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ABSTRACT 

This paper explains the contemporary gender gap in voting as a life-course outcome of gendered 

sorting in education and work. Drawing on social role theory, we argue that the gender gap is 

linked to the division of labor in which women and men disproportionately enter different fields 

of study and occupational environments. We test the effect of socialization in education and work 

using cross-national surveys and longitudinal panels. Sequential mediation analysis shows that 

differences in educational and occupational field account for a substantial share of the gender gap 

in voting on the socio-cultural cleavage. Within-person panel estimates indicate that entering 

higher education, especially into fields with high cultural-communicative content, is followed by 

shifts toward socio-liberal or GAL/Green support. Gendered pathways through education and 

employment help to translate contrasting roles in the division of labor into the contemporary 

gender gap. 
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Differences in the political behavior of women and men has been a topic of considerable interest 

at least from the time of Aristotle ([1998] c.330 BCE, Book Two, Ch. 9).  The dominant view, for 

over two thousand years, was that women were properly rooted in private l ife with roles centered 

on the home and family. When women eventually gained the vote, their political preferences were 

conceived to be an extension of their stereotyped family role and hence biased towards cultural 

conservatism. Early electoral research seemed to confirm this expectation: women were more 

likely than men to support conservative, religious, and Christian democratic parties (Duverger, 

1955; Inglehart & Norris, 2000; but see Brie and Teele, 2026; Morgan-Collins, 2021).  

The gender gap was almost flipped on its head with the coming of a knowledge society 

which expanded women’s access to education and paid work, even as traditional gender roles at 

home and barriers in the workplace persisted (Dassonneville, 2021; Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2006; 

Shorrocks, 2018). At the same time, politics pivoted towards socio-cultural issues: gender equality 

and environmental protection alongside conflict over immigration and national identity 

(Bornschier, 2010; Hooghe et al., 2002; Kriesi et al., 2006). This fueled the rise of GAL parties 

disproportionately supported by women and TAN parties disproportionately supported by men 

(Schäfer and Steiner, 2025).1  

This modern gender gap appears in every western democracy and is among the most 

robust findings in the voting literature. It is embedded in broader patterns of gendered political 

participation and representation (Sass & Kuhnle, 2023; Teele et al., 2018; Weeks et al., 2023, Figure 

 
1 GAL stands for green, alternative, libertarian. TAN stands for traditionalist, authoritarian, 

nationalist. 
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4). Yet its causal foundations remain unclear. In particular, the role of adult experience in shaping 

this gap is poorly understood. To what extent do experiences in education and work contribute to 

the formation of gendered political preferences? Do these experiences merely reflect prior 

dispositions, or do they exert an independent influence over the life course? And through which 

pathways does the division of labor translate into the gender gap? 

Our purpose is to understand how gendered political behavior is shaped through adult life-

course experiences. While previous work has provided important insights into how personality 

traits and attitudes drive the gender gap, we investigate whether and how gendered political 

preferences develop over the course of adulthood as individuals navigate the division of labor. We 

show that educational and occupational trajectories shape political behavior in ways that are both 

gendered and politically consequential. 

Explanations of the gender gap in voting have made substantial gains on two fronts. One 

emphasizes issue attitudes, from gender equality to sexism and from liberal to traditional views on 

immigration and welfare (Allen & Wallace Goodman, 2021; Anduiza & Rico, 2024; Gidengil & Stolle, 

2021; Shorrocks, 2021). The other works from the opposite end of the causal chain by arguing how 

personality characteristics explain vote choice (e.g. Bakker et al. 2016; Coffé, 2019; Deckman & 

Cassese, 2021; Harteveld et al., 2019). The first literature explains how women and men take 

positions on issues that are proximate to vote choice, the second literature explains it through pre-

political dispositions that are considered to be durable over a person’s life.  

To make further progress, we need to probe the space between these theories: how gender 

informs political preferences over a person’s life. If gender captures how sex is actually 

experienced, then it is worth delving into that experience to understand how the voting choices of 
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women and men evolve over the life course. Gender is rooted in biology, but it is realized in 

experience. In the words of Eagly and Wood (2012, p. 460), we need to incorporate “the power of 

the situation in its interactions with the attributes and processes of individuals.” This insight lies at 

the core of social role theory, which emphasizes that the division of labor structures male and 

female tasks and roles and that this shapes attitudes and behavior. Accordingly, “diffuse gender 

roles as well as specific social and occupational roles should be more predictive of important 

political outcomes than biological sex alone” (Schneider & Bos, 2019, p. 177).  

Social role theory seeks to explain sex-differentiated behavior under the traditional division 

of labor, and it has been adapted to explain gender differences in voting on the conventional left–

right dimension. We extend the theory to account for the contemporary gender gap following an 

information revolution from the 1960s which transformed the logic of capitalist development 

around the production, dissemination, and application of knowledge (Hooghe & Marks, 2022). As 

knowledge became the bedrock of productivity, education became decisive for the division of labor 

(Bell, 1976; Hooghe & Marks, 2022; Iversen & Soskice, 2019). Our prior is that the substance of a 

person’s education – the field in which they study – constitutes a key site of socialization that can 

shape a person’s political worldview. We apply this argument to occupation on the premise that 

workplace environments embed individuals in social networks that can reinforce or reshape 

political preferences over the life-course. 

