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Abstract

Many researchers have observed a strong relationship between the level of education and the new

political alignment, which is often described as cultural. Longitudinal research in Flanders, however, has

revealed that higher education, as such, hardly influences the position on the new alignment. The strong

relationship with the level of education is largely the result of selective access to higher education. That

finding implies that the formation of those attitudes should be studied in young people, not only in adults. On

the basis of a 2002 random sample of 1420 young people, aged 14–18, this article analyzes how differences

in attitudes evolve over the course of secondary schooling, and how those differences are affected by

educational tracking and mass media use. The findings are used to address empirical and theoretical issues in

understanding the formation of attitudes.

# 2013 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

This article examines the extent to which young people from different educational tracks

diverge in terms of their position on various attitudes that make up the new or cultural political

alignment. Previous research has repeatedly demonstrated a strong correlation between the

achieved level of education and the position on that alignment. While that correlation is

empirically well established, little insight has been gained into the social and cultural processes

that produce it. The article starts with a description of two empirical observations—one

concerning the structure of contemporary political space and the other concerning the influence
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of education—that provide the starting point for our analysis. These observations lead to the

conclusion that the strong relationship between the level of education and the position on the new

alignment is not so much due to the pursuit of higher education as to selective access to higher

education. Therefore, this article focuses on variations in attitudes that can already be observed in

adolescence, among secondary school pupils. It tries to gauge the extent to which that variation

can be explained by educational tracking and media use, as well as by the way these interact

statistically. In the conclusion, the empirical findings are used as a stepping-stone for a discussion

of divergent contemporary interpretations of the formation of attitudes.

1.1. Starting point 1: a new left/right-alignment, produced by differences in education

Many researchers now agree that the political landscape is structured by two, rather than one,

left/right-alignments. Lipset already noted that at the end of the 1950s, when he wrote about the

authoritarianism (a right-wing attitude) of the socio-economically left leaning working class

(Lipset, 1959, 1963: chapter 4; for similar observations, see Middendorp, 1978, 1979; Smith, 1948).

Since then, that phenomenon has been frequently observed (Elchardus, 1996; Flanagan, 1987;

Fleishman, 1988; Kriesi, 1998; Lachat and Dolezal, 2006; Treier and Hillygus, 2009; for a review,

see Kriesi et al., 2006). Next to the ‘‘old’’ socio-economic left/right-cleavage concerning questions

of allocation and the role of the state, a ‘‘new’’ dimension has emerged. It concerns attitudes that

particularly distinguish the voters of the new-left (green) parties from voters of the new-right and

populist parties. The reference to Lipset (1959, 1963) makes clear that there is nothing really new

about that cluster of attitudes—yet, the analysis of party programs (Achterberg, 2006), as well as of

voting behavior (Lachat and Dolezal, 2006; Van der Waal et al., 2007), shows that the salience of

this dimension has recently become politically much more important in different Western societies.

There is no perfect agreement about the exact mix of attitudes that compose this dimension.

Quite a number of authors speak of a libertarian–authoritarian dimension (e.g., Evans et al., 1996;

Stubager, 2008, 2009), and they consider authoritarianism—attachment to hierarchy and

intolerance with regard to non-conformism—as its core characteristic (Stubager, 2008).

Conceived of in that way, the new alignment is closely related to conservatism. Measures of

authoritarianism have been in the past (Middendorp, 1978, 1979)—and are still in some groups

today (De Koster and Van der Waal, 2007; Stenner, 2005, chapter 6)—observed to be strongly

related to moral conservatism, negative attitudes with regard to abortion and euthanasia, and

traditional gender conceptions. Yet, authoritarianism is also strongly related to a tough stand on

law and order and a desire to reintroduce the death penalty (Benjamin, 2006; Stack, 2003); to

higher feelings of insecurity and fear of crime (Stenner, 2005); to misgivings about the welfare

state (Derks, 2004; Jaeger, 2006); to sympathy for a populist approach to politics (Derks, 2006);

and to nationalism (Arwine and Mayer, 2008). Authoritarian people also show more ethnic

prejudice (Scheepers et al., 1990). It is not so clear that all those relationships can be explained by

‘‘fear of freedom,’’ the desire for hierarchy, and/or a loathing of non-conformity.

Even though the hermeneutics of the new alignment are still up for debate, a cluster or

alignment of strongly related attitudes has clearly emerged from recent research. In Flanders, our

research site, authoritarianism is observed to be strongly related to utilitarian individualism (the

social-Darwinist belief that everybody acts out of self-interest), ethnocentrism, populism, and

skepticism regarding parliamentary democracy—both in the adult population (Elchardus and

Spruyt, 2009) and in samples of young people (Pelleriaux, 2001). Qualitative research, moreover,

has revealed that those different, interrelated attitudes are combined into a coherent and logically

sounding discourse (Elchardus et al., 1996). We shall use the concept of the new alignment here
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in that specific operational meaning—as a meta-dimension based on the strong interrelationship

of authoritarianism, ethnic prejudice, utilitarian individualism (social Darwinism), and anti-

democratic attitudes. The complex character of the new dimension, in fact, is also implicitly

recognized by authors who define it as authoritarianism, yet operationalize it on the basis of items

referring to different attitudes such as—besides authoritarianism—ethnocentrism, a tough stand

on law and order, and a low degree of tolerance of public protest (for instance, see Evans and

Heath, 1995; Stubager, 2008, 2009).

