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ABSTRACT
While social class has received renewed attention as a driver of political con-
flict in Western democracies, little is known about when political differences by 
classes emerge and consolidate. Are they a direct consequence of individuals’ 
economic prospects and daily experiences on the job, or are they driven by a 
sorting process responding to family origin and earlier formative experiences? 
This study applies a life course approach to identify the impact of (future) 
social classes during early adulthood, in the transition to employment, and the 
transition to the main class of destination. These longitudinal analyses using 
British and Swiss panel data allow for adjudicating the stage(s) at which polit-
ical preferences become more marked across social classes. The results indicate 
that differences by (future) class are apparent early in life, and that they con-
solidate during employment. This research advances current and historical 
debates about social class as a relevant milieu of political socialisation and 
public opinion formation.

KEYWORDS  Class voting; workplace socialisation; political socialisation; political preference 
formation; panel data

While we know that social classes differ in their political preferences, less 
is known about when these differences start to emerge. Even though 
political scientists have started paying renewed attention to class voting in 
knowledge economies, it is still an unresolved question whether individu-
als with similar (political) predispositions sort into occupations that deter-
mine their class of destination, or whether class location and occupational 
experiences more actively shape individuals’ political preferences (Kitschelt 
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and Rehm 2014). Therefore, this article addresses the formation of 
class-specific political preferences using an integrated life-course perspec-
tive, asking when differences in preferences grounded on social class 
become crystallised. We build on existing studies that indicate that at least 
part of the origins of political differences between classes could be traced 
back to earlier life stages (Langsæther et  al. 2022), through educational 
socialisation and family socialisation coupled with intergenerational trans-
mission. Our contribution consists of a more systematic approach with a 
broader focus, integrating different stages and sources of class political 
socialisation: observing individuals in their youth and in their later 
employment trajectories, while also accounting for family origin.

We trace differences between classes back to the period of the impres-
sionable years when political attitudes start to form, and follow individu-
als through subsequent transitions. We focus on three life stages that 
address three relevant contexts of socialisation: (1) prior to entering occu-
pation (family origins), (2) in the transition from education to employ-
ment (educational and occupational socialisation), and (3) in the main 
class of destination (occupational socialisation). By taking a life course 
approach, we are able to separate these different socialisation experiences 
from (parental) class of origin effects. We rely on longitudinal data from 
the UK and Switzerland, which provides information on individuals’ edu-
cational and employment trajectories, as well as on political attitudes 
regarding socioeconomic and sociocultural policy issues.

The current state of the art leaves several important questions unan-
swered that this article addresses. Using a life course perspective, this 
study identifies the extent to which preferences are formed by the time 
citizens start their professional life, and whether later occupational trajec-
tories result in within-individual change in preferences, allowing for the 
possibility that both selection and socialisation mechanisms might be at 
play.1 The literature tends to attribute political class differences to two 
alternative processes. These attitudes are either mainly shaped during 
adulthood, as individuals are exposed to the conditions and experiences 
of their social class in the context of their jobs; or they are mainly a 
consequence of individuals sorting into educational and occupational 
pathways based on pre-existing predispositions. In our approach, we do 
not consider these two processes as exclusive, but suggest that they can 
operate complementarily.

Our findings indicate that class preferences are the result of a political 
development process that starts relatively early in life and consolidates over 
the life course, rather than of a strong socialisation in class of destination 
or a pure sorting process. These insights are particularly relevant in a con-
text in which the opportunities to select different occupational pathways 
have increased, given the wider diversification of higher education degrees 
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and jobs. Moreover, our results have significant implications beyond the 
study of class conflict, offering insights into societal divisions and political 
dynamics. They highlight the role of attitudes formed in young adulthood 
as influential drivers of lifelong political and social perspectives, advancing 
current and historical debates about social class and occupation as relevant 
milieus of political socialisation and public opinion formation.

The origins of political class divisions in post-industrial 
Western societies

The field of class voting has widely studied the relation between social 
class and party and policy preferences, and how the class cleavage has 
transformed over time (Bartolini and Mair 1990; Evans 1993; Lipset 1960). 
It is by now an established understanding that, on top of the traditional 
economic conflict between the working and middle classes, the class 
cleavage is also characterised by a stark division between a culturally 
authoritarian working class, and an increasingly culturally liberal new 
middle class (Ares 2022; Evans and Langsæther 2021; Langsæther and 
Evans 2020; Oesch and Rennwald 2018). Class thus continues to be a 
relevant determinant of political conflict, but two key transformations 
have realigned the relation between class location and political prefer-
ences: the diversification of the occupational structure, and the increasing 
dimensionality of political conflict with social groups and parties con-
fronted both on economic and cultural issues. The former means that 
modern class schemes that reflect post-industrial occupational change do 
not only rely on a vertical (skill level and life opportunities stemming 
from the labour market position), but also a horizontal (work logic, nature 
of the work) differentiation between classes (Oesch 2006). The horizontal 
division has been relevant to identify political differences within 
middle-class occupations, distinguishing professionals in managerial or 
technical occupations from socio-cultural professionals (Gingrich and 
Häusermann 2015; Güveli et  al. 2007; Kriesi 1989).

These two transformations have led to a pattern of tri-polar competi-
tion in Western Europe, where the working, managerial, and socio-cultural 
professional classes occupy different poles in a bi-dimensional conflict 
space (Oesch and Rennwald 2018). Workers hold conservative cultural 
views and support economic redistribution, while socio-cultural profes-
sionals also favour redistribution while holding highly liberal cultural 
positions (e.g., favourable towards immigration and gender equality). 
Managers align with socio-cultural professionals on cultural issues, but 
take market-liberal stances on the economic dimension. Clerical employ-
ees typically occupy central positions on both dimensions. This placement 
of the different classes on the bidimensional space is consistent across 
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different studies (Ares 2022; Evans and Langsæther 2021; Kitschelt and 
Rehm 2014; Langsæther and Evans 2020; Oesch 2008).

