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Abstract
Where do individuals learn civic engagement? While voluntary associations are often seen 
as the breeding grounds for democratic skills and virtues, many preferences are learned by 
children in their family and thus passed on between generations. The present paper uses 
data from the British Household Panel Survey (1991–2008) for the UK to analyze the 
intergenerational transmission of civic engagement and political participation preferences. 
It finds that both voluntary associational count variables as well as frequency and strength 
measures of doing volunteer work and political party support are correlated between par-
ents and their grown up children (i.e. after leaving the parental household), even when 
controlling for resources like socio-economic background. The intergenerational transmis-
sion is more pronounced with regard to triggering filial civic engagement, but frequency of 
parental engagement is less strongly transmitted. A robustness analysis suggests that peer 
influences (as measured by regional levels of civic engagement) do not drive the intergen-
erational transmission of civic engagement.

Keywords  Civic engagement · Political participation · Intergenerational transmission · 
Preference learning · BHPS

JEL Classification  D64 · D71 · I31

1  Introduction

Civic engagement and civic virtues, such as volunteering, political interest and party sup-
port, are an integral part of democracy (e.g. Putnam 1995; Gutmann 1998; Freise and 
Hallmann 2014). As already Tocqueville notes, such practices need to be cultivated and 
in order to “remain civilized or to become so, the art of associating” must be developed 
and perfected (Tocqueville 1840,  p.  903). While not implausible (Fung 2003), evidence 
for the hypothesis that voluntary associations are “schools of democracy” is rather mixed 
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and other channels for the the cultivation of civic virtues have been suggested (Kamerāde 
et al. 2015; Binder 2017). But if voluntary associations are not schools of democracy but 
rather “pools of democracy” (Van Der Meer and Van Ingen 2009), into which the civically 
like-minded self-select, one has to ask where civic engagement is learned and how it is 
transmitted in society.

In order to understand the learning of preferences for civic engagement, the present 
paper turns to the locus where many preferences are learned, viz. the family, in which par-
ents transmit predispositions and behaviors to their children, in part through their genes but 
also through through providing resources to enable their children’s behaviors and through 
modeling behaviors that children pick up through social learning (Bandura 1977). A grow-
ing stream of literature has developed an interest in the intergenerational transmission and 
persistence of resources such as income, health, education and social status (Bowles et al. 
2005; Black and Devereux 2011; Wilhelm et al. 2008), but also of preferences (for exam-
ple for consumption or volunteering) and attitudes more general (Waldkirch et  al. 2004; 
Bekkers 2007; Dohmen et al. 2012; Necker and Voskort 2014a). Apart from genetic herit-
ability, the intergenerational transmission of such factors via (social) learning is an impor-
tant driver and stabilizing factor of culture (Boyd and Richerson 1985). Understanding the 
channels how economically relevant behaviors are transmitted between generations is of 
high policy-relevance as these policies (for example regarding smoking, alcohol consump-
tion or donations) might have spill-over effects into the next generations.

The present paper thus wants to ask to what extent civic engagement (measured in vari-
ous ways through doing volunteer work, membership in voluntary associations as well as 
political interest and political party support) are transmitted from parents to their children. 
It connects to a small number of research efforts in that direction, most prominently that of 
Wilhelm et al. (2008), Bekkers (2007), Volland (2013) and Necker and Voskort (2014b). I 
contribute to the literature by using a large UK panel data set, containing parents’ informa-
tion on civic engagement as well as that of their offspring, looking into how various forms 
of civic engagement are transmitted from parents to their children. These forms include 
doing volunteer work, being member or active in different associations (e.g. political or 
community or sports associations) but also political interest and political party support. 
Using information on parental socio-economic status, religiosity and personality traits 
allows to further test to what extent transmission is indirect via these “resources” or more 
direct from parental volunteering activities themselves. Having a panel data set, where both 
parents and children respond to questions about their civic engagement also addresses con-
cerns of imperfect recall or social desirability, when children would not recall their parents’ 
civic activities or align them with their interests (Mustillo et al. 2004). Using panel data 
further helps to account for measurement in variables bias by allowing to average imper-
fectly measured variables such as income or frequency of civic engagement.

The paper is structured in the following way. I present literature relevant to the paper’s 
research hypotheses and develop its research questions in Sect. 2. I then describe data and 
analysis in Sect. 3. I discuss the paper’s limitations and conclude in Sect. 4.

2 � Literature Background

In (Neo-)Tocquevillian tradition, civic engagement in voluntary organizations is seen as a 
breeding ground for democratic virtues and skills (Tocqueville 1840, p. 900), where vol-
untary associations and civic engagement function as “schools of democracy” (see also 
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Putnam 2000, esp. Chs. 3 and 8). How civic engagement potentially impacts on democracy 
has been well researched, and Fung (2003), reviewing the field, identifies six channels, 
amongst which are the improvement of quality and equality of representation of citizens, 
public deliberation, the bundling of voice and provision of checks to government, but also a 
fostering of civic virtues (e.g., attention to the public good, cooperation, tolerance, respect 
for others and the law, generalized trust and reciprocity), and teaching of civic skills (e.g., 
argumentation, participation in political life), hence the label of “schools of democracy”. 
Van Der Meer and Van Ingen (2009 p.  288) characterize this skill-building and virtue-
enhancing potential of voluntary associations with respect to political action as something 
believed as “almost axiomatic” in the literature, even despite a dearth of empirical corrobo-
ration, let alone experimental evidence (Kamerāde et al. 2015).

Empirical evidence on the relationship between voluntary associational member-
ship/activity and political involvement has thus been summarized as “fragile” (Dekker 
2014, p. 45). While many studies find positive associations (e.g., Ayala 2000; Almond and 
Verba 1963; Brady et al. 1995; Van Der Meer and Van Ingen 2009; Quintelier 2008; Dek-
ker 2014), coefficients vary by type and intensity of membership/activity, are often small, 
based on cross-sections and hence questions about causal pathways and omitted variables 
remain (see also Binder 2017). Considering that political activity is not only driven by 
civic skills and virtues, but also by other resources, such as socioeconomic status, free time 
or even inherited personality traits (Brady et al. 1995; Bekkers 2005), a broader view of the 
schools of democracy argument seems unavoidable.

This latter observation about resources already points to an individual’s family as impor-
tant place providing some of these resources (from what falls under the label of socioeco-
nomic status to other resources more broadly, including for instance cognitive abilities and 
personality traits). But the family is also the locus where important skills, virtues and pref-
erences can be learned even before becoming part of voluntary organizations. In that way, 
familial influences have been used to explain variation in economic behaviors of children 
(Bisin and Verdier 2011; Black and Devereux 2011; Waldkirch et  al. 2004; Doepke and 
Zilibotti 2008) and to explain intergenerational persistence in economic outcomes (mostly: 
income, wealth and education, see Bowles et al. 2005; Black and Devereux 2011; Dohmen 
et al. 2012). Better understanding the different channels of transmission (i.e. genes, society, 
family) is not only interesting per se but of policy relevance, as these policies (for exam-
ple regarding smoking, alcohol consumption or donations) might have spill-over effects 
into the next generations. This also better helps understanding the limits or possibilities of 
policy intervention (Sacerdote 2002; Wilhelm et al. 2008, p. 2155).

