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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

I think the old age of legislators is a problem. We have the world’s largest
generation ever of adolescents and youth. So if decisions are being made

by an age cohort that is decades above that and is not attuned to their
perspective I think it’s a serious democratic deficit. I used to be of the view
that people needed to come in to parliaments with some degree of maturity
and background. I actually no longer think that. I think a parliament is a
place where young people with fresh perspectives should be. And I think
our political system should accommodate that.

(HELEN CLARK, FORMER NEW ZEALAND PRIME MINISTER,
INTERVIEW WITH THE AUT]—[ORS)

The political elite in most countries is conceived mainly of wealthy, edu-
cated, and senior men of the dominant ethnicity. National parliaments and
cabinets are arenas that fit this description: they “include more of the afflu-
ent than the less well-off, more men than women, more middle-aged than
young, and more white-collar professionals than blue-collar workers” (Nor-
ris 1997, 6). In particular, young citizens are an “excluded majority” (IPU
2014), with an insufficient presence. People under the age of 35 represent
more than half of today’s world population, but in political office, whether
elected or appointed, youth are a clear minority. For example, our own cal-
culations of a global sample of national parliaments show that young people
aged 18 to 35 years are not even represented at a ratio of one to three when
we compare their presence in parliament with their share of the general
population. In cabinets, this ratio is even less favorable for youth, nearly one
to ten. We argue in this book that this discrepancy is a democratic deficit.
The United States of America (U.S.) is the prime, but certainly not the
only, example of a polity with senior leaders, where the political class is
not representative of the population. At the end of 2021, some of the most
important politicians are beyond 65 years of age. The president, Joe Biden,
is 79 years old; the Senate majority leader, Chuck Schumer, is 71 years; the
Senate minority leader, Mitch McConnell, is 79 years old; and the speaker
of the House of Representatives, Nancy Pelosi, is 80 years old. In Novem-
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ber 2020, Americans had the choice between two presidential candidates
in their 70s, the incumbent Donald Trump and his challenger Joe Biden.
Given that Biden’s toughest primary contender, Bernie Sanders, was also
in his late 70s, the magazine The Atlantic described the presidential race in
March 2020 as follows: “We have now before us three candidates divided
by ideology, but united in dotage. All three white men were born in the
1940s, before the invention of Velcro and the independence of India and
Israel. Amazingly, each is currently older than any of the past three U.S.
presidents.”! The seniority of politicians goes beyond the figureheads of the
two main parties. The 117th Congress of the United States (January 2021 to
January 2023) is one of the oldest to have ever served. The average American
was about 20 years younger than the average representative in the United
States’ lower house, who was 58 years old at the time of the swearing-in of
Congress in early 2021.

Yet the old age of politicians is not only a feature of the United States.
Rather, several of the largest democracies are real gerontocracies, political
systems in which older people have better chances of attaining leadership
positions and are largely overrepresented in such seats (Magni-Berton and
Panel 2021). In India, for example, the world’s most populated democracy,
the median age of the population is 28 years old. However, the median age of
members in the lower house of the Indian Parliament, the Lok Sabha, and the
cabinet was almost 57 years as of 2021.2 Japan is another “silver democracy”
(referring to the dominant hair color in the Japanese Diet), considering that
youth are literally absent in this elected assembly (see Sota 2018). The day of
the constitution of the parliament in 2017, young parliamentarians 35 years
or under made up only 2.6 percent of the legislature, and parliamentarians
40 years or under 7.8 percent. In Prime Minister Abe’s cabinet, there was
not a single minister aged 40 or under at the time of its formation in 2017.

In several countries in less economically developed parts of the world,
including Namibia and Angola, the gap in the age distribution between
members of parliament (MPs) and citizens is even larger. In Namibia, for
example, the median age of the population was around 21 years old in 2019,
while the median age of MPs was 59 years old. On average, cabinet mem-
bers in this African country were 2.5 years older than their counterparts in
parliament. In Angola, the gap is even more pronounced. The median age

1. Thomson, D. “Why Do Such Elderly People Run America? Sanders is too old. So is
Biden. Trump too” The Atlantic, March 5, 2020. https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/
archive/2020/03/why-are-these-people-so-freaking-old/607492/

2. See http://164.100.47.194/Loksabha/Members/MemberSearchByAge.aspx
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among citizens was 16 years in 2015; as such, the majority of the population
did not have the right to vote. In contrast, the median age of parliamentari-
ans in 2015 was 63.5 years. Cabinet members were slightly younger (i.e., the
median and mean age was both 61.5 years). Nevertheless, this leaves us with
a stunning age difference of 45 years between the median age in the popula-
tion and the median age of their appointed leaders.

The stylized figure below (fig. 1) illustrates the visible absence of young
adults in parliaments. The size of each horizontal block displays the number
of people in a certain age category in a setting that mimics the average coun-
try today (roughly based on our parliamentary dataset). By visualizing the
numerical distribution across age cohorts, the figure illustrates that there is
a clear discrepancy in the ratio between young adults in the population and
young adults in office. In many countries, they are often the largest cohort
in the population of eligible voters yet the smallest one in the legislature in
terms of their descriptive presence. If we were to draw the same figure for
cabinets, the age distribution would be even more detrimental for young
adults as ministers.

In this book, we focus on the marginalization of young adults in poli-
tics, taking a comparative focus on legislatures, cabinets, and candidacies
for office. Normatively, our starting point is that a democracy or any system
of government cannot flourish if it systematically excludes one cohort of
the adult population. In the words of Scharpf (1999, 6), “[p]olitical choices
are legitimate if they reflect the ‘will of the people’—that is, if they can be
derived from the authentic preferences of the members of a community”
We deduct from this statement that young adults ought to be present in
assemblies to a larger extent than they are contemporarily. Theoretically, we
embed youths’ lack of political representation within a framework, which
we label the vicious cycle of political alienation, between declining political
interest of the young, their lack of conventional political participation, and
their inadequate representation in political office. Empirically, we display
the magnitude of this underrepresentation and explain variation in the pres-
ence of youth as candidates for elected office, in parliaments and in cabinets
around the world. To fulfill this goal, we use novel data both cross-nationally
and over time to investigate the representation of young adults within the
candidate pool, in parliaments and cabinets across the greatest number of
countries and times possible. The argument we make has relevance for set-
tings across the world, and the empirical data we analyze is global, cou-
pled with insights from settings where data availability, or contrasting cases,
allow us to make in-depth inferences.
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Voters Politicians

Age

18 years

Figure 1. The age distribution in parliaments and the age distribution among voters

To provide this holistic account of youth representation in the legislative
branch, across parties’ parliamentary delegations, as candidates and in the
executive, we present six chapters—one theoretical chapter and five empir-
ical ones.

In chapter 2, we situate our study within the broader literature on youth
participation and youth representation. We start by defining youth as a con-
cept and illustrate why youth representation matters. Mainly building on
Mansbridge (1999, 2005), we make a normative argument for why young
adults ought to have a larger descriptive political presence. At the heart of
this chapter is what we label a vicious cycle of political alienation between
declining political sophistication of the young, their waning (conventional)
political participation, and their insufficient representation in political
office. We explain that because of societal tendencies, including changes in
political socialization, a lack of civic education in school, and maturation
at a later age (just to name a few factors), young citizens are less and less
interested in conventional politics and participate less and less in the politi-
cal process. This political apathy then renders the voice of young adults less
important because parties and candidates gain relatively little from catering
to the interests of a group that largely refrains from voting. This also applies
to the nomination of candidates: since youth tend to abstain from voting
more than the middle-aged or elderly, there is less of an incentive for parties
to nominate younger candidates. Completing this vicious cycle, we illustrate
that if we do not change course, we can expect young adults to become even
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more indifferent to the representative system as they realize that the larger
political system neglects their agenda and that candidates bear little resem-
blance to themselves. We end the chapter by showing that one way to break
this vicious cycle is to increase young individuals’ political representation.
Granting the young adequate representation could allow younger cohorts to
bring their topics of importance to the political agenda, which in turn could
entice young adults to participate in the political process.

Chapter 3 focuses on youth representation in parliament. First, we
examine the current state of age representation in more than 120 parlia-
ments and find that young adults aged 35 years or under make up less than
10 percent of the parliamentarians at the onset of each parliament and
around 20 percent of MPs aged 40 years or under. Second, we retrace youth
representation in four national parliaments (Australia, France, Germany,
and the United Kingdom) over several decades and report no improvement
over time in the presence of youth in parliament. Third, we conduct an
aggregate-level analysis on the national level, illustrating why some legis-
latures have younger representatives than others. As explanatory factors,
we focus on national-level covariates, including institutional variables (e.g.,
the existence of youth quotas, the electoral system type, and candidate age
requirements) and socioeconomic indicators (e.g., share of Muslims in the
population, level of corruption, level of development, and the median age of
the population). Our models highlight the importance of two explanatory
factors: 1) lower age requirements to stand for candidacy matter, in that they
make parliaments younger and increase the presence of politicians aged 35
or 40 years or under; 2) proportional representation (PR) systems trigger an
increase in the share of young politicians (but PR systems do not make the
parliament younger overall). We conclude this chapter with a discussion of
youth quotas, highlighting the potential that such rules of affirmative action
could have if applied more forcefully.

In chapter 4, we switch the analysis from the national level to the meso-
or party level and study party delegations. Focusing on more than 250 par-
ties in 52 countries, we confirm the underrepresentation of youth in parties’
groups across the restrictive sample of delegations. Graphing youth rep-
resentation of the delegations from the major parties in our four respec-
tive countries, we also validate the finding that youth representation has
not increased over the past decades. However, what we find is that there
is more variation in the age representation of party delegations in legisla-
tures than there is variation across parliaments. Our multivariate analyses
explain this variation by mainly two factors: the age of political parties and
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the age of party leaders. Our results illustrate that young parties generally
have younger MPs, but as these parties mature representatives get older as
well. In addition, younger party leaders trigger a young(er) legislative party
group. Similar to the chapter on parliaments, we end this chapter with a dis-
cussion of the potential influence of party quotas, as a fast-track mechanism
to correct the imbalance in youth representation in politics vis-a-vis the
adult population as a whole.

In chapter 5, we leave the parliamentary arena and focus on cabi-
nets. Even more so than in parliaments, we find that youth in cabinets are
extremely rare: young adults do not even have a third of the representation
they have in parliaments. Similar to legislatures, we also find that youth rep-
resentation in the cabinets we study across time has not increased over the
past decades. While young adults are generally scarce in cabinets across the
globe, there are notable differences between countries. Some cabinets, such
as the current one in New Zealand, has about 20 percent young ministers
and the average age among ministers is below 50 years. In other countries,
such as India or China, the average minister is presently above 60 years and
rarely is a single cabinet member below the age of 40. What explains this
variation? Focusing on attributes of the nominator such as their age, as well
as national level factors such as the size of the cabinet and youth represen-
tation in parliament, we find two factors to be important. First, on average,
young leaders nominate younger cabinet members. Second, the number of
young MPs in the national parliament appears crucial for the selection of
young ministers. We conclude the chapter with an analysis of the portfolios
young ministers occupy. Distinguishing between high-prestige, medium-
prestige, and low-prestige portfolios, we find that the age of ministers in
high-prestige portfolios is higher than the age of ministers in medium- or
low-prestige portfolios, and that there are fewer young ministers on high-
prestige positions.

We complement the macro- and meso-level analyses in chapters 3 to 5
with some more individual-level analyses in the two final empirical chapters
of the book. In chapter 6, we use the Comparative Candidate Study (CCS)
dataset, which covers 18 elections in 14 countries, to compare young can-
didates with young representatives. The first finding from this analysis is
that there are plenty of young candidates; in fact, young candidates aged 35
years or under make up nearly 30 percent of all contenders in our sample of
18 elections. Young candidates aged 40 years or under constitute more than
40 percent of all candidates. We also highlight that most of these young
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candidates have high party capital: they are as strongly engaged in their par-
ties as their more senior colleagues. However, what is missing among young
candidates is electoral capital: they tend to lack the contacts and resources
necessary to gain nomination for a winnable district in a majoritarian sys-
tem, or an eligible list position in a proportional system. In addition, and
using the example of Switzerland, we provide preliminary evidence for this
gap between young candidates and young elected representatives. Parties
use youth as “fillers”—that is, they place them on list positions that in prac-
tice have little chances of winning, or on special youth lists that normally do
not elect anybody to the national parliament. In addition, it also seems that
voters tend to vote for candidates in the older age groups.

The final empirical section of the book, chapter 7, provides insights from
two settings: Sweden and Switzerland. Sweden represents a case where
young adults have relatively high representation in the national parliament
and where young candidates have a high chance of being elected. Switzer-
land represents a case where the system has not yet managed to accommo-
date calls for having more young adults in politics and where young candi-
dates, despite being high in numbers, have a low chance of being elected.
Having sent out a survey to both representatives and candidates in these
two settings, the chapter seeks to understand how age is politicized, the
extent to which survey respondents perceive age discrimination, and what
factors seem to explain the contrasting outcomes in the two countries. We
also wanted to know from MPs and candidates which factors they think
could help increase youths’ representation. Briefly, we mainly explain Swe-
den’s comparatively high levels of youth representation by a somewhat youth
friendly political culture. This relative youth friendliness takes the shape of
implicit or explicit arrangements to represent the population as closely as
possible on party lists and strong youth wings that successfully lobby for
the nomination of young candidates. In contrast, while MPs and candidates
in Switzerland note that youth have a low presence, there seems to be a
reluctance of admitting that such patterns are an outcome of age discrim-
ination. The survey responses from both countries further hint that both
political cultures strongly value “experience” as a trait among politicians,
albeit at different degrees. This strong emphasis of experience is frequently
detrimental for the presence of young politicians. Several of our survey par-
ticipants further highlight that belittling and derogatory attitudes toward
youth are still quite widespread in the national parliaments and other polit-
ical assemblies in the two countries.
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Chapter 8 concludes the book. We summarize our main findings and
then provide some recommendations of what political elites, individual
MPs and candidates, and voters can do to make politics more inclusive for
young adults. Specifically, we highlight what we see as constructive reforms
that could increase the political representation of young adults. Among
others, we recommend the abolishment of age barriers for young adults to
stand for political office, term limits for a seat in the national assembly, and
the selection of a young party leader.



CHAPTER 2

WHY WE NEED INCREASED YOUTH REPRESENTATION

The world needs to move beyond platitudes about young people. We need
meaningful opportunities for youth engagement in government systems
and in the democratic process.

(ANTONIO GUTERRES, UN SECRETARY-GENERAL)

2.1. Youth: An Important Group of Study

Age is a fluid concept that has both an objective and a subjective meaning.
As Hainz (2015) notes, “there is no objective threshold that separates young
people from people who are not young any more” (24). Age is also some-
what of a malleable concept in the sense that being of a certain age could
have a different meaning across various settings and in different times. For
example, being 30 is already quite old in some settings with low life expec-
tancy, such as Afghanistan or Zimbabwe. In other settings with life expec-
tancies of 8o years or more, 30 years of age is still young. Individuals are also
in different stages of life at the same age in different parts of the world. In
Western countries such as Canada, Germany, or Switzerland many individ-
uals are unmarried and do not have children in their early 30s. In contrast,
on the African continent most women marry just after the age of 20 years
and even earlier than the age of 18 in some settings, which is a pervasive
pattern in countries such as Niger and Nigeria (UNICEF 2018).

In addition to being a fluid concept, age is also a temporary state in
somebody’s life. Most group features are rather stable for an individual (e.g.,
gender identity or religious minority status seldom changes for an indi-
vidual over time) and rest on well-identifiable markers (such as having a
uterus—for most individuals identifying as women—or making a confes-
sion to a certain religion). However, belonging to the group of young people
is different from belonging to other politically marginalized groups. Age-
ing is inevitable for every person and being young is thus not a permanent
feature. For that reason, we could ask the question: should we be paying
attention to a group with whom a majority of individuals will only have a



10 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

temporary identification? Our answer is yes. Adolescents and young adults
up to the age of 30 or 35 become aware of what happens around them; they
develop their political values, political ambition, and political habits during
these formative years (Jennings and Stoker 2004). They become children of
their time with shared attributes and associations (see Munger 2021); each
generation develops its own defining features, which show a clear connec-
tion with some shared views about politics and society.

But how do we define youth? Only focusing on whether or not people
identify as young adults would not be very useful for us given that some-
body who is 60 years of age could in theory self-identify as young.' Instead
when we use the term “youth” as a group, we try to refer to the attribute of
being in a certain objective age category, rather than the self-identification
as young. We believe that the number of years a person has lived should be
an unproblematic way of measuring age for most people. We use this age-
based approach partly because of pragmatism and partly because research
on young adults in politics generally uses this approach. Also for our empir-
ical analyses we cannot leave the definition of youth open and rely on indi-
viduals’ self-identification (see Barrett and Pachi 2019). Rather, to determine
the level of youth underrepresentation, we need a clear definition including
a lower and upper age limit.?

While an array of influential bodies—ranging from UNICEF and other
UN agencies to the African Youth Charter and the Council of Europe—
debate the exact age span that youth refers to, we assume that a lower bar
of 18 years is a reasonable delimitation for how to define young adults. In
most countries we study, 18 is the lower bar of age of majority, the thresh-
old in which the law recognizes adulthood (which most frequently comes
with the right to vote and sometimes the right to stand for office).? For the
upper limit, definitions range from 35 to 45 years (see IPU 2014, 2016, 2018,
2021). To capture this range, we set two upper age limits throughout this
book: 35 and 40 years old. When studying candidates, legislators, and cab-

1. To underline that age is a clearly defined feature, we can point to a legal case of a
69-year-old Dutchman, who wanted to change his legal age, arguing that age is a social
construction. The courts denied this petition (BBC 2018).

2. Another illustration of how current debates politicize age are claims favoring the expan-
sion of the franchise to children (e.g., giving the children’s parents the right to cast an
additional vote for each child they have) (see Chen and Clayton [2006] and The Econo-
mist [2017] for a discussion of such propositions).

3. We should note that some settings, such as Austria, as well as numerous settings at the
local level across the world, have experimented with letting 16-year-olds participate in
elections (see Wagner et al. 2014; Eichhorn and Bergh 2020).
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inet members we focus on the age at the time of candidacy, the election, or
the nomination. These two upper limits capture the current definitions of
youth in politics. To illustrate, somebody who wins election at the age of
40 will normally terminate her term in elected office at the age of 45 at the
latest. In the empirical analyses, we also present the median and mean age of
the candidate pool in parliaments, in parliamentary party delegations, and
in cabinets to have an overall idea of the age distribution in these entities.

2.2. The Importance of Group Representation for Youth

We believe that group representation matters. Conover (1988) made this
point very clear more than 30 years ago, when she wrote:

[t]he way we think about social groups depends enormously on whether we
are part of that group. Try as we might, the political sympathy that we feel
for other groups is never quite the same as that which these groups feel for
themselves or that which we feel for ourselves (75).

A large strand of the literature on the link between descriptive and sub-
stantive representation concurs with this claim. To clarify how descriptive
representation differs from substantive representation, Pitkin (1972, 209)
defines the substantive ideal as one where an elected representative “acting
in the interest of the represented, in a manner responsive to them” Fol-
lowing this distinction, Mansbridge (1999, 629) outlines how the descrip-
tive presence of groups rests on the idea that “representatives are in their
own persons and lives in some sense typical of the larger class of persons
whom they represent” This normative argument in favor of social group
representation suggests that representatives of a specific group take into
consideration their constituents’ groups’ wishes when making decisions.
In particular, if a parliament has none or very few members of a certain
group, this assembly might face problems of upholding legitimacy over its
decision among voters that strongly identify with this group (Norris and
Franklin 1997). Of course, empirically there is no guarantee that represen-
tatives either share such a relation of identity or similarity with constituents
or act in the interest of these constituencies (see Wood and Young 1997).
The literature nevertheless suggests that the legislative presence of certain
underrepresented groups is potentially important (see Phillips 1995, 1998).
But what groups deserve representation? The challenge, Young (1989)



12 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

notes, is the following: “The principle of group representation calls for struc-
tures of representation for oppressed or disadvantaged groups” (265). This
begs the question: what groups can we consider as being disadvantaged?
For obvious reasons, most would agree that left-handers or redheads do
not meet conditions for deserving political representation. Therefore “mir-
ror views provide few guidelines for selecting which social characteristics
merit representation” (Morone and Marmor 1981, 437). Nevertheless, Kym-
licka (1995) identifies two contextual arguments that can justify forms of
group representation under certain circumstances, one being when groups
demand self-government and the other being when group representation is
a means to overcome systemic disadvantage (144). The first criterion mainly
applies to ethnic or religious groups and for territorial representation. Yet
we do not see this aspect as very relevant for young people.

What about the second criterion—do youth face systematic disadvan-
tage? At first glance, age is not necessarily a factor with which we should
be particularly concerned. If women and ethnic minorities do not gain rep-
resentation in parliaments, they will potentially face unequal treatment in
comparison with other citizens throughout their whole life. In contrast,
if young people do not gain descriptive representation, they will not face
unequal treatment over their complete lives, if compared with individ-
uals from other age groups who were young themselves at some point in
time. According to this life-cycle argument, the exclusion of young adults
in decision-making bodies is less unfair than the absence of women (see
Phillips 1998, 229). Based on such observations, we could conclude that “a
society that heavily discriminates between people on grounds of age can
still treat people equally, if we consider their access to given resources over
their complete lives. Everyone’s turn will come” (Gosseries 2007 quoted
in Bidadanure 2015a). However, at second glance, we deem such a conclu-
sion highly premature and argue that young adults ought to have a voice in
elected assemblies and in nominations through their descriptive presence.

The literature acknowledges that focusing on descriptive representa-
tion of groups might come at the expense of other democratic principles. It
could give rise to costs when voters potentially start focusing on the char-
acteristics of legislators, rather than on the decisions and policies in focus.
Mansbridge argues that one evident cost is “that of strengthening tenden-
cies toward ‘essentialism, that is, the assumption that members of certain
groups have an essential identity that all members of that group share and
of which no others can partake” (1999, 637). Other authors acknowledge
that institutionalizing group differences through their political presence
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could have serious implications for social unity (Kymlicka 1995). Voicing the
need for one group’s claim for descriptive presence also has implications:
it could assume that people from this group cannot adequately represent
others (Phillips 1995). Given the possible risk of these essentializing features
that come with group representation, we want to explicitly make the case
for why young adults should gain increased representation. To do so, we
build on Mansbridge’s (1999, 2015) framework, which discusses the condi-
tions under which we should accept the costs of descriptive representation.
According to her, the presence in legislatures for a certain group becomes
particularly important to the democratic process in five distinct contexts,
which are: 1) uncrystallized substantive interests, 2) a social understanding
of the group as “unfit to rule; 3) diminished legitimacy of governmental
decisions, 4) a history of communicative mistrust, and 5) failures elsewhere
in the system of representation. In our opinion, all five contexts apply to
varying degrees to youth underrepresentation.

2.2.1. Five Criteria for Why Young Adults Need Descriptive Representation

Uncrystallized Substantive Interests

As Mansbridge (1999, 648) notes, “disadvantaged groups may need descrip-
tive representation in order to get un-crystallized substantive interests rep-
resented with sufficient vigor” So what are these so-called uncrystallized
substantive interests? Mansbridge mentions three conditions. The first is
the existence of goals, values, and policy preferences of the out-group in
question that differ significantly of those of the in-group (which have various
advantages). The second condition is that the political system—including
the government, parties, and the media system—does not fully articulate
these views and preferences. This latter point also implies that other existing
political cleavages in society are unable to capture these differences. The
third condition is that there are policies that affect the out-group differently
from the in-group.

The first condition of different interests applies to young adults. In par-
ticular, in Western countries, young adults in countries such as the United
States develop a political identity through cohort consciousness among
Millennials and Generation Z (see Munger 2021). One characteristic of
such cohort consciousness is that young individuals share some overarch-
ing values. For example, younger individuals, such as those belonging to
Gen Z, tend to have more pluralistic, multicultural, and egalitarian beliefs,
whereas older individuals have a tendency to hold rather traditional atti-
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tudes (Abramson and Inglehart 2009). For example, using the American
National Election Survey, Wattenberg (2015) shows how older generations
in the United States tend to be more likely to identify as a conservative,
favor large spending on the military, and are more likely to reject policies to
reduce income inequalities. In contrast, younger individuals, in the major-
ity, identify as progressive, left leaning, and favor public spending for health
care, education, and social services. When it comes to societal questions,
McEvoy (2016) further highlights that opinions among Europeans to same-
sex marriage vary significantly based on age, with younger citizens being
more open and supportive toward this possibility and older citizens more
opposed to it (see also Sevi 2021). In some important referendums, such
as the 2016 vote on Brexit, it seems that age was a clear dividing line: com-
pared to older voters, young voters were much more likely to be in support
of the “remain” camp (i.e., they favored that the United Kingdom remains
within the European Union) (Sloam 2016; Phillips et al. 2018). In addition,
some specific policy proposals have contrasting appeal among older cohorts
compared to younger ones (Curry and Haydon 2018; Bailer et al. 2022). For
example, a policy proposal geared at reducing tuition costs is much more
likely to energize youth than it is to energize older individuals.

Second, it seems that “a significant aspect of the political bias in favor
of the elderly involves the issues that make it to the political agenda” (Wat-
tenberg 2015, 156). A case in point is the one of climate change. Compared
to older citizens, young citizens are more concerned about anthropogenic
emissions of greenhouse gases and believe that the problem is a top political
issue. For instance, a 2018 Gallup Poll shows that young U.S. citizens have
a higher likelihood to label global warming a problem compared to older
ones. According to Gallup “70% of Americans aged 18 to 34 worry about
global warming. This compares with 62% of those 35 to 54 [years] and 56%
who are 55 or older” Older politicians have also frequently brushed aside the
urgency of global warming. The prime example is former president Donald
Trump, who during his tenure not only removed the United States from
the Paris Climate Agreement but also repeatedly called global warming a
“hoax” (Time 2019).

The school strikes, which rose in the spring of 2019 throughout the
world to protect the climate (known variously as Fridays for Future protests,
or Youth for Climate protest) (see New York Times 2019) exemplify the gen-
erational dimension of the environment issue. Activists from the young
generation have articulated that the old generation left the pollution to be
cleaned up by them. Because many governments have closed formal chan-
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nels to voice this injustice and demand action, the young generation is more
and more willing to resort to unconventional means and engage in protest
and street demonstrations. Given the strong concerns of most young people
about climate change, it is likely that if a larger share of young adults were
in power, such politicians would take more action to address this challenge
(for a discussion of this possibility, see Karnein and Roser 2015).*

The example of the climate also highlights the generational contrast in
how policies could affect different age cohorts. Compared to older people,
young adults have a greater stake in defining how the future might look (see
Van Parijs 1998; Flanagan 2016). There are plenty of other issues where the
policies of those in power (i.e., older politicians) might not align with the
overall wishes of those of younger cohorts. This might be especially true for
spending priorities of public funds, where the interest of younger genera-
tions might stand in contrast to those of the older ones. For example, empir-
ical findings suggest that young adults tend to favor free secondary and ter-
tiary education, while the middle-aged may be more averse to increased
taxation and the elderly might prefer higher pensions (see Furlong and
Cartmel 2012; Sorensen 2013; Jennings and Niemi 2014).

Historically Seen as “Unfit to Rule”

Historically, societies have repeatedly made judgment of who can govern.
Mansbridge (1999) notes that there is often a social construction related to
a group’s ability to rule: “In certain historical conditions, what it means to
be a member of a particular social group includes some form of ‘second-
class citizenship” (648). Traditionally, groups considered unfit to rule
included women, less wealthy citizens, ethnic and religious minorities, and
the young. The history of humankind is full of normative and empirical
justifications of why young adults are not regierungsfihig—or not suitable
or experienced enough to stand for office. For instance, Plato believed that
individuals reached philosophical maturity after the age of 50 years (see
McKee and Barber 2001). Such notions of age-related suitability have trans-
lated into unspoken as well as outright formalized rules determining which
adults have the right to govern. Age barriers to stand for elections have a

4. Empirically, it seems also true that climate change is a priority of some young head of
governments. Examples are Emmanuel Macron or Justin Trudeau. See also our empiri-
cal analysis later in this chapter.

