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ABSTRACT

Despite its conceptual and empirical ambiguities, the Left-Right
distinction of political preferences is a widely used tool in academic
debates on voting and party behaviour, coalition formation and
political culture. In a novel contribution to scholarship on the social
construction of ideological identities, we investigate the context-
dependent nature of the association between different conceptua-
lizations of economic well-being and political orientations along
a Left-Right scale. Our theoretical framework distinguishes eco-
nomic well-being into a materialist and post-materialist dimension,
and derives its hypotheses from Social Modernization Theory. Using
multivariate analyses with original survey data from 3,449 under-
graduate students in Bolivia, Brazil, Italy, Kenya, Sweden,
Switzerland and the UK, our results show clear patterns and large
effect sizes in the association between respondents’ macro-
economic context and their micro-level ideological orientations. In
non-high-income  countries, respondents’ Left-Right self-
placements correlate with a materialist conceptualization of eco-
nomic well-being, which centres on assessments of their family’s
real-life economic status. In high-income countries, by contrast,
respondents’ Left-Right self-placements are associated with a post-
materialist conceptualization of economic well-being that is based
on normative judgements about inequality aversion.

Introduction

The Left-Right distinction of political preferences is a prime example of a conceptually
and empirically ambiguous but nonetheless widely used - and frequently useful - tool in
the social sciences." Questions of Left-Right ideological identification feature in promi-
nent data collection exercises such as the World Values Survey,” the Manifesto Project’
or the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems* as well as in numerous academic
publications on voting behaviour,” party behaviour,’ coalition formation” and political
culture.®
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Yet, despite being hailed as one of, if not ‘the major category in comparative political
analysis in highly industrialized societies’,” the Left-Right distinction of political prefer-
ences also comes with a range of conceptual and empirical challenges. These include inter
alia the context-dependent meaning of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ across space, time and indivi-
duals; questions of how many dimensions are needed to capture the essence of this
meaning; and issues of how to collect data on ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ ideological identification
most appropriately and feasibly'°

We contribute to the academic debate on the social construction of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’
identities in three key regards. Firstly, by using different dimensions of economic well-
being as our analytical prism, we make novel use of established Economics discussions''
in Political Science research on ideological orientations. Secondly, by using Social
Modernization Theory to inform our hypotheses, we add to scholarship on the interplay
between socio-economic developments and ideological identities.'” Thirdly, through the
aforementioned two points, we highlight the versatility and usefulness of the economic
well-being concept in public opinion research.

Our underlying research questions ask: What is the correlation between different
conceptualizations of economic well-being and Left-Right self-placements? How does
this correlation differ depending on macro-economic context? To answer these ques-
tions, we conceptualize economic well-being as comprising an absolute and a relative
facet,"” and disaggregate it further into its materialist and post-materialist dimensions.
The materialist dimension of economic well-being includes absolute and relative assess-
ments of one’s own real-life economic standing. We describe these assessments as
materialist, as they quantify respondents’ concrete living standards and are likely linked
to their feelings of economic (in)security.'* The post-materialist dimension of economic
well-being, by contrast, abstracts from one’s real-life economic status and captures
absolutist and relativist value judgements relating to inequality aversion. We describe
these judgements as post-materialist, because they focus on respondents’ normative
attitudes towards economic (in)equality in hypothetical scenarios, and thus go beyond
their own material conditions."

Our findings are based on primary data collected from 3,449 undergraduate students
of 21 disciplines at 14 public and private universities'® in three non-high-income
countries (Bolivia, Brazil and Kenya; NHICs hereafter) and four high-income countries
(Italy, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK; HICs hereafter). Countries were identified as
NHIC or HIC following the World Bank classification at the time of the survey.'” The
survey was carried out in 2007 with the aim of exploring cross-country perspectives on
economic well-being, its different conceptualizations and correlates. We acknowledge
that the external validity of our findings is limited, and do not seek to make inferences
beyond our underlying sample.

Using multivariate analyses and controlling for a range of covariates, we find that the
relationship between respondents’ Left-Right self-placements and economic well-being
differs depending on the HIC or NHIC context. In NHICs, Left-Right self-placements
correlate with the materialist (but not the post-materialist) dimension of economic well-
being. In HICs, by contrast, they correlate with the post-materialist (but not the materi-
alist) dimension. These findings are in line with expectations based on Social
Modernization Theory that a country’s macro-level of economic development affects
micro-level patterns of ideological orientations.'® They also illustrate the usefulness of
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economic well-being as a conceptual tool in public opinion research, as its materialist and
post-materialist dimensions help to map ideological patterns in a way that unveils
heterogeneity across macro-economic contexts.

In the following sections, we will discuss key issues in social science research on
Left-Right ideological orientations; outline our theoretical framework; clarify our
data and method; and present our empirical findings before some concluding
remarks.