Research has shown that the old and new left/right-alignments are not only empirically

distinct, but that they are also influenced by different factors. The position on the old, socio-

economic dimension is strongly influenced by the materiality of life, by the occupational group to

which one belongs, and the degree of class consciousness. In contrast, the position on the new

alignment is strongly influenced by the level of education (Achterberg and Houtman, 2009;

Dutch and Taylor, 1993; Houtman, 2003a; Middendorp and Meloen, 1990; Napier and Jost,

2008; Stubager, 2008).1

1.2. Starting point 2: prolonged education hardly influences the position on the new

cleavage

Research findings about the relationship between level of education and position on the new

alignment have led to a focus on the role of higher education (Stubager, 2008), because the

difference between higher and secondary education seems to be particularly relevant for the

position on the new alignment. There are also various theoretical arguments to expect such an

effect of higher education (reviewed in Elchardus and Spruyt, 2009). In many of those arguments,

the concept of cultural capital plays an important role (Achterberg and Houtman, 2009; Houtman

et al., 2008). People with a higher level of education are supposed to have more cultural capital—

which increases the probability that they are able to deal with change, diversity, and complexity

without falling victim to malaise and, in reaction to that experience, opting for a right wing

position on the new alignment. The frequently observed covariance between the level of

education and the new dimension seems to confirm those hypotheses. Yet, the relationship

between schooling and the new dimension has rarely been adequately researched.

In a longitudinal panel research, in which university students in the humanities, law and

economics were followed from their first week at the university until almost four years later, it

was observed that the impact of higher education on sociopolitical attitudes is small to negligible

(Elchardus and Spruyt, 2009). The pursuit of higher education hardly affects the position on the

new dimension. In general, pupils coming out of secondary school and starting university are

already very tolerant compared to pupils who do not undertake university studies. This

longitudinal research finds that the strong relationship between the level of education and the

position on the new alignment turns out to be due, not to socialization, but to selection. Pupils

with a new left position on the new dimension are much more likely to undertake higher

education. This conclusion dovetails with a growing number of research findings that uncover

selection effects, rather than socialization effects, of higher education (Astin, 1993; Dey, 1996;

Jacobsen, 2001; McClelland and Auster, 1990; Nie et al., 1996; Vedlitz, 1983; Windolf, 1995). In

Jacobsen’s (2001, p. 366) succinct summary: ‘‘What education does is, at best, to maintain the
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values the students already had before they started to study: higher education does not seem to

reinforce or weaken many political values.’’

1.3. The research questions and their theoretical frame

The often observed and strong relationship between the level of education and the position on

the new alignment cannot, as is usually done, be interpreted as due to the socializing influence of

higher education. Because of the selective access to higher education, that relationship has to be

studied earlier in the educational career. Youth research has already demonstrated the existence

of great variation in sociopolitical attitudes among high school pupils (Flanagan and Tucker,

1999; Furnham, 1985; Vollebergh et al., 2001; for Flanders, see De Witte et al., 2000; Elchardus

et al., 1999), and this research has observed a strong relationship between those attitudes and the

educational tracks pursued by the secondary school pupils.

Secondary schooling in Flanders is characterized by strong tracking, making it a strategic

research site to study the relationship between educational tracking and attitude formation.

Flemish secondary school comprises 6 grades. During the first two, the pupils are divided into the

A and B tracks, with weaker students destined for the latter. From the third grade onward, pupils

are divided over four tracks: (1) secondary vocational education (sve) that prepares for the labor

market, from which few pupils go on to higher education and almost none to universities; (2)

secondary technical education (ste) preparing for the labor market and for higher technical

training, from which a small proportion of these people also go on to universities; and (3) general

secondary education (gse), from which almost all pupils (more than 90 per cent) move on to

higher education and about half go to the universities. (4) There is also a secondary arts education

that prepares for higher education in the arts, which comprises only about 2 per cent of the pupils

(De Ro, 2008). We group it here together with general secondary education.2 Our analysis

pertains to young people 14–18 years old who are in the 3rd to 6th grade and, hence, in one of the

three tracks distinguished. From the third grade onward, the tracking system of the Flemish

educational system is quite radical: it remains possible for pupils to ‘‘descend’’ from general to

technical and further to vocational education (a process called ‘‘cascading’’ in school jargon);

‘‘ascending’’ movements in the opposite direction almost never occur (Van Houtte and Stevens,

2008).

In this article, we want to answer three questions.

(1) How do the attitudes of the new dimension evolve over the course of secondary schooling?

(2) Does the way in which they develop differ by educational track?

(3) How can eventual differences between educational tracks be explained?

The effects of tracking can be due to many different mechanisms. Discriminating between all

those various possibilities is beyond the scope and aim of this article. Here, we want to see

whether certain key mechanisms, together with other possible covariates of tracking, create

differences between the attitudes of pupils that are in various tracks. When differences between

the tracks are observed, we will investigate to what extent they can be ascribed to differences in

social background (measured as the educational level of the parents) and/or to differences in mass

M. Elchardus et al. / Poetics 41 (2013) 524–544 527

2 Besides those tracks, there is also special secondary education for children with either a physical or mental disability.

This form of education is not represented in this article’s sample.



media consumption of pupils. The Flemish tracking system is class specific—with a strong

overrepresentation of working class kids and, particularly, children from parents with a relatively

low level of education, in the vocational and, to a lesser degree, the technical tracks (Elchardus

and Siongers, 2011). Therefore, family background will be taken into account. The less

familiar—and yet empirically and theoretically more challenging task we set for ourselves in this

analysis—is to analyze media influence and the way that the socializing settings of school and

mass media interact. We therefore briefly review the theoretical reasons for exploring that

interaction.

Attitudes are predominantly considered as the outcome of socialization. However, the

empirical study of the effects of socialization is divided over the question of whether the early

socialization experience is decisive or later socialization experiences are important too

(Bengtson et al., 2003; Elder, 1994)—with some authors emphasizing the lasting effects of

primary (i.e., early) socialization (i.e., Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Van Eijck, 1997; Verboord

and van Rees, 2003; Sapiro, 1994; Searing et al., 1976) versus others emphasizing the important

role of secondary socialization (Jennings and Niemi, 1981; Vollebergh et al., 2001). Within the

Bourdieusian theoretical framework, which we will use here as a starting point, this dispute

concerns the stability—or, in Bourdieu’s terminology, the hysteresis (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 55; see

also Mesny, 2002)—of the primary habitus. For Bourdieu, habitus is a structure, strongly

determined by the class position of the family of origin, that selects experiences, influences the

interpretation of the selected experiences and, in that way, exerts an important and lasting

influence on attitudes and tastes. Bourdieu expressed that idea in many different ways, often

emphasizing its role in the maintenance of continuity or reproduction, defining habitus as: ‘‘a

product of history, [which] produces individual and collective practices—more history—in

accordance with the schemes generated by history’’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 54).

