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Abstract: The strength of individuals’ group identities shapes their political participation, yet
even as age inequities become more salient in American politics, we know little about age as a
group identity. Applying arguments and measures from the social identity literature, we explore
the relationship between age identity and political participation. We first measure how strongly
citizens identify with others in their age group using data from a survey of a nationally-
representative sample of adults. We find that young adults tend to have weaker age identity than
senior citizens, but also that their average age identity is as strong as their political party identity.
Second, we explore whether age identity is associated with two forms of political participation:
voting and participating in protests related to climate change. We find that age identity is a
strong predictor of both forms of political participation, especially for young adults.
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American democracy seems to work better for older citizens than younger citizens. The
average age of U.S. elected officials is rising (Noah 2019). The federal government has failed to
take meaningful steps to slow climate change, and younger generations will bear the brunt of that
inaction. Homeownership remains out of reach for many young people, in large part because of
restrictive zoning regulations and public meetings that amplify older voices (Einstein et al.
2019). And at all levels of government, revenue limits combined with spending growth on Social
Security, major government healthcare programs, and public employee retirement benefits are
reducing government capacity in other areas, such as programs for families and children (Anzia
forthcoming, Congressional Budget Office 2000, Gleckman 2019).

One explanation for these disparities is that young adults vote at much lower rates than
their older counterparts (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993, Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980), so
politicians are less responsive to their interests. Yet while the existence of the age gap in turnout
is well established, there remains much uncertainty as to what drives it. Some argue that young
people haven’t yet had the life experiences that lead them to care about politics (Beck and
Jennings 1982, Strate et al. 1989), but Holbein and Hillygus (2020) show that many young adults
are actually quite interested in politics. More broadly, “life-cycle”-based explanations for the
turnout gap have not held up to empirical scrutiny—Ilife-cycle steps like leaving school and
marriage explain little of the turnout gap (Highton and Wolfinger 2001). Though recent work has
productively explored how electoral institutions disproportionately affect youth turnout
(Grumbach and Hill 2021, Hill 2020, Holbein and Hillygus 2020), there is still much we do not
know about the turnout gap and broader age inequities in American politics.

In this article, we explore one factor that may help to explain these age inequities:

variation in group cohesion. As theoretical motivation, we look to studies focused on senior



citizens, particularly the argument that seniors’ strong age identity and group cohesion have
worked to increase their participation and influence in American politics (Anzia 2019, Campbell
2003). The general idea underlying this is an old one: some people with shared demographic
characteristics remain a set of relatively unconnected individuals, whereas others are meaningful,
connected groups whose shared identity has consequences for political participation (Arnold
1990, Campbell et al. 1960, 293). So far, however, this idea has not been deployed to explore
patterns of turnout and representation across age groups. '

Do Americans feel a sense of group identity with others close to their age? If so, how
does the average strength of that identity vary by age? And are people who feel stronger ties to
others in their age group more likely to participate in politics? To explore these questions, we
surveyed a representative sample of American adults to gauge how strongly they identify with
others in their age group and to measure two forms of political participation: voting in national
elections and engaging politically with climate change. Because measuring age identity is a new
endeavor, we draw from established concepts and measures in the literature on social identity.
Strong social or group identity (e.g., Tajfel 1981, Turner et al. 1987), meaning “an individual’s
awareness of belonging to a certain group and having a psychological attachment to that group”
(McClain et al. 2009, 474), has been shown to be associated with higher rates of voting,
contributing to campaigns, and political volunteering (e.g., Fowler and Kam 2007; Huddy 2013;
Huddy and Khatib 2007). While social identity research is focused on identities such as race,

political party, and nationality, we borrow measurement approaches from this literature to study

!'In one promising new study, however, Munger and Plutzer (2020) explore people’s willingness

to vote for hypothetical candidates who advance older and younger generations’ interests.



the group identity of different age groups, and to explore the relationship between age identity
and political participation.

We find that on average, younger adults have a weaker sense of age identity than senior
citizens. However, for the youngest adults, age identity is as strong as political party identity.
Moreover, age identity appears to be important for explaining patterns of political
participation—more so for young adults than for older adults. And for climate action in
particular, age identity is an especially strong predictor of participation for young Republicans.
While our study is just an opening wedge, our hope is that it will inspire further research on age
identity and, more broadly, age inequities in American politics.

