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We studied the impact of an individual’s family and community background
on their voting propensity in the 2015 Finnish parliamentary elections by em-
ploying a sibling design on an individual-level register-based dataset. The

results showed that a quarter of the total variance in voter turnout was shared
between siblings. Considering the dichotomous nature of the turnout variable, this im-
plies that background has a strong effect which is almost comparable to sibling simi-
larity in education. Parental socioeconomic position and voting, in turn, are equally
important factors by explaining one-third of this shared part of the likelihood of vot-
ing. Mothers and fathers make roughly equal contributions. The results suggest that
future studies of inter-generational effects in political participation, whenever possi-
ble, should use information from both maternal and paternal characteristics and mul-
tiple indicators of parental socioeconomic position simultaneously. We conclude by
underlining that as people cannot choose their background, voting propensity is
strongly influenced by factors beyond an individual’s own control, which is problem-
atic for the functioning of inclusive democracy and equality of opportunity.

Introduction
Far from being only an isolated periodic act, political participation, including
voting in elections, is an outcome of a person’s overall level of well-being, social
integration, networks, resources, and life situation. In addition to an individual’s
personal socioeconomic position, one’s family background plays a considerable
role in determining who participates in elections. The inter-generational trans-
mission reveals a problem embedded in biased participation: regardless of the
almost universal suffrage, voters are already “unequal at the starting line”

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

This work was supported by the European Research Council (grant number: ERC- 2013-CoG-
617965), and the Academy of Finland (Grant no. 273433). The authors would like to thank Fabrizio
Bernardi, Jennifer Heerwig, Markus Jäntti, Mikko Mattila as well as six anonymous reviewers for
their valuable criticism and feedback. Direct correspondence to Hannu Lahtinen, Department of
Social Research, University of Helsinki, P.O. Box 18 (Unioninkatu 35), 00014 Helsingin Yliopisto,
Finland; e-mail: hannu.lahtinen@helsinki.fi
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

© The Author(s) 2019. Published by Oxford University Press.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/),
which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited. For commercial re-use, please contact journals.
permissions@oup.com

Social Forces 98(2) 702–724, November 2019
doi: 10.1093/sf/soz010

Advance Access publication on 22 May 2019

Social Forces 98(2)702
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/sf/article-abstract/98/2/702/5365291 by Turun Yliopiston Kirjasto user on 14 January 2020

mailto: hannu.lahtinen@helsinki.fi
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


(Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003, 45) depending on their parental political,
socioeconomic, and other resources.

Although the importance of childhood and adolescent background on an indi-
vidual’s political activity is widely recognized in the literature on participation
(e.g., Beck and Jennings 1982; Bhatti and Hansen 2012; Gidengil, Wass, and
Valaste 2016; Jennings and Niemi 1981; Plutzer 2002; Verba, Schlozman, and
Burns 2005), the question of how much it matters altogether has not been rigor-
ously tested. This limitation has followed on from the type of data applied that
has restricted the analyses to covering only observed family background charac-
teristics (such as parental education or voting), but it is also likely to underesti-
mate their total effect. This is because siblings share a very large number of
factors that are potentially important for voting, such as partially shared genetic
inheritance, socioeconomic, and other resources, a home environment and child-
rearing practices, activities that fostered cognitive skills and political interest,
and exposure to the same community norms and school experiences. All of these
factors that siblings share cannot be realistically observed in any dataset.

This leads to the first aim of our study. By employing a sibling design, we
assess the effect of an individual’s background on his/her voting propensity. In
addition to the observed parental factors, our research design enables us to esti-
mate unobserved influences that are shared by siblings within the same family.
Hence, our analysis produces a more comprehensive picture of the importance
of pre-adult factors in voting than that has been explored to date.1

The second aim of this study is to assess the contribution of an individual’s
socioeconomic background on voting. Although admittedly only one among the
many factors that siblings share, linking the inter-generational transmission of
voting to an individual’s socioeconomic background is of theoretical and practi-
cal importance, since it is directly related to the social inequality in opportunity
which is at the core of the problems arising from inter-generational persistence
in voting. ’Brady, Schlozman, and Verba (2015) have argued that the literature
on the inter-generational transmission of participation has focused too much on
political socialization, that is, learned behavioral and psychological factors at
the expense of material resources, social networks, and human and cultural capi-
tal. Previous research has acknowledged the importance of socioeconomic fam-
ily background on voting, but it has often been assumed that controlling for any
of the commonly available family background characteristics, such as education,
social class, or income of either mother or father, will capture the essence of fam-
ily background. In order to understand the importance of the multi-dimensional
nature of an individual’s socioeconomic background better, we assess the rela-
tive contribution of different socioeconomic measures on voting, as well as the
relative contribution of fathers’ and mothers’ characteristics separately.
Although these characteristics tend to be correlated, they still matter for slightly
different reasons and thereby also reflect different theoretical mechanisms.
Moreover, we are able to observe the voting of parents and contrast it to the
observed effect of socioeconomic family background and any other unobserved
factors related to family background. Such an approach helps us to build a more
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comprehensive understanding of the connections between an individual’s social
background and his/her voting.

