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Summary  

A politically informed citizenry that engages with public matters and partic ipates in 

political affairs is the cornerstone of a thriving liberal democrac y. This thesis thus ex-

amines the motivational underpinnings of citizen Úɀ engagement with politics . In par-

ticular, this thesis considers the structure and the origins of political motivation, i.e. 

the forces that drive, direct and sustain activities and attention towards the polity. In 

doing so, the thesis takes an interdisciplinary perspective  and synthesizes psycholog-

ical theories from motivation science to apply the derived motivational framework  to 

the political domain. One of the central ideas proposed in this thesis is to import the 

concept of basic psychological needs into the literature  on politic al participation. Pav-

ing the way for  an explanation of political engagement that is based on first principles 

instead of proximate causes, this thesis considers basic psychological needs as the first 

mover among the psychological antecedents that ultimately lead  up to engagement 

with politics.  One of these basic needs ɬ the need for autonomy ɬ is leveraged to sys-

temize the myriad of motivational pathways that the existing literature has identified  

as leading to political engagement. Accordingly, the forces that energize political en-

gagement can be distinguished by how self-determined or controlling they are per-

ceived by the actor. Political motivation is therefore conceptualized as a four -dimen-

sional construct where each dimension is ordered on a continuum of relative auton-

omy and has distinct behavioral ramifications . In particular, it is argued that any type 

of motivation can lead to political engagement, but only autonomous motivation 

brings about self-sustained and deep forms of engagement. Because autonomous po-

litical motivation is thus central to a vivid  society, two chapters examine the origins of 

why some people value or find pleasure in politics,  but others do not. Again relying 

on the concept of basic psychological needs, need-satisfying contexts are theorized to 

foster political motivation in two ways.  First, domain-specific need satisfaction may 

shape domain-related attitudes. Because need satisfaction is considered to elicit posi-

tively valanced sensations, prior need-satisfying encounters with politics  should stim-

ulate Èɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚ intrinsic motivation to recurrently  seek political encounters in the 
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future. Second, need satisfaction is argued to shape a personality that is conducive to 

political engagement. Growing up in  need-satisfying  environments promotes psycho-

social functioning which, in turn, is argued to bring about personality traits that stim-

ulate the valuation and enjoyment of political engagement. The motivational frame-

work of political engagement is put to an empirical test in three separate studies, using 

original cross-sectional and longitudinal data with a novel measure of political moti-

vation, examining  self-reported and behavioral outcomes and employing experi-

mental and observational methods. These studies yield mixed findings , providing sub-

stantial evidence for the developmental origins of political motivation in early need 

satisfaction and limited evidence  for the role of the need for autonomy in structuring 

need satisfaction. Other central elements of the motivational framework received no 

empirical support , casting doubts on the relevance of some of the tested basic needs 

for engagement in the political domain . Altogether , the presented motivational frame-

work  thus does not represent a final word on the ultimate origins of political motiva-

tion . Nonetheless, this novel approach may serve as a steppingstone for further theo-

retical innovations  that seek to understand political engagement  using the conceptual 

toolbox from motivation science .  
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1.1 Research question 

Some of us are political animals. We consume every bit and piece about the newest 

political drama. Other people do not get excited over a recent cabinet resignation. With 

their friends, they rather talk about that show on Netflix or the last -minute goal in the 

soccer finals. While politics is not their passion, they might  nonetheless see themselves 

as good citizens. To fulfill their civic duties, they never miss an election and follow  the 

news at least every now and then. Finally, for some people politics is nothing but a 

chore. They will vote if forc ed to and they will watch a political TV show if their sig-

nificant other insists but rather, they would avoid politics altogether and spend their 

time on activities  they find more rewarding .  

Whether, how and why citizens engage with politics thus differs  tremendously.  Un-

derstanding the commonalities and differences in what brings citizens to engage with 

politics is the central question that guides this thesis: 

- What kinds of  distinguishable  motives energize citizens to engage with politics? 

- What are the causes of indiv idual differences in political engagement?  

Understanding these questions is important for democra cies because political involve-

ment is a basic requirement for any society of citizens who govern themselves (Achen 

& Bartels, 2017). A democratic society does not require all citizens to engage with pol-

itics all the time and be knowledgeable about all aspects of the political process. Mod-

ern representative democracies have created systems that allow for task-sharing and 

information diffusion. Still, democratic system s are built on the idea that societal 

power ultimately rests i n its citizens. Practically, it is the role of the demos to shackle 

the leviathan so that state power is invested in the interests of the population at large  

(Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019). Hence, a democratic society is hard to sustain if a ma-

jority of  citizens find s no reason to vote, to engage in political organizations, to keep 

informed about political events or to take action that hold s politicians to account 
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(Almond & Verba, 1972; Dalton, 2008; Lijphart, 1997; Rosanvallon, 2017). A democratic 

society without civic engagement runs shallow if  it was to persists at all. 

While it is therefore crucial to understand the underpinnings of p olitical engagement, 

it is also important to keep in mind that political engagement  is more than voting. 

Engaging with politics can materialize as any of the instantiations  that are usually sub-

sumed under the label of political participation such  as protesting, organizational 

membership or canvassing (van Deth, Jan W, 2014). But it can even go beyond these 

active behaviors. In investigating the individual differences in reasons for po litical en-

gagement, this thesis considers a wide range of behaviors that also includes attention 

or interest towards the political domain  because attention and interest also constitute 

elements of good citizenship (Dalton, 2008) that equip individuals with the prerequi-

sites to hold elites to account. Against this backdrop, throughout this thesis the main 

concept of interest will be political engagement as defined by Berger (2009), which entails 

attention and activities that are directed towards the  polity.  

 

1.2 Central idea 

This thesis examines the structure and the antecedents of political engagement. To do 

so, I will employ an interdisciplinary perspective. The basic idea running through this 

thesis is to import insights from motivation science an d to test their fruitfulness for 

understanding the reasons of why some people engage with politics, whereas others 

do not.  

,ÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÚÊÐÌÕÊÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÚÜÉËÐÚÊÐ×ÓÐÕÌɯÖÍɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎàɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÐÔÚɯÈÛɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍàÐÕÎɯɁÞÏÈÛɯ

moves people to act and why people think and do wÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÖɂɯ(Wigfield et al., 2015, 

p. 657). Motivation scholars have proposed various and sometimes competing princi-

ples for explaining the energizing forces that move people into action. In this this the-

sis, I draw on a selection of motivation science theories that seems valuable to under-

standing political engagement: the hierarchical model of motivation (Guay, Mageau, 
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& Vallerand , 2003), self-determination theory and its various related mini theories 

(Ryan & Deci, 2017), the law of low effort (Kurzban, 2016), the unified theory of polit-

ical motivation (Dweck, 2017) and means-end-fusion theory (Kruglanski et al., 2018). 

In this introductory chapter and in the following  research chapters, I will  synthesize 

these motivation theories to derive basic principles of motivation that describe how 

human behavior unfolds across social domains which then helps to understand the 

motivational processes that lead to engagement in the political domain.  

Applying insights from mo tivation science about general behavioral principles on to 

the political domain is thus the specific angle and a contribution of this thesis. I discuss 

how these insights shed a new perspective on political engagement and I derive testa-

ble hypotheses on how the motivational framework predict patterns in political en-

gagement. This endeavor in trans-disciplinary theory transmission may prove useful 

regardless of the specific empirical results. If  the derived hypotheses pan out, then our 

understanding of politica l engagement is enhanced as these hypotheses are novel and 

go beyond what existing political science theories can predict. If these hypotheses do 

not pan out, then scholars of motivation science have learned about the boundary con-

ditions of the tested theories and scholars of political participation would have learned 

about dead-ends and about the particularities of the political domain that make it dis-

tinct from other social domains. Most importantly, this thesis proposes a motivational 

framework that may stimulate future theorizing in political science by opening a new 

perspective for how to look on political engagement.  

 

1.3 Contribution  

In three ways, the perspective afforded by the motivational framework may provide 

new insights on political engagement.  

First, in a field of research that is crowded with proximate explanations, the motiva-

tional perspective provides an account of political engagement that is based on ulti-

mate explanations. In other words, this thesis builds on theoretical perspectives that 
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ÈÙÌɯ×ÙÌËÐÊÈÛÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯÖÍɯɁ×ÙÐÔÜÔɯÔÖÝÌÕÚɂɯÖÍɯÏÜÔÈÕɯÉÌÏÈÝÐÖÙȯɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÜÓÛÐÔÈÛÌɯ

ends from which many or all other preferences are derived but which themselves are 

nott reducible to any other psychological end. While this approach of ultimate expla-

nations has occasionally been employed in other political science literatures such as on 

value orientations (Haidt, 2012; Inglehart, 1977, 2018; Rokeach, 1973; Welzel, 2013) or 

cognitive styles (Federico & Goren, 2009; Jost & Hunyady, 2003; Petty et al., 2009), it is 

not common in studies of political eng agement. Second, we take a step back and con-

sider antecedents of political engagement that are deeply engrained in the human psy-

che and thus far removed from political outcomes . Therefore, this perspective enables 

systemizing predictors of political enga gement that existing research has identified  as 

proximate causes of political engagement. Finally, a particular contribution concerns 

autonomous reasons for engaging with politics : political engagement as an end in itself 

or for the self-endorsed conviction of its importance. Proximate explanations struggle 

to understand why some individuals enjoy or value politi cal activ ities such as follow-

ing politics or canvassing for a candidate when the behavior does not produce any 

separable instrumental value. The motivational perspective assembles a conceptual 

toolkit that provides the words and ideas to explain self-sustained motivation to en-

gage with politics  that does not require external incentives.  

 

1.4 Devising a motivational perspective on political  engagement 

 ɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯËÌÍÐÕÐÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÔÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÛÖɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌɯÐÛɯÈÚɯɁÈÕàɯÐÕÛÌÙÕÈÓɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÕÌÙɪ

ÎÐáÌÚȮɯËÐÙÌÊÛÚȮɯÈÕËɯÚÜÚÛÈÐÕÚɯÉÌÏÈÝÐÖÙɂɯ(Reeve, 2016, p. 31). Some scholars simply refer 

to motivation as wanting to perform a specific behavior in  a given situation (Schiefele, 

2009, p. 197). In short, motivation is wanting (Baumeister, 2015, p. 1). Conceiving of 

motivation in a more colloquial way is instructive in that motivation as wanting empha-

sizes the conceptual differences to other constructs such as attitudes which may be 

understood as liking (Berridge, 2004, p. 194; Kruglanski et al., 2016, p. 13). In this vein, 

motivation would differ from the concept of attitudes in that attitudes concern the 
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evaluation of a particular object (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 1), which may or may not 

result in behavior whereas motivation is more directly related to behavior.  

8ÌÛȮɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÚɯÈÙÎÜÌɯÛÏÈÛɯɁÚÌÌÒÐÕÎɂɯÐÚɯÑÜÚÛɯÈÚɯÌÚÚÌÕÛÐÈÓɯÛÖɯÔÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÚɯɁÞÈÕÛÐÕÎɂɯ

(Reeve, 2016, p. 31), advising against simplistic definitions of motivation. Hence, in 

this thesis I follow the formal definition to consider motivation as the forces that drive, 

direct and sustain behavior (Dweck, 2017, p. 697). Applying this concept to the politi-

cal domain and combining it with the definition of political engagement, we can con-

ceive of political motivation as the forces that drive, direct and sustain activities and 

attention towards the polity.  

Speaking of political motivation as a general term makes sense if a unifying  latent force 

undergirds the various specific manifestations of political engagement. An alternative 

view could posit that different manifestations of political engagement flow from dis-

tinct causes and are thus hardly related to each other. Speaking of political motivation 

would not make sense if turning out to vote in elections would be entirely independent 

from following the news, membership in political parties or seeking political discus-

sions. However, extensive research has identified  clusters of these behaviors in the 

sense that citizens who enact one of these activities are likely to also pursue other forms 

of political engagement (Blais & Daoust, 2020; Verba et al., 1995), suggesting the pres-

ence of an underlying latent force. So, citizens differ in their latent inclination  tow ards 

political engagement. In short, citizen differ in political motivation.  

Political motivation mu st possess a dispositional, steady element if it underlies con-

sistently recurring individual differences in citizen engagement with  poli tics. Hence, 

we would expect a certain degree of stabil it y in the forces that drive, dir ect and sustain 

activities and attentions towards the polity . Indeed, it is a common finding in the po-

litical participation literature that indivi dual orientat ion towar ds political engagement 

rarely changes over the course of adulthood (Prior, 2010, 2019; Russo & Stattin, 2017). 

6ÐÛÏɯÙÌÎÈÙËÚɯÛÖɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛȮɯÐÛɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÚÏÖÞÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯÊÜÙÐÖÚÐÛàɯÛÖɪ

wards politic s develops throughout the teenage years and then remains largely stable 
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afterwards (Prior, 2019). In other word s, political motivation has a strong dispositional 

core.  

Citizens can thus be understood as differing in their general tendency to engage or not 

engage with politics. Naturally, while dispositional political motivation puts citizens on 

a particular trajectory, whether these predispositions translate into actual behavior in 

a given situation depends on the particular circumstances of that situation. Conse-

quently, citizens with high leve ls of dispositional political motivation may end up for-

feiting  a particular opportunity for political engagement because in the specific situa-

tion other reasons lead them to prefer a different course of action. Therefore, we can 

distinguish dispositional a nd situational political motivation (for a corresponding dis-

tinction with regards to political interest, see Prior, 2019) . Dispositional political moti-

ÝÈÛÐÖÕɯËÌÕÖÛÌÚɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÓɯÛÌÕËÌÕcy to engage with politics. Situational political mo-

tivation denotes the forces that drive and direct activities and attentions towards the 

polity in a specific situation. In the long run, situational motivation should therefore 

reflect the general tendencàɯÉÜÛɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯÊÈÚÌÚɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÔÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÔÈàɯÍÈÓÓɯÉÌÓÖÞɯÖÙɯ

ÈÉÖÝÌɯÖÕÌɀÚɯËÐÚ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÛÙÈÑÌÊÛÖÙàȭ 

I have now laid the basic conceptual groundwork for what political motivation is. In 

the following, I will first discuss the distinction between proximate a nd ultimate ex-

×ÓÈÕÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÜÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÊÖÕÊÌ×ÛÚɯÛÖɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÌɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÏÌÚÐÚɀÚɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÖÈËÌÙɯ

literature on political engagement. After introducing the need -based ultimate expla-

nation offered by this thesis, I will demonstrate how basic psychologica l needs can 

serve as the foundation for a systemizing typology of the various motivational path-

ways to political engagement that exist in the current literature. Based on the multi -

dimensional conception of political motivation, I will then turn towards ex plaining the 

origins of political motivation, again relying on the concept of basic psychological 

needs. Altogether, this introduction and the three research chapters shall demonstrate 

how a motivational perspective constitutes a coherent and integrated fr amework for 

the study of political engagement that is based on first principles.  
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1.4.1 Proximate and ultimate explanations 

Some citizens are highly motivated to engage with politics on a recurring basis. These 

citizens find political participation importa nt; often, engaging with politics provides 

them with a sense of satisfaction. Why does political engagement have value for some 

people ɬ even when there is no apparent material outcome to be reaped? And why 

does it have no apparent value to others?   

The political participation literature is rich in determinants of political engagement. 

Prior research has identified 176 determinants of voter turnout alone (Smets & van 

Ham, 2013). The objective of this thesis is not to add yet another predictor of political 

engagement or to refute the relevance of any one of them. Rather, the idea undergird-

ing the motivational approach is to take a step back.  

In order to investigate a particular phenomenon such as political engagement, the ob-

vious strategy is starting the thinking process with the outcome that is to be explained. 