Measuring Age as a Group Identity

The literature on social identity has not yet focused on age-based group identities, but it
has developed measures of identity strength within other groups, such as those with shared
nationality or party identification (Huddy and Khatib 2007, Theiss-Morse 2009). For example, in
studying partisanship, Huddy, Mason, and Aarge (2015) ask survey respondents a battery of
questions and combine them into a multi-item partisan identity scale (see also Huddy and
Bankert 2017).

We use this same approach to measure age identity. In May 2020, we fielded a
nationally-representative survey of 2,270 American adults.” We pulled survey items from Huddy

and Bankert’s (2017) study of partisan identity and modified them to focus on age groups.

2 We designed the survey to ensure a sample of young adults large enough to make comparisons
across age groups. In the online appendix (A.1), we provide details about the survey instrument

and sampling strategy.



Specifically, of the eight Likert items they employ, five could easily be adapted to ask about age
groups:

e “Ihave a lot in common with other people my age.”

e “Tam interested in what other people think about my age group.”

e “When others criticize people my age, it feels like a personal insult.”

e “When others praise people my age, it makes me feel good.”

e  “When I meet someone my age, I feel connected with this person.”
We measured respondents’ agreement or disagreement with these statements on a five-point
scale.®> We then used factor analysis to combine the items into a single age identity strength
variable and scaled it from 0 (weakest) to 1 (strongest).*

We begin by describing this age identity measure, first examining how the average varies
across age groups, and then comparing it to partisan identity strength. Figure 1 presents average
age identity by age (using a loess smoother). We find that average age group identity is similar
for individuals between 20 and 55 years of age: the overall average for them is 0.54 on the 0-to-1

scale. Age identity is stronger, and increasing in age, for those over 55. For this group, the

3 Individuals might think about their age and generational groups in different ways. Allowing
respondents to define their “age group” as they see fit is appropriate for this exploratory research.
“ For details, see the online appendix (A.2). We also adapted a widely-used measure of group
consciousness from the race and ethnic politics literature—Ilinked fate (e.g., Dawson 1994)—to
age groups. See the online appendix (A.4). Because some scholars question the conceptual
clarity of the linked fate measure (Gay, Hochschild, and White 2016), we focus on age identity

in our main analysis.



average is 0.59—roughly a quarter of a standard deviation higher than the younger groups and a

statistically significant difference (p<0.01, two-tailed test). Therefore, our data suggest that older

Americans have a stronger sense of age identity than younger Americans.’

Figure 1: Average age group identity by age. We conduct a factor analysis of responses to five
questions drawn from the social identity literature to measure age identity. Averages by age are

generated using a loess smoother.
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Next, in Figure 2, we compare age group identity to partisan identity—a useful
benchmark given that it predicts political participation (Huddy, Mason, and Aarge 2015). For
respondents who affiliate with a political party (including those who lean toward a party), we

asked the same five group identity questions listed above, using the original Huddy and Bankert

5 Our results are robust to applying survey weights that match data to the 2016 American

Community Survey (ACS). See online appendix (A.3).



(2017) partisan identity question wording. We then used a summated ratings scale (averaging

across the items) to estimate 0-to-1 partisan identity and age identity measures for this group.®

Figure 2: Comparing age identity to partisan identity. Restricting our sample to partisans and
leaners, we estimate partisan identity and age identity by applying a summated ratings scale
(simple average) to the same set of five questions. Averages by age are generated using a loess
smoother.
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The figure shows that, in general (among partisans), partisan identity tends to be stronger
than age identity. For young adults, however, the age identity and partisan identity averages are
similar. This is notable because while American politics research emphasizes the importance of
party identification and partisan identity, age group identity appears to be just as strong for
young Americans.

Age Identity and Political Participation

® We use summated ratings scales here so that age and partisan identity are directly comparable.



We next examine whether individuals who feel stronger ties to others in their age group
are more likely to participate in politics. Our first dependent variable is voter turnout: a binary
indicator for whether the respondent reported having voted in the November 2018 election.’
Turnout is a natural starting point, both because it is a commonly analyzed form of political
participation, and because it is an important (and quantifiable) way for individuals to influence
political outcomes.