In the next section, we discuss the interrelations between observed factors in
our study, namely, parental education, social class, income, and voting, and
briefly describe the context of the study, the 2015 Finnish parliamentary elec-
tions. After that, we introduce the data, which consist of the full data from those
electoral wards that utilized electronic voting registers, covering 24.2 percent of
the individual-level electorate residing in Finland. Using personal identity codes,
this information was combined with several indicators related to an individual’s
(and his/her siblings’) socioeconomic origins and parental voting gathered from
several administrative registers. The data do not suffer from many biases com-
mon in more conventional survey data, such as respondent self-selection and
overreporting due to social desirability or faulty recall (Selb, and Munzert
2013), the latter being an especially relevant problem in assessing inter-
generational effects (Brady, Schlozman, and Verba 2015). The multi-level
modeling used in the sibling design is then introduced. The results section show
that an individual’s family and community background play a substantial role in
stratifying his/her electoral participation, and just under one-third of this back-
ground effect can be attributed to observed parental characteristics. We then dis-
cuss the main contributions of our analysis, which are twofold: first, to put the
importance of an individual’s family and community background into context,
by, for instance, comparing it to the results obtained with a similar design on
other outcomes, and second, provide elaborate description of the multi-
dimensional nature of the individual’s socioeconomic background to voting by
using several indicators on both the father and mother. Based on these observa-
tions, we offer various recommendations for future studies, and close by discuss-
ing the normative challenges they raise.

Pathways between Parental Education, Social Class, Income and
Voting, and Offspring Turnout
Socioeconomic family background has been understood in various ways in the
previous literature. We approach it here as an umbrella concept (cf. Lareau and
Conley 2008) that we observe empirically through the commonly available indi-
cators of parental education, occupational social class, and income. The factors
can be arranged quite neatly in a causal chain: parental education influences a
person’s occupation, which determines his/her income (cf. Erola, Jalonen, and
Lehti 2016). These three socioeconomic factors may, in turn, affect parental like-
lihood of voting, which can be considered a proxy for parental behavioral exam-
ple and the political socialization of the family (Gidengil et al. 2016; Wass
2007), thus affecting the voting propensity of the offspring.2 Figure 1 illustrates
the expected relationships between our observed variables. Although these three
socioeconomic indicators are correlated, they can also be expected to reflect
somewhat different mechanisms affecting voting. In the following, we discuss
the potential mechanisms related to each of them in more detail.
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Current research considers parental education the most important socioeco-
nomic factor in explaining the inter-generational persistence of political partici-
pation (Beck and Jennings 1982; Gidengil et al. 2016; Plutzer 2002; Verba et al.
2003, 2005). Parental education is closely related to the human and cultural cap-
ital embedded in the childhood family. Individual educational attainment has
been associated with civic duty, civic skills, political knowledge, and political
efficacy (Jackson 1995). Parents may try to pass these assets on to children or
simply contribute to the family cultural environment in such a way that children
learn to value political participation as a civic virtue. An alternative approach in
the literature has been to consider the effect of education as relative or “posi-
tional,” so that the value of education for participation depends on whether
others also have it. In this view, the ultimate effect of education is more related
to social status and social networks that correlate with education than to skills
and assets learned in education itself (Tenn 2005; for a review, Persson 2015).
Parental educational level may also play a role, reflecting both what parents
teach their children as well as the kind family environment that prevails at
home.

Although less commonly addressed as a socioeconomic indicator than educa-
tion or income in the voter turnout literature (Smets and van Ham 2013), some
studies have found a connection between parental social class and an offspring’s
propensity to vote (Denny and Doyle 2008, 2009). Social class is usually mea-
sured by classifying occupations into specific groups, which makes it an indica-
tor of an individual’s childhood family’s position in the economic system in
terms of relations in the labor market and production units (Chan and
Goldthorpe 2007). Mechanisms associated with parental social class that affect
the offspring’s voting can include occupation-linked skills and the resources of
the family (Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995). As with education, social class
is associated with the parents’ social capital, such as the social circles the parents
are connected to through their work (Lin 1999), membership of various associa-
tions (Pichler and Wallace 2009), or social networks consisting of people who
are likely to vote (Savage 2015: Chapter 4), and in trust in institutions and

Figure 1. The observed factors in our study
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politicians (Kouvo 2010). Furthermore, the world of politics is culturally closer
to middle-class experience, and arguably increasingly so, while individuals
socialized in the working-class culture are alienated from it. This alienation is
seen, for example, in that the political representatives with working-class back-
grounds have declined considerably during recent decades (Evans and Tilley
2017: Chapter 6; Heath 2016), and the political actors have also become more
professional rather than being voluntary activists (Skocpol 2003). Campaign
professionals, in turn, are more likely to contact potential voters with advan-
taged socioeconomic positions (Enos et al. 2014; Rosenstone and Hansen
2003). The left-wing parties overall have arguably shifted their strategies away
from attracting their traditional working-class constituency into gaining elec-
toral support from the middle classes, as also seen in the decline of the associa-
tion in the class and party choice (see Evans and Tilley 2017; Goldthorpe 2002;
Jansen, Evans, and de Graaf 2013). This has led to a political vacuum and ele-
vated working-class voting abstention rates.

Numerous analyses have shown that citizens with a higher income are more
likely to show up at the polling booths, and some studies have also found a simi-
lar relationship between parental income and voter turnout (Smets and van
Ham 2013). Income is a straightforward indicator of the material resources of
the childhood family. Access to political information can depend on a family’s
affluence, for example, since higher income families can afford newspaper sub-
scriptions or maintain more efficient Internet connections more easily (Gonzales
2016). Moreover, parental income affects the neighborhood in which the off-
spring grow up, and this context may have an effect on political participation
(Huckfeldt 1979). For instance, there may be better schools as well as more at-
tempts to mobilize political actors in more affluent neighborhoods.

