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Abstract
Values are often used to explain phenomena associated with problematic political 
behaviours. For example, the election of far-right parties is often attributed to tradi-
tional values. The ‘Cultural Backlash’ thesis (Inglehart and Norris in Cultural back-
lash: trump, Brexit, and authoritarian populism. Cambridge University Press, Cam-
bridge 2017a) is prominent in this field of research and explains such behaviour by a 
predominance of progressive issues as the result of Value Change. It is assumed that 
this causes traditional individuals to perceive the political system as less responsive, 
which can also be understood as low external political efficacy; however, there is 
little in the way of empirical research that tests the connection between one’s value 
orientation and one’s sense of external efficacy (Inglehart and Norris in Trump, 
Brexit, and the Rise of Populism: Economic Have-Nots and Cultural Backlash, 
2016; Inglehart and Norris in Cultural backlash: trump, Brexit, and authoritarian 
populism, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2017a; Inglehart and Norris in 
Perspect Polit 15(2):443-453, 2017b). This study aims to fill this gap by examining 
the effects of traditional values on perceptions of external efficacy, particular atten-
tion to the role of predominantly progressive politics. For this purpose, the relation-
ship between values and external efficacy is brought into cross-national context in 
order to analyse the moderating effect of the degree of progressivity of the respec-
tive national political system. To test these assumption with multilevel mixed-effects 
model, this study uses European Social Survey data from 23 European countries 
and from the Manifesto Project. The results show that traditional values are negative 
associated with external political efficacy. They also show that this effect is partially 
intensified the more progressive the party manifestos are.
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Introduction

Since the 1990s, value researchers have investigated political behaviours that 
directly challenge democracy, seeing it as a counter-reaction to the ‘classic Value 
Change’ from materialism to postmaterialism (e.g. Ignazi 1992; Inglehart and 
Baker 2000). The emergence of postmaterialist values changed social and politi-
cal value systems and led to the rise of a new politics that emphasise non-mate-
rial issues. This has potentially left conservative individuals feeling politically 
unrepresented. Recent elections of populist actors and far-right parties in Western 
democracies have revived this discussion (Inglehart and Norris 2017a, b; Schäfer 
2021). In their prominent monograph ’Cultural Backlash’, Inglehart and Norris 
(2017a) argue that Value Change led to predominantly progressive society and 
politics. As a result, traditionally minded individuals no longer feel their issues 
adequately represented, which can lead to e.g. the election of right-wing populist 
parties. Although this helps in explaining phenomena such as Trump’s election 
or Brexit with traditional values, the link between those values and perception 
of being political irrelevant is rarely explored empirically. It is also still unclear 
whether the assumed predominance of progressive values in politics influences 
this relationship. Therefore, this study aims to fill these research gaps by investi-
gating what effect traditional values have on feelings of political irrelevance and 
how the context of progressive political system in form of country’s politics influ-
ences this effect. This research gap is relevant because understanding the connec-
tion between traditional values, progressive predominated societies and percep-
tions of political non-representation may help us better understand the roots of 
problematic political behaviour in European countries. We add to the literature 
by examining the association between traditional values and the perception of 
being political irrelevant in a cross-national comparison. This allows us to inves-
tigate the influence of different degrees of ‘political progressiveness’ on this rela-
tionship and to explore whether more progressive political contexts could lead 
to lower efficacy of traditional minded individuals. To represent the feeling of 
political irrelevance both theoretically and empirically, metrics for the concept 
of external political efficacy are our starting point. Defined as the perception of 
responsiveness of government and political actors to one’s needs and preferences 
(Lane 1959; Craig et al. 1990), ‘external political efficacy’ is used as an indicator 
of this pessimistic attitude towards politics.

This study aims to answer two central questions: (1) What influence do tradi-
tional value orientations have on external political efficacy, and (2) how is this 
relationship affected by country’s politics? Our main assumption is that politics 
in European democracies are becoming increasingly socially progressive and less 
economically oriented over the course of Value Changes (Inglehart and Norris 
2017a: 45ff). Consequently, individuals with traditional values perceive political 
systems as less responsive, and thus, they report lower external political efficacy. 
Further, we theorise as to why the assumption of predominantly progressive poli-
tics is plausible and attempt to clarify its significance in the context of cleavages 
between progressive politics and traditional values.
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To examine those relationships, this paper uses the 9th Round of European 
Social Survey data from 23 EU member states (ESS, 2018a), including the UK, 
and data from the Manifesto Project (Volkens et  al. 2021a) as indicators for each 
country political party’s ideological and economic orientations. Using a multilevel 
mixed-effects model, we first affirmed that respondents who reported traditional and 
security-oriented values were significantly and negatively associated with external 
efficacy. Furthermore, it can be shown that the more progressive and the less eco-
nomically oriented the party politics on average, the stronger the negative effect of 
traditional values.

The importance of external political efficacy for democracy

The concept of political efficacy was first introduced by Campbell et  al. (1954: 
187) as the ‘feeling that individual action does have, or can have, an impact upon 
the political process’. According to Lane (1959), there is a distinction between two 
dimensions of political efficacy: (1) internal political efficacy, understood as the 
self-attribution of the ability to understand politics, and (2) external political effi-
cacy, defined as the perception of responsiveness of government and political actors 
to one’s needs and preferences (see also Craig et  al. 1990; Niemi et  al. 1991). In 
this analysis, political efficacy is used to measure a respondent’s perceptions of their 
political system’s responsiveness.