The literature on volunteering so far has also established the importance of the paren-
tal transmission channel for learning civic engagement and prosocial behavior (see Bek-
kers 2007): parents can teach their children good citizenship through the same channels 
identified above, i.e. role modeling, the provision of skills and the provision of resources 
such as education, integration into respective communities and so on (see more exten-
sively Yates and Youniss 1998). The importance of good parenting on children’s prosocial 
engagement is uncontested in the literature (Zaff and Michelsen 2001; Mustillo et al. 2004; 
Bekkers 2007), with one study mentioning that “legacy volunteers” are twice as likely to 
volunteer as those without parents volunteering (Mustillo et al. 2004). Thus, instilling these 
skills and attitudes is characterized as vital, since being pro-socially active as an adoles-
cent was found to be an important predictor for civic engagement in later life (Zaff and 
Michelsen 2001). Parental charitable donations also have been shown correlated strongly 
with their offsprings’ charitable donations (Wilhelm et al. 2008), and Necker and Voskort 
(2014b) show a weak but statistically significant relation between parental prosocial values 
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(regarding voluntary work and political engagement) and children’s prosocial values and 
behavior for a German sample.

It seems likely that the transmission of civic virtues and skills happens through both 
direct and indirect channels, and the recent literature has become more aware of the need 
to disentangle which forms of volunteering are predominantly transmitted through which 
channels (e.g., Bekkers 2007): direct transmission through parental role-modeling finds its 
basis in social learning theory (i.e., imitation of successful others, mostly likely parents 
but other role models in school or associations will work, too, see Bandura 1977) or value 
internalization, i.e. the acquisition of self-set goals once intrinsic value in these activities is 
perceived. Both can happen concurrently with more direct parental approval (i.e. positive 
reinforcement, another psychologically well-established learning mechanism). Evidence 
of this kind here comes from the US and is mostly focussed on concurrent volunteering 
(i.e., we do not know what happened to these adolescents after leaving home, see Fletcher 
et al. 2000; Beutel and Johnson 2004). There is less evidence for a transmission of political 
interest that way (but see Quintelier 2008, p. 364), and other studies find such transmis-
sion channels to work only for secular but not religious volunteering (Bekkers 2007),1 or 
for community-oriented volunteering opposed to self-interested volunteering (as in profes-
sional voluntary associations, see Janoski and Wilson 1995). That direct and indirect chan-
nels may work in tandem was found by Mustillo et al. (2004), where mothers’ volunteering 
did increase the likelihood of daughters’ volunteering yet socio-economic status then pre-
dicted the actual level of volunteering.

Regarding the indirect transmission, socio-economic status has been identified as an 
important transmission channel for volunteering. To the extent that education is an impor-
tant antecedent of civic engagement (Wilson 2012; Putnam 2000, ch. 7), the intergenera-
tional persistence of educational outcomes (Black and Devereux 2011,  p.  1503), driven 
in part also by inherited cognitive abilities (e.g., Anger and Heineck 2010), leads to an 
indirect transmission of civic engagement, when highly educated parents produce highly 
educated offspring, who exhibit higher propensities to volunteer and be civically engaged 
(Janoski and Wilson 1995; Mustillo et al. 2004). Similar indirect channels are conceivable 
for other factors such as religion and personality traits (the latter of which refer especially 
to extraversion and agreeableness, Bekkers 2005). Empirically, it is possible to account for 
those by sufficiently controlling for parents’ status, religiosity, personality traits, cognitive 
abilities and so on. Any reduced effect size for the preference component (as direct trans-
mission channel) can then be attributed to indirect transmission (Bekkers 2007). Empiri-
cal evidence suggests that prosocial values are correlated between parents and offspring 
(Kasser et al. 1995) and that religious volunteering is a byproduct of the transmission of 
religiosity in a sample of the populace of the Netherlands (controlling for religion, Bekkers 
2007, p. 111, no longer finds a significant association between parents’ volunteering and 
that of their children). In the same sample, personality traits, however, had no predictive 
role for different types of volunteering.

In sum, there is good theoretical and empirical reason to think that civic mindedness 
is transmitted between generations. Yet there remain open questions and methodologi-
cal shortcomings in the literature surveyed so far. Most of the evidence mentioned comes 
from smaller specialized cross-sectional data sets that can only shed light on concurrent 
volunteering between parents and their (usually) adolescent children, remaining silent 

1  This is mirrored in research on charitable giving, where intergenerational elasticities vary between secular 
and religious giving (Wilhelm et al. 2008).
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on whether the transmission will remain effective in later stages of the offsprings’ lives. 
Cross-sections, where children are asked to state their parents’ civic engagement frequen-
cies may also suffer from biased recall (Mustillo et al. 2004) and issues of reverse causality.

In general, evidence drawn from cross-sectional data have also been shown to be sus-
ceptible to measurement error in variables, for example regarding the parental income 
proxy (Black and Devereux 2011,  pp.  1490–1491). Using high quality panel data here 
helps in alleviating all concerns mentioned, as proxy variables can be averaged over many 
years (reducing measurement error) and also reducing life cycle bias (Black and Devereux 
2011, pp. 1492–1493). They can also provide somewhat clearer evidence of causal direc-
tions (by using techniques that exploit the temporal order in which variables change, for 
instance regressing children’s volunteering on parents’ characteristics from a time before 
the children’s birth), hence accounting better for issues of reverse causality. Such data sets 
also often provide a large range of relevant control variables in order to avoid issues of spu-
rious correlation (Bekkers 2007, p. 101).2

In addition, high quality panel data sets such as the British Household Panel Data Set 
(BHPS) allow us to study transmission and spillover effects between different measures of 
civic engagement, thus allowing to go beyond narrow volunteering and including meas-
ures of participation and membership in (political) organizations, voting and party support 
behavior, thus painting a broader picture of such transmission processes within one consist-
ent data set.3

I will thus explore the following hypotheses based on the literature surveyed so far: An 
individual’s civic engagement will be predicted by parental civic engagement (Hypothesis 
1: positive relationship between parental engagement and filial engagement) as well as by 
that individual’s personal resources (Hypothesis 2: positive relationship between individ-
ual’s education, time budget, health, religiosity and pro-social personality traits and their 
civic engagement). Given that some of these resources (education, income) are transmit-
ted through one’s parents as well, I also explore the extent to which parental resources 
are related to filial civic engagement (Hypothesis 3: positive relationship between parental 
income and education and filial civic engagement). I will further explore the robustness 
of the parental civic engagement transmission channel with regard to its role in fostering 
the taking up of civic engagement as opposed to also influencing the frequency of filial 
engagement; I will also offer some exploration of the extent to which such a transmission 
relationship may be confounded by regional influences (such as social networks).

3 � Analysis

3.1 � Estimation Strategy

To identify the intergenerational transmission of civic engagement attitudes and behaviors 
( � ), I follow the literature discussed above and estimate a simple empirical model, where 

2  While one of the studies closest related to this one uses panel data (Volland 2013), it is interested in time 
use transmission in general and hence estimates the transmission of volunteering model omitting important 
controls such as religion and personality traits, potentially confounding transmission channels.
3  While initially at the forefront, the question of nature vs. nurture has recently become less important in 
analyses on such transmission, with researchers focussing more directly on specific parental attributes and 
their transmission to the offspring generation (Black and Devereux 2011, p. 1507).
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filial civic engagement after leaving the parents’ household ( cchild,post ) is seen as a func-
tion of previous parental civic engagement during the time both parents and children lived 
together ( cparent,pre ) plus a vector of the child’s observable characteristics ( Xchild,post ) and a 
vector of relevant parents’ observable characteristics ( Zparents,pre ) and the usual error term 
( �child,post):

Relevant characteristics for children, so-called “split-offs”, include socio-demographic 
(gender, income, education, ethnicity, immigration status) but also health-, social life- and 
job-related factors. Personality traits and religiousness have also been shown relevant in 
determining civic engagement such as volunteering and hence are relevant controls. For 
parents, the most relevant observable characteristics in line with the literature review pre-
sented above are income, education and parental religiousness. Due to the way split-offs 
are tracked in the BHPS, life cycle bias will be a concern and age control variables for both 
parents and split-offs are used to minimize this bias.

