico & Jennings, 2016; 
Van Ditmars, 2023; Ventura, 2001), particularly in multiparty systems.

IDEOLOGICA L LA BELS AS H EU RISTICS

Because of the large number of issues that may be important to citizens, parties present 
themselves to the electorate partially through their ideological position on the left–right 
dimension. Following Downs  (1957), many scholars view a party's left–right position as ‘a 
weighted average’ of the positions it upholds on salient issues. To the extent that the left–right 
spectrum structures party political conflicts, voters can rely on these net party positions on 
the left–right spectrum as cues when forming their opinions of different parties and making 
decisions such as which party to vote for. This simplifies decision-making and communication 
in complex political landscapes. However, to estimate such net party positions based on a 
weighted average, voters must first form an understanding of how policy positions are related 
to the left–right spectrum.

Previous studies show that citizens frequently employ ideological labels as heuristics to nav-
igate the party system (e.g., Dahlberg & Harteveld, 2016). Left–right distances between voters 
and parties are the strongest determinants of party preferences in most Western European 
countries (Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990; Lachat, 2008; Oscarsson & Holmberg, 2016). However, 
there are differences in how voters understand and utilize the left–right dimension. The labels 
‘left’ and ‘right’ can be viewed as empty vessels (Freire, 2015; Huber & Inglehart, 1995; Huber 
& Powell, 1994; Inglehart & Klingemann, 1976) without much inherent substantive content. As 
such, the meanings of these labels can vary, with some variation occurring between individu-
als' understandings (Bauer et al., 2017; Freire & Belchior, 2011; Zechmeister, 2006) and some 
variation occurring across time and space (Benoit & Laver, 2006; De Vries et al., 2013; Harbers 
et al., 2013; Huber & Inglehart, 1995; Zechmeister, 2006). For example, in the Netherlands, 
voters' left–right positions have become increasingly associated with their cultural views (De 
Vries et  al.,  2013). This strong integrative capacity has advantages and disadvantages. The 
primary advantage is that, owing to their flexibility, the concepts of ‘left’ and ‘right’ can be 
meaningful in a wide range of historical contexts and geographies. The primary disadvantage 
of this flexibility is that it can lead to ‘mismatches’ in communication and decision-making.

For heuristics to facilitate electoral decisions and communication, citizens must share a 
common understanding of what these labels signify. A lack of shared understanding at the 
societal level would hinder effective communication because citizens would interpret mes-
sages differently than the sender (another citizen, a politician, media outlets, etc.) intended. 
Moreover, some citizens might wrongly assume that a certain party represents their personal 
opinions best while this may not be the case. In fact, it has been argued that the flexible mean-
ings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ can also facilitate top-down manipulation of citizen perceptions by 
elites (Giebler et al., 2021). Voters infer left–right party positions from their positions on two 
key ideological subdimensions, namely the economic and the cultural, but the emphasis as-
signed to each dimension can differ, which parties can exploit and systematically influence 
through framing (Meyer & Wagner, 2020).

When studying perceptions of ‘left’ and ‘right,’ we must thus realize that there are no stan-
dards for assessing which perceptions are (more) ‘objectively correct’ or ‘objectively incor-
rect.’ Therefore, we are concerned with the ‘shared understanding’ of left–right perceptions, 
not with the question whether they are correct. A ‘shared understanding’ ideally implies only 
small differences in perceptions (of the same object) between generations, as well as within 
generations. When comparing generations at the aggregate, we should ideally find that the 
means are very similar and that there is little variation around the means. When focusing on 
individual adolescents, a baseline for determining whether there is a ‘shared understanding’ 
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is to compare their perceptions to those of the median adult citizen. The closer they are to the 
median adult, the more they share an understanding of ‘left’ and ‘right’ with the members of 
the other generation.

TH E SOCI A LIZATION OF ‘LEFT’ A N D ‘RIGHT’

Existing research on political development demonstrates that political orientations are formed 
early in life during the ‘impressionable’ or ‘formative years’ (Alwin et al., 1991; Flanagan & 
Sherrod, 1998; Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008; Sears & Funk, 1999), which range roughly from 
late adolescence to early adulthood (Abramowitz & Saunders, 1998; Andersen, 1976; Carmines 
& Stimson, 1981; Dalton, 2015; Hooghe, 2004). During this period, individuals are susceptible 
to influences from socialization agents that transmit political information, for example school, 
peers, family, media, and political events (see Neundorf & Smets, 2017 for an overview). Based 
on the information about politics they receive from these agents, adolescents and young adults 
develop their own political orientations. These remain relatively stable afterward (Alwin 
et al., 1991; Franklin, 2004; Jennings et al., 2009) and serve as a foundation for further political 
learning.