A large body of literature not only shows that both dimensions can be seen as 
indicators of the health of a democracy (Craig et  al. 1990; Karv et  al. 2021), but 
also identifies it as a strong predictor of democratically desirable political behav-
iour, such as voting turnout (Gimpel and Lay 2005) and political participation 
(Scheufele et al 2006), as well as social and political trust (Niemi et al 1991; Wolak 
2018) and satisfaction with democracy (DeHoog et al 1990). Referencing the social 
environment or political system as a potential influencing factor at the contextual 
level, additional studies show that an individual’s social environment can influence 
their external efficacy (e.g. Karv et al 2021). Other findings link political efficacy to 
mechanisms of political alienation, such as Stoker (2006) and Hay (2007). This rela-
tionship is also supported by findings from Freie (1997), who report that external 
efficacy decreases when people feel politically ignored.

Low external efficacy as an outcome of value change?

Values are the general and consistent beliefs structuring the preferences of individu-
als, and they provide the foundations for worldviews and belief systems (Schwartz 
et al. 2014). Individual values thus form the fundamental basis for attitudes and the 
resulting behaviour in certain situations (Schwartz, 1997). This also (or perhaps 
especially) applies to political action. Several studies show that respondent values 
influence both political attitudes (e.g. Piurko et  al. 2011) and political behaviour 
(e.g. Barnea and Schwartz 1998; Schwartz et al 2010).
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A phenomenon that can be understood as EPE is a central component of the 
Cultural Backlash thesis (Inglehart and Norris 2017a), which is a continuation of 
Inglehart’s (1977) classic theory of Value Change. According to this approach, the 
concept of political alienation and lack of responsiveness of the political system is 
of key importance in explaining phenomena such as the rise of populism or voting 
in favour of right-wing parties (Inglehart and Norris 2017a, b). Central to this is 
the cleavage between conservative (materialistic) and progressive (postmaterialistic) 
values, based on the classical theory of Value Change (Inglehart 1971, 1977, 1981; 
Inglehart and Abramson 1999). According to this framework, older cohorts, mate-
rialistically influenced by the inter- and after-war period, were followed by younger 
generations that were more postmaterialistically oriented, due to the absence of eco-
nomic threats. On the societal level, this led to a shift from conservative guiding 
values to a liberalisation of societal values, resulting in greater social diversity and 
the ‘emergence’ of new ways of life (Inglehart and Norris 2016).

The Cultural Backlash is understood as a counter-reaction by conservative indi-
viduals to the above-mentioned liberalisation processes and the resulting dominance 
of progressive values. The exact mechanism that leads to backlashing political 
behaviour is theoretically defined only vaguely by Inglehart and Norris and analysed 
empirically only rarely (2016, 2017a, b). In their analyses, the authors skip this step 
in their theoretically postulated causal chain and explain phenomena such as suscep-
tibility to populism or the election of right-wing populist parties through individ-
ual values and associated socio-demographic characteristics. Equally unconsidered 
is the context of a society dominated as predominantly progressive, which is only 
outlined by a higher proportion of postmaterialists within the population. To close 
that gap, the role of political participation in the context of Value Change provides 
a valid entry point to link their Cultural Backlash hypothesis argumentatively with 
EPE. In this paper, we assume the process of marginalisation as described by Ingle-
hart and Norris can be understood as lack of responsiveness of government and thus 
measured as a low EPE score.

Furthermore, intergenerational value shift rises the hypothesis that political par-
ticipation is asymptotically distributed between materialists and postmaterialists 
(e.g. Inglehart and Abramson 1999). This follows from the definition of postma-
terialists as individuals who, due to the absence of economic concerns, have more 
capacity for political activity and thus also for political interest. This results in a 
higher political participation of postmaterialistic oriented individuals and thus also 
a higher voter turnout (Dalton 2006; Norris 2002). If materialists are defined as a 
social group with little political interest and low political participation (Inglehart 
1981), this effect is further reinforced by the fact that the reactivity of politicians and 
parties in democracies to groups that do not vote is relatively low (Crepaz 1990). 
This ensures that liberal issues find their way into the political process to a greater 
extent. These predominance of political participation by progressive individuals 
results in the presumption of strong effects on the prioritisation of political top-
ics: the political elite in form of politicians and parties influences, which thematic 
priorities are set in public perception in connection with political decision-making 
(Wright 2015). Furthermore, the recipients of these thematic focuses are mostly 
people who are characterised by more liberal and progressive attitudes. This gives 
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rise to the thesis that this interaction leads to a dominance of topics with progres-
sive connotations on the political agenda of a modern society (Inglehart and Norris 
2017a, b). That assumption is further supported by the issues consistency hypoth-
esis, according to which materialist exhibited larger agenda-setting effects for mate-
rialistic issues than for postmaterialistic issues and vice versa (Valenzuela 2011).