An empirically grounded discussion of the role of habitus is complicated by three

circumstances. The first is the lack of theoretical elaboration regarding how habitus is formed and

works (Farnell, 2000; Jenkins, 1992, p. 93; Steinmetz, 2006, pp. 456–57), which solicited

DiMaggio’s (1979, p. 1464) comment that ‘‘. . .habitus is a kind of theoretical deux ex machina

by means of which Bourdieu relates objective structure and individual activity.’’ The second are

the quite different views Bourdieu has expressed concerning hysteresis and the inertia of primary

habitus, and the third is the near absence of empirical work evaluating the validity of those

different views (but see Friedman, 2012). In some passages, Bourdieu suggests that hysteresis is

extremely strong, creating an almost total inertia of the primary habitus—i.e., forcing the effects

of new experiences into the mold of the primary habitus, thereby continually reaffirming the

determining influence of the class conditions experienced in the family of origin, and implying

that other socialization settings, such as schools, will have little effect (Bourdieu and Passeron,

1979, pp. 81–83; Bourdieu, 1990, p. 55; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 87). In other passages,

inertia is seen more as a variable property depending on an equally variable measure of

hysteresis, as well as on the empirically variable extent of social mobility and on the variable

continuity of the material or class conditions that have contributed to forming the primary habitus

in the first place (Bourdieu, 1979, p. 123; Bourdieu, 1984, p. 109; see also Bourdieu and Chartier,

1988, p. 79; Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 133). While these conceptions are sometimes used

to interpret empirical findings (e.g., Ganzeboom and De Graaf, 1991; Nagel and Ganzeboom,

2002; Van Eijck, 1997), to our knowledge, they are never used to directly address the question of

how exactly hysteresis operates and how strong the inertia of the primary habitus is.

Another possible explanation for the formation of attitudes is derived from the theory of

symbolic society, which highlights the role of new controlling institutions, among which schools
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and the media play an important role (Elchardus, 2009). The theory of the symbolic society

focuses on changes of the modes of social control. Its basic proposition is that, in a number of

rich, contemporary societies, a fundamental shift in the mode of social control has taken place,

whereby the role of two traditionally very important means of social control—scarcity and the

threat of poverty, and religious and ideological direction—have been much weakened as a

consequence of the development of the welfare state and secularization. Their influence has been

replaced by the socializing influence of (an expanded) system of education, media old and new,

advertising and therapy. The new mode of social control and the new mode of exerting power are

based on communication and the diffusion of symbols (see also Castells, 2009). This proposition

has three implications that directly address habitus theory: first, that in symbolic societies, the

impact of class conditions has weakened; second that socialization is a life long process; and

third, that in the processes of socialization, education and the media play an important role.

To conceive of media influence, it useful to acknowledge the still crucial insight into the role

of mass media offered by cultivation theory (Gerbner, 1969; Gerbner and Gross, 1976; Gerbner

et al., 1994; Signorielli and Morgan, 2001), which rejected the so-called ‘‘media effect studies’’

in favor of a conception of media influence as consisting in the cultivation of frames of

interpretation (cf. Gamson et al., 1992; Hetsroni, 2010). People who have cultivated such frames

will perceive and interpret the world in a particular way. According to this strain of cultivation

theory, watching media content cultivates frames of interpretation, and in doing so, it creates

interpretative communities of people that, to a significant degree, share such frames. The

interpretation of the media ‘‘text’’ then becomes not a function of that text, but of the encounter

between a text and an interpretative community (see also Fish, 1980, pp. 1–17, 97–111, 303–

320).3

The role of interpretative communities in selecting and interpreting symbolic content is quite

similar to habitus as a structuring structure or a mental habit (Bourdieu et al., 1968, p. 11) guiding

the selection and interpretation of new experiences. Yet, there are four important differences

between the way the concepts of interpretative communities and habitus deal with the way in

which attitudes, ways of feeling, thinking and practices are formed. (1) The role of interpretative

communities does not assume a priori a total or strong inertia of the primary socialization or the

primary habitus. (2) It leaves room for the influence of settings other than the family of origin. (3)

It therefore does not give, a priori, a preponderant role to the class position of the family of origin.

(4) Most importantly, it does not assume that the influence of a specific setting, such as the class

position of the family of origin or the interpretative community, only exerts itself through the

internal environment of action or the formation of personality or dispositions. Harré’s (1985, p.

262) insight that ‘‘To be a self is not to be a certain kind of being but to be in possession of certain

kind of theory’’ is crucial here. This brings us back to a crucial hypothesis of the theory of

symbolic society: Not only the internal environment of action (disposition, habitus) but also the

readily available symbolic content—the stories and metaphors that the media can offer and that

interpretative communities will process—can structure the way people think, feel and act. A

property of the symbolic society is that it offers such ‘‘theories’’ and stories in abundance.

In what follows, we first describe the way the attitudes that constitute the new alignment

develop in the course of secondary schooling, then we focus on the differences between the

different school tracks, and finally, we look at the influence of the social background and the
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media. The main objective of this article is to describe differences in attitudes and beliefs among

students at particular times in their (secondary) school career and to investigate how those

differences can be explained by the students’ social background and their media preference. The

results of that analysis will be interpreted in the light of the two theories (habitus and symbolic

society) briefly presented here.