This is the promise of a life-course theory of gendered vote choice, but it is not obvious 

that adult experience really does matter once early-life experiences are factored in. Research in 

political psychology suggests that girls and boys exhibit distinct psychological propensities 

expressed in gendered traits and values (Costa et al., 2019; Feingold, 1994) and that this shapes 
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their engagement with the political world (Bos et al., 2022). This raises the possibility that the 

political preferences of women and men form in childhood and adolescence rather than in 

adulthood (Jennings & Niemi, 1971; van Ditmars, 2023). Using panel data, Van Ditmars & Shorrocks 

(2025) find that changes in employment, education, and marital status do not produce 

corresponding shifts in political preferences.  

However, it is too soon to conclude that adult experience is politically inert. While not 

directly concerned with gender, a significant body of research suggests that political preferences 

are responsive to experiences in education, work, and family life (Cantoni et al., 2017; Kitschelt and 

Rehm, 2014; Slothuus & Bisgaard, 2021; Zaller, 1992). Adult experience may matter precisely 

because an individual may select into environments they expect to be formative. Self-selecting into 

a particular field of study exposes a person to modes of reasoning and social interaction that may 

have an independent effect on their political worldview.  

We describe this as selection into socialization, a process in which a person chooses a life-

course trajectory that may shape their political attitudes or behavior. Education is a promising 

venue for selection into socialization not just because education is a key experience in the 

contemporary division of labor, but because education, by definition, is a process of 

transformation, of bringing up (Lat. educare) and bringing forth (Lat. educere), in which the student 

is inducted into particular skills and ways of thinking. On this account, self-selection into a 

particular field of education may be a precondition of socialization rather than an alternative.  

This approach requires that we get into the substance of a person’s role in the division of 

labor. The political effects of adult experience are most likely to be detected not when individuals 

enter or exit education or an occupation, but in what they do in the process of education or work. 
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We need to pay attention to the substantive experience: what they study, what skills they acquire, 

and with whom they interact (Damhuis, 2020; Eger et al., 2024; Hooghe et al., 2025).  

A political sociology of the gender gap poses serious methodological challenges. Cross-

national comparison and country fixed-effects models have limited leverage in disentangling 

causality in the complex interplay of political, cultural, and economic factors. Moreover, change in 

the division of labor is slow-moving and its effects on gender relations feed back in the 

opportunities and roles available to men and women. For these reasons, the gender gap is difficult 

to explain using country-level variation.  

To assess whether experience in the division of labor shapes political preferences, we adopt 

a three-pronged empirical strategy that combines complementary strengths of cross-sectional and 

longitudinal analysis with qualitative evidence. The first step models how gendered life-course 

trajectories relate to political preferences by examining the role of education and occupation as 

mediating pathways. We use sequential mediation to place these experiences in temporal order 

and to estimate how much of the gender gap in voting is accounted for by differences in 

educational and occupational field (Zhou & Yamamoto, 2023). This allows us to probe whether the 

sorting of women and men into distinct roles in the division of labor is systematically associated 

with their political behavior. 

The second step turns to panel data to address a key limitation of this approach, in 

particular, its reliance on strong assumptions about selection and no unobserved confounding. 

Using a difference-in-differences design combined with the fixed-effect counterfactual estimator 

(FEct) (Liu et al., 2024), we estimate within-person change as individuals enter higher education 

and move into occupations. This approach allows us to assess whether changes in educational and 
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occupational environments are followed by changes in political preferences while accounting for 

unobservable, time-invariant attributes that may affect selection. It provides more credible 

evidence that life-course experiences exert an independent influence. Finally, we report in-depth 

interviews suggesting that people indeed perceive their worldview being shaped, sometimes 

profoundly, by what they study and where they work. 

Taken together, these approaches allow us to triangulate the relationship between gender, 

life-course experiences, and political behavior: the mediation analysis maps the pathways through 

which gendered trajectories operate; the panel analysis shows that these pathways correspond to 

within-person change over time rather than selection; the interviews illustrate how individuals 

perceive their experience in the division of labor.  

We next derive the principal empirical implications of the theory and explain how we 

measure field of education and occupation. We then introduce the data and implement a stepwise 

methodological strategy.  

 

Hypotheses 

Social role theory conceives a society’s division of labor as an influential source of sex -

differentiated behavior (Eagly & Wood, 1999, p. 409; Hyde, 2014). The implication is that as the 

division of labor changes, so may gendered political behavior. As knowledge has become a key 

source of capitalist productivity, education has become decisive for how labor is organized and 

allocated (Bornschier et al., 2024; Iversen & Soskice, 2019). Not only has women’s participation in 

higher education increased, but women and men tend to sort into different fields of study. Many 

fields are highly gender-segregated, including information sciences (15% women), engineering 
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(23% women), construction & manufacturing (27% women), arts & humanities (65% women), 

health & welfare (72% women), and education (78% women). 