As we have seen, the theoretical framework of the Cultural Backlash thesis is 
closely linked to individual socio-economic status. Although the relationship 
between traditional values and perceived political non-representation in the sense 
of Cultural Backlash has been little studied empirically, there is a growing body of 
literature that associates external political efficacy or political discontent with the 
election of right-wing populist parties. For example, Geurkink et  al. (2020) show 
that EPE and populist attitudes are based on different underlying attitudes, but both 
are related to voting for populist parties. Krause and Wagner (2021) also show that 
EPE is a factor related to populist vote and find that the influence of EPE varies 
depending on the degree of establishment of populist parties in the political system. 
Spruyt et al. (2016), Magni (2017) and Roodujin et al. (2016, among many others) 
report similar findings regarding the relationship between EPE and populist vote. 
Parts of this literature also have a strong focus on socio-demographic characteristics 
(e.g. Kurer 2020) and seem to have large overlaps with this part of the value lit-
erature. To advance the literature on EPE, this study therefore leaves besides socio-
economic aspects such as age/cohorts and social class and focuses on the relation-
ship between individual value orientation and the ‘progressiveness’ of the respective 
national political level.

The context of progressive societies and who forms them

The core purpose of this study is to examine the above-mentioned influence of a 
society that is assumed to be predominantly progressive on the relationship between 
values and EPE. We have learned that under the conditions of a predominantly pro-
gressive society and politics, individuals with traditional values may tend to have 
lower estimates of EPE. The next step is to understand these progressive societies 
and who forms them.

Assuming a society in the sense of the Cultural Backlash thesis, the core char-
acteristic of such a society is the dominance of culturally and ecologically ori-
ented issues. Traditional economically based issues lose relevance. However, it 
must be assumed that the population is not entirely progressive. It can also be 
assumed that progressiveness in political and cultural matters is due to social 
actors who are at least politically and culturally predominantly progressive. Tak-
ing a step back and looking at the actors who influence public discourse raises the 
question of the owners of political power: the elites. This necessity arises from 
the definition of elites as the holders of power resources as well as possibilities 
for influencing a society and its politics (Hoffmann-Lange 2018: 54). This raises 
the question whether there is a connection between members of elites in modern 
societies and individual postmaterialist attitudes. According to, for example, Hel-
bling and Teney (2015) members of elites are characterised by, inter alia, a high 
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level of education and a secure economic and social status. Combining this cir-
cumstance with the fundamental thesis of Value Change, it can be assumed that 
these socio-economic characteristics result in a progressive postmaterialistic atti-
tude (Inglehart and Norris 2016). It is assumed that a high level of education and 
a higher professional position on the one hand favour progressive value orienta-
tions. On the other hand, this combination could also mean a higher level of influ-
ence on society. Therefore, in the following the combination of high education 
and high professional position is referred to as high socio-economic status (SES).

The contextual level is also conceptually linked to the elite idea. Since the 
previous argumentation outlined the political system as the context which is less 
responsive to traditionally minded people, it should then be assumed to be influ-
enced by the political elite. This, in turn, is conceptualised by political parties, 
which significantly shape the political reality within a society. It can be con-
cluded that decision-makers in political parties tend to be more progressive than 
average due to their high SES, which is reflected in their manifestos and leads to a 
higher proportion of progressive than conservative content in the political system. 
In addition to this progressive preponderance, it is also assumed that economic 
issues have moved into the background and are less relevant, if the argument of 
a materialistically shaped political environment applies. Moreover, it is also pos-
sible that political elites, irrespective of their individual values, pursue more pro-
gressive policies for strategic reasons in order to increase their vote share and 
thus their chances of winning elections in predominantly progressive countries.

Thus, the argumentation so far can be summarised with the following thesis: 
In the course of Value Change, Western societies have undergone a process that 
has led to an increase in progressive individual values through intergenerational 
Value Change. Since such progressive values are associated with more influential 
social positions and high political participation, it can be assumed that this has 
led to a predominance of progressive and liberal politics. This should be reflected 
above all in party manifestos. Due to this predominance, it can be assumed that 
conservative materialistic individuals feel politically excluded and therefore show 
lower EPE score.

Understood as an intergenerational process, Value Change as the emergence 
of predominantly progressive societies and politics has a temporal dimension. 
This study understands this predominance as a result of this process, which—
following the Cultural Backlash—describes a status quo of the circumstances in 
western democracies, which are related to individual values. In the view of this 
paper, the relationship between these progressive politics, individual values and 
EPE does not imply a temporal component. This implies the advantage that it can 
be analysed by cross-sectional data and does not require any longitudinal data 
perspective.

Finally, it remains to be clarified how traditional and progressive values are 
measured. Operationalising these values into survey questions is understandably 
the crucial question in almost every empirical analysis of values research. The most 
common concepts are Schartz’s Basic Human Values and Inglehart’s Postmaterial-
ism Index (e.g. Marcos-Marne 2021). The latter is criticised for not making a clear 
distinction between attitudes (Datler et al 2013), which is what EPE is understood 
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as here, and values. Therefore, the Basic Human Values (Schwartz 1992, 2012) are 
also used in this study.

To maintain the links to the theoretical and empirical conceptualization of values 
according to the theory of Inglehart in this analysis, Wilson (2005) provides a valid 
way of integrating the concepts of materialism and postmaterialism as value sets 
into the conceptualization of Schwartz’s Basic Human Values in an empirical study, 
on which we rely. Accordingly, this study defines Universalism and Self-Direction 
as values associated with postmaterialist attitudes, Security and Tradition as associ-
ated with materialism. Even though Tradition is not close to the ‘Materialism Axis’ 
in Wilson’s findings, it can be assumed on the basis of the theoretical framework, 
and not least on the basis of the frequent use of the word ‘traditional’ up to this 
point, that it is relevant in the context of the marginalisation of people with tradi-
tional values.