‘Left’ and ‘Right’: an imperfect but useful way of capturing political
preferences

Tracing their origins to the seating arrangement in the French revolutionary parlia-
ment — ‘where radical representatives sat to the left of the presiding officer’s chair,
while “conservatives sat to the right’’® -, the terms ‘Left’ and ‘Right” are frequently
invoked labels of ideological identification in academic circles and beyond.*® They are
heuristic devices that help ‘to understand, order and store political information’,*!
“facilitate political communication’>* and enable ‘citizens to make reasonable political
evaluations and choices’,”” at least in those countries where a majority of citizens is
able to describe their political preferences in Left and Right terms.”* They provide
relevant ‘simplifying’ functions of often complex processes to the benefit of indivi-
duals, groups and the political system as a whole®”: For the individual, they help to
make sense of ‘a complex political world’*® around them, to orient themselves within
this world and make political decisions.”” At the group level, ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ serve to
summarize political programs and, in doing so, contribute to the development of
group cohesion and social trust.”® For the political system as a whole, the Left-Right
distinction provides shortcuts for the identification of key political actors and issues,
facilitates communication between citizens and their political representatives, and
thus makes political processes overall more efficient.”* Consequently, ‘worldwide
evidence shows the continued relevance of the L[eft] R[ight] divide for mass
politics.*

The benefits of the Left-Right distinction, however, also have a more challenging
flipside. As simplifying devices of political discourse, ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ are not only
adaptable but also highly context-dependent.’’ Lacking fixed meaning, the Left-Right
distinction of political preferences can be associated with attitudes towards a variety of
issues, such as — to name a few - redistribution, business regulation, gender equality,
environmentalism or multiculturalism, each of which may differ in relevance for the
definition of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ depending on space, time and even individuals.”> Some
scholars identify this as an advantage of the Left-Right distinction that indicates its
‘inclusive nature’,” while others raise concerns about the possible risks of conceptual
stretching if researchers fail to investigate the specific meaning of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ in the
context they study.”*

Directly linked to this discussion are questions about how many dimensions may
be needed to capture the ‘essence’ of the Left-Right distinction in various spatial and
temporal settings,”> and how to collect data on ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ orientations most
appropriately and feasibly. The latter considerations include, for instance, issues
regarding the wording of survey questions®® and choice of response formats.>’
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The aforementioned conceptual and empirical challenges are well-known® and indi-
cate that - like other terms such as ‘class’, ‘gender’ or ‘ethnicity’ — the Left-Right
distinction is a social science tool with limitations. Consequently, academics remain
divided over the usefulness of the Left-Right distinction,” given its lack of consistent
content.*” As it goes beyond the scope of this paper to bridge the academic divide over
the usefulness of the Left-Right distinction, suffice to say that we side with those who see
its adaptability and lack of pre-defined content as a strength.*' Despite its imperfections,
the Left-Right distinction is a useful way of capturing political preferences that has
relevant meaning for academics,*” policy-makers* and a majority of mass publics.**
Put differently, it is a social construct with relevant symbolic and instrumental
functions.*” Arguably, it is one of the best heuristic devices currently at our disposal to
capture patterns of ideological orientations, ‘even if the specific definitions of Left and
Right vary across [time,] individuals and nations’.*°

The Left-Right distinction, social modernization and economic well-being

The acknowledgement that ‘Left’ and ‘Right” are highly context-dependent raises ques-
tions about which contextual factors are likely to shape their relevance and meaning.
These factors may include, for instance, the age of a country’s democracy,” its geopo-
litical location,*® the manner in which political elites instrumentalize ideological labels*’
and levels of economic development.™

This latter argument, which emphasizes the relevance of a country’s macro-economic
context in shaping the content and prevalence of different types of ideological orienta-
tions at the micro-level of its citizens, is also known as Social Modernization Theory. In
a nutshell, this theory argues that macro-economic conditions (specifically: a country’s
level of economic development and welfare system) not only affect individuals’ feelings of
economic and physical security, but also their political norms, values and beliefs.”!
According to Social Modernization Theory, higher levels of economic development at
the macro-level - if and when they are combined with an expansion of the welfare state —
make ‘people ... materially more secure, intellectually more autonomous, and socially
more independent™” and, in doing so, lead to changes in ideological orientations.™

Following this argument, rising income levels and improved welfare provisions in
highly industrialized societies after the end of the Second World War have facilitated the
fulfilment of crucial (material) survival needs for a majority of the population in these
societies.’® This, in turn, has affected the content and patterns of political orientations
amongst citizens in these societies, as rising levels of economic development (indicated
e.g. in rising GDP per capita) and comparatively extensive welfare states arguably
contributed to an erosion of the economic bases of the Left-Right distinction of political
preferences. By making economic security concerns less urgent, they allowed non-
economic issues to become increasingly relevant, which fundamentally altered the con-
tent of ideological identities amongst those who experienced such macro-economic
security in their pre-adult years.”