To deal with our objective and the attendant research questions, panel data would be ideal,

whereby students are followed during several years of their educational career and regularly

interviewed. Unfortunately no such data that would allow us to address our research questions are

available. Our conclusions are based on a comparison of the attitudes of young people in different

grades of secondary school. This imposes some limitations on the conclusions we can draw from

our observations. For instance, we cannot clearly distinguish selection from socialization effects

(which is not the purpose of this article). Instead, our focus is on explaining the pattern of

differences between the tracks over the various grades. In doing that, we assume that this pattern

reflects an evolution or a development related to being in a certain track over a period of time.

This assumption seems warranted because it is extremely unlikely that the pupils in the

successive grades come from generations that differ in their attitudes and, moreover, differ in

their attitudes in a way that produces patterns that appear as effects of tracking. Nothing is

impossible, but some things are extremely unlikely. Furthermore, although we cannot

disentangle socialization and selection effects, our research design is adequate to assess the

relative impact of social background (a la Bourdieu) and media preference (a la symbolic society)

on the attitudes of young students in Flanders.

2. Data

The data used in this article were collected in 2002 by way of a blocked probability sample.

Seventy-five communities and townships were randomly selected, with the probability of

selection proportional to the population size. In those blocks, 1840 young people, aged 12–18,

were randomly selected on the basis of the national population register and proportional to the

overall population of people that age in each block. Face-to-face interviews were realized for

1769 (1210 from the first sample, 559 from the by block, sex and age matched replacement

sample). To realize the 1769 interviews, a total of 2501 valid addresses were used, which yields a

response rate of 71 per cent (for more details, see technical report: Smits, 2003). The analysis

pertains to youngsters from the 3rd (age: 14–15) till the 6th grade (age: 17–18). Muslim students

and students with parents born outside Europe and North America were eliminated from the

sample because one of the scales used in the analysis (ethnocentrism) is not neutral with regard to

ethnicity and religion. After these eliminations, 1420 cases remain for analysis. Descriptive

statistics are provided in the left hand column of Tables 3 and 4, as well as Table A.1 of

Appendix A.

Attitudes are measured by the respondents’ evaluations of sets of statements. These are then

combined into scales measuring the attitude as the degree of (dis)agreement with position

underlying the different statements. Table 1 provides technical details about the different attitude

scales used in this contribution.

The data set thus contains three new alignment attitudes: ethnocentrism, utilitarian

individualism and the attitude with regard to law and order. The latter will henceforth be called

repressiveness; it measures the extent to which respondents favor a harsh approach to the

repression of crime. This variable is considered here as a proxy for authoritarianism. Most scales

of authoritarianism contain items that explicitly or implicitly refer to an authoritarian style of
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education parenting (e.g., Achterberg and Houtman, 2009). That makes them unfit for use in

youth research because a distaste for severe forms of education can be confused with anti-

authoritarianism. In research with young people, the meaning of the authoritarianism-scale is

better gauged by questions about how to deal with criminals and criminality.

While those three attitudes—ethnocentrism, utilitarian individualism and repressiveness—are

strongly interrelated4 and together form an excellent proxy of the new alignment, we will analyze
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Table 1

Technical details about the attitude scales (N: 1420).

Items Factor

loadingsa

Frequency distributionb

(Strongly)

disagree

� (Strongly)

agree

Repressiveness

All crimes, even the small ones, should be dealt with in

the same severe way

0.451 62.7 22.1 15.2

In problem areas, a curfew should be imposed upon youngsters 0.494 44.9 31.3 23.9

The death penalty should be reinstated for serious offenses 0.725 49.4 19.5 31

Rapists should be castrated 0.644 28.8 24 47.1

Those who have committed serious crimes do not

deserve a trial

0.536 63.6 18 18.4

You shouldn’t feel guilty about killing a burglar 0.622 37.7 33 29.3

Just like adults, minors should be locked up in prison when they

commit serious crimes

0.522 44.9 30.5 24.5

Eigenvalue 1st factor 3.337

Chronbach’s alpha 0.665

Ethnocentrism

In general, immigrants cannot be trusted 0.755 48.9 37.7 13.4

I think we can learn a lot from people from other cultures �0.725 10.3 34.9 54.8

It is important for young people to get in touch with different

cultures

�0.720 6.1 28.7 65.2

If we want a livable society, different cultures should respect

each other

�0.634 3.2 17.4 79.4

Immigrantes take our jobs 0.724 59.1 30.9 9.9

Immigrants come here to exploit our social security system 0.742 31.7 45.6 22.7

Eigenvalue 1st factor 2.776

Chronbach’s alpha 0.774

Utilitarian individualism

You should always strive for your own pleasure 0.701 62.9 27.2 9.8

What counts is money and power, the rest is small talk 0.705 80.7 15.9 3.3

Everybody should look after themselves first 0.806 70.8 21.6 7.6

Humanity, our fellow men, solidarity, are all quite meaningless

slogans

0.831 65.2 25.8 9

Eigenvalue 1st factor 2.333

Chronbach’s alpha 0.758

a Principal axis factoring used.
b All items were judged on a 5-point scale ranging form strongly disagree to strongly agree. For reasons of presentation

we collapsed the outer categories.

4 The consistency of the attitude complex—which we here determine by means of the eigenvalue of the first component

of a principal component analysis—is 1.554.



them separately here. In the first place, because it is possible that they evolve differently over the

course of secondary education. Secondly, we do so to increase comparability with other analyses

in which these variables are measured separately and not as a meta-factor measuring the new

alignment.

3. Educational tracking and the development of the new alignment attitudes

The way that the attitudes vary in the course of secondary education is described in Table 2.