5. See Sorensen (2013) for a nuanced discussion on cohort-effects, generation-effects, and
period-effects on support for different types of public spending.
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long tradition. For example, lex Villia Annalis (180 years BC) regulated the
“the ages at which one could seek and hold each magistracy” in the Roman
Empire more than 2,000 years ago (Rogler 1962).¢ Today we see similar rules
in over 40 countries, including settings as different as Japan, Nigeria, and
Tajikistan. To take these examples, the minimum age to run for national
office in Japan is 25 years; in Nigeria it is 30; and in Tajikistan it is 35. In
other countries, such as the United States, there are still numerous rules
related to somebody’s age that hinder young adults to participate fully as
democratic citizens (Seery 2011). For example, the 26th Amendment low-
ered the voting age in 1971 from 21 to 18 years, but it did not fully alter rules
regarding the right to stand for office. To illustrate, to be a senator, a person
must be at least 30. To be a representative, a person must be at least 25 years
old.” Kamikubo (2019) argues that such rules tend to exclude students (often
under the age of 25 years) from running for office, and as such they might
effectively end graduates’ nascent involvement in formal politics, which was
ignited through student politics.

Even in other settings, with no formal age barriers, “political experience’
is frequently one of the main criteria for judging the ‘quality’ of elected offi-
cials” (Krook and Nugent 2018, 62; see also Weeks and Baldez 2015). Clearly,
if suitability for office were an aggregation of experience from prior assign-
ments, then only the very oldest candidates would be suitable for office. Yet
we believe that this principle of experience should not be the only guid-
ing principle for who our elected and selected representatives should be.
Of course, it is possibly true that a politician with decades of experience
could have the network and connections within the elite of a country, as well
as the expertise to conduct difficult negotiations. Nevertheless, we think
that in addition to these potential merits of a more “technocratic” view on
suitability for office—which primarily values expert knowledge—citizens
also ask for representatives that innovate and bring new topics to the table
(Celis and Childs 2008). After all, calls for political change and demands for
reform might very well require rejuvenation of the ranks of representatives
and recruitment of people that have not been a part of the system for long.

6. The original transcript read, “quot annos nati quemque magistratum peterent caper-
entque” (Townshend 2017).

7. The bar of the voting age at 21 in the United States seems to be a historical remnant, bor-
rowed from a tradition in the British common law. Supposedly, the practice stems from
medieval ages, as 21 “was the age at which a medieval adolescent was thought capable of
wearing a suit of heavy armor and was therefore eligible for knighthood” (Cheng 2016,
9, cited in Douglas 2020).
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Yet the reality in many countries is that political candidates benefit from
their “political experience,” as accumulated merit is often a strong—or the
only—criterion for nomination (Magni-Berton and Panel 2021). Seasoned
players tend to have better connections within the party as well. For exam-
ple, those within the in-group of political parties (i.e., other senior party offi-
cials) will receive an advantage in running for office through their network,
since they are part of a group that outsiders have difficulty penetrating. In
addition, closed networks have an increased need for trust and an inherent
motivation to relate to other members of the network, who may not break
this trust (Bjarnegérd 2013). This might create an inherent bias against the
nomination of newcomers such as young politicians. In addition, in situa-
tions with a strong network structure, actors in these elite circles may take
an instrumental approach and expect (new) members to bring social, finan-
cial, and political resources—something young people are unlikely to have
(Bjarnegérd 2018).

The expectation of experience and seniority as prime criteria for can-
didate selection not only discriminates on the individual level but also
leads to the homogenization of legislatures and cabinets (i.e., senior men
of the dominant ethnic group occupy the majority of political offices).
Pejoratively, we can label most parliaments and cabinets as “old boys’
clubs” (see McDonald 2011). However, having a very uniform assembly
of older members goes counter to ideals of diversity and inclusion. These
homogenous parliaments are also suboptimal from a policy perspective.
Countries with stagnated representatives do not move forward and mod-
ernize their status-quo politics; they are unlikely to thrive with new ideas,
innovation, and political renewal. We believe that young politicians are
more likely to push new issues to the agenda than older ones.® Bidadanure
(20153, 2021) points out further that gerontocracy has many undesirable
properties, not the least of which being that it lowers the ability to achieve
intergenerational justice, which is arguably salient when future genera-
tions are at risk from today’s decisions (see also Magni-Berton and Panel
2021). For example, young leaders are likely to have a different stand in a
range of issues, which not only includes global warming but also issues
like gender equality or same-sex marriage. In these areas, younger poli-
ticians could bring much-needed change (see discussion in Sevi 2021). In
particular, with ever-increasing levels of education for each generation,

8. This is related to recent work by Munger (2021), who speaks about the “boomer ballast”
in the United States, where the baby boomer generation is indeed a political force that
contributes to making societal change slower.
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we also believe that young politicians are likely to have enough skills and
knowledge to become excellent representatives and cabinet members.
Therefore the dominance of the elderly in legislatures cannot be justified
based on their “natural superiority of talent” anymore (Phillips 1995, 65).

Diminished Legitimacy of Government Decisions

The descriptive absence of certain groups in the national legislature and
other elected bodies risks undermining the legitimacy of the political system
in the eyes of those without representation (Norris and Franklin 1997). A
prime example of such illegitimacy would be the centuries of discrimination
against Black people in the United States. Up to the present time, their his-
torical underrepresentation in formal politics has weakened the legitimacy
they perceive toward government. Is the absence of youth in legislatures
causing young citizens to see governments as illegitimate? This question is
certainly difficult to answer, but there are obvious signs that many youth
are appalled by the political system. For example, using the example of U.S.
politics, the study by Lawless and Fox (2015) provides plenty of examples of
youth feeling disconnected with the system. This sentiment connects with a
low willingness among young Americans to engage in conventional politics.
They summarize youths’ disgust with the system as follows:

Washington’s dreadful performance over the past two decades has taken a
toll on the young Americans who have come to know politics through this
spectacle. They see politics as pointless and unpleasant. They see political
leaders as corrupt and selfish (8).

Using individual testimonies, New York Magazine offers some illustrative
examples of 12 young adults who did not vote in the midterm election in
the United States in October 2018 (New York Magazine 2018). One of them,
21-year-old Drew, feels appalled that politicians, regardless of party, have
not considered his interests. He voices his frustration in the following words:

Millennials don’t vote because a lot of politicians are appealing to older vot-
ers. We deserve politicians that are willing to do stuff for our future instead
of catering to people who will not be here for our future. I'm a poli-sci major,
so talking about politics is a daily thing for me. Half of the people I talk to
seem very into voting. The other half are people who, like me, don’t really
feel represented.
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The feeling among youth that government decisions are not legitimate is
likely to be even larger in non-Western parts of the world, and this feeling of
illegitimacy might fuel much more disruptive outcomes there. For instance,
in the Middle East and North Africa, the so-called MENA region, countries
tend to have large youth populations (as a share of the full population) with
a median age under 30 or 25 years, depending on the country. Yet these
same countries are home to some of the oldest legislators. For example, the
median age in the Moroccan parliament in 2016 was 57 years, nearly 30 years
more than the median age in the population. Focusing on Egypt, Nevens
(2012) discusses the potential connections between frustration among the
young, the unwillingness of the political class to allow youth to participate
in the formal political system, and the probability of mass protests. As an
illustration, she notes that in the 2010 elections, 67 percent of young adult
Egyptians abstained from voting, and just one year later youth led the pro-
tests that ousted the old regime. This reflects a larger trend in the years 2011
and 2012 across the Middle East, with emerging protests in countries with
autocratic leaders, such as Bahrain, Libya, Syria, Tunisia, and Yemen. While
these protests varied from country to country, they all shared a specific
component: “one noticeable similarity has been the huge numbers of young
faces in the crowds; they are young men and women writing the slogans,
shouting the loudest, and often bearing the brunt of the brutalities” (Nevens
2012, 45). Yet after the Arab Spring, surviving and emerging governments
prevented young adults’ inclusion again. For example, in Egypt many mem-
bers of the youth movement, who had chosen to join new political parties in
the direct aftermath of the Tahir Square protest, found themselves sidelined
or allowed themselves to be sidelined for older and “more experienced”
generations. Even young people working for El-Ghad, Ayman Nour’s liberal
opposition party, complained of “the sidelining of youth issues and the strict
age-orientated hierarchical structure” (Nevens 2012, 46).

Communicative Mistrust

What is communicative mistrust? Using Mansbridge’s framework, we
understand it as a dysfunctional or seriously circumscribed communication
between the out-group and in-group. Applied to youth, we can speak of
a “communication gap,” as Mansbridge (2015) labels it, if the older elite in
different settings does not take young adults’ voices seriously. We believe
that a column in the newspaper Washington Examiner (2018) shows one
example of such circumscription of communication. The column refers to
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the “March for Our Lives” on the 24th of March 2018—one of the largest
youth protests in North America since the Vietnam War protests, where
hundreds of simultaneous student-led demonstrations voiced their support
in favor of legislation to prevent gun violence in the United States. Actors in
the political and media class met this protest with ridicule. For instance, a
news’ commentator dismissed youths’ criticism of the gun lobby by saying,
“Sorry, kids, that’s not how politics works””®

The belittling of young adults in the political sphere can have serious
consequences, including subconscious effects. Because peoples’ surround-
ings inform how they view politics, it is likely that the societal discourse of
youth as “unfit” for office will trickle down to a negative self-perception. In
Trantidis’s (2016, 152) words, “barriers to entry are hidden and involve long-
standing yet often unspoken social biases that may go as far as to affect the
group’s self-perception of political capacity and, depending on the specific
configuration of prevalent norms and attitudes, may create an environment
of political disengagement that appears, on the surface, voluntary” It is plau-
sible that when young adults perceive politics as something they should not
take part in, the view of formal politics as distant to themselves may become
stronger.

Of course, in most countries youth do not face sidelining from societal
communication in the same way as African Americans did during segre-
gation or Black South Africans during apartheid. In most countries, young
adults have more or less the same rights as senior citizens, and youth issues
such as education, same-sex marriage, or gun laws are discussion topics
within society. Therefore we do not see trends of outright communicative
mistrust between age cohorts in the general population. However, we do
think there are indications of mistrust among young adults toward actors
in establishment politics: youths’ views do not always have the same weight,
they are subdued in subtle ways, and political and social elites frequently
belittle these voices.

Failure Elsewhere in the System of Representation
Descriptive representation is not the only means to make one’s voice heard.

To look at a disadvantaged group’s overall discrimination, it is important
to unravel whether this group has other means of representation in the

9. Yet we also note that there was a contrasting reaction to these protests. For instance,
some actors argued as a response that it was time to extend the franchise in the United
States to 16-year-old citizens (e.g., Bouie 2018).
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political system of a country. Mansbridge (2015, 266) notes that “the most
important contextual question to ask in determining the relative importance
of descriptive representation may be simply how well the larger representa-
tive system represents a group’s interests through mechanisms other than
descriptive representation” We therefore try to disentangle how well the
larger political system represents the interests of youth as a group through
other channels of influence. In doing so, we have identified at least three
possible venues in which youth could influence politics: youth wings in
political parties, youth organizations and conferences, and student unions.
However, we find that none of these groupings has sufficient power to influ-
ence the political system in a sustainable way.

First, youth wings in political parties can fill several goals. In Western
democracies, they are generally a source of attracting talented people, nur-
turing promising career politicians, and forming an obedient party line (Hei-
dar 2006; de Roon 2020)."° Hooghe et al. (2004) suggest that elected politi-
cians often have a background in these organizations."" Moreover, members
in youth wings of political parties are often prone to having a more positive
outlook of their capacity to exert influence through conventional politics
than youth in general (Rainsford 2017, 2018). Yet the role of such wings in
relation to the mother party varies in a range of features. These include the
extent to which they can have their own position on policy issues, the size
of their organization, and the capacity to exert influence within the main
party (see Lamb 2002; Russel 2005; Mycock and Tonge 2012). Youth wings
of political parties are important in that they allow young adults to make
their first experiences in politics. Nevertheless, they cannot sufficiently rep-
resent youth. Because they only attract a fraction of youth in society, their
power remains very limited and tend to be hampered by their dependency
on the mother party.’? In addition, not all (major) parties have youth wings
as part of their party structures.

Second, youth organizations, conferences, and other civil society orga-

10. In authoritarian settings, such as Kenya, Cameroon, Malawi, and Zimbabwe, the pur-
pose of youth wings is much less positive. In these settings, the mother party frequently
creates these youth organizations to harass political opponents (Abbink 2005).

11. This literature has also studied the various motivations for why individuals join the
youth wing of a political party (e.g., Bale et al. 2019; de Roon 2020; Weber 2020).

12. We also want to note that some countries—albeit very few—have witnessed the emer-
gence of so-called youth parties, such as the National Youth Party of India. These parties
are exclusively composed of young adults up to a certain age. Their mandate is to fight
for the demands of the younger generations. Nevertheless, youth parties remain a very
peripheral phenomenon, which does not affect the power balance in favor of youth.
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nizations remain key arenas for adolescents and young adults to meet and
formulate joint stands on various youth topics, such as the environment or
education policies. Youth organizations and conferences lobby at all lev-
els of government and in the international arena. Some umbrella organi-
zations further foster the interests of youth. A prominent example is the
European Youth Parliament, a politically unbound nonprofit organization,
which has encouraged European youth to actively engage in citizenship for
three decades now. Another national version of a model parliament is the
United Kingdom Youth Parliament, which gathers children aged 11 to 18
years. A plethora of other national organizations exists in many countries,
ranging from those of a more political flavor, such as youth environmental
NGOs, to more cultural organizations such as church groups, sports asso-
ciations, or social clubs. While prominent in collecting interests, neither
model parliaments for adolescents and young adults nor youth organiza-
tions, in general, have prominent influence on the national and interna-
tional level. While Turkie (2010) debates whether these associations get the
“breadcrumbs from the table” of real influence, McGinley and Grieve (2010)
state that for the local level, youth councils are rarely vested with meaning-
ful power. In their words, “[y]outh councils allow limited involvement in
decision-making, usually at the level of consultation rather than of encour-
aging young people to drive their own agenda” (260). In sum, we conclude
that these youth organizations and conferences are, at present, not satisfac-
tory in terms of increasing youth participation and representation.

Third, in most Western countries, universities have at least one student
union, a body with some power to influence university politics. On college
campuses, particularly in North America, student unions have an important
function to fulfill. They aim at improving students’ learning experiences,
place emphasis on student engagement, and offer extracurricular activities
to students (Brooks et al. 2015). They also try to influence university politics
in a range of issues, including tuition fees and working conditions for stu-
dent assistants. For example, in North America special unions for graduate
students try to influence pay and working conditions for master’s and doc-
toral students. There is also an undeniable link between student politics and
general politics outside the campus, for instance in issues related to higher
education, such as student loans and debt, affordable housing, and the right
to free information.

There is a tendency of university campuses to generate political protests,
especially in authoritarian settings (Dahlum and Wig 2021). Thinking about
events such as the Tiananmen Square protests of 1989, the Arab Spring in
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2010/11 or the more recent antigovernment protests in Hong Kong, students
have been able to oppose rulers in some settings and periods collectively.
Yet in most countries students and student unions are no longer powerful
players outside educational institutions (Shah et al. 2017). In the current
third decade of the 21st century, the 1968-era of youth activism—where
students and student unions in places such as France, Germany, Mexico,
and the United States brought their message of peace, equality (between the
sexes), and the renewal of ideas and governments to society—is long gone.
With decreased membership, the most these student unions can do today is
to lobby their cause. In the 21st century, their influence in university matters
such as tuition fees is limited at best, and beyond university matters they are
a voice to which society hardly listens. For this reason, we cannot see stu-
dent unions as a sufficiently large actor to influence politics systematically.
In addition, their ability to influence society as a whole has limitations, con-
sidering that youth outside the university have no access to these unions.

2.3. Benefits and Costs of Increased Descriptive Representation
of Youth

Overall, we do not find that young adults have strong channels or mecha-
nisms of influence outside the representative system. It generally seems that
in all five categories or contexts that Mansbridge (1999, 2015) discusses, the
system of representative democracy does not fully integrate young adults.
(1) Youth as a group have some uncrystallized substantive interests that are
not represented in the system. (2) The political culture in many countries
perceives them as unfit to rule. (3) Youth have, in several settings, the wide-
spread feeling that the system lacks legitimacy. (4) At least in the political
sphere there is some communicative mistrust between younger citizens
and the more senior political elites (even if this communicative mistrust
might not be present between age cohorts when it comes to the nonpoliti-
cal world). (5) Youth also lack alternative mechanisms of representation in
the system. For these reasons, an application of Mansbridge’s theoretical
framework would lend support to the argument that we should accept costs
of descriptive representation for youth as a group (see table 1). Young (1989,
265) confirms this observation. According to her, young people are one of
a number of groups in the United States that ought to be “clear candidates
for group representation in policy making” We find it plausible that this
assessment of the United States is also relevant for most countries across
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Table 1. Schematic illustration of when to accept the costs of
descriptive representation

Context for youth Fulfillment of criteria
Uncrystallized substantive interests Yes
Historically seen as “unfit to rule” Yes
Diminished legitimacy of government decisions Yes
Communicative mistrust Partly
Failures elsewhere in system of representation Yes

the globe. The United States is a prime example, but by far not the only one,
of a country with a political class that tends to consist of older people. When
we compare youths’ representation in parliaments with their representation
in society, young adults lacking representation is a feature of nearly every
country. This lack of representation feeds into the processes of what we label
a vicious cycle of youth alienation in politics.

2.4. The Vicious Cycle of Political Alienation

The underrepresentation of young adults is problematic on several fronts.
There are strong arguments to support the conclusion that youth ought to
have a larger presence in decision-making bodies. Yet, beyond the norma-
tive argument, there is also a broader, more empirical, problem generated by
low levels of youth representation. The relative absence of young adults in
assemblies feeds into a larger cycle of political alienation (Pruitt 2017). Aside
from a lack of representation, this larger cycle (see figure 2) consists of two
more elements: first, that youth in the 21st century tend to have low levels
of political interest and knowledge, and second, that they are less likely than
other adults to participate in conventional political activities. The literature
has extensively researched these latter two components of the vicious circle
of political alienation, but it lacks a thorough discussion of the underrepre-
sentation of youth in political office.

2.4.1. Youths’ Lack of Political Interest and Knowledge

Political interest is at the center of nearly all types of political engagement.
Verba and colleagues (1995, 345) note that “citizens who are interested in
politics—who follow politics, who care about what happens, who are con-
cerned with who wins and loses—are more likely to be politically active” Yet
today’s youth are in many aspects a generation of “political dropouts,” with
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Lack of political interest

and knowledge

Lack of political Lack of conventional

representation political participation

Figure 2. The vicious cycle of political alienation of young adults

little interest in conventional politics (Milner 2010). Trends from the United
States and elsewhere suggest that young adults born in the 1980s and 1990s
show distressingly low levels of interest in establishment-oriented forms of
politics (Lupia and Philpot 2005). In the words of Soule (2001, 4):

Over the past forty years, no generation has begun with such low levels of
interest in politics. Cross-sectional surveys of incoming freshmen reveal
that only 26% consider it very important or essential to keep up to date with
political affairs. This is a near record low, in contrast to over 50% of students
prior to 1970 and 42% in 1990.

There are worrying signs that many young adults today are simply not
engaged in current affairs and do not follow the news. For example, David
Mindich’s 2005 book, Tuned Out: Why Americans under 40 Don’t Follow the
News, paints a rather gloomy picture of a young generation more invested
in the TV series American Idol than the presidential debates. Somewhat less
provocatively, his study presents ample evidence from the early 2000s of
youth having abandoned traditional news (political news from newspapers,
magazines, television, and the Internet). More recent works on the inter-
ests of young adults in politics (e.g., Martin 2012b; Barrett and Pachi 2019)
largely mirror these trends of declining levels of political interest.'?

13. Needless to say, this literature reports heterogeneity in political interest among the
group of youth, which is explained by, among others, gender differences (e.g., Pfanzelt
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This tendency for youth to have relatively low interest in politics fre-
quently connects to their lack of political knowledge. Political knowledge
is quintessential to participate in the political process; individuals must
have the political information necessary to comprehend complex political
realities, the ability to assimilate and organize such information, and the
motivation to do so (Luskin 1990). In other words, without basic knowl-
edge, citizens cannot situate themselves within the political spectrum, they
understand neither the party programs nor nuanced policy proposition, and
they might not understand the stakes of elections (Howe 2010; Wattenberg
2015). In a range of contexts, youth are in this situation today. At least in the
Western world, they do not know much about formal politics. They gener-
ally do not know the key political figures and have gaps in their knowledge
of how the representative system around them works. For example, about
50 percent of young Canadians do not know whether the national govern-
ment or the provincial government is responsible for education, defense,
the postal service, and fiscal policies (Stockemer and Rocher 2017). Youth
in other countries including the United States, Germany, and the United
Kingdom have equally low rates of functional political knowledge (which
measures how the system works) and factual political knowledge (which
gauges whether people know political facts or persons) (Faas 2007; Hoskins
et al. 2015).

2.4.2. Youths’ Lack of Conventional Political Participation

Electoral Turnout

Not only do young adults across the globe tend to be less prone to turn out
to vote in elections than those from the older generations (Grasso 2014) but
they also vote less than previous generations of young adults (see Goerres
2007; Sloam 2013). In fact, besides education, age is probably the most
established individual-level factor predicting a person’s probability of vot-
ing (see Blais 2000)."* As an example of this increased disengagement, Blais
and Loewen (2011) find that from the 1960s to the 2000s, turnout rates of
newly eligible voters in Canada dropped from 70 to 40 percent. Holbein and

and Spies 2019), political socialization (e.g., Abendschoen 2013), and the amount of dis-
cussions young adults have with family and friends (e.g., Dostie-Goulet 2009).

14. As a nuance, Bhatti et al. (2012) suggest that besides a small decrease after the years fol-
lowing a person’s enfranchisement, the relationship between turnout and age is largely
curvilinear, with people in the younger cohorts generally significantly less likely to par-
ticipate than those in their 50s and 60s.
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Hillygus (2016) focus on the low turnout rates among young Americans.
They report that the group of people aged 18 to 24 years voted at a rate of
about 50 percent in 1972, whereas people above 25 years had a participation
rate of approximately 70 percent. By 2012, 40 years later, youth turnout had
dropped by 9 points to about 41 percent, whereas turnout of those older
than 25 years merely dropped by 5 points to 65 percent (see also Holbein and
Hillygus 2020). While the youth turnout literature is the largest in the con-
text of the United States, findings in other countries seem to mirror those
in America. Low turnout rates among younger cohorts of the population
are a feature in settings as diverse as Australia (Hannan-Morrow and Roden
2014), Britain (Henn and Foard 2012), Chile (Acufa-Duarte 2017), Greece
(Sloam 2013), South Africa (Scott et al. 2011), and Taiwan (Achen and Wang
2019), to mention a few.

Electoral Campaigns and Electoral Appeals

There is reason to believe that the political elite across contexts are aware
that older voters tend to participate in elections at a higher rate than
younger ones. In the United States, there is an established concern between
the two major parties to safeguard the support from the older generations.
As Ansolabehere noted in the wake of the 2018 mid-term elections for the
House of Representatives, “[b]oth parties have to do well with the senior
vote if they are going to do well in the general election” (quoted in Bunis
2018). Conversely, the low turnout of youth has implications for how inter-
ested parties are in addressing their concerns. Berry noted in 2014 that the
contrasting rates of participation of young and old voters is “a fact not lost
on the electoral strategists employed by the mainstream political parties”
(708). In the words of Davidson and Binstock (2011, 26), “[p]oliticians are
wary of ‘waking a sleeping giant’ of angry older voters. They strive to posi-
tion themselves in a fashion that they think will appeal to the self-interests
of older voters, and usually take care that their opponents do not gain an
advantage in this arena”” Electoral pollsters label this strategy to target the
subsection of older voters that of segmentation (see Bannon 2004). This
strategy is apparent both in how and on which policies parties target older
voters. In the United States, for instance, both major parties have made use
of senior citizen committees, “senior desks,” and other structures designed
to target older voters (Binstock 2012). To our knowledge, comparable “youth
desks” do not exist. An example from the United Kingdom on how party
actors have attempted to target older people and make them unite across
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party lines is the framing of Labour’s health-care reform in 2010 as a “death
tax” by the Conservatives (Davidson and Binstock 2011). While some elec-
tion campaigns have involved targeted attempts by political actors to make
young voters rally for a certain candidate, such as in the 2015 Canadian fed-
eral election (The Star 2015), the literature generally does not suggest that
parties see young voters as the same decisive factor as the “senior vote”

Party Organizations

The rates of interest, knowledge, and different modes of participation sug-
gest that youth are not very likely to engage themselves in established party
organizations. For example, works by Rainsford (2018), as well as Bale and
colleagues (2019), note that the average member of a political party is gen-
erally much older than the average voter in the population. Studies in set-
tings such as Denmark (see Pedersen et al. 2004), Ireland (see Gallagher
and Marsh 2004), Great Britain (see Seyd and Whiteley 2004; Scarrow and
Gezgor 2010), Canada (see Cross and Young 2004), and Sweden (see Kolln
2017) confirm the old age of party members; there too party members are
very seldom young adults.”” In fact, the few young individuals who join
political parties tend to be politically socialized by their parents; more often
than others, they are exposed to political information as children and tend
to have experienced partisan activity through their parents’ activism (Bruter
and Harrisson 2009).

2.5. The Threefold Link between Young Adults’ Low Political Interest
and Knowledge, Their Low Electoral Participation, and Their Lack of
Representation in Office

So far we have shown that young citizens’ increasing political alienation
renders the voice of young adults less important because parties and can-
didates gain relatively little from catering to the interests of a group that
largely refrains from voting (Van Parijs 1998; Delli Carpini 2000; Henn and
Foard 2012). This feeds into parties’ strategies for recruitment to political
office; they have less of an incentive to nominate younger candidates. Yet,
in line with Norris and Lovenduski (1993, 1995), we believe that the supply

15. The 2016 United Nations Global Youth Report confirms these observations. The report
shows that political party membership is less prevalent among those under the age of 30
than among older adults (United Nations 2016a).
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of young candidates for office matters for their political presence. The equa-
tion is quite simple: if there are no young candidates, there cannot be any
young legislators.

A recent experimental meta-study on age and candidate preferences by
Eshima and Smith (2022) documents that voters across age groups generally
prefer younger candidates over older ones. This suggests that the explana-
tion for the gerontocracy we witness in current politics is not about whether
voters accept young leaders. The questions are therefore: do young adults
show a distressingly low interest in running for office (see Lupia and Philpot
2005)? Do parties ignore young adults? Or do they use them as fillers? There
is some evidence that youth are either reluctant to run or face some formal
or informal barriers precluded from running. For example, Prihatini (2019)
compares the age distribution of the national population of Indonesia with
the structure of the candidate pool in the country running for parliament.
She finds that the group of people aged 20 to 29 years constitute about a
sixth of the nation’s populace. However, this group makes up only 5 percent
of the people in the group of candidates. Lawless and Fox (2015) confirm
this observation for the United States; the two scholars report that young
people have generally low interest in running for office. Shames’s (2017)
study also echoes this finding for graduates from top educational institu-
tions, traditionally a recruiting ground for politicians. Accordingly, this seg-
ment of young adults views the system as corrupted by expensive campaigns
and hysteric media attention often associated with elections in the country.
Instead they express a wish to make a change through other ways of political
engagement. In sum, the literature is nearly unanimous that young candi-
dates under 30 years old are somewhat of an anomaly in the candidacy pool.
Yet our empirical analysis (see chapter 6) illustrates that in some countries
such as Switzerland youth run in quite high numbers, but this willingness to
run does not translate into adequate representation.