None of this is to say that economic issues such as the government’s role in
managing the economy cease to play any role for patterns of ideological orientations
once countries have reached a certain level of economic development - they still matter
for the content of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ also in advanced industrial societies.’® Rather,
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Social Modernization Theory describes a process of social construction in which post-
materialist issues become increasingly important for the content of ideological iden-
tities, while materialist issues decrease in relevance amongst citizens that grew up at
a time of rising economic prosperity and welfare provisions.”” These post-materialist
issues centre on questions of belonging, self-expression and the quality of life, includ-
ing e.g. attitudes towards multiculturalism, LGBTQ+ rights or the protection of the
environment.”® They are qualitatively different from materialist concerns, which centre
on questions of physical and economic security (e.g. the stability of the economy or
levels of crime), as they go beyond mere material conditions or immediate survival
needs.”

Of course, these changes in the relative relevance of materialist and post-materialist
issues for the social construction of ideological identities do not happen overnight, but
are notable especially in the form of intergenerational differences.”” Nor are they
irreversible, as rising inequalities in the distribution of economic wealth, economic crises
and associated economic insecurities can lead to shifts in the proportion of materialist
and post-materialist values amongst a given population.®’ The key point according to
Social Modernization Theory, however, is that these are profound value shifts that affect
the content of Left and Right ideology itself,”* and are not driven by issues of research
design such as scale interpretation or measurement of political orientations. This is
supported by studies that use alternative ways to capture political orientations, materi-
alist and post-materialist values, and still find patterns in line with Social Modernization
Theory’s basic tenets.®®

Social Modernization Theory as outlined above has both a longitudinal and cross-
sectional dimension. In this paper, we do not seek to test the relative relevance of
materialist or post-materialist issues for ideological self-identification across time or
generations. Instead, we are interested in cross-country correlates of Left-Right self-
placements depending on macro-economic context. Specifically, we want to know how
different levels of economic development in HICs as opposed to NHICs may affect these
self-placements at a given point in time.

In a novel contribution to existing scholarship on the social construction of ideological
identities, we present the first systematic analysis into the relationship between different
conceptualizations of economic well-being and self-placements on a Left-Right scale. As
highlighted in the Economics literature, economic well-being refers to the socially
constructed nature of what it means to be economically well off.** According to this
literature, individuals’ understanding of economic well-being is not just about assess-
ments of one’s own economic status (e.g. in terms of absolute income), but also about
comparisons between people’s relative economic standing (e.g. income level compared to
others in a given society). We use this distinction of economic well-being in absolute vs.
relative terms, and disaggregate it further into its materialist and post-materialist
dimensions.

On the one hand, the materialist dimension of economic well-being includes absolute
and relative assessments of one’s own, ‘real-life’ economic standing. We define this as the
materialist dimension of economic well-being, as one’s (absolute and relative) economic
standing arguably affects one’s feelings of economic (in)security.®® The post-materialist
dimension of economic well-being, on the other hand, centres on respondents’ value
judgements relating to normative issues of inequality aversion. We define this as the post-
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materialist dimension of economic well-being, because it captures normative judgements
of different types of economic inequality, as opposed to the assessment of one’s real-life
economic standing.*®

Economic well-being thus possesses both a materialist and post-materialist dimen-
sion, that allow us to analyse correlates of ideological identities which may relate either to
feelings of economic security (the materialist dimension) or value judgements relating to
normative inequality aversion (the post-materialist dimension). We assess the potential
benefits of this multi-dimensionality in public opinion research by asking: What is the
correlation between different conceptualizations of economic well-being and Left-Right
self-placements? How does this correlation differ depending on macro-economic
context?

According to the central claims of Social Modernization Theory, we would expect
Left-Right self-placements to be associated with the post-materialist dimension of eco-
nomic well-being in countries with a comparatively high level of economic
development®”:

Hypothesis 1: Among HIC respondents, Left-Right self-placements are linked to the post-
materialist dimension of economic well-being.

Conversely, we would expect Left-Right self-placements to be associated with the
materialist dimension of economic well-being in countries with a comparatively lower
level of economic development, due to the likely prevalence of concerns relating to
material survival needs and economic security:

Hypothesis 2: Among NHIC respondents, Left-Right self-placements are linked to the
materialist dimension of economic well-being.

We describe our data and method to test these hypotheses in the following section.

Data and methods
Data

To test our hypotheses, we carry out multivariate analyses using original data from
a survey conducted among 3,449 undergraduate students in 2007, of which 1,490
attended university in a NHIC (Bolivia, Brazil or Kenya) and 1,959 attended university
in a HIC (Italy, Sweden, Switzerland or the UK) - data and replication codes are available
from the authors upon request. The survey took the form of an anonymous written
questionnaire that was administered in supervised classroom sessions (either the first or
last twenty minutes of a regular university lecture). Classrooms were selected on the basis
of convenience, while ensuring heterogeneity in terms of discipline and year of study.
Previous analyses indicate a potential correlation between respondents’ discipline of
study and their ideological self-identification, with Economics students being more likely
to exhibit right-leaning political preferences.®® We therefore made sure that in every
country the survey was administered to undergraduate students from both an Economics
background (1,004 students) and a Non-Economics one (2,445 students).
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Except for Swedish students, who received the questionnaire in English, respondents
were presented with the questionnaire in their own native language, after versions in
French, Italian, Portuguese and Spanish had been carefully produced and checked by
back translations. In order to make the survey questions as easily understandable as
possible, we kept the use of technical locutions and abstract notations to a minimum,
conducted pilot tests to help improve the text, and performed spot checks with students
to ensure that they had understood the questions and hypothetical scenarios depicted in
the questionnaire. The survey sessions were personally run by one of the authors with the
exception of Kenya, where the author had carefully instructed an agent (Project Manager
of a local NGO) to carry out the survey on their behalf. The response rate for the entire
sample was 96% (4% of students returned blank or doodled questionnaire sheets).