As discussed so far, the four observed factors in our study—parental educa-
tion, social class, income, and voting—are likely to have somewhat different
direct influences on the offspring’s voting propensity. Yet some of their effects
are likely to be indistinguishable. Social status is a potential candidate for cap-
turing the mechanism that explains the shared effect of these three socioeco-
nomic factors. Social status refers to social order understood as the “structure of
relations of perceived, and in some degree accepted, social superiority, equality,
and inferiority among individuals” (Chan and Goldthorpe 2007). It is often
measured through occupations but, by definition, it does not have to be so, since
we may just as well argue that it consists of the joint effects of the key socially
stratifying factors. As an aggregate psychological effect of socioeconomic posi-
tion, perceiving high social status may empower a person’s internal political effi-
cacy (self-confidence in assessing the ability to understand politics) and external
political efficacy (the feeling that the individual is able to influence what the gov-
ernment does); while on the other hand, perceiving low status may build a sense
of “disqualification” as a political citizen (Bourdieu 1984, 405–17; Laurison
2015, 2016). The status of the childhood family may have lasting independent
effects on individual habitus in addition to an indirect effect via the inter-
generational transmission of socioeconomic position.
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Gender Effects
Traditionally, as often the main breadwinners of the family, social class position
of men has been argued to be more important in the life chances of their family
members than that of women (for an example in class voting, Erikson and
Goldthorpe 1992; for a review, Sørensen 1994). Even though this approach has
lost much of its popularity (e.g., Beller 2009), there is still a lack of empirical
information on the relationship between social stratification and gender. The
case of Finland fits well for assessing this, since the labor force participation
rates of men and women are almost the same (OECD 2012), and thus it can per-
haps be considered to be a forerunner of a worldwide trend toward a converging
employment gap between the genders (ILO 2016). On the other hand, a
mother’s important contribution as the primary caretaker and socialization
agent in her offspring’s political participation has also been underlined in a num-
ber of studies (for a review, Gidengil et al. 2016). Therefore, it may be expected
that both mother and father matter in terms of inter-generational transmission
in political participation, with the father’s effect, perhaps being more pro-
nounced in the contribution of socioeconomic factors and the mother’s effect in
her propensity to vote.

The Finnish Context
Finland is an extensive welfare state with highly progressive taxation, which has
resulted in relatively small overall socioeconomic differences (Kvist 2012).
Reflecting free of charge education at all levels and widely employed income
redistribution, the rate of social mobility between parents and their offspring in
education (Hertz et al. 2008; Pfeffer 2008), social class (Erola 2009), and
income/earnings (Björklund et al. 2002; Jäntti and Jenkins 2015; Solon 2002) is
high by international comparison. However, although narrowing socioeconomic
inequality and promoting social mobility have been explicitly pursued aims in
Finnish politics, substantial gaps in political participation persist. Socioeconomic
differences in voter turnout in Finland vary from average-to-high in education
(Gallego 2010), social class (Caínzos and Voces 2010), and income (Kasara and
Suryanarayan 2015) in comparative settings. Finally, a strong association
between the voting propensity of parents and offspring has also been found in
the previous analysis conducted in Finland (Gidengil et al. 2016), although we
are not aware of any studies that directly compare the strength of this associa-
tion between countries.

Finland has an open-list proportional electoral system and, after the 2015
elections, the 200-member unicameral parliament was shared between eight par-
ties. In recent years, voter turnout in parliamentary elections has fluctuated
around 70 percent (70.1 percent in 2015). The level of political interest is rela-
tively high, but at the same time, many voters find the Finnish electoral system
complicated and hard to understand (Rapeli and Borg 2016). These observa-
tions fit well with the character of the fragmented party and candidate system
that offers a plenty of options. On the other hand, the political system can be
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considered as being rather predictable and is perceived by citizens as having
fairly high legitimacy (Karvonen 2014).

Data and Methods
Data and Study Population
The dataset used in this study is a register-based sample of individuals in the
electoral wards of Finland that utilized electronic voting registers in the 2015
parliamentary elections. These registers were used in 402 electoral wards and
115 municipalities, covering 24.2 percent of the individual-level electorate.
Using personal identification codes, the information derived from these registers
was combined with several administrative registers with information on demo-
graphic and socioeconomic factors as well as information on voting in the 1999
parliamentary elections on the full electorate that was manually linked to popu-
lation registers from paper-format voting lists in the early 2000s. The data also
contain a linkage between siblings and their parents. The sibship was primarily
defined between individuals who shared both biological parents, as usually offi-
cially registered at their birth. In rare cases where an individual was adopted,
then adoptive parents were used. In order to be included, an individual had been
born between 1980 and 1989, and have at least one sibling identified in the data
born between 1980 and 1989. In addition, an individual must have parental
information from around the time of the 1999 parliamentary elections; i.e., both
parents must have been alive and residing in Finland during the elections. The
sample in our main analysis, containing 34,628 individuals and 16,353 families,
consisted of cohorts born between 1980 and 1989.