Similar to how other political orientations are acquired, adolescents and young adults can 
be expected to learn about ideological labels during their political socialization. Prior studies 
suggest that left–right orientations play a significant role in political socialization in multiparty 
systems (Ares & Van Ditmars, 2023; Percheron & Jennings, 1981; Van Ditmars, 2023), have a 
heuristic advantage over partisan orientations (Ventura, 2001; Westholm & Niemi, 1992), and 
may be of higher relevance to the development of party preferences than party identification 
(Rico & Jennings, 2016; Ventura, 2001). These findings are corroborated by recent research in 
the Netherlands that demonstrates that the parental socialization of party preferences in com-
plex multiparty contexts operates to a large extent through the intergenerational transmission 
of left–right orientations (Durmuşoğlu et al., 2023). Dutch adolescents and young adults de-
velop left–right orientations in a relatively early and stable process compared to the formation 
of party identifications (Rekker et al., 2019). However, these findings only allow for conclu-
sions about adolescents' self-placements on the left–right spectrum, not their perceptions.

While our study explores somewhat uncharted territory, we can build theoretically on ex-
isting studies. Research on political socialization shows that parents play a crucial role in the 
political socialization of their children. Parents have consistently been found to transmit their 
political preferences to their children at high rates (e.g., Achen, 2002; Coffé & Voorpostel, 2010; 
Hooghe & Boonen, 2015; Jennings & Niemi, 1968; Jennings et al., 2009; Niemi & Jennings, 1991; 
Zuckerman et al., 2007). Previous research has also shown that parents transmit their own 
left–right orientations to their children (Corbetta et al., 2013; Durmuşoğlu, 2023; Durmuşoğlu 
et al., 2023; Rico & Jennings, 2016; Van Ditmars, 2023). Based on these findings, we expect 
that adolescents' understandings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ labels will be influenced by their parents' 
understanding of these labels.

But there are other socializing agents as well, such as teachers and the media. If the terms 
‘left’ and ‘right’ are discussed in a similar way in the kinds of media that members of differ-
ent generations use, they will develop a similar understanding. The same would be true when 
teachers transmit their generations' understanding of ‘left’ and ‘right’ to adolescents. Hence, 
in addition to comparing perceptions of adolescents with those of their own parents, we will 
also compare them to the perceptions of the median respondent from the generation to which 
their parents belong.

To the extent that left–right perceptions are influenced by these socializing agents, per-
ceptions of different generations will be very similar. However, there are also reasons to ex-
pect that adolescents understand the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ (somewhat) differently than their 
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parents and other members of previous generations. Individuals tend to form their political 
orientations during their formative years. During this period, external influences can signifi-
cantly affect their political development. The substantive meanings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ have 
been found to change over time and in different contexts. For instance, de Vries et al. (2013) 
show that left–right positions are increasingly correlated with sociocultural issues and less 
with socio-economic issues. Therefore, we might expect that newer generations will under-
stand ‘left’ and ‘right’ more in terms of cultural conflicts than older generations.

The literature does not allow us to formulate very strong hypotheses about differences between 
adolescents' understanding of ‘left’ and ‘right’ labels and those of their parents. In this study, we 
will compare the perceptions of adolescents with those of the generation of their parents, as well 
as with their own parents. We do so at the individual level as well as at the level of groups.

MODERATORS

We will also examine three factors that might affect the way adolescents perceive ‘left’ and 
‘right’ and the perceptual (dis)similarities between adolescents and (the median adult in the 
generation of) their parents.