Gathering data from university students has a long tradition in research on political
orientations.”” It enables researchers to reach a relatively large number of respondents in
a cost-effective way thanks to the concentration of highly literate respondents in one
setting,”” and reduces the potentially confounding effect of different education levels.”* It
has to be stressed, however, that the use of data from university students limits the
external validity of our findings. We acknowledge this clearly, and do not seek to make
inferences about the whole population of the countries under consideration.

We also recognize the temporal limitations of our research, as — unlike longitudinal
databases such as Eurobarometer, Latinobarometro or the World Values Survey - our
data do not allow us to test patterns of ideological self-identification over time. This
implies that our data do not allow us to assess the effects of events after the survey was
conducted, such as the adoption of austerity measures,” the growing strength of populist
actors,”” or other political elite and party dynamics.”* According to Inglehart’s socializa-
tion hypothesis, however, it is likely that, due to the long-term effects of pre-adult
experiences on individuals’ basic values, the core attitudes we found amongst our
participants will have remained broadly similar over the past ten years.”

Dependent and explanatory variables

Political theorists rightly emphasize the rich and multi-faceted content of different
political ideologies, while empirical social scientists tend to reduce these ideologies to
simple Left-Right scales.”® In line with the latter tradition, our survey asked respondents
to place themselves on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from ‘extreme left’ to ‘extreme
right’, with an additional option to state ‘T don’t have a political view’. This was presented
in the English version of the questionnaire as follows:

How would you define your political views?
O extreme left O left O centre-left O centre O centre-right O right O extreme right
O I don’t have a political view

The response ‘T don’t have a political view” allowed participants to opt out easily in
case they had no clear political preference, were unable to express their political pre-
ferences in Left and Right terms,”” or preferred not to share their political preferences in
the survey. The response ‘centre’ gives the survey question a clear midpoint, which allows
respondents to take what is perceived to be a relatively neutral stance and helps to



8 L. ESPOSITO AND U. G. THEUERKAUF

improve the quality of our data.”® We chose a 7-point response scale as it contains more
refined response categories than a 3- or 5-point scale, while still allowing us to assign
a written meaning to each scale descriptor for clarification purposes without losing visual
clarity. As discussed in the preceding section, we did not ask respondents for their
individual interpretations of ‘Left’ and ‘Right’ and thus the uni- or multi-dimensional
meaning these terms may have across our sample, but rather use the Left-Right scale as
shorthand for respondents’ broad political orientations.”

Our key explanatory variables capture the materialist and post-materialist dimen-
sion of economic well-being. To capture the former, we asked respondents to assess
their family’s actual economic status in absolute and relative terms, by referring first
to their family income without any benchmark, and then to their family’s relative
standard of living compared to other families in the respondent’s country. The two
variables that we derived from these answers are labelled ‘Income’ and ‘RelStandard’
respectively. The relevant survey questions in the English questionnaire read as
follows:

How would you evaluate the current income of your family?

Overylow Olow [Osufficient O high O veryhigh O excellent

How would you compare the standard of living of your family with that of other families
in your country?

O very much lower O lower O almost the same [ higher O very much higher

To capture the post-materialist dimension of economic well-being, we code two
further variables. The first variable is based on respondents’ answers when confronted
with six hypothetical scenarios in the position of an external observer. Respondents were
asked to compare the condition of two individuals, John and Paul, living in two isolated
societies, A and B, which are identical in everything other than inhabitants’ income levels.
The design of the six hypothetical scenarios enables us to detect different degrees of
inequality aversion, specifically the extent to which economic well-being was perceived in
absolutist or relativist terms. In the example below, the numbers represent income
vectors that describe hypothetical income distributions in societies A and B. An absolu-
tist (relativist) attitude to economic well-being would indicate Paul (John) as being better
off, because Paul has a higher income but John enjoys a higher hierarchical position. The
variable that we derive from respondents’ answers to the six hypothetical scenarios is
a count indicator labelled ‘Absolutist’ that ranges from 0 to 6 depending on how many
times respondents have adopted an absolutist stance. Full details of the six hypothetical
scenarios are included in Appendix 1 and further discussed in Corazzini, Esposito and
Majorano.so

Which of John and Paul is better off?