Our theoretical assumptions can be summarised as follows: (1) Value Change led 
to progressive issues being over-represented in the political system, and (2) postma-
terialists participate more in politics and have more power to influence society and 
politics. This is reflected in more progressive politics policy, while economic issues 
are losing relevance. Due to this incongruence between their own conservative val-
ues and the progressive predominance in politics, materialists perceive the political 
system as less responsive than postmaterialists.

Hypothesis 1 (H1) Measures associated with traditional and security-oriented values 
will decrease a respondent’s reported external efficacy.

This paper’s thesis is that the more progressive a country’s political issues are, the 
more the negative effect of traditional values on EPE should increase. Following 
H1, we predict the more progressive a political system is, and the less-focused it 
is on economic aspects, will be negatively associated with materialist scores on 
responsiveness.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a) More progressively predominated politics will strengthen the 
effects on external efficacy assumed in H1.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b) Politics with stronger focus on cultural than economic issues 
will strengthen the effects on external efficacy assumed in H1.

Data and methods

This study uses individual level data from the European Social Survey Round 9 
collected mainly between 1 September and 31 December 2018 across 30 European 
countries (ESS 2018a). The selection of countries includes all member states of the 
European Union, plus the UK. We selected the countries that are EU member states 
and for which party manifesto data from the Manifesto Project are available (see 
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below). The sample used for the analyses includes altogether 23 countries: Austria, 
Belgium, Bulgaria, Cypress, Czech, Germany, Estonia, Spain, Finland, France, the 
UK, Croatia, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Latvia, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia and Slovakia. To test the hypotheses of this paper, this 
study uses multilevel mixed-effects model. This approach has three advantages for 
the analysis of the data used here: it takes into account the multilevel structure of the 
data due to the context level of the 23 countries.1 Furthermore, effects at the indi-
vidual level can be tested (H1) and cross-level interactions between variables at the 
individual and context level can be modelled (H2a and H2b)2 (Aguinis et al. 2013).

Dependent variable

To measure external political efficacy, the study used items from the short form of 
The Perceived Political Self-Efficacy Scale (PPSE-S). Respondents were asked two 
questions to assess their self-perceived EPE: ‘How much would you say the politi-
cal system in [country] allows people like you to have a say in what the government 
does?” and ‘And how much would you say that the political system in [country] 
allows people like you to have an influence on politics?”, both on a five-point likert 
scale, with the response options ‘Not at all’, ‘Very little’, ‘Some’, ‘A lot’ and ‘A great 
deal’. Both variables were aggregated into one variable by mean (inter-item correla-
tion r = 0.62; Cronbach’s α = 0.77; Spearman–Brown coefficient SBC = 0.77).

Independent variables at individual level

To capture the Schwartz Basic Human Values, respondents were asked how simi-
lar a person described is to them. For each of the values of interest here, two or 
three descriptions of people to whom different things are important were asked: 
‘Important that people are treated equally and have equal opportunities’, ‘Important 
to understand different people’ and ‘Important to care for nature and environment’ 
for Universalism (r = 0.35/0.29; α = 0.59; SBC = 0.54) and ‘Important to think new 
ideas and being creative’ and ‘Important to make own decisions and be free’ for 
Self-Direction (r = 0.28; α = 0.44; SBC = 0.44). Tradition was measured by ‘Impor-
tant to be modest and humble, not to stand out’ and ‘Important to follow traditions 
and customs’ (r = 0.18; α = 0.30; SBC = 0.30) and Security by ‘Important to live 
in a safe environment’ and ‘Important that the government is strong and provides 
security’ (r = 0.42; α = 0.59; SBC = 0.59).3 Following ESS recommendations, the 

1 Another advantage of this method would be that it is relatively robust to the number of units at the 
context level. With 23 countries, this analysis lies above the threshold of 10 to 20 units needed to obtain 
correct estimates (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2008).
2 This method also allows the analysis of direct effects of the context variables on the dependent variable 
at the individual level. These are as well calculated and displayed in the results, but have no relevance to 
the hypotheses of this study.
3 Even though the reliability measurements of the value variables are very low, their reliability is nev-
ertheless assumed here. On the one hand, the scales are based on two respective three variables, on the 
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variables were aggregated by mean. The overall mean of all value variables was sub-
tracted from each of these mean values to partialise out the influence of all other 
values.

Fig. 1  Means of external political efficacy by country

Fig. 2  Means of security by country

other hand, they were selected for the construction of the Human Values Scale under the aspects of max-
imizing coverage instead of homogeneity of the conceptual complexity of each value construct (Saris 
et al. 2013). Other reliability measures of the Human Value Scale produce similar coefficients (Schwartz 
et al. 2015).

Footnote 3 (Continued)
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Figures 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 show the averages of EPE and the four value variables 
for each country. As we can see, the EPE means vary between 3 and 1.6 (on a 
scale of 1 to 5), all of which are surprisingly low. Looking at Figs. 2, 3, 4 and 5, 
we see that progressive predominance is only partially reflected in the data. Secu-
rity and universalism show quite high mean values, tradition and self-direction 
are somewhat lower. It is noticeable that tradition has the lowest mean values.

