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BRIEF REPORT

Parenting, Temperament, and Attachment Security as Antecedents of Political
Orientation: Longitudinal Evidence From Early Childhood to Age 26

Christopher M. Wegemer and Deborah Lowe Vandell
University of California, Irvine

This article examines early childhood antecedents of adults’ political orientation. Using longitudinal data
from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Study of Early Child Care and
Youth Development, we investigate associations between parenting beliefs and behaviors, child temper-
ament, and attachment security during early childhood in relation to adult political ideology and party
affiliation at age 26 years (N � 1,364). Young children’s fearful temperament and anxious attachment
security, as well as mothers’ authoritarian parenting beliefs in early childhood, predicted conservative
political orientations at age 26. Children’s abilities to focus attention and avoidant attachment security
predicted liberal orientations. These findings provide evidence that multiple aspects of early develop-
mental experience—temperament, parenting, and infant–mother attachment—are associated with later
political orientations.

Keywords: political development, parenting, temperament, attachment, conservativism

Historically, studies have found that developmental experiences
prior to adulthood have enduring effects on political orientation
across the life span (Sears & Brown, 2013). Questions regarding
the nature and persistence of childhood influences on political
orientation have resurfaced (Astuto & Ruck, 2010; Holbein, 2017;
Patterson et al., 2019; Torney-Purta, 2017). Recent work in polit-
ical psychology has conceptualized ideology as motivated social
cognition, reframing individual political differences in terms of
personality, needs, attitudes, and beliefs (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski,
& Sulloway, 2003; Jost, 2017). Clarifying the developmental
mechanisms that underlie differences in political orientation re-
mains an important task for developmental psychology. The pres-
ent study advances research by linking parenting, temperament,
and attachment in early childhood to three aspects of political

orientation in adulthood: ideological conservatism, Republican
Party affiliation, and Democratic Party affiliation.

In a series of seminal studies, Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik,
Levinson, and Sanford (1950) used retrospective questionnaires
and interviews to explore the relationship between authoritarian-
ism and parenting (particularly in early childhood), concluding that
conservatives were more likely than liberals to report that their
parents used harsh and punitive parenting practices. A large body
of literature subsequently investigated the relationship between
parenting practices and beliefs and the political orientation of their
offspring (Altemeyer, 1981; Duckitt, 2001; Rokeach, 1960). Con-
ceptual frameworks regarding the enduring effects of parenting
have typically relied on personality theory to understand differ-
ences in the development of ideologies (Adorno et al., 1950;
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Altemeyer, 1981; Duckitt, 2001; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, &
Malle, 1994; Rokeach, 1960). Across cultures and contexts, liber-
als consistently score higher on openness to experience and con-
servatives score higher on conscientiousness (Carney, Jost, Gos-
ling, & Potter, 2008; Mondak, 2010).

Contrary to existing theories (e.g., Altemeyer, 1981), recent
studies suggest that individual differences in political ideologies
related to authoritarianism begin to emerge in childhood (Reifen
Tagar, Federico, Lyons, Ludeke, & Koenig, 2014). Researchers
have increasingly advocated for the importance of childhood as a
period of political development (Astuto & Ruck, 2010; Patterson et
al., 2019; Torney-Purta, 2017). For example, Holbein (2017) found
that increases in psychosocial skills in childhood (such as emo-
tional regulation and cooperation with others) were related to
greater likelihood of political participation in adulthood. The pres-
ent study applies a lens of political psychology to established
developmental constructs, contributing to a narrative of political
development across the life span.

To date, very few studies have used longitudinal data to examine
links between early childhood temperament, parenting, and adult
political orientation. Block and Block (2006) followed a small
sample of nursery schoolchildren to age 23 (N � 95); children who
were fearful, anxious, and rigid were more likely to be conserva-
tive in adulthood. Using the NICHD Study of Early Child Care and
Youth Development (SECCYD), Fraley, Griffin, Belsky, and Ro-
isman (2012) investigated relations between early childhood tem-
perament and political orientation at age 18. Similar to Block and
Block, child fearfulness was related to later conservativism,
whereas higher activity levels and attentional focusing in early
childhood were related to liberalism at age 18. In addition, Fraley
et al. (2012) detected links between parenting styles in early
childhood and later political orientations. Children whose mothers
endorsed authoritarian parenting beliefs were more likely to be
conservative at age 18. The present research extends the previous
longitudinal research studies by investigating early childhood at-
tachment security; we test attachment, temperament, and parenting
style simultaneously to build evidence that may begin to disentan-
gle mechanisms that underlie the development of ideology.

Comprehensive meta-analyses by Jost and colleagues (2003,
2017) have found that conservativism is characterized by resis-
tance to change related to an underlying preoccupation with fear of
uncertainty and threats to security. To the degree that political
ideology is motivated by management of underlying security,
attachment theory may be implicated. Bowlby (1973) has argued
that individuals’ responses to threat are influenced by their early
interactions with caregivers, which shape internal working models
that persist across the life course and generalize across contexts.
These models contain internalized representations of the world that
guide interactions aimed at maintaining security (Bretherton &
Munholland, 2008). In the current study, children’s attachment
security was assessed at an age of 3 years using a modified version
of Ainsworth’s classic “Strange Situation” (Cassidy & Marvin &
the MacArthur Working Group, 1992). We examined attachment
at age 3 because internal working models are better consolidated
than in infancy (Bowlby, 1973; Sherman, Rice, & Cassidy, 2015)
although analyses using attachment measured at 15 months are
included in the appendix of this paper.