A=(6,8,9,11,12, 14 )  B=(_16 ,35,40,55,65,80)
~~~ ~—~
John Paul
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The second variable to capture the post-materialist dimension of economic well-being
is derived from respondents’ answers when presented withsan ‘Island Dilemma’ that
enables us to elicit their preferences from a different angle. The Island Dilemma is
phrased as follows in the English questionnaire:

D and E are two islands where the inhabitants are identical in all respects other than

income. Prices are the same in the two islands. Suppose that you have to migrate to one of

them. In island D your income would be 18 Fantadollars - much lower than most people’s
incomes in D - whilst in island E it would be 13 Fantadollars - the same as most people’s

incomes in E. Income levels will remain constant throughout people’s lives. Where would you
choose to go?

We coded a dichotomous variable labelled ‘islandAbs’ on the basis of respondents’
answers to the Island Dilemma. This variable takes on the value 1 when respondents
expressed their preference for a situation of higher income despite worse relative stand-
ing (i.e. when they chose island D) and the value 0 when respondents preferred lower
income but better relative standing (i.e. when they chose island E). The Absolutist and
islandAbs variables relate to a post-materialist notion of wellbeing, as they quantify
respondents’ value judgements around the acceptance of inequality in hypothetical
situations and thus go beyond their own material conditions.

Analysis and control variables

We present results from multivariate ordered probit regressions given the ordinal nature
of our dependent variable,®? and run a number of robustness checks through alternative
estimation strategies (see below). In our regressions, we cluster standard errors at the
classroom level to reduce the risk of Type I error and potential bias in our results.** We
include respondents’ gender, age, discipline of study, year of study, their mother’s and
father’s professions as well as country dummies as control variables. Information on all of
these variables apart from the country dummies was provided anonymously by respon-
dents in the survey questionnaire.

The inclusion of gender as a control variable is motivated by previous research
indicating that there may be relevant differences in patterns of political preferences
depending on gender.** We control for respondents’ Economics/Business degree pro-
gramme as this may affect their political orientations,* and include parents’ profession
because children of business owners have been found to be more likely to locate
themselves on the Right rather than the Left side of the political spectrum.*® We
add year of study as a control variable because undergraduate students’ political opinions
may change over the course of their degree, due to exposure to academic subjects,
socialization and peer effects.®” We include country dummies as they allow us to account
for country-to-country variations that may affect respondents’ ideological self-
placements but that we are unable to capture - due to lack of appropriate quantitative
measures — in more fine-grained variables.*®

The selection of criteria for statistical significance has recently undergone considerable
discussion. The current debate revolves around two related but distinct issues. The first
regards the proposal of stricter criteria for accepting a result as ‘statistically significant’,
typically in the form of a lower p-value. For example, Benjamin et al.*’ question the widely
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used p-value threshold of 0.05 and recommend a threshold of 0.005. The second issue
relates to the fact that any clear-cut threshold for statistical significance arbitrarily dichot-
omizes results into ‘significant’ and ‘non-significant’, even though the strength of empirical
evidence is a continuous function of the p-value.”” Authors such as McShane and Gal or
McShane et al.” therefore call for a more holistic approach to present empirical evidence,
which does not merely rely on a p-value but also accounts for effects magnitude.

We take both issues into account when presenting our findings. In Tables 2 and 3, we
adopt statistical significance thresholds of 0.05, 0.001 and 0.005. In Appendix 2, we
provide an alternative version of these tables, where we refrain from setting any thresh-
olds but provide the exact p-values resulting from our estimations. Finally, we estimate
the magnitudes of our effects by calculating and plotting predicted margins.

In order to test the stability of our results, we carry out a number of robustness checks
under alternative estimation strategies (full details for these checks can be found in
Appendix 3). These include i) the estimation of multilevel ordered probit models as
alternative ways to deal with data clustering; ii) linear regression models based on
a continuous understanding of our dependent variable; iii) binary probit models based
on a binary outcome variable; iv) zero-inflated ordered probit models to analyse Left-
Right self-placements whilst at the same time including students who chose the ‘T don’t
have a political view option; v) multiple-imputation informed models to model our
dependent variable and include those respondents who chose the ‘I don’t have a political
view’ option in the analysis; and vi) models jointly including variables for both
a materialist and a post-materialist conceptualization of economic well-being (to test
our results also when both well-being types coexist in the same regression). Robustness