This strategy identifies proximate causes that have logical connections to the outcome 

concept (Nesse, 2019; Stephen & Sulikowski, 2020). Seeking for proximate explanations 

is the strategy that is often employed in studies of political engagement (see chapter 4 

for a more extensive discussion). For instance, it is well established that citizens more 

often read political news when they report high levels of political interest (Hersh, 2020; 

Prior, 2019; Verba et al., 1995). Likewise, it is well established that the perception of 

voting as civic duty is often followed by turning out to vote (Blais & Achen, 2019; Blais 

& Daoust, 2020; Gerber et al., 2008). In this vein, proximate explanations are prevalent 

in the literature and they provide tremendous explanatory power at least in a statistical 

sense. The basic idea of proximate explanations is to enhance our understanding of a 

phenomenon by gradually adding nodes of well -understood concepts to the web of 

inter -connected antecedents of political engagement.  
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While proximate explanations are therefore a viable research strategy, it comes with 

drawbacks. For one, the high level of explained statistical var iance may not correspond 

wit h theoretical import of simil ar value as it may simp ly reflect the conceptual prox-

imity of the explanandum and the explanans . Even more crucially, the approach is not 

suitable to ultimately resolve questions. Rather, proximate explanations answer one 

question by raising another. For instance, any explanation of individual differences in 

political news consumption that points to individual differences in political interest 

raises the question about the causes of individual differences in political interest. 

Hence, proximate explanations succeed by pushing the explanatory burden one rung 

down the latter.  

The consequences of that expansion strategy are visible for any instrumental explana-

tion of human behavior. Explaining activities by pointing to the outcomes that an actor 

seeks to achieve or the preferences she seeks to fulfill will always raise the question of 

why actors seek these outcomes or what generated the underlying preferences in the 

first place. These objections are well established with regard to rational choice theoriz-

ing (Green & Shapiro, 1994; Opp, 2013). Rational choice theorizing is a proximate ex-

planation in the form of instrumental reasoning for which scholars have pointe d to the 

×ÙÖÉÓÌÔÚɯÖÍɯÐÕÍÐÕÐÛÌɯÙÌÎÙÌÚÚȮɯÈÙÎÜÐÕÎɯÛÏÈÛɯÙÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÊÏÖÐÊÌɯÛÏÌÖÙàɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÈÕɯɁÌÝÌÙ-

expanding tent in which to house every plausible proposition advanced by anthropol-

ÖÎàȮɯÚÖÊÐÖÓÖÎàȮɯÖÙɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎàɂɯ(Green & Shapiro, 2008, p. 76). A different ap-

proach is therefore to address the origins of human preferences head on and to ask 

why we want the things we want by investigating the fundamental dynamics that un-

dergird human wanting.  

Motivational approaches  often seek to exit this loop by building on first prin ciples. 

They reverse the line of reasoning by starting at the outset of the funnel of causality 

instead of its end point. In trying to identify first movers, ultimate explanations trace 

individual behaviors back to an all -encompassing framework with a specific set of 

general principles about human nature and desires (Dweck, 2017; Higgins, 2012; 
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Kenrick et al., 2010; Kruglanski et al., 2018; Kurzban, 2016; Maslow, 1970; Ryan & Deci, 

2017). The idea is that when you know what undergirds action in the first place you 

can move down the funnel of causality from the outset down to the very last specific 

phenomenon of interest because one thing flows from the other. Naturally, the influ-

ence of first movers on outcomes of interest is more limited and less direct than that of 

proximate predictors. Moreover, the role of first movers is likely conditional or mod-

erated by other factors so that explanations based on first principles entail higher de-

grees of complexity and are therefore more prone to errors in theory specification. 

Hence, ultimate explanations are hypothesis-generating machines whose predictions 

are not necessarily correct, but they are original in that they provide perspective s that 

are unavailable to proximate explanations. Therefore, ultimate explanations  inhibit the 

potential for theoretical innovation in well -established areas of research (Al -Shawaf, 

2019). 

A novel angle pursued in this thesis is consequently to import the idea of first movers 

from motivation science and to apply it to the study of political engagement. Identify-

ing ultimate causes is common in many other behavioral and biological sciences (Al -

Shawaf, 2019; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Kenrick et al., 2010; Nesse, 2019; Stephen & Sulikow-

ski, 2020) and it is also used in some subdisciplines of political science. In particular, 

political scientists frequently employ this perspective when the ultimate cause is not 

too far removed from proximate causes. For instance, scholars who study deep-rooted 

concepts such as value orientations (Haidt, 2012; Inglehart, 1977, 2018; Rokeach, 1973; 

Welzel, 2013) or cognitive styles (Federico & Goren, 2009; Jost & Hunyady, 2003; Petty 

et al., 2009) often base their theories on a set of assumptions about general principles 

that undergird human inclinations. In a similar direction, the literature on political en-

gagement has gradually expanded the scope of proximate explanations to include var-

ious non-political influences that are conceptually remote to the outcome concepts 

(Bougher, 2017; Galais, 2018; Holbein, 2017; Holbein et al., 2019; Prior, 2019; Shani, 

2009) but without embracing the idea of a unifying set of first principles. Hence, this 
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thesis seeks to go one step further and base the explanation of political engagement on 

the motivational idea of first movers.  

 

1.4.2 Evolutionary theory: Finding first movers  

Identifying antecedents of political engagement from the perspective of proximate 

causes is fairly straightforward, but how do we identify first movers? What is at the 

beginning of that causal chain that ultimately leads to political engagement?  

In answering these questions, we can make use of evolutionary theory. Evolutionary 

theory regularly engages with questions where the answer is located early in the fun-

nel of causality (e.g. Petersen, 2015). It is therefore not surprising that the distinction 

between proximate and ultimate explanations  has its roots in evolutionary literature 

(Al -Shawaf, 2019; Nesse, 2019; Stephen & Sulikowski, 2020). Because of the similarities 

in the approach to answer questions, evolutionary arguments may also help to identify 

the first movers of political engagement or, at least, to sketch the scientific approach 

for doing so. 

From the perspective of evolutionary theory, proximate and ultimate theories examine 

different aspects of the same phenomenon (Nesse, 2019; Stephen & Sulikowski, 2020). 

Ultimate explanations in evolutionary theory concern the adaptive or functional sig-

nificance of an evolved trait: Which selection processes have favored the emergence of 

specific behavior over time? Importantly , the mere fact that that some behaviors pro-

vide fitness advantages for a particular species cannot explain why individual organ-

isms enact a specific behavior since we cannot expect individuals to be aware of or 

have an interest in these group-related fitness advantages. This argument teaches us 

that actors need not be aware of the first movers that ultimately underlie their behav-

ior . What is more, it suggests that a second process of mechanistic causes is needed to 

elicit individual behavior in a given situation. In this vein, we can distinguish between 
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adaptive functions and mechanistic functions, both of which are reflective of the  same 

process that ultimate leads to behavior.  

For examining adaptive functions, the evolutionary line of reasoning depart s from the 

idea that the human species faced certain adaptive challenges in its history so that 

those organisms were more likely to prevail  which possessed traits or behavioral in-

clinations that better aligned with these challenges (Al -Shawaf, 2019). To name but one 

speculative example, to better defend themselves against enemies it may have been 

beneficial for human beings not to live in solitude but to act in social groups. It might 

therefore made have sense that, phylogenetically, human beings developed an incli-

nation for  sociality . Yet, because organisms are unaware of these processes the adap-

tive function  on its own does not imply individual -level forces that direct, drive and 

sustain activities in line with these fitness advantages. Hence, in order for these evolu-

tionary processes to stimulate indiv idual behavior  certain psychobiological or physio-

logical mechanisms must have evolved that direct, drive and sustain individua l activ-

ities and attention in line with adaptive advantages.  

What are these psychobiological or physiological mechanisms ? One of the basic in-

sights on human psychology is the pleasure principle (Freud, 1961; Higgins, 2012), ac-

cording to which human beings seek sensations that provide pleasure and avoid sen-

sations that elicit pain. Hence, pain and pleasure constitute powerful devices to drive, 

direct and sustain behavior. Against this backdrop, it is reasonable to suspect that in-

dividuals have evolved to experience pleasure when engaging in activities that serve 

adaptive functions (Higgins, 2012, p. 30; Kahneman et al., 2003). Even though these 

specific desires may ɬ ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÐÕɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛɯɬ seem far removed from 

its adaptive functions (Kenrick et al., 2010), this line of reasoning suggests that human 

beings have evolved with regulatory systems that generate positive sensations when 

acting in line with these adaptive challenges and negative sensations when acting 
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against them.1 To elaborate on the example above, assuming that sociality serves adap-

tive functions with certain fitness advantages, it would be  reasonable to expect that 

human beings have evolved mechanisms that generate positive sensations when seek-

ing sociality so that human beings have individual -level incentives to act in line with 

adaptive functions. 2 These psychological mechanisms are so deeply engrained in the 

human psyche that the evolved motivations can be considered as irreducible to any 

other psychological antecedents. In other words, the psychological mechanisms 

evolved from adaptive functions are located at the outset of those psychological causes 

that ultimate lead to behavioral outcomes such as political engagement. Ultimately , 

political engagement and any other social behavior may thus be rooted in evolved mo-

tivations that elicit pain or pleasure in a way that guides behavior towards evolution-

ary fitness advantages and that may be unknown to the unsuspecting actor and unre-

lated to any immediate political outcome.  

Based on an evolutionary theory on adaptive challenges of the human species, this line 

of thought allows deriving a specific list of first principles that form the basis of human 

motivation which can then be applied to the political domain  (e.g., Jost & Hunyady, 

2003; Petersen, 2015). Notably, to the extent that  larger groups of  human beings faced 

similar adaptive challenges human beings will have evolved similar mechanistic adap-

tions. Against this backdrop, it is reasonable to assume that human beings share at 

least a certain set of motivation al proclivities . While it depends on situational environ-

ment how these deeply rooted psychological predispositions materialize, some of the 

 
1 Note that I described the sensations elicited by the pleasure principles both as ultimate explanations 

and as proximate causes in this chapter. From the perspective of the development of the human species, 

they represent mechanistic functions and can therefore be considered proximate explanations. When 

trying to understand poli tical engagement, which is the main concern of this this, they can be considered 

first movers in the  sense of ultimate explanations because they are early in the causal chain when con-

sidering the psychological concepts that ultimate lead to political engag ement. 

 
2 An analogy for political scientists might be that evolution confronts the human species with a collective 

action problem Olson (1971) where adaptive functions resemble the collective goods and mechanistic 

functions resemble the individual incentives.  
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forces that drive, direct and sustain our behavior may therefore be universal across 

time and culture.  

 

1.4.2 First mover: Basic psychological needs 

While  this line of reasoning allows to derive a specific list of first principles, it does not 

guarantee that scholars derive the same list of basic motivations. For instance, they 

may presuppose different adaptive challenges. Against this backdrop, it is not surpris-

ing that motivation scholars base their theories on different sets of first principles  

(Fiske, 2003). Disagreement even exists regarding the question of what  type of psycho-

logical concept is located at the outset of the funnel of causality. Gestalt theory posits 

as first movers a universal set of motivational processes underlying human perception  

(Kruglanski et al., 2018)ȭɯ.ÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÌÖÙÐÌÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÌɯɁÊÖÙÌɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÔÖÛÐÝÌÚɂɯ(Fiske, 2014) or 

ɁÉÈÚÐÊɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÕÌÌËÚɂɯ(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Dweck, 2017; Kenrick et al., 2010; 

Maslow, 1970; Sever, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Among these constructs, the 

concept of basic psychological needs is the one that has gained the most traction among 

motivation scientists and it is therefore the concept I will rely on to theorize how po-

litical engagement can be explained based on first principles. 

Basic psychological needs do not refer to specific motives or the mental representations 

of particular goals. Rather, they represent general functional principles of the human 

organism (Krapp, 2013, p. 133). One influential way of specifying the concept of basic  

psychological needs in more detail and in a way that enables the identification of a 

specific list of basic needs is to use functional definitions (Dweck, 2017, p. 697; Ryan & 

Deci, 2017, p. 85). Building on the proposition that basic needs are deeply engrained in 

the human psyche, functionalist definitions consider it a benchmark of basic needs that 

their satisfaction fosters human psycho-social functioning. In this vein, basic psycho-

ÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÕÌÌËÚɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯÈÚɯȬÈÙÌÈÚɯÖÍɯÊÏÙÖÕÐÊÈÓÓàɯÏÐÎÏɯÝÈÓÜÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÊÙÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÛÖɯ

well -ÉÌÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯÖ×ÛÐÔÈÓɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɂɯ(Dweck, 2017, p. 697). Specifically, key criteria 

for basic psychological needs are that they are not derivative of other psychological 
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needs and therefore truly represent first movers, that their universal value is stable 

over time and that its value manifests in fostering psychosocial development (Dweck, 

2017, p. 690).  

With  these criteria in mind, a list of basic psychologist needs can be derived using 

empirical regularities (e.g., Bagheri & Milyavskaya, 2020; González-Cutre et al., 2020). 

Self-determination theory, for instance, posits that three need candidates (needs for 

competence, autonomy, relatedness) qualify as basic psychological needs (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). While some empirical research supports the 

relevance of these needs across time and cultures (Chen et al., 2015; Nelson et al., 2015), 

other lines of literature propose different need candidates (e.g., Kenrick et al., 2010). 

While this state of affairs therefore implies that research will yield different results 

based on the specified list of first principles, need candidates are in principle fal sifiable 

and there is an ongoing process of theoretical integration in motivation science to-

wards synthesizing previous findings across schools of thought (Baumeister, 2015; 

Dweck, 2017). As this process is still ongoing, the question of specifying the list of basic 

needs will be a recurring topic in each of the research chapters that follow.  

The concept of basic psychological needs is not unfamiliar to political scientists. Yet, it 

is rarely used in the literature on political engagement. Importantly, where political 

scientists do rely  on basic needs, the concept often differs from the one that is em-

ployed in this thesis.  

1.4.3 Basic needs in political science 

One prominent application of basic needs is in post -materialist value theory (Inglehart, 

1977, 2018; Welzel, 2013). Here, basic psychological needs build  the theoretical foun-

ËÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÍÖÙɯ×ÙÌËÐÊÛÐÕÎɯÊÐÛÐáÌÕÚɀɯÝÈÓÜÌɯÖÙÐÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕÚȭɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÚÜÉÚÛÈÕÛÐÈÓɯÖÝÌÙÓÈ×ɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

need concept as it is employed in post-materiali st theorizing and in this thesis. Both 

approaches adopt an organismic perspective that considers human beings as naturally 

thriv ing towards growth (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 32). Against that backdrop, need sat-

isfaction is viewed as fostering psychosocial development whereas need thwarting 
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would inhibit the realization of these poten tials. Put differently, both approaches con-

sider basic need as psychological nutrients that fuel development.  

However, the conceptions differ in that post -materialist scholars follow a Maslowian 

conceptions of hierarchical needs. The Maslowian tradition p roposes a hierarchical or-

der of needs, considering the satisfaction of more primitive needs as prerequisites for 

the salience of other, more developed needs (Kenrick et al., 2010). Specifically, Ingle-

hart (2018, p. 14) posits that people have ɁÔÈÛÌÙÐÈÓɯÕÌÌËs for physical survival and 

safety, and non-material needs such as those for self-expression and esthetic satisfac-

ÛÐÖÕɂ where the first set of needs has prerogative over the second so that self-realiza-

tion needs only become salient when survival needs are met. In contrast, this chapter 

has laid out a conception of basic needs as the evolved mechanistic function to drive 

human beings towards behaviors that fulfill adaptive functions . As these needs are 

deeply engrained in the human psyche and evolved to drive human behaviors in all 

domains of life, this  thesis follows a line of motivation scie nce literature (e.g., Deci & 

Ryan, 2000; Dweck, 2017; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020) which considers basic needs as 

unconditionally present and not subjected to inherent ordering.  

