Explaining the relationship between class position and political preferences:

A long-term panel analysis of intra-generational class mobility

Abstract

Past findings on the connection between class position and political preferences are
overwhelmingly derived from cross-sectional studies, providing a limited basis for inferring
causality. We use long-term panel data on thousands of British respondents to measure the
impact of intra-generational class mobility across a range of political identities and preferences.
Upward class mobility leads to small increases in economic conservatism, but party choice,
class identity and attitudes to non-economic issues do not change. This updating of economic
values is much smaller than cross-sectional differences between classes. Our results are
consistent with the short-run effects of class mobility operating primarily through a limited
economic self-interest mechanism. Beliefs that are plausibly unconnected to economics are
unaffected. The overall association between class and a range of identities, opinions and
preferences is therefore likely to be caused more by early life experiences and longer-term
socialization than by the immediate material interests associated with jobs.
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The association between class and political preferences is among the most well established in the social
sciences. Around the world, people from a higher social class are more economically conservative and
socially liberal. However, surprisingly little is known about whether these associations are causal, or
about the mechanisms that explain them (Svallfors 2006; Bengtsson et al. 2013). In part this is because
it is difficult to disentangle causal mechanisms from cross-sectional data. Accordingly, we adopt an
increasingly popular research design: using panel data to examine what happens to people’s political
beliefs when their circumstances - in this case their class - change (Margalit 2019). Compared with one-
shot cross-sectional data, panel data provide repeated measures that make it possible to study individual-
level changes in preferences. Panel data also provide more direct estimates of changing preferences
than can be obtained from inferences drawn from rolling cross-section surveys. Using such data, Ares
(2019) finds that moving between the working and middle classes increases an individual’s economic
conservatism. We build on and move beyond this by using a more fine-grained class schema and
studying how class mobility affects a wider range of preferences and identities: economic values,

attitudes toward gender equality and homosexual relationships, class identity, and party choice.

Of these variables, the relationship between economic ideology and class is by far the most explored in
previous work. The usual assumption is that the positive relationship between class and economic
conservatism is caused by economic interests (Curtis and Andersen 2015; Brooks and Svallfors 2010;
Evans and de Graaf 2013). Another possibility is that people’s workplace experiences, such as their job
autonomy, shape their economic preferences (Bengtsson et al. 2013; Kitschelt and Rehm 2014;
Langsaether and Evans 2020; Wilson and Maume 2016). Both of those perspectives share the
assumption that something about jobs themselves, or the material interests associated with them, cause
people of a particular class to hold certain views. An alternative possibility is that early life experiences
shape enduring political attitudes, values and identities (Neundorf and Smets 2017). Working-class
parents are likely to have working-class children. They are on average more economically left-wing
and more socially conservative, and their values can be transferred to the child through socialisation
within the family, creating a persistent association between class and ideology in their children.
Experiences such as early familial poverty also shape political values, and these experiences are
unequally distributed among people in different classes (van Deth et al. 2011; Finseraas 2017; O’Grady
2019).

Past cross-sectional studies have found class differences for a wide range of political preferences, such
as economic left-right values (e.g. Bengtsson et al. 2013), “cultural” values (e.g. Langsether and
Stubager 2019), class identities (e.g. Evans and Tilley 2017) and party choice (e.g. Evans and de Graaf
2013, Oesch and Rennwald 2018). However, to the best of our knowledge, Ares (2019) is the only
previous published study that has used long-term panel data to study the effects of class mobility. In
this paper, we build on her work by showing that when people experience upward class mobility, they

become slightly more economically conservative — but no other beliefs, identities or preferences change.
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Our results suggest that the observed association between class and a range of identities, opinions and
preferences at a given point in time is likely to be caused more by early life experiences and longer-
term socialisation than by the immediate material interests associated with jobs. They thus challenge
conventional wisdom that such preferences are primarily driven by economic self-interests. Below, we

discuss our data and research design, then our results, followed by robustness checks.

1. Data & Design

We use panel data that tracked individuals from 1991-2007: the British Household Panel Study (BHPS).
It is virtually the only long-term panel that regularly measured political preferences and identities
alongside class mobility. Our independent variable categorises respondents into four classes using the
standard occupation-based Goldthorpe schema. These classes have different sources and levels of
income, as well as employment relations, job security, career prospects and job autonomy (Goldthorpe
and McKnight 2006). The four classes we use are Working Class respondents in unskilled or skilled
manual occupations as well as unskilled non-manual roles. People in the Routine non-manual class hold
clerical and other non-managerial non-manual jobs. Those in the Lower Service class include
supervisors, administrators and other mid-level service occupations. Finally, Higher Service workers
are skilled professionals and managers. We exclude small business owners and farmers. We use four
classes so as to focus on realistic amounts of class mobility that are genuinely experienced by

respondents.