2.6. The Endemic Nature of the Vicious Cycle of Youths’
Political Alienation

The literature on political participation has established a clear link that low
political interest feeds into youths’ lack of participating in conventional pol-
itics. We add that both of these features should influence youths’ underrep-
resentation in elected and selected assemblies. Yet there is discussion on
whether this vicious cycle of alienation only relates to conventional forms
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of participation of young adults (Dermody et al. 2010). The starting point of
this debate is whether the young generation is apathetic or, rather, engaged
in other modes of politics. Several scholars (e.g., Mycock and Tonge 2012;
Thijssen et al. 2016) argue that youth are turning their back on formal pol-
itics, but that this alienation should not be equated to disengagement in
political issues. Rather, in the view of Norris (2002), we witness a trans-
formation away from formal and traditional forms of engagement, such as
being member in a political party and voting, to new types of participation
such as Internet activism and consumer-oriented activism (see also Dal-
ton 2008; Martin 2012a). Marsh et al. (2007, 39) explain this transformation
eloquently: “The failure of individuals to participate in the formal political
arena, by voting, joining a political party or demonstrating, is not usually a
sign of apathy. Rather, it may reflect alienation from a political system which
is biased against them”

We do not disagree with this more nuanced conclusion, given that there
are signs of greater engagement of youth on a variety of issues including
climate change, consumer politics, and antigun protests (in the United
States). We also agree that many “young people are concerned about mat-
ters that are essentially ‘political’ in nature such as the environment, but
these concerns lie beyond the boundaries of how politics is conventionally
understood” (Henn 2002, 168). Again, in the words of Henn, we think that
some members of the younger generations “are ‘engaged sceptics’—they are
interested in political affairs, but distrustful of those who are elected to posi-
tions of power and charged with running the political system” (187). We also
wholeheartedly agree with Dalton (2008), who states that we should not
equate the fact that young adults tend to reject voter participation in high
numbers with a generation without values of engagement and tolerance that
has the potential to make them good citizens. Grasso (2014) summarizes
this somewhat brighter perspective by stating:

From consumer politics, to community campaigns, to international net-
works facilitated by online technology; from the ballot box, to the street, to
the Internet; from political parties, to social movements and issue groups, to
social networks. There is overwhelming evidence to show that young people
are not apathetic about politics—they have their own views and engage in a
wide variety of ways (664,).

Yet we do not concur with a rather optimistic account of politics that sees
modern “politics” as something different from traditional politics (see Pon-
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tes et al. 2018). That is, we simply do not see these feedback loops between
new forms of political engagement and participation in traditional conven-
tional politics for the large majority of youth. If these feedback loops were
widespread, then we would likely see higher rates of voting, party member-
ship, and degrees of political knowledge for the age cohort of young adults.
As far as we can tell, however, this potential feedback from new modes of
participation to conventional modes is just not large enough to make any
meaningful difference. While engaged youth, who are leaders in all sorts of
political action, surely exist, these young adults seem to be a small group
(see Melo and Stockemer 2014). The majority of young people partici-
pate less in formal politics today than 30 years ago; they have less political
interest and knowledge, and youth today have only a marginal voice in the
decision-making bodies that matter.

There are several reasons why formal politics matter. Voting in elections
is still one of the most established forms of political action, parties remain
the main political actors, and parliaments and cabinets the places where
laws are drafted, decided, and implemented. Therefore it matters where
youth participate (Rainsford 2017), and it is worrying that young adults tend
to opt out from established channels of participation. We find this to be a
concern since it highlights that young adults experience feelings of alien-
ation toward the system of representative democracy. Moreover, it is highly
problematic if youth sense that “politicians and political institutions are not
interested in their concerns and interests and do not address their needs”
(Barrett and Pachi 2019, 7). Marsh et al. (2007, 218) summarize the problem
as follows:

Disengagement from electoral processes among young people flags deeper
problems of the lack of responsiveness of political representative institu-
tions to citizens and especially to young people, who are rarely directly
addressed by politicians even in relation to issues that directly affect them.
Instead, there are intense debates about young people, which tend to focus
on anti-social behavior, educational deficits, drugs, crime and so on in ways
that rarely acknowledge the perspectives of young people themselves.

If this negative cycle of youth marginalization in politics has adverse
effects in Western societies, its effects are potentially even more harm-
ful outside Europe and the United States. The relative absence of youth
in parliaments has dramatic repercussions in low-income societies where
the demographic trends form a “bulge,” that is, children and young adults
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comprise a large share of the country’s population.'® Textbooks on devel-
opment in Africa tend to portray this demographic phenomenon as a key
challenge for the continent because of its connections to mass unemploy-
ment among young adults and the implications for social instability (see
Mills et al. 2017)."” Importantly, Abbink (2005, 1) notes that young adults
in Africa “are growing up in conditions of mass employment and are fac-
ing exclusion. . . . They also are marginalized in nationalized state policies
and have a weak legal position.”

In more detail, African countries provide numerous examples of set-
tings with old leaders and young electorates. For instance, countries in the
Middle East and Africa tend to have a large youth population (as a share
of the full population), yet these countries are home to some of the legis-
latures with the oldest representatives in the world. This is partly because
“older generations” of African leaders clung to power after decolonization
(Abbink 2005). Frustrated youth, in whose eyes the senior (and often auto-
cratic) leaders lost all legitimacy to govern, were often instrumental during
fights against oppression, such as the anti-apartheid movement in South
Africa (van Kessel 2000) or the Arab Spring in 2010—2011. Yet, after these
fights, neither the old elites, when they stayed in power, nor the new elites
when they have formed new governing coalitions have invited youth to join
the new governments. Just to name one country, Egypt, was a case, where
the political elites marginalized young adults in the postuprising world.

This sidelining is not to say that youth are not important to politi-
cal parties. Rather in many African countries (and probably elsewhere as
well), “the political elites see the youth as an important constituency for
electoral mobilization because of their sheer numbers, their availability,
and their eagerness to take up anything that may relieve them of condi-
tions of poverty” (Bob-Milliar 2014, 39). However, they also try to manip-
ulate them so that they do not reach the pinnacle of power. As such, polit-
ical elites in several African countries have found ways to include young
adults in lower-ranked positions. For instance, in some settings with wide-
spread political clientelism, such as Ghana, party elites convince youth
party activists to engage in small-scale yet intense electoral manipulation
(Bob-Milliar 2014). Elites in such settings might have incentives to pay lip
service and include young adults in their leadership, yet it seems they only

16. Such patterns are often linked to development where a country achieves success in
reducing infant mortality, but mothers still have a high fertility rate (Lin 2012).

17. The literature on violent conflicts (e.g., Urdal 2006) and uprisings (e.g., LaGraffe 2012)
generally studies youth bulges.
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do so very strategically as not to threaten the power of the dominant and
elderly elite (Abbink 2005).

2.7. Increased Youth Representation: One Way to Break the Vicious
Cycle of Youth Alienation

For us, the linkages between youths’ low interest in formal politics, their lim-
ited degree of participation, and their insufficient levels of representation are
evident. We agree with Delli Carpini (2000, 344), who outlined the problem
youth faced two decades ago in a way that we think is still valid today:

[M]ost of the formal institutions of public life either ignore young adults and
the issues that matter to them or are ill equipped to attract young adults and
provide them with meaningful opportunities to participate. Parties and can-
didates see little reason to devote their resources to reaching out to young
Americans given that this age cohort is less likely to vote than older Ameri-
cans. Government officials are unlikely to listen to young Americans, know-
ing there is little risk that they will be punished for their neglect at the polls.

Lupia and Philpot (2005, 1123) suggest that there are ways to break such
a vicious circle: “If political institutions, candidates, and organizations can
present politics in ways that are more relevant to young voters, the cur-
rent decline in their political interest levels may be slowed, stopped, or per-
haps even reversed” But how can we make politics more relevant to young
adults? We propose that one way to bring young adults back to conventional
politics is to focus on one key aspect of the problem: the absence of youth
in political assemblies. Echoing Briggs (2017), we believe that young adults
today will have a difficult time relating to politics if they are absent from
the ranks of representatives and if their views are ignored completely, or at
least sidelined: “Little wonder, therefore, that many young people do seem
to regard the political arena as alien territory” (Briggs 2017, 1). Coleman
(2017) makes another compelling point for increased youth representation
by switching the perspective. According to him, the young adults of today
have not abandoned politics. Rather there is a disconnect between the con-
temporary political culture and the perspectives and interests of the young.
Similarly, Loader (2007) suggests that the political representatives in power
are disengaged from the reality of young adults and unable to sympathize
with young people’s experiences.
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Increasing young adults’ political representation could be beneficial on
several grounds. Granting the young adequate representation could break
the vicious cycle of youth alienation. For example, younger cohorts could
bring their topics of importance to the political agenda, which in turn could
entice young adults to participate in the political process. In more detail,
we can see at least three possible ways that increasing youth representation
could have a positive influence on other modes of political participation
and youths’ substantive representation. First, it could trigger higher youth
turnout. Second, it could ensure that the interests of the young gain access
to parliament and other elected and nonelected bodies. Third, it could
entice parties and politicians to alter their agendas and adopt more policies
important to young adults. While these assumptions are difficult to prove
through a definitive empirical test, we have good reasons to believe in the
validity of these claims, as we outline in the sections below.

2.7.1. The Link between Greater Numbers of Young Candidates and Higher
Youth Turnout

Of course, this larger question is difficult to answer. Social identity the-
ory holds that younger voters, subconsciously, have a natural tendency to
identify with younger candidates (Ben-Bassat and Dahan 2012). In a recent
experimental setting, Shen and Shoda (2021) suggest that young people are
more likely than older ones to prefer younger politicians. Taken together,
this mechanism would imply that a) young voters are more likely to vote for
young candidates and, by extension, b) youth could potentially mobilize in
higher numbers when young politicians are running for elections.
Empirically, the first of these two predictions is difficult to test. Because
of the secrecy of the ballot, it is inherently difficult to investigate whether
young voters vote for younger politicians. In most exit polls during elec-
tions, pollsters ask respondents about which party they voted for, rather
than which candidate. While not direct, there is some anecdotal evidence
suggesting that youth are more likely to support younger politicians. As Sevi
(2021) discusses, the examples of the election of Barack Obama or Justin
Trudeau are prime illustrations where young voters tend to support young
leaders. Of course, there are also contrasting examples when youth sup-
ported the election older politicians. Jeremy Corbyn in the United King-
dom and Jean-Luc Mélenchon in France would be examples of this latter
phenomenon. Yet young voters did not turn to these politicians because of
their (old) age or experience but rather because they represent most closely
their beliefs. Therefore these examples illustrate that there is certainly not
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a deterministic congruence between the age of voters and their preferred
electoral choice.

Nevertheless, there is more and more evidence from surveys in support
of the claim that younger voters prefer young politicians. For instance, Sag-
lie et al. (2015) suggest that there is a linkage in the voting preference of
young citizens. Focusing on Norway, the authors suggest that young citizens
generally select young candidates across the country through preference
votes. In other words, these scholars illustrate that the increase in young
politicians winning a local council seat is likely not due to any proactive
nominations by parties but rather driven by young voters, who cast their
ballot for young candidates. Through a comparative perspective, and build-
ing on ideas of “affinity voting,” Sevi (2021) tests the expectation that voters
prefer and vote for leaders that are closer to them in age. Analyzing surveys
across Western countries, she shows that increased distance in age between
a leader and voter reduces the likelihood that the voter will have a favorable
opinion about the leader and vote for her party.

Likewise, while it is difficult to evaluate whether having younger leg-
islators entices more young citizens to turn out on election day, there are
suggestive findings in this direction. For example, the work of Pomante and
Schraufnagel (2015) supports this stipulation empirically through two types
of analyses. First, the authors show in an experiment that stated intentions
to vote increase among young U.S. adults when there are younger politi-
cians in the candidate pool. Second, the authors confirm this hypotheti-
cal scenario with observational data on gubernatorial and Senate elections
in U.S. states. In more detail, their study finds that youth turn out to vote
in greater numbers when politicians are younger and the age difference
between candidates is larger (i.e., young voters are more likely to cast their
ballot when there is a clear age difference between candidates and young
voters can make a deliberate choice in favor of a young representative).
More indirectly, through case study evidence in the United States, Ulbig
and Waggener (2011) discover that even the age of the person who registers
young people matters. In more detail, the two scholars find that youth who
are registered to vote by other young adults participate in elections at higher
rates than young adults registered by older individuals.

2.7.2. The Degree to Which Young Politicians Represent Young Voters
In the current climate of political alienation, young adults doubt politicians’

ability to represent them. In the words of Henn et al. (2002, 178), youth in
the United Kingdom are “highly skeptical of the notion that political par-
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ties and elected representatives genuinely seek to further young peoples’
interests and act upon their concerns” Does this skepticism change if more
young adults are in elected and nonelected political office? The KOLFU-
data, a unique survey sent to all of Sweden’s 10,000-plus local politicians,
with a response rate of about 70 percent (see Karlsson and Gilljam 2014),
offers some preliminary evidence suggesting that, compared to older repre-
sentatives, younger ones might be more attuned to the needs of the young.
In more detail, the survey records register-based data on the birthdates of
all politicians and poses the following question to local politicians that hold
office at the municipal or regional level in Sweden: “How important is the
following task to you personally as a councilor?” One of the subitems to this
question was: “Advance the interests and opinions of the young” We can
see that answers to this question vary with the age of a politician. Among
politicians aged 18—34, the percentage of respondents stating that this is
“very important” is about 44 percent. Yet the share of affirmative answers
decreases substantially in each age group; among politicians aged 35-49,
50—64, and 65 and above, the shares are 36 percent, 34 percent and 31 per-
cent, respectively.'®

2.7.3. The Degree to Which Young Politicians Support Policies Important to
Young Adults

The literature on representation of women and ethnic minorities holds that
the interests of these groups are better reflected among representatives
that belong themselves to these groups. For example, in an experimental
study Mendelberg et al. (2014) find that we need a critical mass of women in
decision-making bodies so that women can voice and push through distinc-
tive concerns pertaining to the family, children, and redistributive politics.
Focusing on another out-group, LGBTQ people, Hansen and Treul (2015)
highlight that LGBTQ legislators can positively influence symbolic (low-
cost gestures and actions) and substantive representation (laws regulating
the rights of the LGBTQ community).

We have reason to assume that the same will be true for young politi-
cians as well. First, there is growing research illustrating that young politi-
cians behave differently in the legislative arena than their more senior col-

18. The relationship between politicians’ age and their affirmation to represent the interests
of the young is significant when running a simple chi-square test of independence (p <
.000).
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leagues.” Second, and more importantly, there is some direct evidence that
more young politicians in positions of power lead to different policies. In
support of this claim, McClean (2019) uses data on mayoral candidates in
Japan (2004—2017). With the help of a regression discontinuity design, he
shows that younger mayors increase spending on child welfare more than
older mayors, both in absolute and relative terms. Conversely, Curry and
Haydon (2018) demonstrate that older lawmakers in the U.S. Congress are
more likely to introduce legislation on certain senior issues, primarily those
that are less publicly salient, compared to younger colleagues.

We want to bolster the claim of a link between descriptive and substan-
tive representation with a short empirical example. In detail, we look at vot-
ing records of legislators in the U.S. House of Representatives (see table 2),
highlighting that there is an effect from being a young representative on
the tendency to support stricter environmental legislation, while controlling
for party affiliation, gender, and newcomer status. To illustrate, we use data
from the nonprofit League of Conservation Voters (LCV),? which collects
information on the individual voting record of the most important environ-
mental bills.?! The data we retrieved covers the second session of the 115th
Congress (2018—2019) and evaluates the voting record of all representatives.
We focus on legislators in the House of Representatives and our dependent
variable is the percentage a legislator voted proenvironmentally (in favor
of stricter regulations across environmental issues). As such, this measure
ranges from o to 100 (o indicates that the legislator never voted for stricter
environmental legislation and 100 implies that they always voted for stricter
regulation).

To capture whether there is an effect from being a young legislator on

19. For instance, research suggests that, compared to more senior politicians, young pol-
iticians are often more successful in attracting public funds from central governments
before elections (see Alesina et al. 2019). They are also more active in terms of legislative
activities (Ono 2015; but see Hajek [2019] for a contrasting suggestion) as well as more
likely to rebel against party policy positions (see Nemoto et al. 2008; Meserve et al.
2009).

20. The nonprofit League of Conservation Voters (LCV) publishes a National Environmen-
tal Scorecard every Congress since 1970. It provides objective, factual information about
the most important environmental legislation considered and the corresponding voting
records of all members of the House of Representatives. This scorecard represents the
consensus of experts from about 20 respected environmental and conservation orga-
nizations who selected the key votes on the most important issues of the year, includ-
ing energy, climate change, public health, public lands, and wildlife conservation, and
spending for environmental programs.

21. The LCV data has high reliability, and several scholarly works use this variable as out-
come variables (see, e.g., Fredriksson and Wang 2011; Kim and Urpelainen 2017).
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Table 2. The influence of age on the voting records in favor of stricter
environmental protection among members of the U.S. House of
Representatives (Tobit regression analysis)

Coefficient
Aged 40 or under 6.93**
(2.94)
Republican —86.38%**
(1.65)
Freshmen 1.27
(2.48)
‘Women 3.86
(2.03)
Constant 89.26™**
(1.36)
Log Likelihood —1459.54
N 435

Standard errors in parentheses, *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed).

the voting patterns in regard to environmental regulations, we created a
binary measure (coded 1 for young politicians aged 40 years or under, and o
otherwise). We also consider alternative explanations that could affect the
outcome of this variable and include three control variables in our model
(party affiliation, newcomer effects, and gender). In more detail, we add a
dichotomous measure for Party affiliation (coded 1 for Republicans and o
for Democrats), a dichotomous variable for Freshmen (coded 1 for freshmen
and o for incumbents and those who have held a seat in the House before),
and a dichotomous indicator for Women, coded 1 (and o denoting men).
Because the data is truncated (i.e., 77 Republicans earned a o percent and 29
Democrats earned a perfect score of 100 percent), we use Tobit regression
techniques that are better suited to deal with truncated and censored data
than regular OLS.*

Table 2 shows that age matters in explaining whether a legislator votes
in favor of environmental protection or not. The regression analysis pre-
dicts that members of the House of Representatives aged 40 years or under
are, on average, and controlling for their party affiliation, seven percentage
points more likely to vote proenvironmentally than those who are at least
41 years old. In the hyperpartisan environment of the United States, where

22. The House Democratic Caucus averaged 9o percent, whereas the House Republican
Caucus averaged 8 percent.
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partisan affiliation trumps nearly all other factors, this is a significant figure.
The effect size is also nearly double the size of the coefficient for gender.
Hence our example provides support for our proposition that age matters
in legislative behavior. We also deem it plausible that youths’ absence in
parliaments hurts not only legislation in favor of the environment but also
other issues. For example, the dominance of the elderly in the U.S. Congress
is probably one of the reasons that gun control legislation in the country has
literally no chance of passing.

Some research from other contexts buttresses our assumption. There
is some indirect and some direct evidence beyond the United States that
young representatives are more likely to represent the interests of the young.
More indirectly, Giger and Bernauer (2009) find in a cross-national sample
that voters aged 18 to 30 years old are less likely than voters in their middle
age to hold aligned views with the party they supported. This finding hints
at the fact that there is less congruence in views between youth and party
platforms than there is for older citizens. In the context of Switzerland,
Kissau et al. (2012) examine how citizens’ attitudes in different age cohorts
relate to the median position in parliament. At least for some measures (e.g.,
the justification of torture and the harder punishment of criminals), citizens
aged 21 to 30 are further away from the median legislator (which was over
50 years old at the time of the study) than those aged 51 to 60 years. More
in favor of a direct link, recent work by Bailer and colleagues (2022) docu-
ments that young MPs are more active on youth-oriented issues than their
older counterparts—at least during their first term in office. Yet with senior-
ity, enthusiasm and activity in favor of youth issues declines.

Altogether these findings support our assumption that having a parlia-
ment of older cohorts of people likely tends to skew policy toward the inter-
ests of voters from this cohort (see also Van Parijs 1996). We also believe that
more young people in positions of power could have a longer-term indirect
effect on youths’ substantive representation; it could change the cultures of
political assemblies. For example, more youth in positions of power could
give them more visibility. This implies that inside and outside the parlia-
ment, cabinet, or the state’s bureaucracy, young MPs, cabinet members, and
civil servants could talk about their priorities and those of their group—be
it in the fields of education, equal rights for everyone, reproductive rights,
the environment, or any other topic. In these discussions, the topic of youth
political alienation might also become more prevalent, which might increase
older MPs’ awareness of these concerns, and they too might feel compelled
to act, both on youth topics and to stop youths’ lack of representation.
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2.8. The Youth Representation Literature and Our Contribution

Youth today have a case to make for group representation in legislatures.
More young people in positions of power will lead to more intergenera-
tional justice and will correct inadequacies in representation. A larger pres-
ence of young adults (defined largely as individuals between 18 and 35 years,
or 18 and 40) also has the potential to break or alleviate the vicious cycle
of youths’ political alienation. Yet empirically we do not know the whole
magnitude of youths” underrepresentation. In fact, compared to other out-
groups such as women, ethnic minorities, or LGBTQ people the literature
on youth representation is quite scarce.

We can divide existing (empirical) studies on the underrepresentation
of youth (e.g., Norris and Franklin 1997; Joshi 2013; Kissau et al. 2012; IPU
2014, 2018, 2021; Krook and Nugent 2018; Stockemer and Sundstrém 2018)
into three types of analyses. First, and without providing any solid proof for
such a claim, introductory handbooks to the study of government frequently
state that legislators are normally middle-aged to senior (e.g., Blondel 2014,
257). Second, several case studies either explicitly or implicitly mention that
there is an overrepresentation of middle-aged and senior individuals among
legislators in a set of industrialized countries (see Norris 1997) or in spe-
cific countries, including France (Murray 2008), Sweden (Burness 2000),
Switzerland (Kissau et al. 2012), and Ghana (Van Gyampo 2015). In more
detail, these studies all confirm that the age group between 50 and 60 con-
stitutes the largest share of elected legislators, and that the percentage of
young parliamentarians tends to be in the single digits (regardless whether
the respective study defined this age cohort as the percentage of MPs aged
30, 35, Or 40 years or under).

Third, a handful of comparative studies explicitly discusses the represen-
tation of various age cohorts in parliament. For example, Narud and Valen
(2000) compare age representation in the legislatures in the Nordic coun-
tries, confirming the overrepresentation of individuals in their 50s and 60s.
Broadening the number of countries to 70, reports published by the Inter
Parliamentary Union (IPU) in 2014, 2016, 2018, and 2021 confirm this find-
ing. According to the IPU (2021), about half of the 110 lower houses of parlia-
ment examined have 2 percent or fewer young parliamentarians (defined as
age 30 or younger). Even more pronounced, the same report finds that only
ten of the 37 upper houses covered have anyone aged 30 or below in their
chamber in 2020. The average representation of youth aged 30 and below
is also at an infinitesimal .5 percent. There are also some studies, albeit few,
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that try to explain variation in the share of young legislators across coun-
tries. For example, in his study of 14 Asian countries, Joshi (2013) finds that
proportional representation (PR) electoral systems render parliaments a bit
more accessible for young politicians. In a follow up study on the character-
istics of members of parliament (MPs) in Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal,
Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, Joshi (2015) confirms that PR positively affects the
descriptive parliamentary representation of young adults.

Building on these comparative pieces, Stockemer and Sundstrom (2018,
2019a) have published two articles, one on youths’ representation in national
parliaments using a global sample and another on young elected members
in the European Parliament. Both articles point to the centrality of formal
institutions in explaining variation in the average age of parliamentarians.
Stockemer and Sundstréom (2018) confirm the finding in Joshi (2013, 2015)
that PR increases the percentage of young legislators under the age of 35 and
40, respectively.? In addition, they concur with Krook and Nugent (2018),
who point to the importance of another institution, namely that of age bar-
riers for candidacy, which increase the average age among legislatures in a
global sample.

Finally, several recent pieces discuss the representation of youth within
an intersectionality perspective. These pieces come to a nuanced finding.
For one, they assert that the presence of young women in today’s legisla-
tures is even smaller than that of young men (see Belschner and Garcia de
Paredes 2020; Joshi and Och 2021). Yet this finding comes with the caveat
that the gender gap in representation might actually be the smallest among
young parliamentarians aged 35 years or under (see Stockemer and Sund-
strom 2019b, 2019¢, 2019d).

By providing a comprehensive perspective on youth representation in
parliament and in cabinet, our book offers several contributions to the lit-
erature on youth descriptive representation. For example, while there are
several studies (e.g., Joshi 2013, 2015; Krook and Nugent 2018; Stockemer
and Sundstrom 2018) on youths’ underrepresentation in parliament, there
is so far no study on variation in youths’ underrepresentation among polit-
ical parties. The same applies to the cabinet; no study exists that provides a
comprehensive overview of youths’ numerical presence in ministerial port-
folios. It is also unknown what type of portfolios young politicians typically
occupy. When it comes to the parliament, this book adds to the current lit-

23. See also Sundstrom and Stockemer (2021), an article that introduces a new way to
measure youth representation in a country, by capturing the ratio between the share of
young adults among MPs and the share of young adults in the voting-age population.
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erature as well. It includes more parliaments than any prior study and adds
a diachronic perspective—that is, it offers some data on the development of
youth representation over the past decades for four selected countries (i.e.,
Australia, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom). Moreover, we add
an individual perspective on young adults that run for office by compar-
ing young candidates to young representatives. Is the problem that youth
do not gain representation one of too few candidates running or a conse-
quence of the tendency that young candidates do not win? Finally, we add
a micro-level perspective and present more in-depth research of young
candidates and elected representatives from Sweden (a country with high
youth representation) and Switzerland (a country with low youth represen-
tation). In more detail, we constructed an original survey, which we sent
to successfully elected MPs as well as unsuccessful candidates, aiming to
further uncover the factors that benefit and hinder youths’ advancements
in electoral positions.



CHAPTER 3

YOUTHS’ UNDERREPRESENTATION IN
NATIONAL PARLIAMENTS

Youth can be the leaders of tomorrow—if we procrastinate.

(FREECHILD INSTITUTE FOR YOUTH ENGAGEMENT 2019)

3.1. The Magnitude of Youths’ Underrepresentation in Parliament

To determine the extent to which young adults face underrepresentation in
parliament, we engaged in a large-scale data collection effort. We collected
individual data on the age of elected politicians and then aggregated these
data at the country level. Mostly, this individual information on the age of
MPs came from the website EveryPolitician, which gathers and shares data
on politicians’ biographies, using information from parliaments’ websites."
We complemented this information with original data for some countries
by hand-coding the age of MPs from biographies on national parliaments’
websites. For each country, we used data for the most recent parliament
available. This gave us a sample of 131 parliaments from all continents with
an election date between the years 2010 and 2019. The scope is larger than in
any prior study on this theme. We also validated these web-scraped data with
the information we manually retrieved from the website of several national
parliaments, in countries such as Germany and France. While doing this
validation check, we found that the age data from the site EveryPolitician
is analogous to the data found on the national parliamentary websites or
has only minor variation. After gathering all age data for each parliament,
we aggregated the individual-level age data of parliamentarians and created
four country-level variables: the median age of parliamentarians, the mean
age of parliamentarians, the percentage of young legislators aged 35 years

1. The content presented on the EveryPolitican portal collects information on legislators
on national websites; it consists of the scraped version of these parliamentary websites.
It includes data for more than 78,000 politicians.
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or under, and the percentage of young legislators aged 40 years or under.
We use these measures to first present some univariate statistics on the age
distribution across the world’s parliaments, and then as dependent vari-
ables to explain variation in the presence of young parliamentarians across
countries.