However, voting is also a relatively blunt instrument for expressing political enthusiasm
or policy demands. Protests and group activities can more precisely signal identification with a
policy goal and may be more effective for raising the salience of an issue. Moreover, youth
participate in some non-voting forms of political activity, such as protest, at relatively high rates
(Norris 2011, Pew 2020, Strama 1998).

Thus, our second participation outcome measures participation in protests against
inaction on climate change—an issue that stands to have disproportionately large consequences
for today’s youth. Consistent with popular perceptions that young people have been central to the
rising climate change protest movement in recent years (Marris 2019), our data show that young
Americans are more likely than their older counterparts to report having taken direct actions on
climate change: 14% of those ages 20 to 29 and 16% of those ages 30 to 39 reported having

joined a protest on climate change, compared to 3% of those over 50.

7 While over-reporting turnout merits concern (Berent et al. 2016), rates of over-reporting are not
associated with age (Enamorado and Imai 2019), and it isn’t clear how over-reporting would be

associated with age identity strength.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?yarAyW

To explore the relationship between age identity strength and participation, we estimate
OLS models with age identity as the main independent variable and voting and climate protest
activity as outcomes. The coefficients and standard errors are presented in Table 1.

Column 1 presents the results of the bivariate model of voter turnout. Age identity is
indeed a strong predictor of who turns out to vote. The coefficient estimate of 0.34 indicates that
a one-standard-deviation increase in age identity (0.19 on a 0-to-1 scale) is associated with an
increase in turnout of 6.5 percentage points on average.

In column 2, we add respondent age as an explanatory variable (scaled from 0 to 1 and
centered around its mean), because age is positively correlated with turnout and—as shown in
Figure 1—age identity. We also interact respondent age with age identity to test whether the
strength of the relationship between age identity and voting varies by age group. We find that it
does. The negative and statistically significant coefficient on the interaction term shows that the
relationship between age identity and turnout is decreasing with age. Moreover, when we add a
set of other covariates associated with voting (column 3),® this relationship persists. Thus, the
degree to which an individual relates to others in her age group is a stronger predictor of turnout
for young adults than for older adults.

In columns 4-6, we estimate the same models for climate change protest participation. In
column 4, we once again find that age identity is positively associated with participation: a one-
standard-deviation increase in age identity is associated with a 5 percentage-point increase in

protest participation. As we discussed above, protest participation decreases with age; this is

8 We include seven-point party ID and indicators for race, gender, education (bachelor’s degree),

church attendance, and employment status. Full results are in the online appendix (A.3).
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borne out in column 5 by the negative coefficient on age. However, in column 5 we also estimate
a negative coefficient on the interaction term of age and age identity, and the same is true in
column 6 when we add additional covariates. For climate protests as with voting, then, age

identity is a stronger predictor of participation for younger adults than for older adults.

Table 1: Age identity is associated with political participation, but the relationship is
decreasing in age.

Voting Climate action
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Age identity 0.34* 0.21** 0.17* 0.29** 0.30"* 0.28**
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)
Age 0.60"* 0.57* —0.19** —0.18**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Age identity * Age —0.57** —0.45** —0.66** —0.64**
(0.17) (0.17) (0.11) (0.11)
Covariates No No Yes No No Yes
Observations 2,183 2,183 2,183 2,176 2,176 2,176
R? 0.02 0.14 0.22 0.04 0.09 0.10

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. **p<.01.

To further illustrate how the relationship between age identity and political participation
varies by age, we split the sample by 10-year age intervals and regress both voter turnout and
climate protest on age identity for each group, adjusting by the same set of covariates used
above. The coefficient estimates are presented in Figure 3. For both voter turnout (on the left)
and climate protest (on the right), the estimated coefficients on age identity are larger for
younger Americans than for older Americans. For respondents aged 20 to 49, age identity has a
positive, statistically significant relationship with voting, but for the 50-and-older age groups, the

coefficients are smaller and insignificant at the 5% level. Moreover, the association between age



11

identity and climate protest is relatively large for 20-to-39-year olds but smaller for those 40-

and-older—and statistically insignificant for the oldest groups of citizens.