checks iv) and v) have the additional benefit of bringing the HICs and NHICs samples to
similar sizes. As the results in Appendix 3 demonstrate, our findings are robust to each of
these alternative estimation strategies.

Empirical results

The descriptive statistics for our variables are provided in Table 1. Our sample is predomi-
nantly composed of female students (60% in HICs and 53% in NHICs), and the average age
is 21.45 years (21.66 in HICs and 21.15 in NHICs). Less than a third of our respondents in
the entire sample chose the T don’t have a political view’ option. This includes around 15%
of respondents in Italy, Sweden and Switzerland, 25% in Kenya, and around 33% in Brazil
and the UK. The T don’t have a political view’ figure is considerably higher for Bolivia with
71%. Given the closed-ended nature of our questions and the education level of our
respondents, it is unlikely that the ‘opt out’ rate is driven by interviewer effects or cognitive
issues.” Instead, it may be affected by motivational reasons related to political interest and
engagement.”” We do not explore these potential reasons further as we lack the data to do
so, but include information from those respondents who chose the ‘I don’t have a political
view’ option in the fourth and fifth robustness checks in Appendix 3.

A first look at our dependent variable suggests that our respondents in both HICs and
NHIC:s locate themselves predominantly on the Left side of the scale (Figure 1). We then
scrutinize their Left-Right self-placements along socio-demographic axes by means of
Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney statistical tests.”* In line with the literature discussed above,
males, Economics/Business students and children of businesswomen or businessmen are
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Mean Std. Dev Min Max Observations
Outcome Variables
No Political View 0.31 0.46 0 1 3,320
Political View® 3.62 1.57 1 7 2,285
Regressors
Materialist Conceptualization of Economic Well-Being
Income 3.23 0.83 0 6 3,370
RelStandard 3.18 0.77 0 5 3,364
Post-Materialist Conceptualization of Economic Well-Being
Absolutist 3.00 2.25 0 6 3,429
IslandAbs 0.49 0.50 0 3,390
Controls
Females 0.57 0.49 0 1 3,382
Economics/Business 0.29 0.45 0 1 3,449
Mother Businesswoman 0.09 0.29 0 1 3,237
Father Businessman 0.21 0.41 0 1 3,231
Age 21.45 423 16 79 3,353
Year of Study 1.94 1.14 1 4 2,768
HIC 0.57 0.50 0 1 3,449
Bolivia 0.18 0.38 0 1 3,449
Brazil 0.17 0.38 0 1 3,449
Italy 0.23 0.42 0 1 3,449
Kenya 0.08 0.28 0 1 3,449
Sweden 0.13 0.34 0 1 3,449
Switzerland 0.11 0.31 0 1 3,449
UK 0.10 0.30 0 1 3,449

*This variable refers to those respondents who have placed themselves on the Left-Right scale and did not choose the ‘I
don’t have a political view’ option.

significantly more likely to locate themselves on the Right side of the political spectrum
(p < 0.005). Interestingly, this holds not only for the sample as a whole but also for the HIC
and NHIC subsets, meaning that in both groups of countries our respondents have given
answers which are in line with what the literature would predict (results are available upon
request).

We present our main findings from testing Hypotheses 1 and 2 in Tables 2 and 3,
which contain estimates for the whole sample as well as for the HIC and NHIC
subsamples. Table 2 contains the analysis of our variables to capture the materialist
conceptualization of economic well-being (Income and RelStandard), while Table 3
contains the analysis of our variables to capture the post-materialist conceptualization
of economic well-being (Absolutist and IslandAbs).

We first comment on Table 2. Given the non-interval nature of Income and
RelStandard, these are entered as categorical variables using the lowest category as
baseline. Income.2 and RelStandard.2 are the second categories, Income.3 and
RelStandard.3 are the third, and so forth. Model 1 in Table 2 suggests that Income is
a significant predictor of respondents’ Left-Right self-placements, holding all other
variables constant; the positive signs of the Income categories indicate that perceived
affluence of one’s family is associated with self-placements on the Right side of the scale
ceteris paribus. However, Models 2 and 3 qualify this result by showing that this
significance is entirely driven by the NHIC subsample. Looking at Models 4-6, it can
be seen that this pattern is repeated in the case of RelStandard. It also can be noted that
the results in Table 2 confirm the likely relevance of gender, degree programme and
parental background for respondents’ ideological self-identification. We note that age is
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Table 2. Materialist conceptualization of economic well-being: ordered probit for increasing right-
wing orientation.

Model 1: Model 2: Model 3: Model 4: Model 5: Model 6:
All countries NHICs HICs All countries NHICs HICs
Income.2 0.448** 0.641%** —-0.034
(0.162) (0.165) (0.384)
Income.3 0.537%** 0.758%*** 0.072
(0.170) (0.249) (0.331)
Income.4 0.748*** 1.005%** 0.247
(0.164) (0.232) (0.316)
Income.5 0.917%** 1.499*** 0.343
(0.202) (0.347) (0.305)
Income.6 1.034*** 1.369*** 0.432
(0.232) (0.231) (0.363)
RelStandard.2 0.627* 0.709** 0.045
(0.267) (0.274) (0.465)
RelStandard.3 0.767*** 0.797** 0.288
(0.269) (0.290) (0.444)
RelStandard.4 0.940*** 0.936*** 0.450
(0.288) (0.333) (0.445)
RelStandard.5 1.005*** 1.148*** 0.373
(0.313) (0.350) (0.558)
Female —0.266*** —0.246* —0.269*** —0.2471%** -0.213* —0.252%**
(0.047) (0.102) (0.040) (0.048) (0.104) (0.043)