Distinct patterns of security management behaviors have been
classified into four attachment categories: secure, insecure-

anxious, insecure-avoidant, and disorganized (Ainsworth, Blehar,
Waters, & Wall, 1978; Main & Solomon, 1990). Securely attached
children explore the environment when the mother is present,
become distressed when the mother leaves, and are easily com-
forted when she returns (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Cassidy et al.,
1992). In contrast, anxiously attached children become deeply
upset when separated from their mother and are unable to derive
comfort from maternal interactions upon reunion. Avoidantly at-
tached children appear unaffected by the departure of their mother
and remain disengaged after she returns. Children who exhibit
disorganized attachment do not have a coherent pattern of inter-
acting with their mother (Main & Solomon, 1990).

Anxious attachment is aligned with Jost et al.’s (2003) defini-
tional features of conservativism: specifically, intense fear of los-
ing security, low tolerance of uncertainty, and reduced exploration.
The political congruence of other attachment types is less clear. A
small handful of studies have linked attachment types to political
ideology, but all relied on retrospective or cross-sectional data and
produced conflicting findings (Koleva & Rip, 2009). The present
study is the first to investigate longitudinal associations between
attachment in early childhood and adult political orientation. Thus
far, scholars have established a link between parenting and polit-
ical outcomes without invoking attachment theory, despite a strong
relationship between parenting and attachment (De Wolff & van
Ijzendoorn, 1997).

We hypothesize that children’s attachment type and their tem-
perament, as well as mothers’ beliefs and practices in early child-
hood, will be related to adult political orientation at age 26. We
expect that fearful temperament and authoritarian parenting beliefs
will be associated with adult political conservatism, consistent
with findings at age 18 reported by Fraley et al. (2012) using a
subsample of participants who partially overlapped with the pres-
ent study. Results congruent with Fraley et al.’s findings at age 18
will provide evidence for the enduring effects of early childhood
experiences (as opposed to fade out). In addition, based on other
cross-sectional and retrospective studies (Koleva & Rip, 2009), we
expect that anxious attachment will be related to adult conserva-
tivism. Finally, we anticipate that childhood attachment, temper-
ament, and parenting beliefs and practices will be independently
related to adult political orientation through separate predictive
pathways. The present research will be the first to provide evi-
dence that may disaggregate psychological mechanisms associated
with antecedents of adult political orientation.

Method

Participants

The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Study of Early Child Care and Youth Development (NICHD
SECCYD) is a longitudinal study that followed a cohort of chil-
dren between 1991 and 2018. The investigators approached 1,364
mothers in the hospital shortly after the birth of the study children
in 10 locations across the United States: Little Rock, AR; Irvine,
CA; Lawrence, KS; Boston, MA; Philadelphia, PA; Pittsburgh,
PA; Charlottesville, VA; Seattle, WA; Morganton, NC; and Mad-
ison, WI. For a detailed description of recruitment and sample
statistics, see the NICHD Early Child Care Research Network
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(2001); more information is available at http://www.icpsr.umich
.edu/icpsrweb/ICPSR/series/00233.

The children’s development and life experiences were the focus
of five different waves of investigation through the end of high
school. The children, now in adulthood, were participants in the
present study. The study was approved by the Institutional Review
Board at the University of California, Irvine (HS2017-3847: “Are
There Meaningful and Enduring Effects of Out-Of-School Time?
Two Proposed Studies”). A survey was administered to 814 of the
original 1,364 study participants at age 26. Participants were
primarily White and middle class; sample statistics at recruitment
and age 26 are described in Table 1. The sample of the present
study consists of all 1,364 participants; we utilized multiple im-
putation to account for missing data, as described below. (Disci-
plines vary in their approach to selective attrition and imputation
of dependent variables. To account for differing methodological
perspectives, we conducted parallel analyses using a sample with
data imputed for only the 814 participants who completed the age
26 survey. Results were nearly identical, as shown in Appendix
Tables A1 and A2.)

Measures

Four constructs were assessed in early childhood: maternal
parenting beliefs, maternal behavior, child temperament, and at-
tachment security. Political ideology and party affiliation were
measured in adulthood. A rich array of variables that served as
covariates were collected, as described below. Descriptive statis-
tics and correlations are presented in Table 2.