While the literature on the intergenerational transmission of income often splits trans-
mission channels by parental gender (i.e. the effect of father’s income on son’s income 
etc.), for convenience, lack of theoretical predictions on gender effects, and to avoid poten-
tial issues of multicollinearity resulting from assortative mating (Volland 2013, p. 226), I 
do consider parental averages wherever possible, i.e. cparent,pre is the average of a father’s 
and mother’s civic engagement cparent,pre = (cfather,pre + cmother,pre)∕2 . If only a mother’s or a 
father’s civic engagement is observable, then the estimation is based on this. In essence, I 
thus consider the transmission of civic engagement from the parental household to the filial 
generation. Further research should then disentangle whether some specific attitudes are 
only transmitted from mothers or fathers alone to their children.

It is important to note from the outset that the parameter � could pick up not only paren-
tal preferences and attitudes that are transmitted to the filial generation but also genetic pre-
dispositions. It could pick up other unobservable influences on both parents and children, 
for example from extended family members or exogenous contemporaneous shocks. While 
comprehensive vectors of potential confounders on the parental and filial level can some-
what alleviate resulting concerns about omitted variable bias, the data at hand in this and 
comparable studies does not allow to disentangle genetic and behavioral transmissions (cf. 
Black and Devereux 2011; Wilhelm et al. 2008, p. 2148).

An additional complication arises from classical measurement error in variables, which 
would produce biased estimates (Black and Devereux 2011,  pp.  1490–1491). If parents 
and split-offs incorrectly assess their level of civic engagement due to mistakes or social 
desirability considerations, the model will yield biased estimates. While a systematic mis-
representation of the variables at hand seems unlikely due to the large-scale multipurpose 
survey that makes outguessing the purpose of the survey impossible, other sources of bias 
cannot be completely excluded. In order to decrease the potential measurement error due 
to idiosyncratic error, the panel data at hand allows to average variables of interest over a 
number of years, thus at least decreasing the amount of bias as both measurement error and 
transitory fluctuations are averaged away (see also Ermisch and Francesconi 2004, p. 156). 
For filial civic engagement and control variables, I average over all years spent outside the 
parents’ household (i.e. from split-off at time S), e.g. cchild,post = 1∕(T − S + 1)

∑T

t=S
cchild,t , 

and for parents, I average their civic engagement over the years before the split-off occurs 
cparent,pre = 1∕(S − 1)

∑S−1

t=1
cparent,pre.

(1)cchild,post = � + �cparent,pre + �child�child,post + �parents,pre�parents,pre + �child,post.
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As the dependent variables of civic engagement (see below) are either count variables 
(counting the number of organizational memberships) or ordinal constructs, I estimate 
(1) using poisson4 and ordered probit models on the rounded averages for split-offs after 
leaving the household. The results are qualitatively similar when estimating ordinary least 
squares estimators on the averages without rounding. Standard errors are clustered on the 
level of the parental household to allow for correlation of the error terms on the family 
level.

3.2 � Data and Descriptive Statistics

To estimate the model of intergenerational transmission of civic engagement, I use data 
from the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). It is a well-known longitudinal house-
hold panel survey of British households, comprising about 10,000 individual interviews at 
the start and growing over time. It contains a wealth of information on respondents’ lives.5 
For the purpose at hand, the BHPS contains information about membership and activity 
in voluntary associations as well as respondents’ attitudes towards politics and political 
involvement. It also contains rich information on socio-demographic characteristics, per-
sonality traits and community involvement.

The BHPS also allows to track children-parent relations because children in the house-
hold of an initially selected respondent become part of the survey (children enter the sur-
vey when turning 16 and are followed once they leave their parents’ household). While 
this means that not for every respondent, the BHPS contains information on their parents’ 
characteristics, the converse holds: if a respondent is a parent, there is a good chance of 
observing both parent and children as respondents in the data set. This, however, consid-
erably narrows down the sample size. In order to be considered for the analysis below, 
any individual who has lived at least one year with either one or both their parents in the 
same household is considered (pre-leave), if the same individual also has lived at least 
one year outside the household (post-leave). There exist cases where split-offs move back 
into their parents’ households, as well as cases where elder parents move into their chil-
dren’s household and then move out again, creating similar patterns in the data as an initial 
split of households. I exclude these cases by focussing arbitrarily on split-offs aged 40 or 
lower (but results are not sensitive to a stricter age limit). Most split-offs leave the parental 
household in their late teens (see Fig. 1, legal school-leaving age was 16 during the sample 
period). Focussing on individuals who started out as children in a respondent’s household 
yields a total of 1728 distinct individuals over the 18 years of the survey, most of which 
have been observed for a number of years so that the number of person-year-observations 
is 17,507. Of these 1728 children, 1134 (12,198 obs.) have both information on mother 
and father in the sample, whereas 94 (790 obs.) have only information on their fathers and 
500 (4519 obs.) only have information on their mothers in the sample. Of those split-offs 
with two parents in the sample, 61% have no siblings, 30% one sibling and the rest two or 

4  While the count variables exhibit a large number of zeros, the absence of overdispersion suggests that 
poisson models are the appropriate modeling choice.
5  The survey is undertaken by the ESRC UK Longitudinal Studies Centre with the Institute for Social and 
Economic Research at the University of Essex, UK (BHPS 2010). Its aim is to track social and economic 
change in a representative sample of the British population (see Taylor 2010). Starting in 1991, up to now, 
there have been 18 waves of data collected with the aim of tracking the individuals of the first wave over 
time (in general, attrition is quite low, see Taylor 2010).
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three siblings. Of those children initially living only with their father, 83% have no sib-
lings, whereas single mothers live mostly with one (68%) or two (28%) children, in rare 
cases up to four (4%).

Out of the 1728 individual parent(s)-offspring dyads, sample size is further reduced 
because not all of these respondents (both parents and split-offs) report information on all 
the questions relevant to the analysis. Descriptive statistics over this full sample of chil-
dren and parents are presented in Table 1. Observation count for the variables of interest is 
significantly lower than the numbers mentioned in this paragraph, due to non-response or 
variable coding frames where responses were not elicited on a yearly basis.

In line with the research hypotheses developed above, I am interested in analyzing the 
intergenerational associations of civic engagement that are not contemporaneous, i.e. the 
correlations between parents’ preferences and behaviors with their children’s preferences 
and behaviors after the latter have left their parents’ household. This means that I further 
narrow down the sample by focussing on the subset of years for split-offs after they have 
left their parents’ household when it comes to variables related to the filial generation, 
whereas for the parental variables of interest, I focus on the years before their children 
leave the household. For instance, looking at the correlation between parental and filial 
volunteering, I correlate parental pre-leave volunteering with filial post-leave volunteer-
ing. While this cannot completely rule out reverse causality, i.e. children’s civic engage-
ment (e.g. in school) prompting parents’ civic engagement, it reduces the influence of this 
simultaneity bias. Contemporaneous correlations between parental and filial generation’s 
civic engagement (i.e. correlation before leaving) are higher, showing that attenuation sets 
in after split-offs left the parental household and any parental influence on filial preferences 
declines (correlations available on request).