The first finding that stands out is that our opening quote summarizes
youths’ presence in national parliaments relatively well. Quite cynical, the
quote illustrates that youth are the leaders of tomorrow, a period when they
are older themselves. Regardless of which of our four measures we use, our
sample of national parliaments shows a stark underrepresentation of young
adults. The age of the average and median legislator is roughly 50.6 years. If
we look at youth in particular, we find that young members of parliament,
those aged 35 years or under, constitute a mere 9.35 percent of all legislators.
If we consider our second measure of youth, legislators aged 40 years or
under at the beginning of the respective parliament, this group makes up
slightly more than 20 percent of parliamentarians (i.e., 20.02 percent). If we
further compare the age structure of parliaments with the age structure of
societies, the magnitude of youths’ underrepresentation is flagrant. While
the median age of citizens is 29.8 years, the median age of the world’s par-
liaments is more than 20 years older, or more than 50 years. Even more pro-
nounced, the share of citizens aged 35 years or under in the world’s popula-
tion was roughly 58 percent in 2019 (see Worldometers 2019). However, the
percentage of legislators aged 35 years or under is less than 10 percent in our
sample of 131 countries. If we only look at the voting-age population, the 18-
to 35-year-olds make up approximately 28 percent of the world’s population,
nearly exactly three times as much as the share of young MPs in our dataset.
Even if we compare young legislators aged 40 years or under in our dataset
to the world’s share of citizens aged 18 to 40, the underrepresentation of
youth in parliament is roughly one to two relative to the world population
(see Worldometers 2019).

Yet youths’ descriptive underrepresentation in legislatures does not
spread evenly throughout the world. Rather there is wide variation between
countries in the percentage of young legislators they elect to their coun-
try’s national parliament. For example, our global sample reveals that there
are some legislatures, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina or Kosovo, with a
mean and median age of 40 years (see fig. 3). Yet, in other settings, such as
Turkey and Palau, the mean and median age hovers around 65 years. If we
look more specifically at one of our measures of youth representation, the
percentage of parliamentarians aged 35 years or under, we get a very sober
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Figure 3. The age distribution in parliaments across the globe in or around 2019

picture. The mode in this distribution (i.e., the most frequently appearing
value) is actually o. In other words, 16 parliaments, or more than 12 per-
cent of our 131 parliaments in total, do not have anybody in their ranks who
was 35 years or younger at the time of election. This includes some of the
countries with the youngest populations on the globe, such as Senegal and
Malawi, where the median age in the population is under 20 years. Even if
we look at the distribution of MPs aged 40 years or under, we still have six
countries that have no legislator aged 40 years or under at the constitution
of the parliament. These six countries are Botswana, Jamaica, Nauruy, Palau,
Saint Lucia, and Thailand.

On the brighter side, there are some countries with a significant share of
young legislators (see table 3). For example, the median and average age is
around 40 years in the two former Yugoslavian countries of Bosnia and Her-
zegovina and Kosovo. Another prime example is Armenia, where a majority
of legislators was 40 years of age or under at the start of the legislative period.
There are also some countries, such as San Marino and Ukraine, where the age
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Table 3. Countries with the youngest parliaments

Mean age (years) Bosnia and Herzegovina (39), Kosovo (39.58), Seychelles
(40.03), Armenia (40.33), Haiti (42.51)
Median age (years) Armenia (38), Bosnia and Herzegovina (39), Seychelles (41.5),

Kosovo (42), San Marino (42)
Share of MPs 35 years or Armenia (34.85), Serbia (30.77), Kosovo (29.03), Seychelles

under (percent) (28.13), San Marino (23.43)
Share of MPs 40 years or Armenia (61.36), Kosovo (48.38), Seychelles (46.88), San
under (percent) Marino (42.85), Haiti (42.51)
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Figure 4. The percent of MPs aged 35 years or under in legislatures across the globe

structure of parliament roughly mirrors the one in society. In fact, San Marino
is an example where the parliament is younger than the population (i.e., the
median age in parliament was 43.4 years at its inception in 2016, whereas the
median age in the population this year was 44.7). Figures 4, 5, and 6 provide a
snapshot of youths’ representation across the globe.

3.2. Youth Representation in Legislatures over Time in Australia,
Germany, France, and the United Kingdom

So far we have shown that young adults face severe underrepresentation in
parliaments across the globe, but we do not know whether there have been




Figure 5. The percent of MPs aged 40 years or under in legislatures across the globe

Figure 6. The median age of MPs across the globe
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any changes in the age composition of parliaments over the past decades.
This dearth of knowledge of trends over time makes it difficult to say whether
we could expect a change in the years to come, and if so in which direction.
This section provides an overview of youth representation over time in the
four selected countries of Australia, Germany, France, and the United King-
dom. We use these countries mainly because of data availability, not only on
the age for all legislators going several parliaments back, but also because
we can match them with available data for party delegations and cabinets in
the ensuing chapters. To calculate our age statistics for the four countries
going back in time, we mainly utilized web-scraped data obtained from the
EveryPolitician project.

In more detalil, figures 7, 8, 9, and 10 display the diachronic develop-
ment of our measures of youth representation in these four countries. What
comes to the fore immediately is that youths” presence has not improved
over the past 20 or 30 years, regardless of how we measure it. If at all, the
composition in the four parliaments has gotten slightly older, since the mean
and median age increased from slightly under 50 years to slightly above 50
years in these parliaments over the past 40 years (see figs. 7 and 8). To illus-
trate, if we were to draw a trend line for both the mean and median age of
legislators in each parliament, this line would be pointing slightly upwards
for Australia, Germany, and the United Kingdom.

For Australia, we can also see that there is some variation between years.
Most notably, the “negative” outlier is 2001 with a parliament whose average
member was nearly 60 years old at the time of its constitution. All major
parties were drivers of this trend, as the three main parties (the Liberal
Party, the National Party, and Australian Labor Party) all had parliamentary
groups that were, on average, 57 years or older. It is also interesting to note
that the prior parliament was more than ten years younger, and that the
same major parties occupied most seats in this parliament as well. For Ger-
many and the United Kingdom, there is relatively little variation between
the years; the mean and median age has consistently hovered around 50
years (i.e., in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s the age was slightly under 50 years
and in the 2010s somewhat above).

For France, because of restricted data availability, we can only describe
the diachronic development of the mean and median age over the past four
elections. If we were to graph this development, it would follow a curvilin-
ear relationship. The National Assembly elected in 2017 has been consid-
erably younger than the previous ones (i.e., both the mean and median age
of parliamentarians dropped by five years). The fact that President Macron
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formed a new political party, La République En Marche! (LREM), which was
pro-European and largely appealed to younger voters, most likely allowed
the party to nominate younger candidates as well. The average LREM MP
was 46 years old in 2017, and more than 30 percent of legislators were under
40 years. Because En Marche! won a majority of seats, this dropped the
overall age in the French National Assembly. Except for the other new party,
La France Insoumise, whose average age of representatives was around 45,
all other parties had MPs with an average age of around 55.

If we look at the development of the percentage of young MPs in the four
countries, we get an even more complete picture of youth underrepresenta-
tion. In fact, for Australia, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, the
percentage of young legislators aged 35 years or under has hovered between
o and 14 percent for the last three decades. The parliament with the fewest
young parliamentarians was Australia in 2001 (with zero members aged 35
years or under), and the parliament with the highest number of young MPs
was Macron’s 2017 parliament with nearly 15 percent of the members aged
35 years or under at the beginning of the parliamentary term. Figure 9 fur-
ther highlights that in most of the elections in the four countries, MPs aged
35 years or under have made up less than 10 percent of the legislators.

Figure 10, which displays the percentage of young legislators aged 40
years or under, shows that legislators up to 40 years of age make up approx-
imately 20 percent of members in most parliaments. We also see that there
is hardly any outlier with a high share of young parliamentarians aged 40
years or under (i.e., the parliament with most young members was Australia
in 1987 with nearly 29 percent of MPs aged 40 years or under). Yet there are
outliers with few young members up to 40 years. For example, the afore-
mentioned Australian 2001 parliament had a mere 1.3 percent young MPs
aged 40 years or under. Another downward outlier is France in 2007, with
only 5.5 percent MPs aged 40 years or under. Similar to figures 7 and 10, we
also find that the most variation in the percentage of young parliamentari-
ans happens in Australia.

Even if they provide only a snapshot of youth representation across time,
figures 7, 8, 9, and 10 highlight an alarming trend. Contrary to other out-
groups in politics such as women, youths’ presence has not increased in the
previous decades. To illustrate, women’s representation in national parlia-
ments across the globe increased from 11.3 percent in 1995 to 24.3 percent
as of February 2019 (UN Women 2019). Over the same period, youth repre-
sentation in these same parliaments has stagnated at very low levels. Given
that parliaments have not rejuvenated over the past decades, it is even more
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important that we investigate which factors render legislatures more open
toward young members. Below, we discuss the country-level factors that
could explain variation in the percentage of young MPs across nations.

3.3. Explanatory Factors for the Variation in Youth Representation
across Countries

There is a small but growing literature that tries to determine the factors
explaining variation in youth representation across countries (e.g., Joshi
2013, 2015; Stockemer and Sundstrom 2018; Krook and Nugent 2018). This
literature mostly has an institutional emphasis, mainly focusing on youth
quotas, the electoral system type, and the minimum age to run for office. We
add to these institutional factors several socioeconomic and cultural indica-
tors, such as countries’ level of economic development and the median age
in the population. Our goal is to get a holistic view of the factors that could
explain why some parliaments have a composition of MPs that is older than
others.

3.3.1. Institutional Determinants of Youth Representation

Quota Rules

The literature on youth quotas has both a normative and an empirical dimen-
sion. The more normative strand of this literature discusses why or why not
countries and parties should adopt quota policies and reservation schemes
for youth (see Tremmel et al. 2015; Trantidis 2016). For example, the liter-
ature advances that such proactive measures could have two advantages:
they control for descriptive inequalities in the representative system (see
Dahlerup 2007) and they provide a means for more intergenerational jus-
tice. Kaloianov (2015, 9—10) proposes such a generational justice argument
and sees quota rules or reservation schemes for youth in the light of their
political marginalization: “Quotas for the disadvantaged remove those hin-
drances [of performance of those affected] and improve the justice of treat-
ment and recruitment of members of discriminated-against social groups.”
Yet others, such as Bidadanure (2015a), are hesitant to embrace such a gen-
erational argument, because young individuals do not face unequal treat-
ment throughout their life. When they get older, they too will benefit from
policies geared toward the elderly. Therefore Bidadanure (2015b) adheres
to the view that youths” absence in positions of political power is likely a
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function of their lack of experience rather than a sign of discrimination.
In her view, the argument to support youth quotas should be instrumental
rather than intrinsic, focusing on the difference that youth might make once
elected.

As for gender quotas, we can differentiate between three types of youth
quotas (see Krook 2007, 2010): 1) reservation schemes, 2) legislative party
clauses, and 3) voluntary party quotas.? Empirically, youth quotas are the
exception rather than the rule. Less than ten countries have any binding
quota provision for the country’s lower house (see table 4).> Closely fol-
lowing our definitions, these quotas generally set the benchmark at 30, 35,
or 40 years of age. Yet these mandatory quota rules frequently have a very
low threshold, setting the quota bar for parliamentary representation of
the young between 3 and 15 percent (IPU 2018, 2021). In early 2020, when
we asked the IPU for an updated list of youth quotas, which we received
per email, we got the following information. Kenya reserves 3.4 percent of
its seats to youth under 35 years. Uganda’s reserves 1.3 percent of seats for
young adults under the age of 30. Others use legislative quotas (i.e., Rwanda,
at 7.7 percent, and Morocco, at 7.6 percent). To our knowledge, Kyrgyzstan
has the most ambitious legislative youth quota: it amounts to 15 percent of
seats. Other countries combine quotas for youth and other minorities such
as women (e.g., the Philippines) or apply them to certain districts only (e.g.,
Tunisia) (see also IPU 2018).* The IPU lists another 15 countries where at
least one parliamentary party has some type of youth quotas. Yet these quo-
tas do not necessarily apply to the lower house. For example, in Mexico the
Partido Revolucionario Institucional has a youth quota, which only refers
to seats in the Senate. In addition, the quota threshold and the mechanisms

2. Reservation schemes are binding quota rules; they reserve a certain number or percent-
age of parliamentary seats for the young. Legislative party clauses are binding as well.
They are national legislation requiring parties to include a certain number or percentage
of young people in the pool of candidates. In proportional representation systems, they
can also determine where on the list parties must nominate young people. Finally, par-
ties can decide to adopt voluntary party quotas. These measures are entirely discretion-
ary; each party can determine the threshold and implementation.

3. In several of these countries, there are also youth quotas in place with a gender com-
ponent. In some settings, such as the electoral law in Mexico, gender parity among all
candidates is required. Other settings, such as the parliament of Rwanda, require gender
parity among elected MPs in the assembly. Further, in settings such as the Philippines
and Nicaragua there are combinations of a single quota policy targeting both women
and young candidates simultaneously (see IPU 2018).

4. In Tunisia, in every district with four or more members at least one young candidate
should be placed in one of the top four positions.
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Table 4. Youth reservation and quota schemes in legislatures
across the globe!

Reservations Legislated party quota Voluntary party quota

Kenya Egypt Angola
Morocco Gabon Croatia
Rwanda Kyrgyzstan Cyprus
Uganda Philippines El Salvador
Tunisia Hungary
Lithuania
Mexico
Montenegro
Mozambique
Nicaragua
Romania
Senegal
Sweden
Turkey
Ukraine
Vietnam

1. In addition, Peru, Sri Lanka, Timor-Leste, Tunisia, and Uganda have implemented
some type of youth quota at the local level. Kenya also has youth quotas for the upper
house (see IPU 2018). Sweden is an unclear case: although IPU suggests that the party has
a youth quota, we found that this is rather a guideline taken by members.

for implementation for these party quotas listed on the IPU website are not
always clear.” Because few countries and parties have adopted age quotas
and because the quota provision is under 10 percent in most cases (Kyr-
gyzstan would be a rare case, where it is 15 percent), we expect that quotas
should only play a limited role in accounting for variation in youth represen-
tation across countries.

Electoral Systems

For the second variable, the electoral system type, we expect that compared
to majoritarian systems, proportional representation (PR) systems should
decrease the age of members elected to parliament. At least in theory, PR
systems are likely to foster a diversification of the pool of those elected to
office. We can think of four reasons why PR should be beneficial to youth.
First, single-member majoritarian systems create a zero-sum game for par-

5. Legislative documents rarely mention voluntary party quotas, making the collection
of information about these types of affirmative action difficult. Moreover, since some
smaller parties might have informal rules, or formal yet not widely known ones, it is pos-
sible that the list of countries with voluntary party quotas is not complete (see IPU 2018).
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ties, and each district is like a separate election. In order to win, every party
faces strong incentives to put forward the candidate that, on average, can
garner the most votes. In most districts, middle-aged to senior men of the
dominant ethnicity with high education fulfill this profile best (Henig and
Henig 2001). In such a system, young candidates are suboptimal: they are
not as attractive to the large majority of voters, they do not have the con-
nections necessary for valuable fundraising, and they frequently do not have
the electoral capital to win the nomination. In contrast, the same zero-sum
mentality does not exist in PR systems, as parties have an incentive to diver-
sify their slates to appeal to as many constituencies as possible; this includes
the young (see Matland 2005).

Second, PR systems are party-centered. This means that party elites can
push forward certain types of candidates such as the young (Norris 2006).
In contrast, majoritarian systems are candidate-centered. Such systems dis-
favor young candidates. Third, the mechanical effects of PR and plurality are
different. PR normally tends to generate multiparty systems, whereas plu-
rality favors two-party systems. Multiparty systems could indirectly benefit
young individuals (Joshi 2013), because the barriers to gain representation
are lower. This means that progressive parties could gain sizeable represen-
tation (an example would be the green parties in Germany and the Nordic
countries). In terms of political appeal, these parties are not only popular
among young voters but might also represent a new generation of repre-
sentatives: MPs that are younger, less traditional, and more geared toward
issues interesting to young voters, such as the abolishment of the draft or
fostering policies geared toward the protection of the environment (Siaroff
2000).

Fourth, PR systems are more prone to a contagion effect; that is, if one
party starts to nominate greater numbers of young candidates, other parties
are likely to follow suit. More generally, under PR a party can likely respond
positively to calls to nominate young contestants in greater numbers (Faw-
cett 2018). For one, it does not have to convince incumbents or other senior
party members to step aside, as there might still be space on the party list
to nominate young politicians as well (Joshi 2013). In addition, the gains
for diversifying the electoral slate might be larger under PR. Adding just a
few young candidates to the list could give the party a younger and more
dynamic output. The same would not necessarily happen in first-past-the-
post systems, even if a party was to nominate several young candidates,
because these candidates would only be visible in the districts they run,
rather than nationally or regionally (Matland and Studlar 1996).
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The Minimum Age to Stand for Office

As a third institutional factor, we hypothesize that the minimum age candi-
dates must have to stand for office should influence the composition of par-
liaments. While the voting age is 18 years in most countries in our sample,
the legal candidacy age requirements differ more in some countries, from
18 years for countries like Austria and Germany to 35 years for Tajikistan. It
is likely that formal age limits at 25, 30, or 35 years will hinder young politi-
cians’ access to parliament both directly and indirectly—directly since such
rules hinder the youngest candidates from running and indirectly since it
sends the signal to potential candidates that politics is not a business for
young people (UNDP 2013). In addition, having different age requirements
for voting and for running for office might send the message to young indi-
viduals that politics is not their domain; being only allowed to vote but not
to stand for elected office implies that they are not full political citizens yet
(IPU 2014, 2021). There is also growing empirical evidence that having lower
age barriers to stand for office benefits the presence of the young. For exam-
ple, both Stockemer and Sundstréom (2018) and Krook and Nugent’s (2018)
large N analyses confirm that countries with low age barriers to run for office
(e.g., 18 years) tend to have a higher share of young MPs than countries with
candidacy requirements with a higher age bar (e.g., 25 or 30 years).

3.3.2. Socioeconomic and Cultural Determinants of Youth Representation

Median Age in the Voting-Age Population

In theory, the age distribution within the voting-age population may be an
important predictor of the share of young legislators in parliament. If voters
are seeking representatives that reflect their own interests, they may choose
candidates that are roughly their age (Henn and Foard 2012). For the indi-
vidual level, this would imply that adults in their 20s and 30s should be
more inclined to vote for candidates who are roughly their age. They can
do so by either selecting certain candidates or by supporting parties with
more young candidates on their party lists. For the macro-level, this would
then entail that voting-age populations with a younger citizenry should have
parliaments with a larger share of youths, on average.

However, in practice we are skeptical that the voting-age population
plays a large role in lowering the median and mean age of legislators, or
in increasing the share of young MPs. In democracies, as well as electoral
autocracies, the idea that young citizens are likely to vote for young repre-
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sentatives relies on the precondition that they actually find young candi-
dates for whom they can vote. In many settings, this might not be the case,
as parties might not put forward (enough) young candidates. And if parties
put them forward, these young candidates might find themselves on noneli-
gible list positions or in districts where they have little chance of winning. A
quick look at the empirical data in our sample supports this more pessimis-
tic view. There are many examples with very young populations and very old
parliaments. One of the prime examples would be Angola. The median age
in the population of this African country is slightly under 17 years; yet the
median age of Angola’s parliamentarians is 63.5 years old. Even if the age dif-
ference is not as flagrant as in Angola, Senegal is another example of a “grey”
parliament and a young citizenry (i.e., the median age of parliamentarians is
57, whereas the median Senegalese citizen is only 19 years old).

Development

According to the influential postmaterialism thesis, changing values in
the citizenry should accompany economic development. In particular, the
transformation from industrial to postindustrial or service sector societies
should trigger a change in dominant values. While in agrarian societies—
and, to a lesser degree, industrial ones—traditional and materialist values
ought to prevail, service sector societies should be characterized by post-
materialist values, where people are more likely to favor gender equality,
environmental protection, and participation in decision-making (Inglehart
and Norris 2003). This postmaterialist shift has been argued to result in a
higher demand for having newcomers in elected office and could therefore
be beneficial to the representation of out-groups such as ethnic minorities
and women (Stockemer 2015).

Hypothetically, and at first glance, the same should apply to youth. Young
citizens often believe in progressive values. Be it in the fight against cli-
mate change, the drive for equality of the sexes, or for a more participatory
democracy, it is mainly young adults in their 20s and 3o0s that push these
issues (Janmaat and Keating 2019). From this argument, we can deduce that
young citizens should also be beneficiaries of a postmaterialist environment
and possibly gain higher presence in politics. Yet, at second glance, the idea
that the postmaterialist shift has triggered highly interested and politically
engaged youth does not seem to be true. As we have shown in chapter 2,
youth today show low levels of conventional political participation and face
a cycle of political alienation. It is true that some parliaments have become
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more open to out-groups, such as women and ethnic minority groups. The
same does not seem to be the case for the group of young adults; it seems
that parliaments have remained resistant to these trends of renewal and
change.

In many respects, parliaments have adopted to the requirements of the
21st century. They have an online presence and carry other attributes of
being modern organizations. Nevertheless, they are generally still, as our
data strongly suggest, traditional institutions, mostly dominated by the
older cohorts of the population; this finding applies regardless of whether
we look at postmaterialist or traditional countries. Hence we expect eco-
nomic development—which is the main operationalization of the value
change thesis in the literature—to play a small role in explaining variation in
youth representation across the globe.

Corruption

There are several theoretical reasons why young candidates may face obsta-
cles to gain election in highly corrupt contexts. Besides formal political
institutions, there are also informal procedures that might influence the rep-
resentation of various groups in parliament. One of these informal aspects
might be levels of corruption, which can affect the processes of recruitment
in politics, since it “indicates the presence of ‘shadowy arrangements’ that
benefit the already privileged” (Sundstréom and Wiéngnerud 2016, 355).
Rather than the young, these privileged are likely to be senior individuals,
who are often the agents of networks of the privileged in corrupt contexts.
In Bjarnegard’s words (2013, 37), the existence of corruption or clientelism
should benefit candidates that are within the dominant norm:

Only those with access to networks, those with connections within the local
or national elite, those with resources to finance corrupt behavior, and those
who are already influential in society are in positions to be considered assets
in clientelist networks and are the only ones who will be trusted with the
sensitive nature of the exchange.

For these theoretical reasons, we could infer that the middle-aged and older
generations are overrepresented in parliaments of countries where corrup-
tion is widespread. Nevertheless, the empirical record of countries with low
levels of corruption concerning youth representation does not look as rosy
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as theory predicts. We note that some frontrunners in the fight against cor-
ruption (i.e., nations that tend to rank the highest in cross-country mea-
sures of corruption), such as Sweden, also have high shares of young MPs.
(i.e., this Nordic country has nearly 24 percent young parliamentarians aged
35 years or under, and 37 percent MPs aged 40 years or under). Yet other
countries in the group of the ten least corrupt countries in the world, such
as Luxembourg, have rather old parliaments. (i.e., the median age of par-
liamentarians in this Benelux country is 54.5 years, and the share of young
legislators (those aged 35 years or under) hovers around 10 percent, which is
only average). On the other hand, not all highly corrupt countries have low
shares of young legislators. For example, the three countries with the high-
est share of young parliamentarians aged 35 years or under (i.e., Armenia,
Serbia, and Kosovo) are all ranked below average in their corruption rating.
Given these empirical discrepancies, we only expect a weak, if any, relation-
ship between low corruption scores and high shares of young MPs.

Share of Muslims in the Population

A traditional lifestyle, patriarchy, and hierarchical power structures char-
acterize Islam as a religion, in particular in its traditional form (see Weiffen
2004). Blaydes and Linzer (2008) show that a strict and traditional interpre-
tation of Islam prevents out-groups, such as women and religious minori-
ties, from advancing in politics. Norris’s finding (1999) bolsters this claim;
she indicates that societies with a high share of Muslims in the population
tend to have a poor record of including women in their legislatures. We
believe that the political elite in Muslim-dominant countries may also be
reluctant to welcome young cohorts in their parliaments. This should be the
case, because seniority is frequently a primary factor for recruitment to elite
positions in such contexts.

Nevertheless, the empirical record of Muslim-majority countries and
non-Muslim majority countries might not be as clear as theory predicts.
For example, three Muslim-majority countries (Yemen, Uzbekistan, and
Kosovo) are among the few countries with 30 percent or more young legis-
lators aged 40 years or under. In contrast, some of the countries with very
few Muslims in their population have zero members of parliament aged 40
years or under, including Monaco, Jamaica, and Palau. Hence, again, the
relationship seems to be less clear than the literature suggests.
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Regime Type

In theory, a democratic state should give all adult citizens equal opportu-
nities to participate in the political life; alongside individuals of all genders,
backgrounds, and religions, this should also include the young. Therefore,
compared to autocracies, we could expect countries with democratic rule
to have a higher likelihood to include people from a diverse set of groups.
While theoretically there should be a clear link between the democratic
ideal and increased representation of all groups in society, the actual rela-
tionship between regime types and other traditional out-groups questions
this ideal (see Paxton et al. 2010). For youth, there is only some preliminary
evidence from Russia illustrating that youth could benefit from a demo-
cratic system of government (i.e., the article by Golosov [2014] reports that
with the country’s path toward greater authoritarianism, young individuals’
access to regional parliaments has decreased over several election cycles
in the 2000s). Yet the empirical record of other democracies renders the
possibility of a generalization beyond Russia unlikely, to say the least. For
example, we do not find a decrease in the age of parliamentarians over time
in the four democracies that we cover in this chapter. More generally, some
of the longest-lived democracies, for instance the United States, have some
of the legislatures with the oldest composition when it comes to the age
of parliamentarians. In addition, among the ten countries with the lowest
median age of parliament, there are only four democracies (i.e., the two
consolidated democracies San Marino and Andorra and the two fledgling
democracies Armenia and Kosovo). On the other hand, two of the three
“oldest” parliaments are in fact democracies (i.e., Jamaica and Palau). Nev-
ertheless, we include democracy as an additional independent variable and
gauge whether this system of government has any influence on youth repre-
sentation in our analysis.

3.4. Research Design
To test which factors explain variation in our four measures of youth repre-

sentation, we present the results of five multiple regression models, which
include 129 observations.® On the left-hand side of each model are the four

6. We had to exclude San Marino and Saint Lucia from the multiple regression models
because of data unavailability for one of the independent variables, countries’ corrup-
tion score.
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dependent variables, the median age in parliament, the mean age in par-
liament, the percentage of representatives aged 35 years or under, and the
percentage of MPs aged 40 years or under. On the right-hand side are the
proxies of our independent variables, which we describe below.

To measure our first independent variable, youth quotas, we create two
variables: Legislative age quotas, coded 1 if there are nationally binding quo-
tas (both reservation seats and legislative binding quotas) and Party age
quotas, a dummy coded 1 if there is at least one party in a country with
voluntary quota provisions. The reference category for both variables is the
condition with no such youth quotas. The source for these variables is pri-
marily the IPU report from 2018, as well as data we received from the IPU
by email.” The operationalization of the second variable, different electoral
system types, translates into two dummy variables, coded 1 for Proportional
Representation (PR) and Mixed systems, respectively. The reference category
are plurality systems (IPU 2019). Our third variable, Minimum age to stand
for election, measures the age of eligibility in years to become a member of
the national parliament (lower house election where applicable). We also
base this variable on information outlined by IPU (2019).

We construct the fourth variable, Median age in the population, using
figures on years from the CIA World Factbook (2019a). We then gauge eco-
nomic development in a country by employing the proxy measure of Log
GDP per capita (see United Nations 2019). Our measure Corruption is the
national indicator “control of corruption” from the World Bank’s (2019)
Worldwide Governance Indicators. This indicator ranges from approxi-
mately -2.5 (weak control of corruption) to 2.5 (strong control). The variable
Percentage Muslims captures this group’s share of the total population in a
country. The data stems from the CIA World Factbook (2019b). Finally, our
indicator of regime types is a dichotomous measure of Democracy, coded 1
for democracies and o for nondemocracies (i.e., hybrid regimes and autoc-
racies). To assign countries in any of the two categories, we followed the rec-
ommendation of Polity IV and coded a country if it has a Polity ranking of
6 or higher (on a 10 to 10 scale) (Marshall et al. 2011). For all these variables,
we match the year of these indicators with those of the election in question.