Another frequent usage of the need construct is in terms of dispositional individual 

difference variables (Bou Zeineddine & Pratto, 2017; Petersen et al., 2020; Rinke & Moy, 

2016; Sohlberg, 2016). These studies treat needs just like any other trait variable or per-

sonality facet without applying the definitional criteria of basic needs such as being 

non-derivative and beneficial for well -being. This thesis does not consider basic needs 

as denoting individual differences. Instead, needs are viewed as evolved mechanisms 

that are universally shared so that the same list of basic psychological needs is thought 

to energize the behavior of all human beings.  

I have now sketched basic psychological needs as the evolved and universally shared 

first mover of human wanting that may ultimately help explain political engagement. 

In addition to illuminating why some people want to engage with politic s and others 

do not, the concept will also help to get a better idea of what motivation is. In this vein, 
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what has been outlined so far forms the conceptual groundwork of the theory devel-

oped in the research chapters 2-4. In the following  sections, I will recap and synthesize 

the theoretical arguments from the research chapters in order to underscore how the 

arguments in each chapter relate to each other.  

 

1.5 Need for autonomy as  systemizing principle of motivation  (Ch. 4) 

Having introduced the concept of basic needs opens the possibility of viewing the mul-

tiplicity of proximate predictors of political engagement from a wider angle. In the 

following, I will briefly sketch the four -dimensional typology of political motivation  

as derived from a standard theory in motivation science. Chapter 4 will discuss each 

type of political motivation at greater length, situating the typology of political moti-

vation with regard to existing mid -range theories in the literature. For the purpose of 

this introduction, outlin ing the basic elements of the typology of political motivation 

will lay the ground to then discuss the origins of what I will call autonomous political 

motivation  

In systemizing the various motivational pathways that  lead to political engagement, 

this thesis relies on self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Self-determination 

theory (SDT) is among the most often cited theories of human motivation and has been 

widely applied across multiple domains of human behavior (volunteering : Bidee et al., 

2013; work: Gagne, 2014; dieting: Georgiadis et al., 2006; value orientations: Kasser, 

2002; religion: Sheldon, 2006; parenting: Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010; sports: Sweet 

et al., 2012; education: Vansteenkiste et al., 2005). SDT puts the idea of basic psycho-

logical needs front and center, focusing on one need in particular: the need for auton-

omy.  

Based on previous studies on the behavioral importance of perceived self-determina-

tion (DeCharms, 1968), SDT posits that the need for autonomy is so central to the hu-

man nature that all motivation can be ordered on a relative continuum of how much a 
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given behavior satisfies that need. In short, the argument is that human beings do not 

like to feel forced into action but will only embrace a behavior when they feel as origins 

of their doings. Human beings may not be consciously aware of how autonomy guides 

their behavior. Even unconsciously, the desire to act in accordance with our inner 

sense of selves is considered so deeply engrained in the psycho-social functioning of 

human beings that whether and how a behavior is enacted depends on the degree of 

perceived satisfaction of the need for autonomy. 

Based on this reasoning, SDT distinguishes four types of motivation (Figure 1 -1). On 

the continuum of relative autonomy, external motivation is located at the lowest end. 

External motivation drives behavior through sticks and carrots and is perceived as 

very controlling. Introjected motivation also energizes behavior through systems of re-

wards and punishments, but these are internal emotions of pride and shame, thus re-

flecting partly internalized norms. While still located on the controlled side of behav-

ioral regulations, introjected m otivation is therefore experienced as somewhat more 

self-determined. Identified motivation reflects norms that have been fully taken in and 

ÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÞɯÐÕÛÌÎÙÈÛÌËɯÐÕÛÖɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯÚÌÓÍȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÝÌÐÕȮɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯÔÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÜÕɪ

dergirds behavior  that is self-ÌÕËÖÙÚÌËɯÈÕËɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛÐÝÌɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÓÌÚȭɯIntrinsic mo-

tivation, finally, is the most autonomous form of motivation as it does not follow from 

any previously external antecedent. Instead, intrinsically motivated behavior is en-

acted as an end in itself for its inherently satisfying conditions. Altogether, the moti-

vational typology distinguishes four types of motivation with distinct profiles and be-

havioral ramifications. For the sake of simplicity motivation scholars often group be-

havioral regulations at the lower (controlled motivation) and the upper end of the con-

tinuum of perceived self -determination ( autonomous motivation). 
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Figure 1-1: Four types of political motivation  

 
Note: The identical figure is again shown in chapter 4.  

"ÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯƘɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÛà×ÖÓÖÎàɀÚɯÈ××ÓÐÊÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯËÖÔÈÐÕɯÈÕËɯÚÏÖÞÚɯ

how systemizing political motivation along the continuum of relative autonomy al-

lows to derive original hypotheses on whether and how citizens will engage with p ol-

itics depending on the types of political motivation. In particular, one of the insights 

afforded by the new perspectives is that autonomous and controlled  motivational 

pathways will generate separable behavioral outcomes. 

 

1.6 Autonomous political motiv ation  (Ch. 2, 3, 4) 

With respect to autonomous and controlled motivation, chapter 4 will develop the idea 

that both controlled and autonomous types of motivation energize citizens to act in 

the political domain,  but only autonomous political motivation wil l lead to deep and 

self-sustained engagement. The distinction between the quantity and quality of political 

engagement builds on the law of low effort (Kurzban, 2016), according to which individ-

uals are generally inclined to minimiz e efforts. The principle of effort minimization  

comes int o play when citizens engage with politics mainly to comply with internal 

(introjected motivation) or external pressures (extern al motivation) whereas it applies 

less strongly when the behavior itself is valued or an end in itself. Hence, this line of 

reasoning demonstrates the conceptual value of the novel contrast between autono-

mous and controlled motivational pathways to politi cal engagement. In particular, 
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while the typology of political motivation acknowledges the functional significance of 

all types of political motivation it underscores the special relevance and merit of au-

tonomous reasons for political engagement.  

Compared to controlled motivation, autonomous motivation is both more puzzling to 

understand and more fruitful to implement. Previous political science literature has 

much to tell about how to foster external and introjected motivation. For instance, ex-

ternal poli tical motivation can be strengthened by imposing sanctions or promising 

rewards for political engagement. The social logic of politics (Zuckerman, 2008) partly 

ÙÌÚÛÚɯÖÕɯÌßÛÌÙÕÈÓɯÔÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÓÌÝÌÙÈÎÌÚɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÍÌÈÙɯÖÍɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÙÌÑÌÊÛÐÖÕ to elicit po-

litical participation. Likewise, institutional arrangements such as compulsory voting 

can also be understood as attempts to increase political engagement through external 

motivation as  sanctions guide behavior without facilitating norm internalization 

(Birch, 2009). With different names introjected motivation is also a recur ring topic in 

political science research. For instance, multiple field-experiments has shown that 

priming feelings of guilt and shame can be stimulated to increase turnout behavior  

(Gerber et al., 2010; but see: Matland & Murray, 2016). Hence, political science has de-

vised a range of actionable strategies to stimulate external and introjected  motivational 

pathways to political engagement.  

But how do we foster intrinsic motivation to engage with politics? Making citizens find 

pleasure in political engagement who previously found politics boring and bother-

some seems more complicated a task. Likewise, how do we foster the conviction  that 

political engagement is a matter of principle (identified motivation)? In recent years, 

political science literature has increasingly turned attention towards these types of mo-

tivation (Galais, 2018; Prior, 2019; Shani, 2009) but the origins of autonomous political 

motivation are still not well understood.  

Autonomous  political  motivation resembles a taste for politics. Some have it and oth-

ers do not. But where do tastes come from? While there are select examples for delib-

erately manipulating the tastes of a society (Oreskes & Conway, 2012), understanding 
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the origins of  individual differences in taste is as difficult in other domains of life as it 

is in politics (Bloom, 2011). Not understanding why some people prefer the color blue 

while others prefer the color red might leave our curiosity unsatisfied. Not under-

standing why many people lack a taste for politics, however, is problematic when con-

sidering the importance of autonomous motivation for liberal democracies. No get out 

to vote campaign, no celebrity endorsement is needed to convince citizens of the im-

portance of voting if they  already consider votin g as a moral duty (Blais, 2000; Blais & 

Daoust, 2020). Citizens who value or find pleasure in political engagement are likely 

to be the bedrocks of a civic society as they keep up engagement even when institu-

tional or social pressure are absent. Understanding the origins of autonomous political 

motivation is therefore crucial.  

One reason for why autonomous motivation ɬ and intrinsic political motivation in par-

ticular ɬ is not well understood is that instrumental explanations struggle to explain 

behavior that is an end in itself. Here, ultimate explanations prove fruitful and may 

offer a new perspective. The final section will therefore assemble the instruments from 

the conceptual toolbox we have developed throughout this introductory chapter in 

order to devise a framework on the origins of autonomous political motivation.  

 

1.7 How needs shape autonomous political motivation  

The explanation put forward in this thesis for w hy only some people enjoy or value 

political engagement builds on the conceptual groundwork laid out above. Specifi-

cally, the degree to which citizens experienced basic psychological needs as satisfied 

or thwarted is argued to determine individual differen ces in autonomous political mo-

tivation. Basic need satisfaction shapes autonomous political motivation through two 

pathways: 1) a domain-specific route that shapes attitudes towards politics in terms of 

how need-supportive previous encounters with politics  were experienced 2) the route 

of general need satisfaction that shapes personality traits which  are conduce to engage-

ment in the political domain.  
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1.7.1 General need satisfaction (Ch. 2) 

Basic needs can be seen as nutrients that human beings need to blossom. From an or-

ganismic perspective on human behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2017, p. 32), need satisfaction 

facilitates the realization of  human potential. Individuals  who suffer from a chronic 

lack of need fulfillment have their resources bound and are therefore hindered in or-

ganismic growth. 3 Basic psychological needs theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Vansteenkiste 

et al., 2020) posits that human growth is directed towards psychosocial functioning 

which consists of two processes: the inherent inclination towards exploring the envi-

ronment (curiosity) and the propensity for adapting to it ( internalization of external de-

mands).  

As a result of chronic differences in need satisfaction ɬ in particular different need -

related environment s during the formative phases of early socialization  ɬ individuals 

differ in their propensity for curiosity and norm internalization. Because these trai ts ɬ 

curiosity and adaptability to social environments ɬ are conducive to a whole range of 

beneficial outcomes, we would expect positive effects of need satisfaction on many 

commonly appreciated attainments of social life. As reviewed in chapter 2, need satis-

ÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÐÕËÌÌËɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯɁ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÔÈÕÐÍÖÓËɂɯ(Spearman, 1904) of beneficial 

outcomes across many social domains.  

If it is true that need satisfaction promotes qualities that are helpful in various domains 

of life,  it is worth considering that these traits might also be conducive to living up to 

the qualities of good citizenship (Dalton, 2008). A similar argumen t was recently 

brought forward by Holbein et al. (2020) who posited that seemingly nonpolitical skills 

such as grid or perseverance are the common cause for diverse outcomes such as edu-

cational degrees and turnout behavior. Similarly , chapter 2 theorizes how the 

 
3 This line of reasoning resembles the arguments of post-materialist  value theory ( Inglehart (1977, 2018)) 

as it also adopts an organismic perspective. However, different from post -materialist value theory, I do 

not consider needs as hierarchically ordered. Rather, needs are seen as simultaneously relevant and as 

prerequisites for the proper functioning of other organismic functions.  
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satisfaction of basic psychological needs may constitute the common cause of various 

outcomes both in the political domain and beyond.  

Notably, this argument enables specific predictions for motivation understood as a 

multi -dimensional construct with t he types of motiva tion  described above. The first 

process of psychosocial functioning (curiosity) corresponds wi th intrinsic motivation. 

Hence, individuals who are particularly curio us are more likely to engage with the 

world for intrinsic reasons. The second process of psychosocial functioning (internali-

zation) refers to the remaining types of motivation but in a d ifferential way: Individu-

als with a higher propensity to adapt to their social environment are more likely to 

engage with the world  out of identifi ed motivation compared to external motivation  

because these individuals are more likely to have fully internalized external demands. 

Consequently, both processes of cur iosity and internalization which blossom in con-

texts of need satisfaction foster autonomous motivation. Appl ying th is line of reason-

ing to the political domain  suggests that citizens from backgrounds with high need 

satisfaction are theorized to value and enjoy political engagement as they generally 

find pleasure in exploring  new things and are generally prone to internalize social 

norms.  

1.7.2 Domain-specific need satisfaction (Ch. 3) 

This thesis conceptualized basic psychological needs as the evolved mechanistic func-

tion that drives i ndividuals through sensations of pleasure to act in accordance with 

adaptive fitness advantages. Put differently , human beings are thought to have 

evolved in such a way that engaging in need-satisfying activities feels good. Following 

the pleasure principle, human beings are therefore inclined to seek behavior they ex-

pect to fulfill their basic psychological needs.  

Based on this line of reasoning, chapter 3 conceptualizes intrinsic motivation as the 

beliefs and expectations that a particular behavior will be experienced as need-satisfy-

ing. Applied to the political domain, individual differences in intrinsic political 
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motivation therefore reflect s different expectations about the likelihood that political 

engagement will prov ide actors with a sense of pleasure through need satisfaction. By 

rooting intrinsic political motivation in the satisfaction of basic psychological needs , 

the motivational framework developed in this thesis avoids the conceptual problems 

that instrumental approaches face when explaining the value of behaviors that are en-

acted for its own sake. From the perspective of basic needs as a first mover, the value 

of intrinsically motivated political behavior lies in the satisfaction of one or multiple 

basic psychological needs. The evolutionary origins may be unknown to ourselves but 

when young activists ÔÌÌÛɯÍÙÐÌÕËÚɯÛÖɯÛÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÙÌÌÛÚɯÍÖÙɯÈɯȿ%ÙÐËÈàÚɯÍÖÙɯÍÜÛÜÙÌɀɯprotest 

(Han & Harie, 2016), one reason for why the event feels satisfying is that we may have 

evolved to find joy pleasure in sociality ɬ be it in the political domain and beyond.  

While  the pleasure principle is common to all human beings, chapter 3 locates the roots 

of individual differences in intrinsic political motivation in the fact that citizens make 

different experiences with politics . Depending on situational circumstances, political 

encounters are more or less need-satisfying . These differences are further entrenched 

due to biases in how human beings perceive their surroundings  (Bloom, 2011; Mu-

rayama, 2019) as we are inclined to see once-formed beliefs confirmed even when there 

is no objective reason for it. In other words, once we have grown to expect a future 

encounter with politics to be boring or gratifying, we are likely to interpret our expe-

riences in a way that is consistent with these expectations. In this way, even though 

basic needs or universally shared, the concept nonetheless may help to explain indi-

vidual differences in why some people find pleasure in politics and others do not.   
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Ɩɯ/ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÕÖÕ-political 

roots: Examining the role of need -sup-

portive parenting in the political do-

main 4 

 

Why some people value political engagement or even find pleasure in engaging with 

politics while others hardly bother about the political domain, is a crucial question for 

the functioning of democratic societies. Still, although scholar s largely agree on the 

ÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÊÏÐÓËÏÖÖËɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌÚɯÐÕɯÚÏÈ×ÐÕÎɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɀɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÖÙÐÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕÚɯ

later in life (Sapiro, 2004; Sears & Brown, 2013), political socialization research has 

made surprisingly little headway in systematically examining the origins of inter -in-

dividual differences in political engagement (i.e. attention and activities that are di-

rected towards the polity, Berger, 2009). I propose that the seemingly non-poli tical 

concept of basic psychological needs helps explaining varying inclinations for engag-

ing with politics. More specifically, in this research, I theorize how need -supportive 

×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯÍÖÙÔÈÛÐÝÌɯ×ÏÈÚÌɯÚÛÐÔÜÓÈÛÌÚɯÌÕËÖÙÚÌÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÈÕËɯcuri-

osity towards th e political domain. This proposition is investigated using longitudinal 

cohort studies, which show that the seeds of political engagement and related social 

attainments are planted early in life and prosper in need -supportive environments.  