Fig. 3  Means of tradition by country

Fig. 4  Means of universalism by country
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Independent variables at context level

For the context level, several data sources are used. First, ‘progressiveness’ of politi-
cal parties operationalisation is based on party manifestos coding from the Mani-
festo Project (Volkens et al. 2021a). Manifesto Project Data contains collected and 
coded information of the content of party manifestos and derived party positions 
in several political issues. These data provide the quantitative emphasis of a total 
of 56 political issues by parties, measured in terms of percentage frequencies of 
emphasis in the overall manifesto.4 We generated two variables from this data: the 
first one is intended to test H2a and captures the proportions of conservative and 
progressive content in the respective party manifestos.5 The party manifestos from 
the last national parliamentary election prior to the ESS Round 9 are used as the 
sample. The individual codes are first weighted with the share of seats6 won by the 

Fig. 5  Means of self-direction by country

4 Due to the comparative perspective of this study, one can reasonably question the reliability of the 
Manifest Project data in a cross-national comparison. The reliability of party ideal positions derived 
from the data, such as the left–right scale, is indeed controversial in the literature. Therefore, it is recom-
mended to use only purely quantitative variables in such cases, as this study does (Gemenis 2013). These 
represent only the ratio of emphasis of a particular issue in the manifesto and should therefore be compa-
rable in cross-national analyses.
5 The Manifesto Project offers a classification for the allocation of their codes to these two concepts: 
Conservative content is assigned to ‘Military: Positive’, ‘Internationalism: Negative’, ‘National Way of 
Life: Positive’, ‘Traditional Morality: Positive’, ‘Law and Order: Positive’, ‘Multiculturalism: Negative’. 
Content related to ‘Military: Negative’, ‘Peace’, ‘Internationalism: Positive’, ‘Environmental Protection’, 
‘Equality: Positive’, ‘National Way of Life: Negative’, ‘Traditional Morality: Negative’, ‘Multicultural-
ism: Positive’ and ‘Underprivileged Minority Groups’ are classified as Progressive content (Volkens 
et al. 2021b).
6 In order to take into account different government and voting systems, weighting is not based on the 
share of votes, but on the seat share in the national parliaments.
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respective party in the last election. To generate the variable, the total conserva-
tive content is subtracted from the total progressive content for each country across 
all parties. These variable can be interpreted according to sign and amount: if the 
variable has a positive sign, there is a preponderance of progressive content in the 
respective party landscape. The higher the value of the variable, the stronger the pre-
dominance of conservative or progressive issues.

The second variable captures economic issues relevance in party manifestos. It is 
intended to measure the relationship between issues with cultural content and those 
with economic content to test H2b. The sum of all cultural issues, whether conserva-
tive or progressive, is added up and divided by the sum of economic issues. All 
codes included in this calculation are weighted per seat share in the same way as the 
previous variable. This calculated variable quantifies the relationship between cul-
tural issues and economic issues in manifestos.7 It can also be interpreted in terms 
of content: A value of less than 1 indicates a higher relevance of economic topics 
compared to cultural topics, vice versa for a value greater than 1. The more the value 
deviates from 1, the more unequally economic or cultural issues are represented in 
the party landscape, depending on the direction. In order to avoid bias in the estima-
tors due to strong outliers in both variables (see above all Hungary), these variables 
are also logarithmised. The respective scores of the 23 countries for these two vari-
ables are shown in Figs. 6 and 7.

Using OECD (2021) and Eurostat (2020) data, two variables are used to capture 
economic uncertainty at the country level: the GINI coefficient and the unemploy-
ment rate. Again, the last data point before the ESS Round 9 survey was used for 
both variables. Table 1 displays the descriptives for all independent variables.

Control variables

We controlled for variables related to EPE (e.g. Grönlund and Setälä, 2007). These 
include political interest, trust in political system, in politicians and in the national 
parliament, and whether the respondent voted for the ‘winner’ in the last national 
election before Data collection of ESS Round 9. To operationalise birth cohorts as 
controls, the classification of Inglehart and Norris (2017a: 36f.) is used for relat-
edness. Based on the year of birth of each respondent, the cohorts were formed 
as follows: Interwar (1926–1945), Baby Boomers (1946–1964), Generation X 
(1958–1968) and Millenials (1980–1996). In addition, those born after 1996 are 
included as ‘Post-Millenials’. Gender was a binary variable.

As mentioned above, SES is quite relevant in the context of individual values. 
Since it is not the focus of analysis, it is included in the model as control variables. 
Therefore, educational level and respondent profession are used to capture SES and 
coded as a binary variables. ISCED levels 6–7 (higher education, from bachelor’s 

7 Classified as economic content are: ‘Free Market Economy’, ‘Incentives: Positive’, ‘Protectionism: 
Negative’, ‘Economic Orthodoxy’, ‘Welfare State Limitation’, ‘Market Regulation’, ‘Economic Plan-
ning’, ‘Corporatism/Mixed Economy’, ‘Protectionism: Positive’, ‘Keynesian Demand Management’, 
‘Controlled Economy’, ‘Nationalisation’, ‘Marxist Analysis’, ‘Anti-Growth Economy: Positive’ and ‘Wel-
fare State Expansion’ (Volkens et al. 2021b).
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degrees up to doctoral degrees) and ISCO levels 1–2 (managers and professionals) 
to represent high SES positions with high level of education and holders of eco-
nomic leadership positions. Two further variables are included to capture economic 
insecurity as a component of low SES: the subjective perception of the respondent’s 
household income insecurity and whether the respondent lives on social benefits.