Level of education is the go-to predictor in research on voting on the socio-cultural 

cleavage. By contrast, field of education has only recently been utilized in voting models and has 

rarely been linked to the gender gap. However, there are grounds for believing that studying in a 

particular field can be politically formative. Fields that problematize social interaction or 

emphasize cultural expression have been argued to foster greater understanding for others’ 

standpoints (Guimond et al., 1989; van de Werfhorst & de Graaf, 2004). Technical fields of study 

(e.g. engineering, accounting) bracket interpersonal concerns, and business-related fields 

emphasize instrumental-material human behavior. Consistent with this, graduates in cultural or 

communicative fields (e.g. the arts, humanities, and social sciences) tend to be more detached 

from market ideology (Ladd & Lipset, 1975); more inclined to emphasize situational explanations 

for individual life-chances (Guimond et al., 1989, p. 128); less susceptible to group prejudice (Eger 

et al., 2024); more critical of inequality (Lipset, 1982; Häusermann et al., 2023); more supportive 

of pro-transnational attitudes on immigration and Europe (Kunst, 2020; Kunst et al., 2020; van de 

Werfhorst, 2020); and less likely to express authoritarian preferences (Carnevale et al., 2020, p. 

18; Stubager, 2008).  

We therefore hypothesize that training in a cultural-communicative field of study has an 

effect on vote choice on the socio-cultural divide through some combination of the classroom 

experience, the skills and knowledge conveyed in a discipline, and a person’s social networks 

(Attewell & Zollinger, 2025; De Jong & Kamphorst, 2025; Iannelli et al., 2018; Schulz et al., 2023; 

Somers et al., 2019). Consistent with this, social role theory treats educational experience not 



9 
 

merely as a proxy for prior traits but as a site of socialization in its own right. We describe this as 

selection into socialization, in which a person chooses an educational path in the anticipation that 

it will be transformative.  

There are several ways in which the content of a person’s education can influence their 

attitudes and thereby vote choice. These include the socialization effect of networking with others 

studying in a particular field (Attewell & Zollinger, 2025); adopting a social role appropriate to a 

particular field (e.g., that of being an engineer, doctor, or social worker) (Weidman et al., 2001); 

gaining the social status accorded to a field of study (Gidron & Hall, 2017); receiving the material 

benefits that may vary across fields of study (Mendelberg et al., 2017); gaining substantive skills 

conveyed within a field of study (van de Werfhorst, 2001); and adopting the values conveyed by a 

curriculum (Hyman & Wright, 1979). While we lack the experimental or observational evidence to 

adjudicate the relative importance of these mechanisms, each implies that field of education 

shapes political attitudes. Our guiding hypothesis is that a person’s field of education is aligned 

with their vote choice on the contemporary socio-cultural divide. 

H1: Gender differences in voting are mediated by the cultural-communicative content of a 

person’s education. 

We extend this logic to occupations. The division of labor in advanced democracies is also 

gendered as a result of career trajectories. Women make up a larger proportion of employment 

in the knowledge economy than in the industrial economy, and they predominate in cultural-

communicative jobs, including personal care (89% female), health associate professionals (80% 

female), teaching professionals (71% female), health professionals (70% female), and legal, social, 

and cultural professionals (57% female). Conversely, men predominate in industrial production 
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jobs with comparatively low cultural-communicative content, including building and related trade 

workers (97% male), drivers and mobile plant operators (96% male), and metal machinery work 

and related trades workers (96% male) (Eurostat, 2025; ILO, 2016).  

Selection by both employees and employers is a key part of the story. Employees prefer to 

work for companies that match their norms (Frake et al., 2024; McConnell et al., 2018) and 

employers prefer to hire people like themselves (Colonnelli et al., 2024; Gift & Gift, 2015). 

However, there are grounds for believing that socialization takes place alongside selection. Social 

interaction is dense at work, and research on socialization and normative control suggests that 

field-specific education can reinforce preexisting attitudes, instill behavioral norms, and foster 

homogeneity among new entrants (Kitschelt & Rehm, 2014; Mutz & Mondak, 2006; Weeden & 

Grusky, 2005, p. 151). Employees may adapt to the prevailing professional cultures as they form 

networks, develop shared norms, and reinforce occupational identities rooted in the dominant 

educational background within the occupation. 

H2: Gender differences in voting are mediated by the cultural-communicative content of a 

person’s occupation. 

We expect that life experiences unfold in sequence over the life course, and that sorting 

into educational fields is a particularly consequential early step, with occupational trajectories 

extending and reinforcing these pathways. Our hypotheses are summarized in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Hypothesized causal pathways from gender to voting via educational and occupational 
fields 

 

 
 
Note: T denotes gender (treatment), M1 field of education, M2 occupational field, and Y voting. Arrows represent 

hypothesized direct effects; the graph is simplified and omits confounders.  

 

 A key challenge is the causal nature of our hypotheses. Mediation implies a causal effect 

of the treatment on the mediator and of the mediator on the outcome. We treat gender as a 

‘treatment’ that plausibly precedes educational and occupational trajectories in the life course. 

However, the effects of educational and occupational field on voting (arrows 6 and 7) can be 

confounded by selection and unobserved traits. We therefore triangulate across research designs 

to assess these relationships. First, we employ sequential mediation to model the temporal 

ordering among mediators and to relax assumptions implicit in treating them as independent. We 

then use panel difference-in-differences designs that exploit transition into higher education as a 
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quasi-exogenous shock, estimating the effect of entry into low human-centered versus high 

human-centered fields.  

 

Data and Measures  

We use cross-sectional data from the European Social Survey for eleven Western European 

countries (2004-2008) and panel data from the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) (1984-2022) 

and Dutch Longitudinal Internet studies for the Social Sciences (LISS) (2006-2022). To our 

knowledge, these are the only sources that jointly measure field of education, level of education, 

and occupation alongside indicators of personality and family life. In the final section we draw on 

in-depth interviews to contextualize how field of education and occupation may shape political 

attitudes and behavior. 