Class mobility occurs when a person changes their occupation from one that is coded in one class to
one that is coded as another. This implies a change in the person’s market and work situation. When
using an occupational-based class schema this is by definition the only way that class mobility can
occur. To examine the extent of class mobility, the Appendix shows a cross-tabulation of classes, and
transition probabilities per wave. There is quite substantial movement between classes over the course

of the panel, with upward mobility more common than downward.

In our analysis, we compare cross-sectional differences between classes to fixed-effects regressions.
The latter use only variation in class over time within individuals, showing the causal effects of class
mobility under the assumption that all unobserved heterogeneity is time-invariant. Wave fixed effects
control for time-specific factors, such as aggregate ideological change, that could confound the
relationships. All regressions are specified with the routine non-manual class as the reference category.
They therefore take the following form, capturing the effect of mobility downward from routine non-
manual to working-class, or upward from routine non-manual to the two service classes:

Yie = Bo+ BiWCit + B2LSic + B3HSi: + a; + 6 +uyt



where i refers to individuals, t refers to waves, Y, is the outcome, WC;, is the dummy for working-
class, LS;; is the dummy for lower service class, HS;; is the dummy for higher service class, a; is the

individual fixed effect, &; is the wave fixed effect and u;; is the error term.

We estimate the effect of class mobility on five different outcome variables. Full details of the questions
and response scales that make them up are provided in the Appendix. The first is a standard scale of
left-right economic values from the BHPS, first developed and validated by Heath et al. (1994) and
widely adopted since in studying British politics (see e.g. Evans and Neundorf 2019). It ranges from 1
to 5, with higher values indicating greater conservatism. Our two next dependent variables measure
social conservatism: opposition to homosexuality or support for traditional gender roles (women staying
at home while men go to work). They are standard five-point Likert scales, with higher values again
indicating greater conservatism. Our fourth dependent variable captures subjective class identity: a
dummy equalling 1 if the respondent considers herself to be working-class and 0 otherwise. The fifth

measures party preference: support for the Conservative party versus any other centre-left party.*

The dependent variables were not asked in every wave, meaning that our samples contain waves mostly
spaced 2-3 years apart. We include all individuals who provided information on employment status and
on the dependent variables in at least two waves. Sample sizes differ for each dependent variable, since
they were asked in different waves. For example, the sample for our economic ideology models consists

of 35,014 observations of 9,342 individuals, meaning that people are on average observed for 3.7 waves.

2. Main Results

We first consider political attitudes and values (Table 1). In the cross-sectional between-effects model
(column 1), economic left-right differences between classes are quite substantial and statistically
significant, except for routine non-manual versus lower service classes. In the fixed-effects model
(column 2), there is no evidence that downward movement between the routine non-manual and
working classes affects preferences, but upward mobility from the routine non-manual to both service
classes does lead to increases in economic conservatism. However, these differences are substantively
modest when compared to the pooled results from column 1. Those in the higher service class are 0.29
points more conservative on the five-point scale than those in the routine non-manual class in cross-
section, but upward mobility from routine non-manual to upper service leads to a rise of 0.05. The
immediate impact of intra-generational mobility therefore accounts for less than one-fifth of the inter-

class difference. Because Table 1 restricts the analysis to transitions from the routine non-manual class,

1 The Conservative party provided the only major right-of-centre choice. UKIP was not yet an important force in British
politics, and does not even appear as a response option in the pre-2008 BHPS.
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in the Appendix (Figure Al) we show the relationship between class mobility and ideological change
across all starting classes and all possible changes of class. Upward mobility from the working class is

also associated with increased conservatism.

Table 1. Class and Political Attitudes.