The origins of social class differences in issue preferences have been 
alternatively attributed to two different mechanisms related to occupa-
tions. First, the mechanism of socialisation on the job (or the strong effect 
of class of destination) proposes that class location and occupational 
experiences shape political attitudes. Second, the mechanism of 
self-selection (or a weak effect of class of destination) contends that indi-
viduals choose occupations that fit their pre-existing predispositions, atti-
tudes, and values, leading to self-selection in environments with 
like-minded peers (Kitschelt and Rehm 2014). In the remainder of this 
theoretical framework, we first discuss the mechanism underlying the 
strong effect of class of destination: occupational socialisation, while sub-
sequently we address the role of socialisation during earlier life stages, 
through education and in the family, that predate occupational selection 
and therefore may account for later political class divisions.

Occupation as a context of attitude formation

Most accounts of class voting expect some socialisation on the job, and 
not a pure sorting process. Most people spend the largest part of their life 
active in the workforce, and a large part of the day is spent at work. The 
transition to employment is a significant life change, in which citizens 
often become fully self-sufficient and economically independent from 
their families. These changes are likely to impact political attitudes after 
completing education because citizens are directly confronted with their 
position in society and additional experiences on the job. As individuals 
enter employment, they are directly faced with the material interests 
stemming from their occupational position, which should translate in dis-
tinct socioeconomic attitudes (Lipset 1960). In fact, citizens demonstrate 
value change transitioning from education into the labour market, which 
has been explained by increasing awareness of labour market competition 
(Kuhn et  al. 2021; Lancee and Sarrasin 2015). Longitudinal studies of 
income change to date show that attitudinal responses to (smaller) changes 
in economic circumstances are not immediate, but do manifest in the 
longer term, with increases in income leading to lower support for redis-
tribution and welfare spending (Helgason and Rehm 2023; O’Grady 2019).

Beyond the importance of the economic labour-market position, Kitschelt 
and Rehm argue that the occupational experience itself – position in the 
occupational hierarchy, applied problem-solving techniques, and peer and/
or client interaction – also nurtures political attitudes (2014: 9–10). Early 
work in sociology of occupations and professions devoted considerable 
attention to adult socialisation in the workplace, and how it shaped 
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personality and behaviour both within and beyond the work sphere (Kohn 
and Schooler 1982; Mortimer and Lorence 1979). The social networks 
established at work, and the nature of the tasks carried out are some of the 
key forces of opinion formation in this context (Ashford and Nurmohamed 
2012; Frese 1982; Lindh et  al. 2021; Mortimer and Simmons 1978).

To identify the socialisation effect of class, researchers have studied 
how individuals’ preferences respond to changes in social class position 
during their employment trajectories, also called intragenerational social 
mobility. Two studies to date show small but significant changes over the 
life course in redistribution preferences and economic conservatism when 
individuals transition (vertically and horizontally) through different class 
locations (Ares 2020; Langsæther et  al. 2022). However, the latter study 
does not find any change in party choice, class identity or attitudes on 
non-economic issues. The large cross-sectional attitudinal differences 
between social classes documented in existing studies and the mild 
responsiveness of attitudes to social mobility during the life course can be 
reconciled if political differentiation between classes is already prevalent 
before individuals have entered the labour market. According to the selec-
tion (or sorting) mechanism, previous experiences and longer-term social-
isation at earlier life stages underlie the association between class, 
identities, and party and policy preferences (Langsæther et  al. 2022). This 
differentiation should then find its origin in processes of opinion forma-
tion taking place earlier in people’s lives. Two instances in particular con-
stitute important contexts of early socialisation that can result in political 
class differences later in life: education and the family.

Educational socialisation

Given the role of educational attainment in driving occupational positions 
later in life, attitudinal differences by level and field of education could 
partially account for later political class divisions. Hence, we could think 
of education as a predecessor of both preferences and social class position. 
Educational choices determine to a large extent the labour market position 
of individuals (Oesch and Rodriguez Menes 2011; Rözer and Bol 2019), 
and at the same time can be important in shaping socio-cultural prefer-
ences, according to existing studies of the educational cleavage. Education 
could impact political attitudes through processes of peer and educational 
socialisation, adopting values and beliefs that are dominant in their peer 
groups and the area of study (Hastie 2007; Stubager 2010). In Europe, 
lower and higher educated citizens differ on the socio-cultural or 
authoritarian-libertarian political dimension, with the latter expressing 
more libertarian and cosmopolitan attitudes, while the former display more 
authoritarian and conservative leanings (Häusermann and Kriesi 2015; 
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Kriesi et  al. 2008; Stubager 2010; Surridge 2016). Recent studies show that 
the educational cleavage also materialises in differences on economic issues, 
like welfare state preferences (Attewell 2022; Häusermann et al. 2022). Next 
to the level of education, also the field of study underlies differences in 
political attitudes: social science/liberal arts college students express more 
liberal or left-leaning attitudes, while those in economics, business and 
engineering express more authoritarian or right-leaning attitudes (Fischer 
et  al. 2017; Stubager 2008; Van de Werfhorst and Kraaykamp 2001).