 

Dependent variables: GAL vote and TAN vote  

The unit of analysis is the person who voted (ESS, LISS) or reports vote intention (SOEP) in a national 

election. In the ESS, we code two dichotomous outcomes: GAL vote and TAN vote. Parties are 

classified using the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Jolly et al., 2022; Langsӕther 2023). TAN parties are 

radical right or radical-nationalist parties; GAL parties are Green parties, social-liberal parties, and 

new left parties (Appendix A.1 and A.2). The ESS sample includes country-waves in which both a 

GAL and TAN party compete.  
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The dependent variable in the SOEP is vote intention (“leans towards”). Lean Green takes 

a value of 1 for intended support for Die Grünen. The SOEP is a true probability household panel 

of roughly 15,000 households beginning in 1984.  

 

Independent variables and controls 

The key predictor is gender, with field of education and field of occupation as hypothesized 

mediators. We apply conventional operationalizations for gender (dichotomy) and level of 

education (five-category; or dichotomized where higher education takes a value of 1 for having 

completed post-secondary education).  

Fields of education and occupation are measured with a recently developed indicator that 

maps nominal field-of-study categories onto a continuous measure of skill content (Hooghe et al., 

2025, 2026). We proceed in steps. First, we record the respondent’s substantive field or subject 

(highest qualification). Second, building on van de Werfhorst (2001) and van de Werfhorst and de 

Graaf (2004), we conceptualize fields as bundles of four skill dimensions, measured by asking 

respondents to rate how much they were exposed to each skill: 

• Cultural: the extent to which a field rewards expertise in arts, general knowledge, creative 

expression, writing and reading.  

• Economic: the extent to which a field rewards expertise in business, law, commercial 

thinking, management. 

• Communicative: the extent to which a field rewards expertise in social interaction, 

instruction, social psychology, public speaking. 
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• Technical: the extent to which a field rewards expertise in mechanization, production 

processes, calculation, tests and experiments. 

Third, we compute educational CECT as the share of cultural-communicative skill exposure 

relative to total skill exposure within each field, where n is the number of individuals i in a field of 

study j, and so for each j: 

𝐸𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑎𝑙 𝐶𝐸𝐶𝑇𝑗 =⅟n∑ (
𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑖𝑗+𝑐𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑎 𝑙𝑖𝑗

𝑐𝑢𝑙𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑎 𝑙𝑖𝑗+𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑜𝑚𝑖 𝑐𝑖𝑗+𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑖𝑗+𝑡𝑒𝑐ℎ𝑛𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑗
)n

i=1  

We capture the cultural–communicative composition of occupations by assigning each 

occupation the mean educational CECT of its incumbents (occupational CECT), calculated for 116 

ISCO 3-digit occupations. 2  As an alternative, we also use Oesch’s (2006) class schema 

(eight/sixteen categories).  

Educational CECT and occupational CECT are rescaled to range zero to 1. Higher values 

indicate higher human-centeredness. Figure 2 shows their distributions by gender. In the ESS 

sample, 51.7% of women and 24.9% of men have above-median educational CECT. 

 

 
2  For LISS we cross-tabulate a respondent’s sector of work (e.g. catering, financial) with their 

profession (e.g. skilled, semi-skilled), which generates 121 categories. 
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Figure 2. Educational  and occupational  CECT  

  
Note: The figure shows the distribution of educational and occupational CECT; vertical dashed lines indicate the means 
for men and women. Data: ESS (2004-2008) for eleven countries, N=28420. For example, educational CECT for those 
who studied engineering is 0.04; for economics students 0.19; medical and health students 0.55; social studies 0.86; 
and for teacher training it is 1.00. The occupational CECT score for engineers is 0.10; builders, bricklayers, stonemasons 

0.20; managers (e.g. finance, marketing, personnel) 0.40; childcare workers 0.59; translators and interpreters 0.70; 
and primary school teachers 1.00. 
 

Models adjust for standard correlates of socio-cultural voting: age, urban-rural location, 

secularism, household income. In robustness tests reported in the Appendix, models include 

personality traits: universalism and agreeableness. Universalism is measured in the ESS using two 

items tapping egalitarianism and understanding of others (Marcos-Marne 2022; Schwartz, 2007). 

Agreeableness in the LISS is captured with ten items. Agreeableness in the SOEP averages 

responses to three standard items (one reverse-coded). Higher values indicate greater 

universalism/agreeableness. Where noted, models also control for family experiences often 

theorized to mediate gender differences in political behavior (Abou-Chadi & Kurer, 2021; 

Daenekindt et al., 2020; Häusermann et al., 2016; Iversen & Rosenbluth, 2006). These are: 
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housework/care in the past seven days; presence of a child at home; and post-secondary education 

of the respondent’s partner (partner higher educated).  

 

Study 1: Sequential mediation analysis  

We seek to explain the gender gap in voting on GAL and TAN parties because these have become 

decisive in restructuring party competition as socio-cultural issues have gained salience 

(Dassonneville et al., 2024; Hooghe et al., 2002; Jackson & Jolly, 2021). Figure 3 shows sizeable 

gender differences in GAL vs. TAN voting in the ESS 2004-2008 across eleven European countries.3 

Relative to women, men are 29% less likely to report voting GAL and 51% more likely to report 

voting TAN. The pattern is very similar for recent ESS waves (2016-2020): men are 28% less likely 

to vote GAL and 43.6% more likely to vote TAN. 