Economic left-right
(higher = more
conservative)

Opposition to Homosexuality
(higher = more opposed)

Support for Traditional
Gender Roles
(higher = more traditional)

Between Within Between Within Between Within
Worker -0.16™ 0.00 0.53"" -0.01 0.36™" 0.01
(0.02) (0.01) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Lower 0.03 0.04™* -0.02 -0.04 -0.03 0.00
Service (0.02) (0.01) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Higher 0.29"* 0.05"* 0.12* -0.01 0.02 0.00
Service (0.02) (0.01) (0.04) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
Constant 2,737 2.70" 241" 2.677 2.49™ 2.16™
(0.02) (0.01) (0.04) (0.02) (0.08) (0.02)
Unit FE No Yes No Yes No Yes
Wave FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 35014 35014 24307 24307 44095 44095
No. of individuals 9342 9342 8121 8121 10544 10544
Waves of Data 1,35,79, 13579, 8,10,12,14 8,10,12,14 1,3,5,7,11, 1,3,5,7,11,
10,14,17 10,14,17 13,15,17 13,15,17

*p<0.05, *p<0.01, **p<0.001
Dependent variables are-five point scales. Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by individual for the fixed
effects model).

There are very strong cross-sectional class differences in attitudes to homosexuality and gender equality
(columns 3 and 5). Working-class people are substantially more likely to agree that homosexual
relationships are wrong and that women should stay at home. However, there is no evidence that class
mobility affects attitudes to homosexuality or gender equality (columns 4 and 6). These results are
consistent with the short-run effects of class mobility operating primarily through a rather limited
economic self-interest mechanism. Beliefs that are plausibly unconnected to economics are not affected
by class mobility.

We now move on to class identity (Table 2). The between-effects model (column 1) shows very large
objective class differences in subjective class identity. Workers are 16 percentage points less likely to
identify as middle class than routine non-manual employees. The lower and higher service classes are
13 and 30 percentage points more likely to do so. However, the fixed effects model (column 2) shows

no evidence of class identity updating following a change in objective social class. Class identity, unlike



economic values, seems to be set in stone. The fact that class identity is maintained even when people

move upwards on the class ladder could explain why attitudinal updating is so limited.

Table 2. Objective class and subjective class identity.

Subjective Class Identity
(1 = working class, 0 otherwise)

Between Within
Worker -0.16™ -0.02
(0.02) (0.02)
Lower Service 0.13" 0.01
(0.02) (0.02)
Higher Service 0.30" 0.02
(0.02) (0.02)
Constant 0.47" 0.49"*
(0.03) (0.01)
Unit Fixed Effects No Yes
Time Fixed Effects Yes Yes
Observations 14784 14784
No. of individuals 5548 5548
Waves of Data 1,6,10,15 1,6,10,15

*p<0.05, *p<0.01, **p<0.001. Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by individual for the fixed effects model).

The analysis so far has focused on short-term class mobility between two survey waves. People may
need to spend a long time in their new class to adjust to their new position in society and change their
views accordingly. Unfortunately, this is difficult to test with our data. Most individuals do not change
class from wave to wave, and most do not remain in the panel for more than a few waves. There are

therefore virtually no instances where people change class and can then be followed for many waves.

Instead, we provide limited evidence on the timing of effects, in two ways. First, there are gaps of two
or more years between observations of respondents’ ideologies in our panel, but we still have
information on their class positions in the intervening years. Figure 1 therefore asks whether ideological
change is more likely to occur between two waves when more time has elapsed since class mobility.
For respondents who began in the routine non-manual class (matching the specification of our models),
we show mean ideological change for those whose class changed 0-1 years ago, 1-2 years ago, or 2-3

years ago, comparing them to respondents who remained in the routine non-manual class between



waves (the ‘no change’ group).? For economic ideology, there is some evidence of delayed effects.
People who were upwardly mobile in the current year do not show any tendency to become more
conservative. Such effects only begin after respondents have spent at least one year in their new class.
For gender equality and homosexuality we do not find any evidence that effects become larger after

more time, although small sample sizes mean that there is considerable uncertainty.?

Figure 1: Upward Class Mobility from Routine Non-Manual and Changes in Ideology, by Timing
of Mobility (Mean changes and 95% Confidence Intervals)
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Second, we can follow a reasonable number of individuals for one wave after the initial wave when
class mobility occurs, for our larger economic ideology and gender equality samples. This analysis is
shown in the Appendix. Economic ideological change is maintained in the wave after initial class
mobility, but there is no evidence that it increases. There is no evidence of decreasing opposition to

gender equality in either the first or second wave after mobility.

Finally, we consider party preference (Table 3). The between-effects model (column 1) shows, in line
with previous findings, clear class differences in voting behaviour. Working class people are nine
percentage points less likely to support the Conservative party than routine non-manual employees and
the lower service class, while higher service class workers are five percentage points more likely to do
so. The fixed-effects model (column 2) provides no evidence for updating of voting behaviour following

class mobility. However, this study covers a period when ideological differences between the

2 For example, we observe economic ideology at waves 7 and 10. Of those whose class went up between waves 7 and 10,
some went up in waves 7-8, some in waves 8-9, and some in waves 9-10. Others did not change between waves 7 and 10.