First, political sophistication could affect conceptions of ideological labels such that the more 
sophisticated an individual is, the more likely they are to share the mainstream understanding 
of that term (Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990; Kitschelt & Hellemans, 1990; Zechmeister, 2006). At 
the same time, previous research shows that less politically sophisticated adolescents have more 
difficulty correctly recognizing the left–right orientations of their parents (Durmuşoğlu, 2023). 
Thus, we expect that less politically sophisticated adolescents find it difficult to understand polit-
ical landscapes in terms of the rather abstract heuristics ‘left’ and ‘right,’ leading to less similarity 
between these adolescents' perceptions and others (i.e., other adolescents and (the generation of) 
their parents). Here, we examine political knowledge and political engagement as two facets of 
political sophistication. Another factor that should make it more likely that individuals share 
mainstream understandings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ is a frequent consumption of media about social 
and political topics where ‘left’ and ‘right’ are widely used. Those adolescents that are frequently 
exposed to interpretations of the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ and the actors (e.g., parties, politicians) 
labeled as such should be more likely to share an understanding of what ‘left’ and ‘right’ mean. 
Lastly, we propose that frequently discussing politics with parents leads to a shared understand-
ing of what ‘left’ and ‘right’ labels mean between children and their parents.

M ETHOD

Data

We conducted an original online survey among Dutch adolescents (51.7% girls/women, 47.8% 
boys/men, .6% other; ranging from 14 to 20 years of age, M = 17.09 years, SD = 1.47 years) and 
their parents (62.3% women, 37.7% men; M = 49.17 years, SD = 7.56 years). The data were col-
lected within the framework of three existing Dutch panels, the I&O Research Panel, the LISS 
Panel, and the CentERpanel. These panels are longstanding, scientific research panels. The LISS 
panel and the CentERpanel are household panels. Data collection started in June 2020 and was 
finalized in August 2020.1 Prior to data collection, the survey was piloted among adolescents of 
the relevant age group, and with varying educational backgrounds, to exclude comprehension 

 1The project was reviewed and approved by the ethics review board of the authors' home institution. Respondents received 
financial compensation for their participation.
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issues. In total, data on 751 adolescent-parent pairs was collected.2 A detailed description of the 
sampling strategy is available in Online Appendix A.

Measures

Respondents were asked to indicate their left–right orientation (“Where would you place 
yourself on the following scale, where 0 means left, 5 means center, and 10 means right?”) on a 
scale ranging from “0 – left” to “10 – right”.

Respondents also estimated the positions of the eight most prominent Dutch parties at the 
time on the left–right spectrum (“Where would you place party X on the following scale, where 0 
means left, 5 means center, and 10 means right?”).3 While there were 13 parties represented in 
the House of Representatives at the time of data collection, we needed to make a smaller selec-
tion of parties to limit survey length.

Respondents were presented with seven statements about political issues (see Online 
Appendix B) on the economic and cultural subdimensions and asked, “If someone agrees with 
this statement, how left or right would that person be?”. They were asked to rate the statements 
on a scale ranging from “0 – left” to “10 – right.”

Political knowledge was measured with three questions about the Dutch political system 
(“How many seats does the House of Representatives have?”, “Who chooses the members of the 
Senate?”, “Which powers make up the Trias politica?”). Each question had a single correct and 
two or four incorrect answer options, and an “I don't know” answer option.

Political engagement was measured with eight items that described different activities re-
lated to engaging with politics in some way (e.g., “Participating in a demonstration,” “Sharing 
political content or discussing politics online,” “Voting,” “Wearing a button with a political mes-
sage”). Respondents rated their likelihood of ever engaging in these activities on a scale from 
“0 = I would never do that” to “10 = I would definitely do that”.

To measure how frequently respondents engage with media about politics, they were asked to 
rate how often they watch the news on TV (“How often do you usually watch the news on TV?”), 
how often they read about politics or societal issues in the newspaper (“How often do you usually 
read about politics or societal issues in the newspaper?”), and how often they consume online 
information about politics or societal issues (“How often do you usually follow online information 
about politics or societal issues (for example through social media, podcasts)?”). Answer options 
ranged from “1 = Never” to “5 = Every day.” The responses on these three items were summed up 
to create a total score for media consumption in relation to sociopolitical information.

To measure how frequently adolescents and parents discuss politics, adolescents were asked 
how often they talk about social and political issues with each of  their parents (“How often do 
you usually talk about politics or societal issues with your [parent/caregiver]?”), while parents 
were asked this same question in relation to each of  their children. Answer options ranged 
from “1 – Never” to “5 – Every day.” A mean discussion frequency score was created by calcu-
lating the average of  the score given by the adolescent in relation to the parent that was partic-
ipating in the study with them, and the score given by the parent in relation to that particular 
adolescent.