Figure 3. The Gender Gap in GAL -TAN voting  

   

 
3 Appendix Section A.7 uses decomposition analysis to suggest that these differences are indeed 

more the result of mediation than moderation.  
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Note: The figure shows the percentage of men and women voting for GAL (Green-Alternative-Libertarian) and TAN 
(Traditional-Authoritarian-Nationalist) parties. Data: ESS (2004-2008), N=28420. Solid shapes indicate sample means; 

shaded areas indicate 95% confidence intervals.  

 

What accounts for these differences? Our baseline expectation is that gender gaps in voting are 

mediated by different life experiences in the division of labor, first and foremost education and 

occupation. We argue that these experiences are interconnected and temporally ordered. We use 

sequential mediation, which models several linked mediators in a single framework (Zhou & 

Yamamoto, 2023), to evaluate whether educational and occupational field are important pathways 

once we account for the sequential nature of life experiences. The approach estimates path-

specific effects and partitions the total association into one direct component and mutually 

exclusive indirect components under an assumed causal ordering of mediators. In our setting, we 

estimate three path-specific effects (PSEs):  

• the indirect pathway from T  (gender) to Y  (GAL or TAN voting) via  M1 (educational CECT), 

including the portion that operates through M1 ‘s influence on M2  

• the indirect pathway via M2  (occupational CECT) net of M1  

• the remaining direct pathway from gender to voting, which is the fraction of the total effect 

operating neither through educational CECT nor occupational CECT. 

Figure 4 displays estimates from models that adjust for covariates that predict voting and 

may confound the mediator/outcome relationship (age, rural residence, secularism). The total 

effect corresponds to the overall gender gap shown in Figure 3 and is the sum of the direct and 

indirect components. Educational CECT (H1) and occupational CECT (H2) each account for a 

substantial share of the gender gap in both GAL and TAN voting at p<.0001. In proportional terms, 

educational CECT accounts for 52.9 percent and occupational CECT for 12.6 percent of the total 
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gap in GAL voting, with the remainder operating through the direct pathway (34.5 percent). For 

TAN voting, educational CECT accounts for 50.0 percent of the total effect of gender, and 

occupational CECT for 26.7 percent. The remaining direct effect of gender is 23.3 percent.  

 

Figure 4. Sequential  multivariate mediation  

 
Note: The figure shows how much of the total gender gap is accounted for by each sequential mediator. The model 
estimates each mediator’s contribution net of preceding mediators. Full results of sequential mediation are reported 
in Appendix A.4, while Appendix A.7 reports the results of univariate mediation. 

 

The survey data cover multiple countries in the early-to-mid 2000s. To assess whether the 

core relationships travel to recent years, we replicate these patterns with national panel datasets 

from the Netherlands (LISS, 2020–2024) and Germany (SOEP, 2019–2022). Despite differences in 

sampling, measurement, and context, the central patterns reappear (Appendices A.5 & A.6). We 

also use a recent cross-national source, YouGov 2023 for ten European countries (Hemerijck et al., 

2023), combining bootstrapping with country disaggregation. Field of education is statistically 

significant and substantively important for GAL voting in 8 of 10 countries, accounting for 56% to 

76% of the estimated total gender gap (Appendix A.8). These replications across time periods, 

countries, and data sources reduce the likelihood that our conclusions are an artefact of a 

particular sample. 
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Sequential mediation is well suited for evaluating an experiential explanation of the gender 

gap because it allows multiple mediators to be modeled jointly. The analysis indicates that 

educational and occupational field account for a substantial share of gender differences in GAL and 

TAN voting. But the approach has limitations. 

The conditions under which sequential mediation can support causal interpretations are 

demanding (Zhou & Yamamoto, 2023). First, the assumed ordering among mediators must be 

correct. For educational CECT and occupational CECT, this ordering is plausible in most cases, 

though there are uncommon trajectories (e.g., employment before completing education). These 

issues are in line with broader concerns about causal identification in research on gender and 

political behavior (Teele et al. 2018). 

More challenging are the sequential ignorability assumptions required by mediation 

analysis (Imai et al., 2011). One concerns the treatment: gender is plausibly determined prior to 

the mediators and outcome. Another concerns the mediators: conditional on observed pre-

treatment and covariates, the mediators must be as-if independent of potential outcomes (Zhou 

& Yamamoto, 2023). To make this assumption more plausible, the estimates in Figure 4 include 

covariates that predict voting but are weakly related to gender (age, secularism, and rural-urban 

location).  