The importance of the educational experience as a context of political 
socialisation, and of its impact on future class position could explain why 
existing studies observe relatively large class differences in preferences by 
social class during employment, but only moderate attitudinal change as 
a consequence of intragenerational class mobility. Even studies focusing 
on attitudinal formation exclusively during educational trajectories also 
find support for self-selection mechanisms on top of socialisation during 
education (Hastie 2007; Sidanius et  al. 2003; Stubager 2008). That is, 
some of the differences by level and field of education appear quite early 
in individuals’ educational trajectories, which indicates that both educa-
tion and attitudes are also driven by pre-existing factors. The few studies 
that have addressed the educational cleavage from a longitudinal perspec-
tive (on attitudes towards immigrants and the EU), do not find evidence 
of education shaping these attitudes but rather point to sorting into edu-
cation, and the importance of earlier political socialisation (Kuhn et  al. 
2021; Kunst et  al. 2020; Lancee and Sarrasin 2015).

Family socialisation and intergenerational transmission

So far, we have discussed literature that shows political alignment by 
social class and education, which are importantly interrelated, but have 
been most often studied separately. The studies that find a relative stabil-
ity of attitudes at different educational or occupational trajectories tend 
to adjudicate this stability to earlier preference formation and crystallisa-
tion, but rarely address previous stages. Therefore, we add another 
important element that underlies political differences between social 
groups, and that acts early in life: the intergenerational transmission of 
social class as an important factor coupled with early political socialisa-
tion in the family context.

Parental social class of origin is an important driver of educational and 
occupational trajectories. Access to education is not equally distributed 
among citizens: social class of origin and parental resources are important 
factors in accessing education, leading to the intergenerational transmission 
of educational levels and social class (Bol et  al. 2014; Forster and Van de 
Werfhorst 2019). In fact, the reproduction of inequality by the 
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intergenerational transmission of advantage happens for a large part through 
the level of education (Ballarino and Bernardi 2016). As such, parental edu-
cation and resources play a key role in determining their offspring’s chances 
over the life course, specifically their education and subsequent occupation.

Parents also transmit values and attitudes to their children. Parental 
political socialisation is considered a crucial part of citizens’ political 
development (Jennings and Niemi 1974; Neundorf and Smets 2017), and 
early-life socialisation remains one of the key influences in the study of 
citizens’ political attitudes over the life course (Jennings et  al. 2009; Kuhn 
et  al. 2021). Two different mechanisms are identified underlying the inter-
generational transmission of political traits (Van Ditmars 2023). The first 
mechanism is direct and is based on social learning (Bandura 1977), 
through which children take over their parental political attitudes, 
behaviour, and values through role modelling and imitation, or even more 
overt intentional transmission (Jennings and Niemi 1968). The second, 
structural, mechanism is based on the combination of status inheritance 
and the alignment of class and political preferences (Dalton 1982; Glass 
et  al. 1986). Socialisation in class of origin is also a relevant part of the 
political socialisation process, in which also class identity can be intergen-
erationally transmitted (Curtis 2016; Langsæther et  al. 2022). Especially in 
milieus with a strong class identity and related political affiliations, such 
as the working class, socialisation in class of origin can remain of influ-
ence until later in life, even when individuals move to a different class 
location (Ares and Van Ditmars 2023).

Class divisions in political preferences over the life course

We expect that people’s political attitudes are influenced by their life-course 
trajectories through occupational socialising experiences, but also, that sort-
ing into different pathways – as a result of family socialisation, intergener-
ational transmission, and educational socialisation – stands at the starting 
point of such formative trajectories. Therefore, we take a life-course per-
spective to study selection and socialisation mechanisms as complimentary 
across different life stages. Having a long-term perspective over the life 
course allows us to study these different processes as they operate in indi-
viduals’ employment trajectories and attitudinal change. We focus on three 
stages in respondents’ lives for which we study the extent to which political 
differences in economic and cultural issues have materialised across social 
classes. These three stages address the processes of family, educational, and 
occupational socialisation, respectively. In the remainder of this section, we 
outline our expectations and how we intend to test them for each of the 
stages. In the analytic strategy we provide more specific details regarding 
the models that we estimate for these three sets of analyses.
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First, a crucial question to understand the mechanisms that sustain the 
social class conflict, is to what extent differences between groups exist 
prior to entering their social class of destination (occupation). Therefore, 
we start by studying political differences early in life, prior to respondents 
entering employment, and while accounting for parental class of origin. If 
political attitudes are already (partially) consolidated during this life stage, 
and they guide later sorting into educational and occupational pathways, 
then we would expect political differences by future social class of desti-
nation to manifest even before individuals have entered employment. This 
early differentiation can be the result of family socialisation and intergen-
erational transmission of socio-economic status (SES) and preferences. To 
address this possibility, we study whether parental class of origin accounts 
for potential differences in attitudes by future class of destination.

Second, we study the transition from full-time education into employ-
ment, when individuals attain their first social class location.2 Thereby, we 
study the impact of processes of educational and occupational socialisa-
tion on attitude formation and change. If social class exerts an influence 
on people’s attitudes and preferences, we should observe that, as they 
transition from education into employment, their preferences shift to 
align with the positions that characterise the class of destination. For 
example, a person who leaves education and starts a job as a socio-cultural 
professional should experience a shift in preferences towards higher cul-
tural liberalism. A person holding a working-class job as a first occupa-
tion should become more culturally authoritarian. This would indicate a 
process of socialisation in the class of destination. By contrast, if social 
class differences are merely a product of educational socialisation, there 
should be no change in attitudes when transitioning from education to 
the labour market. A limitation of studying first class location is that this 
position might be short-term. In fact, some people might even hold pros-
pects of future social mobility. Considering first class location as poten-
tially temporary is reasonable in a context in which atypical employment 
trajectories are increasingly common, with many employees (the young in 
particular) holding fixed-term contracts in jobs that might constitute a 
springboard for later class positions (Emmenegger et  al. 2012). Hence, 
socialisation in one’s first class constitutes a hard test of class socialisation