Economics/Bus 0.290* 0.328 0.320* 0.309* 0.378 0.320*
(0.123) (0.227) (0.141) (0.121) (0.215) (0.143)
MotherBus 0.208*** 0.162 0.285** 0.227*** 0.188* 0.308***
(0.071) (0.100) (0.103) (0.068) (0.091) (0.103)
FatherBus 0.143* 0.030 0.216* 0.156* 0.045 0.221*
(0.072) (0.095) (0.085) (0.075) (0.105) (0.087)
Age —-0.023* —-0.041* -0.015 —-0.022* —-0.037* —-0.015
(0.010) (0.018) (0.011) (0.010) (0.018) (0.011)
Year of study 0.012 0.116 —-0.095 0.002 0.105 —0.100
(0.048) (0.066) (0.061) (0.049) (0.072) (0.063)
Country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Prob > chi2 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
N 1,708 641 1,067 1,712 640 1,072

Ordered probit regressions with standard errors clustered at classroom level. *, ** and *** denote statistical significance at
0.05, 0.01 and 0.005 levels, respectively.

significant and negative, but this result should not be overemphasized given the limited
age range of our student sample (around 90% of respondents are between 18 and 25 years
old). Our results are unaffected by including an age squared term or excluding age
outliers.

To go beyond statistical significance and provide effect sizes, we compute post-
estimation predicted margins of respondents’ Left-Right self-placements for increasing
values of Income and RelStandard.”> As can be seen in the left panel of Figure 2, in NHICs
the probability of respondents placing themselves on the Left side of the Likert scale of
political orientations decreases with rising Income levels. It is as high as 69.7% to 73.1% for
students who reported low’ or ‘very low’ Income levels, but only 29.6% to 43.7% for those
who reported ‘very high’ or ‘excellent’ Income levels. Conversely, the probability that
respondents place themselves on the Right side of the Likert scale increases with
Income, as it is only 11.5% to 13.6% for respondents who reported low’ or ‘very low’
Income levels, but 48.3% to 33.8% for those who reported ‘very high’ or ‘excellent’ Income
levels. Notably, the probabilities for respondents in HICs to place themselves on the Left or
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Table 3. Post-materialist conceptualization of economic well-being: ordered probit for increasing
right-wing orientation.

Model 1: Model 4: Al Model 5: All  Model 6:
All Model 2:  Model 3:  countries -No  countries - All Model 7:  Model 8:
countries NHICs HICs interaction Interaction  countries  NHICs HICs
Absolutist 0.030* -0.010 0.057*** 0.023 —0.020
(0.013) (0.014) (0.017) (0.013) (0.016)
HIC 0.498%** 0.293
(0.141) (0.170)
HIC*Absolutist 0.069%**
(0.023)
IslandAbs 0.109***  0.016 0.146**
(0.039) (0.050) (0.053)
Female —0.261*** —0.248* —0.259%** —0.263*%** —0.263***  —0.257*** —0.249% —0.253***
(0.049) (0.116) (0.040) (0.039) (0.041) (0.047) (0.111) (0.039)
Economics/ 0.349***  0.419 0.361** 0.302* 0.303* 0.338** 0.408 0.351%
Bus
(0.124) (0.229) (0.137) (0.136) (0.135) (0.124) (0.229) (0.139)
MotherBus 0.241***  0,196* 0.325%** 0.254%** 0.252%** 0.228***  0.184*  0.311***
(0.067) (0.090) (0.106) (0.069) (0.071) (0.069) (0.091) (0.105)
FatherBus 0.186** 0.058 0.258*** 0.210%** 0.209%** 0.190**  0.053 0.259%**
(0.071) (0.094) (0.080) (0.069) (0.067) (0.074) (0.103) (0.083)
Age —0.028**  —0.050*** —0.017 —0.029** —0.029%* —0.026** —0.050** —0.015
(0.010) (0.018) (0.011) (0.011) (0.011) (0.010) (0.018) (0.011)
Year of study 0.011 0.127 —-0.100 0.045 0.045 0.014 0.130  —0.095
(0.051) (0.073) (0.060) (0.067) (0.067) (0.050) (0.071) (0.061)
Country Yes Yes Yes No No Yes Yes Yes
dummies
Prob > chi2 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000  0.0000
N 1,715 642 1,073 1,715 1,715 1,698 633 1,065

Ordered probit regressions with standard errors clustered at classroom level. *, ** and *** denote statistical significance at
0.05, 0.01 and 0.005 levels, respectively.

Right side of the Likert scale of political orientations do not exhibit any clearly identifiable
patterns along the Income scale (right panel of Figure 2), but rather oscillate between 40%
to 60%.

The difference between NHICs and HICs emerges rather strikingly also in Figure 3,
which shows predicted values of political preferences at different levels of RelStandard. In
NHICs, the probability of respondents placing themselves on the Left side of the Likert
scale decreases along RelStandard levels, from 83.1% for respondents who reported their
family’s relative economic standing to be ‘very much lower’ than others, to 42.3% for
those who reported it to be ‘very much higher’ (left panel of Figure 3). Conversely, the
probability that respondents place themselves on the Right side of the Likert scale
increases from 6.2% for those who report their family’s relative economic standing to
be ‘very much lower’, to 35.2% for those who report it to be ‘very much higher’. As was
the case for Figure 2, no clear pattern emerges for respondents in HICs (right panel of
Figure 3).

Models 1-3 and 6-8 in Table 3 follow the same organization as Table 2, whereby
Models 1 and 6 use the whole sample, Models 2 and 7 are only based on data from HICs,
and Models 3 and 8 on data from NHICs. In Models 4 and 5 of Table 3, we exploit the
interval nature of Absolutist by interacting it with the dummy for HICs, in order to assess
whether the role of Absolutist is significantly different for HIC and NHIC respondents.
Holding all other variables constant, the Absolutist variable is significant in Model 4 but
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no longer in Model 5, where only the interaction with HIC is significant. This is an
additional indication that Absolutist is a relevant predictor of respondents’ Left-Right