Even so, unobserved factors may influence both sorting into fields of study and sorting into 

occupations and voting. Gendered personality traits are the most likely candidate because they 

can plausibly influence a person’s choice of field (Combet, 2023) as well as influence political 

preferences directly (Bleidorn et al., 2025; Coffé, 2019; Coffé et al., 2023; Harteveld & Ivarsflaten, 

2018; Korpershoek et al., 2012). Moreover, research in psychology suggests that many gender-
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differentiated values and traits emerge by adolescence and remain relatively stable thereafter 

(Mayer, 2009, p. 412; Costa et al., 2019; Feingold, 1994; Weisberg et al., 2011). This possibility fits 

our selection-into-socialization argument: pre-existing dispositions can shape educational and 

occupational paths even while those paths themselves exert socialization. In a robustness analysis, 

we therefore place universalism first in the sequential mediation model. This conservative 

specification should attenuate any estimated mediating role of education and occupation. As 

reported in Appendix A.3, the results are substantively unchanged: educational CECT and 

occupational CECT remain robust mediators of gender in GAL and TAN voting even when 

universalism is included.4  

Sequential mediation helps quantify how experiences in education and work may jointly 

explain the gender gap, including after adjusting for universalist values. At the same time, because 

these analyses rely largely on cross-sectional observation and strong assumptions about 

confounding and ordering, they cannot on their own establish causality. To further strengthen 

identification, we next exploit panel data to estimate within-person change over time, control for 

time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity, and model temporal dependencies. 

 

Study 2: Panel analysis  

We use the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) data to examine how entry into higher 

education, and conditional on that, subsequent occupation, relates to support for Die Grünen (the 

 
4 Appendix A.5 and A.6 show that results are also robust to including personality traits using more 

recent LISS and SOEP data. 
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Greens) over the life course. 5 We implement a difference-in-differences (DiD) design with a binary 

treatment that indicates whether an individual enters post-secondary education (cf. Kuhn et al., 

2021; Scott, 2022). Our treatment group is defined as individuals who ever enter higher education, 

while the control group consists of those who never attend higher education and never work in 

high-CECT sectors. This definition of the control group helps us disentangle the effect of education 

from subsequent occupational sorting. The treatment indicator equals 1 from the year of 

enrollment onward and 0 otherwise. 

The validity of the design relies on two key assumptions: (a) no anticipatory effects prior to 

enrollment (the effect of education materializes only after college admission); and (b) parallel 

trends, meaning that, absent enrollment, treated and control individuals would have followed 

similar trends in their propensity to lean Green. Under these assumptions, we can estimate the 

average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) for higher education – the causal effect of higher 

education on those in the treatment group – even if the decision to pursue higher education is 

influenced by time-invariant unobservable factors or self-selection. We can also estimate ATTs for 

subgroups defined by gender and by educational and occupational fields of treated individuals. 

Comparing these estimates helps assess the strength of each mechanism discussed in the 

mediation analysis. 

In particular, we examine the ATT across six subgroups: (1) women across all years; (2) men 

across all years; (3) high-CECT majors during years not employed in high-CECT sectors;6 (4) low-

 
5 The N of respondents leaning AfD is insufficient for panel analysis.  

6 They can be working in low-CECT sectors, unemployed, or still in college. 
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CECT majors during years not employed in high-CECT sectors; (5) high-CECT majors during years 

employed in high-CECT sectors; and (6) low-CECT majors during years employed in high-CECT 

sectors. The third and fourth ATTs isolate the effect of entering education in high- or low-CECT 

fields (arrow 5 in Figure 1), since the only difference between these observations and the control 

group is whether they attended post-secondary education. If high-CECT majors yield larger effects 

than low-CECT majors, it would suggest that differences in college experiences matter (consistent 

with H1). The fifth and six conditional ATTs reflect the combined effect of educational and 

occupational field. If occupational CECT exerts an independent impact on voting (arrow 7 in Figure 

1), these combined effects should exceed the corresponding estimates in (3) and (4) in magnitude 

(consistent with H2).  

We estimate these quantities using the fixed-effect counterfactual estimator (FEct) 

developed by Liu, Wang, and Xu (2024). FEct builds on the same assumption of parallel trends and 

extends the DiD estimator to settings where units receive the treatment at different times. The 

core idea is to predict the counterfactual outcome for each treated observation using models fitted 

exclusively on untreated observations and to estimate causal effects by computing the difference 

between observed and predicted outcomes. By excluding treated observations from model fitting, 

FEct avoids the negative-weight problem that can arise in two-way fixed effects DiD (Strezhnev, 

2018; de Chaisemartin & D’Haultfoeuille, 2020). It also allows researchers to construct conditional 

ATT estimates flexibly by aggregating individual effects across subsets and supports diagnostic tests 

of design validity. 

Figure 5 visualizes the estimated ATTs. Overall, entering higher education is associated with 

a higher probability of leaning Green (about 3.6 percentage points). Consistent with H1, effects 
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differ sharply by field: the ATT is significantly larger for high-CECT majors (5.7 points) than for low-

CECT majors (1.6 points). We also find some evidence supporting H2: among high-CECT majors, 

the effect is larger for those moving into high-CECT occupations (7.6 points) than those outside 

high-CECT occupations (3.9 points), a difference that is statistically significant at the 5% level. A 

similar pattern is observed for low-CECT majors who go on to work in high-CECT jobs rather than 

low-CECT jobs (1.9 points vs. 1.5 points), though the difference is imprecisely estimated.  

 

Figure 5. Causal effect of attending higher education on leaning Green across subsamples  

 

Note: The figure plots FEct-based ATT estimates of entering higher education on leaning Green (Liu et al., 2024) for 
subsamples in SOEP. Dots and segments show point estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Appendix A.9 reports 

the corresponding FEct estimates.  
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Figure 6 complements these results by showing that the effect for high-CECT majors 

continues to grow over the years following enrollment, especially after period 5, when treated 

individuals are likely to have entered the labor market. Meanwhile, the pattern for low-CECT majors 

is flatter. The figure also supports assumptions required by our design  -- no anticipation and parallel 

trends  -- since there is no evidence of a strong trend prior to treatment. 