Authoritarian parenting beliefs. The Parental Modernity In-
ventory (Schaefer & Edgerton, 1985) was completed by mothers
when the study child was one month old. Thirty items assessed
attitudes regarding parenting practices using a 5-point Likert scale.
The inventory consisted of two subscales: traditional parenting
attitudes (22 items, � � .90) and progressive parenting attitudes
(eight items, � � .60) that were negatively correlated (r � �.38).
Congruent with previous research, the subscale of traditional par-
enting attitudes was used to represent authoritarian parenting be-
liefs (Fraley et al., 2012). The inventory captured authoritarian
parenting beliefs by asking mothers the degree to which they
agreed with statements such as “children should not question the

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development Study of
Early Child Care and Youth Development Sample at Recruitment and at Age 26

Variable
Recruitment
(at 1 month) Age 26 t p

Gender
Female 48.3% 52.6% �1.93 .05

Race/ethnicity
White 75.0% 81.0% �2.49 .01
Black 12.8% 8.6% 2.93 .00
Hispanic 6.6% 5.4% 0.66 .51
Other 5.6% 5.0% �0.21 .84

Socioeconomic status
Avg. maternal education 14.2 14.7 �3.97 �.01
Avg. income-to-needs ratio 3.4 3.7 �2.76 .01

Geographic location of birth
Little Rock, AR 11.0% 5.9% 4.02 �.01
Irvine, CA 9.7% 11.8% �1.56 .12
Lawrence, KS 9.8% 9.7% 0.03 .97
Boston, MA 10.3% 10.6% �0.22 .82
Pittsburgh, PA 9.0% 11.7% �2.00 .05
Philadelphia, PA 10.0% 9.1% 0.50 .67
Charlottesville, VA 10.0% 9.3% 0.48 .63
Seattle, WA 10.2% 11.1% �0.64 .52
Morganton, NC 10.6% 10.0% 0.45 .65
Madison, WI 9.6% 10.9% �1.00 .32

Study predictors
Authoritarian parenting beliefs 60.3 57.9 3.69 �.01
Observed maternal sensitivity 0.0 0.1 �3.23 �.01
Temperament, activity level 4.8 4.7 1.15 .25
Temperament, attentional focusing 4.7 4.8 �1.36 .17
Temperament, fear 4.1 4.1 0.49 .63
Temperament, shyness 3.5 3.5 �0.04 .97
Attachment, secure 61.5% 62.1% �0.28 .78
Attachment, anxious 17.3% 16.7% 0.34 .74
Attachment, avoidant 4.8% 5.0% �0.21 .84
Attachment, disorganized 16.4% 16.2% 0.14 .89

N 1,364 814

Note. Percentages are displayed for categorical indicators and means are displayed for continuous variables.
The total N’s are all possible participants at each wave, although data on all indicators was not available for all
participants (see Table 2 for item-specific N’s). Two-sample t-tests were used to identify significant differences
between the waves.
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authority of their parents” and “children will be bad unless they are
taught what is right.” Consistent with the original scale design,
response scores were summed, then standardized.

Observed maternal sensitivity. Maternal parenting behavior
was observed when children were 6, 15, 24, 36, and 54 months
during semistructured tasks in the laboratory. Children participated
in activities that required the assistance of their mother to com-
plete. At 6, 15, and 24 months, three subscales measured respon-
siveness to nondistress, intrusiveness (reverse scored), and positive
regard. At 36 and 54 months, subscales of respect for autonomy,
hostility (reverse scored), and supportive presence were used.
Across all time points, interrater reliability ranged from .83 to .88.
A single measure representing observed maternal sensitivity was
created for each wave by combining the respective subscales,
yielding good internal consistency (� � .80 for all time points).
Measures were standardized and averaged across all waves to
create a composite indicator of maternal sensitivity (� � .77).

Child temperament. When children were 54 months of age,
mothers completed 80 items from an abbreviated version of the
Children’s Behavior Questionnaire (Rothbart, Ahadi, Hershey, &
Fisher, 2001). Each item contained a statement that described a
child’s behavior; mothers were asked how strongly the specific
behavior resembled that of their own child on a 7-point Likert
scale from 1 (extremely untrue) to 7 (extremely true). The inven-
tory consisted of eight scales. Fraley et al. (2012) tested the
association between four categories of temperament and conser-
vativism at age 18. We used four temperament scales that paral-
leled the categories used by Fraley et al. (2012): shyness (eight
items, � � .87, e.g., “sometimes seems nervous when talking to
adults s/he has just met”), activity level (10 items, � � .68, e.g.,
“tends to run rather than walk from a room”), fear (10 items, � �
.60, e.g., “is afraid of the dark”), attentional focusing (eight items,
� � .74, e.g., “is good at following directions”). All scales were
standardized.

Attachment security. When children were 36 months of age,
a 25-min attachment assessment was videotaped in the laboratory
at the 10 research sites. The MacArthur measure, a modified
version of the Strange Situation, was used (Cassidy et al., 1992).
All videotapes were scored by three trained coders at a single site;
intercoder agreement (before conferencing) was 77% (k � .50,
p � .001). Four types of attachment were classified: secure,
insecure-anxious, insecure-avoidant, or disorganized. Of the orig-
inal 1,364 participants recruited for the study, attachment security
was assessed for 1,140 children at 36 months. Overall, 62% of
children (n � 701) in the sample were classified as secure, 17%
(n � 197) were insecure-anxious, 5% (n � 55) were insecure-
avoidant, and 16% (n � 187) were disorganized.

Adult political orientation. Political ideology and party af-
filiation at age 26 years were captured with survey questions
drawn from the Monitoring the Future Study (Schulenberg et al.,
2018). Other nationally representative longitudinal studies, such as
the American Freshman survey and the General Social Survey,
used similar survey questions (Twenge, Honeycutt, Prislin, &
Sherman, 2016). Similar to the analytic strategies used in these
studies, we constructed three variables, one representing political
ideology and two representing party affiliation.