To some degree, situational circumstances explain whether citizens act on a specific 

opportunity for political participation (e.g., Wuttke, 2017). However, large-scale lon-

ÎÐÛÜËÐÕÈÓɯÚÛÜËÐÌÚɯÚÏÖÞɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯÊÜÙÐÖÚÐÛàɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÐÚɯÔÈÓÓÌÈÉÓÌɯ

 
4 Replication material (data and Stata-syntax) is available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/TNAX4  

http://dx.doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/TNAX4
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until around 18 years of age yet remains remarkably stable afterward (Prior, 2019; 

Russo & Stattin, 2017). Hence, adult individua ls differ in the dispositional propensity  

to engage with the political domain. In shaping varying proclivities for political en-

gagement, political participation scholars unanimously attribute a substantial role to 

experiences in early developmental phases. Yet, factors that promote political engage-

ment later in life have received remarkably little attention for several decades (Amnå 

et al., 2009, p. 27). Recently,  there has been a re-emerging in terest in the developmental 

origins of political orientations (e.g., Prior, 2019; Shani, 2009), but the majority of these 

studies proceed on the narrow theoretical paths of the earlier literature.  

First, socialization studies usually investigate politics -related contextual influences, 

i.e., explaining political engagement in adulthood by early political experiences (e.g., 

Brady et al., 2015; Jennings et al., 2009; Miklikowska & Hurme, 2011). Accordingly, the 

dominant theoretical framework remains social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), ac-

cording to which children approach the political domain by modeling parental behav-

ior (e.g., Jennings et al., 2009). Yet, observational panel studies repeatedly demon-

ÚÛÙÈÛÌËɯÈÛɯÉÌÚÛɯÔÖËÌÙÈÛÌɯÊÖÙÙÌÓÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɀɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÖÍÍÚ×ÙÐÕÎɀÚɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ

engagement (Prior, 2019; Sapiro, 2004; Sears & Brown, 2013). Second, because children 

are often viewed as incapable of understanding political content, scholars still devote 

little attention to experiences during the first years of life (Abendschön, 2017, p. 164). 

Third, because previous research focused on concrete acts of participation (i.e., voting 

in particular), relatively little is known about the origins of dispositi onal differences of 

identifying with or developing curiosity towards the political domain which has only 

recently attracted scholarly attention (Bougher, 2017; Prior, 2019; Shani, 2009). Thus, 

ÛÏÌɯÌÈÙÓàɯ×ÙÌËÐÊÛÖÙÚɯÖÍɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɀɯvolitional political engagement, i.e., engaging with 

politics for its perceived inherent pleasure or the self -endorsed conviction of  its im-

portance, remain largely unidentified. Hence, investigating early ontogenetic phases 

on the grounds of theoretical perspectives that look beyond parental imitation is a pro-

spect for a better understanding of why some people enjoy or value engaging w ith 

politics whereas others do not.  
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To get a grasp of the roots of dispositional political orientations in early socialization 

experiences, we can draw from classical participation literature. Reminiscent of the 

Ɂ×ÖÚÐÛÐÝÌɯÔÈÕÐÍÖÓËɂɯ(Spearman, 1904), we know that political engagement is associ-

ated with other commonly appreciated attainments of social life. Individuals who 

grow into politically active citizens are also more trustful (Flanagan, 2003), more satis-

fied with their lives (Pirralha, 2017), have higher incomes (Schlozman et al., 2018) and 

higher degrees of formal education (Smets & van Ham, 2013). Thus, politically en-

gaged individuals who resemble the ideal of good citizens (Dalton, 2008) also thrive 

in other domains of life.  

Interestingly, research in developmental psychology suggests that many indicators of 

optimal functioning and social adjustment share joint ontogene tic origins (Sears & 

Brown, 2013, 72f; Steinberg, 2001, p. 8). Specifically, research on various life domains 

revealed the satisfaction of basic psychological needs as common influence of those out-

comes that also go along with political engagement (i.e., pro-social behavior and social 

trust, see: Bougher, 2017; Padilla-Walker, 2014; moral reasoning capacities, see:  

Grolnick et al., 1997, 153f; cognitive capabilities, see: Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Ryan et 

al., 1990; social adaptability, see: Kasser et al., 2002; Laurin & Joussemet, 2017 and oc-

cupational performance, see: Deci et al., 2017). Despite an upsurge of research high-

lighting the importance of non -political experiences for the development of political 

engagement (e.g., Galais, 2018; Holbein, 2017; Shani, 2009), poli tical socialization re-

search has not considered the concept of basic psychological needs in examining the 

origins of political engagement so far. Considering the ubiquitous influence of basic 

needs for attainments in various life domains and their associat ion with political par-

ticipation, need-related experiences may also play a role in shaping political engage-

ment.  
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2.0.1 Need-supportive contexts and political engagement  

.ÜÙɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɀÚɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÚɯÔÈàɯÉÌÕÌÍÐÛɯfrom 

self-determination theory ( Ryan & Deci, 2017, for applications on politics see, e.g., 

Losier & Koestner, 1999), which posits that human beings strive for the basic needs of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The theory argues that individual attainment 

and social adjustment often result from the satisfaction of these psychological needs 

because need-satisfaction enables individuals to carry out their inherent tendencies at 

the fullest potential. Studies in the tradition of SDT have repeatedly shown that depri-

vation of these needs undermines psychosocial functioning (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 

Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013), which entails two organismic processes: the inherent in-

clination towards exploring the environment ( intrinsic motivation) and the propensity 

for adapting to it ( internalization of external demands). By stimulating psychosocial func-

tioning, growing up  (Laurin & Joussemet, 2017), working (Deci et al., 2017), or learn-

ing (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Ryan et al., 1990) ÐÕɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÕÜÙÛÜÙÌɯÖÕÌɀÚɯ×ÚàÊÏÖɪ

logical needs thus helps to realize these organismic processes at the fullest potential.  

Contextual influences on need satisfaction matter throughout the entire lifespan but 

ÏÈÝÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɀÚɯbasic needs fulfilled during early years of childhood was shown to exert 

lasting impact in later decades of life (e.g., Bougher, 2017; Kasser et al., 2002; Soenens 

et al., 2017). As principal caregivers and most salient source of socializing efforts 

(Verba et al., 2008), parents play a central role in shaping need-satisfaction. Specifi-

cally, existing SDT-literature has shown that three social-contextual dimensions of par-

enting styles can be distinguished, each referring to the satisfaction of a basic psycho-

logical need (e.g. Grolnick et al., 1997; Joussemet et al., 2008; Soenens et al., 2017). Au-

tonomy -supportive parenting p ÙÖÔÖÛÌÚɯ Èɯ ÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯ ÐÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÊÌɯ ÈÕËȮɯ ÔÖÙÌɯ ÐÔɪ

portantly, volitional functioning (Laurin & Joussemet, 2017; Soenens et al., 2018). It 

ÐÕÝÖÓÝÌÚɯÛÈÒÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÍÙÈÔÌɯÖÍɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌȮɯÔÐÕÐÔÐáÐÕÎɯÌßÊÌÚÚÐÝÌɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓȮɯÈÕËɯ

providing choices and opportunities for self -initiated action. Involvement satisfies the 

needs for relatedness and involves caring about the child, taking interest in, and 
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having knowledge about his or her activities, spending time together and establishing 

a warm relationship. The provision of structure satisfies the need for competence and 

involves communicating age -adequate expectations, providing feedback and ration-

ÈÓÌÚɯÍÖÙɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÈÊÛÐÖÕÚȭɯ ÓÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙȮɯÎÙÖÞÐÕÎɯÜ×ɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯÞÏÖɯÈÙÌɯÌßÊÌÚÚÐÝÌÓàɯ

controlling, over -challenging or rejecting thwarts need satisfaction and, thereby, hin-

ders the development of propensities for psychosocial functioning later in  life (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000, p. 229; Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2010).  

Need satisfaction ɬfacilitated by the socialization environment that the parents pro-

videɬ stimulates intrinsic motivation and the internalization of values in various life 

domains such as delinquent behavior (Brauer, 2011), education (Joussemet et al., 2008) 

and morality (Kasser et al., 2002; Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). There are several rea-

ÚÖÕÚɯÛÖɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯËÐÚ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÖÙÐÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯËÖÔÈÐÕɯ

is ultimately rooted in the same need-related and seemingly non-political origins that 

also affect behavior in other domains.  

Considering the specific characteristics of the political domain it is apparent that both 

organismic processes (intrinsic motivation and the internalization of extrinsic de-

mands) associated with psychosocial functioning may deterÔÐÕÌɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯ×ÙÖ×ÌÕɪ

sity to value and enjoy political engagement. Regarding the first process, individual 

ËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÊÌÚɯÐÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÐÕÊÓÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯÐÕÛÙÐÕÚÐÊɯÔÖÛÐÝÈÛÐÖÕɯÔÈàɯÏÈÝÌɯÙÈÔÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕÚɯ

for volitional political engagement due to a general and a doma in-specific mechanism. 

According to the hierarchical model of motivation (Guay et al., 2003), individuals dif-

fer in their general level of curiosity, and these differences spill over to specific do-

mains. As a rising tide lifts all boats, citizens with a curious personality are also more 

likely to regard engagement with the political domain as stimulating. In other words, 

because some people are interested in many things, they are more likely to also include 

politics in their lists of interests, compared to individuals with lower inclinations to-

wards intrinsic motivation ( for empirical evidence for this tenet see: Prior, 2019). Con-

cerning the potential domain -specific mechanism, scholars describe politics as the 
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ɁÈÜÛÏÖÙÐÛÈÛÐÝÌɯÈÓÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÝÈÓÜÌÚɂɯ(Easton, 1953). Thus, by definition political affairs 

concern generalized considerations. Consequently, many citizens perceive politics as 

abstract and complex (Niemi et al., 1991). Hence, individual differences in the inclina-

tion towar ds intrinsic motivation may have a particular impact on the political realm: 

Individuals who generally refrain from spending energy on cognitive tasks may avoid 

domains they perceive as demanding whereas curiosity-inclined individuals who find 

pleasure in dealing with complex issues might engage with politics particularly be-

cause it entails abstract and complex issues (for empirical evidence, see: Sohlberg, 

2016). 

Regarding the second process, individual differences in the propensity for t he inter-

nalization of extrinsic demands may have ramifications for volitional political engage-

ment due to the social and moral nature of the political domain. Political decisions 

always bind the community as a whole, thus have bearings on concrete and abstract 

others. Due to the generalized nature of political decisions, the impetus of political 

engagement not always but often transcends pure egocentric concerns. This other-con-

cerning component suggests a link between political engagement and the endorse-

ment of intrinsic values such community orientations and their behavioral manifesta-

tions (e.g., empathic thinking, pro -social behavior) both of which are known to prosper 

in need-supportive environments  (Flanagan, 2003; Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). 

Moreover, political engagement represents a collective action problem in which par-

ticipation runs against private self -interests although it enhances the greater good for 

all (Olson, 1971). In these social dilemmas, norms are powerful motivators even when 

the behavior itself has no instrumental value (Kollock, 1998). Accordingly , pro-partic-

ipatory norms are pervasive features of democratic societies (Dalton & Welzel, 2014) 

and effective in ensuring the active participation of the citizenry in public affairs (Blais, 

2000). Research has also shown that those who integrate pro-participatory norms into 

their sense of selves instead of merely perceiving them as external pressures are more 

likely to orient their political behavior to these normative standards (for empirical ev-

idence, see: Blais & Galais, 2016). Hence, individual differences in the capacity to 
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internalize social demands have particular relevance for the political realm a s they 

may distinguish individuals who reject or accept pro -participatory norms but social 

adaptability may also impact the quality of internalization: individuals with weak ca-

pacities for internalization might give in into social pressure to comply with p ro-par-

ticipatory demands without making them their own, hence, without valuing politics 

as a matter of principle.  

 

2.0.2 The interaction of need-supportive contexts and social learning 

There is reason to believe that need-supportive environments promote motivational 

propensities for volitional political engagement particularly if need -supportive influ-

ences co-occur with frequent and positive experiences with the political domain. 

Awareness of its existence is a prerequisite for developing interest towards any sub-

ject. Exposure to politics is therefore crucial for the promotion of political interest. The 

likelihood and frequency of exposure to politics reflect the level of involvement of 

pÌÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚȭɯ,ÖÙÌÖÝÌÙȮɯÏÖÞɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɯÐÕɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÈÓÚÖɯ

matters because human beings long for relatedness, thus individuals are likely to con-

sider the values their significant others endorse. Hence, growing up around politica lly 

engaged citizens raises awareness of political affairs and stimulates contemplating rea-

sons for the political engagement exhibited by significant others. In this vein, t he per-

son-object theory of interest (Krapp, 2013) ÈÕËɯ#ÞÌÊÒɀÚɯ(2017) unified theory of moti-

vation suggest that need satisfaction moderates how individuals process environmen-

tal influences. Hence, we may expect an interaction of need-satisfaction and social 

learning (Figure 2-1). Specifically, individuals from need -supportive contexts who de-

veloped psychosocial dispositions that are favorable for political engagement are more 

likely to imitate the political involvement of significant others. In reverse, stronger 

psychosocial predispositions towards political engagement  are more likely to materi-

alize in behavior if individuals grow up in contexts that facilitate frequent exposure to 

the political domain.  
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Figure 2-1: The origins of volitional political engagement  

 

 

 

 

2.0.3 The current study 

The goal of this study is to examine whether need-satisfying experiences in early de-

velopmental phases shape volitional political engagement later in life. Using parents 

who are often the principal caregivers as the illustrative case of need-supportive influ-

ences, this study makes use of two longitudinal cohort datasets to follow individuals 

throughout the lifespan and to survey parenting experiences during childhood and 

political engagement later in life. By measuring explanatory and outcome variables 

years or decades apart, cohort analyses avoid the reliance on biased recall questions. 

Also, the representative sampling frames of the cohort studies enable wide generali-

zability of the empirical findings. On the downside, secondary analyses of cohort data 

make it necessary to use imperfect indicators that were not tailored for study -specific 

needs. Yet, the insights drawn from each study supplement each other in order to ex-

amine the basic proposition that growing up in supportive contexts promotes political 

participation decades later. 
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H1: Experiencing need-supportive parenting in childhood is associated with higher lev-

els of volitional political engagement in adulthood.   

It was argued that need-satisfaction promotes psychosocial functioning, thereby facil-

itating attainments in various life domains. This suggests a positive correlation matrix 

of need-supportive experiences, volitional political engagement, psychosocial func-

tioning,  and ind ividual attainments in other domains of life.  

H2: Politically engaged citizens exhibit higher levels of psychosocial functioning and 

social adjustment, and each of these outcomes is associated with need-supportive parenting ex-

periences in childhood. 

Besides direct effects, it was argued that need-satisfaction and exposure to the political 

ËÖÔÈÐÕɯÔÖËÌÙÈÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌɯÖÕɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛ. 