Third, we study the stage at which individuals enter the class location 
in which they stay longer over their life course, which we define as their 
‘main class of destination’. This avoids studying class positions that might 
be only temporary. In these analyses we study preferences for the dura-
tion of permanence in the main class of destination, providing a solid test 
of long-term socialisation in the occupation that individuals hold. We can 
therefore expect stronger acculturation effects of preferences aligning with 
the class of destination in comparison to the foregoing analysis, as 
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individuals spend the most time in this occupation and the corresponding 
social class location. Previous analyses of mobility have not introduced 
this distinction between first occupation and main class of destination, 
and this could be behind some of the moderate attitudinal effects identi-
fied around social mobility.

Research design

Data and variables

We test our expectations using two of the main panel datasets in Western 
Europe that allow to follow individuals’ political attitudes over the life 
course, from the United Kingdom, the British Household Panel Study 
(BHPS) 1991–2009 (University of Essex et al. 2020), and from Switzerland, 
the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) 1999–2019 (SHP Group 2021).

The main dependent variables are socioeconomic and sociocultural 
attitudes, measured by issue positions on social expenses and state inter-
vention in the economy, gender equality, and immigration (in Switzerland 
only). The question wording and response scales of the items are described 
in detail in the Online Appendix, Section 1. In the SHP, we use three 
items that measure attitudes regarding social spending, equal opportuni-
ties for foreigners, and gender equality measures, respectively. In the 
BHPS, we take the average of multiple items to capture support for eco-
nomic intervention and redistribution by the state (six items), and atti-
tudes concerning gender roles (five items).3 In the SHP the outcome 
variables are binary where value 1 indicates opposition to social expenses, 
to equal chances for foreigners, and to further measures for the promo-
tion of women.4 In the BHPS the outcome is continuous between 0 and 
1 where higher values indicate opposition to state intervention, and more 
conservative positions on gender roles.

Our main independent variable is social class, which we study at dif-
ferent stages of respondents’ employment trajectories (i.e., their first 
class-position after leaving education, the social class in which they 
remain longer), but also in relation to their family background (i.e., the 
parental class of origin). We measure social class using a simplified ver-
sion of Oesch’s eight-class scheme, which adequately depicts the occupa-
tional structure in post-industrial knowledge economies (Oesch 2006). We 
distinguish the following five (groups of) social classes in our analysis, 
presented in Table 1: socio-cultural professionals (SCP), technical profes-
sionals (TCP), the old middle class (OMC), workers, and clerks. We opt 
for these groups because they represent the core classes identified in con-
temporary patterns of class voting (Ares and Van Ditmars 2023; Oesch 
and Rennwald 2018).5

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
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Analytic strategy

We track how the class conflict in political attitudes crystallises throughout 
individuals’ life trajectories by focusing on three specific stages that allow us 
to capture the respective influence of family, educational, and occupational 
socialisation. While the Youth Analysis provides a strong test of sorting and 
socialisation in class of origin by tracking early life differences along retro-
actively imputed future class location, Transition Analyses I and II track 
changes in individuals’ attitudes while undergoing occupational transitions.

First, in the Youth Analysis, we compare attitudinal differences by 
future main class of destination at an early age (15–20 years old) and 
before individuals have entered employment as their main activity. At that 
age, most respondents are still in education, and future higher educated 
respondents have not yet finished their highest educational degree. 
Therefore, if we find any patterns in attitudes at this early life stage by 
the future social classes these individuals will occupy, these are most 
likely the results from early political socialisation in the family (class of 
origin) and intergenerational transmission processes. We retroactively 
assign main class of destination to all person-years. This main class of 
destination is defined as the mode class location of respondents through-
out all the waves in the panel in which we observe them, i.e., the class 
they hold most frequently during the panel. We then apply random effects 
(RE) panel models estimated by generalised least squares (Bell and Jones 
2015) to estimate differences by future main class of destination during 
this early-life stage. We opt for RE panel models because our key 

Table 1. S implified 8-class Oesch class scheme with representative professions.
Interpersonal work 

logic
Technical work  

logic
Organizational work 

logic
Entrepreneurial work 

logic

Middle 
class

Socio-cultural 
(semi-) 
professionals

(university) 
teachers, 
journalists, 
social workers, 
medical doctors

Technical (semi-) 
professionals

engineers, 
architects, safety 
inspectors, 
computing 
professionals

(Associate) 
Managers

public/business 
administrators, 
financial 
managers, tax 
officials

Large employers and 
self-employed 
professionals

firm owners, lawyers, 
accountants

SCP TCP OLD MIDDLE CLASS (OMC)
Working 

class
Service workers

children’s nurses, 
cooks, shop 
assistants

Production 
workers

carpenters, 
assemblers, 
machinists, 
gardeners

Office Clerks

secretaries, call 
centre employees, 
stock clerks

Small business 
owners (≤9 
empl.)

shop-owners, 
hairdressers, 
farmers

WORKERS CLERKS Not included
Source: Authors’ adaptation from Oesch (2006).
Note: Shaded cells indicate authors’ categories of (aggregated) classes used in the analyses.
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independent variable (main class of destination) is time-invariant. The RE 
model weighs the within- and between-individuals variance and allows for 
variables to vary either only between individuals (e.g., future class of des-
tination), or over time and within individuals (e.g., age), including a ran-
dom effect by individual. We include control variables for age and gender. 
We use workers as the reference category in our independent variable 
and, hence, the coefficients indicate differences with respect to this class. 
Importantly, the models are estimated with and without a control variable 
for parental social class, allowing us to understand to what extent any 
early-life political differences by future social class can be attributed to 
socialisation effects in the class of origin.