First, participants were asked to identify which of seven political
categories best described their political ideology. The first five
categories presented a progression from “very conservative” to

“very liberal” with “moderate” at the midpoint. A sixth category,
“radical,” was given as a response option after “very liberal.”
There were 159 participants who selected a seventh category,
“don’t know, haven’t decided”; when creating our measure of
political ideology, their values were marked as missing. The scale
was reverse-coded so that higher values indicated greater conser-
vativism. This measure of conservativism was standardized. A
similar measure has been traditionally used to represent political
ideology (Hibbing, Smith, & Alford, 2014; Jost, Federico, &
Napier, 2009), which was also used in one of the few longitudinal
studies of political antecedents (Block & Block, 2006).

Next, participants were asked to report which of eight choices
best described the political party they identified with. The first four
categories presented a progression from “strongly Republican” to
“strongly Democrat,” with “mildly Republican” and “mildly Dem-
ocrat” in between. Other response options were “independent,”
“other,” “no preference,” and “don’t know, haven’t decided.” A
continuous measure was created for Republican Party affiliation,
with a value of 2 representing “strongly republican,” a value of 1
representing “mildly republican,” and a value of 0 assigned to any
other category choice. A similar approach was used to create a
score for Democratic Party affiliation: a value of 2 represented
“strongly Democratic,” 1 represented “mildly Democratic,” and 0
assigned to any other category choice. In total, 152 participants
identified as “mildly” or “strongly” Republican, whereas 294
identified as “mildly” or “strongly” Democrat. Both measures of
party affiliation were standardized. This item was originally used
in the longitudinal Youth in Transition Project and has since been
widely adapted (Bachman, 1974).

Covariates. A number of variables were included as covari-
ates in the analyses because they could potentially account for
associations between parenting practices and political outcomes.
Maternal education was measured as the number of years of
education reported by mothers at 1 month. Values ranged from 7
years to 21 years with an average of 14.2. Family income-to-needs
ratio was computed based on financial information provided by
mothers at 1, 6, 15, 24, 36, and 54 months. U.S. Census Bureau
poverty data was used in conjunction with reported financial
information to calculate ratios, which were averaged across the
data points (� � .94). Both maternal education and income-to-
needs ratios were standardized. Participant’s geographic location
of birth was also controlled.

Consistent with political psychology literature, gender was
treated as a binary construct. A dummy variable was used to
indicate whether or not each participant was female. Lastly, a
categorical variable was created to indicate whether the participant
was identified as White, Black, Hispanic, or other. Each child’s
race/ethnicity was reported by their mother at 1 month.

Missing Data

As is common for longitudinal studies, sample attrition oc-
curred. The results of t tests comparing the participants at 1 month
and the most recent survey 26 years later are displayed in Table 1.
Participants were more likely to continue in the study if they were
female and White with higher maternal education level and
income-to-needs ratio. Differences emerged on study predictors.
Participants whose mothers expressed authoritarian parenting be-
liefs were less likely to continue in the study to age 26, whereas
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those whose mothers displayed sensitivity were more likely to
persist.

We used multiple imputation to account for missing data for all
participants in the original recruitment sample (N � 1,364). See
Table 2 for the unimputed sample size for each variable. The
imputation model included all study variables as well as additional
auxiliary variables from the dataset that were either theoretically
implicated or at least moderately correlated with study variables.
Following established practices, 30 analysis data sets were created
using chained equations (see White, Royston, & Wood, 2011).
This approach allowed separate conditional distributions for each
imputed variable, which was suitable for our dataset because
several variables were not normally distributed. The study analyses
involved pooling parameter estimates from statistical tests on each
of the imputed data sets to yield a single set of results.

Analytic Plan

First, we investigated zero-order correlations between all study
variables. Next, we used ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions
to examine the relations between early childhood predictors and
three political orientation outcomes at age 26: ideological conser-
vativism, Republican Party affiliation, and Democratic Party affil-
iation. Separate models were estimated for each type of anteced-
ent: maternal beliefs and behaviors, child temperament, and
attachment (Tables 3–5). All predictors were then included simul-
taneously to examine the unique associations of each construct
(see Table 6).

Results

As shown in Table 2, the child and family covariates were
correlated with the early childhood predictors and adult political
orientation outcomes. Generally, study participants who were
ideologically conservative at age 26 were less likely to be female,
r � �.08, p � .032 or raised by mothers with higher education
levels, r � �.14, p � .001. Geographic location of birth was
typically associated with political orientation in ways that were
consistent with voting trends over the last several decades. For
instance, participants born in rural North Carolina were more
likely to have a conservative ideology, r � .23, p � .001, whereas
participants from Seattle were less likely, r � �.13, p � .001.

Using OLS regression models, we first investigated the associ-
ations between maternal authoritarian parenting beliefs, observed
maternal sensitivity, and political orientation in adulthood (see
Table 3), controlling for child gender, race/ethnicity, years of

maternal education, income-to-needs ratio, and site. Mothers who
held authoritarian parenting beliefs were more likely to have
children who were ideologically conservative at age 26 (� � 0.18,
p � .001) and affiliated with the Republican Party (� � 0.13, p �
.012). Their children were also less likely to be associated with
Democratic Party at age 26 (� � �0.14, p � .002).