Turning to the measures of civic engagement in more detail, and focussing on the filial 
generation (see left column Table 1), I measure respondents’ civic engagement via the fre-
quencies of doing unpaid voluntary work and being active in local groups, but also via a 
count of memberships and active involvement in different types of associations (count vari-
ables). I further measure civic engagement via the strength of political interest and support 
(or not) for a political party. An individual’s voluntary work frequency has been elicited 
from wave 6 onwards every second year by asking: “We are interested in the things people 
do in their leisure time, ...tell me how frequently you do each one...Do unpaid voluntary 

Fig. 1   Age of filial generation 
leaving parental households. 
Legal school leaving age during 
the sample horizon is age 16. 
Source: BHPS, waves 1–18 
(1991–2008)
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work”. Individuals can respond to this question in five categories, ranging from “Never/
almost never” (1) with middle categories being “Once a year or less” (2), “Several times 
a year” (3), and “At least once a month” (4) to “At least once a week” (5). On the same 
scale, the frequency of attending local group meetings is elicited in answer to the ques-
tion “tell me how frequently you do each one...Attend meetings for local groups/ voluntary 
organisations”. The BHPS also contains information on 12 types of organizations (politi-
cal party, trade union, environmental group, parents’ associations, tenants’ group, religious 
group, voluntary group, other community group, social group, sports club, women’s insti-
tute, women’s group, other organization) in which individuals can either be members and/
or be active in. There are count variables for membership (“Are you currently a member of 
any of the kinds of organisations ...”, with a mean of 0.62 group memberships, s.d. 0.62 for 
split-offs) and active participation (“Whether you are a member or not, do you join in the 
activities of any of these organisations on a regular basis?”, mean 0.53, SD 0.53 for split-
offs). Both variables are right-skewed with most individuals being member/active in few of 
them.

Regarding respondents’ political support and political interest, I make use of the fol-
lowing variables: the strength of support in case respondents do support a political party 
(“Would you call yourself a very strong supporter of [named political party,] fairly strong 
or not very strong?”, measured ordinally from 0 to 3 mean 0.56, SD 0.57 for split-offs: very 
strong: 1%, fairly strong: 10%, not very strong: 36%, not at all 53%) and their level of inter-
est in politics (“How interested would you say you are in politics?”, measured ordinally 
from 1 to 4; mean 2.00, SD 0.75 for split-offs: not at all interested: 29%, not very inter-
ested: 39%, fairly interested: 27%, very interested: 5%, asked with break in waves 7–10). 
Figure  2 on the other hand shows the distributions for volunteering frequency, activity 
count and political interest and strength of party support for the full BHPS data set. Nar-
rowing down the data set to split-offs (without their parents) thus produces a somewhat 
similar distributional picture, however, with higher frequencies of civic non-engagement 
for split-offs (78% of split-offs do not volunteer at all, 29% show no interest in politics and 
53% do not support a political party). Parental civic engagement as measured per these 
variables is generally higher than that of the filial generation (with the respective categories 
at 64%, 13% and 25%) but whether this captures a declining trend in civic engagement in 
the UK (see Binder 2017) or shows that the filial generation is civically less engaged can-
not be settled on the basis of these descriptive findings (as parental values are computed 
from earlier years than filial values due to the pre-leave post-leave distinction).

A range of control variables is applied to avoid confounding. These variables have been 
selected with respect to theory (Bekkers 2007; Black and Devereux 2011; Binder 2017) 
and are similar to typical analyses in the literature on voluntary associations and politi-
cal involvement (e.g. Li et al. 2005; Bekkers 2005; Van Der Meer and Van Ingen 2009). 
I use information on gender (52% of the sample’s split-offs are female), age (split-offs’ 
mean age is 24 years with a standard deviation of six years; mothers’ age is 49 years on 
average and fathers’ age is around 52 years), age squared (divided by 100), information on 
whether respondents live in the London area,6 information on individuals’ marital status 
(with a dummy for being married), on number of children (coded as continuous variable), 
on educational status (collapsing a CASMIN score into primary, secondary and tertiary 
dummies, with baseline being “no education”). I include some objective health indicators, 
viz. the response to the question whether the individual has any health problems (yes/no) 
and information whether the individual is registered as disabled. I also use respondents’ 

6  Running the models with dummies for greater UK regions yields similar results.
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employment status (with a dummy for being unemployed), hours worked per week and 
information on respondents’ overall net household income (equivalized and deflated to 
2008 prices, from Levy and Jenkins 2008). Equivalizing household income also serves to 
account for household composition differences. As there are a comparatively high number 
of cases of (especially) parental incomes missing, I have used a dummy variable for miss-
ing income and set those missing incomes to zero in order not to lose these observations 
in regression analysis (Dohmen et al. 2012). Both income and hours worked are inverse-
hyperbolic sine-transformed (IHS), an alternative to log transformations with very similar 
properties but having the advantage of being defined for zero values (Burbidge et al. 1988). 
To account for potential ethnic differences, a dummy variable for ethnicity (with white as 
base category) and for immigration status (with base category being born in the UK) are 
used.

Lastly, as previous literature has shown the potential influence of personality traits and 
religiosity on civic engagement, I control for both by using the self-assessed frequency 
of attending religious services and by using short measures of the “Big Five” personal-
ity traits. Religious service attendance is elicited on a scale similar to the volunteering 
scale. To control for personality trait confounds, I make use of respondents’ self-ratings 
along the “Big Five” personality dimensions of “Extraversion”, “Agreeableness”, “Con-
scientiousness”, “Neuroticism” and “Openness” (McCrae and Costa 2003). The Big Five 
are widely recognized as an empirically driven and useful characterization of personality. 

Fig. 2   Percentage of volunteering (top left), count of being active in voluntary associations (top right), of 
political interest (bottom left) and of strength of political party support (bottom right). These are pooled 
over all waves in which these variables have been elicited and for the full sample (split-offs, parents and 
individuals not used in the analysis). Source: BHPS, waves 1–18 (1991–2008)
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While it seems reasonable to assume that personality evolves over time, especially when 
young (Boyce et al. 2013), there is also evidence that personality traits are rather stable and 
genetically inheritable (Costa and McCrae 1994; Hampson and Goldberg 2006). Since the 
Big Five were only asked in the BHPS once in the 2005 wave, I am forced to use the 2005 
values as approximation of any underlying true personality trait. The short Big Five inven-
tory used in the BHPS has worse psychometric properties than longer inventories used in 
psychology but has been established to nevertheless provide a useful approximation (Gos-
ling et al. 2003; Donnellan and Lucas 2008).

As stated above, descriptive statistics for all variables can be found in Table  1 sepa-
rate for split-offs and their parents. As I average pre-leave and post-leave values, I also list 
the descriptive statistics for these averages separately in Table 2. For split-offs, post-leave 
average time in the sample is 9.36  years (SD 4.39 years), while pre-leave average time 
in the sample is 6.98 years (SD 4.79) for mothers and 6.74 years (SD 4.74) for fathers. 
These numbers overstate the information available for averaging, as not all years contain 
all variables of interest, so that for instance for doing volunteer work, averages are based 
on 4.42 (SD 1.92) years for split-offs and 2.05 years (SD 1.93) and 1.88 years (SD 1.92) 
for mothers and fathers respectively.7 Looking at these averages, we can see that paren-
tal civic engagement is higher (pre-leave) than split-offs’ average engagement (post-leave), 
independent of whether this is measured by volunteering, group participation frequency 
or membership and activity count. Political interest and party support are also higher for 
parents than for their children. We can also note that split-offs on average have higher edu-
cation levels than their parents with less variance in education levels as well. This can be 
seen as reflection of generally increasing education levels in the UK over time. Average 
religiosity is lower as well, whereas incomes are comparable in absolute terms. Bearing in 
mind that split-offs are much younger than their parents, their incomes have reached their 
parents’ levels at much earlier times, not surprising given the better education levels. Filial 
health, both measured by absence of health problems and registered disability, are lower 
than parental health, likely a function of age difference.