H3: Need-ÚÜ××ÖÙÛÐÝÌɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÐÕÛÌÙÈÊÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɀɯÖÙÐÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯ

in shaping the offspÙÐÕÎɀÚɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛ.  

 

2.1 Study 1: BCS 

2.1.1 Procedures 

The British Cohort Study (Centre For Longitudinal  Studies, 2016) is a longitudinal 

panel study that follows the lives of all children born in the United Kingdom in a spe-

cific week in April 1970. Data has been collected using several sources (the midwife 

present at birth, parents of the cohort members, head and class teachers, school health 

service personnel and the cohort members themselves) in various ways (paper and 

electronic questionnaires, clinical records, medical examinations, physical measure-

ments, tests of ability, educational assessments and diaries). Data was collected in 

eights sweeps immediately  after the birth of the cohort members and when they were 

5, 10, 16, 26, 30, 35, 38 and 42 years old.  
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2.1.2 Sample 

In the first survey wave, data on 17,287 newborns from the United Kingdom were col-

lected. The following waves of data collection were subject to modest panel attrition 

and in the second survey wave at age 5 of the child, data was collected on 13,135 cohort 

members, including maternal self -reports and child assessments. In 2012, when adult 

cohort members were surveyed on various aspects of citizenship, 9,841 interviews 

were conducted. Male respondents from lower SES background had higher probabili-

ties of panel attrition but differences between sociodemographic groups in systematic 

unit non -response are small (Mostafa & Wiggins, 2015). Because the analyses require 

information from sweeps at the ages 0, 5, 10, 16 and 42, the sample size shrinks to 5,927 

observations with a small under -representation of men from parents in lower occupa-

tional classes (see supplement 1 for descriptive information on the sociodemographic 

distributions and supplement 3, table S2-3-3 for analyses on panel attrition).  

 

2.1.3 Measures 

Structural equation modeling is used to assess the main explanatory and outcome var-

iables (see supplement 2, Figure S2-2-1 for a visualization of the measurement model). 

The dataset contains various indicators of involved and autonomy -supportive parent-

ing but only weak measures on structure-providing parenting and on exposure to pol-

itics. Even though data availability impairs the diagnostic reliability on structure -

providing parenting and on the interaction between need -supportive parenting and 

domain -specific exposure, all measures are included in the model to transparently re-

port the empirical findings. All variables range from 0 to 1.  

Volitional political engagement . Encompassing a motivational component of self-en-

dorsed interaction with the political do main, volitional political engagement reflects 

the extent to which individuals value or find pleasure in engaging with politics. It was 

measured at age 42 using self-reported answers to three questions, which were aggre-

ÎÈÛÌËɯÐÕÛÖɯÈɯÚÜÔÔÈÙàɯÚÊÖÙÌȯɯɁHow interested would you say you are in politics?ɂɯÈÕËɯ
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ÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛɯɁusually reads factual books on politicsɂɯÈÕËɯɁusually watches TV 

newsɂȭɯ3ÏÌɯÙÌÓÐÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÊÖÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯ'ɯȹMcNeish, 2018) is 0.82. 

Autonomy -supportive parenting. Autonomy -supportive parenting reflects the de-

gree to which parents favor ×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÚÛàÓÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÙÖÔÖÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯ

need for autonomy. It was measured using eleven attitudinal questions on parenting 

behaviors answered by the parents when the child was five years old (sample items 

ɁUnquestioning obedience is not a good thing in a young childȮɂɯɁA child should not be allowed 

to talk back to his parentsȮɂɯ"ÖÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯ'ȯɯȭƚƚȺȭ 

Involvement.  The degree to which parental behavior promotes the satisfaction of the 

need for relatedness is measured with ten exogenous indicators and three additional 

latent variables. The latent variable ÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯ×ÌÙÊÌ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÍÈÔÐÓàɯÈÊÛÐÝÐÛÐÌÚ measured with 

ÚÌÝÌÕɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÈÛɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÈÎÌɯƕƔɯȹÚÈÔ×ÓÌɯÐÛÌÔȯɯɁAs a family how often do you do any of 

the following with your child: Have breakfast or tea togetherɂȮɯ"ÖÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯ'ȯɯȭƚƝȺȮɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯ

perception of family activities ÔÌÈÚÜÙÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÞÌÓÝÌɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÈÛɯÈÎÌɯƕƚɯȹÌȭÎȭɯɁHow often 

do you go to cinema or theatre with your parents?ɂɯ"ÖÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯ'ȯɯȭƛƘȺɯÈÕËɯthe time spent 

with each parent is measured with three child responses at age 16 (Coefficient H: .84). 

3ÏÌɯÈËËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÔÈÕÐÍÌÚÛɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌɯÛÌÈÊÏÌÙɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÚɯȹÌȭÎȭɯɁWith regard to the 

ÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÏÖÞɯÊÖÕÊÌÙÕÌËɯÖÙɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÌËɯËÖɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯÈ××ÌÈÙɯÛÖɯÉÌȳɂȺȮɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÚɯ

ȹÌȭÎȭɯɁOn how many days has N been read to at home in the past 7 days?ɂȺɯÈÕËɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÚɯÍÙÖÔɯ

ÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɯÈÛɯÈÎÌÚɯƙɯÈÕËɯƕƚɯȹÌȭÎȭɯɁhow much time do you spend talking to your parents each 

day?ɂȺȭɯ 

Provision of structure. Acknowledging that BCS contains few indicators on the pro-

motion of self -regulation (need for competence), the measure of structure-providing 

×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÐÚɯÐÔ×ÈÐÙÌËȭɯ8ÌÛȮɯÛÞÖɯÚÐÕÎÓÌɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌËȯɯ3ÏÌɯÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÞÐÓÓÐÕÎɪ

ness to provide explanations for her demands to the child at age 5 and a summary 

ind ex of age-adequate expectancies measured when the respondent was 10 and 16 (e.g. 

ɁParents expect help in house when askedɂȺȭ 
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Politics at home.  Acknowledging that BCS contains no direct measures of parental 

involvement with the political domain, I follow pr evious studies (Shani, 2009, p. 242) 

and measure the likelihood of exposure to politics us ing the quality of the newspaper 

ÙÌÈËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛɀÚɯÏÖÜÚÌÏÖÓËɯÈÛɯÈÎÌɯƕƚɯÈÚɯÈɯ×ÙÖßàȭ 

Psychosocial adaptation. As indicators of psychosocial functioning, I employ single 

item self-reports on general health and a validated 14-item measure on positive mental 

health (Warwick -Edinburgh Mental Well -Being Scale). Moreover, I include several 

ÔÌÈÚÜÙÌÚɯÖÕɯÈÛÛÈÐÕÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÕËɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÈËÈ×ÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàȯɯÐÕÊÖÔÌɯȹÛÏÌɯÊÖÏÖÙÛɯÔÌÔÉÌÙɀÚɯÛÖÛÈÓɯ

take-home income from all sources), education (highest nvq level from an academic or 

vocational qualification up to 2012), social class derived from the occupational status 

(NS-SEC analytic categories) and results from a 20-word vocabulary assessment.  

Control variables. To minimize unobserved heterogeneity, I control for established 

concepts from the political socialization literature that might confound with need -sup-

portive parenting in shaping political engagement. The indicator of parental political 

involvement covers the social learning approach (Bandura, 1977). To account for the 

status transmission approach (Brady et al., 2015), educational attainment of father and 

mother, quality of the neighborhood, and social class at birth were included. To ac-

count for cognitive resources, the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, the Human Draw 

Test, and the Copying Designs Test are included.  

Further details. Supplement 2 contains a visualization of the measurement model. 

Supplement 5 lists question wordings. More detailed coding decisions are reported in 

the commented analysis syntax. 

 

2.1.4 Analytical strategy 

I estimated factor loadings for the main outcome variable and explanatory variables  

using structural equation measurement modeling (see supplement 2, Figure S2-1-1 for 

ÍÈÊÛÖÙɯ ÓÖÈËÐÕÎÚȰɯ -ǻƕƖȮƚƘƔȰɯ ɷ"ÏÐƴȹƝƚƛȺǻɷƚƜƕƛȭƙƖƙȮɯ ×ɷǾɷȭƔƔƔȺȭɯ  ÉÚÖÓÜÛÌɯ ÍÐÛɯ ÐÕËÐÊÌÚɯ
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ȹ1,2$ ɷǻɷƔȭƔƖƖɯȻƔȭƔƖƕȰɯƔȭƔƖƖȼȰɯ21,1ɯǻɯƔȭƔƘƕȺɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛɯÎÖÖËɯÛÖɯÌßÊÌÓÓÌÕÛɯÔÖËÌÓɯÍÐÛÚȭɯ(Õɪ

dices which depend on the average size of correlations in the data perform less well 

ȹ3+(ɷǻɷƔȭƜƙƛȰɯ"%(ɷǻɷƔȭƜƚƛȺȮɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓàɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÚÊÐÖÜÚɯÊÏÖÐÊÌɯÛÖɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌɯÈɯÉÙÖÈËɯ

concept with different measurement instruments at different points in time. For ease 

of interpretation throughout this study, Stata 15.1 was used to predict variables from 

the measurement model. The regression analysis in the main text used the predicted 

variables but structural models using latent variables are reported in supplement 2, 

Figure S2-2-2. To test hypotheses 1 and 2, I compute bivariate correlations between 

need-ÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯÌß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌÚɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÏÖÙÛɯÔÌÔÉÌÙÚɀɯÌÈÙÓàɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛÈÓɯ×ÏÈÚÌÚɯÈÕËɯ

various attainments at age 42. To control for potential confounders of need-satisfaction 

in i nfluencing political engagement (hypothesis 1), I conduct multivariate regression 

analyses. 

 

2.1.5 Results 

Children whose parents provide a need-supportive environment during early devel-

opmental phases are more engaged politically in adulthood and achieve higher levels 

of psychosocial functioning and various indicators of social attainments (table 2-1). 

Even though decades apart, volitional political engagement at age 42 correlates with 

autonomy -supportive parenting ( r = .16; p < .001) and parental involvement (r = .23; p 

< .001), lending preliminary support for hypothesis 1. Likewise, more politically en-

gaged citizens show higher levels of well -being (psychosocial functioning) and achieve 

higher levels of educational and economic attainments. Hence, in line with hypotheses 

2, there is a joint association between need-satisfaction, attainments and psychosocial 

functioning, and volitional political engagement, all of which correlate with each other.  
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Table 2-1: Bivariate correlations between volitional political  engagement and variables of interest (BCS) 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
Volitional pol. engagement 0.40 0.20           
Autonomy-support 0.49 0.18 0.21***  1.00         
Involvement 0.64 0.14 0.33***  0.42***  1.00        
Str.-prov. rules 0.68 0.24 0.02 0.11***  0.11***  1.00       

Str.-prov. explanations 0.57 0.36 0.09***  0.28***  0.16***  0.04* 1.00      

Education 0.59 0.29 0.26***  0.18***  0.23***  0.09***  0.09***  1.00     

Vocabulary test 0.67 0.18 0.34***  0.24***  0.25***  0.12***  0.14***  0.39***  1.00    

Income 0.63 0.20 0.20***  0.13***  0.19***  0.05**  0.07***  0.27***  0.25***  1.00   

Social class 0.68 0.27 0.24***  0.16***  0.20***  0.07***  0.08***  0.38***  0.36***  0.40***  1.00  

General health 0.67 0.26 0.06***  0.08***  0.12***  0.03 0.04* 0.13***  0.12***  0.17***  0.16***  1.00 

Mental well-being 0.63 0.15 0.14***  0.07***  0.17***  0.02 0.05* 0.13***  0.11***  0.18***  0.15***  0.33***  

Note:  Minimum of all variables: 0, Maximum of all variables: 1 , (Minimum auf aut. -sup. Parenting: 0.02, Min of involvement: 0.03, Max 

of involvement: 0.97).  

Number of observations for all reported coefficients is 1,313 (listwise deletion);  

 *p < .05; **p < .01;***p < .001 (two-tailed). 



2.1 Study 1: BCS 

52 
 

For a more robust test of the association between need-ÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÈɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÌÈÙÓàɯ

years and the main outcome of interest, multivariate regression analyses on volitional 

political engagement were conducted (Table 2-2). Model I shows that autonomy -sup-

portive (b = .09; p < .001) and involved parenting (b = .47; p < .001) remains significantly 

associated with political engagement when controlling for the other parenting dimen-

sions. The coefficients of all parenting indicators point in the expected directio n, and 

even though these indicators of parenting styles were measured very early in life, they 

explain 14.4% of the statistical variance in volitional political engagement decades 

later. To assess effect sizes, regression coefficients can be inspected which denote the 

change in political engagement when the explanatory variables change from the scale 

minimum to the maximum. Children who grow up among parents with highest levels 

of involvement will exhibit political engagement with levels half the entire sca le (0.47 

scale points on a 0-1 scale) above individuals whose need for relatedness is entirely 

thwarted. Potentially reflecting the more exhaustive list of involvement -measures, the 

statistical effect is much larger for involved parenting, but still substa ntial for auton-

omy-supportive parenting. Because unstandardized coefficients denote extreme 

changes at the endpoints of the scales, I conducted further analyses which take the 

variable distribution into account (see supplement 2 for standardized regression  coef-

ficients and visualizations): One standard deviation increase in involved parenting is 

ÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÈÕɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÌɯÖÍɯÝÖÓÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÉàɯϕǻƔȭƗƗɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯËÌɪ

ÝÐÈÛÐÖÕÚɯȹÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÖÍɯÈÜÛÖÕÖÔàɯÚÜ××ÖÙÛȮɯϕǻƔȭƔƜɯ2#Ⱥȭ 
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Table 2-2: Determinants of volitional engagement (BCS) 

 Model  

I  

Model  

II  

Model  

III  

Non-political influences    

Autonomy support  0.09***  
(0.02) 

0.10***  
(0.02) 

0.07**  
(0.02) 

Involvement  0.47***  
(0.02) 

0.43***  
(0.02) 

0.37***  
(0.03) 

Str.-prov. rules  0.00 
(0.01) 

-0.01 
(0.02) 

-0.01 
(0.02) 

Str.-prov. explanations  0.01 
(0.01) 

0.00 
(0.01) 

0.00 
(0.01) 

Political influences Poli-

tics at home 

 

 
0.07***  
(0.01) 

0.05***  
(0.01) 

Control variable Picture 

Vocabulary Test 

 

 
 

 
0.13***  
(0.02) 

Human Draw Test  

 
 

 
0.04 
(0.03) 

Copying Designs Test  

 
 

 
0.03 
(0.02) 

Neighborhood  

 
 

 
0.00 
(0.01) 

Father: occupation  

 
 

 
0.02* 
(0.01) 

Mother: education  

 
 

 
0.01 
(0.08) 

Father: education  

 
 

 
0.24**  
(0.08) 

Constant 0.05***  
(0.01) 

0.06**  
(0.02) 

-0.08* 
(0.04) 

Adjusted R2 0.144 0.137 0.155 

Observations 5927 3615 3151 

bƻǘŜǎΥ wŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǊŜƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŎƻŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƘŜǎŜǎΤ ϝΥ ǇғлΣлрΣ ϝϝΥ ǇғлΣлмΣ ϝϝϝΥ ǇғлΣллмΦ 

The statistical effect of need-supportive parenting is robust and remains present when 

×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɀɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÐÚɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÕÈÓàÚÐÚɯȹÔÖËÌÓɯ((Ⱥȭɯ3ÏÌɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ

climate in the parental home shapes participation in adulthood but accounting for so-

cial leaning only slightly attenuates the effect of need-supportive parenting styles on 



н tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƴƻƴ-political roots: Examining the role of need-supportive 
parenting in the political domain 

54 
 

political engagement. The statistical association of non-political influences persists 

when controlling for other potentially confounding variables and competing explana-

tions (status transmission and cognitive resources, model III). In line with hypothesis 

1, growing up with parents who promote autonomous development and satisfy the 

ÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÓÈÛÌËÕÌÚÚɯis associated with curiosity towards and self -endorsed en-

gagement with th e political domain in adulthood.  