The other two analyses that address the subsequent two life stages, are 
estimated using individual fixed effects (FE) models that explicitly model 
transitions. Fixed-effects models (Allison 2009) measure how change within 
individuals over time in the independent variables of interest affects their 
political attitudes. Their advantage is that they exclude all time-constant 
heterogeneity (also unobserved), and each observed person serves as their 
own control group (Halaby 2004). We explicitly specify the origin and des-
tination state (following Lancee and Radl 2014) to adequately compare the 
means in political attitudes per respondent before and after experiencing a 
certain transition (e.g., before and after they have held their first occupation 
as workers). For these analyses, we specify a dummy variable for each tran-
sition of interest, separately for each class of destination. These dummies 
take the value 0 for all person-years prior to the specific transition, and 
take the value 1 for all person-years from the specific transition onwards.

We estimate this type of analysis for two different transitions, corre-
sponding with two different life stages. The analyses compare the average 
attitudes of respondents observed in all available waves prior to the tran-
sition, to the average attitudes observed in all available waves after the 
transition (and while individuals remain in that class).

Transition analysis I estimates how the transition of entry into employ-
ment (and hence, first class location) results in a shift in political atti-
tudes. As described previously, we may expect some moderate acculturation 
effects to the new occupational context. This is a hard test of occupa-
tional socialisation effects – because this job may be held only temporar-
ily for some respondents – and a falsification of potential educational 
socialisation effects – because if political class divisions are merely a result 
of educational differences, there should be no effect when transitioning 
out of education and into the first job.

Finally, transition analysis II estimates the effect of the transition into 
the main class of destination, as indicated by respondent’s class mode. If 
class differences consolidate in the class of destination, there should be an 
additional effect of transitioning to this class. Moreover, since it is the 
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class location in which we observe individuals for the longest duration 
during the panel, this is the main test of long-term occupational sociali-
sation effects.

All analyses restrict the sample to country nationals and implement 
linear probability models (Angrist and Pischke 2008) for the SHP analyses 
and regular OLS for the BHPS analyses.

Results

In Figure 1, results from the Youth Analysis allow us to assess to what 
extent individuals already differ in their issue preferences by future social 
class at an early age, before they have entered the labour market. The 
coefficients in the graph present average differences in preferences with 
respect to individuals who will hold a working-class occupation in the 
future (the reference category). Large attitudinal differences by future class 
would be a sign of individuals sorting into occupations in line with 
pre-existing preferences, which could result from earlier formative experi-
ences. Overall, across the two countries, we find some evidence in line 
with sorting into class of destination as well as with early socialisation in 
the parental class of origin. This evidence is stronger in the case of 

Figure 1.  Youth Analysis (age 15–20 years): average marginal effects of future main 
class of destination on issue positions. Note: Average marginal effects of class loca-
tion with respect to the reference category (working class). 95 and 90 percent confi-
dence intervals. Full models are presented in Tables A.1 and A.2. in the Online 
Appendix. Regression models include controls for gender, age and wave-FE. Data: 
BHPS 1991–2009; SHP 1999–2019.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
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Switzerland, where we find consistent differences between classes along 
the issues of social expenditure and immigration, than for the UK where 
class differences are smaller.

We first discuss the results of the models without controlling for paren-
tal origin (diamond-shaped). In both the Swiss and UK data, patterns are 
in line with respondents’ class of destination being partially determined 
by a process of selection. Some differences in economic, gender and 
immigration attitudes by future class of destination are already apparent 
before individuals have come to hold that class position. In Switzerland, 
young respondents who will be SCP are 10.7% more likely than future 
workers to support increases in social spending and 13.9% more likely to 
favour social opportunities for immigrants. The progressive profile of SCP 
is already apparent at a young age. A similar pattern is found for TCP 
who differ from workers in the same direction by 6.5 and 11.9%, respec-
tively. Future OMC respondents also appear more liberal than workers on 
the question of immigration by 7.1%. These are substantive differences by 
main class of destination on both the economic and immigration issue. 
On the gender equality item, differences are not statistically significant at 
conventional levels.

Differences by future class of destination are smaller in the UK than 
they are in Switzerland. On the economic dimension, only future OMC 
respondents differ from future workers, by being less supportive of social 
expenditure and redistribution by 0.036 points (on the 0–1 scale). On gen-
der equality, future office clerks are more gender-egalitarian than workers 
by 0.020 points. Future SCP and OMC respondents are also more liberal 
on this issue, but differences are only statistically significant at 0.10 level.

These differences in early adulthood by future main class of destina-
tion, indicate that pre-existing values and attitudes are likely guiding 
later occupational choices. We expect that some of these differences in 
attitudes are the consequence of family socialisation and intergenerational 
transmission, driving both attitudes early in life and later occupational 
trajectories. Therefore, the second set of coefficients (hollow circles) in 
Figure 1 summarises average differences in preferences by future main 
class of destination, when controlling for parental class of origin. Once 
we introduce this control most of the previously found differences 
weaken, showing that indeed some of these early political differences by 
future class are driven by parental class of origin. In Switzerland, the 
difference between future SCP and workers on the economic and immi-
gration topics is reduced by about 25 and 27%, respectively. With respect 
to TCP these differences are reduced by 20% on the economy and 36% 
on immigration. In the UK, differences by future class of destination 
were smaller to start with, and accounting for parental class of origin 
does not generally reduce these moderate differences. In fact, for future 
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TCP and OMC the difference in economic preferences with respect to 
workers actually becomes greater, with future professionals holding more 
conservative preferences.6

In Transition Analysis I, presented in Figure 2, we address the tran-
sition from education into the first job, providing a hard test of occu-
pational socialisation effects. Identifying these transitions within 
individuals allows us to estimate fixed-effects models, which control for 
all constant individual-level heterogeneity and allows us to account for 
some potential sorting mechanisms (e.g. associated to respondents’ val-
ues or personality).