Looking at bivariate correlations in Table  3, no issues of severe multicollin-
earity in variables stand out, with the exception of membership and activity count 
( r = .70, p < 0.001).8 The second highest correlations are between political interest and 
political party support ( r = .55, p < 0.001 ) and between frequency of doing unpaid vol-
unteer work and frequency of being active in voluntary associations ( r = .46, p < 0.001 ), 
as well as between those two variables and membership and activity counts for such vol-
untary associations. Education level is positively related to all civic engagement vari-
ables, the strongest for political interest ( r = .31, p < 0.001 ) and associational member-
ship ( r = .28, p < 0.001 ). Hours worked is negatively associated with frequency of group 
activity ( r = −0.07, p < 0.01 ), suggesting a crowding out of activities through job time 

8  Variance inflation factors computed for all (OLS versions of the) main models to be presented later also 
confirm this, with the highest VIFs in the area of below 7 and mean VIFs for all models slightly below 
a value of 2. The highest individual VIFs are between the income variable and the income not reported 
dummy variable.

7  Averaging is unproblematic for continuous variables such as hours worked or income and is bound to 
reduce measurement error in variables and improve statistical inference. For originally ordinal-scaled 
dependent variables such as volunteering frequency, I round the averages to be able to use the original 
measurement scale. For education level, I do not use averages but the highest value, i.e. children eventu-
ally having tertiary education will be listed under that category. Averages of dummy variables essentially 
are percentages, where the variable is 1 if all time observed is spent in the respective condition, or less if 
only some years are spent in that condition (if a respondent is observed over five years, four out of which in 
unemployment, the average unemployment variable will be 0.8 = 4/5).
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demands. Age is positively related to membership ( r = .18, p < 0.001 ) and activity counts 
( r = .09, p < 0.001 ), potentially reflecting the accumulation of interests with age and also 
positively related with political interest ( r = .11, p < 0.001 ) and strength of party sup-
port ( r = .18, p < 0.001 ; we have seen this picture in the parent-split-off differences in 
these variables above as well). Lastly, being female is negatively associated with all civic 
engagement activities, suggesting gender differences in UK civic engagement ( r = −0.08 

Table 2   Descriptive statistics for split-offs and parents, averaged over pre- (parents) and post-leave (split-
offs) years. Source: BHPS

Averages rounded for dependent variables; maximal values for education taken

Mean SD Count

Frequency: does volunteer work (avg) 1.33 0.74 1521
Frequency: local groups (avg) 1.59 0.99 1521
Count: active (avg) 0.51 0.60 1478
Count: member (avg) 0.65 0.73 1478
Interest in politics (avg) 2.02 0.80 1638
Strength of pol. support (avg) 0.56 0.62 1681
Education (max) 1.15 0.69 1689
Income, equiv. (avg) 19,559.00 13,647.94 1728
No health problems (avg) 0.58 0.42 1669
Disabled (avg) 0.02 0.10 1700
Married (avg) 0.23 0.36 1700
Unemployed (avg) 0.06 0.18 1700
Hrs worked (incl.0, avg) 25.00 15.58 1694
Lives in London (avg) 0.07 0.24 1693
Female 0.52 0.50 1721
Ethnicity: nonwhite 0.03 0.18 1358
Openness 13.97 3.29 1220
Extraversion 14.20 3.32 1218
Agreeableness 16.14 2.86 1219
Neuroticism 11.33 3.74 1217
Conscientiousness 15.33 3.10 1218
Immigrant (POB outside UK) 0.03 0.17 1723
Religious (attendance) 0.55 0.96 887
Parents: frequency: does volunteer work (avg) 1.59 0.94 896
Parents: frequency: local groups (avg) 1.69 0.98 897
Parents: count: active (avg) 0.78 0.78 1330
Parents: count: member (avg) 1.01 0.91 1328
Parents: interest in politics (avg) 2.34 0.72 1194
Parents: strength of pol. support (avg) 0.97 0.68 1333
Parents: education (max) 0.95 0.81 1335
Parents: income, equiv. (avg) 18,911.75 14,009.95 1394
Parents: no. of kids (avg) 0.91 1.02 1340
Parents: religious (attn., avg) 0.85 1.00 1325
Parents: no health prob. (avg) 0.41 0.35 1340
Parents: disabled (avg) 0.06 0.20 1340
Parents: unemployed (avg) 0.04 0.12 1340
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to r = −0.20, p < 0.001 ). Other bivariate correlations largely go in directions that would 
be expected (e.g. positive associations between higher age, education and income). In 
Table 11 in the “Appendix”, I also provide Pearson correlation coefficients between all 
civic engagement variables between generations, which are generally positive and sta-
tistically significant and range from r = .35, p < 0.001 (for political interest between 
generations) to r = .11, p < 0.001 (for voluntary group attendance frequency). Correla-
tions within generations are higher than between (within parents: up to r = .79, p < 0.001 
between membership and activity counts), which suggests unsurprisingly that the within-
person spill-over of civic engagement is stronger than the intergenerational transmission.

In order to get a further feeling for how civic engagement is transmitted between the 
generations, I have also created a transition matrix for doing volunteer work frequency, 
activity count, as well as strength of political interest and party support between genera-
tions, dichotomizing parental and filial generation into those who do not at all exhibit 
interest or activity and those who do. Figure 3 presents absolute numbers and percent-
ages of these dichotomous categories, for example of 57% (647 obs.) of the split-offs of 
non-volunteering parents volunteered versus 67% (392 obs.) of volunteering parents’ 
split-offs (upper left). �2 tests in all four cases reject the hypothesis of equal distribu-
tions, providing evidence that there exists a systematic positively reinforcing association 
between parental and filial civic engagement.

All this can be but a first glimpse at how civic engagement is transmitted between gen-
erations in the UK, as it does not account for any intervening factors that might drive this 
relationship. In order to better understand those intervening factors, I now turn to multi-
variate regression analysis.

3.3 � Results

The baseline specification for the intergenerational transmission of civic engagement 
regresses filial (average) activities on parental (average) activities, estimating equation (1) 
without any parental or filial control variables. This measurement exercise provides the 
upper bound estimate of the intergenerational correlation between said activities, not try-
ing to explain how this association comes about. As depicted in Table 4, for all dependent 