 

2.2 Study 2: NLSY 79 

2.2.1 Procedures 

Data from the National Lon gitudinal Survey of Youth 1979: Children and Adults was 

used. NLSY 79 is a longitudinal panel study that follows the lives of a representative 

sample of American youth born between 1957 and 1964 and their biological children. 

3ÏÌÚÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯȹȿÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛÚɀɯin the following) were the focus of a separate survey, 

which began in 1986. Data was collected using several sources (interview of the re-

spondents and their mothers, teacher reports, interviewer observations, assessments). 

The data were collected in bi-annual waves. 

2.2.2 Sample 

The survey contains all children (N=11,152) of the mothers in the original NLSY79 sam-

ple. These children were born between 1970 and the most recent survey wave, but the 

analyses only include respondents who were eligible for the questionnaire on political 

attitudes in the 2006 or 2008 survey waves (over 18 years of age in 2008). Across survey 
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waves, respondents from ethnic minorities and from families with higher family in-

come were more likely to attrite, but the rates were small and attrition was not corre-

lated with several variables of interest (Aughinbaugh, 2004). I use survey weights that 

adjust for the initial over -sampling of blacks. Because the analyses require data from 

several survey waves, the sample size shrinks to 6,158 observations. As a consequence, 

respondents born in poor families are under -represented in the analyzed sample (see 

supplement 3 for analyses on panel attrition and supplemen t 4 for descriptive infor-

mation on the sociodemographic distributions).  

 

2.2.3 Measures 

Volitional political engagement.  Volitional political engagement was measured using 

three self-reports asked in 2006 and 2008 when respondents were between 18 and 36 

yeÈÙÚɯÖÓËȯɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯȹɁHow interested are you in information about what's going on 

in government and politics?ɂȺȮɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯȹɁHow often do you follow what's going 

on in politics?ɂȺɯÈÕËɯÍÙÌØÜÌÕÊàɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÊÖÕÝÌÙÚÈÛÐÖÕɯȹɁDo you ever talk with friends, 

family, co-workers, or other people about political events?ɂȮɯ8ÌÚȯɯɁDuring a typical week, on 

how many days do you talk with anyone about political events?ɂȺȭɯ3ÏÌɯÙÌÓÐÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÊÖÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛɯ

H (McNeish, 2018) is 0.81. 

Politics at home. Exposure to politics was measured in 2008 using three mother re-

×ÖÙÛÚɯÖÕɯÏÌÙɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌÔÌÕÛȯɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯȹɁHow often do you follow 

what's going on in politics?ɂȺȮɯÛÜÙÕÖÜÛɯÈÛɯ×ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛÐÈÓɯÌÓÌÊÛÐÖÕ, and strength of party 

identification. Coefficient H: .85.  

Need-supportive parenting styles.  Indicators of parenting styles were surveyed at re-

Ú×ÖÕËÌÕÛɀÚɯÈÎÌÚɯƗɯÛÖɯƕƘȭɯ,ÖÚÛɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÖÙÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÊÖÓÓÌÊÛÌËɯÐÕɯÔÜÓÛÐ×ÓÌɯÞÈÝÌÚȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌÚÌɯ

cases, counts of need-supportive parenting instances were averaged across all ob-

served surveyed waves.  
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Involvement. Eight indicators measure the degree to which parental behavior pro-

motes the satisfaction of the need for relatedness. Two interviewer observations on 

mother-ÊÏÐÓËɯÐÕÛÌÙÈÊÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÛɯÈÎÌÚɯƔɯÛÖɯƙɯȹÌȭÎȭɯɁMother caressed, kissed, or hugged child at 

least onceɂȺɯÈÕËɯÛÞÖ reports from the mother on the frequency of reading to the child 

and on the frequency of joint cultural activities (at child ages 3 to 10). From the re-

Ú×ÖÕËÌÕÛÚɀɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÕÈÐÙÌɯÈËÔÐÕÐÚÛÌÙÌËɯƕƘɯàÌÈÙÚɯÖÍɯÈÎÌȮɯ(ɯÜÚÌɯÈɯÚÜÔÔÈÙàɯÐÕËÌßɯÖÍɯÑÖÐÕÛɯ

activities with th e parents, self-reported closeness to the parents, and perceptions of 

whether the parents spent enough time with their child or missed important events. 

Coefficient H: .61. 

Autonomy -supportive parenting. NLSY does not provide item batteries reflecting a 

single dimension of autonomy -supportive parenting (Brauer, 2011, p. 37). Hence, I 

separately include three distinct constructs all of which tap into the satisfaction of the 

ÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÈÜÛÖÕÖÔàɯÉàɯ×ÙÖÔÖÛÐÕÎɯÚÌÓÍ-initiated decisions and volitional action. 

If not stated otherwise, the indicat ors were measured recurrently between ages 3 and 

14. Autonomy-supportive communication is a summary index of child -reported indicators 

ÖÍɯÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɯÈÙÌɯ×ÌÙÊÌÐÝÌËɯÈÚɯÓÐÚÛÌÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÚÐËÌɯÖÍɯÈÙÎÜÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÕËɯÚÏÈÙÌɯ

important ideas with the child. Autonomy-supportive rule setting is a summary index of 

four child -reported indicators on how much say the child has in setting household 

ÙÜÓÌÚɯȹÌȭÎȭɯɁwatching televisionɂȺȭɯAutonomy-supportive encouragement combines two 

mother reports on whether the parent s encourage and facilitate extracurricular activi-

ÛÐÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐÓËɯÈÕËɯÛÞÖɯÐÕÛÌÙÝÐÌÞÌÙɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÈÎÌÚɯƗɯÛÖɯƝɯ

on whether the mother encourages the child to take part in the interview.  

Provision of structure. Again, the degree to which parents facilitate the satisfaction of 

ÈɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÊÖÔ×ÌÛÌÕÊÌɯÊÈÕÕÖÛɯÉÌɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌËɯÐÕɯÈɯÚÐÕÎÓÌɯËÐÔÌÕÚÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÛÏÙÌÌɯ

separate constructs tapping into the provisions of structure were included. All indica-

tors were measured recurrently between ages 6 and 14. Structure-providing rule setting 

entails child -reports on whether it is expected to help with different age -adequate tasks 

ȹÌȭÎȭɯɁwash dishesɂȺȭɯStructure-providing discussions entails mother reports on whether 
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the parents discuss the TV program with the child and on the likelihood of reacting to 

a low grade by talking with the child. Structure-providing feedback is one item from the 

ÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÕÈÐÙÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÓÍ-reported frequency of praising the child for doing 

something worthwhile.  

Psychosocial functioning and social attainments. As separate indicators of psychoso-

cial functioning , I employ a self-reported 1-item self-report on general health, a vali-

dated 7-item measure on mental well-being (CE depression scale), the 7-item Pearlin 

mastery scale on internal locus of control, 10-item Rosenberg self-esteem scale and inter-

est in others using two items of the mini -(/(/ɯÈÎÙÌÌÈÉÓÌÕÌÚÚɯÚÊÈÓÌɯȹÚÈÔ×ÓÌɯÐÛÌÔȯɯɁ(ɯÈÔɯ

ÕÖÛɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÌËɯÐÕɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɂȺɯÈÕË interest in abstract thinking using two items from 

the mini -(/(/ɯÐÕÛÌÓÓÌÊÛɯÚÊÈÓÌɯȹɁ(ɯÈÔɯÕÖÛɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÌËɯÐÕɯÈÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÐËÌÈÚɂȺȭɯ(ɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌɯÚÌÝÌÙÈÓɯ

measures assessed in adulthood on adaptability and attainments: income, education 

(high school degree), four cognitive assessments (reading comprehension, reading 

recognition, vocabulary test, memory for digit span test) and the level of social trust 

ȹɁ&ÌÕÌÙÈÓÓàɯÚ×ÌÈÒÐÕÎȮɯÏÖÞɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÊÈÕɯàÖÜɯÛÙÜÚÛɯÖÛÏÌÙɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌȳɁȺɯÈÕËɯÐÕÛÌÙÕÈÓɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ

ÌÍÍÐÊÈÊàɯȹɁ'ÖÞɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÐÚɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯso complicated that you don't really understand what's 

ÎÖÐÕÎɯÖÕȳɂȺȭɯ 

Control variables. Mirroring study 1, I account for the social learning approach by 

ÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɀɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌÔÌÕÛɯÐÕɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÈÕËɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÛÜÚɯÛÙÈÕÚÔÐÚÚÐÖÕɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯ

by controlling ÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÛÏÌÙɀÚɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÓÌÝÌÓȮɯÕÌÐÎÏÉÖÙÏÖÖËȮɯ×ÖÝÌÙÛàɯÚÛÈÛÜÚȮɯÍÈÔÐÓàɯ

wealth , and total family income (all measured at birth of the child). To account for 

cognitive resources, I include cognitive tests assessed in early childhood (reading com-

prehension, reading recognition, vocabulary test, memory for digit span test). I  also 

include perceived inter -×ÈÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÊÖÕÍÓÐÊÛɯÜÚÐÕÎɯÛÞÖɯÐÛÌÔÚɯȹɁHow often do you feel caught 

in the middle of your parentsɂȮɯɁHow often do your biological parents argueɂȺɯÛÖɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯÖÛÏÌÙ 

aspects of parenting behavior, which do not directly tap into the target concept of 

need-supportive parenting, but affects various life outcomes (Zemp et al., 2016), in-

ÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÍÍÐÊÈÊàɯȹ§ÌÙÌÒɯÌÛɯÈÓȭȮɯƖƔƕƖȺ. 
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Further details. Supplement 3 contains a visualization of the measurement model. 

Supplement 5 lists question wordings.  

 

2.2.4 Analytical strategy 

Using structural equation modeling I es timated factor loadings for involved parenting, 

volitional political engagement, and political involvement in the parental home (see 

supplement 2, Figures S2-2-1 and S2-2-2 for factor loadings; N=5,378). The model re-

sembles the data well, surpassing conventional goodness of fit thresholds (Chi²(70)=  

398.26, p<.000, RMSEA=0.030 [0.027; 0.032]; SRMR = 0.041, TLI=0.947; CFI=0.959).5 

Because the analysis requires weighting and for  the estimation of interaction effects, I 

use predicted variables from the measurement model and report structural models on 

political engagement using latent variables in supplement 4. In addition to replicating 

the analysis from study 1, the availability of comprehensive measures on parental po-

litical involvement enables testing the moderation between need-supportive parenting 

and exposure to politics, suggested in hypothesis 3. 

 
5 The reported goodness of fit indices relate to models without weights (see supplement 3, Figure S2-3-1). 

To calculate manifest variables, models with adjustment weights were used for which fewer goodness of 

fit indices are available (see supplement 3, Figure S2-3-2). Results are similar. 
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2.2.5 Results 

 

Table 2- 3: Bivariate correlations between volitional political engagement and variables of interest (NLSY) 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Volitional pol. engagement 0.39 0.18         

Involvement 0.55 0.15 0.27***         

Aut.-sup. communication 0.54 0.29 0.05***  0.32***        

Aut.-sup. encouragement 0.71 0.20 0.14***  0.46***  0.11***       

Aut.-sup. rule setting 0.44 0.21 -0.00 -0.04**  0.04**  -0.04**      

Str.-prov. rules 0.63 0.23 -0.00 -0.09***  -0.03* -0.11***  0.09***     

Str.-prov. discussions 0.87 0.17 0.10***  0.38***  0.16***  0.30***  -0.06***  -0.06***    

Str.-prov. feedback 0.27 0.19 0.11***  0.35***  0.09***  0.27***  -0.04**  -0.02 0.24***   

Politics at home 0.59 0.29 0.32***  0.47***  0.06***  0.24***  -0.04**  -0.02 0.23***  0.17***  

Int. pol. efficacy 0.55 0.27 0.37***  0.14***  0.07***  0.09***  -0.04* -0.03* 0.05**  0.03 

Interest in others 0.69 0.26 0.09***  0.18***  0.04 0.13***  -0.03 0.01 0.06* 0.12***  

Interest in abstraction 0.66 0.24 0.13***  0.13***  0.05 0.11***  0.01 0.01 0.09***  0.06* 

Self-esteem 0.49 0.10 0.13***  0.10***  0.05***  0.06***  0.02 0.05***  0.05***  0.03 

Mastery 0.48 0.10 0.12***  0.11***  0.06***  0.09***  0.00 0.02 0.07***  0.05**  

General health 0.71 0.20 0.10***  0.21***  0.13***  0.11***  0.02 -0.05***  0.07***  0.04**  

Social trust 0.47 0.24 0.09***  0.23***  0.06***  0.16***  -0.03* -0.09***  0.12***  0.11***  

Formal education 0.72 0.45 0.11***  0.14***  0.03* 0.11***  0.01 0.06***  0.07***  0.07***  

Reading Comprehension 0.46 0.20 0.17***  0.29***  0.06***  0.29***  -0.07***  -0.10***  0.23***  0.19***  

PPVT 0.53 0.15 0.17***  0.34***  0.06***  0.32***  -0.07***  -0.12***  0.26***  0.23***  

Memory for Digit Span 0.49 0.18 0.12***  0.18***  0.03* 0.20***  -0.03* -0.03* 0.13***  0.09***  

Note:  Minimum of all variables: 0, Maximum of all variables: 1.  

Correlation which could not be shown due to limitations of space a re reported in supplement 2. Numbers of observations for all reported coefficients is 6,158. Because mini-IPIP was only administered to a random subsample, 

correlations with interest in others/abstraction are based on 948/940 observations; *p < .05; **p < .01;***p < .001 (two-tailed).
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Table 2-3 shows that volitional political engagement is strongly aligned with factors 

close to the political domain (political exposure, r = .32; political efficacy, r = .37) but 

ÊÐÛÐáÌÕÚɀɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÊÖÙÙÌÓÈÛÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÕÖÕ-political childhood experi-

ences and with indicators of psychosocial functioning and social attainments meas-

ured in adulthood. Albeit not with all, political engagement is positively as sociated 

with most indicators of need -supportive parenting (H1). 6 Moreover, children who 

grow up in need -supportive homes also achieve a higher level of formal education and 

cognitive skills. These attainments, in turn, correlate positively with political  engage-

ment. The pattern repeats with indicators of psychosocial adjustment. For instance, to 

ȿÍÌÌÓɯÐÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯÖÍɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÓÐÍÌɀɯÊÖÙÙÌÓÈÛÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÊÖÙÙÌÓÈÛÌÚɯ

with autonomy -supportive, structure -providing , and involved parenting. Lik ewise, 

ÛÏÌɯÊÖÙÙÌÓÈÛÐÝÌɯ×ÈÛÛÌÙÕɯÖÍɯɁÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɂɯÈÕËɯɁÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÈÉÚÛÙÈÊÛɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎɂɯÊÖÕɪ

forms with the theoretical proposition that need -supportive environments foster incli-

nations towards intrinsic motivation and other -concerning empathy and that, i n turn, 

these traits go along with volitional political engagement. Altogether, the data support 

hypothesis 2 as it demonstrates the expected correlative triangle between need-sup-

portive environments, volitional political engagement , and various indicators  of social 

adaption and psychosocial functioning.  