Next, we examined the relationship between child temperament
and adult political orientation using regressions (see Table 4).
Holding all covariates constant, a more fearful temperament at 54
months was linked to endorsing ideological conservativism at age
26 (� � 0.10, p � .013). Higher attentional focusing in early
childhood was linked to less ideological conservativism
(� � �0.14, p � .006) and weaker Republican Party affiliation
(� � �0.14, p � .002).

We then investigated the relationship between child attachment
type and adult political orientation, controlling for all covariates
(see Table 5). Relative to secure attachment, anxious attachment at
36 months predicted higher ideological conservativism at age 26
(� � 0.24, p � .028) and stronger Republican Party affiliation
(� � 0.23, p � .011). In contrast, children who were avoidantly
attached (vs. securely attached) were less ideologically conserva-
tive at age 26 (� � �0.53, p � .009). Childhood attachment
security was not associated with adult Democratic Party affiliation.

Next, we tested all of the childhood predictors (maternal beliefs
and behavior, child temperament, and attachment security) simul-
taneously (see Table 6). All of the aforementioned patterns of
associations were unchanged from the previous regression models:
adult ideological conservativism was predicted by authoritarian
parenting beliefs (� � 0.14, p � .004), fearful temperament (� �
0.09, p � .023), and anxious attachment (� � 0.21, p � .049),
whereas avoidant attachment (� � �0.51, p � .012) and atten-
tional focusing (� � �0.11, p � .029) predicted away from
ideological conservativism. Republican Party affiliation was pre-
dicted by authoritarian parenting beliefs (� � .11, p � .037) and
anxious attachment (� � 0.20, p � .024), whereas attentional
focusing (� � �0.13, p � .007) predicted away from Republican
Party affiliation. Authoritarian parenting beliefs predicted away
from Democratic Party affiliation (� � �0.13, p � .003). Using
Wald tests, we found that an anxious versus secure attachment
predicted ideological conservativism and Republican Party affili-
ation more strongly than any other study variables, and further-
more, regression coefficients for attachment were statistically as
large as any control variables.

Lastly, we conducted two sets of ancillary analyses, presented in
the appendix (as previously described). First, we tested regression

Table 3
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results, Maternal Beliefs and Behavior as Predictors of Political Orientation Outcomes at Age 26

Predictor

Ideological conservativism Republican party affiliation Democratic party affiliation

b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p

Authoritarian parenting beliefs 0.01 0.00 0.18 3.61 �.01 0.00 0.00 0.13 2.55 .01 �0.01 0.00 �0.14 �3.22 �.01
Observed maternal sensitivity �0.14 0.08 �0.12 �1.70 .09 �0.03 0.03 �0.06 �0.94 .35 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.93 .35

Note. N � 1,364. Standard errors are shown for unstandardized coefficients. Unstandardized coefficients were calculated using unstandardized predictors
and outcomes, except observed maternal sensitivity was kept as a standardized predictor because the composite is inherently unitless. Controls included
gender, race/ethnicity, maternal education, income-to-needs ratio, and geographic location. The adjusted R2 for the ideological conservativism model was
.10, F(17, 847) � 4.79, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Republican Party affiliation model was .07, F(17, 961) � 4.08, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for
the Democratic Party affiliation model was .12, F(17, 944) � 6.97, p � .001.
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models paralleling those in Table 6 using a sample constrained to
participants who completed the survey at age 26 (N � 814). Each
of the study variables for parenting beliefs, temperament, and
attachment predicted political outcomes with directions and mag-
nitudes consistent with our primary findings (see Appendix Table
A2). Second, we conducted analyses using attachment measured at
15 months instead of attachment measured at 3 years (see Appen-
dix Table A3). Anxious attachment at 15 months was related to
ideological conservativism at age 26 (� � 0.34, p � .014),
consistent with the association of anxious attachment at 3 years.

Discussion

This study investigated early childhood antecedents of adult
political orientation. Using longitudinal NICHD SECCYD data,
we found that mothers’ beliefs and parenting behaviors, children’s
temperament, and attachment security during early childhood were
related to political ideology and party affiliation at age 26. The
results were consistent with existing longitudinal studies of polit-
ical differences that focused on parenting beliefs and early tem-
perament (Block & Block, 2006; Fraley et al., 2012). In addition,
the current study advances the literature by examining attachment
security, clarifying potential mechanisms of political development,
and demonstrating enduring effects of multiple antecedents well
into adulthood.

Congruent with the longitudinal work of Block and Block
(2006) and Fraley and colleagues (2012), we found that authori-
tarian parenting beliefs, temperamental fearfulness, and deficits in
attentional control in early childhood predicted adult conservativ-
ism. The design of the latter study (Fraley et al., 2012) was similar

to our present work and assessed a subset of our current sample at
age 18. The predictive strength of authoritarian parenting beliefs,
fearfulness, and attentional focusing was comparable between age
18 and age 26, which provides evidence that these patterns are
enduring at least into early adulthood. The present study, as well as
the work of Fraley et al. (2012), extends the earlier work of Block
and Block (2006) to multiple locations across the country, encom-
passing a diversity of political environments. Similar to adults,
child political attitudes differ by geographic location (Patterson et
al., 2019); future work will probe the relationship between child-
hood antecedents of adult political outcomes and geographic lo-
cation, especially in light of Jost et al.’s (2009) characterization of
“elective affinities.”