Fig. 6  Progressive versus conservative issues in party manifestos by country. Note: Difference of pro-
gressive and conservative issues in party manifestos provided by Manifesto Project, weighted by seat 
share in national parliament according to last national election before ESS Round 9

Fig. 7  Salience of economic issues in party manifestos by country. Note: Quotient of cultural and eco-
nomic issues in party manifestos provided by Manifesto Project, weighted by seat share in national par-
liament according to last national election before ESS Round 9
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To capture differences in the political cultures or histories, a binary Western and 
Eastern Europe metric is included as a context level control variable. The average of 
the universalism and self-direction variable per country are also added as a control 
variables in each model.

Results

To test the hypothesised relationship between value orientations, EPE and the influ-
ence of predominantly progressive politics on this relationship, a multilevel mixed-
effects model is estimated. The analysis is weighted with the poststratification and 
design weight provided by the ESS (2018b). Cross-level interactions and interac-
tions on individual level are calculated to test the hypotheses H2a and H2b. The 
results are shown in Table 2. As variables of particular interest and due to the great 
relevance of the cross-level and interaction effects, random slopes are calculated 
for the four value variables. Robust standard errors are given in brackets. Model 1 
implies all individual effects, Model 2 extends these to include context effects, and 
Model 3 adds cross-level interactions.

The results indicate that traditional and security-oriented values have indeed an 
influence on EPE. In Models 1 and 2, both Security (− 0.04) and Tradition (− 0.03) 
show a negative effect that is statistically significant (p < 0.001). The higher tradi-
tional and security-oriented variables, the lower the individual EPE. This supports 
the first hypothesis: Measures associated with traditional and security-oriented val-
ues will decrease a respondent’s reported external efficacy. Therefore H1 can be 
confirmed.

The ‘heart’ of this analysis, the interactions between values and context in the 
form of party manifestos, can be found in Model 3. Among the two traditional value 
types, only Tradition shows a significant effect (p < 0.01 for both interactions) in the 
interaction with both manifesto variables (see Figs. 8, 9 for visualization).8 H2a and 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics for independent variables

Variable M SD Minimum Maximum

Security 4.69 1.01 1 6
Tradition 4.32 1.01 1 6
Universalism 4.80 0.79 1 6
Self-Direction 4.53 0.97 1 6
Progressive versus Conservative 2.91 1.55 − 4.39 3.65
Salience of economic issues 0.11 0.40 − 0.65 0.85
GINI 31.41 4.07 24.20 40.40
Unemployment rate 5.64 2.66 2.00 14.10

8 An alternative visualization of these and all following interaction effects as distance to the mean of the 
respective value variable can be found in figures 16-23 in the ESM.
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H2b can thus be confirmed for this value type. It can be seen that the negative effect 
of Tradition on EPE becomes stronger the more progressive the content of the party 
manifestos are (− 0.01). The same pattern is found in the relevance of economic 
issues (− 0.07). The fewer economic issues the party manifests compared to cul-
tural issues, the stronger the effect of Tradition on EPE. Thus, the central thesis of 
the Cultural Backlash of progressive predominance as a reason for political mar-
ginalisation of traditional individuals can be confirmed at least for this part of the 
political system represented by party manifestos. However, these effects are not sig-
nificant for Security. Therefore, these results support hypothesis H2a, More progres-
sively predominated politics will strengthen the effects on external efficacy assumed 

Table 2  Multilevel mixed-effects model predicting external efficacy

Unstandardised regression coefficients. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Data on individual level 
are weighted by ESS’ poststratification design weight
Model 1: Individual effects only. Model 2: Individual effects and context effects. Model 3: Individual 
effects, context effects and cross-level interactions
*p < .05;   **p < .01;  ***p < .001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Individual level
Values
 Security −.04 (.01)*** −.04 (.01)*** −.04 (.01)***
 Tradition −.03 (.01)*** −.03 (.01)*** .01 (.01)
 Universalism .00 (.01) .00 (.01) .00 (.01)
 Self-direction −.01 (01) −.01 (.01) −.01 (.01)

Context level
Content of Party Manifestos

  Progressive versus Conservative .03 (.01)** .03 (.01)**
  Relevance of economic issues −.04 (.06) −.03 (.06)

Average of universalism per country −.00 (.18) −01 (.18)
Average of self-direction per country .43 (.17)* .43 (.17)*
GINI .01 (.01) .01 (.01)***
Unemployment rate −.02 (.01) −.02 (.01)*
Cross-level effects
Progressive versus Conservative × Security .00 (.00)
Progressive versus Conservative × Tradition −.01 (.00)**
Salience of economic issues × Security −.01 (.02)
Salience of economic issues × Tradition −.07 (.03)**
Constant 1.59 (.03)*** 1.33 (.07)*** 1.32 (.07)***
Intercept (random) .12 (.02)*** .08 (.02)*** .08 (.02)***
N (level 1) 30,550 30,550 30,550
N (level 2) 23 23 23
Log-Pseudolikelihood -28,509.68 − 28,501.47 − 28,496.77
AIC 57,069.36 57,066.95 57,065.54
BIC 57,277.54 57,333.41 57,365.32
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in H1, and H2b, Politics with stronger focus on cultural than economic issues will 
strengthen the effects on external efficacy assumed in H1, only with regard to cul-
tural traditional values, but not for security-oriented ones. At this point, we can only 
speculate on why this is the case. It seems reasonable to presume that Security is less 
culturally related than Tradition. Thus, one could assume that Tradition is associated 
with the conservative cultural part of materialism, while Security rather reflects the 
need for safety. To shed more light on this distinction, further research is needed.