Volunteers (Freq.)
Splitoff: No Splitoff: Yes Total

Parents: No 494 647 1141
43.30 56.70 100.00

Parents: Yes 195 392 587
33.22 66.78 100.00

Total 689 1039 1728
39.87 60.13 100.00

χ2 16.4125
p 0.0001

Active (Count)
Splitoff: No Splitoff: Yes Total

Parents: No 922 453 1375
67.05 32.95 100.00

Parents: Yes 207 146 353
58.64 41.36 100.00

Total 1129 599 1728
65.34 34.66 100.00

χ2 8.7809
p 0.0030

Political Interest
Splitoff: None Splitoff: Yes Total

Parents: None 1379 272 1651
83.53 16.47 100.00

Parents: Yes 53 24 77
68.83 31.17 100.00

Total 1432 296 1728
82.87 17.13 100.00

χ2 11.1899
8000.0p

Strength of Political Party Support
Splitoff: None Splitoff: Yes Total

Parents: None 1022 515 1537
66.49 33.51 100.00

Parents: Yes 96 95 191
50.26 49.74 100.00

Total 1118 610 1728
64.70 35.30 100.00

χ2 19.5970
0000.0p

Fig. 3   Transition matrices for doing volunteer work frequency (upper left), activity count (upper right), 
political interest (lower left) and political party support (lower right) between parental and filial generation 
(values dichotomized). Absolute numbers and percentages of those split-offs who exhibit behavior/attitude 
depending on whether parents exhibited behavior/attitude. �2 statistics show differences in distributions for 
all variables significant at p < 0.01 or better. Source: BHPS
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variables, there are statistically significant and positive intergenerational associations. Due 
to the estimation of ordered probit and poisson count models, effect size assessment is less 
straightforward than in the case of OLS. For the poisson count models, a coefficient of 
.26 (activity count) and .27 (membership count) means that a one unit increase in par-
ents’ membership/activity is associated with a 26% increase in children’s activity count 
and a 27% increase in children’s membership count. In the case of the ordered probit mod-
els, coefficients are less easy to interpret and marginal effects have to be computed sepa-
rately: here, marginal effects (at the means) for children of falling into the highest or lowest 
engagement category are in the order of b = 0.01, p < 0.01 and b = −0.04, p < 0.01 (vol-
unteer work frequency), b = 0.01, p < 0.001 and b = −0.05, p < 0.001 (group frequency), 
b = 0.05, p < 0.001 and b = −0.18, p < 0.001 (political interest) and b = 0.01, p < 0.01 
and b = −0.20, p < 0.001 (political party support) respectively, for a one-unit increase in 
parents’ engagement levels. This shows an asymmetry, where parental engagement makes 
filial lack of engagement much less likely, yet has smaller influence at the upper extreme 
of civic engagement. Reestimating the equations as simple OLS yields coefficients of 
b = 0.09, p < 0.01 (volunteering), b = 0.12, p < 0.01 (groups), b = 0.41, p < 0.001 (politi-
cal interest), b = 0.29, p < 0.001 (political party support), b = 0.17, p < 0.001 (activ-
ity count) and b = 0.21, p < .001 (membership count), or if computed as log-log models 
yield intergenerational elasticities of � = 0.11 (volunteering), � = 0.12 (groups), � = 0.46 
(political interest), � = 0.48 (political party support), � = 0.25 (activity count) and � = 0.33 
(membership count), respectively (computed at the variables’ mean).9

Such a basic model conflates genetic, preferential as well as resource-related influences 
on children’s civic engagement, and controlling for relevant filial and parental character-
istics is likely to attenuate these coefficients. For this reason, I reestimate the intergenera-
tional associations controlling at the same time for filial confounds (education, income, 
religiosity etc.) as well as for the most relevant parental confounds (estimating a model 
without any parental controls yields a virtually similar result, however, which is good 
news in the sense that these variables do not pick up variance for omitted child charac-
teristics). Table 5 contains this full model and compared to the base model without any 
control variables, we can see an attenuation of all parental engagement variables: while 
all variables, with the exception of group participation frequency, retain their statisti-
cal significance, coefficient sizes decrease somewhat. Coefficients for volunteering fre-
quency ( b = 0.12, p < 0.05 ), political interest ( b = 0.44, p < 0.001 ) and political support 
( b = 0.43, p < 0.001 ) are rather similar to the base model, whereas attenuation is more vis-
ible for membership count ( b = 0.15, p < 0.001 ) and activity count ( b = 0.17, p < 0.01 ). 
The coefficient for group membership frequency is more than halved and no longer sta-
tistically significant ( b = 0.06, p > 0.10 ). Corresponding intergenerational elasticities 
are � = 0.08 (volunteering; not significant), � = 0.04 (groups; not significant), � = 0.32 
(political interest), � = 0.38 (political party support), � = 0.17 (activity count) and � = 0.20 
(membership count), respectively (computed at the variables’ mean). These are somewhat 
lower for all variables, and arguably more strongly so for political interest, activity and 
membership count.10

9  These elasticities are not constant over the range of the respective parental variables and are increasing in 
the independent variables but at a decreasing rate. The strongest non-linearity is present for activity, mem-
bership and political support, something left to explore in future work.
10  I have also run models including parental personality traits, but these have decreased sample size by a 
further 100 observations. Results are largely similar in those models, and parental personality traits did not 
predict filial preferences in a systematic way.
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Overall, these findings support the hypothesis that there is a transmission of parental 
civic engagement and voluntary associational participation (hypothesis 1). These results 
are in line with findings in the literature, most closely Bekkers (2007), Necker and Voskort 
(2014b) and Volland (2013). Comparing results to the latter study (which also uses BHPS 
data but different model specifications and a residual regression methodology that does 
not lend itself to directly comparing coefficients with this study), the association between 
parental and filial volunteering is present, but I cannot confirm a similarly strong associa-
tion regarding group participation frequency. Compared with the former study, I also find 
attenuation of transmission once taking into account filial and parental variables regard-
ing social status, religion and personality traits. The somewhat larger elasticities for politi-
cal interest and party support in comparison to the associational variables also provides 
evidence for Quintelier’s observation of an association between parental civic engagement 
and filial political interest (Quintelier 2008, p. 364). Overall, the (leisure) activity-specific 
transmission patterns in Volland (2013) are confirmed here also regarding different types 
of civic engagement. My results also confirm the weak but existant transmission patterns 
found in Necker and Voskort (2014b), but allow to further disentangle political from social 
engagement, showing differences in effect sizes for my UK sample.

Looking at the results in somewhat more detail, the analysis confirms several pertinent 
findings about the personal antecedents of civic engagement (hypothesis 2): filial education 
is robustly associated with higher civic engagement (similar in Volland 2013) and specifi-
cally tertiary education levels are related to all engagement variables. All education levels 
(compared to the baseline level) are strongly related to associational and political variables 
(a salient finding usually also in the volunteering literature but also for charitable giving, 
see Wilhelm et al. 2008). Regarding filial control variables, and in line with other research, 
I find that religiosity (as measured by church attendance frequency) is significantly related 
to all civic engagement categories, most strongly in the case of frequency of doing volun-
tary work, pointing to spill-overs between faith and civic mindedness (confirming results 
from Beutel and Johnson 2004; Bekkers 2007, for US and the Netherlands).

Good health, interestingly, is associated with less civic engagement, for example 
having health problems reducing volunteering frequency, political interest and the 
membership and activity count in voluntary associations. But being a registered disa-
bled on the other hand is also negatively associated with volunteering. This could mean 
that the younger respondents in the BHPS, being in comparatively good health, pursue 
other activities instead of becoming civically engaged, but those who are in especially 
bad health cannot use civic engagement in a compensatory manner. Unemployment has 
a similarly strongly negative association with a number of civic engagement variables 
(volunteer work and group frequency, membership count and political interest). The 
most striking finding here is that gender exhibits strong negative associations with both 
membership and activity count variables and with the political engagement variables.

It is of note that income is not associated with civic engagement in a systematic 
fashion. It is not necessarily surprising that income has no association with volun-
teering (as opposed to charitable donations), considering that time, more than money, 
would determine whether one engages in voluntary or associational activities, but 
hours worked are not related to civic engagement in this analysis (or even positively 
in the case of group membership count; pace Volland 2013). The latter could be 
explained with individuals being employed being more likely to participate in profes-
sional organizations hence increasing their membership count.

Looking at parental control variables, no systematic and statistically significant pattern 
exists for any of my parental control variables (number of siblings is positively related to filial 
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volunteering frequency as the one exception here), i.e. any effect on filial civic engagement 
goes through parental preference. That parental resources have no direct association with fil-
ial civic engagement is in contradiction with hypothesis 3, but parental resources may well 
indirectly influence the relationship estimated through their persistent relationship with filial 
resources (i.e. transmission of education and income between generations; not tested here).

Comparisons between the intergenerational transmission of civic engagement and chari-
table giving show that the raw elasticities for volunteering are in a similar ballpark as those 
for secular charitable giving (compare Wilhelm et  al. 2008,  pp.  2150–2151, with secular 
giving elasticities ranging from � = 0.084 to � = 0.142 depending on model specification), 
but less pronounced than those for religious giving. Overall, the intergenerational elasticities 
for volunteering are smaller than those from the intergenerational income elasticity literature 
(which often are around � = 0.4 to 0.5), with preferences and attitudes less persistent across 
generations than material resources. This is consistent with existing evidence on the trans-
mission of prosocial values (as opposed to behavior, Necker and Voskort 2014b).