3 Unfortunately there are too few individuals to make reliable inferences about ideological change after two years for gender

equality for upward shifts of two classes (5 people in total) or for opposition to homosexuality in both cases after two years
(0 and 1 people in total, respectively). There are also too few respondents overall to do this for our subjective class variable
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Conservatives and Labour were relatively small, due to the re-positioning of Labour in the ideological
centre during the leadership of Tony Blair. Class mobility could have larger effects on party choice

during periods of greater polarisation.

Table 3. Class and party preference.

Vote Choice (1 = Conservative,
0 = all other parties)

Between Within
Worker -0.09™ -0.00
(0.01) (0.01)
Lower Service -0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.005)
Higher Service 0.05" 0.00
(0.02) (0.01)
Constant 0.51" 0.39"*
(0.02) (0.01)
Unit Fixed Effects No Yes
Time Fixed Effects Yes Yes
Observations 71971 71971
No. of individuals 12426 12426
Waves of Data All (1-17) All (1-17)

Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by individual for the fixed effects model)
*p<0.05, *p<0.01, **p<0.001

3. Robustness

The results in Tables 1-3 show causal effects, assuming that all unobserved heterogeneity is time
invariant. We now consider the robustness of our results to potential observed and then unobserved
time-varying confounders. In addition, attrition might affect the results if people who leave the sample
before completion are systematically different to those who do not. In the Appendix, we analyse attrition

in detail and show that it is unlikely to pose a threat to our results.

Income and Education
First, we examine two other key observable characteristics that might also change when individuals
change class: education and income. Since income is a post-treatment variable — it results from class

mobility — we argue that it should not be included in the main specifications. Nonetheless, Tables A3-



A5 in the appendix replicate all the fixed effects models from Tables 1-3 with the addition of controls

for both education and income.* In all cases, the fixed effects class coefficients remain unchanged.

In fact, changes in income are rather weakly associated with ideological change. Table 4 shows cross-
sectional as well as fixed effects analyses of the relationship between income and economic ideology.®
In the fixed effects model, an increase in annual income of £1000 leads to a change of 0.00086 scale
units in economic conservatism. An individual’s income would have to increase by £46,000 to have the
same impact on ideology as a move from the routine non-manual to lower service classes. In reality,
changes in class are not accompanied by changes in income that are anything close to this amount.
Table 5 shows that moving from the routine non-manual to lower service class leads to an average
increase in income of £1,560, and moving from the lower service to the higher service class leads to an
average increase of £3,830.° These somewhat weak relationships between income change and
ideological change on the one hand, and changes in income and class mobility on the other, explain
why controlling for income does not reduce the class coefficients in our main model. This underlines

the importance of studying class politics rather than simply income.

Table 4. Income and economic left-right values (Economic Ideology Sample)

Economic left-right
(higher = more conservative)

Between Within
Annual income 0.011™ 0.00086™**
in £1000s (0.0004) (0.0002)
Unit Fixed Effects No Yes
Wave Fixed Effects Yes Yes
Observations 34944 34944
No. of individuals 9342 9342
Waves of data 1,3,5,7,9, 1,3,5,7,9,
10,14,17 10,14,17

Dependent variable is a five-point scale from 1-5.
Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by individual for the fixed effects model)
*p<0.05, ™p<0.01, **p<0.001

4 Income is individual pre-tax income in pounds. We coded education into three categories: low (primary or incomplete
secondary), medium (secondary education and post-secondary vocational) and high (some university education).

5 Results for tables 4 and 5 are virtually identical for all other samples

6 The standard deviation of income is £14122, so these amount to 0.11 and 0.27 of a standard deviation
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Table 5. The Relationship between Class and Income (Economic Ideology Sample)

Income (£000s)

Between Within
Worker 1.07 -0.89™
(0.32) (0.19)
Lower Service 8.35"" 1.56"
(0.38) (0.19)
Higher Service 20.6™" 3.83"™
(0.38) (0.29)
Constant 8.81"" 9.03"**
(0.83) (0.20)
Unit Fixed Effects No Yes
Time Fixed Effects Yes Yes
Observations 34944 34944
No. of individuals 9342 9342
Waves of Data 1,3,5,7,9, 1,3,5,7,9,
10,14,17 10,14,17

"p<0.05, *p<0.01, **p<0.001

Dependent variable is binary, 1=middle class/upper class, O=working class.
Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by individual for the fixed effects model)