 

 
6 Both indicators related to rule -setting do not promote political e ngagement but the fact that these items 

are not associated with other corollary outcomes suggests that they may be weak indicators of the target 

concept. 
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Table 2-4: Determinants of volitional political engagement (NLSY)  

 Model 

I 

Model 

II 

Model 

III 

Model 

IV 

Non-political influences     

Involvement 0.38***  
(0.02) 

0.23***  
(0.02) 

0.27***  
(0.03) 

0.15**  
(0.05) 

Aut.-sup. communication -0.02* 
(0.01) 

-0.00 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

Aut.-sup. encouragement 0.01 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

-0.01 
(0.02) 

-0.01 
(0.02) 

Aut.-sup. rule setting 0.01 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

0.00 
(0.01) 

0.00 
(0.01) 

Str.-prov. rules 0.01 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

-0.00 
(0.01) 

-0.00 
(0.01) 

Str.-prov. discussions 0.00 
(0.02) 

-0.01 
(0.02) 

-0.02 
(0.02) 

-0.01 
(0.02) 

Str.-prov. feedback 0.01 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

0.02 
(0.02) 

0.01 
(0.02) 

Political influences Poli-

tics at home 

 

 

 

0.16***  
(0.01) 

 

0.14***  
(0.01) 

 

0.03 
(0.04) 

Control variables 

Parental Conflict 1 

  -0.00 
(0.01) 

-0.00 
(0.01) 

Parental Conflict 2   0.00 
(0.01) 

0.00 
(0.01) 

Peabody Picture Vocabu-

lary Test  

 

 

 

 

0.00 
(0.00) 

0.00 
(0.00) 

Memory for Digit Span  

 

 

 

0.00 
(0.00) 

0.00 
(0.00) 

Reading Recognition  

 

 

 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

Reading Comprehension  

 

 

 

0.00**  
(0.00) 

0.00**  
(0.00) 

Neighborhood  

 

 

 

-0.02 
(0.01) 

-0.02 
(0.01) 

Education mother  

 

 

 

0.00 
(0.00) 

0.00 
(0.00) 

Poverty  

 

 

 

0.01 
(0.01) 

0.01 
(0.01) 

Family wealth   -0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

Family income  

 

 

 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.00 
(0.00) 

Politics at home # In-

volvement 

   

 

0.20**  
(0.08) 

Constant 0.16***  
(0.02) 

0.16***  
(0.02) 

0.05 
(0.03) 

0.11**  
(0.04) 

Adjusted R2 0.097 0.141 0.159 0.160 

Observations 6158 6158 4146 4146 

bƻǘŜǎΥ wŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ǊŜƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŎƻŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ƛƴ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƘŜǎŜǎΤ ϝΥ ǇғлΣлрΣ ϝϝΥ ǇғлΣлмΣ ϝϝϝΥ ǇғлΣллмΦ 

 

Table 2-4 shows that need-supportive parenting predicts political engagement in 

adulthood even when controlling for an extensive list of potential confounders (model 
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I & III). However, the effect is only robust for involved parenting, for which the dataset 

provide s the most reliable measures. Underscoring the presence of social learning in 

the political domain, the explanatory power greatly improves when accounting for the 

×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɀɯËÌÎÙÌÌɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌÔÌÕÛɯȹÔÖËÌÓɯ((Ⱥȭɯ(Ô×ÖÙÛÈÕÛÓàɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÚÐÚÛÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ

hypothesis 3, whether adult citizens value and find joy in engaging with politics re-

sults from the interactive influence of exposure to the political domain and need -sup-

portive parenting. The left panel of Figure 2-2 visualizes the proclivity for political en-

gagemÌÕÛɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɯÖÍɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÚɀɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÐ×ÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÕÌɯÚÛÈÕËɪ

ard deviation above and one standard deviation below the sample mean and demon-

strates that involved parenting stimulates political engagement much more strongly 

when the child w as exposed to the political domain. Likewise, the inter -generational 

transmission of political engagement is more likely when the parental homes satisfied 

ÛÏÌɯÖÍÍÚ×ÙÐÕÎɀÚɯÉÈÚÐÊɯÕÌÌËɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÓÈÛÌËÕÌÚÚȭ7 

 

 
7 At much smaller effect sizes, interaction of need-satisfaction and social learning replicates with r egards 

to the provision of structure (see supplement 3, Fig. S2-3-5). I also tested for interaction effect using BCS 

data. The interaction coefficient of involvement and political exposure is large and statistically significant. 

The results are shown in supplement 2, Table S2-2-1. 
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Figure 2-2 Interactive effects of exposure to politics and parental involvement during 

childhood on volitional political engagement in adulthood  

 

Note: Visualization of the interaction effect from model IV in table 2-4 on volitional political engagement.  Left panel: the upper black  line with 

yellow 95%-confidence interval shows political engagement at different levels of parental involvement for respondents whose level of pol itical 

exposure is one standard deviation above the mean. The lower black line with green CI reports the association between engagement and involve-

ment for respondents whose level of political exposure is 1 SD below the mean. Right panel: association between engagement and political expo-

sure for respondents whose level of parental involvement is 1SD or 1SD below the mean. Scatterplot in background shows joint distribution of 

political engagement and involvement (background, left panel) and of political engagement and political exposure (background,  right plot).  

 

2.3 Discussion 

Even though most scholars acknowledge the importance of early life phases in shaping 

Èɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯ×ÙÖÊÓÐÝÐÛàɯÛÖɯÌÕÎÈÎÌɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÓÈÛÌÙɯÐÕɯÓÐÍÌȮɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏɯ

has made limited headway in identifying the developmental factors that explain why 

some citizens value or enjoy engagement with politics whereas others do not. This 

study argues that early non-political experiences, namely a family environment that 

×ÙÖÔÖÛÌÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÈɯÊÏÐÓËɀÚɯÉÈÚÐÊɯ×ÚàÊÏÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓɯÕÌÌËÚɯÏÌÓ×ɯÌß×ÓÈÐÕɯÝÖÓÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ

political engagement in the foll owing decades of life. Data from two independent, rep-

resentative cohort studies reveal a link between need-supportive parenting and vari-

ous indicators of well -functioning and valued life achievements, all of which are also 
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associated with political engagement. Empirical evidence in support of the theorized 

link between parenting styles and political outcomes is stronger for involved parent-

ing than for the other dimensions of need -supportive parenting. Still, these findings 

provide initial evidence for polit ical ramifications of need-thwarting or -supportive 

influences, which are seemingly remote to the political domain but deeply engrained 

in human processes of psychosocial functioning. Hence, individual differences in 

need-supportive influences during socia lization may present a valuable addition to 

scholarly explanations of individual differences in political engagement.  

To solidify the suggested relevance of need-supportive environments for political en-

gagement, this study employs several strategies to isolate parenting effects from po-

tential confounders. First, I explain outcomes in adulthood with measures collected 

during childhood. This approach safeguards against confounders that may have ex-

ÌÙÛÌËɯÜÕÖÉÚÌÙÝÌËɯÐÕÍÓÜÌÕÊÌÚɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏÖÜÛɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÚɀɯÓÐÍÌɯÚ×ÈÕɯÈÍÛer childhood. Second, 

using childhood measures avoids biases in recall and rationalization. Third, to further 

minimize artifacts of specific instruments I relied on indicators from different meas-

urement types. Moreover, controlling for various economic, so cial, personal, and po-

litical characteristics of the parents minimizes unobserved heterogeneity among the 

parents.   

As the analysis relies on existing cohort surveys, limitations result from the use of 

measures which were not tailored specifically for the assessment of SDT-constructs. 

First, the available measures do not capture each need-related dimension of parenting 

equally well, leaving unclear, for instance, to which degree the weak effects of compe-

tence-satisfying parenting are substantively informative or merely represent measure-

ment artifacts. Second, it is conceivable that other than the need-satisfying aspects of 

parenting underlie the demonstrated associations. Hence, while the presented find-

ings are compatible with the advanced theory of need -supportive influences on polit-

ÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛȮɯÞÌɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÈÞÈÙÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌÚɀɯÓÐÔÐÛÌËɯËÐÚÊÙÐÔÐÕÈÕÛɯÝÈÓÐËÐÛàɯ

does not exhaustively preclude different interpretations suggested by other theoretical 
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approaches (cf. Bougher, 2017; Miklikowska & Hurme, 2011). More generally, the 

usual limitations of observational research in detecting causal relationships also apply 

to this study. For instance, this study could not rule out biological heritage as con-

founding variable (Harris, 2014). Yet, analogous findings from different contexts such 

as education may alleviate worries of spurious relationships of parenting due to ge-

netic heritability (Galais, 2018).  Moreover, analyzing a large-scale schooling interven-

tion, Holbein  (2017) provides first field -experimental causal evidence for non-political 

influences on political engagement. In this vein, manipulati ng need-supportive envi-

ronments and examining their effects on political outcomes is a promising avenue for 

further research. 

The presented findings are subject to constraints on generality (Simons et al., 2017). 

Considering the centrality of parents as socializing agents for children, this study ex-

amined need-related influences in the parental home, even though in reality, children 

are subject to a myriad of different need-related influences. With recent findin gs sug-

gesting deeper internalization of voting as a civic duty in autonomy -supportive 

schools (Galais, 2018), further research may extend the proposed nexus of political en-

gagement and psychological needs to other socializing contexts. Context-dependence 

also needs to be considered with regards to the sampling strategy of this study. First, 

the analyzed survey data was confined to two selected birth cohorts and affected by 

panel attrition. Thus, the realized sample deviates from the target sample of this study: 

western, industrialized and liberal democracies (Henrich et al., 2010). The restricted 

sample consisting of two birth cohorts may impair representativeness because ac-

cepted notions of good parenting practices and political orientations may evolve 

across generations. Second, differences in the functional significance of parenting prac-

tices may constrain generalizability (Smetana, 2018). Even though basic psychological 

needs may have universal relevance for psychosocial functioning (Chen et al., 2015), 

the reported associations of need-supportive parenting cannot be expected to replicate 

universally without tailoring their operationalizing to the cultural context under in-

vestigation (Grolnick et al., 2018; Smetana, 2018). Generalizability is more complex 



н tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƴƻƴ-political roots: Examining the role of need-supportive 
parenting in the political domain 

66 
 

regarding the outcome variable. On the one hand, several characteristics appear inher-

ent in the nature of the political domain (e.g., its degree of abstraction). Importantly, 

however, the theorized mechanisms for the development of political engagement de-

pends on the meaning that citizens attach to the political domain. These mechanisms 

would unfold differently if the explicated assumptions about the perceived nature of 

the political domain would not apply. For instance, politics plays a different role in 

non-democratic countries. In addition, what this study described as  the essence of pol-

itics essence may not apply in societies which formally uphold popular rule but where 

exclusionism and hostility characterize the res publica. Similarly, the proposed mecha-

nisms would also need refinement for societies or societal subgroups, in which demo-

cratic participation is not the descriptive norm or even considered deviant behavior. 

Hence, understanding the meaning of politics as perceived in a given context is crucial 

for understanding the origins of political engagement.  

The finding that political engagement shares common origins with other social attain-

ments raises questions about the causal order of political engagement and its various 

antecedents, including psycho-social functioning, which calls for mediation analyses. 

However, mediation analyses in the absence of experimental designs require strong 

assumptions on the data (D. P. Green et al., 2010), which become even more demand-

ing when repeated observations of the explanatory and outcome variables are unavail-

able (Bullock et al., 2010). As the data did not allow for full -fledged mediation analyses, 

the demonstrated mutual associations between need-supportive environments, psy-

chosocial functioning, political involvement, and other attainments should be under-

stood as a first step towards understanding the complex pathways that foster political 

engagement. Future research may investigate processes such as the development of 

intrinsic values that potentially mediate the link between needs and political engage-

ment (Miklikowska & Hurme, 2011) . Moreover, the reported findings relate to current 

scholarly discussions disputing the causal status of classical predictors of political par-

ticipation as they m ay be driven by unobserved common causes (Kam & Palmer, 2008; 

Sondheimer & Green, 2010). Hence, along with experimental evidence on the 
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mediating role of psychosocial functioning  (i.e. grit, see Holbein, 2017), this study sug-

gests to consider in these discussions basic psychological needs as a potential common 

cause of political participation and its various  correlates.  

Another avenue for further research is examining more closely differential effects of 

need satisfaction. First, each psychological need and each aspect of need satisfaction 

may differ in relevance for political outcomes. For instance, related ness may be partic-

ularly important in facilitating norm internalization (i.e., voting as a civic duty) and 

autonomy may have a particular role in promoting intrinsic motivation (i.e., participa-

tion for inherent pleasure). Second, socialization research on need-supportive parent-

ing practices may contribute to the growing literatures in political (Inglehart, 2018) and 

psychological science (Kasser, 2016) which employ need concepts to explain the con-

tent of political views and often link need satisfaction to liberal value orientations. In 

particular, the distinction between a lack of need fulfillment on the frustration of needs 

(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013) may prove fruitful to advance insights into the develop-

ment of self-centered and self-defensive political orientations. Hence, the arguments 

presented in this paper may stimulate further research into the development of voli-

tional political engagement but may also be generalized to understand curiosity and 

appreciation towards other social domains. 

 !ÌàÖÕËɯÐÛÚɯÛÏÌÖÙÌÛÐÊÈÓɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛȮɯÛÏÌɯÕÖÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÕÖÕ-political ori-

gins involves practical implications for educational and political institutions. Practi-

tioners and scholars long acknowledged the importance of parents in stim ulating po-

ÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÉÜÛɯÚÈÞɯÛÏÌÐÙɯȹÈÕËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÐáÐÕÎɯÈÎÌÕÛÚɀȺɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÙÖÓÌɯÐÕɯËÖɪ

main-specific familiarization, i.e., explaining political processes and emphasizing their 

importance. In this vein, it seems straightforward to tackle a lack of po litical interest 

among young people by expanding civic education. However, this study suggests that 

politics -specific interventions need to be accompanied by holistic approaches to 

achieve their full potential. Such holistic approaches consider the various large and 
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small need-supportive stimuli that equip children with the psychological nutrients 

they require to thrive in social life, including the political domain.  

 

2.4 Conclusion 

Developmental psychologists in the tradition of SDT have not paid much attention to 

the explanation of political engagement and political socialization researchers have 

largely neglected basic psychological needs. Connecting these lines of literature, this 

study examined why, and under which conditions the seemingly non -polit ical aspect 

of need-ÚÜ××ÖÙÛÐÝÌɯÚÖÊÐÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÌÕÝÐÙÖÕÔÌÕÛÚɯÔÈàɯ×ÙÖÔÖÛÌɯÈɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕɀÚɯÐÕÊÓÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯ

endorse and enjoy political engagement. Evidence from two representative cohort 

studies aligns with the notion that factors seemingly remote to the political do main 

foster volitional political engagement. Growing up in need -supportive homes ɬin par-

ticular, growing up with involved and caring parents ɬ is associated with a positive 

manifold of better psycho -social functioning which seems to facilitate attainments and 

adaption in various life domains, including politics. Identification with and curiosity 

towards politics is most likely to develop in contexts that expose the child to politics 

and that also provide the necessary psychological nutrients for developing p redispo-

sitions conducive to political engagement. Hence, there is reason to believe that the 

roots of political engagement are deeply engrained in human processes of psychoso-

cial functioning.   

 

2.5 Compliance with ethical standards  

Funding: There was no funding for this study.  

Ethical approval: All procedures performed in studies involving human participants 

were in accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national re-

search committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or 

comparable ethical standards. 
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Informed consent:  Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants 

included in the study.  