As a modeling technique, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-

7. Unfortunately, the IPU 2018 report is not always clear on whether a country has a quota
and what the quota threshold is. To further decipher the existence of a quota, we looked
at the raw questionnaire that the IPU collected and that we received from the IPU. We
further conducted our own Google search for each quota rule to verify or falsify the
information that we obtained from the IPU.
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sion with Huber White Standard Errors (see White 1980). The choice to use
OLS is justified by the fact that the distribution of the dependent variables
comes close to a normal distribution (see fig. 3). We add robust standard
errors, because the variance across countries differs tremendously. For the
third equation, the model measuring the percentage of young legislators
aged 35 years or under, we present an additional equation—a Tobit model
alongside an OLS model (see model 3a). The fact that this variable has a dis-
tribution that is skewed to the left and does not have a normally distributed
curve justifies this choice.

3.5. Results

Our multiple regression models bring two factors to the fore that have an
impact on age representation (see table 5). First, it is the institutional factor
for the minimum age to stand for office, which is statistically significant and
in the expected direction in all five models. On average, countries where
citizens can stand for office at 18 have younger parliaments and more young
MPs than countries with higher age limits. In more detail, models 1 and 2
predict that the mean and median age increases by half a year for every year
we increase the eligibility requirement above 18. For example, this implies
that we can predict parliaments with a legal age to run set at 30 years of age
to be six years older, on average, compared to parliaments with a minimum
age to stand for office at 18 years of age. Models 3 and 4 further predict that
with every year the age requirements increase, the share of young parlia-
mentarians aged 35 or 40 years or under decrease by between half a percent-
age point and one percentage point, respectively.

The second variable that turns out to be significant is the electoral sys-
tem type in the form of proportional representation (PR). From models 1
to 4, it appears that PR matters for increasing the share of young legislators
aged 35 years or under, as well as aged 40 years or under. In fact, models
3 and 4 predict that the share of young legislators increases by four and
seven percentage points, respectively (i.e., four percentage points for the
share of young MPs aged 35 years or under, and seven percentage points
for the share of young legislators aged 40 years or under). Compared to the
reference category of plurality systems, mixed systems also seem to increase
the share of young parliamentarians moderately. In contrast, the electoral
system does not play a role in determining the mean and median age of the
composition in a parliament.
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Table 5. Multiple regression models measuring the effect of national-level
factors on youth representation in parliaments

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 3a Model 4
(Mean age) (Median age) (35 or under) (35 or under) (40 or under)

Legislative age .158 -.091 -.159 .341 .584
quotas (1.50) (1.69) (1.93) (2.94) (3.43)
Party age quotas 1.34 1.88 291 .305 -.100
(1.64) (1.62) (2.12) (2.25) (3.30)
PR -1.09 -.924 .3.49* 4.07** 5.82%*
(1.12) (1.18) (1.37) (1.69) (2.33)
Mixed -2.11 -2.67* 3.92 4.29* 7.22%
(1.48) (1.47) (2.50) (2.21) (4.04)
Minimum age to 511 498+ —.484** —.489** —.980***
stand for office (.143) (.146) (.223) (.216) (.342)
Median age in the -.077 -.067 125 .002 .169
population (.070) (.074) (.107) (.001) (.168)
Log GDP per 432* 489* -.503 -.521 -1.17*
capita (258) (.274) (.446) (.576) (.570)
Corruption -.105 .005 —-.006 .027 270
(.574) (.598) (.995) (1.04) (1.45)
Percent Muslims in a -.018 -.009 .001 .006 .025
country (.018) (.018) (.024) (.022) (.039)
Democracy .570 318 -1.45 -2.07 -2.20
(1.21) (1.23) (1.73) (1.64) (2.63)
Constant 38.96*** 38.45%* 18.82%** 17.38* 42.96***
(4.47) (4.51) (5.95) (.070) (9.65)
Rsquared .18 17 .15 17
Log Likelihood —403.04
Root MSE 4.56 4.79 6.85 11.03
N 129 129 129 129 129

Standard errors in parentheses, *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed).

All other variables influence neither the median age nor the mean age
of legislators, nor the percentage of young legislators. The five models also
have relatively poor model fit, explaining between 15 and 20 percent of the
variance in the age structure of parliaments. This also implies that we can
explain and predict the age composition of parliaments much less exactly
than the presence of other politically marginalized groups in national par-
liaments, such as women, which often have a model fit of more than 50
percent (e.g., Caul 2001; Ruedin 2012). It also entails that we need further
studies, with more fine-grained predictors to study variation in youth
representation.



64 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION
3.6. Discussion

The results obtained from this study highlight two factors: candidate age
requirements to run for office and the electoral system type. As such, we
confirm Stockemer and Sundstrom’s (2018) as well as Krook and Nugent’s
(2018) assessment about eligibility requirements. We think that there is
some robust evidence now that laws that require candidates to be 25, 30, or
35 years of age clearly hinder youths’ presence in elected assemblies. These
laws likely affect the election of youth directly, because they prevent young
adults from running for office. They also function as a hurdle to youth indi-
rectly, because they portray that politics is no arena for young adults. While
we did not control for the voting age in our analyses—because in many of
the countries we include voting rights coincide with the right to run—prior
research suggests that decreasing the voting age to 18 years (where it is still
21), or possibly 16, can have a similar positive influence on youth represen-
tation. For example, in Norway, the government decided in 2011 to have
20 municipalities (about 5 percent of the total number of municipalities)
undergo a reform in allowing those citizens turning 16 and 17 years during
the election to vote. Both compared to other municipalities and prior elec-
tion years, municipalities with a voting age of 16 elected younger local par-
liaments (Government of Norway 2011; Bergh 2014).

The second institutional factor to increase the share of young adults (but
not the median and mean age in parliament) is proportional representation
(as well as mixed electoral systems). This finding not only aligns with prior
research on youth representation (see Joshi 2013, 2015), it also adds to the
broader representation literature, which finds PR systems to be more favor-
able to politically marginalized groups than other institutionalized rules. PR
systems not only increase the percentage of women in parliament, including
minority women (see Hughes 2016), but also that of young adults. Hence
this study adds to the voices that see proportional representation as more
inclusive to out-groups (at least when these out-groups are spread rather
evenly throughout the country, which is mainly the case for youth in most
countries) (see Bogaards 2013).

Even if we find that age quota rules (whatever their type) do not increase
youth representation, we see tremendous potential in these measures of
affirmative action. As of now, youth quotas are not effective in their design.
So far, they exist in only a few countries nationally, and where they do exist
they sometimes lack full implementation. The prime example is Tunisia;
officially, the constitution of this country stipulates that youth aged 35 years
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or under must make up 25 percent of the candidates. Yet in the parliament
elected in 2015, they only made up 8 percent of the parliamentarians. Try-
ing to explain this difference, Belschner (2021) concludes that the adoption
of youth quotas in Tunisia was largely a case of window-dressing to curb
future protests. It was a means to co-opt youth into the traditional power
structures, but not an effort of real reform (see also Van Gyampo [2015] for
a similar argument).

However, we believe that quota rules do have potential. For example, a
25 or 30 percent legislative quota rule for youth under 35 years for eligible
seats could have a tremendous influence on youth representation. While
still falling short of parity in representation between society and parlia-
ments in many countries—especially low-income ones—such a quota could
double, triple, or quadruple youth representation in many settings. In addi-
tion, such a proactive measure would send a “real” signal to youth that they
have a place in politics as well. Experience with the adoption of quota pro-
visions for other out-groups supports such conclusions. For example, while
women'’s representation has grown steadily through incremental steps in
some older democracies, quota schemes have provided significant improve-
ments for women’s presence in countries across the globe, and particularly
in countries of the Global South. Examples of developing countries that
benefited from a strong boost in women’s representation are Rwanda and
Mozambique (Tripp and Kang 2008). Youth representation could undergo
a similar development if countries decided to be proactive and allow youth
a certain presence. Unfortunately, it does not seem that the political will is
there for such a move. Yet age-based quotas are probably the only fast-track
measure to align youth representation in politics with their representation
in society.

Implementing quota rules is not the only measure countries could adopt
to increase youth representation. In theory, non-PR systems could switch to
PR. However, due to the multidimensionality of effects and the stickiness of
electoral rules, changing the electoral system is complex in practice and is
likely to face opposition by vested interests. Yet what is comparatively easy
is changing the legal age barriers to stand for office, particularly in those
countries where there is a mismatch between the right to run for office and
the right to stand for office. We also believe that from a normative perspec-
tive it is questionable, to say the least, to grant young adults partial citizen-
ship rights. How can we justify that the age of majority demands potential
duties of individuals—such as military conscription or paying taxes—and
grants some rights, such as those to drive, buy alcohol, or to vote, but still
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not others, such as the possibility for adults to stand for office? For us, hav-
ing full citizenship rights should also involve the possibility to effectively
partake in decision-making and we think society should grant this right
at the same time as any other citizenship rights. The proposal to reform
such rules is also relatively easy to implement. However, such reforms are
naturally contingent on the political will to take the required action, which
seems to be still lacking in jurisdictions with age requirements to stand for
office set at 25 or 30.



CHAPTER 4

YOUTH REPRESENTATION ACROSS PARTY
DELEGATIONS IN PARLIAMENT

The narrow social composition of legislatures suggests either that certain
groups within society are less capable of representing others, or that
something has gone awry in the recruitment process

(MURRAY 2014, P. 520)

4.1. Youths’ (under) Representation across Party Delegations

Party organizations shape the opportunities for young aspiring politicians
to reach political office; they decide whom to recruit and promote, as well
as how much support to give to candidates (see Kittilson 2006; Bjarnegard
2013). Therefore youths’ presence in national assemblies should not only be
a feature of national factors (i.e., candidate age requirements and electoral
system type) but also a function of intraparty candidate selection processes
(Sanbonmatsu 2002). Therefore it is important to get a better understand-
ing of the party level factors that explain patterns of youth representation
in parliamentary party groups. We engage in this type of analysis across the
highest possible number of parliamentary delegations (270 parties across
52 countries, referring to the lower house when a country has a bicameral
legislature). Before doing so, we present some univariate statistics on the
distribution of elected young adults across our sample of party groups.

As a data source, we again use the website EveryPolitician (2019). We
calculate our four age measures at the start of each parliamentary term. The
election years we cover range from 2012 to 2019. Unfortunately, we could
not collect party data for all 131 countries because of incomplete coun-
try data for some countries or the lack of party affiliation data for other
countries on the EveryPolitician website. Data availability for the variable
party ideology also restricted the number of parties we could include. Our
sample is therefore limited to mainly OECD countries, but it also includes
other countries from various parts of the world (including India and South
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Africa).! For the 52 countries for which we could retrieve data, we tried to
be as inclusive as possible, collecting data for all parties with at least seven
members in parliament. We chose seven elected members as a cut-off point
for several reasons. First, there must be a minimum number of members in
a parliamentary group to compute our dependent variables, the median and
mean party age, and the percentage of young legislators aged 35 and 40 years
or under. Second, the Westminster system requires parties to have a certain
number of deputies to gain certain parliamentary rights, including staff and
office space. For example, in Canada this number is 12. We have deliberately
chosen a threshold below this number to be as inclusive as possible. Third,
most countries with a legislative threshold set this metric between 3 and 5
percent of the vote, and we want to have comparable parties in countries
with no electoral threshold. We use Belgium as a benchmark. This Benelux
country has a comparatively small parliament and a high threshold. To illus-
trate, since 2003 Belgium has had a 150-person assembly and an electoral
threshold of 5 percent. This roughly translates into seven seats required to
be represented in the Belgian parliament (Hooghe and Deschower 2011). In
other countries, the cutoff point of seven members includes parties with a
lower share than 5 percent. For example, the Swedish Miljopartiet just made
the cut to enter parliament, with roughly 4 percent of the votes in the 2018
elections, and sent 16 MPs to parliament. Our cutoff point of seven MPs
guarantees that we have comparable parties in our dataset.

In our sample of 270 party delegations, the mean and median age at the
start of each parliament is roughly 49.0 years old. The percentage of young
MPs aged 35 years or under is 12.3 percent. The share of young legislators
aged 40 years or under is 24.2 percent at the beginning of each parliamen-
tary term (see fig. 11). This implies that the share of young adults is slightly
higher in our sample of party delegations in comparison to our larger sam-
ple of legislatures in the previous chapter. There is also wide variation in
the percentage of young adults that different parties send to the national
legislature. The mean and median age across party delegations in our sam-
ple ranges from roughly 33 years to about 63. The youngest party delegation
is the one of the Five Star Movement in Italy, elected in 2013 (Movimento

1. Our dataset on parties includes parties in the following 52 countries: Armenia, Austra-
lia, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic,
Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, India,
Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Mexico, Moldova,
Montenegro, the Netherlands, New Zealand, North Macedonia, Norway, Poland, Por-
tugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain,
Sri Lanka, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United
States.
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Figure 11. The age distribution of MPs across party delegations in 52 countries in or
around 2019

Cinque Stelle [M5S]). At the time of this election, the party’s delegation was
roughly 33.4 years old. Among the ten youngest delegations are all sorts of
parties, such as radical right-wing parties (e.g., The Movement for a Better
Hungary, better known under the name of Jobbik) and green parties in Swe-
den and Belgium, as well as more traditional parties, such as the Peoples’
Party in Slovakia.

The oldest delegation belongs to the Communist Party in Moldova, with
a median age of 63 years at the time of the election in 2014. In fact, there
seems to be a trend that communist party representatives in parliament are
among the oldest, given that among the ten oldest parties are three commu-
nist parties (the Communist Party of the Russian Federation and the French
Communist Party alongside the aforementioned Moldovan party). Interest-
ingly, the two main parties in the US, the Democratic Party and the Repub-
lican Party are also among the ten oldest delegations in our sample, with a
median age of roughly 60 and 58 years, respectively, in the 116th House of
Representatives (taking office in 2019).

If we look at the party delegations with the highest share of parliamen-
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tarians aged 35 years or under, we have four parties whose share of MPs in
this age span are 50 percent or higher. In addition to the Five Star Move-
ment, these parties are the Save Romania Union, the Green Party in Sweden
and the Socialist Party in the Netherlands. On the other side of the coin,
there are 49 out of the 270 party delegations that did not send any single leg-
islator 35 years or under to parliament. The list includes some well-known
parties such as the Socialist Party in France, Labour in Ireland, and the Slo-
venian Democratic Party. When it comes to parties with delegations with
a majority of legislators aged 40 years or under, we have 23 parties in our
sample. Most of these parties are small, including the Red-Green Alliance in
Denmark and the New Flemish Alliance in Belgium. In contrast, there are
also 21 parties without a single MP aged 40 years or under. While this list
includes many small parties as well, it also includes some more well-known
parties, such as the Centre Party in Iceland, which won nearly 11 percent
of the vote in 2017 or the AKEL—Left—New Forces in Cyprus, which won
nearly 26 percent of the vote in 2016.

What is evident in our party data is that there is substantial variation
between parties in the share of young adults they send to their national par-
liament. Later in this chapter, we investigate this variation, but before doing
so we look at the evolution of youth representation over time in selected
party delegations in the parliaments of Australia, France, Germany, and the
United Kingdom.

4.2. Young Adults in Australian, German, French, and British Party
Delegations over Time

To show how youths’ presence has developed over time across party groups
of MPs, we look at delegations of the major parties in Australia, France,
Germany, and the United Kingdom. For each country, we display the tem-
poral development of the median age and the percentage of MPs aged 40 or
under. We only display these two indicators because the party data on mean
age largely mimics the data on the median age. For the percentage of young
legislators aged 35 years or under, the overall proportion of young parlia-
mentarians is too small for most years to account for meaningful variation
over time.
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Figure 12. The median age of MPs in the main Australian party delegations to par-
liament across time

Australia

For the first country, Australia, we can see that the median age of parlia-
mentarians has developed very similarly across the three main parties, the
Australian Labor Party, the Liberal Party of Australia and the National Party
of Australia (see fig. 12). A predominance of relatively old MPs characterizes
all three party delegations, with a median age over 50 years for most par-
liaments. The 2001 and 2010 elections also triggered a particularly old leg-
islature, with all parties electing older politicians compared to the election
before. Because the three parties’ curves follow each other so closely, there
seems to be also some kind of contagion effect. It appears that if one of the
parties decided to nominate younger representatives, as in 1998, the other
parties would follow suit. Conversely, if one party decided to nominate older
members, our data suggests that other parties would act in a similar way.
This also implies that in Australia, unlike in other countries—Germany in
particular, as discussed below—there has been little variation in youth rep-
resentation across parties.
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Figure 13. The percent of MPs aged 40 years or under in the main Australian party
delegations across time

Figure 13 confirms the idea that youth representation develops in waves.
This becomes particularly visible if we look at the 2001 election where the
group of MPs aged 40 years or under were literally absent across all parties.
In contrast, in the prior election, which triggered the youngest parliament
over the past three decades, the delegations of Labour, the Liberal Party,
and the National Party all consisted of between 15 and 25 percent young
adults (aged 40 years or under). More broadly, figure 12 reveals an alarming
trend: the percentage of young parliamentarians has decreased, rather than
increased, over the years. To illustrate, all three parties had a higher share
of young legislators in 1987 than in 2018. Overall, this indicates that youth
have not gained traction in the three major party delegations in Australia
over the past 30 years.

France

Turning our attention to France, unfortunately, we have less data, covering
only four elections. This renders it harder to come up with a solid assess-
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Table 6. Development of the median age and the share of MPs aged 40 or under
in French party delegations

The Un-

Republicans Socialist MoDem / Communist LREM/ submissive National
Year / UMP Party UDF Party ~ En Marche! France) Rally)
Median Age
2002 54 54 51 57.5
2007 56 56 54
2012 56 55
2017 53 55 58 59 50 48 48.5
Aged 40 or under
2002 8.3 4.9 15.4 0
2007 5.7 4.1 4.2
2012 9.5 14.7
2017 15.2 3.2 0 9.1 32.6 42.9 12.5

ment of youth representation across the major French party delegations
over time. Nevertheless, table 6 illustrates some fairly clear tendencies:
the parliamentarians of the established parties are generally rather old. In
detail, the median age has been over 50 years for all elections between 2002
and 2017 for the three major parties—The Republicans (formerly named
the Union for a Popular Movement [UMP]), the Democratic Movement,
(MoDem—previously organized as the Union for French Democracy
[UDEF]), and the Socialist Party. The main parties have also sent very few
members aged 40 years or under to the National Assembly. Over the course
of the four elections, the delegations of the Republicans, the Socialist Party,
and the MoDem never had more than 15 percent young MPs. The French
example also confirms the old age of members of communist organizations.
The median age of the delegation of the French Communist Party was 57.5
years in 2002 and 59 in 2017. The communists also did not reach 10 percent
of young legislators aged 40 years or under in the two elections in which
they put seven or more members in the National Assembly.

The situation for young politicians in the new parties looks somewhat
brighter. Macron’s party, LREM, which won a landslide in 2017, sent a del-
egation to parliament with a median age of 50 and a mean age of 46 years.
The party also had more than 30 percent of its MPs aged 40 or under at the
time of the election. With a median age of 48, the other new party, La France
Insoumise (or Un-submissive France), which Jean-Luc Mélenchon founded
just months before the election, also sent a somewhat younger delegation to
the French National Assembly. At the inauguration of the 2017 parliament,



74 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

the party had more than 40 percent of MPs aged 40 years or under. Finally,
the National Rally (previously National Front), who sent eight members to
the 2017 to 2022 parliament, had a median age of 48.5 years and one mem-
ber aged 40 years or under.

Germany

For the next country, Germany, we can retrace the development of youth
representation for a longer period: from 1980 to 2017 (see figs. 14, 15, and
footnote 35). We can see that for the main parties, the center-right party
Christian Democratic Party (CDU), its Bavarian sibling the Christian Social
Union (CSU), the Social Democrats, and the Free Democrats, there is rel-
atively little variation in either the median age of parliamentarians or the
share of parliamentarians aged 40 years or under over the past four decades.
Over the years, the median age has vacillated around 50 years and the per-
centage of young legislators around 20 percent. As such, these data clearly
confirm that parliaments have not gotten younger. In other words, Germany
has not made significant progress in improving youth representation in the
Federal Parliament.

We also see a trend that the parliamentary delegations of new parties
get older, once these parties become more established. This rings true for
the Green Party and the Left Party. Except for the first time it entered par-
liament in 1983, the Green Party had a young delegation throughout the
1980s and 1990s. However, for every legislative period thereafter, its MPs
grew older and the percentage of parliamentarians aged 40 years or under
decreased. The Left Party has undergone some similar developments, with
younger delegations in the 1990s and older caucuses for the more recent
elections.” Hence it seems from the German example that young parties
provide an opportunity for young people to gain influence and representa-
tion. However, the more these parties mature, the more youth representa-
tion appears to decline.

2. We here refer to its organizational roots in the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS),
which was formed in 1990 as a successor party to the Socialist Unity Party (SED). With a
merger of PDS and the Labour and Social Justice Party (WASG) in 2007, the current Left
Party was established. For the figures over time, numbers before the German reunifica-
tion refer to those of parties with a legislative presence in West Germany.
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The United Kingdom

Our data on youth representation in the party delegations of the United
Kingdom spans across 20 years and largely reflects the trends from the other
three countries (see figs. 16 and 17). Again, figures refer to the lower house of
this bicameral legislature, the House of Commons. The two major parties,
the Conservative and Unionist Party (i.e., the Tories) and the Labour Party,
have had a stable age structure in their delegations between 1997 and 2017.
The median age for the two parties has hovered around 50 years, a little
below 50 for the Conservatives and a little above for Labour. The share of
legislators aged 40 years or under has been slightly lower for Labour than
it has been for the Conservatives; it has floated around 20 percent for both
parties. Even more interestingly, the Liberal Democrats confirm the obser-
vations from the Green Party and the Left Party in Germany; that is, when
a new party becomes more established, its median age tends to increase
and its share of young parliamentarians tends to decrease. Founded in 1988,
the median age of this center party’s representatives in Westminster has
become older over time (the increase from a median age of 49 years in 1997
to 56 years in 2017 is quite considerable). Even more visible, the share of MPs
aged 40 years or under within this party delegation has shrunk over time,
from more than 30 percent to around 15 percent, between 1997 and 2017.
Taken together, the distributions of youth in party delegations—both
across the 270 parties in our full sample and over time in the parliamentary
party delegations in the four selected countries—provide some interest-
ing results. First, we find that the age distribution in parties’ parliamentary
delegations differs widely, from a median of 33 years to a median of more
than 63 years. Second, there is wide variation in how many young adults
parties send to the national parliament as a share of their full delegation,
ranging from zero to over half of all their MPs, if we take those aged 40 years
or under as the benchmark. Third, there seems to be no major differences
between center-right and center-left parties in their tendency to have young
legislators. For most parties, the median age hovers around 50 years in their
parliamentary group, while communist parties seem to be a party family
with some of the oldest parliamentarians. Fourth, the temporal patterns of
youths’ presence appear largely unchanged over the past decades, at least for
the established parties in the four Western democracies we study. In other
words, youth have not gained traction in major parties. In contrast, they
seem to be more highly represented in younger parties. Yet the diachronic
analysis suggests that as parties become older, the average age of their rep-
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resentatives increases too, both in their median and mean age. In addition,
the share of young MPs declines with the maturation of parliamentary par-
ties. This aging of party delegations happens despite some turnover in the
representatives. In fact, this makes us think about Robert Michels’s famous
“iron law of oligarchy,” which states that all parties, however progressive and
participatory they are at their creation, become hierarchical structures over
time (see Berger 2017). It seems that the aging of the party’s representatives
is a byproduct of this hierarchization. In other words, our results support
the notion that the structure of new parties become just like others over
time, including their age structure.

In the next section, we aim at explaining the cross-sectional variation in
the age structure of parties in the multivariate realm, focusing on the sam-
ple of parties across the 52 countries. To do so, we test the influence of five
possible explanatory variables (voluntary party youth quotas, the age of the
party, the size of the party in terms of electoral success, the age of the party
leader, and the political ideology of the party).

4.3. Explanatory Factors for the Variation in Youth Representation
across Parties

Because there is hardly any prior research on youth representation across
parties, we consult the literature on women’s representation in parties and
adapt the expectations put forward in this literature to explain the presence
of young adults in parties. The women’s representation literature focus-
ing on parliamentary parties (see Childs and Webb 2012; Southwell 2014;
Childs and Caul Kittilson 2016) has identified several characteristics, which,
adapted to youth, could also affect the extent to which parties have younger
MPs in their delegations. These are the existence of voluntary party quotas,
the age of the party, the size of the party in terms of electoral success, the age
of the party leader, and the political ideology of the party.

Party Quotas

The first explanatory factor we think could matter are voluntary youth quo-
tas in parties. Similar to legislative quotas, youth quotas within political
parties could matter for increased youth representation. They should have
a threefold effect. First, they should directly boost youth representation in
the party that has quotas for youth, given that quotas force elites to nom-
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inate a certain percentage of young adults on their lists or as candidates
for seats in majoritarian contests. Second, they could have a psychological
signaling effect to youth. By adopting voluntary youth quotas, parties make
a statement. They directly demonstrate to youth that politics is not only the
business of old people but that young adults are welcome as well. Third,
there could be a contagion effect; if one party nominates (through quotas)
a relatively high percentage of youth, other parties could follow suit. With
or without quotas, they too might be compelled to support the nomination
of youth.

Despite these compelling theoretical accounts, we are skeptical that
party quotas are an influential factor for explaining variation in youth repre-
sentation. Several tendencies support this conjecture. First, voluntary youth
quota provisions, regardless of type, are still the exception rather than the
rule (see table 4 for a list of countries where at least one party has quota
provisions). In fact, we only have identifiable information for seven parties
(with a representation of more than seven members) that have a youth quo-
ta.? These parties are the Social Democratic Party of Croatia, the Democratic
Party in Cyprus, the Hungarian Socialist Party, the Social Democratic Party
of Lithuania, the Social Democratic Party in Romania, the Social Democrats
in Sweden, and the Republican People’s Party in Turkey.* Second, we could
not verify independently how stringent any of the parties are in their appli-
cation of the voluntary quota provision. After all, to our knowledge, there
are rarely penalties if a party does not meet its self-imposed quota provi-
sion. Third, parties might adopt quotas for the wrong reasons; they might
not be genuinely interested in promoting young adults in office (see Dobbs

3. In addition, the German Green Party has what we label a “newcomer quota.” This rule
dictates that one out of every three consecutive places on the party’s list must be filled
by a candidate who has not served in a state, federal, or European Parliament. While it
is the primary goal of this quota to increase young peoples’ representation, we do not
count the German Green Party as a quota party, because the quota is not explicitly a
quota for the young (see also Reiser 2014). A related rule is present in Sweden’s Green
Party leadership; their party leaders and party secretary can only hold their posts for ten
consecutive years (see https://www.mp.se/om/stadgar).

4. We could not include two parties from two countries listed in table 4. First, the Socialist
Peoples’ Party of Montenegro only won four seats and was therefore too small to be
included in our list of parties. Second, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) in
Mexico has a 30 percent youth quota for the age group 35 years or under. However, this
quota only applies to the upper chamber, the Senate. However, we included the Social
Democrats in Sweden, which has set a target that youth should make up one-fourth of all
candidates; yet, rather than a formal policy, members have set this target. In reality, the
party respects this target, and that is why we include the Social Democrats in the group
of parties with party quotas.
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2020; Belschner 2021) but rather might adopt them strategically to quell any
dissatisfaction or protest by youth or to co-opt young adults (i.e., through
the strategy of repression and co-optation). Based on these considerations,
we hypothesize that voluntary party quotas should only have a limited influ-
ence, if any, on the age composition of party delegations.