The first striking observation is that the attitudes already differ considerably in the third grade for

pupils aged 14–15. The boys and girls in general education have less ethnic prejudices, are less

social Darwinist (utilitarian individualist) and are less in favor of a tough, repressive approach to

crime, than their colleagues in technical education—who, in turn, are less prejudiced and

utilitarian individualist than the pupils in the vocational track. Particularly for ethnocentrism and

utilitarian individualism, the differences between the tracks are already sizable at the age of 14.

With regard to repressiveness, the difference is in the same direction but is not statistically

significant. As the third year is the first one of full-fledged tracking (see Section 1.3), it is unlikely

that all the observed differences can be ascribed to tracking. It is much more plausible to view

those differences, at least, as partly the result of earlier experiences in the family or of the

influence of other socializing agents. Further on in the article, a control for the parents’ level of

education will be introduced.
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Table 2

Mean scores for ethnocentrism, repressiveness and utilitarian individualism, for 3rd to 6th graders in Flemish secondary

schools, 2002 (N = 1420a).

Grade (theoretical age)

Age Attitudes Mean Mean Mean jD sge � svej*

3 (14–15 years) sge (n: 169) ste (n: 119) sve (n: 93)

Ethnocentrism 32.499 39.346 40.729 8.230

Utilitarian individualism 26.153 31.366 35.995 9.842

Repressiveness 41.374 46.013 47.448 6.074

4 (15–16 years) sge (n: 163) ste (n: 163) sve (n: 99)

Ethnocentrism 32.994 38.008 43.407 10.414

Utilitarian individualism 26.738 31.674 36.561 9.823

Repressiveness 40.076 43.980 51.087 11.011

5 (16–17 years) sge (n: 134) ste (n: 110) sve (n: 89)

Ethnocentrism 31.948 35.412 43.467 11.520

Utilitarian individualism 24.402 28.309 36.351 11.949

Repressiveness 36.523 42.791 50.853 14.331

6 (17–18 years) sge (n: 143) ste (n: 80) sve (n: 58)

Ethnocentrism 27.925 40.605 46.003 18.078

Utilitarian individualism 24.480 29.448 30.491 6.011

Repressiveness 33.843 44.064 51.292 17.448

Tests for the interaction terms sge/sve � grade (for grades 3 through 6): ethnocentrism: F: 2.499; p: 0.058, utilitarian

individualism: F: 1.343; p: 0.258, repressiveness: F: 3.325; p: 0.019.
a After removing missing values (no imputation was used).
* All differences between the extreme categories are significant with p < 0.050.



Between the 3rd and the 6th grade of secondary school, the differences between the tracks

steadily and significantly increase for ethnocentrism and repressiveness (see Table 2). The

biggest differences always occur between the general and the vocational track. For

repressiveness, the difference between the general and vocational track increases almost

threefold, resulting in a wide gap between the ‘‘soft’’ approach of the pupils in the general track

and the ‘‘hard’’ stand on law and order of the pupils in the vocational track. For ethnocentrism, the

difference doubles. There is no significant change for utilitarian individualism, probably because

this is a more general attitude, a view of humanity. It is probably formed early on (the difference

between the tracks for this attitude is already very great at the age of 14), and it remains relatively

stable afterwards. Ethnocentrism and the attitude regarding repression are more explicitly

political, also more the subject of discussions with parents and peers (as reported in Siongers,

2009, pp. 133–134) and therefore more likely to change in the course of secondary schooling.

4. Media preference and the attitudes of the new cleavage

For the two attitudes for which the differences between the tracks increase significantly in the

course of secondary schooling (i.e., ethnocentrism, repressiveness), we investigate the extent to

which that variation—measured as an interaction effect of the educational track and the grade—

can be explained by the educational level of the parents (i.e., social background) and the media

preference of the pupils. To assess the effects of parents’ level of education, we compare families

of which one or both parents have a diploma of tertiary education with families in which none of

the parents reached that level of education. Assessment of the influence of media requires a bit

more elaboration, which is presented in the next section.

4.1. Educational track and media preference

As indicated earlier, the influence of media is conceived here not as a media effect but as the

influence of interpretative communities. Recent research has not so much focused on media

influences, as such, as on the differences between different kinds of media and programs

(Bilandzic and Rössler, 2004; Potter and Chang, 1990; Vergeer et al., 1996). The relevance of

such differences is clearly illustrated by the finding that educational achievement is not only

correlated with the consumption of ‘‘high culture’’ (e.g., classical music) but also with variations

in the kind of mass culture that is consumed (Elchardus and Siongers, 2003). The focus has in fact

shifted from ‘‘mainstreaming’’ on which early cultivation research focused (e.g., Gerbner, 1969)

to the cultivation of different frames based on the preference for different kind of channels and

programs (e.g., Potter and Chang, 1990; for an application regarding newspapers, see Lubbers

et al., 2000).

When media influence is considered to be the result of the interplay between media content

and interpretative communities cultivated by variations in media styles, it is appropriate to

measure it as media preference. Media preference inquires about the likes and dislikes for various

media and media outlets and, thus, allows the respondent to give a kind of self-positioning or self-

definition in terms of the existing media landscape. In that way, a proxy of the interpretative

communities is obtained: people who feel attracted to certain media, will probably read, watch

and listen more to those media than to others, and they will in that way cultivate the frames used

by those media. The influence of the media preference can be interpreted as a coming together of

the experiences of people—the way that they interpret frames of interpretation cultivated by,

among other things, the media they feel an affinity with and the content of what those media
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communicate (for an extended elaboration of these ideas associated with the theory of symbolic

society, see Elchardus, 2009; Elchardus and De Keere, 2010).