The coefficients in Figure 2 summarise average attitudinal differences 
before and after individuals have made the transition from being in 
full-time education into first employment, for each of the classes. The 
estimation uses all available observations for each respondent prior to the 
transition and after the transition (while the respondent remains in  
the respective class). Once we control for constant individual-level hetero-
geneity, the changes in issue preferences in the transition from education 
to first class location are modest. The occupational socialisation effect in 
the first employment is only mild, according to these analyses. This could 
be because the first class of destination might only be temporary and a 
jumping board towards a more stable class position later in life. Previously, 

Figure 2. T ransition Analysis I: change in issue positions in the transition from edu-
cation to first class of destination. Note: Average differences in predicted preferences 
by transition. 95 and 90 percent confidence intervals. Full models are presented in 
Tables A.5 and A.6 in the Online Appendix. Regression models include controls for 
gender, age, civil status, and wave-FE. Data: BHPS 1991–2009; SHP 1999–2019.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
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we also presented this analysis as a potential falsification of the educa-
tional socialisation mechanism. The modest changes associated with this 
transition indicate that any differences between the social classes at this 
stage could indeed be the result of earlier socialisation during education, 
or in the context of the family.

Even if differences are modest, attitudes do vary by first class position. 
In Switzerland, individuals who transition from being in education to 
becoming workers are about 5% more likely to oppose increasing social 
expenditure, while those who enter the SCP class become more support-
ive of social expenditure by 3.3%. On the cultural issues we find statisti-
cally significant shifts in attitudes associated to the transition from 
education to office clerks, which increases support for equal opportunities 
for Swiss nationals and migrants by almost 10%, as well as for the tran-
sition to SCP who are almost 3% more favourable to migrants after enter-
ing this class (significant at 0.10). In the UK we find differences before 
and after they have entered employment for TCP and the OMC. These 
two transitions increase opposition to state intervention in the economy 
and redistribution by 0.024 points for TCP and 0.030 points for the OMC. 
On the topic of gender roles, we do not see any systematic shifts in 
preferences.

In Transition Analysis II, we address transitions into the main social 
class of destination, i.e. the social class which individuals hold the longest 
during the panel. We estimate fixed-effects models which allow us to 
compare attitudes along two states: before and after individuals have 
entered their main class of destination (and while remaining in this class). 
The coefficients in Figure 3 report how attitudes change, on average, after 
individuals have transitioned into their main class of destination, while 
controlling for all constant individual-level heterogeneity.

In Switzerland we observe statistically significant differences in prefer-
ences for three classes: clerks, TCP and the OMC. On economic issues, 
individuals who have these three classes as their destination are more 
likely to disagree with increasing social expenditure (by 4% for clerks, 3 
for TCP and 1.5 for the OMC). On the topic of gender equality, respon-
dents who become clerks are more likely to support measures to ensure 
the promotion of women (by 3.3%), in contrast, TCP are 2.5% less likely 
to support measures for gender equality after having reached this class. 
The latter goes against the expectation that the professional classes should 
be socialised into more culturally liberal preferences.

In the UK we find changes in preferences associated to three transi-
tions into main class of destination. Respondents who spend most of their 
employment trajectories in the OMC are less supportive of state interven-
tion and redistribution after they have entered this class (by 0.01 points), 
and also have slightly more egalitarian perceptions of gender roles (by 
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0.004 points). Differences are also apparent for clerks, who are also less 
supportive of state intervention (by 0.004 points) and more egalitarian in 
their views of men and women (by 0.007 points) after they have reached 
their class of destination. Lastly, workers also become more gender egali-
tarian when they reach their class position (by 0.008 points), which runs 
against previous trends identifying this class as more authoritarian on cul-
tural issues. Overall, these results indicate moderate differences when 
respondents have reached their classes of destination (and remain in that 
class) in comparison to the preceding time, and while accounting for con-
stant individual-level heterogeneity.

Robustness tests

In order to test socialisation in main class of destination transition Analysis 
II (Figure 3) computes average differences in preferences within individu-
als before and after they have reached this class, while controlling for all 
time-constant heterogeneity. This comparison averages preferences over the 
whole period in which individuals remain in that class of destination, 
including observations recently after this transition and more temporally 
distant ones. However, socialisation in class of destination could require 
some time for class-based attitudes to consolidate through a process of 
acculturation (Van Ditmars 2020). Therefore, including observations 

Figure 3. T ransition Analysis II: change in issue positions in the transition to main 
class of destination. Note: Average differences in predicted preferences by transition. 
95 and 90 percent confidence intervals. Full models are presented in Table A.7 and 
A.8 in the Online Appendix. Regression models include controls for gender, age, civil 
status, and wave-FE. Data: BHPS 1991–2009; SHP 1999–2019.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
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immediately after the transition could weaken our estimates of these 
socialisation effects, especially considering that not all individuals remain 
in the panel for long time periods or are observed later in their lives. In 
Online Appendix Tables A.9 and A.10, we restrict the analyses to periods 
after the transition for which we expect attitudes to have crystalised, spe-
cifically, we exclude the observations in the three years following the tran-
sition, and we focus exclusively on observations for respondents who are 
30 years or older. The results from these additional analyses are very com-
parable to those discussed above. Very few differences emerge once we 
restrict the comparison to periods in which class position is more consol-
idated. Some differences are marginally larger, for example, the economic 
preferences of clerks and TCP in Switzerland, or clerks in the UK. 
Confidence intervals are also larger in these alternative estimations due to 
the reduction in the number of observations considered. Including early 
observations in the class of destination is not substantively driving down 
the moderate socialisation effects found in Transition Analysis II.