Figure 3: The relationship between age identity and political participation is driven by
younger adults. Points represent coefficients on the age identity variable from multivariate OLS
regression. Lines are 95 percent confidence intervals.
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For climate action, it is also important to assess how these relationships vary by party
identification. Public opinion on matters related to climate change varies by party identification
(Carmichael et al. 2017), and in our data, Democrats are more likely than Independents or
Republicans to report having attended climate change protests. The difference in participation by
party is especially pronounced among older voters, with older Democrats greatly outpacing older
Republicans. This accords with journalistic accounts of young Republicans deviating from their

older co-partisans in prioritizing climate change (e.g., Brady 2020). One possible explanation for


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SvgYIV
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this relatively high rate of participation among young Republicans is that they identify with
others in their age group.

In Figure 4, we assess whether the relationship between age identity and climate action
varies by party identification within age groups. We subset the data into 10-year age groups and
by party identification, and estimate bivariate OLS models within each subset.” For the older
groups, the relationships between age identity and climate action are small, statistically
insignificant, and do not differ clearly by party. For the younger groups, however, the findings
are striking: the positive relationship between age identity and climate action appears to be
driven more by young Republicans than young Democrats or Independents. Among those in the
20-t0-29 and 30-to-39 age groups, the association between age identity and climate action is
larger for Republicans than for Democrats.!? This partisan gap is especially large for the 20-to-
29 group. This suggests that age identity is not only an important motivator of political
participation among young people, but that it also has potential to cross-cut political party

affiliation—which would have significant implications for the politics of climate change.

? Our sample includes 254 Republican respondents under age 40 (11 percent of our sample).
19 Among respondents under 40, 16% of Democrats reported participating in climate action,
compared to 19% of Republicans. (These numbers include individuals who lean toward one

party or the other.)
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Figure 4: The relationship between age identity and participation in climate protest is
driven by young Republicans. Points represent coefficients on the age identity variable from
multivariate OLS regression with participation in climate protest as the outcome. Lines are 95
percent confidence intervals. Estimates are not presented for older independents and Republicans
due to lack of respondents participating in protests.
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Conclusion

There is growing recognition that age matters for American politics. Public preferences
on salient issues like policing and climate change differ by age (Goldstein 2019). Younger
generations will likely bear the brunt of problems ranging from climate change to housing to the
solvency of Social Security. Perhaps in part because of this, youth voting rates increased in the
2018 and 2020 national elections. Some credit the tipping of the scales to the Democratic ticket
in Georgia in November 2020 and January 2021 to the increased engagement of young voters
(Rojas 2021). These trends underscore the importance of bringing new attention to the role of
age in American politics.

We have aimed to make progress in this area by exploring age group identity and
examining its relationship to political participation. Applying measures from the social identity

literature to age, we find that younger voters do have a weaker sense of age group identity
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compared to senior citizens. But there is variation in how strongly people associate with others
their age, and that variation matters—especially for young people. Among younger Americans in
particular, individuals with stronger age identity are significantly more likely to vote and
participate in protests related to climate change. For climate protests, age identity is more
important for young Republicans than young Democrats. Thus, there seems to be potential for a
bipartisan coalition of young people active on the issue of climate change, possibly driven in part
by their shared age identity.

Our analysis is merely an opening wedge, but an important one that suggests several
promising directions for future research. Scholars should continue to refine the definition and
operationalization of age identity and prioritize it as a potentially important group identity in
American politics. Researchers should explore the conditions that enhance or detract from age
identity. Are there certain issues that augment citizens’ feelings of connection to others in their
age group? Are there particular policies—such as student loan forgiveness, gun safety, or
housing development reform—that help to make young people a more meaningful political
group, as Campbell (2003) found for Social Security and senior citizens? Perhaps most
importantly, researchers should further study the consequences of age identity for political
behavior, political outcomes, and public policy.
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A.1 Sampling and survey instrument

In May, 2020, YouGov interviewed 2448 respondents who were then matched down to a
sample of 2270 to produce the dataset. Respondents were matched to a sampling frame
constructed by stratified sampling from the 2016 American Community Survey (ACS) 1-year
sample by gender, age, race, and education. We over-sampled young adults (those aged 18-39) to
increase statistical power for across-age comparisons.