 

 

Figure 6. Dynamic causal effect of attending higher education on leaning Green for high- and low-

CECT majors 

 

Note: These figures plot event-time ATTs (FEct; Liu et al., 2024) for high-CECT and low-CECT majors on leaning Green. 
Dots and segments show point estimates with 95% confidence intervals. Appendix A.9 reports the corresponding FEct 

estimates. 

 

We also examine gender differences in these effects (Appendix, Figure A.8). Patterns are 

broadly similar for women and men, with several differences: women are more likely than men to 

choose high-CECT majors (58.2% vs. 30.8%); the estimated effect of studying a high-CECT field is 

significant for both genders but larger for women (5.1 vs. 2.3 points, see row 3 & 4 in Figure 5); 
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movement into high-CECT occupations narrows the gender gap; and low-CECT education is 

similarly associated with lower Green support among men and women. 

As suggested by Imai et al. (2011), mediation by educational or occupational field reflects 

two components: (a) how strongly field is associated with political behavior, and (b) the extent to 

which women and men sort into different fields. Using panel estimates of the first components, 

we can reconstruct mediation effects through educational and occupational fields in a way that is 

less vulnerable to time-invariant unobservable confounders.7  

Conditioning on individuals who ever enter higher education, we find that the estimated 

ACMEs from this panel analysis are similar in magnitude to those obtained from sequential 

mediation on the same sample. This comparison is necessarily imperfect because the restricted 

sample differs from the broader samples used in previous sections and biases in the second 

components may remain. Still, the similarity across approaches when using the same sample is 

consistent with our sensitivity checks and suggests that stable selection factors are unlikely to 

substantially bias our mediation estimates.  

These findings provide convergent evidence that educational field and, to a lesser extent, 

occupational field are consequential pathways linking gender to socio-cultural voting. However, 

while panel analysis allows us to get closer to causal relationships, it does not give us insight on 

how individuals interpret these experiences. We turn next to in-depth interviews to contextualize 

our findings.  

 

 
7 Technical details are provided in the Appendix A.10.  
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In-depth Interviews  

In Fall 2024 we fielded a survey in the Netherlands (N=1000) to probe how individuals themselves 

articulate whether and how their political affinities are shaped through education and work. The 

sample targeted men and women who had completed a post-secondary degree and were active 

in the labor market at the time of the survey (51% women, 49% men). Respondents were asked 

about their availability for a follow-up interview; this provided the sampling frame for 29 one-on-

one semi-structured interviews (18 women, 11 men). These interviews yield rich, context-specific 

narratives that illuminate self-selection into educational fields, the perceived influence of studying 

a particular field on how respondents approach the world, the role of workplace norms and peer 

environments, and how ideological leanings evolve over time.8  

We begin with two observations from the survey. First, women and men report similar 

perceptions of how much education and work matter for their political worldview. Men rate the 

importance of education slightly higher than women (2.66 versus 2.55 on a five-point scale), while 

women rate the importance of occupation slightly higher than men (3.12 vs. 3.06). Neither 

difference is statistically significant (education: p=0.175; occupation: p=0.403). Second, men and 

women differ sharply in the content of their education and occupation (p<0.00001 for both 

educational CECT and occupational CECT). Women are more likely than men to graduate from 

cultural-communicative fields and to work in cultural-communicative occupations; on a 0-100 

 
8  For survey details and descriptives see Appendix A.11. With the exception of gender, the 

interview sample is representative of the survey sample. On this interpretivist approach see Cyr 

and Wallace Goodman (2024).  
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scale, the mean differences are 11.3 percentage points for education and 12.5 percentage points 

for occupation. This pattern mirrors the quantitative results: gender differences in field of study 

and occupational context are large, and these differences account for a substantial share of the 

observed gender gap in GAL/TAN voting.  

Interview accounts align with both selection and socialization. Nearly all respondents 

describe choosing their field of study in line with their personality and anticipated career. At the 

same time, fifty-two percent report selection into socialization: what they learned during 

education was “important” or “very important” in shaping their worldview and political 

preferences.9 One respondent who studied psychology, a cultural-communicative field, related her 

worldview directly to her study: “My training has been one of a series of reflections [whereby] you 

look very closely at yourself and who you are as a person, which norms and values you carry with 

you, and what that means for the society you live in  . . . So you read all the research that has been 

done that looks at the human psyche and why we are the way we are and act the way we do . . . 

Yes, I think that my education has given me a lot of insight into why I now have certain values in 

life” (#131). Several respondents from low cultural-communicative fields also describe their 

education as formative: As one business graduate put it: “When I look at my younger years, I was 

more left-wing. At a certain point through my studies—which is very broad but plainly business 

oriented—yes, because of that [respondent’s emphasis], I started to look at things very differently. 

Look, I am certainly of the opinion, politically speaking, that there should be a safety net in the 

 
9 3, 4, or 5 on a five-point scale ranging from “not at all important” to “very important” where 3 is 

“important”. 
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world. But I also think that people can and should take some responsibility for their own lives. Yes, 

that has changed. Yes. through the study, definitely” (#19).  