 2These pairs include 114 parents with two children in the dataset.
 3The eight parties with the highest number of projected seats in the polls of May 2020 (Louwerse, 2020) were the Christian 
Democratic Appeal (Christen-Democratisch Appèl; CDA), Democrats 66 (Democraten 66; D66), Forum for Democracy (Forum 
voor Democratie; FVD), GreenLeft (GroenLinks; GL), Labour Party (Partij van de Arbeid; PvdA), Party for Freedom (Partij voor 
de Vrijheid; PVV), Socialist Party (Socialistische Partij; SP), and People's Party for Freedom and Democracy (Volkspartij voor 
Vrijheid en Democratie; VVD).
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Design

The analyses were conducted in two steps. The first step examined respondents' perceptions 
of how ‘left’ or ‘right’ certain parties and political statements are and to what extent certain 
groups of respondents agree with each other about these positions. If everyone agreed where 
a party stands, the average of each generation would be the same, and variance within both 
groups would be 0 (maximum agreement). Yet, it is also possible that the means of both groups 
are the same, but that there is much more (random) variance among younger than among older 
generations. Thus, in the first descriptive part, we do not only compare the mean placements 
of parties and political statements on the left–right scale, but we will also inspect the variation 
in these perceptions. We distinguish between parents' and adolescents' responses and examine 
how different groups compare in mean placement and within-group agreement (parents vs. 
adolescents, high vs. low political knowledge/political engagement, high vs. low consumption 
of media related to sociopolitical information). We analyze all items separately, because data 
reduction methods such as factor analysis are not meaningful when analyzing perceptions.4

The most appropriate measure to describe the (within group) agreement in perceptions is 
Van der Eijk's (2001) measure A. Alternative measures based on variance have the disadvan-
tage that they tend to give too much weight to outliers, particularly when the average position 
is close to the extreme ends of the rating scales. For reasons of space, we present Van der Eijk's 
measure in Online Appendix C. In the main text, we will simply present the means and the 
variations in perceptions in a graphical way, which facilitates the comparisons.

After the first descriptive stage, focusing on group comparisons, we move to the second stage 
in which we explored adolescents' individual-level perceptions of party positions as well as the 
individual meanings they attach to ‘left’ and ‘right.’ We compare these perceptions to those of 
their parents' and of the median voter. First, we examined whether and to what extent adolescents' 
perceptions of party positions and the meanings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ are influenced by their own 
parents' perceptions and by the perceptions of the median voter of the older generation. We in-
terpret the latter as a proxy for how the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ are understood in society at large.

For this purpose, we restructured the data. In the original dataset, each case represents an 
adolescent-parent pair and includes the adolescents' as well as the parents' perceptions of the left–
right positions of eight parties and seven issue statements. However, because we are not interested 
in party/issue-specific models, but rather a combined analysis of all parties/issues in a single model, 
we restructured the data into two new long data matrices. In the first matrix, each case represented 
an adolescent-parent pair*party combination, yielding eight cases for each adolescent-parent pair. 
In the second matrix, each case represented an adolescent-parent pair*issue-statement combina-
tion, yielding seven cases for each adolescent-parent pair. This enabled us to analyze two overar-
ching multivariate regression models, one for perceptions of party positions and one for perceptions 
of issue statement positions. In these models, adolescents' perceptions were predicted by their 
parents' perceptions and by the perceptions of the median voter. In order not to artificially inflate 
the number of observations, we employed a weight variable, which reduces the number of obser-
vations to the original sample size.5

 4When analyzing attitudes, a respondent who is more to the left on one issue can be theoretically expected to also be more to the 
left on another issue and vice versa. To the extent that this is indeed the case, we can conclude that the responses on the two items 
reflect respondents' positions on a latent attitude scale. However, variations in perceptions do not reflect attitudes, but mostly 
random (measurement) error and partly biased responses. In that case, correlations between these perceptions do not reflect an 
underlying attitude structure.
 5An alternative way of specifying the model would have been to compute the standard errors on the basis of the actual number of 
rows in the data matrix (so that the sample is times the number of parent*adolescent pairs) and treating the observations as 
clustered. Yet, the procedure that we follow produces substantially larger standard errors than we get with this alternative 
modeling specification. So, we decided to present the more conservative estimates of significance.
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Afterward, using the original dataset, we examined which factors moderate the similarity of 
adolescents' perceptions of party positions and meanings of ‘left’ and ‘right’ to the perceptions 
of the median voter and the perceptions of their parents. We began by measuring how similar 
adolescents' perceptions are to the median voter.6 To capture the perceptual proximity of each 
adolescent to the mainstream understanding of ‘left’ and ‘right,’ we calculated the distance be-
tween the left–right perceptions of each individual adolescent and the perceptions of the median 
voter. Then, we calculated the average of all these distances. We did this for individual percep-
tions of the left–right positions of parties and issue statements separately so that we ended up 
with two distance measures, one for the average distance from the median voter in party percep-
tions, and one for the average distance from the median voter in issue statement perceptions.