For want of space, I will not discuss other statistically significant associations here in 
much detail, even though personality traits (for instance) show some interesting associa-
tions: openness relates positively to political interest and activity count, agreeableness 
positively to volunteering but negatively to the strength of political party support (maybe 
because agreeable persons dislike the conflict inherent in political activities), and extra-
version is positively related to the number of memberships and activities one pursues and 
to political party support (but negatively related to political interest). While interesting in 
their own right, and in line with expectations regarding their signs, the empirical evidence 
for personality traits is not sufficiently coherent among the different civic engagement vari-
ables to support strong conclusions (Bekkers 2007, provides weaker empirical support for 
the role of personality traits in the transmission process): of the five, Extraversion shows 
the most consistent association with civic engagement (but even there, the negative coef-
ficient for the political interest model is somewhat puzzling), whereas both Agreeableness 
and Openness are only associated with a subset of the civic engagement variables.

3.4 � Sensitivity Analysis

The results presented so far are instructive as they show the presence of an intergenera-
tional transmission of civic engagement, but it is worthwhile to further explore this rela-
tionship. Considering the large amount of zeros in the different dependent variables (e.g., 
large parts of the populace not volunteering at all or being part in no groups or not support-
ing a political party), one could conjecture that there are two different processes involved, 
one that determines whether an individual actually exhibits civic engagement, and then a 
different process that determines how frequent this engagement is. Such a distinction can 
be usefully modeled using hurdle/selection models. Some empirical confirmation for a 
difference in processes can be found in results discussed by Mustillo et al. (2004), where 
parental (mothers’) volunteering is associated with daughters’ concurrent volunteering, but 
parental volunteering does not predict filial frequency of volunteering. In order to explore 
such a two-part influence, I estimate logit hurdle models with identical first and second 
stage explanatory variables in the case of my activity and membership count variables 
(Cameron and Trivedi 2010, sec. 17.3.5) and Heckman selection models for the other (non-
count) variables. In the latter case of a bivariate sample-selection model (or type-2 tobit 
model), I do not impose any exclusion restrictions (i.e., first stage variables are the same as 
second stage), but use the Heckman sample-selection model to automatically create those 
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exclusion restrictions through the non-linearity of the selection equation.11 I will later on 
also explore the extent to which the use of parental variables as exclusion restrictions atten-
uates the intergenerational transmission coefficients.

Results of the two-stage models are depicted in Table 6 and show that indeed the paren-
tal transmission processes works with different strength on the two levels. We can see that 
both voluntary work frequency as well as political party support strength are not influenced 
by parental preferences for the doers, whereas their occurrence at all in the filial generation 
is influenced by parental preferences. In the case of political interest, parental preference is 
associated with filial preference both in regards to occurrence and strength, albeit with less 
strong correlation for the latter. The relationship is reversed regarding the two count vari-
ables, where parental counts are more strongly associated with filial counts, whereas the 
coefficients for triggering filial memberships/activities are smaller. There are no significant 
associations in the group participation frequency variable.

An advantage of the present data set is that different measures of civic engagement 
also allow to test for spillover effects between generations, testing what can be called an 
intergenerational Tocqueville hypothesis: does parental civic engagement (doing volunteer 
work, being member or active in voluntary associations) increase political engagement of 
their filial generation? Table 7 shows that this is not unequivocally the case. In the upper 
panel, we can see that the higher voluntary work or group participation frequency of par-
ents, the lower the political engagement of their children, whereas parental membership 
count and political engagement variables are positively associated with filial engagement 
(some associations at the 10% level of significance). This picture does not change when 
also including filial civic engagement variables (lower panel) and shows that this parental 
spill-over effect takes place in addition to the direct transmission of the respective prefer-
ences; for instance, while there seems to be a transmission of volunteer work frequency 
(as seen above), there is a cost associated with this in terms of a reduction of (filial) politi-
cal party support strength. This could be due to time trade-offs, where the civically very 
engaged parents do not bother about the political education of their children. Opposed to 
this, when it comes to associational membership or political interest, both are transmitted 
across generations, but both also increase political party support in the filial generation. In 
this case, the effect also pertains in addition to the positive association of filial membership 
and political interest with political party support.

As parents and children live in the same household before the split-off, their civic 
engagement preferences might be shaped by other third factors not modeled, such as peer 
effects from friends and role models. I have further explored the extent to which the asso-
ciation between parental and filial civic engagement preferences might be spurious and 
rather due to such other (non-parental) role models. One way to model other behavioral 
influences is to include variables into the regression equation that control for regional vari-
ation in civic engagement, representing the potential influence of other role models that 
can teach civic engagement apart from one’s parents (see for instance Dohmen et al. 2012, 
who model regional trust attitude levels and regional levels of risk preferences). I have thus 
computed regional averages for all independent civic engagement variables both for pre- 
and post-leave years in order to control for peer effects while living in the parental house-
hold and after splitting off. Results of reestimating the full transmission models includ-
ing those peer influence variables are shown in Table  8 (only regional peer coefficients 

11  In essence, this can be called “identification through non-linear functional form” (Cameron and Trivedi 
2010, p. 558).
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and parental preferences shown). All civic engagement variables remain rather similar to 
the main models (with some attenuation of effect sizes and statistical significance). In the 
case of regional peer effects after leaving the parental household, none of the mean lev-
els of civic engagement in the filial new region of residence are statistically significant. 
As regards influences before leaving the parental household, I find a negative relationship 
between regional membership counts and (later) filial group membership and a positive 
relationship between group participation and frequency. One could argue that ‘chequebook 
membership’ has a negative influence on (and undermines further) filial memberships, dis-
couraging such behavior, whereas actual participation is of more positive influence (which 
makes sense given that this allows actual role modeling to happen and behavior to be rein-
forced, as opposed to being a group member on paper). While very much in line with find-
ings on regional leisure activity transmission in the UK (Volland 2013, also does not find 
regional influences to play a role), my findings here are in contrast with a strong positive 
influence of regional levels of trust and risk attitudes on the transmission process in Ger-
many (Dohmen et al. 2012, p. 664). It should also be noted that such regional variables 
are only imperfect proxies for social networks that might exist on more narrow local levels 
(school, university, etc.) and further research could explore whether other peer groups (for 
instance comprising individuals of same sex, same age, or same education level) might 
exert stronger influences.

A further test for such otherwise omitted regional influences is to look at differences in 
transmission patterns between parent-child dyads who continue to live in the same region 
and those where parents and post-leave children live in different regions. A difference in 
associations between both would mean that there are other role model influences that shape 
filial preferences and/or that any transmission influence fades over time after children leave 
the parental household. Table 9 depicts an interaction model, where a dummy variable for 
parental and filial generation remaining in the same UK region is estimated. Parental pref-
erence coefficients in this model are main effects when the same region dummy equals 
zero, i.e. the offspring moves to a different region. This shows that most civic engagement 
variables exhibit the transmission patterns even for those children who move away from 
their parents (with the exception of activity count). There are no significant interaction 
effects, though, i.e. I cannot find evidence for a stronger parental transmission influence 
when children stay close to their parents. This points towards no specific regional influ-
ences and is in line with the above sensitivity test as well as findings on leisure activity 
transmission between generations in the UK (Volland 2013).