The Age of the Party

The age of the party organization is a second party-level factor that might
influence the representation of young legislators. Most importantly, we
expect that old organizations have long-established networks of commands,
consisting mainly of middle-aged and senior men, so-called old boys net-
works (Dahlerup and Leyenaar 2013; Franceschet and Piscopo 2014). Out-
groups, including female and young party members, might have difficulty
penetrating these networks, which have formed over decades and which
are crucial for the advancement of a political career (Bjarnegard 2013; Bjar-
negéard and Kenny 2015). In contrast, younger parties are less likely to have
developed the same established and close-knit networks, which tend to
benefit middle-aged and older men. In these parties, politicians of different
ages, including the young, should find a more level playing field. This sce-
nario might be even more probable considering young politicians, who feel
alienated by established parties and want to do something new, could be an
instrumental force in forming new parties.

Our descriptive evidence at the beginning of the chapter supports
the idea that new parties are prone to promote younger representatives;
recently created parties are among the frontrunners in youth representation
in our sample of 270 party delegations. Our analysis of parties over time in
the four countries (Australia, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom)
further highlights that new parties have younger parliamentarians, even if
this effect fades over time. Hence we expect that the age of political parties
matters in explaining variation in the age composition of party delegations.

The Size of Party Support

The third characteristic is the size of the party’s support base, which directly
influences the party magnitude (i.e., the number of seats the party occu-
pies in parliament). In theory, the party magnitude could be an important
characteristic for out-group representation including that of youth. Parties
with a small legislative presence, which can count on nominating only a few
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members to the new parliament after an election, are likely to nominate
the type of individual who has the largest appeal to voters. In most cases,
actors in gatekeeping positions of parties still think that this “winning can-
didate” is a middle-aged to senior man (Henig and Henig 2001; Beauregard
2014). Young individuals might therefore not gain much traction if the party
magnitude is small. In contrast, parties with larger support might have an
incentive to diversify their slates to appeal to as many constituents as pos-
sible. This diversification of their list might also entail that they nominate
more youth.

Yet the empirical support for the idea that larger parties elect more
young adults is far from clear. Our discussion of age representation in party
delegations in Australia, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom has
shown that the dominant center-left and center-right parties are no front
runners in youth representation. In the four countries, these large party del-
egations have also not increased the legislative presence of youth over the
past decades. Rather it seems that new parties, regardless of their parlia-
mentary strength, boost young adults’ representation in their party groups.
This finding seems to apply regardless of whether these young parties can
gain several hundred seats, as was the case for the LREM in the French 2017
elections, or just a couple of seats, as was the case for other parties, such
as the Save Romania Union (the party won 13 seats in the parliamentary
elections in 2016).

Age of the Party Leader

Party elites are important in the candidate nomination process and the most
important person within these organizations is the party leader. In particu-
lar, the leader can propel individuals within the party hierarchy and on elec-
toral lists. We see several reasons why young party leaders should promote
other young candidates. First, the psychological literature highlights that
individuals tend to prefer other individuals that resemble them (Hamlin et
al. 2013). According to Crowder-Meyer (2013), this should be especially true
for out-group leaders, who might be particularly willing to support mem-
bers of their own group to control imbalances in representation. As such,
young leaders—themselves representing this out-group—might be espe-
cially willing to nominate other young adults. Second, the professional and
private networks of young leaders should naturally consist of other younger
individuals. This reasoning ties into the idea of homophily, the principle
that a contact between similar people occurs at a higher rate than among
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dissimilar people (McPherson et al. 2001). A leader with a larger portion of
young individuals in the pool of people deemed as trustworthy and compe-
tent should foster their likelihood to nominate younger candidates. Third,
and because they are part of an underrepresented generation, young leaders
might feel a stronger drive to balance the inequalities in age representation
than older leaders. In addition to this direct link, there might also be an
indirect connection. Parties that have elected a younger leader might have
done so for intergenerational justice reasons, to appeal to younger voters,
or to renew themselves. Whatever the reason, if they have elected a young
party leader they might also be willing to nominate young candidates.

A quick look at the data seems to confirm the hypothesis that a young
party leader might be beneficial for a young party caucus. For example, in
our sample the mean and median age of the 36 party delegations that have
a party leader aged 40 or lower is under 45 years. In addition, these parties
have a disproportionally high share of young parliamentarians. For example,
19 percent of MPs in their party delegations are aged 35 or under and 37 per-
cent of MPs in these groups in parliament are aged 40 years or under. Con-
versely, the 14 parties with a party leader over 70 years of age tend to have
comparatively old parliamentary delegations (i.e., the median age is nearly
54) and fewer legislators aged 35 years or under, as well as aged 40 years or
under (the shares are 9 and 14 percent, respectively).

Party Ideology

Finally, we think there are good reasons to theorize about the influence of
a party ideology. A party’s political ideology is a defining factor of its orga-
nization; it matters in regards to which voters a party attracts, the policy
programs it adopts, and, if in power, the legislation it passes. In theory, it
could also influence the type of representatives a party sends to parliament
(Paxton and Kunovich 2003). In more detail, left-leaning parties, which gen-
erally support ideas of equality in outcome, could send more young individ-
uals to parliament than parties that are more conservative. In addition, and
taken together, young people in the population tend to be more left-leaning.
The congruence between a left-leaning party ideology and a stronger sup-
port base among younger voters could provide such parties with incentives
to present younger lists. However, in practice the dichotomy between left
and right might be a little simplistic to explain the age composition of a
parliamentary delegation. For example, our descriptive statistics show no
major differences in the percentage of youth between the parliamentary
groups of center-left and center-right parties. While there are progressive
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parties on the left, such as green parties, which send younger delegations
to parliament (at least in their formative years), there are also leftist organi-
zations, such as communist parties, with some of the oldest parliamentary
groups. We also have new left-wing populist parties such as Podemos in
Spain, which have a strong youth support base and which are young, and
this includes their parliamentary caucus. Given that the empirical record
of left and right parties concerning their youth representation seems more
complex than a simple dichotomy between left and right, we assume that
the party ideology might not be a major factor explaining variation between
parties in young legislators. If at all, it might matter moderately, in favor of
younger MPs in leftist parties.

4.4. Research Design

The research design to explain variation in our sample of party delegations
resembles that of our national country sample (see chapter 3). Analogous to
the previous chapter, we present the results of five regression models. On
the left-hand side of the five equations are our four dependent variables,
the median and mean age of party delegations, and the percent of young
parliamentarians aged 35 and 40 years or under. On the right-hand side are
the party variables, voluntary party quotas, age of the party, size of party
support, age of the party leader, and party ideology.

We operationalized these concepts as follows: the variable Party quotas
is a dummy, coded 1 if the party has a youth quota in place and o otherwise.
We constructed this variable predominantly using information from IPU
(2018). We tried to verify the information we found in the IPU publication
with our own search of online records. We construct our next variable, Age
of party, by calculating the number of years since the official launch of the
party, with the time of the election as the reference data (the data come from
Volkens et al. 2017). We gauge the third variable, Size of party support, by
estimating the vote share the party received at the respective parliamentary
election, based on online searches of electoral results. We created the mea-
sure Age of the party leader by counting the years a party leader has lived
at the time of the election (the source was online searches and entries on
personal biographies of leaders). Finally, our indicator that captures Party
ideology is the expert-rated left-right positions of parties from the Manifesto
Data (see Volkens et al. 2017).°

5. The “rile index,” which the Manifesto project uses to calculate left-right positions, is the-
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Because of some unavailability in data for a set of data points for the
independent variables, we lose about 10 percent of the party units. Our
regression models therefore only include 246 observations in 51 countries.
As a modeling technique, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) regression
with Huber White standard errors. Looking at figure 11, which displays the
age distribution across our sample of party delegations across our four age
measures, we infer that since graphs one, three, and four are close to nor-
mally distributed the choice of OLS is justified when analyzing these vari-
ables. Yet the third graph, featuring the percentage of young MPs aged 35
years or under per party delegation, shows a left skew. To control for this
skewedness, we add a Tobit model to complement the OLS model for this
dependent variable (see model 7a). We also add country fixed effects to all
models to account for cross-national factors.

4.5. Results

We have two main party-level factors that influence the average and median
age of parliamentarians as well as the share of young legislators. These two
indicators are the age of the party and the age of the party leader. Both vari-
ables are statistically significant in all models and follow our expected direc-
tion (see models 5 to 8 in table 7). For the first factor, the age of the party,
we find that our indicator of the number of years since a party’s creation
moderately influences the mean and median age among MPs in a party del-
egation. For example, model 6 predicts that a party that is 100 years old has a
parliamentary caucus that is on average 1.7 years older than the correspond-
ing caucus of a party that has just come into existence. In addition, the age
of the party has some influence on the share of young deputies aged 35 years
or under, as well as aged 40 or under. For example, model 8 suggests that
a new party that was just created has approximately ten percentage points
more MPs aged 40 years or under than a party that is 100 years old; this is a
perceptible influence.

The influence of the second statistically significant variable, the age of
the party leader, is moderate as well. For instance, according to model 6,

oretically bounded by -100 (if a party only mentions left-wing issues in its program) and
+100 (if a party only talks about right-wing issues). However, these theoretical minimum
and maximum are empirically rare as most parties talk about both left and right issues
(however to different degrees), and most parties also mention “neutral” issues that are
neither considered left nor right in the rile index (see Volkens et al. 2017).
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Table 7. Multiple regression models measuring the effect of party factors on
youth representation in political parties

Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 7a Model 8
(Mean Age) (Median Age) (35 or under) (35 or under) (40 or under)

Party quotas .089 .358 —-.367 -1.82 3.39
(1.18) (1.09) (3.58) (5.09) (5.16)

Age of the party .016** .017** —.068*** —.076*** —.096"**
(.006) (.007) (.020) (.025) (.027)

Size of party support -.007 -.007 .032 118 .060
(.023) (0.26) (.062) (.075) (.092)

Age of party leader .101%** .139%** —-.114* —.148* —.289%**
(.026) (.032) (.068) (.084) (.096)

Party ideology .018 .017 -.076 -.070* —.113**
(.015) (.015) (.047) (.042) (.059)

Rsquared A48 .50 .30 .38

Log Likelihood 808.57

Root MSE 3.52 4.23 10.68 14.9

N 246 246 246 246 246

Standard errors in parentheses, *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed). All models include country fixed
effects.

the average age of a party’s delegation increases by one year for every ten
years the party leader’s age increases. This means that a party with a leader
who is 35 years old should have a delegation that is, on average, three years
younger than a party with a leader whose age is 65. Similar to the variable
party age, the age of the party leader has a stronger impact on the share
of young legislators than on the mean and median age measures. Model 8
roughly predicts that for every year we increase the age of the party leader,
the share of young parliamentarians aged 40 years or under decreases by
approximately.3 points. In other words, a party with a leader of the age of 40
years should have six percentage points more young legislators in its delega-
tion than a party whose leader’s age is 60 years.

The third variable, which has some influence on the age structure in
parliaments, is the variable measuring party ideology. Yet the indicator
only influences the share of young MPs and not the mean and median age
in party delegations, with left-leaning parties having more young legisla-
tors. For example, model 8 predicts that for every ten points a party moves
toward the right endpoint on the Manifesto project scale we expect its share
of young legislators to increase by approximately one point. To take a more
concrete example, we could look at the 2017 German federal parliament.
The Green Party, which is a left-leaning party, has a score of roughly -21,
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and the Alternative for Germany, which is a far-right party, has a score of
roughly 17. Hence the model would predict that the seat shares of parlia-
mentarians aged 40 years or under in the Green Party is 4 points higher
than in the Alternative for Germany (if we were to hold everything else con-
stant), which is a rather small predicted influence.

The descriptive analysis earlier in this chapter has highlighted that com-
munist parties figure on the list of the oldest parties in our sample. The lon-
gitudinal analysis of the age structure in France’s National Assembly further
portrays the French Communist Party as a party with old members. Does
this trend apply to all communist parties we study? The answer is yes. The
mean and median age of representatives of the seven communist parties in
our sample is 55 years. We also replicated models 5 to 8 and exchanged our
ideology proxy by a dummy variable for communist parties.® This dummy
increases the mean and median age (i.e., the dummy coefficient predicts an
increase of both the mean and median age of approximately two years). The
communist dummy has no influence either statistically or substantively on
the percentage of young legislators aged 35 years or under as well as 40 years
or under. If we exclude the communist countries from our sample, party
ideology becomes statistically insignificant (i.e., p<.05) and the substantive
influence remains quite weak.

The two remaining variables, party quotas and the size of parliamentary
delegation of the party, have no discernable influence on the age structure
of party delegations. For both variables, this finding is rather unsurprising.
For the first factor, parties tend to apply quotas too selectively, and if they
have quota provisions we could not verify independently how strongly these
provisions are enforced. In fact, from our sample of roughly 250 parties,
only a handful of parties have youth quota rules. However, this also speaks
to the potential voluntary party quotas might have in pushing youth repre-
sentation. If more parties apply these quotas (more stringently), there is a
high possibility that youth representation improves in the party delegation
and by definition in parliament overall. For the second indicator, the size of
the parliamentary delegation of a party, we find no difference in whether
they have few or many MPs. This implies that there is no support for the
expectation (at least when it comes to young politicians) that larger parties
diversify their electoral slates more than smaller parties do. This finding also

6. The seven communist parties in our sample are: Czech Communist Party, the French
Communist Party, The Leftist Party (Germany), the Greek Communist Party, the Com-
munist Party of India (Marxist), the Japanese Communist Party, and the Russian Com-
munist Party.
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contextualizes the PR effect at the national level. Rather than constrained to
larger party delegations, the PR effect seems to apply to all parties equally,
regardless of whether their parliamentary presence is smaller or larger.

4.6. Discussion

The analysis of political parties adds a more complete picture to our under-
standing of variation in age representation. In addition to the two national-
level institutional factors—the candidate age requirements and, to a lesser
degree, PR electoral systems—we discover in this chapter that several party
factors matter. The two party factors that have a consistent influence on
the age representation of party delegations are the age of the party leader
and the age of the party. Most importantly, the age of the party leader has
a rather strong influence on the age structure of the party’s parliamentary
group, with younger leaders being associated with a younger delegation. If
we look at our data for roughly 250 parties, we confirm the predictions from
the psychological literature and assumptions in research on homophily; that
is, younger party leaders tend to elevate other people of roughly their age.
They seem to push younger party members to gain candidacy status and
election, more so than older leaders. In contrast, it appears that old(er) lead-
ers are likely to push for older candidates. From more of a party perspective,
it also makes sense that the same party that is willing to elect a young leader
is also willing to send young legislators to parliament. This further implies
that if parties care about diversity in age and about intergenerational justice,
the nomination of young(er) party leaders could help them become more
representative of the general population when it comes to age.

Younger politicians could be agents of change in a second sense. If we
think about green parties, or other new parties such as En Marche, younger
politicians founded these parties. It is only logical then that these parties
also send younger party members to parliament. Yet as these “new” parties
mature and establish themselves, they also seem to become parties like oth-
ers, this includes their age structure. This finding provides another layer to
Michels’s iron law of oligarchy. Not only do parties over time become more
hierarchical but their representatives also seem to get older. It would be
interesting to see if these tendencies also apply to the new grassroots par-
ties, such as the Spanish Podemos or the Italian Five Star Movement (MsS),
which have formed over the past decade. For example, the membership of
Podemos largely consists of a young selectorate of people. Members can
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enroll online at a very low cost, thus blurring the line between members and
sympathizers. Moreover, this party has adopted a design with decentral-
ized candidate selection procedures and digital involvement, favoring the
engagement of young people (Peréz-Nievas et al. 2018). Another example is
MsS, which has emerged in the wake of the economic crises a decade ago
using an antiestablishment narrative. Using online polls and other digital
means of innovation, M5S is another “new” political party, whose support is
strong among young voters. The party’s initial challenge of traditional party
cultures has also resulted in a very young pool of candidates (and, indeed,
the first time they entered the parliament the party had the youngest group
of MPs by far in the Italian Parliament) (Kakepaki et al. 2018).

Will parties like Podemos and Ms5S permanently renew themselves?
Even if young politicians were among the founders of these organizations
and even if these parties have structures geared toward young people, it is
too early to say if they will maintain their young outlook. One important
factor will be if the current elites allow for the periodic renewal in leadership
of these parties. In other words, if current party leaders are willing to step
aside in five or ten years for the next cohort of leaders, then these new leftist
populist parties might continue to nominate young candidates. However,
if the current “party elite” decides to stay in power for years and decades
to come, then it is likely that the parliamentary delegations of these new
parties will soon look like those of other parties. The future will show which
of the two conjectures applies to Podemos and MsS. Yet even if they can
maintain their young parliamentary caucus, it is far from certain that these
leftist populist forces will consolidate their electoral appeal and continue
to attract 10, 20, or 30 percent of the vote. In fact, it might be possible that
these parties vanish from the political landscape as quickly as they emerged.
Again, the future will show which of the two trajectories that will take shape.

Our study also illustrates the unused potential that youth quotas have
for increasing youth representation. So far, too few parties selectively apply
these measures of positive discrimination to have any impact on the overall
age structure in parties or the percentage of young legislators in parliamen-
tary caucuses. However, if applied more frequently and more rigorously,
quotas could be a fast-track mechanism to render parliaments more rep-
resentative of the population in terms of age structure. Unfortunately, we
do not think that the political will is there among parties to adopt these
corrective measures.



CHAPTER S

YOUNG POLITICIANS IN CABINET

We have a political problem no one wants to talk about: very old politicians

(HEADLINE OF VOX, AUGUST 7, 2017)

5.1. The Magnitude of Youths’ Underrepresentation in Cabinet

Very few people want to talk about youths’ underrepresentation in parlia-
ments. This body of research is still small—consisting of about 20 empirical
works—especially compared to the hundreds of studies that focus on the
presence of women in elected bodies. While at least youths’ underrepresen-
tation in parliament is on the agenda of some academics and international
organizations, youths’ presence in cabinets remains a blind spot. There is
literally no one—to our knowledge—who has studied youths’ lack of repre-
sentation in the executive branch: neither international organizations, such
as the International Parliamentary Union, nor the academic literature have
produced any systematic study of youths’ absence in cabinets across the
globe. This is surprising, given that a position in the cabinet is the highest
office a politician can access. In general, ministers have considerable power,
as they are responsible for proposing, formulating, and overseeing most of
the laws in their domain (Norris and Lovenduski 1993; Krook 2009). Min-
isters also sit around the cabinet table and have direct access to the prime
minister, chancellor, or president, which in turn might allow them to have
some influence on more general policy formulation. This also implies that if
young adults want to have influence on policy formation and the adoption
of laws, the best place to be would be in the cabinet. Unfortunately, young
politicians aged 35 or 40 years or under are largely absent from ministerial
portfolios; the presence of youth in cabinet is even lower than their presence
in parliament.

In this chapter, we provide an overview of youths’ scant presence in cab-
inets, mimicking the structure of the two previous chapters. We first discuss
youth representation in cabinet across a large sample of countries around

89
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the world. Second, we hone in on our four cases—Australia, France, Ger-
many, and the United Kingdom—which we study over time. In addition,
we present an analysis of the distribution of portfolios that young ministers
occupy. Using data that we collected ourselves, we display youths’ underrep-
resentation in ministerial portfolios across a sample of 136 countries around
the globe.! For each country, we retrieved data for the most recent cabinet at
the time we undertook this research. As such, we collected data for cabinets
that formed between the years 2013 and 2019. The age data refers to the day
of the inauguration of the cabinet.

The first finding that appears is that regardless of how we define young
adults, our sample of 136 countries displays that, on average, the composi-
tions of cabinets are even older than parliaments. To illustrate, the median
and mean age of cabinet members at the inauguration of each cabinet is
approximately four years older than those of parliamentarians (i.e., in our
sample the median age of cabinet ministers is 54.79 years and the mean age
is 54.67 years). Even more pronounced, young adults are virtually absent
from cabinets. The share of cabinet members aged 35 years or under stands
at a mere 3.12 percent. Even if we look at ministers aged 40 years or under,
our data reveals that less than 9 percent of ministers around the globe are in
this age bracket (the exact number is 8.64 percent). This implies that young
adults do not even reach half the percentage they reach in parliament, ren-
dering youths’ underrepresentation in cabinet endemic.

If we further compare these figures with youths’ presence in populations
across the globe, the whole dimension of youths’ underrepresentation in
the highest political office becomes even more palpable. In chapter 3, we
calculated that the age bracket 18 to 35 years makes up roughly 28 percent of
the voting-age population worldwide. Yet the same age bracket’s presence in
cabinets across the globe is only slightly more than 3 percent. This gives us
a ratio of roughly one to nine if we compare these two figures. If we look at
the representation of young adults aged 40 years or under, the ratio slightly
improves. Worldometers (2019) estimates that in 2018 the age bracket 18 to
40 years made up roughly 35.5 percent of the voting-age population of the
world. If we contrast this number to the 8.64 percent they amass in cabinets,
we roughly get a ratio of one to four between youths’ representation in cab-
inet and the share they make of the adult population.?

1. Because cabinet members are high-profile individuals, information about their age is
often available in the public sphere. To collect these data, we primarily relied on national
government websites and complemented this information using websites that record
data on recent cabinets, such as news articles and Wikipedia.

2. We must note that these calculations are conservative. If we were to include in our cal-
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Similar to youths’ presence in parliaments, their underrepresentation in
cabinets does not spread equally across all countries. As figure 18 highlights,
all four measures of age representation—the mean and median age, as well as
the share of cabinet members aged 35 and 40 years or under—display differ-
ences between countries. In detail, ranging from a median and mean age of
about 40 years to a mean and median age that exceeds 70, there is a variation
in the age of ministers. Graphs 1 and 2 in figure 18 further illustrate that most
cabinets have a mean and median age between 50 and 60 years old at the
time of their formation, but there are also some cabinets at the two tails of the
histogram (i.e., at 45 years of age or under and at 65 years of age or higher). If
we look at graphs 3 and 4, which focus on the share of youth in cabinets, there
is less variation. The mode for both graphs is zero. In other words, 99 cabi-
nets—or 72.79 percent of the sample we cover—have nobody in their ranks
aged 35 years or under. For the second age measure, ministers aged 40 years
or under, we still have 62 cabinets (45.59 percent of the sample) with no one in
this age bracket. However, looking at table 8, we can also identify some bright
spots. For example, the Zelensky cabinet, constituted in Ukraine in 2019, has
nearly 40 percent of its members aged 35 years or under, and more than 6o
percent aged 40 years or under. Another country where young ministers are
highly represented is the cabinet in Eswatini (formerly known as Swaziland),
which formed in 2018, where one-third of the ministers is 35 years of age or
under, and two-thirds of the cabinet are 40 years of age or under.

However, the examples of Ukraine, Eswatini, and those listed in table 8
are the exception rather than the rule. To illustrate, only 30 cabinets have
a mean age of 50 or under at the time of their constitution. This number
nearly equals the number of cabinets with a mean age over 60 (i.e., 26 cab-
inets have a mean age above 60) at the time of cabinet formation. If we
look at the median age, we have a mere 36 countries in which half or more
than half of the ministers are 50 years or under. In the category where half
or more than half of the ministers are 60 years of age or older, we have 31
countries. Among “old” cabinets, we also have some cabinets where literally
all ministers are “grey; if we look at their hair color. For instance, in four
countries—the Philippines (2016), Myanmar (2016), Eritrea (2018), and Nic-
aragua (2013)—the cabinets have a median age of 70 or higher (see figures
19, 20, and 21 for a graphical visualization of the distribution of youth in
cabinets).

culations those who do not have the right to vote yet—that is, children and adolescents,
who would also more likely benefit from more young representatives—then the ratio
between youth representation in cabinets and their share of the larger population in
society becomes infinitesimal.
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Figure 18. The age distribution in cabinets across the globe in or around 2019

Table 8. Countries with the youngest cabinets

Mean age (years)
Median age (years)

Share of ministers aged 35 or under
(percent)

Share of ministers aged 40 or under
(percent)

Ukraine (39.28), Denmark (41.8), Eswatini (42.17),

North Macedonia (42.64), Haiti (44.0)

Ukraine (38.5), Denmark (40.0), Eswatini (40.0),

Haiti (41), North Macedonia (42.5)

Ukraine (38.89), Zimbabwe (33.33), Eswatini

(33.33), Finland (21.05), Haiti (20)

Eswatini (66.67), Ukraine (61.36), Denmark (50.0),

Albania (40.0), Haiti (40.0)

5.2. Youth Representation in Cabinet over Time in Australia, Germany,
France, and the United Kingdom

To study trends over time, we look at our four measures of youth represen-
tation in the four selected countries—Australia, France, Germany, and the
United Kingdom—over as many cabinets as possible. In fact, we include all
cabinets in the four countries in our calculations for which we could get
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Figure 20. The percent of cabinet ministers aged 35 years or under across the globe
in or around 2019
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Figure 21. The percent of cabinet ministers aged 40 years or under across the globe
in or around 2019

data, using the same data collection approach and the same type of sources
as for our cross-sectional data collection. By graphically visualizing youths’
presence across the four countries, we confirm the findings from the four
parliaments. That is, similar to the parliaments in Australia, France, Ger-
many, and the United Kingdom, which have not rejuvenated over time,
recent cabinets have the same age composition as cabinets 20, 30, or 40
years ago. In fact, for none of the four countries is there any clear upward or
downward trend over the past 40 years.

With the exception of Australia, where the mean and median age is
slightly lower than 50 years, the mean and median age of the cabinets in
the three other countries was higher than 50 years at the time of the inau-
guration of the cabinet. In more detail, the mean age for all cabinets in Aus-
tralia (from 1983 to 2019) was 49.1 years, while it was 53.0 years in France
(between 1966 and 2018), 52.3 years in Germany (for the years 1983 to 2018),
and 52 years in the United Kingdom (for the years 1983 to 2018). The median
age in the four countries for the same period is only different in decimals
from the mean age. These numbers also confirm the general finding that
the age composition of cabinets generally consists of older individuals than
parliaments (see figures 22, 23, 24, and 25).

Not only is the majority of cabinet members at the end of their career,
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Figure 24. The percent of cabinet ministers aged 35 or under in Australia, France,
Germany, and the United Kingdom across time

but young politicians are literally absent from cabinets in these four Western
countries. More than 80 percent of cabinets in the four countries have had
no minister aged 35 years or under over the past decades (see fig. 24). Given
that most cabinets have had an approximate size of 20 members (and some-
times even more), this negligence to nominate young politicians is stunning
in a negative sense. In the four countries, young adults aged 18 to 35 make up
more than 25 percent of the voting-age population, but in four-fifths of the
cabinets this age group has not even had one young minister. This sends a
disheartening picture to young adults; they will simply not find anyone they
can relate to in their country’s cabinet, in terms of age similarity. In fact, the
most cabinet posts that young adults, aged 35 years or under, have gained
are two ministers in three cabinets (in the 2009 German cabinet, as well as
in the 2013 and 2018 French cabinets). Another eight times (out of the more
than 8o cabinets), one minister was 35 years or younger at the time of their
nomination in the four countries.

Even if we look at the percentage of young ministers aged 40 years or
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Figure 25. The percent of cabinet ministers aged 40 or under in Australia, France,
Germany, and the United Kingdom across time

under at the time of cabinet formation, youths’ presence in cabinets is very
small (see fig. 25). On average, the 82 cabinets we cover have one person
aged 40 or under at the time of her nomination. Since the 1980s, we also do
not see any upward trend. In other words, young ministers’ absence from
cabinet has been a stable feature. Across the time span we cover in these
four countries, each country has had only one cabinet with 20 percent or
more ministers aged 40 years or under (the 2007 UK. cabinet, the 2009
German cabinet, the 1983 Australian cabinet, and the 2013 French cabinet).
On average, most cabinets we cover had one or two members aged 40 years
or under, but in approximately one-fourth of the cabinets, all ministers were
older than 40 years. Even in the 2010s, there are still cabinets with zero min-
isters aged 40 years or under (an example would be the 2016 U.K. cabinet).