The data have obvious strengths in inter-generational studies as well as in
studying voter turnout including no bias due to faulty recall, self-selection of the
respondents or social desirability. Despite this, the data also have their weak-
nesses. The study population does not constitute a random sample of the Finnish
electorate as the municipalities could choose which wards would participate in
the electronic register pilot. According to our diagnostics, rural areas in northern
Finland are to some extent overrepresented and the capital city of Helsinki
underrepresented in the data. However, with very few exceptions (e.g., working
in the electoral administration), individuals do not know whether their ward
was utilized in the electronic or traditional paper lists. As there is no individual-
level self-selection of the study population, large systematic biases in the rela-
tionships of variables should not be expected. This is also partly demonstrated
in table A1 in the appendix where the age and gender distributions of the study
population resemble numbers obtained from the full Finnish census.3

Although we do not expect substantial systematic biases in the relationships
between variables at the individual level, the way the data were collected raises
possible concerns specifically regarding the sibling design. The size of the origi-
nal dataset is considerable, but the majority of individuals in our study have no
siblings in the data, and the siblings of roughly one-third of those who have
were excluded because they had not been born between 1980 and 1989.
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Although the number of level two units (n:16,353) is still reasonably large com-
pared to more conventional survey-based multi-level datasets, some bias in the
results can potentially arise from the fact that sibling groups are always linked if
they live in the same electoral ward. Siblings living close to each other may have
more contact with each other than those living far apart (White 2001) and are
possibly more likely to share common characteristics. In addition, studies con-
ducted in the UK and the Netherlands indicate that those with lower education
or lower educated parents are more likely co-reside or live close to their parents
(Chan and Ermisch 2015; Michielin and Mulder 2007). Overall, the effect of the
observed parental factors may be more pronounced for those living close to
them. However, electoral wards in Finland, each of which includes one polling
station, are small, and thus the number of siblings living in the same wards is
likely to be limited. This is especially likely in Finland, which has a low median
age for moving away from parents (Billari, Philipov, and Baizán 2001; Mandic
2008). In addition, as a robustness check, we have compared distributions of the
observed parental characteristic between our study population and singleton
clusters as well as coefficients of determination in single level linear probability
models. The results in appendix A2 do not provide consistent evidence that our
data are biased toward individuals with disadvantaged backgrounds. The results
in appendix A3, in turn, show that the observed parental factors do explain
more variation for those with siblings identified than singleton clusters, although
the difference is not large. We thus conclude that this bias, although likely to
exist, is unlikely to be strong.

Variables
Our outcome variable was voting in the Finnish 2015 elections (did not vote/
voted). Individual-level variables were gender (man/woman), age (dummies for
each year in 2015), and native language (Finnish/Swedish/other or unknown).
Table A1 shows the distributions of individual-level variables and turnout in
each group in the Supplementary information.

Observed parental characteristics were education, social class, income, and
voting in 1999. The measure of education is based on the highest degree the par-
ent has achieved (basic/secondary/lowest tertiary/lower tertiary/higher tertiary).
Social class was measured according to the seven-class Erikson–Goldthorpe–
Portocarero scheme (I: higher-grade professionals, administrators, and officials;
managers in large industrial establishments; large proprietors/II: lower-grade
professionals, administrators, and officials, higher-grade technicians; managers
in small industrial establishments; supervisors of non-manual employees/IIIa:
routine non-manual employees, higher grade (administration and commerce)/
IIIb: routine non-manual employees, lower grade (sales and services)/IVa+b+c:
self-employed/V+VI: lower-grade technicians; supervisors of manual workers
and skilled manual workers/VIIa+b: semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers).
Income is measured as quintiles and voting in 1999 in three categories (yes/no/
ineligible). Parental education and income were measured as at the end of 1998,
social class as at the end of 1995 (before 2007, social class was updated in the
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Finnish census only at five-year intervals) or retrospectively based on the previ-
ous occupation if not employed then. Using income as quintiles provides a better
model fit than using the linear or logged form of it. Distributions of the parental
characteristics are shown in table A2 of the Supplementary information.

Family Variance Decomposition Method
For estimating the family-related effects, we fitted a number of two-level random
intercept linear probability models with maximum-likelihood estimation.4 Level
1 contains individuals; level 2 contains siblings in the same family. Following the
notation of Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal (2012, 127–128), our models take this
form:

β β β ζ ε= + + … + + +y x x ,ij ij p pij j ij1 2 2

where yij is the estimated probability of voting in 2015 for an individual i in fam-
ily j; β1 is the constant; β β+ … +x xij p pij2 2 are independent variables; ζj is the
family-level residual term for family j, and εij is the individual-level residual term
for individual i in family j. In our main analysis, we focused on residual para-
meters ζ and ε, and more specifically on their variances ψ (variance of ζ) and θ
(variance of ε). For the corresponding regression coefficients, see table A4 in the
Supplementary information.

Our analysis began with an “empty” model adjusted for an individual’s gen-
der, age, and native language and for no family-level variables. We then added
models containing different combinations of the observed father’s factors (edu-
cation, social class, income, and voting in 1999). Next, we fitted identical mod-
els, except that the father’s information was replaced by the mother’s
information. Third, we fitted similar models with information on both father
and mother and their interaction.

The analysis was undertaken in two phases. First, we specified the proportion
of total variance between individuals that unobserved family variance accounts
for. These statistics are called intra-class correlations, or in this specific design,
sibling correlations, which are calculated as follows:

ρ
θ

=
ψ

ψ +_
_

_ _
,n

n

n n
model

model

model model

where ρ is the sibling correlation in model n, ψ is the variance of the family-level
residual term, and θ is the variance of individual-level residual term in the corre-
sponding models.

Second, we compared how large a proportion of unobserved family-level vari-
ance (ψ) is reduced by adding parental variables. This statistic can be interpreted
as the proportion of level-2 variance explained or the level-2 coefficient of deter-
mination R2

2 (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012, 136; Raudenbush and Bryk
2002, 74). We measured both the contribution that is shared with other factors
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as well as the direct contribution of each factor. The shared contribution for fac-
tor n was calculated as follows:

_ =
ψ _ − ψ _

ψ _
R ,n

e n

e
2,shared
2 model model

model

where model e is the “empty” model including only individual-level controls
(gender, age, and native language) and model n is the parent’s gender-specific
(father, mother, or both) model containing parental factor n. Direct contribu-
tions were calculated as follows:

_ =
ψ _ − ψ _

ψ _
R ,n

f n f

e
2,direct
2 model \ model

model

where model f is the parent’s gender-specific full model and model f\n is the full
model excluding factor n. For direct and shared contributions, 95 percent confi-
dence intervals were obtained by bootstrapping (500 replications of cluster-level
samples).