Workplace environments are characterized in similarly experiential terms. When asked 

“how important is your job in shaping your worldview and political preferences,” 69% responded 

“important.” Respondents often emphasized implicit norms and background exposure rather than 

explicit political discussion: “I think it is the fact that you work with certain people who have certain 

ideas and it is not necessarily that they talk about it a lot. It's really the environment that sort of in 

the background ultimately starts to shape your opinion” (#10).  

Many respondents did not sharply distinguish the influence of education from that of 

occupation; in the survey, the perceived importance of education and occupation for their 

worldview correlates at 0.60. The prevailing view is that education shaped occupational choice 

(65.2%), and that workplace experience tends to reinforce earlier orientations. In the words of one 

respondent: “It is not so much that you let others influence your opinion, but it can be that by 

listening to other opinions that it confirms your opinion. Still your opinion, but even stronger when 

you hear what the arguments are of people who think differently, so to speak” (#25).  

Others describe a cumulative process across stages: “Studying has an enormous impact 

because that influences how you look at the world, how you look at things, all kinds of theories, 

things that you study … But ultimately, I think as you get older, you also start working, you develop, 

yes, much more reflection on certain things” (#19). Another echoes the same arc: “My education 

was the start for me to look broader than what I was used to . . . Since I graduated, my worldview 

has changed more than in the five years that I studied, but I think that without my studies I would 
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have been different. I think that it has made a significant contribution to how I approach life.” 

(#131). 

Beyond this broad agreement, respondents differ in which life stage they consider most 

formative. Some emphasize education: “The actual formation of my worldview crystallized during 

education . . .  After my education [my worldview] was already largely formed. And when you 

graduate, you ultimately look for an environment in which you feel most comfortable as a person. 

You are looking for an environment that fits in well with what your ideas are” (#10). Others highlight 

work: “In the beginning [when you study] you are still ignorant, then you really don't know what 

you are doing. [Education is] like obtaining a driver's license: you must learn to drive a car first. In 

the meantime I have become seasoned and I have actually seen everything, and I have developed 

a different opinion in recent years” (#52).  

These testimonies should, of course, be interpreted cautiously: retrospective narratives are 

susceptible to consistency bias and post hoc rationalization. Even so, many respondents 

spontaneously related changes in political orientation to adult experiences in education and work. 

They often described a path-dependent process in which early choices shape subsequent paths 

that reinforce or deepen prior leanings, which is consistent with the sequencing emphasized in our 

quantitative analyses. 

 

Conclusion  

Since the 1970s a gender gap has become apparent in which women and men vote 

disproportionately for parties on opposite sides of the contemporary socio-cultural cleavage. 

Women in Europe are almost fifty percent more likely to vote for a green, social liberal, or radical 
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left party and more than fifty percent less likely to vote for a hard right party. Our purpose in this 

paper is to explain how key experiences over the life course transform sexual difference into 

gendered voting behavior.  

We build on social role theory and its core argument that gendered political preferences 

reflect the structured experiences of women and men in the division of labor. Social role theory 

seeks to explain sex-differentiated behavior under the traditional division of labor. We extend the 

theory to account for the contemporary gender gap following an information revolution which 

transformed the logic of capitalist development around the production, dissemination, and 

application of knowledge. Correspondingly, education has become decisive for the division of labor, 

and we show that it is vital in explaining the gender gap.  

We find that the substance of a person’s education – the field in which they study – is a 

setting for socialization, and because women and men sort into different fields, they accumulate 

distinctive experiences over their life course. Women tend to select cultural-communicative fields 

that focus on human relations – the arts, humanities, and social sciences – and are more likely to 

support GAL parties, whereas men are disproportionately drawn to object-related fields such as 

engineering or a material field such as economics, and are likely to support TAN parties. We find 

that this field logic extends to a person’s occupation. Those in occupations employing mostly 

people educated in cultural-communicative fields tend to vote GAL, whereas those in occupations 

employing mostly people educated in technical-economic fields tend to vote TAN. 

To test our theory, we pursue a stepwise approach. First, we use sequential mediation 

analysis to model how gendered life-course experiences in education and occupation inform vote 

choice. We then leverage panel data to provide stronger evidence, under design assumptions, that 
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these experiences have an independent effect on political behavior. Using a difference-in-

differences design combined with the fixed-effect counterfactual estimator (FEct), we estimate 

within-person change as individuals enter higher education and move into the labor market. 

Finally, interviews provide qualitative insight on these processes by revealing how individuals 

interpret and internalize these socialization processes. 

To make further progress, we need both better theory and better data. Our panel analysis 

estimates the combined effect of high-CECT education that includes experiences people have after 

graduating. While we show that this effect is indeed stronger for respondents who go on to work 

in a high-CECT occupation, this heterogeneous treatment effect is not separately identified. Future 

work can explore quasi-random variation in people's occupations to isolate the effect of working 

in an occupation with a particular CECT score, holding constant educational experiences.  

Finally, while causal theories do not always require detailed knowledge of mechanisms, 

there is still good reason to gain detailed insight into the processes involved. If field of education 

does shape political behavior in the way we hypothesize, then it would be very useful to be able to 

distinguish how employment opportunities, cognitive learning, and social networks interact to 

produce this. The same applies, perhaps even more strongly, to the role of occupational context in 

shaping political attitudes and behavior. There is still much to learn about the precise mechanisms 

leading women and men to develop divergent political preferences.    
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