self-placements only for HICs, ceteris paribus.

In Figures 4 and 5, we plot post-estimation predicted margins of respondents’ Left-Right
self-placements at different levels of Absolutist and IslandAbs. In contrast to Figures 2 and
3, we observe no clear pattern for NHICs, as illustrated in the nearly flat lines in the left
panels of Figures 4 and 5. For HICs, however, respondents’ ideological self-placements vary
at different values of Absolutist and IslandAbs (right panels of Figures 4 and 5). Specifically,
the probability for respondents in HICs to place themselves on the Left side of the Likert
scale of political orientations decreases from 53.0% to 41.1% along the Absolutist domain.
Conversely, the probability that respondents in HICs place themselves on the Right side of
the Likert scale increases along the same domain from 37.2% to 49.0%. For the ‘island
dilemma’, respondents in HICs who have chosen the island denoting inequality aversion
are 12.7% more likely to place themselves on the Left rather than Right of the political
spectrum, while this difference vanishes for those opting for the other island.

Our empirical findings lend strong support to our theoretical expectations. The results
presented in Tables 2 and 3 as well as Figures 2 to 5 indicate that respondents’ Left-Right
self-placements are linked to a materialist conceptualization of economic well-being in
NHICs (but not in HICs), and to a post-materialist conceptualization of economic well-
being in HICs (but not in NHICs). In addition, our graphs indicate that our results have
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substantive meaning beyond patterns of statistical significance, because respondents’
predicted probabilities of self-identifying as Left or Rights in HIC or NHIC contexts
change considerably over the domain of the relevant explanatory variables.

Conclusion

Using multivariate analyses with original data from seven countries, we found robust
empirical evidence - in line with expectations based on Social Modernization Theory —
that the relationship between Left-Right self-placements and the materialist or post-
materialist dimension of economic well-being differs depending on respondents” macro-
economic context. The Left-Right self-placements of respondents in NHICs correlate
with the materialist (but not the post-materialist) dimension of economic well-being,
captured by absolute and relative assessments of their family’s ‘real-life’ economic status.
Conversely, respondents’ Left-Right self-placements in HICs correlate with the post-
materialist (but not the materialist) dimension of economic well-being, based on abso-
lutist and relativist value judgements relating to inequality aversion.

Our contribution to the academic debate on the social construction of ideological
identities is threefold. Firstly, we make novel use of economic well-being as a conceptual
tool in public opinion research. This is a noteworthy endeavour, as the different mean-
ings of economic well-being have been widely discussed in Economics,”® but hardly in
the Political Science or Sociology literature on ideological orientations.”” Secondly, by
testing hypotheses based on Social Modernization Theory, we contribute to a well-
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established body of literature on the interplay between socio-economic developments
and ideological identities.”® Thirdly, we highlight the versatility of the economic well-
being concept, as its multi-dimensionality allows detailed analyses of how a country’s
macro-level of economic development may affect micro-level patterns of Left and Right
orientations. In this way, we answer previous calls by other academics to further refine
and analyse different conceptualizations of materialism and post-materialism.”’

At the same time, it is important to be aware of the limitations in our research. These
include the use of a non-random sample of university students, which constrains the
external validity of our findings. We covered a large number of disciplines and years of
study, yet our sample cannot be seen as representative of the entire student population of
the countries that we included in our study. Moreover, students are a specific subset of
respondents, whose views may differ from those of other population groups. It also
should be noted that our choice of HIC and NHIC countries was largely based on
convenience and practical considerations. Equally, it should be stressed that our data
was collected in one point in time, which poses questions as to whether the observed
patterns may be consistent over time and whether they may have changed since 2007.
Finally, our results may be specific to the measures used. While we used standard scales to
detect political views and measures of economic well-being informed by recent debates in
Economics, these capture only some of nuances of the underlying constructs.

Future research thus could build on our findings by using alternative measures and
response formats; time-series and birth cohort analysis to identify potential changes across
time or generations; and a larger sample to include further countries and population
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groups. These additional avenues for research are a worthwhile endeavour, as our analysis
clearly illustrates the usefulness and versatility of the economic well-being concept in
public opinion studies, and should encourage further investigation in this area.
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