Results
Main Analysis
Table 1 shows that between-family variance (ψ) accounted for (ρ) 24.7 percent
of the total individual-level variance ( θψ + ) of voting in the 2015 Finnish par-
liamentary elections. This can be seen in the “empty” model in which an indivi-
dual’s gender, age, and native language were controlled for but no parental
factors. Adjusting models for parental characteristics decreased the between-
family variance (ψ), but not the residual variance (θ). This is not surprising since
parental characteristics are shared between siblings. In the fully controlled
model, unobserved between-family variance accounted for 18.4 percent of the
total variance. We can attribute 31.2 percent of the total between-family

Table 1. Model Characteristics of the “Empty” Model with No Parental Characteristics and
Full Parental Models (Adjusted for Parental Education, Social Class, Income, and Voting in
1999).

Model ψ θ ρ R2
2 Log likelihood df AIC BIC

“Empty” 0.058 0.177 0.247 −23,467 15 46,964 47,091

Father 0.045 0.177 0.204 0.216 −22717 31 45,496 45,758

Mother 0.044 0.177 0.198 0.244 −22,614 31 45,292 45,554

Both 0.040 0.177 0.184 0.312 −22,359 119 44,957 45,963

Notes: ψ: within-family variance, θ: between-family variance, ρ: sibling correlation, df: degrees
of freedom, R2

2: proportion of ψ reduced relative to “empty” model. AIC, Akaike information
criterion; BIC: Bayesian information criterion.
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variance to the observed paternal and maternal characteristics of education,
social class, income, and voting in the 1999 parliamentary elections.

This far, our analysis has shown that the family and community background
matters, as siblings share one-quarter of the total variance in voting. The next
obvious question concerns whether this is a large or small effect. As such, the
effect sizes are possibly best investigated by comparing them with results ob-
tained with other outcomes in our data. We tested sibling correlations of two
other factors, namely, education, and having children. Education is known to be
strongly dependent on social origins (Björklund and Salvanes 2011; Erola et al.
2016; Kivinen, Hedman, and Kaipainen 2007), and family formation moder-
ately dependent on it (Lyngstad and Prskawetz 2010; Raab et al. 2014). It
should be noted that there is a technical limitation in our analysis that is likely to
bias our results in the more conservative direction, as binary outcome variables
usually cannot produce a very large overall fit in linear prediction (Cox and
Wermuth 1992). In addition, binary outcomes tend to bias intra-class correla-
tions downwards, as demonstrated via Monte Carlo simulations in appendix
A5. Therefore, to facilitate comparability, we dichotomized these variables to
indicate the completion of tertiary education (34 percent of the study popula-
tion) and having at least one child (46 percent of the study population, cf. 39
percent of the study population did not vote).

The analysis with these outcomes in table 2 implies that family and commu-
nity background exert a strong effect on voter turnout. Between-family variance
accounts for 27 percent of the total variance in education and 15 percent of the
variation in having at least one child.5 Comparing this with the corresponding

Table 2. The Contribution of Family Background in Voting Relative to Completing Tertiary
Education and Having Least One Child

ψ θ ρ R2
2 log likelihood df AIC BIC

Voting in 2015

“Empty” 0.058 0.177 0.247 −23,467 15 46,964 47,091

SEP-adjusted 0.046 0.177 0.206 0.207 −22,734 111 45,691 46,629

Tertiary degree

“Empty” 0.056 0.156 0.266 −21,552 15 43,134 43,261

SEP-adjusted 0.035 0.156 0.184 0.380 −20,088 111 40,397 41,336

Reproduction

“Empty” 0.032 0.187 0.147 −22,667 15 45,365 45,491

SEP-adjusted 0.029 0.187 0.134 0.100 −22,436 111 45,095 46,033

N: 34,628 individuals; 16,353 families.
Notes: ψ: within-family variance, θ: between-family variance, ρ: sibling correlation, df: degrees
of freedom, R2

2: proportion of ψ reduced relative to “empty” model. AIC, Akaike information
criterion; BIC, Bayesian information criterion.
“Empty” models include individual’s age, gender and native language; SEP-adjusted model
include education, social class and income from both parents and their interaction.
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figure in voter turnout (25 percent), we can conclude that siblings are consider-
ably more similar in terms of voting than in having children and only slightly
more different than in their educational achievement. Correspondingly, the pro-
portion of the between-family variance in voter turnout explained by both par-
ents’ socioeconomic position (21 percent) is between the corresponding statistic
of completing a higher degree (38 percent) and having a child (10 percent).

Figure 2 (for the corresponding table, see appendix A6) illustrates the contri-
bution of each of the observed parental factors in explaining the between-family
variance. As mentioned, we could explain 31.2 percent of the total between-
family variance in voter turnout of the 2015 Finnish parliamentary elections.
Figure 2 shows that among socioeconomic variables, education and social class
had roughly equal effects on explaining family variance, whereas the effect of
income was small. This was the case especially with direct effect, i.e., the contri-
bution of each variable independent of a parent’s other socioeconomic factors
and his/her voting. Although the direct effect of each of the socioeconomic fac-
tors is relatively small, they are not negligible as the explanatory power is never-
theless increased when all three socioeconomic factors are added to the model at
the same time, as seen in the bars of the “SEP combined” block in figure 2. For
example, using all three socioeconomic variables from both parents explained
46 percent more between-family variance than using only education; 45 percent
more than using only social class and 195 percent more than using only income.