Altogether, figures 22 to 25 illustrate the magnitude of youths” underrep-
resentation in cabinet. Nearly 20 years into the 21st century, young adults
aged 35 years or under have a representation rate in cabinet that is close to
one to ten relative to their presence in society. For ministers aged 40 years
or under, the ratio between youth representation in parliament and youth
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representation in society is roughly one to five. The examples of Austra-
lia, Germany, France, and the United Kingdom illustrate that there has also
been no progress in the presence of youth in cabinets. Given the consistency
in youths’ underrepresentation across various countries, including affluent
and less aftfluent countries, Western and non-Western countries, as well as
small and large countries, we believe that other countries have not under-
gone any progression in youth representation of time in cabinet. In fact, the
current low numbers make an increase in the presence of youth impossi-
ble. Rather, youths’ presence in cabinet has been at the same low rate for
four decades in Australia, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, and else-
where. This also implies that without drastic measures, such as the adoption
of mandatory youth representation quotas, youths’ lack of representation in
parliament, and even more so in cabinet, will persist.

Yet despite youths’ flagrant underrepresentation in ministerial portfo-
lios, there is some important variation in the age structure of cabinets. The
same applies to how many young ministers sit at the cabinet table. In the
next section, we try to explain this variation.

5.3. Explanatory Factors for the Variation in Youth Representation in
Cabinet across Countries

What factors explain variation in the mean and median age of cabinets, as
well as the share of young ministers? Because there are no prior works that
focus specifically on youth representation in cabinets, there is no specific
literature on which we can base our expectations. Therefore we build on the
literature on other out-groups, our own reasoning, and our findings from
youth in parliaments and in party delegations (see chapters 3 and 4). The
recruitment to cabinet is different from that of parliament in that the head
of the government nominates their cabinet. Hence we have to think about
factors that should influence a prime minister, chancellor, or president to
assign young adults to cabinet portfolios. We can think of four factors: 1)
age representation in parliament, 2) the age of the head of the government,
3) the type of government (i.e., coalition versus majority government), and
4) the size of the cabinet.

Age Representation in Parliament

Research on other out-groups, such as women, has shown that there is a
contagion effect between women’s representation in parliament and their
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presence in cabinet. In other words, if women are highly represented in par-
liament they are also likely to be highly represented in cabinet (Jalazai 2013;
Bego 2013). We assume that the same contagion effect might occur between
some high youth representation in parliament and some high youth rep-
resentation in cabinet. Two factors should account for this link. First, high
youth representation in parliament signals that parties are willing to sup-
port and nominate youth. If they do so in parliament, there is every reason
to believe that they will do the same for cabinets. On a related note, high
youth representation in the national parliament signals that the country has
a political culture that integrates young politicians into decision-making
processes. This integration should also happen in the cabinet. Second, there
is a more mechanical link between age representation in parliament and age
representation in cabinet. Especially in parliamentary systems, the head of
the government is often (but not always) bound to nominate ministers from
parliament. This implies that with a higher share of young MPs in parlia-
ment, we should expect a larger pool of young politicians eligible for min-
isterial appointments. In presidential systems, this link is rather indirect. In
most countries, nominators can select ministers from parliament but have
no obligation to do so. For these reasons, we hypothesize that a larger share
of youth in parliament should be associated with a higher share of young
ministers.

Age of the Head of the Government

In chapter four, we illustrated that the age of the party leader is a signifi-
cant factor to determine age representation in party delegations. There is
an association between younger party leaders and younger parliamentary
groups. Here we hypothesize that similar processes should be at stake for
cabinet recruitment. The president, chancellor, or prime minister is the
most important person when it comes to the selection of ministers. Of
course, she must take the voice of party elites into consideration, but beyond
that she is relatively free to nominate whomever she deems most compe-
tent and adequate for the post. Personal ties often influence considerations
for ministerial nominations. There are several reasons why a young head of
government would be likely to nominate younger ministers. For one, she
might have a natural tendency to nominate ministers closer to her own age.
For a cabinet to work well, she must also get along well with her fellow min-
isters. If the psychological literature is correct, then good working relations
are easier with people of the same age group than with individuals from
another generation. For these reasons, we believe that young heads of the
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government have a strong tendency to nominate young(er) ministers. This is
reasonable, especially considering that young prime ministers are also more
likely to form a coherent group that has shared a similar upbringing and for-
mative culture. In contrast, a very old head of government is likely to have
a network of trusted people in line for portfolio assignments.? These indi-
viduals are likely to be of older age as well. All these reasons make us expect
that the age of the head of government influences the age of ministers she
selects. On average, younger nominators should select younger minsters.

Coalition Governments

Third, we assume that heads of single-party governments are more likely
to nominate youth than heads of coalition governments. Prime ministers
and chancellors of coalition governments have a complicated balancing act
to perform, since they must assure adequate cabinet representation of all
coalition partners (Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson 2005). In such a
situation, each party sends fewer ministers than it would for a single-party
government. This implies that only the most senior party-affiliated names,
who are most likely middle-aged to senior men of the dominant ethnicity,
are also more likely to receive a cabinet post. In contrast, there are fewer
constraints in a single-party government: the head of the government is
freer to focus on balancing the cabinet; in theory, she can promote previ-
ously underrepresented groups. A more even picture concerning age, eth-
nicity, and gender might be the result of the cabinet selection procedure.

Size of the Cabinet

Another source of variation might be a country’s cabinet size. In our sample
of countries, cabinet sizes vary tremendously from smaller than ten peo-
ple (Luxembourg, Nauru, or Switzerland) to exceeding 50 members (Peru,
Russia, or Rwanda). We hypothesize that larger cabinets give the nomina-
tor more possibilities to balance the allocation of portfolios according to
aspects such as the regional affiliation of ministers, their gender and eth-
nicity, and their age. For example, if a prime minister has a cabinet of 30
ministers, she might have trouble justifying to the party’s youth wing (if one
exists) or to young voters more generally the lack of young ministers. In

3. For a discussion of the role of trust in cabinet formation, see Stockemer and Sundstrom
(2019€).
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addition, in a large cabinet, the head of government can select young minis-
ters without asking senior elites to step aside. In contrast, in a small cabinet,
comprised merely of a handful of members, the seats are more “crowded”;
the nominator simply might not have the luxury to diversify her cabinet and
she might want to—or be forced to—select names from the senior party
elite to ministerial portfolios.

5.4. Research Design

To investigate the extent to which these four factors explain variation in the
age distribution of cabinets, we present the results of four multiple regres-
sion models, one for each of our dependent variables. We construct our four
independent variables as follows. To operationalize Youth representation in
parliament, we use the corresponding indicator for the parliament as we use
for the cabinet (that is, for the first of these models, we use mean age in both
parliaments and cabinets; for the second one, we use the median age, and
so on). As we have illustrated, we collected these figures from parliamen-
tary websites or used the web-scraped data by the EveryPolitician project
(2019). We measure our second variable, Age of the head of the government
by the actual age in years of the prime minister, chancellor, or president who
presides over the cabinet, recorded at the time of cabinet formation. Coa-
lition government is a dummy variable, coded 1 for a coalition government
and o otherwise. The measure for Size of cabinets gauges the actual number
of ministers in the cabinet. The data source for the latter three variables is
information from government websites and publicly available data, such as
news sites and Wikipedia.

We do not include the three institutional measures—youth quotas, elec-
toral system type, and candidate age requirements—because the different
measures of youth representation in parliament should largely capture their
effect. We also do not add the five socioeconomic and cultural variables,
which did not have an influence on youth representation in parliament; that
is, the median age in the population, economic development, corruption,
percent of Muslims in the population, and regime type.* We also do not
include a dummy variable for communist governments because none of the
heads of state from our sample comes from a communist party.

4. As a robustness check, we include these predictors in our models measuring youths’
representation in cabinet, but similar to parliaments, none of them has as any significant
influence on any of our four proxies for age representation in cabinet.
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As a modelling technique, we use OLS with Huber White standard
errors for the two equations featuring the mean and median age of cabi-
net members, respectively (see models 9 and 10). Figure 18 illustrates that
both median and the mean age of cabinets fit the assumption of a normal
curve fairly well. In contrast, the distribution of the other two dependent
variables, the percentage of cabinet members aged 35 years or under and
those aged 40 years or under, are skewed to the left (i.e., the mode for both
variables is 0 and then both variables taper off to the right). This skewed dis-
tribution makes Tobit regression models more suitable than OLS regression
models (see models 11 and 12). For our univariate statistics (see fig. 18), we
have data for 136 countries. Unfortunately, we lose some observations in the
multivariate realm because the countries for which we could get parliamen-
tary data often do not match the countries for which we could retrieve data
on cabinets (see Appendix 1 and 3). This is why models 9 to 12 only have 91
observations.

5.5. Results

Two factors come out of this analysis as meaningful in explaining variation
in the different age measures (see table 9). These two indicators are youth
representation in parliament and the age of the head of the government.
For the first factor, models 9 and 10 predict that for every year the mean
and median age increases in parliament, cabinets become approximately .4
years older, if we hold all other variables constant. Models 11 and 12 further
predict that a one point increase in the percentage of parliamentarians aged
35 or 40 years or under is associated with an increase in the percentage of
young cabinet members within these two age groups of .57 points and .42
points, respectively.’

The second relevant variable, the age of the head of government, also

5. In separate specifications, we add a dummy variable for parliamentary system and inter-
act this dummy with the equivalent operationalization of age representation in parlia-
ment. This interaction tests whether youth representation in parliament has a stronger
influence on youth representation in cabinet in parliamentary systems compared to
presidential systems. Theoretically, this link would make sense, considering that in the
former type of system the head of the government in many cases must select her minis-
ters from parliament. Yet neither the dummy for parliamentary system nor the interac-
tion term are statistically significant in any of the models. This highlights that there is no
difference in the effect of youth representation in parliament on youth representation in
cabinet in either parliamentary systems or presidential systems.
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Table 9. Multiple regression models measuring the effect of national factors on
youth representation in cabinet

Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12
(Mean age) (Median age)  (35orunder) (40 or under)

Youth representation 377 4275 571%* 421%*
parliament (.144) (1.62) (.260) (.161)
Age of the head of 237%#* .252%%* -.222 —.393**
government (.044) (.053) (.153) (.156)
Coalition government 912% 1.11* 1.58 933
(.540) (.602) (1.88) (1.83)
Size of cabinet .007 -2.67* 214 216
(.042) (1.47) (.200) (.196)
Constant 19.78*** 16.32** —4.02 14.07
(6.64) (7.28) (9.88) (10.31)
Rsquared 42 40
Log Likelihood -152.83 -257.99
Root MSE 4.39 5.05
N 91 91 91 91

Standard errors in parentheses, *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed). Models 9 and 10 are OLS regres-
sion models. Models 11 and 12 are Tobit regression models.

has a substantive influence on the age distribution of cabinets. For instance,
models 9 and 10 predict that, on average, a ten-year gap in the age of heads
of government between countries, triggers a 2.5 year difference in the mean
or median age of cabinets, with those cabinets that have an older chancellor,
prime minister, or president also having an older cabinet. Model 12 further
predicts that with every year older the prime minister, the share of young
legislators decreases by nearly .4 points, which is quite a substantial drop.
The third factor, which marginally affects the mean and median age, is the
dummy variable for coalition governments. Models 9 and 10 predict that, on
average, cabinets in coalition governments have an approximately one year
higher mean and median age than cabinets in single-party governments.

In additional specifications, not presented here, we run models 9 to 12
without the variables that measure age representation in parliament, allow-
ing us to include the whole sample of 136 countries. These models confirm
the substantive effect of the age of the head of the government and the small
effect of coalition governments. This confirmation makes us confident that
our more restrictive sample captures the empirical realities that explain the
age of cabinet members quite well.

So far the results presented in this chapter offer a rather holistic picture
of youths’ underrepresentation in cabinets. Yet for an even more nuanced



104 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

picture of youths’ presence in cabinets, it would be interesting to know
what ministerial portfolios the few young politicians who make it to cabinet
occupy. In the next section, we therefore discuss the type of portfolios that
young ministers occupy.

5.6. Cabinet Portfolios of Young Ministers

To determine the type of portfolios that young ministers occupy, we look
at the relevancy of portfolios. In other words, we try to measure a minis-
ter’s relative position in a cabinet. Following the general tendency in the
literature to classify portfolios by hierarchies of relevance, such as “core”
versus “non-core” or “important” versus “non-important” (see Ono 2012;
Claveria 2014; Goddard 2019), we create three categories of cabinet port-
folio importance. In more detail, we rely on the well-established work of
Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson (2005) and distinguish three types
of portfolios: 1) high prestige, 2) medium prestige, and 3) low prestige. Anal-
ogous to Escobar-Lemmon and Taylor-Robinson, we are rather restrictive
in placing a portfolio category in the highest category. In total, we place
nine portfolios in the highest category (i.e., Vice Executive, Finance, Foreign
Affairs, Government, Public Security, Economy, Interior, Defense, Home
Office/Civil Affairs, and Treasury) (see table 10). This portfolio assignment
largely mirrors other characterizations that use the terms “hard”/“mascu-
line”/“core” as the highest order of classifications instead of the high-, medi-
um-, and low-prestige typology (Weisberg 1987; Rose 1987; Borelli 2010;
Bauer and Tremblay 2011; Krook and O’Brien 2012; Tremblay and Stocke-
mer 2013; Curtin 2014). To be as encompassing as possible, we also present
a different—albeit related—classification of portfolio assignment, using the
binary distinction between “inner” and “outer” circles (Claveria 2014; God-
dard 2019). The “inner” portfolios are the closest advisors to the head of the
government and have regular access to the government leader (see table 11).

To get a first idea of age differences in the portfolio assignment we dis-
play the mean and median age across high-, medium-, and low-prestige
portfolios, as well as inner and outer portfolios. The picture we get is that
ministers’ age in high-prestige portfolios is an average of approximately
three years older compared to cabinet members in medium- or low-prestige
portfolios (see table 12). In contrast, there is no age difference between
medium- and low-prestige portfolios. The slightly different classification
of inner and outer portfolios confirms this finding (see table 13). With a
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Table 10. Typology of high prestige, medium prestige, and low prestige
portfolios

High prestige Medium prestige Low prestige
Finance Agriculture Children and Family
Foreign Affairs Construction and Public Culture
Works
Government Education Science and Technology
Public Security Environment and Natural Sports
Resources
Economy Health and Social Welfare Tourism
Interior Industry and Commerce Women’s Affairs
Defense Justice Ministers for reform of the
state
Home Office/Civil affairs Labor Transient ministries and min-
isters without portfolio
Treasury Communications and
Information
Vice Executive Transportation

Table 11. Classification of inner versus outer portfolios

Inner portfolios Outer portfolios

Vice President/Deputy Prime Minister All other portfolio areas that may not have
Defense regular access to the prime minister
Finance

Economy

Home Office

Foreign Affairs

median and mean age of 56 years, on average, inner portfolio ministers are
generally three years older than outer portfolio cabinet members.

If we look at young ministers aged 35 years or under, as well as aged 40
years or under, we see that young ministers are less likely to be in the cate-
gories of either high-prestige or inner-circle ministers than their older col-
leagues (see tables 14 and 15). For example, cabinet members aged 35 years
or lower have less than a 20 percent chance of presiding over high-prestige
or inner-circle portfolio ministries. In contrast, the corresponding likeli-
hood for cabinet members older than 35 years is about 25 percent. While
these differences are not tremendous, they nevertheless hint at a double dis-
advantage: Not only are youth rarely present in cabinet but the few young
politicians who succeed in getting a cabinet post also have a lower chance
than senior colleagues to be nominated to a prime portfolio.
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Table 12. The mean and median age across high-, medium-, and low-prestige
portfolios

High prestige Medium prestige Low prestige
Mean age (years) 56.05 53.14 53.37
Median age (years) 56.00 53.00 54.00

Table 13. The mean and median age across inner circle and outer circle
portfolios

Inner circle portfolio Outer circle portfolio
Mean age (years) 56.04 53.11
Median age (years) 56.00 53.00

Table 14. Youth and the prestige of the portfolio

High prestige Medium prestige Low prestige
(in % among (in % among (in % among
age group) age group) age group)
Ministers aged 35 or under 17.74 50.00 32.26
Ministers aged 40 or under 21.21 50.00 28.79
Ministers aged 36 or over 25.42 48.30 26.27
Ministers aged 41 or over 25.56 48.22 26.23

Table 15. Youth and the prestige of the portfolio, alternative classification

Inner circle Outer circle
(in % among age group) (in % among age group)
Ministers aged 35 or under 19.15 80.85
Ministers aged 40 or under 21.00 79.00
Ministers aged 36 or over 27.83 72.17
Ministers aged 41 or over 28.13 71.87

If we look at the portfolio assignment in our four countries over time
(Australia, Germany, and the United Kingdom from 1983 to 2018 and France
from 1966 to 2018), we have 17 ministers aged 35 or under (of the 1639 min-
isters for which we could retrieve individual data). Of these 17 ministers,
13 occupy a low-prestige portfolio, one a medium-prestige portfolio (i.e.,
Health) and three high-prestige portfolios (Defense, Attorney General, and
Economy). The most frequent portfolio these young ministers occupy is
some variation of the portfolio Family, Women, and Youth (i.e., five times).
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To illustrate how infinitesimally small young ministers’ presence in high-
prestige portfolios is, we calculate the ratio of young ministers in the pool
of high-prestige portfolios; one in a hundred ministers in the high-prestige
category is 35 years of age or under at the time of her nomination.

In addition, we could identify 128 ministers aged 40 years or under at
the time they assumed office. Of these 128 ministers, roughly 40 percent
are in the low-prestige category, 34 percent are in the medium-prestige cat-
egory, and 33 are in the high-prestige category. This finding illustrates that
young ministers are somewhat overrepresented in the high-prestige cate-
gory in the four countries of investigation over time, in comparison to the
cross-sectional dataset. This does not mean, of course, that they are over-
represented in comparison to their representation in their age group in the
population; it merely means that one of three ministers aged 40 years or
under manages to get a top portfolio. When it comes to the specific types
of portfolios these young ministers aged 40 years or under occupy, they see
their assignment spread throughout all ministries. There is no clear pattern
about the type of portfolios young ministers in these countries occupy.

5.7. Discussion

To summarize our findings from this chapter, we can conclude that despite
the existence of some young cabinets, such as the Zelinsky 2019 cabinet
in Ukraine, young minsters remain an anomaly in most countries in the
21st century. Youths’ lack of presence in cabinets is particularly flagrant for
politicians aged 35 years or under. This age group occupies less than 4 per-
cent of the cabinet posts in our global sample and just slightly more than 1
percent of the cabinet posts in Australia, France, Germany, and the United
Kingdom over the past decades. For ministers aged 40 years or under, the
situation is slightly better, but this age group is still represented at a ratio of
one to four if we compare their presence in cabinet with their representa-
tion in the general population. However, despite these low numbers there
is variation in the age of ministers, as well as the percentage of young cab-
inet members between countries. We mainly explain this variation by two
variables—youth representation in parliament and the age of the head of the
government. As a rule, cabinets’ age decreases with younger parliaments,
and younger presidents, prime ministers, and chancellors.

These findings also align nicely with our results featuring youth repre-
sentation in parliament. For one, it makes theoretical and empirical sense
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that youth representation in one branch of government (i.e., the legislative
branch) affects youth representation in another branch of government (i.e.,
the executive branch), even more so because in many countries the head of
the government selects their ministers from parliament. In addition, we have
discovered in chapter 3 that the age of the head of the party affects the age
of the party’s parliamentary caucus. It is then only consistent that the age of
the head of the government affects the age of cabinet members. In the same
way, as the party president plays a prominent role in selecting candidates
for election, the prime minister, chancellor, and president are primordial in
selecting the cabinet. Theoretically, the finding that young nominators have
a natural tendency to nominate other young politicians in positions of polit-
ical power is interesting and complements network composition studies,
which illustrate that age is an important factor in shaping peoples’ networks
(Morgan 1988; Peek and Lin 1999). In politics, it seems that powerful actors
tend to surround themselves with their own generation, be it for nomina-
tion for legislative office or in selection for executive office.

Hence a possible solution—yet a daunting task—for parties and govern-
ments to renew themselves is to select a young politician for their top posi-
tion. However, young prime ministers and chancellors, such as Volodymyr
Zelinsky in Ukraine and Sanna Marin in Finland, are the exception rather
than the norm. Most prime ministers and chancellors are in their 50s and
60s, as it generally takes time to reach the pinnacle of power. The distribu-
tion of portfolios among different age groups confirms the idea of a long
political career as a prerequisite for an influential cabinet post. On average,
“high-prestige” or “inner-circle” ministers are three years older than medi-
um- or low-prestige ministers. In addition, there are fewer young ministers
in such portfolios, relative to the share of ministers exceeding 35 or 40 years.



CHAPTER 6

YOUTH AS CANDIDATES AND ELECTED
REPRESENTATIVES

If young people are not too young to get married, to serve in the military or
to choose the parliamentarians who will represent them, they are not too
young to run.

(MARTIN CHUNGONG, IPU SECRETARY GENERAL)

6.1. Comparing Candidates and Elected Representatives

So far our empirical chapters have discussed the underrepresentation of
youth from the angle of parliaments, party delegations, and cabinets. In this
chapter, we take more of an individual perspective and compare the age of
(unsuccessful) candidates with the age of elected representatives. We also
investigate the factors that predict a candidate’s chances of winning a seat.
To do so, we use data from the Comparative Candidate Survey (CCS), a joint
multinational project that collects data on candidates that run for legislative
office in their national legislatures (see CCS 2019). We use the second ver-
sion of the dataset, which includes information for 21 elections in 17 coun-
tries. Because the survey did not include the question of whether somebody
was elected in three elections (i.e., Canada in 2015, Australia in 2013, and
Estonia in 2015), our sample consists of 18 elections in 14 countries. These
elections are Albania (2013), Belgium (2014), Chile (2017), Finland (2015),
Germany (2013, 2017), Greece (2015), Hungary (2014), Iceland (2013, 2016,
2017), Montenegro (2012, 2016), Norway (2013), Portugal (2015), Romania
(2016), Sweden (2014), and Switzerland (2015). For each country, a national
team of researchers sent out the survey to all candidates running in the
respective national election. The response rate after several follow-ups was
generally between 20 and 50 percent.! Since the pollsters took all responses

1. We also exclude the 2017 elections in the Czech Republic, for two main reasons: first, the
response rate is less than 10 percent, which is significantly lower than that of all other
elections, and second, the median age in the study sample is 34, whereas in the median

109



110 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

they could retrieve, the survey cannot claim to be either representative of all
candidates or a random selection of candidates or representatives. However,
with a total N of more than 11,000 observations, the survey can nevertheless
provide a good snapshot of different age groups’ representation as candi-
dates and their chances of gaining election.

On the pages to come, we proceed in five steps. First, we compare the
mean and median age of candidates who managed to win a seat in parlia-
ment with those of unsuccessful candidates. Second, we juxtapose the per-
centage of unsuccessful candidates aged 35 or under, as well as those aged 40
years or under, with the percentage of successful candidates in the same age
cohorts. Third, we build a multivariate model on the predictors of winning
a seat. In this model, we are interested in whether age is a relevant factor
in explaining somebody’s likelihood of being elected. Fourth, we compare
the profile of young unsuccessful candidates with that of young representa-
tives. Finally, we contrast young successful candidates with older successful
candidates.

6.2. The Average and Median Age of (Unsuccessful) Candidates and
Elected Parliamentarians

Tables 16 and 17 highlight that in most elections covered candidates are, on
average, younger than elected members of parliament. In more detail, both
the median and the mean age of parliamentarians at the beginning of each
parliamentary term is approximately three years older for legislators than
for unsuccessful candidates (and two years older if we compare legislators
to all candidates). In fact, it seems that the only election where candidates
are older than elected representatives was in Sweden in 2014. In this elec-
tion, both the median and mean age are higher in the candidate pool than
among those who won a seat. This implies that Sweden in 2014 is the only
country in the sample where unsuccessful candidates are, on average, older
than successful ones. In addition, Norway (2013) and Belgium (2014) have
older groups of candidates compared to representatives, if we look only at
the median age. Yet in the two countries the mean age is higher for candi-
dates that make it to parliament than among those that do not win a seat.
In all other countries, the candidates who are elected tend to be older than

age in parliament is just over 50. This suggests that the respondents are very different
from the ones who did not answer the survey.
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Table 16. The median age of (unsuccessful) candidates and elected
representatives

Median age of =~ Median age Difference

Median age of all unsuccessful of elected (in percentage
candidates candidates representatives points)
All countries 47 46 49 3
Switzerland (2015) 41 40 51 11
Hungary (2014) 44 41 48 7
Iceland (2013) 46 45 51 6
Germany (2013) 47 46 50 4
Greece (2015) 50 50 54 4
Iceland (2016) 47 46 50 4
Finland (2015) 52 52 56 4
Iceland (2017) 48 47 50.5 3.5
Montenegro (2012) 48 47 50 3
Montenegro (2016) 43 41.5 45.5 4
Germany (2017) 51 50 52 2
Albania (2013) 46 44 46 2
Romania (2016) 43 43 44 1
Portugal (2015) 45 45 45.5 0.5
Chile (2017) 49 49 49.5 0.5
Belgium (2014) 46.5 47 46 -1
Norway (2013) 46 46 44.5 -1.5
Sweden (2014) 49 50 48 -2

unsuccessful candidates, regardless of whether we look at the median or
mean age. Sometimes these differences are substantive, as in the case after
the 2015 Swiss elections: the median and mean age are approximately ten
years higher for successful candidates as compared to unsuccessful ones.
At other times, the discrepancy is minimal. An example would be the 2016
Romanian election, where the difference in age between parliamentarians
and unsuccessful candidates is only about one year, regardless of whether
we take the mean or median age.

How can we explain this older age of successfully elected legislators
compared to unsuccessful candidates? Since our dataset does not offer us
the complete candidate registrar, we could not retrieve information on the
list position of any candidate, or on the type of district in which the survey
participants ran. Therefore we cannot determine whether the parties, the
voters, or both are responsible for this disadvantage against young candi-
dates. If it is the parties, it is likely that they put younger candidates in party
list positions with low chances of ever reaching office, or in districts that the
respective party cannot win. If it is the voters, they might actively choose
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Table 17. The mean age of (unsuccessful) candidates and elected representatives

Difference (in
years, between

Mean age of Mean age unsuccessful
Mean age of successful of elected and successful
candidates candidates  representatives  candidates)

All countries 46.14 45.49 48.33 2.84
Switzerland (2015) 41.16 40.67 49.51 8.84
Iceland (2013) 46.21 45.40 53.34 7.94
Germany (2013) 45.94 44.96 49.77 4.81
Hungary (2014) 44.41 42.62 47.39 4.77
Greece (2015) 49.50 49.12 53.79 4.67
Iceland (2017) 48.94 47.46 51.86 4.4

Montenegro (2012) 46.25 44.91 49 4.09
Montenegro (2016) 43.17 42.31 46.11 3.8

Germany (2017) 48.67 48.06 50.70 2.64
Iceland (2016) 47.13 46.95 49.5 2.55
Albania (2013) 43.89 43.22 45.70 248
Norway (2013) 44.92 44.92 47.39 2.47
Belgium (2014) 46.16 45.99 47.69 1.7

Finland (2015) 49.73 49.51 50.74 1.23
Romania (2016) 44.23 44.02 45.13 1.11
Portugal (2015) 46.08 45.74 46.36 0.62
Chile (2017) 48.92 48.81 49.21 0.4

Sweden (2014) 49.73 49.01 45.93 -3.08

senior candidates instead of junior ones, no matter their placements on lists
or districts.