To capture the perceptual similarity between adolescents and their own parents, we created 
similar distance measures, this time calculating the average distance between adolescents' per-
ceptions of parties and issue statements and the perceptions of their parents. These average 
distance measures were then used as two other dependent variables in regression analyses to 
explain the perceptual proximity between adolescents and their parents.

In a third and final step, we calculated the difference between these two distance measures 
to capture whether adolescents' perceptions are closer to those of the median respondent or to 
the perceptions of their parents. Because we subtracted their distance to their parents' percep-
tions from the distance to the median voter, positive values indicate that the perceptions of the 
adolescents are closer to those of their own parents than to the median respondent. We used 
these three measures (distance to median voter, distance to parent, difference between these 
two distances) as dependent variables to test with multivariate regression analyses which char-
acteristics of the adolescents (age, political knowledge, political engagement, political media 
consumption, and frequency of discussing politics with parents) explain adolescents' percep-
tual similarity to the median voter and their parents.

RESU LTS

Descriptive analyses of perceptions

Figure  1 shows the average perceptions of adolescents and parents of parties' and issue 
statements' positions on the left–right spectrum. On the left side, the mean perceived positions 
of parties are presented, whereas on the right, the average responses of adolescents and parents 
to the questions “how left-wing or right-wing is someone who agrees with the following 
statement” are shown. The whiskers at the sides of the mean show the average deviation from 
the mean.7

On average, both party and issue statement perceptions of adolescents and parents are 
strikingly similar. The graph presenting party perceptions shows that the party with the 
largest distance between adolescents and parents in categorization is FvD, followed by SP, 
and then PVV. The PVV and FvD are radical right parties, while the SP is a party on the 
radical left. On average adolescents rank these parties closer to the center than parents, 
which is partially due to larger variations in these perceptions, but also because of a ten-
dency among adolescents not to place parties at the extreme right of the scale. The extreme 
left of the left–right scale is used by both adolescents and parents. The graph presenting 

 6The median voter here denotes the median adult respondent in the study sample.
 7We employ average deviations instead of standard deviations to avoid the problem that outliers are squared and thus weight too 
heavily in the computation of the standard deviation. This invalidates the comparison between centrist parties and radical parties, 
as explained by Van der Eijk (2001). We computed the average deviations separately on both ends of the mean, so that the whiskers 
provide a realistic image of the distribution.
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issue statement perceptions also shows that the average left–right perceptions of adoles-
cents and parents are almost identical. The issue statements are developed to assess the 
substantive meaning attached to ‘left’ and ‘right.’ Thus, at the group levels, the two genera-
tions agree that someone who thinks that environmental protection is more important than 
economic growth is at the political left, while someone who thinks that immigration should 
be more restricted is at the political right. As the average positions are almost identical, we 
conclude that (on average) the generations interpret the meaning of ‘left’ and ‘right’ in a 
very similar way.

Figure 1 presents average positions, but how much agreement is there among adolescents 
and their parents in these perceptions? The average respondent of both generations sees state-
ment D (supporting the right of euthanasia) as slightly to the left of the scale. Yet, this could 
mean that most people see it as slightly to the left, but it could also indicate that people largely 
disagree, so that the average ends up close to the center of the scale. While the whiskers in 
Figure 1, representing the average deviation from the mean for each party and issue statement 
item, provide a visualization of the variation in perceptions, we also calculated agreement 
measures for reasons provided in the ‘Design’ section. Detailed tables with these agreement 
measures can be found in Online Appendix C.

As expected, adolescents generally show lower agreement than adults. This is probably just 
the consequence of political learning. As people grow older, they learn their way around the 
party system and they become more familiar with the positions of political parties on the 
left–right dimension, but also with the way the terms are interpreted. Adolescents and parents 
agree more on the positions of political parties on the left–right dimension than on the link 
between left–right positions and substantive policies. However, across the board, the degrees 
of agreement are remarkably high and higher than the perceptual agreement about party po-
sitions on specific issues (e.g., Van der Brug & Van der Eijk, 1999).