To measure media preference, the pupils were asked to evaluate 11 TV channels, 11 radio-

stations, and 14 magazines on a scale from 0 to 10, allowing the expression of both likes and

dislikes. Those media outlets are listed in Table A.1 of Appendix A. A non-linear principal

component analysis (PCA) reveals two dimensions in their answers: the first expressing the likes

and dislikes for the more popular media,5 and the other expressing likes and dislikes for the more

established, middle brow media.6 We will designate the first dimension as ‘‘commercial’’ media

preferences and the second one as ‘‘elite’’ media preferences. Content analysis shows that the

media distinguished in the PCA differ in what and how they communicate. Over the period 1991–

2000, for example, the television station with the highest loading on the dimension of commercial

media (i.e., VTM) spent 10 per cent of prime time news on crime reporting, while the television

station with the highest loading on the elite dimension devoted 5 per cent of its prime time news

to that topic (Walgrave and De Swert, 2002).

Media preference and educational track are strongly related. Pupils from the general track

score higher on the elite dimension and lower on the commercial dimension than pupils from the

technical and vocational tracks. The biggest differences occur again between the general and

vocational tracks. At the start, in the third grade, the differences are still modest (see Fig. 1). For

evaluation of elite media, they remain quite stable throughout the secondary school career. The

differences in the evaluation of the commercial media, on the contrary, change considerably. The

appreciation for that kind of media declines in the technical track and even more steeply in the

general track, while it increases in the vocational track. As a consequence of that diverging

evolution, the difference between the pupils in the vocational and the general tracks ends up being

considerable in the 6th grade. In the 3rd grade, that difference equals 0.3 standard deviation of the

principal component measuring the preference for commercial media; in the final grade, it has

increased to 1.4 standard deviations. At age 18, those young people not only differ in terms of the

educational track they are in, but also in terms of their media preference—particularly their

attitudes with regard to the more commercial or popular media. Hence, the question becomes:

what are the respective roles of the educational tracks and the media preference in shaping the

position on the new alignment?

4.2. Educational track, media preference, and attitudes

In order to try to explain the divergent positions of pupils in the different tracks on ethnic

prejudice and repressiveness, we use analyses of variance. The first model (Model 1 in Tables 3

and 4) contains controls for the educational track, the grade, sex, and the interaction between

grade and educational track. This is, as it were, the baseline model. In the second model, we

additionally control for the parents’ level of education in order to see how it affects the influence

of the track and the interaction effect between grade and track. The third model introduces a

control for media preference. Each model contains two sets of information: the partial eta’s which

can be read and interpreted like beta’s; and the estimated means (the means implied by the model)
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5 Eigenvalue 5.13, comprising television channels such as VTM, VT4 and 2B, radio stations like Qmusic and

TOPradio, and magazines such as Joepi and Story.
6 Eigenvalue 3.93, comprising television channels like Canvas and TV1, radio programs like Klara, Studio Brussel, and

magazines like Humo and Knack. The two dimensions (see footnote 5), when rotated obliquely, correlate at 0.07.
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Fig. 1. Evolution of the media preference, third through sixth grade, secondary schools in Flanders, 2002 (N = 1382).



of the different categories of the control variables. The latter are particularly important to

evaluate the interaction effects between grade and track.

4.2.1. Explaining ethnocentrism and repressiveness

For ethnocentrism (Table 3) there is a very strong main effect of the track (Eta: 0.30) and a

significant interaction effect of grade and track (Eta: 0.117; p: 0.005)—indicating that the overall

effect becomes significantly stronger as pupils advance through secondary school. Controlling

for the parents’ level of education shows, first, that family background affects the ethnocentrism
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Table 3

Ethnocentrism by track, family background and media preference; grades 3 through 6, secondary schools in Flanders,

2002 (N = 1382).

Model I Model II Model III

Mean Standard

error

Mean Standard

error

Mean Standard

error

Overall mean 37.524 0.425 36.679 0.460 36.241 0.457

Gender (Eta, p) 0.144; 0.000 0.144; 0.000 0.203; 0.000

Male (n: 696; 50.4%) 39.631 0.565 38.765 0.588 39.193 0.582

Female (686; 49.6) 35.418 0.591 34.594 0.616 33.290 0.622

Grade (Eta, p) 0.026; 0.812 0.023; 0.867 0.059; 0.208

3 (355; 25.7) 37.282 0.803 36.425 0.817 35.037 0.818

4 (368; 26.6) 37.796 0.801 36.915 0.817 35.974 0.819

5 (335; 24.2) 36.968 0.827 36.230 0.835 36.294 0.820

6 (324; 23.5) 38.052 0.956 37.147 0.969 37.660 0.961

Track (Eta, p) 0.298; 0.000 0.232; 0.000 0.160; 0.000

sge (716; 51.8) 31.615 0.543 31.869 0.541 32.959 0.555

ste (391; 28.3) 37.876 0.739 36.805 0.765 36.165 0.761

sve (275; 19.9) 43.082 0.887 41.364 0.953 39.600 0.964

Track � grade (Eta, p) 0.117; 0.005 0.115; 0.006 0.078; 0.242

3rd grade sge 32.697 1.065 33.028 1.058 32.727 1.049

3rd grade ste 38.689 1.393 37.526 1.403 35.576 1.405

3rd grade sve 40.460 1.655 38.720 1.676 36.808 1.668

4th grade sge 32.988 1.009 33.293 1.001 33.335 0.991

4th grade ste 37.363 1.467 36.232 1.472 35.175 1.470

4th grade sve 43.038 1.614 41.220 1.647 39.413 1.661

5th grade sge 32.353 1.114 32.425 1.105 33.581 1.102

5th grade ste 35.339 1.395 34.429 1.393 34.774 1.366

5th grade sve 43.211 1.725 41.838 1.736 40.526 1.714

6th grade sge 28.423 1.145 28.730 1.137 32.191 1.191

6th grade ste 40.114 1.635 39.033 1.636 39.137 1.633

6th grade sve 45.618 2.062 43.678 2.090 41.653 2.061

Level of education parents (Eta, p) 0.139; 0.000 0.104; 0.001

Neither parent higher ed. (657; 47.5) 39.110 0.562 38.009 0.568

One parent higher ed. (359; 26.0) 37.071 0.804 36.585 0.792

Both parents higher ed. (366; 26.5) 33.858 0.846 34.130 0.845

Commercial media (Eta, p) 0.238; 0.000

Elitist media (Eta, p) 0.079; 0.004

Adjusted R2 0.116 0.132 0.186



of the children—the more highly educated parents have less prejudiced children (Eta: 0.14)—