The present study also is the first to establish longitudinal
associations between attachment security in early childhood and
adult political orientation. We found that anxious attachment was
strongly related to conservative outcomes in adulthood, whereas
avoidant attachment strongly predicted away from conservativism.
Cross-sectional studies relying primarily on surveys of college
students have previously found that anxious attachment in adult-
hood was related to concurrent conservativism (Koleva & Rip,
2009).

Jost and colleagues (2003) found that fear of uncertainty and
threats to security differentiate conservativism from liberalism.
Reviewing prospective research on political antecedents (Block &
Block, 2006; Fraley et al., 2012), Hibbing et al. (2014) argued that
dispositional differences are rooted in negativity bias. Our study
found that fearful temperament and anxious attachment were both
linked to ideological conservativism. The effect of each predictor

Table 4
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results, Child Temperament Characteristics as Predictors of Political Orientation Outcomes at
Age 26

Temperament

Ideological conservativism Republican party affiliation Democratic party affiliation

b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p

Activity level �0.10 0.07 �0.06 �1.42 .16 �0.03 0.03 �0.04 �0.96 .34 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.89 .37
Attentional focusing �0.18 0.07 �0.14 �2.82 �.01 �0.09 0.03 �0.14 �3.21 �.01 0.07 0.04 0.07 1.74 .09
Fear 0.13 0.05 0.10 2.55 .01 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.90 .37 �0.05 0.04 �0.06 �1.45 .15
Shyness �0.06 0.04 �0.05 �1.52 .13 �0.03 0.02 �0.06 �1.56 .12 0.04 0.03 0.06 1.64 .10

Note. N � 1,364. Standard errors are shown for unstandardized coefficients. Controls included gender, race/ethnicity, maternal education, income-to-
needs ratio, and geographic location. The adjusted R2 for the ideological conservativism model was .09, F(19, 866) � 3.97, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for
the Republican Party affiliation model was .08, F(19, 949) � 3.74, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Democratic Party affiliation model was .11, F(19,
947) � 5.68, p � .001.

Table 5
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results, Child Attachment as a Predictor of Political Orientation Outcomes at Age 26

Attachment

Ideological conservativism Republican party affiliation Democratic party affiliation

b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p

Anxious 0.28 0.12 0.24 2.23 .03 0.12 0.05 0.23 2.57 .01 �0.03 0.07 �0.03 �0.36 .72
Avoidant �0.61 0.22 �0.53 �2.71 �.01 �0.15 0.09 �0.28 �1.60 .11 �0.13 0.14 �0.16 �0.95 .34
Disorganized 0.01 0.13 0.01 0.10 .92 0.02 0.06 0.05 0.43 .67 �0.09 0.09 �0.11 �0.96 .34

Note. N � 1,364. Standard errors are shown for unstandardized coefficients. Controls included gender, race/ethnicity, maternal education, income-to-
needs ratio, and geographic location. Secure is the reference category for attachment. The adjusted R2 for the ideological conservativism model was .09,
F(18, 840) � 4.13, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Republican Party affiliation model was .07, F(18, 957) � 3.74, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the
Democratic Party affiliation model was .11, F(18, 936) � 5.68, p � .001.
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was not attenuated when both were included in the same regression
models and anxious attachment was not correlated with fearful
temperament. These results suggest that fearful dispositions and
attachment security are two separate mechanisms that are differ-
entially linked to individual differences in political orientation
rather than general negativity bias (consistent with the arguments
of Lilienfeld & Latzman, 2014). Future research may clarify the
mechanisms and explore potential interactions between fearful
temperament and attachment security. Our work adds nuance to
prior research by implicating attachment security as a potential
origin of differences in threat sensitivity associated with conser-
vativism.

The results regarding attachment support Bowlby’s (1973) early
argument that security management strategies developed in early
childhood may have enduring effects in other domains later in the
life span. Patterns of proximity and contact behaviors in early
childhood that define attachment are conceptualized as manifesta-
tions of internal working models, which explains the persistence of
attachment security and its generalizability across contexts
(Bretherton & Munholland, 2008). This study found such patterns
are related to adult political orientation. Attachment security-
seeking strategies in childhood include affect displays, explora-
tion, and searching for the attachment figure, each of which differ
depending on attachment type. As a child develops, these security-
seeking strategies are transposed across different attachment fig-
ures and contexts (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003), which as the
present research suggests, can include the political domain. For
instance, avoidant children’s apparent indifference toward caregiv-
ers may manifest in adulthood as disregard toward authority or
tradition as sources of security. Despite the central role of the
quality of maternal interactions in shaping attachment security
(Ainsworth et al., 1978), we found that maternal sensitivity during
early childhood did not predict adult political outcomes, even
though early childhood attachment did. The results suggest that
attachment is not simply a mediating process linking maternal
behavior and their children’s political orientations. Instead, our
findings support the hypothesis that early childhood attachment

security shapes enduring psychosocial models that relate to polit-
ical outcomes through security management.