When we distinguish between the perceptual agreement among adolescents with high 
and low scores on political knowledge, we find that perceptual agreement is higher among 
those who score high on political knowledge than among those with less political knowl-
edge. In fact, the perceptual agreement among the former group is very similar to the 
perceptual agreement among the older generation. However, the differences between the 
two groups of adolescents vary quite a bit between different issue statements and between 

F I G U R E  1   Mean perceptions of party and issue statement positions on the left–right spectrum for adolescents 
and parents incl. mean deviations from mean.
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different parties. Adolescents with a lot of political knowledge largely agree that FvD is 
a radical right party (A = .62), while there is much less agreement among those with less 
knowledge (A = .35). However, in the case of D66, the difference is marginal (A = .57 and 
A = .55). Similar differences can be observed in the case of the issue statements. Adolescents 
with a lot of knowledge agree that the issue of the environment (statement A) should be as-
sociated with the left (A = .60), while those with less knowledge agree much less (A = .33). In 
the case of education and healthcare spending (statement C), the differences are marginal. 
However, despite these exceptions, the results provide general support for the expectation 
that adolescents who are more politically knowledgeable will show higher agreement in 
their perceptions.

Additional to these analyses concerning the moderating effect of political knowledge, we 
conducted similar analyses where we distinguish respondents according to their political en-
gagement and media consumption. The patterns for these moderators are very similar to those 
presented for political knowledge and for reasons of space are not discussed in further detail 
here. With some notable exceptions, agreement is higher among the more engaged and those 
with more regular access to political media than among the others.

Multivariate analyses

In the analyses so far, we described some patterns in the political perceptions of adoles-
cents and those of the parents at the group level. We now move to our multivariate models, 
where we analyze the perceptions of adolescents at the individual level. The first set of 
analyses are presented in Tables 1 and 2. Both of these tables show the results of multivari-
ate regression analyses with adolescents' perceptions as the dependent variable. Table 1 de-
picts results for adolescents' perceptions of party positions whereas Table 2 depicts results 
for adolescents' perceptions of issue positions. The tables show three separate models, one 
(Model 1) with parents' perceptions as predictor, one (Model 2) with the median voter 
perception as predictor, and one (Model 3) with parents' perceptions as well as the me-
dian voter perception as predictors. The two tables show that parental perceptions of the 
left–right positions of parties and issue statements, as well as median voter perceptions, 
are significantly positively associated with adolescents' own perceptions. Moreover, while 
the effects of both sources of information are significant, the effects of the median voter 
are substantially stronger for both perceptions of party positions as well as perceptions of 
issue statement positions.

TA B L E  1   Multivariate regression analyses results for adolescents' perceptions of party positions.

Predictor

Model 1 predicted by 
parents

Model 2 predicted by 
median voter

Model 3 predicted 
by both

B β B β B β

(Constant) 1.855 (.168) 1.412 
(.173)

1.192 
(.170)

Parents' perceptions .606 (.028) .652*** .283 (.042) .304***

Median voter perceptions .669 (.028) .679*** .438 (.044) .445***

R2 (adj.) .424 .460 .500

N 648 653 648

Note: Standard errors in brackets below unstandardized coefficients. For these regression analyses with control variables 
included, see Online Appendix D.

***p < .001.
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Moderators

We now move on to the analyses of the moderators of adolescents' perceptual similarity to their 
parents and to the median voter. We tested the effects of the moderators using three different 
models (see Appendix E for more detailed results and discussion). In these analyses, we test 
whether adolescents' age, political knowledge, political engagement, median consumptions, 
and their frequency of discussing politics with their parents affect how similar adolescents' 
perceptions of ‘left’ and ‘right’ are to those of (the generation of) their parents. The dependent 
variables are the adolescents' perceptual distances to the median voter, the adolescents' 
perceptual distances to their parents, and the difference between these two distance measures, 
measuring whether adolescents' perceptions are closer to the median voter or closer to their 
parents. Regarding adolescents' perceptions of party positions, we find that the older the 
adolescents are, and the more politically knowledgeable and engaged they are, the closer their 
perceptions are to those of the median voter. Engagement with political media does not have 
a significant effect when controlling for these factors. Perhaps, this could be explained by 
differences in the type of media consumption that adolescents engage in as compared to the 
generation of their parents. There might be subgroups of adolescents that, despite all frequently 
consuming political media, engage with different sources that portray the concepts ‘left’ and 
‘right’ in different ways than the mainstream understanding. When comparing the perceptions 
of adolescents with those of their own parents, we see similar patterns, yet weaker. Surprisingly, 
there is no significant effect of the frequency with which adolescents and parents discuss 
politics. It appears that there is little evidence to suggest that parents are the adolescent's main 
source of information about the left–right positions of parties. As adolescents become better 
informed politically, they are more likely to have perceptions that are close to the median voter 
than to their own parents. Lastly, despite a very low R2, the third model we analyze supports 
this interpretation and shows that more politically engaged adolescents' perceptions of party 
positions are closer to the median voter than they are to their own parents.