and, second, that this effect explains about 22 per cent of the observed differences between the

tracks, but it explains none of the interaction effect of grade and track. Put differently, less

educated parents tend to have more prejudiced children, and those children have a higher

probability of pursuing vocational and, to some extent, technical training. That explains about

one fifth of the originally observed differences between the tracks, but does in no way account for

the fact that the difference between the tracks is greater when pupils are more advanced in their

secondary training.
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Table 4

Repressiveness by track, family background and media preference; grades 3 through 6, secondary schools in Flanders,

2002 (N = 1382).

Model I Model II Model III

Mean Standard

error

Mean Standard

error

Mean Standard

error

Overall mean 44.066 0.456 43.135 0.493 42.953 0.493

Gender (Eta, p) 0.054; 0.045 0.053; 0.053 0.098; 0.000

Male (n: 696; 50.4%) 44.911 0.607 43.942 0.630 44.462 0.629

Female (686; 49.6) 43.221 0.634 42.329 0.660 41.443 0.671

Grade (Eta, p) 0.007; 0.995 0.047; 0.387 0.048; 0.373

3 (355; 25.7) 44.949 0.861 43.998 0.875 43.048 0.882

4 (368; 26.6) 44.787 0.860 43.821 0.876 43.042 0.884

5 (335; 24.2) 43.468 0.889 42.649 0.895 42.988 0.885

6 (324; 23.5) 43.059 1.027 42.073 1.039 42.733 1.038

Track (Eta, p) 0.286; 0.000 0.219; 0.000 0.162; 0.000

sge (716; 51.8) 38.069 0.584 38.388 0.580 39.405 0.599

ste (391; 28.3) 44.150 0.793 42.942 0.819 42.719 0.821

sve (275; 19.9) 49.979 0.953 48.076 1.021 46.734 1.041

Track � grade (Eta, p) 0.106; 0.017 0.110; 0.011 0.086; 0.134

3rd grade sge 41.338 1.144 41.762 1.134 41.352 1.133

3rd grade ste 45.974 1.489 44.678 1.497 43.532 1.510

3rd grade sve 47.534 1.778 45.554 1.797 44.259 1.801

4th grade sge 40.046 1.084 40.417 1.073 40.730 1.070

4th grade ste 43.513 1.576 42.250 1.579 41.892 1.588

4th grade sve 50.803 1.734 48.798 1.766 46.503 1.793

5th grade sge 36.794 1.196 36.924 1.185 37.940 1.190

5th grade ste 42.965 1.499 41.894 1.494 42.434 1.475

5th grade sve 50.645 1.854 49.130 1.861 48.590 1.851

6th grade sge 34.096 1.231 34.451 1.219 37.598 1.286

6th grade ste 44.147 1.756 42.946 1.754 43.017 1.764

6th grade sve 50.934 2.215 48.822 2.240 47.584 2.225

Level of education parents (Eta, p) 0.154; 0.000 0.123; 0.000

Neither parent higher ed. (657; 47.5) 45.772 0.602 44.898 0.613

One parent higher ed. (359; 26.0) 44.034 0.862 43.908 0.855

Both parents higher ed. (26.5; 366) 39.601 0.907 40.051 0.913

Commercial media (Eta, p) 0.215; 0.000

Elitist media (Eta, p) 0.005; 0.866

Adjusted R2 0.094 0.115 0.154



The third model incorporates a control for media preference. A preference for commercial

media strongly increases the likelihood of having ethnic prejudices (Eta: 0.24). The effect of elite

media, in contrast, is small. Controlling for media preference further reduces the difference

between the tracks by about a third. An important part of the difference in ethnic prejudice

between the pupils of the different tracks can be attributed to their different media preferences. Of

the main effect of the tracks observed in the baseline model, about half can be explained by the

parents’ level of education and by pupils’ media preference.

Controlling for the differences in media preference also decreases considerably the interaction

effects of grade and track—down to a level where they become statistically insignificant. The

growing divergence between the levels of prejudice in the different tracks turns out to be largely

or completely due to the growing divergence in the preferences for commercial media. Being in

the vocational track contributes to a growing affinity with commercial media, and being in the

technical and the general track to a growing distaste for such media: that growing difference in

media preference explains the growing difference in ethnocentrism. The latter is, strictly

speaking, not due to what happens in the different school tracks, but to the relationship between

the experience of the tracks and media preference.

The results for repressiveness are very similar to those for ethnocentrism (see Table 4).

Controlling for the level of education of the parents reduces the observed difference between the

tracks, but does not affect the interaction effect between grade and track. Media preference—in

this case, only the preference for the commercial media—has a strong effect on the attitude (Eta:

0.22). After controlling for media preference, the interaction effect between grade and track

becomes insignificant. The educational level of the parents and the media preference of the

pupils together explain about 43 per cent of the effect of tracking on repressiveness, as observed

in the baseline model. For this attitude as well, one can conclude that an important part of the

main difference between the tracks can be attributed to differences in the preference for

commercial media of the pupils, and that the growing divergence between the tracks observed

with regard to repressiveness can be completely attributed to the divergence of media

preferences.

5. Summary, conclusions, discussion, and further research questions

At the age of 14–15, new alignment attitudes—such as ethnic prejudice, repressiveness and

utilitarian individualism—are already strongly related to the educational track in which pupils

are located. Young people in general secondary education are markedly less prejudiced,

repressive and utilitarian individualist than pupils in the technical track—who, in turn, are less

prejudiced, repressive and utilitarian individualist than pupils in the vocational track. This

highlights the importance of studying the formation of those and possibly other socio-political

attitudes among young people, and not only among the adult population.