In this same set of analyses, computing average differences in prefer-
ences while controlling for constant characteristics of individuals could be 
masking some heterogeneity in socialisation in class of destination depend-
ing on the class of origin. We address this concern by estimating in Online 
Appendix Figure A.11 separate analyses for respondents for whom the tran-
sition into main class of destination entails experiencing intergenerational 
mobility (with respect to parental class of origin), and those who do not, 
and thus enter a class that is concordant with parental class. We could 
expect the strength of class socialisation effects to vary between these two 
groups. On the one hand, respondents who enter a class concordant with 
their family class of origin could experience stronger socialisation effects, 
because attitudinal updating tends to be weaker when people are exposed 
to discordant inputs (due, mostly, to processes of motivated reasoning 
(Kunda 1990)). On the other hand, intergenerationally immobile respon-
dents could demonstrate some ceiling effects. If their class of destination is 
concordant with the class of early socialisation it is unlikely that their atti-
tudes will experience a major shift after this transition, but rather further 
consolidate. The results of these additional analyses, however, do not align 
with either of these expectations, since the attitudinal shifts that we observe 
are very similar among the intergenerationally mobile and immobile, in line 
with previous research (Van Ditmars 2020).7 Moreover, uncertainty around 
the estimates for the immobile is greater since the number of intergenera-
tionally immobile respondents is lower due to the general process of occu-
pational upgrading taking place in the second half of the twentieth century.

Additionally, we study effect heterogeneity by respondents’ gender to 
take into account that transitions into certain classes might entail different 
consequences for the gender equality preferences of men and women, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
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particularly when we consider the strongly gendered composition of cer-
tain classes (for example, in Switzerland, 80% of clerks are female). In 
Online Appendix Tables A.12–A.15, we estimate separate models for men 
and women of Transition Analysis I and II for the outcome gender atti-
tudes. While there are some differences in the shift in gender attitudes 
observed for men and women who transition into the same class, most of 
these differences are minor and do not represent substantive deviations 
from the main models presented earlier. Moreover, there are no systematic 
patterns indicating that the impact of these transitions depends on the 
gender composition of the class. While entering a heavily female class 
(like office clerks) is associated with more gender progressive attitudes 
among women (but not men) in Switzerland and the UK (in the analyses 
of main class of destination), we also see such a shift for women who 
enter a heavily male class (like TCP) immediately after education. Future 
research could conduct a thorough analysis of how class socialisation (and 
sorting) might operate differently among men and women.

Finally, given that the two panels do not perfectly overlap temporally, 
some of the differences we find between countries in the Youth Analysis 
could be a consequence of considering different cohorts (since the analy-
ses are restricted by age at the time of the interview). While we do con-
trol for wave fixed-effects to account for potential period effects, and also 
control for age, in Online Appendix Tables A.16 and A.17 we re-estimate 
the analyses on one specific cohort – respondents born between 1975 and 
1995 – for which we have sufficient observations (at a young age) in the 
two panels. These results are very similar to those presented in the main 
text, with larger uncertainty around the estimates due to the reduction in 
the number of cases. The larger differences by class of destination observed 
in Switzerland are replicated in these analyses, hence indicating that these 
differences are rooted in the case considered rather than in different 
cohort composition due to the timing of the panels.

Conclusion

This study aims to answer the question of whether and when in people’s 
life courses political differences based on social class arise, providing a 
better understanding of the origins of political class divisions. Because 
occupational socialisation and sorting have been typically presented as 
alternative mechanisms, the mild to moderate shifts in preferences asso-
ciated to social mobility (Ares 2020; Kohn and Schooler 1982; Langsæther 
et  al. 2022) are often attributed to differences already arising earlier in 
life, frequently in the context of higher education (Van de Werfhorst and 
Kraaykamp 2001) and socialisation in parental class of origin (Ares and 
Van Ditmars 2024). Yet, no studies addressed these different stages in 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2415845
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people’s lives jointly. The comprehensive approach taken in this study has 
allowed us to identify evidence in line with sorting, with political differ-
ences varying by future class of destination even before individuals have 
entered employment. Part of this sorting is likely to start early in life, as 
it can be linked back to parental class of origin. Yet, this selection process 
does not fully rule out later changes. The analyses also indicate that 
throughout employment trajectories, political preferences consolidate in 
line with the class position held by respondents. Combining these differ-
ent results, we argue that class differences in political preferences emerge 
as a process of reinforcement, where pre-existing attitudes and character-
istics – that are the result of cumulative life experiences, including family 
and educational socialisation – partly determine class location, but also 
socialisation in current class location continues to shape attitudes through-
out people’s employment trajectories.

Our youth analyses have shown that attitudinal differences by young 
respondents’ future main class of destination are quite marked even before 
people have entered employment, also on economic issues. Importantly, 
we find evidence that these early differences are partially accounted for 
by parental class of origin, which is in line with the mechanism of family 
socialisation and intergenerational transmission. Moreover, finding these 
differences so early in life is particularly interesting since we might have 
expected economic attitudes to be more closely linked to experiences in 
the labour market. The results for cultural attitudes are less strong, because 
we only find clear evidence of sorting for immigration attitudes in 
Switzerland. It is surprising to not find any clear signs of potential attitu-
dinal sorting on the topic of gender equality, particularly for SCP, who are 
typically characterised by their marked liberal stances on cultural issues. 
This lack of differences could be specific to the question of gender equal-
ity, on which class differences tend to be weaker. Future research could 
provide a more complete picture by looking at additional cultural items.