We find very similar patterns regarding adolescents' perceptions of the substantive mean-
ings of ‘left’ and ‘right.’ Yet, the relationships are weaker than for party perceptions and 
political knowledge seems to play the most important role. Older and more politically knowl-
edgeable adolescents' perceptions of the meaning of ‘left’ and ‘right’ are more similar to those 
of the median voter. However, none of these characteristics of adolescents predict how close 
their perceptions are to those of their parents. These results are in line with those regarding 
perceptions of party positions and suggest that adolescents obtain their information about the 
meaning of ‘left’ and ‘right’ mostly from other sources than from their own parents.

TA B L E  2   Multivariate regression analyses results for adolescents' perceptions of issue positions.

Predictor

Model 1 predicted by 
parents

Model 2 predicted by 
median voter

Model 3 predicted by 
both

B β B β B β

(Constant) 2.379 (.185) 1.170 
(.211)

.966 (.209)

Parents' perceptions .519 (.033) .510*** .229 (.039) .225***

Median voter perceptions .749 (.038) .587*** .566 (.049) .443***

R2 (adj.) .259 .343 .374

N 722 724 722

Note: Standard errors in brackets below unstandardized coefficients. For these regression analyses with control variables 
included, see Online Appendix D.

***p < .001.
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CONCLUSION A N D DISCUSSION

Our study examined Dutch adolescents' perceptions of the left–right spectrum and compared 
these to the perceptions of (the generation of) their parents. The underlying idea is that 
adolescents learn about the party system largely through the lens of ‘left’ and ‘right,’ as this 
provides a relatively easy cognitive shortcut to understand the main differences between 
parties. The left–right spectrum is expected to be particularly important in a fragmented party 
system like the one in the Netherlands. We focused on perceptions of party positions, as well as 
on the substantive interpretation of ‘left’ and ‘right.’ Much to our surprise, we found the group 
differences to be very minor. As it turns out, two generations that were politically socialized 
in very different contexts have a very shared understanding of the positions of parties in terms 
of ‘left’ and ‘right,’ as well as the substantive interpretation of these terms. The perceptions of 
younger citizens show somewhat more (random) noise than those of the older generation, but 
these differences are also quite modest.

In terms of the moderators of these perceptions, the results are less surprising. The most 
influential factor for developing a shared understanding of the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ is 
political knowledge. Adolescents that are more politically knowledgeable show levels of 
agreement in their left–right perceptions that come very close to those of adults. While 
the adolescents that are politically engaged and frequently consume news about politics 
also show higher levels of perceptual agreement, the agreement levels of those that are 
politically knowledgeable are especially high. Moreover, adolescents that are more politi-
cally knowledgeable stand closer with their left–right understandings to the median voter, 
both in terms of where they situate parties on the left–right spectrum, as well as in terms 
of which substantive meanings they assign to ‘left’ and ‘right.’ Political knowledge also 
predicts whether an adolescent will be closer to the median voter or to their parent in their 
perceptions, with more politically knowledgeable adolescents being closer to the median 
voter. These findings suggest disadvantageous implications for those adolescents that are 
not politically sophisticated. While this less informed group is more likely to have to rely 
on heuristics to make political decisions due to their lack of knowledge about politics (Van 
der Brug, 1998), it seems that they are also much more likely to not develop a shared under-
standing of what ideological heuristics, such as the ‘left’ and ‘right,’ mean.