Figure 2. Proportion of unobserved between-family variance of voting in the 2015 Finnish
parliamentary elections explained by models including different parental variables ( )R2

2 with
95 percent confidence intervals.

N: 34,628 individuals; 16,353 families.
Note: SEP combined includes education, social class, and income in the same model.
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Moreover, figure 2 shows that the socioeconomic positions of both parents had
their independent contributions, as controlling for both parents explained 41
percent more between-family variance than using only a mother’s indicators of
socioeconomic position separately and 64 percent when using only a father’s.

Parental voting explained an equal amount of between-family variance as
parental socioeconomic position (13 vs. 14 percent if estimated either from
father only; 15 vs. 16 percent from mother only; 21 vs. 19 percent from both
parents). This observation also demonstrates the advantage of sibling correlation
as a broader measure of an individual’s background over the inter-generational
correlation of voting. Even voting of both parents could only account for one-
fifth of the variance that siblings share.6

Again, the voting propensities of both parents made their independent contri-
butions. The contribution of the mothers’ observed factors was slightly larger
than the fathers’ factors in all cases except income. However, differences were
small, and no comparisons were statistically significant at the conventional 95
percent level. Having information on both parents in all observed factors ex-
plained 28 percent more shared family variance than using only a mother’s
information and 44 percent than using only a father’s information.

Additional Analyses
We conducted three series of additional analyses that serve partly as robustness
checks, as well as providing a fuller picture of the pre-adult background of elec-
toral participation. The first additional analysis (appendices A7–A9) was done
by stratifying offspring by gender into groups of brothers and sisters, and then
conducting analysis identical to the main analysis (tables 1 and 2 and figure 2).
This showed that intra-class correlations are slightly larger among same-sex sib-
ling groups than in all sibling groups (0.271 for brothers and 0.277 for sisters in
“empty” models). This is hardly a surprising observation, since same-gender sib-
ling groups are almost necessarily more homogenous than mixed-gender groups,
given that the same-gender siblings share one factor (gender) that the mixed-
gender siblings do not share. However, there are practically no gender differ-
ences in the relative effects of individual parental socioeconomic factors or
voting. Neither did we manage to replicate the results of some of the previous
analyses, which had indicated that a mother’s effects on daughters are more pro-
nounced than in other parent–child gender combinations (Gidengil, O’Neill, and
Young 2010; Owen and Dennis 1988).

The second set of additional analyses (appendices A10–A12) was again identi-
cal to the main analysis, except in that the study population consisted of cohorts
born in between 1970 and 1979 instead of 1980–1989. This analysis shows that
between-family variance accounts for a somewhat smaller amount of total vari-
ance (ρ = 0.199 in the “empty” model) than among the younger cohort. This is
not surprising either, given that the time spent with the childhood family is more
distant for the older population. However, we can attribute a larger share of the
between-family variation to observed parental factors or an older cohort (36.5
percent; cf. 31.2 percent for the 1980–1989 cohort). On the other hand, there
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was little difference in the contribution of the observed family characteristics in
explaining total variance (7.3 percent for the 1970–1979 cohort, cf. 7.7 percent
for the 1980–1989 cohort). Finally, the effect of parental voting relative to the
socioeconomic position was perhaps a little more pronounced in the 1970–1979
than the 1980–1989 cohort.

The third set of analysis (appendices A13–A15) was conducted by including
those individuals with no sibling identified in the data (n: 122,917 individuals;
104,642 families). The overall results were robust between this and the main
analysis, as only very minor changes were observed in the estimates.

Discussion
In this study, we have assessed how much the shared observed and unobserved
factors of the childhood family and community background of an individual
matter in his/her propensity to participate in the 2015 Finnish parliamentary
elections by utilizing a sibling design on high-quality individual-level register-
based data with nuanced indicators of the parental socioeconomic position. We
found that between-family variance accounts for one-quarter of the total
individual-level variance in voter turnout. Just below one-third of this shared
variance between siblings could be attributed to the socioeconomic position of
the father and mother and their voting in the 1999 parliamentary elections.

The results support the perception that an individual’s pre-adult background
has a major impact on his/her voting propensity. Based on our data, sibling cor-
relations on voting were only slightly lower than in education when dichoto-
mized, which in turn has one of the largest known sibling correlations among
the sociological factors, even approaching the sibling correlation of height in
some analyses (Björklund and Jäntti 2012; Björklund and Salvanes 2011;
Mazumder 2008; Silventoinen 2003). It should also be noted that sibling corre-
lations give the lower bound of the estimate of family and community back-
ground, as there are factors originating from it that siblings do not share. This is
the case, for example, if there are major changes in the living environment of the
family over time, or if parents treat siblings differently. For instance, if one sib-
ling shows much more interest in politics, parents may encourage this behavior,
whereas other siblings are supported to pursue other interests. Finally, our addi-
tional analysis provided tentative evidence that sibling similarities may weaken
as the siblings grow older. This is something that future studies could address in
a more detail.