Some scholars have previously used attachment theory as a
framework for understanding individual differences in terror man-
agement strategies associated with political ideology (Huddy,
Feldman, & Weber, 2007), although such research did not use
longitudinal data. In a series of studies, Mikulincer and Florian
(2000), for example, found that attachment types in adulthood
were differentially related to mechanisms of terror management;
anxiously attached individuals exhibited greater threat sensitivity
and defensiveness, whereas avoidantly attached individuals were
more likely to use suppression. Experimental manipulations found
that priming with an existential threat caused an increase in con-
servativism for insecurely (anxiously or avoidantly) attached
adults, whereas priming with security increased liberal disposition
in all adults regardless of attachment type (Gillath & Hart, 2010;
Weise et al., 2008). Our study is aligned with this literature and is
the first to examine security management patterns by providing a
direct link between childhood attachment types and adult political
orientation.

We found that childhood antecedents were differentially related
to three aspects of political orientation: ideological conservativism,
Republican Party affiliation, and Democratic Party affiliation. This
is consistent with nationally representative studies that have found
differences in the degree of congruence between political ideology
and party affiliation (Twenge et al., 2016). Fearful temperament
was associated with ideological conservativism, but not Republi-
can Party affiliation. Similarly, avoidant attachment predicted
away from ideological conservativism, but was not negatively
related to Republican Party affiliation. Political ideology may be
more conceptually proximal to psychological constructs than party
affiliation. Interestingly, neither early childhood attachment nor
temperament were predictive of Democratic Party affiliation, sug-
gesting that fear and security management are only relevant to
conservative orientation.

This research was limited by the absence of data on parents’
politics so we could not control for parent political orientation or

Table 6
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results, All Early Child Characteristics as Predictors of Political Orientation Outcomes at Age 26

Variable

Ideological conservativism Republican party affiliation Democratic party affiliation

b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p

Authoritarian parenting beliefs 0.01 0.00 0.14 2.97 �.01 0.00 0.00 0.11 2.11 .04 �0.01 0.00 �0.13 �3.05 �.01
Observed maternal sensitivity �0.12 0.08 �0.10 �1.44 .16 �0.01 0.03 �0.02 �0.33 .74 0.03 0.05 0.04 0.66 .51
Temperament

Activity level �0.11 0.07 �0.07 �1.55 .13 �0.03 0.03 �0.05 �1.03 .31 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.82 .41
Attentional focusing �0.15 0.07 �0.11 �2.24 .03 �0.08 0.03 �0.13 �2.76 �.01 0.05 0.04 0.05 1.19 .24
Fear 0.12 0.05 0.09 2.32 .02 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.71 .48 �0.05 0.04 �0.05 �1.21 .23
Shyness �0.06 0.04 �0.06 �1.63 .11 �0.03 0.02 �0.06 �1.71 .09 0.05 0.03 0.06 1.70 .09

Attachment
Anxious 0.24 0.10 0.21 2.00 .05 0.10 0.05 0.20 2.27 .02 �0.01 0.07 �0.02 �0.19 .85
Avoidant �0.59 0.20 �0.51 �2.58 .01 �0.15 0.09 �0.27 �1.55 .13 �0.16 0.14 �0.19 �1.11 .27
Disorganized �0.05 0.12 �0.04 �0.33 .74 0.01 0.06 0.02 0.18 .86 �0.07 0.09 �0.08 �0.73 .47

Note. N � 1,364. Standard errors are shown for unstandardized coefficients and t-statistics are shown for standardized coefficients. Unstandardized
coefficients were calculated using unstandardized predictors and outcomes, except observed maternal sensitivity was kept as a standardized predictor
because the composite is inherently unitless. Secure is the reference category for attachment. Controls included gender, race/ethnicity, maternal education,
income-to-needs ratio, and geographic location. The adjusted R2 for the ideological conservativism model was .14, F(24, 893) � 4.47, p � .001. The
adjusted R2 for the Republican Party affiliation model was .09, F(24, 995) � 3.60, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Democratic Party affiliation model
was .13, F(24, 997) � 5.02, p � .001.
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assess the role of child characteristics in intergenerational political
differences. According to Jennings and Niemi’s (1968) widely
invoked family transmission model, socialization processes ex-
plain offspring’s tendency to adopt their parent’s political orien-
tations. Parenting beliefs and behaviors have been found to mod-
erate the transmission of political orientation from mothers to their
children (Murray & Mulvaney, 2012) and transmission has been
found to be dependent on children’s attitudes and behaviors (Ojeda
& Hatemi, 2015), as well as genetics (Hatemi et al., 2009). Further
examining the processes that underlie longitudinal associations
between parent political orientation, parenting beliefs and behav-
ior, child characteristics, and children’s later political orientation
will be an important area for future work.