Unobserved Time-Varying Confounders

Our finding that economic conservatism is modestly updated following upward class mobility also
depends on there being no unobserved time-varying confounders. If not, it could (for instance) be the
case that people who are already becoming more conservative for other reasons are more likely to
experience upward class mobility. An observable implication is that those who experience class
mobility and those who do not should have parallel trends in ideology in the periods before class
mobility occurs. Figure 2 tests this assumption for the economic ideology model. All five panels in the
figure follow the same individuals for three waves, covering the period before and after class mobility
is experienced. To match our regressions, these are individuals who experienced upward class mobility
from the routine non-manual class. Those who experienced no change in class form a control group.

The figure shows the mean ideology for each group in each wave; the vertical black lines indicate when

individuals started their movement into a new class.
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Figure 2. Test for Parallel Trends: Upward Class Mobility from the Routine Non-Manual
Class and Mean Changes in Left-Right Economic Values
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In all but two of the ten cases (those who moved upwards from routine non- manual to lower service
between waves 10 and 14, and those moving from routine non-manual to higher service between waves
14 and 17), there is no evidence that those experiencing upward mobility were trending differently in
terms of values from those experiencing no change, in the period before change occurred. To further
check the robustness of our results, we estimated a new version of our fixed effects model for economic
ideology excluding from the data the two groups with non-parallel trends identified by Figure 1. The

results are unaffected by their removal, and are shown in Table A6 in the appendix.

Discussion

We have shown that upward class mobility is associated with moderately increased economic
conservatism in the short run, and that this relationship is highly likely to be causal. However, economic
ideology is the only thing that changes when people move up the class ladder. They do not become

more tolerant of homosexual relationships or more supportive of gender equality, they do not become
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more likely to consider themselves more middle-class, and they do not change their party preference.
Our data is limited in what it can tell us about longer-term effects, but we found some evidence that
there is a small delay before class changes affect economic ideology and that effects persist for at least
a few years, but no evidence that attitudinal change on homosexuality or gender equality becomes more
likely after more time has been spent in a new class. The effect of class mobility on economic ideology
cannot be explained by the immediate resulting changes in income or by changes in education that occur
alongside it. Instead, other class-related factors must play a role, perhaps expectations of future income,
job security or workplace socialization or other workplace characteristics that change people’s
perceptions of their own self-interest. In contrast, the relationship between attitudes on social/cultural

issues and class is unlikely to be influenced by such mechanisms since no updating occurs.

The fact that updating only occurs with respect to economic values suggests that our measure of class
change is meaningful and that we do not pick up non-class derived influences on preferences. This gives
some support for self-interest arguments about class differences in redistributive preferences. However,
updating of economic ideology is much smaller than observed cross-sectional differences between
classes. It is therefore not nearly sufficient to account for such class differences. Instead it is plausible
that cross-sectional economic ideological differences between classes are explained by early life
experiences - including inter-generational mobility between parental and respondent class - that exert a
persistent effect on preferences. A related reason for limited updating may therefore be that, as we have
seen, individuals continue to subjectively identify with their old class even after upward class mobility.
To the degree that preferences are influenced by identity, this is likely to weaken the impact of changes
in objective class position.” Such ‘stickiness’ can also help explain why despite the shrinking proportion
of the workforce holding working class jobs, the proportion of people with a working class identification
in the UK has remained robustly high (Evans and Tilley 2017).

Likewise, party support also reflects identity-based and instrumental motives. Yet as we have seen,
intra-generational mobility seems only to affect the latter component, and only moderately so. This may
therefore explain the lack of an effect on party support. Another explanation is that our data were
collected during a period when the differences between the main British parties were rather smaller than
has been the case historically, or since. The effect could be larger under conditions of greater

polarisation and would repay further investigation should there be appropriate data.

Overall our findings are more consistent with socialisation-based theories explaining much of the

"It is also possible that it simply takes longer for individuals to acclimatise to their new class and update their preferences than
we are able to measure. Our panel data does not follow enough individuals for long enough to definitively answer this question.
This underscores the unfortunate shortage of high-quality, long term panel data in political science.
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correlation between class and political orientation. Instrumental redistributive preferences are
(moderately) influenced by changes in class position, but other aspects of preferences and identity are
not. This suggests that there is likely to be considerable elasticity in the relationship between changes
in class distributions, political orientations and party strategies. Further insights into this dynamic are

likely to require more detailed panel analyses of the links between class, preferences and party choice.
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