 

2.6 Supplementary files  

2.6.1 Supplement 1: Descriptive statistics on sample composition (British 

Cohort Study 1970) 

This supplement reports frequency tables of characteristics of respondents who are 

included in the main analysis.  

Table S2-1-1: Sex of respondents 

 freq share cumpct 

Male 2807 47.36 47.36 

Female 3120 52.64 100.00 

Total 5927 100.00  

 

Table S2-1-2: Region 

 freq share cumpct 

England 5010 84.53 84.53 

Wales 310 5.23 89.76 

Scotland 573 9.67 99.43 

Northern Ireland 5 0.08 99.51 

Southern Ireland 1 0.02 99.53 

Overseas 28 0.47 100.00 

Total 5927 100.00  

 

Table S2-1-3: Socio Economic Group Father 

 freq share cumpct 

Employers Government 23 0.41 0.41 

Employers in Industr 411 7.35 7.76 

Prof Self Employed 28 0.50 8.26 

Prof Employees 300 5.36 13.63 

Middle NM Workers 575 10.28 23.91 

Junior NM Workers 496 8.87 32.78 

Personal Workers 28 0.50 33.28 

Supervisors 477 8.53 41.81 

Skilled M Workers 1873 33.49 75.30 

Semi-Skilled 655 11.71 87.02 
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Unskilled 253 4.52 91.54 

Own Account Workers 155 2.77 94.31 

Farmers 95 1.70 96.01 

Farmers Own Account 8 0.14 96.16 

Agricultural Workers 73 1.31 97.46 

Armed Forces 108 1.93 99.39 

Job Poorly Described 5 0.09 99.48 

Student 24 0.43 99.91 

Prison 2 0.04 99.95 

Retired 2 0.04 99.98 

Disabled 1 0.02 100.00 

 

Table S2-1-4: Socio Economic Group Mother 

 freq share cumpct 

Employers Government 3 0.06 0.06 

Employers in Industr 46 0.86 0.92 

Prof Self Employed 2 0.04 0.96 

Prof Employees 25 0.47 1.43 

Middle NM Workers 627 11.78 13.20 

Junior NM Workers 1684 31.63 44.83 

Personal Workers 254 4.77 49.61 

Supervisors 28 0.53 50.13 

Skilled M Workers 111 2.08 52.22 

Semi Skilled 713 13.39 65.61 

Unskilled 59 1.11 66.72 

Own Account Workers 9 0.17 66.89 

Farmers 4 0.08 66.96 

Agricultural Workers 21 0.39 67.36 

Armed Forces 5 0.09 67.45 

Job Poorly Described 4 0.08 67.52 

Housewives 1710 32.12 99.64 

Student 19 0.36 100.00 

Total 5324 100.00  
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Table S2-1-5: Social Class of Father in 1970 

 freq share cumpct 

SC 1 328 5.71 5.71 

SC 2 742 12.91 18.62 

SC 3 NM 751 13.07 31.69 

SC 3 M 2583 44.95 76.64 

SC 4 783 13.63 90.27 

SC 5 263 4.58 94.85 

Other 132 2.30 97.15 

Unsupported 164 2.85 100.00 

Total 5746 100.00  

 

Table S2-1-6: Social Class of Mother in 1970 

 freq share cumpct 

SC 1 & 2 545 10.24 10.24 

SC 3 NM 1750 32.89 43.14 

SC 3 M 267 5.02 48.16 

SC 4 964 18.12 66.28 

SC 5 60 1.13 67.41 

Other 24 0.45 67.86 

Housewives 1710 32.14 100.00 

Total 5320 100.00  
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2.6.2 Supplement 2: British Cohort Study - additional analyses 

Supplement 2 contains sensitivity analysis / robustness checks or further analysis re-

garding the British Cohort Study that were referenced in the main text.  

 

2.6.2.1 Interaction 

Table S2-2-1, Figure S2-2-1 report interactive effects between need-related parenting 

ÈÕËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÈÓɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌÔÌÕÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÍɯÚ×ÙÐÕÎɀÚɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯÝÖÓÐÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ

engagement. Involved parenting exerts stronger effects in parental homes that expose 

the child to the political domain, but the effect does not surpass conventional levels of 

statistical significance. Readers should keep in mind the limitations of the polit ical ex-

posure variable when interpreting the results. Presumably, the variable carries sub-

stantial noise and may also tap into other concepts than target constructs. However, 

with this note of caution, I report the interaction results for the sake of trans parency.   

 

Table S2-2-1: Interactive effects of need-related parenting styles and exposure to poli-

tics on volitional political engagement  

 Model 

I 

Politics at home -0.02 

(0.05) 

Autonomy support 0.09* 

(0.04) 

Involvement 0.31***  

(0.04) 

Politics at home * 

Autonomy support 

-0.04 

(0.07) 

Politics at home * 

Involvement 

0.14 

(0.08) 

Age-adequate rules -0.01 

(0.02) 

Giving rationale 0.00 

(0.01) 

Picture Vocabulary 

Test 

0.13***  

(0.02) 
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Human Draw Test 0.04 

(0.03) 

Copying Designs 

Test 

0.03 

(0.02) 

Neighborhood 0.00 

(0.01) 

Father: occupation 0.02* 

(0.01) 

Mother: education 0.01 

(0.08) 

Father: education 0.24**  

(0.08) 

Constant -0.05 

(0.04) 

Adjusted R2 0.156 

Observations 3151 

 

Figure S2-2-1: Interactive effects of exposure to politics and parental involvement dur-

ing childhood on volitional political engagement in adulthood  

 

-ÖÛÌȯɯ5ÐÚÜÈÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÛÌÙÈÊÛÐÖÕɯÌÍÍÌÊÛɯÐÕɯÛÈÉÓÌɯ2ƖɪƖɪƕɯȹÚÜ××ÓÌÔÌÕÛɯƖȺȭɯɯ+ÌÍÛɯ×ÈÕÌÓȯɯÛÏÌɯÜ××ÌÙɯÉÓÈÊÒɯÓÐÕÌɯÞÐÛÏɯàÌÓÓÖÞɯƝƙǔɪÊÖÕÍÐËÌÕÊÌɯÐÕÛÌÙÝÈÓɯ

ÚÏÖÞÚɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÛɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɯÖÍɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛÚɯÞÏÖÚÌɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɯÐÚɯÖÕÌɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯËÌÝÐÈÛÐÖÕɯ

ÈÉÖÝÌɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕȭɯ3ÏÌɯÓÖÞÌÙɯÉÓÈÊÒɯÓÐÕÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÎÙÌÌÕɯ"(ɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÚɯÛÏÌɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÐÖÕɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛÚɯÞÏÖÚÌɯ

ÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɯÐÚɯƕɯ2#ɯÉÌÓÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕȭɯ1ÐÎÏÛɯ×ÈÕÌÓȯɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÐÖÕɯÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕËÌÕÛÚɯÞÏÖÚÌɯ

ÓÌÝÌÓɯÖÍɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯÐÚɯƕ2#ɯÖÙɯƕ2#ɯÉÌÓÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÔÌÈÕȭɯ2ÊÈÛÛÌÙ×ÓÖÛɯÐÕɯÉÈÊÒÎÙÖÜÕËɯÚÏÖÞÚɯÑÖÐÕÛɯËÐÚÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÐÕɪ

ÝÖÓÝÌËɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÐÕÎɯȹÉÈÊÒÎÙÖÜÕËȮɯÓÌÍÛɯ×ÈÕÌÓȺɯÈÕËɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÌß×ÖÚÜÙÌɯȹÉÈÊÒÎÙÖÜÕËȮɯÙÐÎÏÛɯ×ÓÖÛȺȭɯ 
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2.6.2.2 Standardized effects 

Table S2-2-2 provides standardized effect coefficients which are discussed in the main 

text. Standardized effect coefficients allow  the comparison of effect sizes between the 

explanatory variables in one regression model.  

Table S2-2-2: Determinants of volitional political engagement (standardized coeffi-

cients) 

 Model 

I 

Model 

II 

Model 

III 

Autonomy support 0.08*** 

(0.12) 

0.08*** 

(0.16) 

0.06** 

(0.17) 

Involvement 0.33*** 

(0.03) 

0.30*** 

(0.04) 

0.26*** 

(0.05) 

Str.-prov. rules 0.00 

(0.01) 

-0.01 

(0.02) 

-0.01 

(0.02) 

Str.-prov. explana-

tions 

0.01 

(0.01) 

0.01 

(0.01) 

0.00 

(0.01) 

Politics at home  

 

0.11*** 

(0.01) 

0.08*** 

(0.01) 

Picture Vocabulary 

Test 

 

 

 

 

0.10*** 

(0.02) 

Human Draw Test  

 

 

 

0.03 

(0.02) 

Copying Designs 

Test 

 

 

 

 

0.03 

(0.01) 

Neighborhood  

 

 

 

0.00 

(0.01) 

Father: occupation  

 

 

 

0.04* 

(0.01) 

Mother: education  

 

 

 

0.00 

(0.08) 

Father: education  

 

 

 

0.06** 

(0.07) 

Adjusted R2 0.144 0.137 0.155 

Observations 5927 3615 3151 

-ÖÛÌÚȯɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛÌËɯÈÙÌɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÐáÌËɯÓÐÕÌÈÙɯÙÌÎÙÌÚÚÐÖÕɯÊÖÌÍÍÐÊÐÌÕÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯ

ÌÙÙÖÙÚɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÏÌÚÌÚȰɯɖȯɯ×ǾƔȮƔƙȮɯɖɖȯɯ×ǾƔȮƔƕȮɯɖɖɖȯɯ×ǾƔȮƔƔƕȭ 
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2.6.2.3 Panel attrition 

Table S2-2-3 analyzes which individual characteristics (measured early in life) deter-

mine panel attrition, that is inclusion in the analysis.  

Table S2-2-3: Determinants of panel attrition (likelihood of inclusion in the analysis)  

 OR 

Female 1.69***  

[1.55,1.86] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 1 1.00 

[1.00,1.00] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 2 0.91 

[0.73,1.13] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 3 

NonManual 

0.89 

[0.72,1.11] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 3 

Manual 

0.68***  

[0.56,0.83] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 4 0.57***  

[0.45,0.72] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 5 0.45***  

[0.33,0.60] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 

Other 

0.54**  

[0.37,0.78] 

Fatherôs Occupational Class 

Unsupported 

0.45 

[0.10,2.05] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

1 & 2 

1.00 

[1.00,1.00] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

3 NonManual 

0.83* 

[0.70,0.97] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

3 Manual 

0.62***  

[0.48,0.80] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

4 

0.67***  

[0.56,0.81] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

5 

0.60 

[0.36,1.00] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

Other 

0.94 

[0.44,2.03] 

Motherôs Occupational Class 

Housewives 

0.71***  

[0.60,0.83] 

Region of Residence: North 1.46***  

[1.20,1.76] 

Region of Residence: Yorks 

and Humberside 

1.13 

[0.95,1.35] 

Region of Residence: East 

Midlands 

1.50***  

[1.23,1.83] 

Region of Residence: East An-

glia 

1.50**  

[1.17,1.91] 

Region of Residence: South 

East 

1.00 

[1.00,1.00] 

Region of Residence: South 

West 

1.28* 

[1.06,1.55] 

Region of Residence: West 

Midlands 

1.17 

[0.99,1.39] 
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Region of Residence: North 

West 

1.26**  

[1.08,1.47] 

Region of Residence: Wales 1.41**  

[1.14,1.74] 

Region of Residence: Scotland 1.40***  

[1.18,1.67] 

Age of mother at first birth   1.06***  

[1.04,1.08] 

Age of mother at present mar-

riage  

0.98 

[0.96,1.00] 

Age of father at present mar-

riage  

1.00 

[0.98,1.01] 

Pseudo R2 0.04 

Observations 10,408 

-ÖÛÌÚȯɯ#Ì×ÌÕËÌÕÛɯÝÈÙÐÈÉÓÌɯÐÚɯÞÏÌÛÏÌÙɯÈÕɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÜÔɯÐÚɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÐÕɯ

ÈÕÈÓàÚÐÚɯȹÛÈÉÓÌɯ2ƖɪƖɪƕȮɯÔÖËÌÓɯƕȺɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÈÓÓɯÐÕËÐÝÐËÜÈÓÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÐÛÐÈÓɯÚÜÙÝÌàɯÚÈÔɪ

×ÓÌȭɯ1Ì×ÖÙÛÌËɯÈÙÌɯÖËËÚɯÙÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÞÐÛÏɯƝƙǔɯÊÖÕÍÐËÌÕÊÌɯÐÕÛÌÙÝÈÓÚɯÐÕɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛÏÌÚÌÚȰɯ1ÌÍɪ

ÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÊÈÛÌÎÖÙàɯÍÖÙɯÖÊÊÜ×ÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÊÓÈÚÚȯɯÊÓÈÚÚɯƕȰɯÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÊÈÛÌÎÖÙàɯÍÖÙɯÙÌÎÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

ÙÌÚÐËÌÕÊÌȯɯ2ÖÜÛÏɯ$ÈÚÛȰȰɯɖȯɯ×ǾƔȮƔƙȮɯɖɖȯɯ×ǾƔȮƔƕȮɯɖɖɖȯɯ×ǾƔȮƔƔƕȭ 
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Figure S2-2-2: Structural equation measurement model 

  

Note: Full -information maximum likelihood estimated with all respondents with non -missing variables on the dependent variables. Standardized coefficients. Analysis was conducted using Stata 15.1 N=12,640, ChiƴȹƝƚƛȺǻɷƚƜƕƛȭƙƖƙȮɯ×ɷǾɷȭƔƔƔȰɯ3+(ɷǻɷƔȭƜƙƛȰɯ"%(ɷǻɷƔ.867; 

1,2$ ɷǻɷƔȭƔƖƖȰɯ"ÖÕÝÌÙÎÌÕÊÌɯÈÍÛÌÙɯƖƗɯÐÛÌÙÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÓÖÎ-likelihood: -176111. Covariances were introduced when theoretically warranted and empirically suggested by modification indices. Covariances were allowed for similar questions on visiting restaurants with  parents, 

for related questions on outdoor / indoor hobbies, for questions on going shopping with parents asked separately to mother an d to the child and for t he two teacher reports on the perceived interest of the parents in their children. Fit indices when listwise deletion is 

used: N=12,640, ChiƴȹƝƚƛȺǻɷƖƖƔƛȭƘƘƖȮɯ×ɷǾɷȭƔƔƔȰɯ3+(ɷǻɷƔȭƜƘƝȰɯ"%(ɷǻɷƔȭƜƙƝȰɯ1,2$ ɷǻɷƔȭƔƗƔȰɯ21,1ɷǻɷƔȭƔƘƕȭɯ3ÏÌɯ21,1ɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÐÕɯÛÌßt related to the list -wise deletion model.  
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Figure S2-2-3: Structural equation structural model with latent variables  

ɯ 
Note: Full -information maximum likelihood estimated with all respondents with non -missing variables on the dependent variables. Standardized coefficients. Factor loadings in bold are statistically significant. Analysis was conducted 

using Stata 15.1 N=12,640, Chi²(1053)=7415.522, p< .000; TLI= 0.850; CFI= 0.860; RMSEA= 0.022. Covariances were introduced when theoretically warranted and emp irically suggested by modification indices. Covariances were 

allowed for similar questions on visiting restaurants with parents, for related questions on outdoor / indoor hobbies, for qu estions on going shopping with parents asked separately to mother and to the child and for the two teacher 

reports on the perceived interest of the parents in their children.














































































































































































































































































































































































































