Despite its limitations, the present study advances understanding
of the origins of individual political differences by identifying
potential developmental mechanisms. The dataset used is unique in
its capability to establish such relationships because of its exten-
sive investigation of early childhood and its temporal span of more
than two and a half decades. The findings contribute to a growing
body of literature that locates political development prior to adult-
hood and implicates well-established developmental mechanisms
in childhood. Through this work, we promote the importance of
developmental perspectives in understanding the origins of polit-
ical ideology in relation to child psychology.
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Table A2
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results, All Early Child Characteristics as Predictors of Political Orientation Outcomes at Age
26, Using Sample Constrained to Age 26 Survey Responses

Variable

Ideological conservativism Republican party affiliation Democratic party affiliation

b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p

Authoritarian parenting beliefs 0.01 0.00 0.1 1.94 .05 0.00 0.00 0.09 1.82 .07 �0.01 0.00 �0.12 �2.56 .01
Observed maternal sensitivity �0.13 0.09 �0.11 �1.45 .15 �0.01 0.03 �0.02 �0.30 .76 0.02 0.05 0.02 0.35 .73
Temperament

Activity level �0.10 0.07 �0.06 �1.39 .16 �0.04 0.03 �0.05 �1.19 .24 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.65 .52
Attentional focusing �0.14 0.06 �0.1 �2.19 .03 �0.08 0.03 �0.12 �2.72 �.01 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.97 .33
Fear 0.12 0.06 0.09 2.00 .05 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.40 .69 �0.04 0.04 �0.04 �0.90 .37
Shyness �0.05 0.04 �0.05 �1.29 .20 �0.02 0.02 �0.04 �1.14 .26 0.04 0.03 0.05 1.47 .14

Attachment
Anxious 0.34 0.12 0.3 2.83 �.01 0.12 0.05 0.22 2.30 .02 �0.01 0.08 �0.02 �0.17 .87
Avoidant �0.56 0.23 �0.48 �2.44 .02 �0.18 0.08 �0.34 �2.18 .03 �0.11 0.13 �0.13 �0.85 .40
Disorganized �0.06 0.13 �0.06 �0.50 .62 �0.01 0.05 �0.02 �0.23 .82 �0.08 0.08 �0.09 �0.94 .35

Note. N � 655 for the ideological conservativism model and N � 814 for the two-party affiliation models, constrained by survey responses. Standard
errors are shown for unstandardized coefficients and t-statistics are shown for standardized coefficients. Unstandardized coefficients were calculated using
unstandardized predictors and outcomes, except observed maternal sensitivity was kept as a standardized predictor because the composite is inherently
unitless. Secure is the reference category for attachment. Controls included gender, race/ethnicity, maternal education, income-to-needs ratio, and
geographic location. the adjusted R2 for the ideological conservativism model was .16, F(24, 626) � 5.64, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Republican
Party affiliation model was .10, F(24, 783) � 4.55, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Democratic Party affiliation model was .11, F(24, 783) � 4.97, p �
.001.

Table A3
Ordinary Least Squares Regression Results, All Early Child Characteristics as Predictors of Political Orientation Outcomes at Age
26, Using Attachment at 15 Months

Variable

Ideological conservativism Republican party affiliation Democratic party affiliation

b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p b SE (b) � t p

Authoritarian parenting beliefs 0.01 0.00 0.15 3.22 �.01 0.00 0.00 0.11 2.25 .03 �0.01 0.00 �0.13 �3.06 �.01
Observed maternal sensitivity �0.13 0.08 �0.12 �1.63 .11 �0.02 0.03 �0.03 �0.53 .60 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.73 .47
Temperament

Activity level �0.09 0.07 �0.06 �1.38 .17 �0.03 0.03 �0.04 �0.92 .36 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.95 .34
Attentional focusing �0.13 0.07 �0.11 �2.17 .03 �0.08 0.03 �0.13 �2.79 .01 0.05 0.04 0.05 1.20 .23
Fear 0.11 0.05 0.08 2.14 .04 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.66 .51 �0.05 0.04 �0.05 �1.25 .22
Shyness �0.06 0.04 �0.05 �1.49 .14 �0.03 0.02 �0.06 �1.59 .11 0.05 0.03 0.06 1.70 .09

Attachment at 15 months
Anxious 0.39 0.15 0.34 2.51 .01 0.07 0.07 0.14 1.04 .30 0.07 0.10 0.08 0.71 .48
Avoidant �0.06 0.15 �0.05 �0.42 .68 0.00 0.06 0.01 0.07 .94 �0.07 0.10 �0.08 �0.68 .50
Disorganized �0.08 0.13 �0.07 �0.61 .55 �0.04 0.06 �0.07 �0.68 .50 0.11 0.08 0.13 1.32 .19

Note. N � 1,364. Standard errors are shown for unstandardized coefficients and t-statistics are shown for standardized coefficients. Unstandardized
coefficients were calculated using unstandardized predictors and outcomes, except observed maternal sensitivity was kept as a standardized predictor
because the composite is inherently unitless. Secure is the reference category for attachment. Controls included gender, race/ethnicity, maternal education,
income-to-needs ratio, and geographic location. The adjusted R2 for the ideological conservativism model was .13, F(24, 894) � 4.11, p � .001. The
adjusted R2 for the Republican Party affiliation model was .09, F(24, 986) � 3.27, p � .001. The adjusted R2 for the Democratic Party affiliation model
was .13, F(24, 998) � 5.11, p � .001.
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