The youth analyses also return smaller differences by class of destina-
tion in the UK than in Switzerland. This can appear surprising given that 
British society is usually depicted as being more class-based. Greater dif-
ferences by class of destination in Switzerland could be the consequence 
of the early-tracking educational system, which typically reinforces 
inequalities and the intergenerational transmission of advantage. Seeing 
that these differences are reduced after controlling for parental class is in 
line with this explanation, although studying only two countries does not 
allow us to explore heterogeneity in these processes across different edu-
cational systems.

Our analyses of attitudinal changes associated with the transition into 
first and main social class reveal moderate occupational socialisation 
effects. These, however, are hard tests of socialisation since they control 
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for all constant individual-level heterogeneity, and Transition Analyses I 
consider only the first occupation after full-time education. Thus, the sub-
tle shifts in preferences upon entering one’s initial class location could be 
attributed to its potentially transient nature. This is why in Transition 
Analysis II we focused on transitions into the social class where respon-
dents remain longest during their employment trajectory. Comparing atti-
tudes before and after achieving their primary class of destination shows 
only modest attitudinal differences. While effects are consistent with a 
closer attitudinal alignment with the class of destination in the UK and 
Switzerland, they are rather modest in size.

What can explain these moderate attitudinal differences once individuals 
hold their main class of destination? By controlling for all constant 
individual-level heterogeneity (through the FE-estimation) we account for 
any (observed and unobserved) constant characteristics of individuals, like 
their values, personality, or social background. Cross-sectional analyses tend 
to identify greater class differences because they cannot completely account 
for this heterogeneity. Other research comparing between- and 
within-individual variation finds similarly large differences between models 
(Kuhn et  al. 2021; Langsæther et  al. 2022; Van Ditmars and Shorrocks 
2024). While our results are in line with studies of intragenerational social 
mobility, which also find mild attitudinal change following mobility, we 
anticipated larger effects since we are not solely focusing on the episode of 
mobility but also considering permanence in that class, especially in the 
main class of destination. Experiences and interactions in the workplace are 
a prominent part of people’s lives, and we would have expected this to play 
a greater role for opinion formation. Our study also provides an advantage 
with respect to previous analyses of intragenerational mobility, while these 
analyses can only estimate the effects of changing classes among those who 
experience mobility throughout their life, our analyses comprise all individ-
uals as they transition from education into occupation and corresponding 
class location, even those who remain in the same class over their lifetime.

As stated earlier, combined with the evidence of sorting, mild attitudi-
nal change during employment trajectories can indicate a process of rein-
forcement of political class divisions that starts early in life, but continues 
to be shaped over the life courses. The larger size of attitudinal differ-
ences by class of destination already at a young age – which is partly 
driven by parental class of origin – can explain why we find weaker 
effects of reaching main class of destination later in life. If attained social 
class is in line with pre-existing preferences, individuals will most likely 
not be exposed to substantively different experiences and opinions in the 
context of their jobs. Hence, instead of strong shifts in attitudes in line 
with one’s class position, we find evidence of a reinforcement and consol-
idation of previously held preferences.
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These results hold significant relevance not only for the study of class 
conflict but also for understanding various societal cleavages and polit-
ical divisions. On the one hand, the role of parental class in driving 
later links between class and preferences would indicate substantive con-
tinuity of political conflict across generations. Strong effects of family 
origin could sustain the transmission of preferences and social class 
across generations, leading to an intergenerational replication of the 
conflicts salient in the parental generation. On the other hand, not all 
political differences by future class location are accounted for by paren-
tal class of origin, and attitudes still respond to changes later in life. 
Observing some sorting by preferences arising at a young age, net of 
class of origin, shows that socialisation experienced early in life, proba-
bly in the context of education, can sustain later trajectories. This means 
that specific events and contexts experienced at a young age can rein-
force themselves later in life, which means that political differences 
across generations could be maintained over the life course, resulting in 
crystallised generational disparities. In essence, this research contributes 
valuable insights not only to the understanding of class dynamics but 
also to the broader study of how early-life attitudes can shape long-term 
political and social perspectives.

Notes

	 1.	 While previous studies have tended to present selection and socialization 
mechanisms as alternative explanations, their results indicate that the 
two probably act complementarily across different life stages, and that 
adjudicating between them might be a fruitless effort: what constitutes 
selection at one stage, might be the result of socialization in an earlier 
stage.

	 2.	 While individuals might have held jobs while they were in full-time educa-
tion, we define first social class based on their occupational position after 
they have left education as their main activity.

	 3.	 Unfortunately, the BHPS does not include items that allow us to track atti-
tudes towards migrants over time.

	 4.	 The original response categories (recoded to a binary outcome) are agree, 
neither agree or disagree, and disagree for the economic and immigration 
item.

	 5.	 We exclude small business owners as their composition shows considerable 
variation across countries.

	 6.	 Additional models in the Online appendix, Tables A.3 and A.4, restrict the 
age range of analyses in Figure 1 to 15–18 years. The results are compara-
ble in this alternative estimation, with some of the differences by class of 
destination becoming weaker due to the reduction in sample size.

	 7.	 Only on the economic issue in the UK and for clerks we observe that en-
tering this class is associated to more conservative attitudes among the 
inter-generationally immobile, but not the mobile.
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