Turning our attention to our second research aim, the contribution of family
socioeconomic position and voting, the results imply that electoral participation
is a phenomenon in which both the parental socioeconomic position and their
voting are important. The contribution of the parent’s socioeconomic variables
combined and his/her voting was equal in their size. The contribution of parental
socioeconomic position in explaining sibling similarities in voting is comparable
to its contribution in explaining economic outcomes of siblings in Denmark,
Sweden, and the US (Andrade 2016; Björklund, Lindahl, and Lindquist 2010;
Mazumder 2008), but less than the occupational prestige or income in previous
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Finnish studies (Erola et al. 2016; Österbacka 2001), or occupational prestige
and education in a historical analysis of various countries (Sieben and de Graaf
2001). Furthermore, the findings stress the multi-dimensionality of socioeco-
nomic position. Our study showed that although most of the effects of parental
education, social class, and income are shared with each other, using all three
indicators explains around 40 percent more shared variation than using only
education or social class and even more when compared only to income. As dif-
ferent socioeconomic factors have somewhat separate pathways, we recommend
using a multiple-indicator approach in measuring them whenever possible.

The importance of these indicators—education, social class, and income—have
also been recognized at the conceptual level in the political participation literature
(Laurison 2016; Leighley and Nagler 1992; Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003;
Verba, Schlozman, and Burns 2005), but using each of them in empirical analyses
of turnout has been quite rare. This is particularly evident when measuring the
position of an individual’s childhood family (however, for an exception, see
Plutzer 2002). Thus, the recommendations of Brady et al. (2015) to adopt similar
approaches to research on political reproduction that are used in research on
social stratification, where such a multi-indicator strategy is more established,
seem warranted.

In assessing the contribution of distinct socioeconomic factors, perhaps the
most interesting observation in our analyses was that parental social class was as
important a factor in accounting for the offspring’s voting as parental education.7

This contributes to the conventional view of the status transmission theory which
has considered parental education to be the driver in the inter-generational repro-
duction of participation (Beck and Jennings 1982; Gidengil et al. 2016; Plutzer
2002; Verba, Burns, and Schlozman 2003; Verba, Schlozman, and Burns 2005).
However, this observation is in line with the conclusions of Janoski and Wilson
(1995), emphasizing the profession-related factors in the inter-generational trans-
mission of self-oriented participation in general. It also resonates with recent sug-
gestions that social class could be utilized more widely in investigating inter-
generational transmission of political participation (Brady, Kay Schlozman, and
Verba 2015; Lahtinen et al. 2017).

The results also show that father and mother both matter. With the exception
of income, mother’s observed factors perhaps slightly exceeded fathers, but none
of the differences between father’s and mother’s observed factors were statisti-
cally significant. This observation is interesting since it is in contrast both with
results obtained in studies of social mobility, where the father’s position often
tends to play a more crucial role (Erola et al. 2016), and with previous studies
that have noted the importance of mothers in the transmission of political partic-
ipation (Gidengil et al. 2016; Gidengil, O’Neill, and Young 2010). The observa-
tion of roughly equal importance between mother and father further stresses the
multi-dimensionality of the socioeconomic position of the individual’s childhood
family. Hence, we recommend using information from both parents whenever
possible, in addition to multiple measures of socioeconomic position.

Further studies with comparative settings are needed to assess the generaliz-
ability of our findings to other country contexts. As the associations between
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parental voting, socioeconomic background and offspring’s voting have been
shown to be fairly robust, at least among the established democracies in eco-
nomically advanced countries, we expect our general findings to hold relatively
well elsewhere. However, there are factors which suggest the relationship may
be stronger in some other contexts. First, Finnish culture is usually considered
as comparatively individualist in contrast to more family-centered cultures
(Mandic 2008). Second, Finland is characterized by a relatively extensive wel-
fare state, which has aimed to reduce the importance of an individual’s family
background in constraining his/her life changes. At least in terms of economic
outcomes, sibling correlations are relatively low by international comparison
(Björklund et al. 2002). Third, there may also be context-sensitivity in the
observed parental factors. For instance, parental income may play a more
important role in countries with less income equality.

Moreover, the strong contribution of parental social class was an observation
that warrants further testing in other contexts. There has traditionally been a
strong social class cleavage in the Finnish party politics (Jansen et al. 2013;
Westinen 2015) as well as strong culture of consensual decision making and cor-
poratism, such as influential labor unions (Allern, Aylott, and Christiansen
2007), that provide breeding ground for class-based political participation.
However, it is not clear how should this affect our results. On the one hand,
strong class-structuration in political system could lead to a strong political tra-
dition also in working-class families which, in turn, may weaken the discrimina-
tory power of social class background in turnout. On the other hand, the
weakening link between class and party (Jansen et al. 2013) and declining role
of trade unions during recent decades (Allern, Aylott, and Christiansen 2007),
particularly as venues of political participation (Julkunen 2009), could also have
led to a decline in political socialization between generations in working classes.

Finally, most of the resemblance between siblings was left unexplained. We
observed only parental characteristics, although parents are only one among
many agents of political socialization. Other potential socialization agents that
siblings may share include the siblings themselves, grandparents and other rela-
tives, school, peers, media, neighborhoods, voluntary associations, and electoral
contexts (see Abendschön 2013; Pacheco 2008). In addition, the contributions
of the different candidate mechanisms of the parental socioeconomic factors dis-
cussed in the introduction could be further studied.