Our findings contribute to the literature in different ways. Recent studies of political so-
cialization have shown that ideological orientations in terms of ‘left’ and ‘right’ are important 
in the development of broader political orientations and party preferences. Moreover, parents 
play a prominent role in these developments (Corbetta et al., 2013; Durmuşoğlu et al., 2023; 
Rekker, 2016; Rico & Jennings, 2016; Van Ditmars, 2023). Our findings largely support the 
general idea that ‘left’ and ‘right’ are important for how adolescents learn about the party 
system. Already at a rather young age they have perceptions of party positions that are very 
similar to those of the median adult. We did not find many systematic differences between 
adolescents and the generation of their parents, neither in their perceptions of party positions, 
nor in their substantive interpretation of ‘left’ and ‘right.’ Hence, even though attitudes may be 
different between generations, and even though generations differ in how important certain 
issues are to them, their perceptions turn out to be very similar.

The only differences between adolescents and their parents that stand out are that ado-
lescents seem to avoid placing radical right parties at the extreme right of the spectrum. In 
contrast, adolescents do use the extreme left of the ideological spectrum. This could be caused 
by younger generations being socialized in a time period of normalization of the far-right 
(Mudde, 2019). An alternative explanation might be that adolescents place parties with popu-
list rhetoric further towards the center, regardless of their ideological orientation. Possible sup-
port for this explanation can be found in their placements of the SP, a far-left populist party. 
Nevertheless, we cannot provide a conclusive explanation for these tendencies, so questions 
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regarding left–right perceptions of radical right and populist parties among younger genera-
tions remain to be answered by future research.

A limitation of this study is that we do not have longitudinal data on the perceptions of 
adolescents and parents, so we are limited in our ability to estimate causal effects between 
perceptions of parents and their children. We found that older adolescents have percep-
tions of party positions that are more similar to those of their parents, as well as those of 
the median voter. We cannot say that this demonstrates that adolescents learn about ‘left’ 
and ‘right’ from their parents, however. It is possible that ‘left’ and ‘right’ are used dif-
ferently in media to which parents and their children are both exposed, or in their social 
environment. We also found that the perceptions of the most knowledgeable and most po-
litically engaged adolescents tend to be closer to the perceptions of the median voter than 
to the perceptions of their own parents. In the case of the substantive meanings of ‘left’ and 
‘right,’ we only found this relationship with the distance to the median voter, but not to the 
adolescents' own parents. This suggests that adolescents acquire their information about 
‘left’ and ‘right’ predominantly from other sources besides their parents. Parental socializa-
tion may be more important in transmitting ideological orientations (Corbetta et al., 2013; 
Durmuşoğlu et al., 2023; Rekker, 2016; Rico & Jennings, 2016; Van Ditmars, 2023) rather 
than perceptions of ideological positions.

In our study, we employed an innovative battery of survey items that we designed to mea-
sure how citizens interpret the meaning of ‘left’ and ‘right.’ We found that citizens largely agree 
in their understanding of these terms. Citizens interpret ‘left’ and ‘right’ just as much in terms 
of socio-economic issues as in terms of issues such as immigration and euthanasia. European 
unification is only issue that citizens do not clearly link to ‘left’ and ‘right.’ This may not be 
surprising given that opposition to European unification does come from the right as well as 
from the left (e.g., Hooghe et al., 2002), albeit for different reasons (e.g., Van Elsas et al., 2016). 
Therefore, in general, our study provides clear evidence that Dutch citizens of different genera-
tions have a shared understanding of ‘left’ and ‘right,’ which they interpret in terms of different 
kinds of issues (see also De Vries et al., 2013).

From the perspective of political representation, our findings allow for some optimism. 
Party political conflicts are often described and understood through the lens of ‘left’ and 
‘right’ (Benoit & Laver, 2006; Dalton et al., 2011; Mair, 2007; Meyer & Wagner, 2020). Yet, the 
terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ are empty vessels without a fixed meaning, which leads to varying inter-
pretations of the terms (Bauer et al., 2017; Benoit & Laver, 2006; De Vries et al., 2013; Freire & 
Belchior, 2011; Harbers et al., 2013; Huber & Inglehart, 1995; Jahn, 2011; Zechmeister, 2006). It 
has been argued that there is a large chance that voters will be poorly represented if they base 
their party choice on the left–right spectrum without sharing an understanding of the meaning 
of these labels or if they have very different perceptions of party positions on this dimension 
(e.g., Van der Brug et al., 2020; Zechmeister, 2006). However, this does not seem to be the case. 
On the contrary, even across generations that were socialized in different historical periods, 
we find a high degree of agreement not only about the left–right positions of parties, but also 
about the substantive meaning of these terms.
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