In the third grade, Flemish pupils, for the first time, enter the full-fledged tracking system (see

Section 1.3). It is therefore not likely that tracking explains the totality of the differences

observed at that point. Other influences certainly play a role. Taking into account the parents’

level of education (as an indicator of class), however, only explains about a (modest) fifth of the

observed difference between the tracks. Of course, that variable does not capture the whole of the

influence of the family of origin (as our operational measure of media preference does not capture

the whole of the interpretative community). Part of the difference observed between the tracks at

the beginning of full-fledged tracking should certainly be attributed to early socialization in the

family.
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In the course of secondary education, between the 3rd and the 6th grade—or between the ages

of about 14 and 18—the observed differences between the tracks increase quite considerably for

ethnic prejudice and repressiveness. Pupils in the general track are more tolerant and less

repressive the more advanced they are in the secondary school career; pupils in the technical and

vocational tracks show little variation, yet seem to become somewhat more prejudiced as they are

more advanced in grades. As a consequence, considerable differences emerge between pupils of

the general track, on the one hand, and the vocational track, on the other, with pupils in the

technical track occupying an intermediate position.

That growing divergence cannot be explained by the parent’s level of education and it turns

out to be due to the diverging media preferences of the pupils in the different tracks—particularly

the strong preference of pupils in the vocational tracks for more commercial or popular television

channels, radio stations and magazines. In fact, media preference plays a very important role in

the formation of the attitudes under consideration. The direct effect of a preference for

commercial media is strong (Eta: 0.24 and 0.22), controlling for the media preference explains

the divergent development between the 3rd and the 6th grade, and explains about a third of the

main effect of tracking. Because the educational level of the parents cannot account for the

growing divergence in the course of secondary education, it becomes very implausible to assign

that divergence to effects of primary habitus—especially one that is set at an early age and stable

thereafter. Media preference adds very significantly to the explanatory power of the model and

accounts for the divergence in attitudes. It is therefore plausible to conclude, first, that media

preference as a proxy for interpretative communities contributes to the formation of distinctive

attitudes and, secondly, that the effects of educational tracking and the influence of the family of

origin are, in part, indirect and realized by channeling the pupils toward different media

preferences.

Two implications of these findings deserve highlighting. The first concerns the obviously

misleading character of the oft-observed relationship between the level of education and the

attitudes of the new political dimension. Already at the end of secondary school, pupils from

different tracks hold clearly different positions on the new dimension, and the track they have

followed will, to a very high degree, determine their further educational careers—creating a

spurious relationship between the final level of education and those attitudes. The educational

track, however, also influences the socio-economic position that will eventually be attained,

creating the possibility that the observed relationship between that position and the attitudes of

the new alignment are also partly or totally spurious.

Our observations pertain to an educational system characterized by strong and in practice

irreversible tracking. Yet, almost all educational systems know some degree of tracking that

influences the final level of education attained (Brunello and Checchi, 2007). Comparative

analysis is needed to see how both the extent and kind of tracking shapes the effect of tracking on

attitudes and their formation, as well as on socio-economic achievement. However, when such

effects exist—and to some extent, tracking exist in all educational systems (Pfeffer, 2008)—it is

very likely that currently observed effects of educational level and socio-economic status on the

attitudes of the new cleavage are overestimated and partly spurious. That problem can be

attenuated by including indicators of the tracks followed in secondary school and of media

preference in all models that relate the present socio-economic status and the achieved level of

education to socio-political attitudes.

The second implications is that our observations suggest that the use of a concept such as

cultural capital to explain the relationship between education and the position on the new

dimension (e.g., Achterberg and Houtman, 2009; Houtman, 2003b) should become the subject of
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more careful empirical testing. When used in that way, cultural capital is considered a general

competence acquired at home and in school that can be used as a resource that makes it easier to

deal with change and diversity.7 Such an explanation presupposes that pupils in the technical and

vocational track would have less of that competence. Moreover, that explanation, in terms of

competence, seems more compatible with strong effects of education, and particularly of higher

education, than with strong effects of media preference. Cultivated frames cannot readily be

ordered along dimensions of competence or complexity. They do not so much reflect degrees of

competence, as much as schemata of interpretation (see Goffman, 1974). People who consider

migrants as criminals will be more sensitive to news about crime and certainly to news linking

migrants and crime, and they will use such news as confirmation of their views, which will

strengthen the frames they use to arrive at such a conclusion (Elchardus and Spruyt, 2009). It

seems appropriate to interpret this, not as a lack of competence, but rather as a different use of

competence, determined by the frames employed to select and process information. Our findings

can certainly not be used to dismiss the notion of cultural capital as a general form of

competence, but they indicate that more research is needed to refine the use of such a concept.

They also raise the following question: How exactly does the relationship between educational

tracking and media preference come about? Where is the so-called ‘‘smoking gun’’—the precise

processes through which such a relationship is realized? In searching for an answer to those

questions, the issue of competence versus frames that guide the selection and interpretation of

information, should occupy central stage. Ideally that research should be longitudinal in nature

and allow for a distinction, at various stages of the development of attitudes, between selection

and socialization effects.
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Appendix A

See Table A.1.
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Table A.1

Second order principal component analysis with oblique rotation on the preferences for TV and radio stations and

magazines.

Commercial media preference More elitist media preference

VT4 0.73 �0.16

Kanaal 2 0.72 �0.18

JIM TV 0.70 �0.15

TOP radio 0.70 0.03

TMF 0.67 �0.18

Qmusic 0.60 0.30

MTV 0.56 �0.14

Radio Contact 0.56 0.26

Radio Donna 0.55 0.25

VTM 0.54 0.20

Preference for a commercial magazinea 0.53 �0.10

C-Dance 0.38 0.09
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