The survey had several modules, one of which focused specifically on age identity and
political participation. We provide details on the battery of questions used to measure age
identity in the main text. Our main political participation outcomes are turnout and climate
protests. For turnout, we asked: “Did you vote in the 2018 election.” For climate protests, we
asked: “Have you joined a march or protest about climate change?”

A.2 Factor analysis details

We conduct exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to estimate age identity scores using a
battery of five questions drawn from existing literature measuring partisan identity. The
questions are:

“I have a lot in common with other people my age.”

“I am interested in what other people think about my age group.”
“When others criticize people my age, it feels like a personal insult.”
“When others praise people my age, it makes me feel good.”

“When I meet someone my age, I feel connected with this person.”

Each of the five tests run using the nFactors package in R indicated that retaining a single factor
was appropriate. All 5 of the items in the age identity battery loaded positively onto the common
factor (as demonstrated in Table Al). The common factor explained 42 percent of the variation
across the five items.



Table Al: Factor loadings

Common factor

Common 0.63
Interested 0.64
Insult 0.53
Praise 0.71
Connected 0.73

A.3 Robustness checks and full results

Figure Al: Age group identity by age, with survey weights. Points represent average age
identity for each age group. We apply survey weights generated by matching respondents to a
stratified sample from the 2016 American Community Survey. Lines represent 95 percent
confidence intervals.
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Table A2: Age identity is associated with political participation, but the relationship is

decreasing in age (full estimates).

Voting Climate action
(1) (2) (3) (1) (5) (6)
Age identity 0.34%** (.21%** 0.17*** 0.29*** 0.30*** ().28%**
(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)
Age 0.60%** 0.57*** —0.19*** —0.18***
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
Age identity * Age —0.57*** —0.45*** —0.66*** —0.64***
(0.17) (0.17) (0.11) (0.11)
PID —0.02*** —0.005
(0.004) (0.003)
White 0.08*** —0.03
(0.02) (0.02)
Black 0.04 —0.01
(0.04) (0.02)
Male 0.11*** 0.02
(0.02) (0.01)
Bachelors degree 0.16*** 0.02*
(0.02) (0.01)
Church-going 0.04** 0.03**
(0.02) (0.01)
Out of work —0.12*** —0.01
(0.03) (0.02)
Observations 2,183 2,183 2,183 2,176 2,176 2,176
R? 0.02 0.14 0.22 0.04 0.09 0.10

Note: Estimates are generated using ordinary least squares regression. Robust standard errors in

parentheses. *p<.1l; **p<.05; ***p<.01.



A.4 Linked fate

Figure A3: Linked fate estimates by age. We use a standard linked fate battery but applied to
age groups. We first asked respondents: “Do you think what happens to other people in your age
group in this country will have something to do with what happens in your life?”” Respondents
could answer yes or no. A measure of 0 is applied to those who responded “no.” For those who
answered “yes,” we asked: “How much will it affect you?” Respondents are scored 1-3 based on
whether they chose “Not very much at all”, “Some”, or “A lot.”
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Table A3: Age linked fate is associated with political participation, but the relationship is
decreasing in age.

Voting Climate action
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Age linked fate 0.057*7 0.057*" 0.03* 0.037** 0.037** 0.037**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.005) (0.01)
Age 0.78** 0.74* —0.11*** —0.10%**
(0.05) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03)
Age linked fate * Age —0.13** —0.12%** —0.05%** —0.05**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)
PID —0.02*** —0.01*
(0.004) (0.003)
White 0.08** —0.03**
(0.02) (0.02)
Black 0.05 —0.01
(0.03) (0.02)
Male 0.11%** 0.02
(0.02) (0.01)
Bachelors degree 0.16%** 0.02
(0.02) (0.01)
Church-going 0.05%* 0.05%*
(0.02) (0.01)
Out of work —0.117% —0.01
(0.03) (0.02)
Observations 2.266 2.266 2.266 2.255 2,255 2,255
R? 0.02 0.16 0.23 0.02 0.05 0.06

Note: Estimates are generated using ordinary least squares regression. Robust standard errors in
parentheses. *p<.1; **p<.05; ***p<.01.



Figure A4: The relationship between age linked fate and political participation is stronger
for younger adults. Points represent coefficients from bivariate OLS regression, with age
linked fate as the independent variable. Lines are 95 percent confidence intervals.
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