Limitations must also be addressed. First, the estimates of the observed paren-
tal factors are not causal. It is likely that there are genetic confounders that affect
both parental socioeconomic position/voting and their offspring’s voting (e.g.,
Cesarini, Johannesson, and Oskarsson 2014). In future studies, our results could
be complemented by assessing the extent to which biologically heritable factors
contribute in the inter-generational transmission. Second, having information on
several consecutive elections would overcome the limitation of low model fits
with binary outcomes. This could reduce also the noise attributable to sudden
tangible factors such as temporary sickness and traveling that may prevent vot-
ing in particular elections. For similar reasons, the contribution of parental vot-
ing should increase if information on it over many elections were available. The
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explanatory power of income would also likely be larger if it was measured over
several years, as the random fluctuation in it would be smaller as well (cf.
Erikson and Goldthorpe 2010; Solon 1992, 1999).

Conclusions
In one sense, voting in elections is a poignantly individualistic act, even per-
formed in an isolated booth. However, as one cannot choose one’s childhood
family, our study has demonstrated that a large proportion of the differences in
this act paradoxically originates from factors that are beyond an individual’s
own control. This is an excellent example of the classical dilemma of the com-
plex interplay between structure and agent in sociology. The contradiction is
only superficial when inspected more closely, however. The political engagement
of an individual is not an isolated factor but is closely related to social integra-
tion (Blais 2000, 54), well-being (Allardt 1976; Stiglitz et al. 2010), and exclu-
sion (Burchardt, Le Grand, and Piachaud 1999; Evans and Tilley 2017).
Furthermore, as one’s political voice (see Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995) is
essentially the power to influence society, the notion that it is distributed
unequally between socioeconomic groups seems even more evident. This
inequality in the political voice is also seen in the parliamentary representation
which partly stems from that those in the lower socioeconomic positions simply
vote less (Leighley and Nagler 2013).

Social inequalities are not only reflected in the political decision-making, but
the inequality is also maintained and increased or decreased with political deci-
sions. Political representatives tend to promote the interests of their voters, and
perhaps even have a moral obligation to do so. If the disadvantaged do not vote,
political decision-making will follow the interests of the advantaged. This can
cause policies that increase the social distance between winners and losers even
further (see Franko, Kelly, and Witko 2016). A vicious circle is established if pol-
icies that increase inequality lead to increasing cynicism towards representa-
tional democracy among the disadvantaged, and thus to even less willingness to
participate in it. Our findings have underlined the importance of an additional
twist in this circle, namely that (un)willingness to participate is further transmit-
ted from one generation to the next. This raises concerns for functioning of both
the representational system and civil society (see also Putnam 2015).

As this and other studies have shown, since voting inequality is a complex
and multi-dimensional phenomenon, an easy and simple way to untangle this
skein is not likely to exist.8 However, narrowing social distances between socio-
economic groups has some potential to decrease differences in participation. For
example, a recent study has shown that intra-generational social mobility is a
mechanism that reduces the differences between socioeconomic groups in voter
turnout (Lahtinen, Wass, and Hiilamo 2017). At a more grassroots level, there is
promising evidence of the efficiency of face-to-face political mobilization and
mobilization through personal social networks for the low-turnout groups (for a
review, Laurison 2016). Finally, the solution may also come from the supply
side. The individuals with low socioeconomic positions constitute an untapped
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base of support for those political actors that manage to mobilize them.
Channeling this unaddressed demand may partly explain the rise of the populist
groups in many countries, as they have gained support especially among the
members of the working class (Evans and Tilley 2017: Chapter 8; Morgan, and
Lee 2018; Oesch 2008).

Notes
1. However, despite the broader interpretation, sibling designs produce a lower bound

estimate of the overall effect of an individual’s background, as there are many pre-
adult factors that siblings do not share.

2. A reverse relationship between parental and offspring’s voting is also possible, i.e.,
politically active children may mobilize their parents (Dahlgaard 2018). However, in
this study, this potential endogeneity is minimized since parental turnout was
measured sixteen years before the offspring’s turnout, when most of them were still
underage.

3. However, the distributions regarding the language differ, which is not surprising as
both an individual’s parents had to have been able to vote in the 1999 elections.
Finland has a relatively short history of receiving a substantial number of migrants.
Hence, there are very few second-generation Finns in the cohorts born between 1980
and 1989. In addition, there is some overrepresentation of individuals in the middle
of the age distribution. This is explained by the fact that they are more likely to have
siblings that were also born between 1980 and 1989. Such an overrepresentation dis-
appears when singleton clusters are included.

4. A linear probability model has been chosen instead of a more common logistic model
since the latter do not contain an individual-level error term. Hence, the comparison
of the variances between levels 1 and 2 in a logistic model and changes in them
between different models can be problematic. For example, since the individual-level
variance is assumed to be constant (π2/3), it cannot change between models.

5. Measuring education in four categories, the sibling correlation was ρ = 0.33.
Measuring the number of children in a continuous form, in turn, yields the sibling
correlation ρ = 0.23 in our data.

6. More precisely, squared inter-generational correlations of voting were r2 = 0.034 for
father-offspring pairs; r2 = 0.039 for mother-offspring; and multiple r2 = 0.048 from
voting of both parents. The unadjusted sibling correlation, ρ = 0.245, was roughly
five times as high (the negligible difference in table 1 is due to not adjusting for age,
gender, and language). This is not surprising, as the sibling correlation contains the
squared inter-generational correlation plus other shared factors between siblings that
contribute to their voting uncorrelated with parental voting (for a formal derivation,
see Solon 1999).

7. Education was measured in five groups whereas social class was measured in seven.
However, collapsing the social class scheme further by combining classes I and II, as
well as V+VI and VII did not change the picture.

8. Even such a radical reform as making voting compulsory would not necessarily lead
to lower levels of stratification in turnout (Quintelier, Hooghe, and Marien 2011;
however, for a contrary result, see Fowler 2013).
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