Finally, concerns about reverse causality or omitted variables might make the inter-
pretation of the intergenerational transmissions coefficients as causal problematic. If, for 
instance, filial preferences for civic engagement in their youth have caused parental civic 
engagement, then any correlation between post-leave filial preference and pre-leave paren-
tal preference might might be due to reverse causation. One way of taking into account 
such a concern would be estimating the above equations using 2SLS and employing par-
ents’ unchanging characteristics (education, income, health) as instruments for parental 
civic engagement (e.g., Dohmen et  al. 2012; Volland 2013). The argument behind this 
approach is that such unchanging characteristics should be plausibly be fixed at filial birth, 
hence not being endogenous to filial civic engagement preference but correlated with 
parental engagement preference. While these instruments have not shown extremely con-
vincing econometric properties in the previous analyses mentioned, such an instrumental 
variable approach could at least provide suggestive evidence for a causal interpretation. 
I have thus re-estimated the full model using a 2SLS approach and using parental educa-
tion, income and health variables as instruments. As can be seen in Table 10, this leads 
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to an attenuation of the coefficients regarding political engagement. The parental group 
frequency, member and activity variables are no longer significant in this model specifica-
tion. In the case of volunteering, the effect size compared to OLS increases, but it has to 
be noted that instruments are likely weak and estimates hence biased.12 Overall, these tests 
confirm the stability of the full model results and provide some ‘suggestive’ evidence of a 
causal relationship.

4 � Conclusion

This paper has pursued the question to what extent there exist “home-schools” of democ-
racy in the UK. With civic engagement being an integral part of democracy, the cultiva-
tion of civic virtues and engagement is of vital interest for society (Fung 2003; Freise and 
Hallmann 2014). As opposed to studies that try to locate such learning of civic engagement 
in voluntary associations, i.e. the “schools of democracy” (see for instance Kamerāde et al. 
2015; Binder 2017), the present paper has focused on the family as the locus where those 
democratic skills are learned and transmitted from parents to children. In the family, par-
ents transmit predispositions and behaviors to their children, in part through their genes but 
also through modeling behaviors that children pick up through social learning (Bandura 
1977) or through providing resources to enable their children’s behaviors.

I have contributed to a growing stream of literature interested in the intergenerational 
transmission and persistence of preferences and attitudes more general (Waldkirch et  al. 
2004; Bekkers 2007; Dohmen et al. 2012; Volland 2013; Necker and Voskort 2014a, b). 
Using data from the British Household Panel Survey, I have analyzed how civic engage-
ment (measured in various ways through volunteering, membership in voluntary associa-
tions as well as political interest and political party support) is transmitted from parents 
to their children. I have found significant positive associations between parental and filial 
measures of civic engagement that range from � = 0.11 to 0.48. Controlling for a range of 
parental and filial influences that determine civic engagement, these associations expressed 
as intergenerational elasticities are � = 0.09 (volunteer work), � = 0.04 (groups; but not 
significant), � = 0.33 (political interest), � = 0.41 (political party support), � = 0.16 (activ-
ity count) and � = 0.18 (membership count), respectively. While these effects should be 
considered small in the case of voluntary engagement and moderate for political engage-
ment, they are found consistently and largely comparable to other studies in the field.

Controlling for parental characteristics has attenuated the influence of parental prefer-
ence somewhat, but parental preference, alongside filial education levels (which them-
selves are to some extent transmitted) have turned out to be the strongest predictors of filial 
civic engagement. Two-stage models have shown that this transmission works stronger in 
terms of enabling or nudging children to actually take up civic engagement and is less 
strong in predicting the actual frequency or strength of that commitment. My findings can 

12  Identification tests show that while overidentification tests (Hansen J null hypothesis cannot be rejected) 
and underidentification tests (Kleibergen-Paap LM rk null hypothesis can be rejected) are as desired, weak 
instrument tests indicate with their low F statistics that the instruments presented are suffering from weak-
ness. Full test results available from the author on request.
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explain why evidence is not stronger for the schools of democracy as opposed to the “pools 
of hypothesis” (Van Der Meer and Van Ingen 2009): if transmission and learning of civic 
engagement skills happens at early ages in the family, we would expect civic associations 
to rather function as pools of democracy, where civic-minded parents send their (already) 
civic-minded children. Moreover, as we have seen, in some cases, spill-over effects from 
civic engagement to political engagement are negative over the generations, suggesting 
trade-offs between civic and political engagement transmissions. These should be further 
explored in future research to better understand whether time constraints work to produce 
such an effect or other dynamics are at play here.

Using a panel data set, where both parents and children respond to questions about 
their civic engagement addresses concerns of imperfect recall or social desirability, when 
children would not recall their parents’ civic activities or align them with their interests 
(Mustillo et al. 2004). Using panel data further helps to account for measurement in vari-
ables bias by allowing to average imperfectly measured variables such as income or fre-
quency of civic engagement. Despite this, obvious limitations remain: First, even though 
the BHPS allows to control for a large number of confounders and its panel data set up 
allows to distinguish pre- and post-leave variables, one should be careful with attributing 
a causal interpretation to the associations presented above. Reverse causality and endo-
geneity bias cannot be completely excluded despite the setup chosen above, for example, 
children’s preferences might actually have led parents to start their civic engagement activi-
ties while still being in the same household. Secondly, omitted variables for both parents 
and offspring might bias the coefficients estimated above. While the fact that including 
a number of parental control variables did not seem to change transmission coefficients 
much gives some reassurance in this area, it cannot be excluded that some omitted con-
founds might have a larger effect than parental income, education or religiosity. This could 
concern social networks and peer influences from friends or extended family, but could 
also encompass specific institutions that are present during the sample horizon and shaped 
both parental and filial civic engagement preferences. Further research should also include 
a focus on how this transmission relationship may change as a result of social media and 
their potential to organize and influence civic engagement. While temporally largely out-
side of the scope of the present manuscript (the sample horizon from 1991-2008 has barely 
seen social media come into existence), it is likely that the use of social media creates 
influences on civic engagement that go beyond the purely regional level and may lead to 
yet another source of potential confounding of the transmission relationship between gen-
erations.13 Thirdly, measurement error in variables decreases when averaging variables of 
larger number of years, but for the exercise at hand, only few years worth for data have 
been available for some individuals. This means that despite averaging, there might be 
measurement error left and longer-lasting panel data sets might improve the estimates fur-
ther. In a comparable case study on the transmission of charitable donations, back of the 
envelope calculations on such biases led the authors to conclude that true elasticities might 
be twice as large as the ones estimated due to measurement and lifecycle bias (Wilhelm 
et al. 2008, p. 2155), and estimates found in the present context might thus also underesti-
mate the true elasticities for that reason. Fourthly, while using a number of different meas-
ures of civic engagement, the robustness exercises have shown that the type of engagement 

13  I am indebted to an anonymous referee for raising this particular issue.
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matters for the transmission process and the variables at hand only imperfectly allow to 
disentangle secular vs. religious volunteering as well as the types of political engagement.

These limitations notwithstanding, understanding how civic engagement is transmitted 
between generations is of high policy-relevance. As Wilhelm et al. (2008) argues for the 
case of intergenerational transmission of charitable giving: traditional models assuming 
Ricardian equivalence will conclude that parental giving mitigates or undoes governmental 
social policies, whereas the shown intergenerational stickiness of civic engagement empiri-
cally demonstrated here suggests that pro-social behavior encouraged by the government 
will be amplified in the long run through these parental transmission channels. Any assess-
ment of such policies focussing only on one generation also likely will underestimate the 
effects and hence lead to an under-provision of policies that foster civic engagement. On 
the other hand, providing for more opportunities of civic engagement spanning genera-
tions, for instance through family memberships for political parties or voluntary associa-
tions, might foster and support the familial transmission processes explored in this paper.
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