In the last step of the analysis, we will examine how the moderation effect of 
the ‘progressiveness’ also applies to different emphases of the party manifestos. 
So far, only the average of all party manifestos has been taken into account. 
In the following, a broader panorama of the context of party politics and this 
moderation effect will be examined in more detail. As we have assumed, politi-
cal elites are a carrier of progressive predominance of the political system. If 
the effect were stronger for the party programmes of the governing parties, as 
the most influential political elite, than for the average, this would support this 
assumption. For this purpose, Model 3 is re-estimated with the party manifesto 

Fig. 8  Marginal effects for 
the cross-level interaction 
‘Progressive versus Conserva-
tive × Tradition’ from multilevel 
mixed-effects models predict-
ing external efficacy. Notes: 
Calculation based on Models 3 
as included in Table 2

Fig. 9  Marginal effects for the 
cross-level interaction ‘Salience 
of Economic Issues × Tradition’ 
from multilevel mixed-effects 
models predicting external 
efficacy. Notes: Calculation 
based on Models 3 as included 
in Table 2
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of the governing party (or the average in the case of governing coalitions) instead 
of the average of all party manifestos (see model 4). Following the assumption 
that elites are per se more progressive and/or adopt more progressive policies in 
order to maximise their electoral chances in a predominantly progressive soci-
ety, it can be assumed here that the moderation effect is stronger since these 
party(ies) significantly determine national policy. In addition, another model 
is computed with the party manifesto of the ‘most conservative’ opposition 
party(ies), operationalised with the respective minimum of the Progressive ver-
sus Conservative and the Salience of Economic issues variables (see model 5). It 
would be misguided to assume that all parties are equally inclined towards pro-
gressiveness, and the more traditional the politics of these opposition party(ies), 
the smaller the above moderation effect could possibly be.

If only the party manifestos of the ‘winning parties’ are taken into account 
(see Table 3), the interaction effect with tradition is stronger Figs. 10, 11, 12, 13, 
14, 15 in the Appendix  for visualization). This supports above all the assump-
tion that political elites have a decisive influence on the political agenda (gov-
erning parties obviously more than opposition parties) and that their predomi-
nantly progressive orientation is therefore more relevant. The party manifestos 
of the most traditional opposition parties demonstrate the opposite. Here, this 
effect is much less pronounced. Nevertheless, it should be noted that although 
the moderation effect is very weak compared to the average model, it is still 
significant. Thus, it can be stated that this effect could apparently be weakened 
if ‘traditional’ parties are part of the national political level. The situation is 
similar with the distance model. The greater the distance between the governing 
parties and the most conservative opposition party the weaker the moderation 
effect. Since the three variants of the party manifest data considered here not 
only show a broader pattern of the mechanism investigated here, but also turn 
out in the expected direction, these results reinforce the confirmation of H2a and 
H2b.

Finally, it should be mentioned that the direction of the relationship between 
traditional values and external political efficacy is not empirically clear. Since 
only cross-sectional data are used here to test the hypotheses, it is also conceiv-
able that the effect is in the opposite direction to that shown here. Empirically, 
low external efficacy could also lead to traditional and security-oriented values 
or causes traditional attitudes are strengthened. Re-running Model 1–3 with tra-
dition and security as dependent variables and external efficacy as predictor, we 
find similar effects as shown in Table 2 and a significant positive effect of EPE. 
In this case, however, the moderating effect of the political context (in the form 
of an interaction effect of external efficacy and the party manifesto variables) 
demonstrated above cannot be identified (see Table 4 in the Appendix).
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Table 3  Multilevel mixed-effects model predicting external efficacy—different emphases of the party 
manifestos

Unstandardised regression coefficients. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Data on individual level 
are weighted by ESS’ poststratification design weight
*p < .05;  **p < .01;  ***p < .001

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Individual level
Values
 Security − .03 (.02) − .05 (.01)*** − .05 (.02)**
 Tradition .09 (.04)* .06 (.01)*** .06 (.02)***
 Universalism .00 (.01) .00 (.01) .00 (.01)
 Self-direction −.01 (01) − .01 (.01) −.01 (.01)

Context level
Content of Party Manifestos
 Progressive versus Conservative—Winner .04 (.03)
 Relevance of economic issues—Winner −.01 (.02)
 Progressive versus Conservative—Opposition .00 (.01)
 Relevance of economic issues—Opposition −.01 (.06)
 Progressive versus Conservative—Difference .03 (.02)
 Relevance of economic issues—Difference −.03 (.02)

Average of universalism per country .01 (.19) .14 (.23) .06 (.19)
Average of self-direction per country .43 (.18)* .30 (.22) .41 (.18)*
GINI .02 (.00)*** .01 (.01) .02 (.01)***
Unemployment Rate −.02 (.01)* −.02 (.01)* −.02 (.01)*
Cross-Level-Effects
 Progressive versus Conservative—Winner × Security −.00 (.01)
 Progressive versus Conservative—Winner × Tradition −.03 (.01)**
 Relevance of economic issues—Winner × Security − .01 (.01)
 Relevance of economic issues—Winner × Tradition − .06 (.02)**
 Progressive versus Conservative—Opposition × Security .00 (.00)
 Progressive versus Conservative—Opposition × Tradition .00 (.00)*
 Relevance of economic issues—Opposition × Security − .01 (.01)
 Relevance of economic issues—Opposition × Tradition −.04 (.01)**
 Progressive versus Conservative—Difference × Security .00 (.00)
 Progressive versus Conservative—Difference x Tradition −.02 (.00)***
 Relevance of economic issues—Difference × Security .00 (.00)
 Relevance ofeconomic issues—Difference × Tradition −.03 (.01)***

Constant 1.29 (.08)*** 1.38 (.09)*** 1.26 (.07)***
Intercept (random) .08 (.02)*** .09 (.01)*** .08 (.02)***
N (level 1) 30,550 30,550 30,550
N (level 2) 23 23 23
Log-pseudolikelihood − 28,495.95 − 28,498.74 − 28,498.11
AIC 57,063.91 57,069.48 57,068.23
BIC 57,363.68 57,369.25 57,368
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Discussion

What can we learn from this? First, the results show that linking individual val-
ues and external political efficacy makes sense in the context of the current dis-
cussion on political behaviour that challenges democracy. Tradition and Secu-
rity as values associated with conservative worldviews show significant negative 
effects on EPE, understood as the responsiveness of the political system and its 
actors. This in turn could suggest that EPE might be included in future consid-
erations in studies of the political phenomena addressed in relation to values. 
The results of this study suggest that this concept might be an important link in 
the relationship between individual values and political behaviour.

The core purpose of this study, linking values and EPE to the political context, has 
proved to be quite fruitful. The ideological orientation and the relevance of economic 
issues in politics show a significant effect on the relationship between traditional values 
and EPE. The higher the ’preponderance’ of progressive politics over conservative pol-
itics, the stronger this effect. This strengthening is also found in the economic relevance 
in politics. The smaller the proportion of economic politics compared to cultural poli-
tics, the stronger the negative effect of traditional values on EPE. The argumentation of 
the Cultural Backlash thesis of perceived irrelevance in progressive political systems is 
reflected in the findings of this study. Nevertheless, this is only evident for traditional 
values, not for security-oriented ones. That this effect therefore only manifests itself in 
a cultural cleavage and that Security needs are not included in this can only be assumed 
at this point. It should also be noted that this study could not analyse the ’progressive-
ness’ of the political system in depth. The party manifestos examined here should only 
be understood as an approximation. Further research is needed to analyse exactly which 
issues and values underlie this relationship between traditional values, EPE and pro-
gressiveness of political system. It is therefore worth analysing which elements and 
processes of a political system particularly influence the effect of traditional values on 
EPE and what role the existence of right-wing populist parties plays in this. In this 
context, it should also be mentioned that the analyses in this study are based on cross-
sectional data and thus only illuminate a ’section’ of the underlying Value Change. Par-
ticularly with regard to the connection between low EPE and the election of right-wing 
populist parties, it seems worthwhile to focus on how the connection between EPE and 
traditional values shown here can in turn affect politics and thus the predominant values 
at the political level.

Appendix

See Figs. 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 15. 
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Fig. 10  Marginal effects for the 
cross-level interaction ‘Progres-
sive versus Conservative—Win-
ner × Tradition’ from multilevel 
mixed-effects models predict-
ing external efficacy. Notes: 
Calculation based on Models 4 
as included in Table 3

Fig. 11  Marginal effects for 
the cross-level interaction ‘Rel-
evance of Economic Issues—
Winner × Tradition’ from 
multilevel mixed-effects models 
predicting external efficacy. 
Notes: Calculation based on 
Models 4 as included in Table 3

Fig. 12  Marginal effects for the 
cross-level interaction ‘Progres-
sive versus Conservative—
Opposition × Tradition’ from 
multilevel mixed-effects models 
predicting external efficacy. 
Notes: Calculation based on 
Models 5 as included in Table 3
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Fig. 13  Marginal effects for 
the cross-level interaction ‘Rel-
evance of Economic Issues—
Opposition × Tradition’ from 
multilevel mixed-effects models 
predicting external efficacy. 
Notes: Calculation based on 
Models 5 as included in Table 3

Fig. 14  Marginal effects for the 
cross-level interaction ‘Progres-
sive versus Conservative—Dif-
ference × Tradition’ from 
multilevel mixed-effects models 
predicting external efficacy. 
Notes: Calculation based on 
Models 6 as included in Table 3

Fig. 15  Marginal effects for 
the cross-level interaction ‘Rel-
evance of Economic Issues—
Difference × Tradition’ from 
multilevel mixed-effects models 
predicting external efficacy. 
Notes: Calculation based on 
Models 6 as included in Table 3
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