6.3. The Share of Young (Unsuccessful) Candidates and Legislators

If we look at the ratio between young contenders that are unsuccessful
and young representatives, the disadvantage of being young in elections
becomes apparent. For example, throughout our sample of 18 elections,
roughly 25 percent of candidates are 35 years or under at the time of the
election (see table 18). In other words, slightly more than one out of four
candidates are in this age category when running for office. A ratio exceed-
ing one to four between the candidates at or under 35 years of age and those
above this benchmark suggests that the supply of young candidates is sur-
prisingly high. This relatively high number also suggests that there is no
systematic discrimination of youth at candidacy. Yet the picture is different
if we look at elected parliamentarians. The group of young adults as a share
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Table 18. The percent of unsuccessful and successful candidates aged 35 years

or under
Share of unsuc-  Share of elected Difference (in
cessful candi- representative percentage

Share of candi-  dates aged 35 or  candidates aged points) between

dates aged 35 or  under (in %) of 35 or under (in unsuccessful

under (in %) of  all unsuccessful %) of all elected  and successful

all candidates candidates representatives candidates

All countries 25.36 28.14 13.39 -14.75
Switzerland (2015) 42.12 43.96 10.20 -33.76
Iceland (2017) 22.34 26.96 0 -26.96
Montenegro (2012) 19.85 26.44 5.26 -21.18
Iceland (2013) 24.86 27.08 6.90 -20.18
Belgium (2014) 25.90 27.88 7.96 -19.92
Germany (2013) 21.99 2541 8.62 -16.79
Hungary (2014) 23.79 29.83 13.79 -16.04
Iceland (2016) 23.30 24.31 9.09 -15.22
Germany (2017) 19.43 22.85 8.06 -14.79
Montenegro (2016) 35.12 38.43 23.68 -14.75
Albania (2013) 21.19 24.42 12.50 -11.92
Romania (2016) 24.87 26.50 18.18 -8.32
Portugal (2015) 20.39 24.31 16.68 -7.63
Greece (2015) 13.56 14.15 6.90 -7.25
Finland (2015) 21.81 22.60 17.39 -5.21
Norway (2013) 26.96 27.14 24.07 -3.07
Chile (2017) 16.00 16.11 15.71 -0.4
Sweden (2014) 21.90 21.37 27.20 5.83

of all winning contestants in our sample drops significantly to roughly 13
percent, suggesting that there is, indeed, a systematic disadvantage facing
young adults.

Young candidates also have a lower chance of winning a seat than more
senior ones. In more detail, our sample includes 2,840 candidates aged 35
years or under. Of these 2,840 people, 199 won their election. This tells us
that the chance of winning for any candidate at or under 35 years of age is
about 7 percent. If we compare this likelihood of winning a seat to the like-
lihood among more senior contestants, we see that older candidates have a
higher chance of winning. To illustrate, we have 397 successful candidates
in our sample aged 55 to 65 and 1,700 unsuccessful ones in this age bracket
in our sample. This translates into a 19 percent chance of winning a seat for
these more senior candidates.

There is also wide variation in the distribution of unsuccessful and suc-
cessful candidates aged 35 years or under between countries (table 18). In
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some countries, such as Switzerland and Iceland, the gap between the per-
centage of those candidates who win or lose is very large. For instance, in
the 2015 Swiss elections, nearly one in two candidates was 35 years or under.
This means that young people were overrepresented as candidates in com-
parison to other age cohorts. Yet among those that were elected to parlia-
ment, the same age category only made up about 10 percent. Iceland, par-
ticularly in the elections of 2017, is another example of flagrant discrepancy
between the percentage of young candidates and the percentage of young
representatives. In the 2017 elections, candidates aged 35 years or under
made up more than 22 percent of the sample of all candidates who took the
survey but won none of the seats.” Once again, we can ask the question: who
is to blame for this disadvantage—parties or voters? The answer is probably
both. In Switzerland, parties present lists in every canton and voters rank
candidates on the party list, thus changing the order. Therefore it seems that
voters in those settings prefer older candidates. However, this finding comes
with the caveat that turnout in elections for the Swiss National Council is
generally among the lowest in any industrialized country, around 50 percent
(see Blais 2014). Nevertheless, young candidates seem to underperform in
comparison to the ones that are more senior.?

Yet in other contexts, it is more likely that the parties are to blame for
young candidates’ underperformance. For example, Iceland has closed list
proportional representation (Kedar et al. 2016). As such, parties determine
the list position of anyone running and, by voting for a list, voters must
accept the rank of candidates on this list. Hence there is some strong evi-
dence that, in Iceland, parties are willing to put young candidates on their
lists but often in positions where they stand no real chance of winning the
election. Of course, this potentially sends an unpleasant signal to youth:
they are welcome as tokens on a list but less welcome as elected members
of parliament.

Despite the large discrepancy between the number of young contend-
ers and the number of seats that young candidates win in most contexts,
there seems to be a handful of countries that promote young candidates.

2. From the website EveryPolitician, it seems that two MPs elected in 2017 were born in
1982 and 1983, respectively. However, it seems that these two MPs did not take the sur-
vey and thus do not feature in the CCS data.

3. A list for the Swiss National Council normally includes as many people as there are seats
to distribute in a canton. A voter can either vote for the list, in which case any candidate
gets one vote, or alternatively can split votes between lists by voting for candidates. For
every list, the candidates with the most votes get elected.
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The prime example is Sweden (i.e., the 2014 election). Compared to most
other countries, we can observe a rather low share of young adults in the
candidate pool. Yet if we look at the group of successful candidates, this age
cohort was often successful. In fact, the ratio of young winners as a share of
all winners surpasses the ratio of young unsuccessful candidates as a share
of all such unsuccessful candidates in our survey. The Swedish system is, for
the most part, an open list PR system. There is a proposed ranking on the
party list, but voters can change this ranking by actively choosing any name
on these lists. The electoral lists also show the age of each candidate. This
implies that voters can actively promote younger or older candidates with-
out necessarily knowing them. Thus it seems that the relative advantage that
young candidates have is twofold. First, parties promote young candidates
on lists by placing them relatively high up on these lists. In addition, voters
do not seem to disadvantage younger candidates.

If we look at the second age measure, candidates aged 40 years or under,
we confirm the discrepancy between youth among unsuccessful candidates
and youth among successful ones (see table 19). Yet the gap between the per-
centage of losing candidates compared to all candidates and winning candi-
dates compared to all elected representatives within this same age group is
not as wide as for those aged 35 years or under. This might imply that parties
and voters do not consider candidates in their late thirties as young anymore
and give them better chances in nomination contests. Between countries,
we see the same wide variation as for the measure aged 35 or under. In some
countries, the discrepancy between the share of candidates among unsuc-
cessful ones and the share of winners within all legislators is flagrant in the
survey sample. Examples are the aforementioned Switzerland (2015), but
also Greece (2015) and Germany (2017). For instance, our survey data indi-
cates that in the 2015 Greek elections the percentage of young candidates
was already quite low. Only roughly one out of five candidates was 40 years
or younger at the time of the election. Yet this ratio dropped to roughly
one to 14 for elected members of parliament. This indicates that in Greece’s
proportional list system, the parties did not nominate many young candi-
dates, and the majority of those they did nominate were placed in ineligible
list positions. In Germany, we have a similar picture for the 2017 elections:
relative to older individuals, there were ten percentage points fewer young
individuals among the members of parliament pool in our survey than in
the candidates’ pool. In the mixed member proportional representation
system in Germany, it appears that parties are hesitant to nominate young
candidates on both direct winnable seats and on eligible list positions.
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Table 19. The percent of (unsuccessful) candidates and legislators aged 40 or under

Difference
Share of unsuc- Share of successful ~(in percentage
cessful candidates candidates aged points) between

Share of all candi- aged 40 or under 40 or under (in unsuccessful
dates aged 40 (in %) of all %) among all and successful
or under candidates legislators candidates)

All countries 35.25 37.50 26.09 -11.41
Iceland (2013) 36.72 40.28 10.34 -29.95
Switzerland (2015) 49.27 50.83 2243 -28.4
Iceland (2017) 32.73 36.21 9.09 -27.12
Montenegro (2012) 32.06 39.08 23.68 -15.4
Greece (2015) 20.34 21.53 6.90 -14.63
Germany (2013) 32.28 35.25 20.69 —-14.56
Iceland (2016) 35.52 36.84 22.73 -14.11
Hungary (2014) 42.76 47.51 34.86 -12.65
Germany (2017) 27.40 30.31 17.74 -12.57
Belgium (2014) 35.54 36.67 24.64 -12.03
Albania (2013) 31.78 34.88 23.44 -11.44
Montenegro (2016) 46.43 48.46 39.47 -8.99
Romania (2016) 41.12 42.27 36.36 -5.91
Portugal (2015) 33.88 36.81 31.25 -5.56
Norway (2013) 35.33 35.33 35.19 -0.14
Chile (2017) 26.00 25.56 27.14 1.58
Finland (2015) 32.38 3245 34.78 2.33
Sweden (2014) 31.24 30.60 37.60 7

As for those aged 35 years or under, this pattern of youths’ underperfor-
mance as candidates does not apply to all countries for the age group 40 or
under. The prime example of a country where young candidates outperform
senior candidates is, again, Sweden, having 31 percent of adults aged 40 or
under on electoral lists in the sample. Yet the 37 percent young legislators
aged 40 or under makes Sweden one of the countries with the youngest
representatives. The two other countries where the ratio of young to more
senior candidates reflected the ratio of young to more senior representatives
were Chile and Norway. Therefore parties in Sweden, and to a somewhat
lesser degree in Chile and Norway, show young adults and everyone else
that they promote youth by giving them more of a fair chance on their lists.

Tables 18 and 19 also debunk a myth about youths’ underrepresentation.
At least among respondents of the survey, young candidates seem to exist in
rather high numbers. In nearly every election in our data, the ratio between
young candidates and older candidates reflects, or comes close to, the ratio
between young(er) and old(er) citizens in the respective populations. The
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fact that we have 25 percent of candidates aged 35 or under and 35 percent
of candidates aged 40 or under seems to illustrate that young candidates are
willing and motivated to run in elections. Hence narratives that describe
youth as lacking ambition to engage in formal politics or lacking the willing-
ness to run for elections, which are a relatively frequent feature in studies of
the United States (e.g., Lawless and Fox 2015), do not necessarily hold true
in a comparative perspective. This insight also adds nuance to our theoret-
ical framework, which we presented in chapter 2. As least in some Western
countries, youth are not absent as candidates; instead the problem is that
most young candidates do not win a seat.

More normatively and, this time in strong support of our theoretical
framework (see chapter 2), tendencies of parties to take young candidates
seriously might alleviate the vicious cycle of political alienation, while
reversed practices might promote it. In our analysis, both Sweden and
Switzerland came off as endpoints on the spectra on which young adults
are advantaged or disadvantaged in electoral races. Table 20 compares
the political interests of young citizens aged 35 or under in Sweden, where
young candidates are at an advantage in elections, with those in Switzerland,
the setting in this sample where young candidates seem to face the largest
disadvantage. Contrasting political interest levels among young adults in
the two countries and using data from the European Social Survey, we find
stark differences. In Sweden, nearly 6o percent of young adults aged 35 or
under report that they are either “very” or “quite” interested in politics. In
Switzerland, about 20 percent of the polled young adults responded in an
affirmative way to this question. This contrasting pattern can have multi-
ple reasons related to civic education in school, the institutional contexts,
and the general political culture in the two countries. Nevertheless, the fact
that political parties in Sweden actively support young candidates and allow
them adequate representation might also signal to young people that they
too have a say in politics; this, in turn, might encourage them to seek polit-
ical information and to become politically educated and involved citizens.

6.4. The Age Factor in Explaining the Success of Candidates

6.4.1. Research Design and Methods

So far we have ample descriptive evidence that, with some exceptions,
young candidates in our sample have lower chances of winning elections
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Table 20. Political interest of the 35 years old or under in Sweden and
Switzerland

Sweden Switzerland
Interested in politics Percent Cum. Percent Percent Cum. Percent
Very interested 11.96 11.96 2.85 2.85
Quite interested 46.47 58.52 18.52 21.37
Hardly interested 35.60 94.02 44.44 65.81
Not at all interested 5.71 99.73 34.19 100
Do not know 27 100 0 100

Comment: The data come from the 2018 version of the European Social Survey (see ESS 8).

than more senior ones. In this section, we investigate the effect of age on
the likelihood of candidates winning a seat in a multivariate framework. To
do so, we present several logistic regression analyses, with country fixed-
effects. In models 13 to 15, we regress the binary variable “elected” or “not
elected”—again using information from the CCS dataset—on three age
proxies; the actual age of survey respondents, a dummy variable coded 1
if the respondent is aged 35 or under, and a dummy variable coded 1 if a
candidate is 40 years or under. In models 16 to 18, we add five additional
predictors, which should also influence a candidate’s likelihood of winning a
seat. These five variables are electoral capital, party capital, encouragement
to run, endorsements, and gender.

First, we suggest that the electability of candidates increases with their
electoral resources (Murray 2008); that is, sitting members of parliament or
politicians in other high echelon electoral positions should have an electoral
advantage. They have high visibility, staff to prepare the electoral campaign,
and experience. All of this should increase their chances of winning. Our
variable Electoral capital is a five-value ordinal variable. We code this vari-
able o if the candidate has never held any electoral or governmental office,
1 if the candidate has held electoral office at the local level, 2 if they have
been a mayor, 3 if the candidate has served in the regional parliament or
government, and 4 if the candidate has served in the national parliament/
government or in the European Parliament. In cases where a candidate has
held electoral offices at various governmental levels, we count the highest
office any candidate has ever held.

Based on a similar reasoning, we think it plausible that the electability
of candidates increases with their experience in a party (Hassell 2016).
We measure Party capital as a five-value ordinal variable, coded o if the
candidate has never held any party office, 1 if the candidate has worked
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for a party as an unpaid volunteer, 2 if the candidate has worked as a paid
party/campaign worker or employee under an MP, 3 if they have held a
local or regional party office, and 4 if the candidate has held any national
party office. Again we code an individual with information on the highest
office they have held. Third, we also find it probable that candidates who
have been encouraged to run by interest groups or influential individuals
would tend to outperform candidates who have not (Pruysers and Blais
2018). To measure our fourth variable Encouragement to run, we construct
a dummy variable, coded 1 if the candidate has received some encourage-
ment to run and o otherwise. Another feature that we believe to matter is
whether a candidate has received endorsements. We hypothesize that an
individual contender that has gained such support should be more likely
to win a seat compared to a candidate without endorsements (Cancela
et al. 2017). We operationalize Endorsements as a dummy variable, coded
1 if the candidate has received any official endorsement from important
actors (e.g., trade union, industry, civil society organizations, etc.) and o
if they have not received this type of support. Finally, we find it likely that
gender matters. Formal politics is still largely a male domain that women
face difficulties in assessing (i.e., around 75 percent of the members of the
lower houses across the globe are men); this male dominance should also
give an advantage to male candidates over female ones (Sanbonmatsu
2020). To capture Gender, we create a dichotomous variable, coded 1 for
men and o for women. The data source for all these individual-level vari-
ables is the CCS (2019).

When interpreting the models, we should keep in mind that if there is
a correlation of any of these controls with age, then models 13 to 15 should
“underestimate” the effect of age due to multicollinearity (see also section
6.5). For all models, we also present some probability plots of the variable
age in order to interpret the substantive influence of the logistic regression
coeflicients.

6.4.2. Results

Table 21 and figure 26 confirm the descriptive statistics; that is, the age of a
candidate matters for their chances of winning an election. All three proxies
of age are in the expected direction. Age increases a candidate’s likelihood
of winning in a statistically significant manner (see models 14, 15, and 16).
More substantively, the three graphs in figure 26 display the predicted effect
of age on somebody’s likelihood of winning, based on models 14 to 16. For
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Table 21. Bivariate logistic regression analyses measuring the
influence of age on a candidate’s chance of winning a seat in

parliament
Model 14 Model 15 Model 16
Age 016%**
(.002)
35 or under —.816***
(.083)
40 or under —.492%**
(.067)
Constant —2.52%%* —1.21%** —1.22%%*
(.103) (.075) (.076)
Log Likelihood —3749.72 3720.37 —4191.68
Pseudo Rsquared 11 12 11
N 10542 10542 10542

Standard errors in parentheses, *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed). All models
include country fixed effects.

instance, the first graph highlights that the chances for somebody to win a
seat are nearly twice as high when the person is in their 60s than when the
person is in their 20s. If we look at the second graph, we get confirmation
of youths’ lower chances of winning an election. Individuals aged 35 years
or under at the time of election have about half the likelihood of winning a
seat in the national parliament compared to people over 35 years of age. For
individuals aged 40 or under at the time of election, the gap is a bit less pro-
nounced. Yet model 16 still predicts a 50 percent higher chance of winning
for candidates aged 40 or over compared to those aged 40 or under. Hence
these illustrations confirm the disadvantage of being young when running
for office. Moreover, we confirm findings from prior chapters that people
aged 35 years or under are even less advantaged in comparison to those in
the age span 40 years or under. In other words, these figures suggest that
after the age of 35, a candidate’s chances of winning a seat tend to increase.

We get a somewhat different picture if we look at table 22 and figure 27.
When we add the five predictors—electoral capital, party capital, encour-
agement to run, endorsements to run, and gender—age has a much weaker
influence on a candidate’s chance of winning than in the bivariate analyses.
In more detail, the predicted substantive effect of the dummy variable gaug-
ing those aged 35 years or under, while still statically significant (p < .001),
is about half the size of that in the bivariate realm (see graph 2 in fig. 27). In
addition, the first graph in figure 27 indicates that the effect of age (measured
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Figure 26. The probability of election for different operationalizations of age (bivar-
iate model)

as a continuous variable) has largely flattened out after adding the controls.
The same applies for the dummy variable aged 40 years or under; after the
addition of the control variables, this variable is no longer statistically signif-
icant either. This declining impact points to a correlation between age and
at least one of the three factors that drive somebody’s chances of winning a
seat (i.e., electoral capital, party capital, and endorsements). In models 17,
18, and 19, the strongest predictor is electoral capital. If we standardize the
effects of electoral capital, party capital, and endorsement in these models
(see Long and Freese 2005), the standardized logistic regression coefficient
for electoral capital is twice as high as the standardized coefficient for the
other two significant variables. This finding might have relevance for the
broader implications of our study. If younger candidates have less electoral
capital than older ones, we might have a prominent explanation for why
they have lower chances of winning a seat. We discuss the degree to which
this is the case in the next section. In addition to electoral capital, we also
discuss whether age influences the party capital of candidates and the extent
to which young candidates receive endorsements.
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Table 22. Multiple logistic regression models measuring the effect of individual
factors on a candidate’s chances of winning a seat in parliament’

Model 17 Model 18 Model 19
Age .0002
(.003)
35 or under —.377%*
(.090)
40 or under -.111
(.073)
Electoral Capital A483** A59%* 4754
(.023) (.022) (.022)
Party Capital 228 236" .230%%*
(.032) (.032) (.032)
Encouragement —-.020 —-.020 -.017
(.077) (.077) (.077)
Endorsement 251 251 .24.8%**
(.094) (.094) (.094)
Gender -.081 -.081 -.082
(.081) (.069) (.069)
Log Likelihood -3302.84 —3293.64 -3301.68
Pseudo Rsquared .20 .20 .20
N 10373 10373 10373

Standard errors in parentheses, *p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01 (two tailed). All models include country fixed
effects.

1. We did not include education in the model, because there is very little variation in the educational level
of candidates. Roughly, four out of five candidates have some university education. In addition, there is no
variation in the educational standard between older and younger candidates.

6.5. Characteristics of Young and Older Candidates

Model 18 in table 22 has brought three indicators to the fore that influence
candidates’ chances of winning a seat: electoral capital, party capital, and
whether the candidate secured at least one endorsement. In this section, we
discuss how any of these factors correlates with age.

Electoral Capital

For the strongest factor in the regression models, electoral capital, we see
a strong linkage with age. Table 23 clearly reveals that young candidates do
not have the same amount of electoral capital as their more senior counter-
parts. To illustrate, more than two-thirds of the candidates aged 35 or under
do not have any electoral experience; they have not held office at the local,
regional, or national level. For candidates over 40 years of age, the percent-
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Figure 27. The probability of election for different operationalizations of age (multi-
variate model)

age drops to around 40 percent. Inspecting those who have held a seat at
the national level, European level (where applicable), or previously held an
appointed national government position, only roughly one out of ten young
candidates aged 35 or under has had this experience prior to being a candi-
date for the national elections. In contrast, focusing on the candidates older
than 40 years, roughly one in four candidates has held some national-level
or European-level elected position or has worked in the national govern-
ment before accepting candidacy for the national parliament.

If we look at the last row, which displays the share of candidates who
are sitting incumbents, the gap between age cohorts becomes even more
pronounced. Within the age bracket of those aged 35 years or under, less
than 4 percent of candidates are sitting incumbents. For candidates aged
40 years or under, the percentage of incumbents is slightly higher; it stands
at nearly 6 percent. Yet for the candidates who have passed the bar of 40
years, the rate of incumbency increases steeply: roughly 20 percent have
already held a seat in parliament (i.e., 16 percent for those aged 40 to 55 and
23 percent for those over 55). Our study therefore confirms the finding in the
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Table 23. The electoral capital of candidates across various age brackets
(responses in percent)

35 or under 40 or under 40 to 55 Over 55
Candidate has never held 67.22 61.68 39.36 41.27
any electoral office
Candidate has held 18.52 19.79 24.18 21.68
electoral office at the
local level
Candidate has been a 46 1.09 3.93 3.25
mayor
Candidate has held 3.52 4.00 6.83 6.64

an elected job or a
government job at the
regional level
Candidate has held 10.28 13.44 25.70 27.16
an elected job or a
government job at the
national level
Sitting incumbent 3.63 5.92 15.87 22.67

literature that incumbents have a tremendous advantage at the ballot box,
with reelection rates of more than 8o percent in some countries, including
the United States (e.g., Cox and Katz 1996; Praino and Stockemer 2012). In
our sample, the reelection rate of incumbents is 69 percent. Hence there is
some evidence that incumbency serves as an impediment for the election of
young candidates. Yet this finding comes with some important nuance. For
other out-groups, such as women, research has identified that the incum-
bency advantage can dissuade female candidates from running in elections
(e.g., Palmer and Dennis 2001). For youth, this is not necessarily the case.
In the sample that we study, young adults actually do seem to run for office;
however, more often than not, they fail to win a seat. This finding applies at
least to Western countries; for non-Western countries, there is so far not
enough data to compare youth in the candidate pool and youth in elected
office. Therefore, at least for the West, the incumbency advantage and elec-
toral capital are factors that prevent young politicians from winning a seat.
More generally, this implies that most of the young candidates do not have
the necessary experience to be competitive in the electoral market.

Party Capital

If we look at the party capital of candidates in different age brackets, we
find very little difference between age groups (see table 24)—that is, young
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Table 24. The party capital of candidates across various age brackets (responses
in percent)

35 or under 40 or under 40 to 55 Over 55
Candidate has neither 13.56 14.10 15.28 20.67
worked for a party nor
held any party office
Candidate has worked 19.51 18.86 14.04 11.35

for a party as an
unpaid volunteer
Candidate has worked 3.59 3.52 1.98 1.29
as a paid party/cam-
paign worker or MP

employee

Candidate has held a 42.11 41.91 46.43 41.69
local or regional party
office

Candidate has held a 21.23 21.61 22.28 25.00

national party office

candidates do not show less activism or experience in parties compared to
older candidates. For example, it is quite impressive that more than 60 per-
cent of young candidates aged 35 years or under, as well as those aged 40
or under, have held some party office before running for parliament. This
share of candidates aged 40 or under with experience in party leadership is
equivalent to the share of candidates aged 40 or over who have held party
office. It is even more telling that the age bracket of under 35 has the few-
est individuals never having worked for a party, even if these differences
between various age groups are small. This indicates that young candidates
are equally or even slightly more active in their parties than candidates that
are more senior. Yet this high level of engagement within the party struc-
tures does not seem to translate into equal representation. It might give
them candidacy, but more often than not this candidacy does not translate
into winning a seat in parliament. For the broader engagement of youth in
parties, table 24 also points to a feature not much discussed in the literature:
that is, young adults might be a minority in political parties but those who
are party members are willing to take on party leadership positions and run
for elected office.

Endorsements

Table 25 illustrates that little difference exists when it comes to the num-
ber of endorsements candidates of different age brackets receive. In fact,



126 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

Table 25. Endorsements across various age brackets (responses in percent)

35 or under 40 or under 40 to 55 Over 55

Candidate has received 7.75 7.82 11.04 6.97
at least one endorsement

the data reveal that most candidates, whether younger or older, have not
received any endorsements. It seems that in list proportional systems, civic
organizations do not endorse candidates but parties. Even in majoritarian
systems, the endorsements seem to go to the candidate for prime minis-
ter or president and not to the individual candidates running for a seat in
parliament. Yet, as models 17, 18, and 19 show, if candidates can secure an
endorsement they tend to see increased election chances. However, and this
is important for our study, candidates aged 40 or under seem to be (nearly)
as skilled in securing an endorsement as candidates in their late 40s and
early 50s.

6.6. Electoral Capital of Young(er) and Older Successful Candidates

At the age of 25, 30, or 35, young politicians are active within parties, but
most of them have not managed to win a seat. So far we know that regard-
less of the age group, the chances of candidates with electoral capital (in
particular, national-level political experience) of getting a parliamentary
seat are higher than the chances of those without electoral capital (see table
26). By comparing the distribution of younger successful candidates with
older ones, this section offers some complementary evidence of the impor-
tance of electoral capital. For example, the gap in the number of successful
candidates with no electoral experience or electoral experience at a lower
level is moderate across various age brackets. However, if we look at the
last row, we see that there are approximately six times as many success-
ful candidates with national-level electoral experience in the 40 to 55 age
group and five times as many winning contenders in the over 55 age group as
compared to the 35 or under age group. Therefore table 26 provides further
evidence for the salience of electoral capital. To a large part, young candi-
dates are disadvantaged in elections to parliament because they do not have
national-level electoral experience. It also seems that parties do not factor
in the incumbency advantage in their decision to nominate candidates for
eligible seats by, for example, having some compensatory mechanism that
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Table 26. Successful candidates by electoral capital (responses in absolute
numbers)

35 or under 40 or under 40 to 55 Over 55
Candidate has never held 74 121 123 84
any electoral office
Candidate has held 58 102 129 31
electoral office at the
local level
Candidate has been a 1 7 37 31
mayor
Candidate has held 13 22 42 37

an elected job or a
government job at the
regional level
Candidate has held 53 131 326 279
an elected job or a
government job at the
national level

balances youths” discrimination based on the incumbency advantage. One
such compensatory mechanism could be that half the spots on party list or
district candidacies must go to nonsitting candidates.

6.7. Discussion

Using data from the CCS, we have shown in this chapter that a significant
number of young candidates seem to be willing to run for national office
and parties are prepared to nominate them on lists or as direct candidates.
Young candidates in this sample also show few differences with their more
senior colleagues, at least when it comes to party capital and the number
of endorsements they receive. They are active in parties and most of them
have held party office before running for national legislative office. Never-
theless, young politicians face strong underrepresentation in parliaments
across the globe. Our analysis suggests that this underrepresentation stems
partly from the fact that young candidates have lower chances of winning
a seat than those from older generations. A prominent explanation for this
underrepresentation is that the average young candidate has lower elec-
toral capital than the average more senior candidate does. In our regression
model, electoral capital is the most important predictor of electability, and if
young candidates are less likely than older ones to have held electoral office
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before becoming a candidate, then it is only logical that their representation
is lower. In the average country of our CCS sample, about 70 percent of MPs
keep their seat from one election to the next (see also Ansolabehere and
Snyder 2002). In such a setting, it is very difficult for young candidates to
be placed in an electable list position or nominated for a competitive or safe
seat in a majoritarian system.

To break this incumbency advantage, we can think of at least three
ways to render parliaments more accessible for the young. First, term lim-
its, which we see as a legal restriction that limits the number of terms an
officeholder may serve in a particular elected office, could make the recruit-
ment process more open for the young. They would force parties to renew
their representatives after a certain time. Second, the aforementioned youth
quota regulations, if applied more stringently and on a larger scale, could
help break this advantage of incumbents and offer youth better chances of
winning a seat. A third solution could be that senior candidates voluntarily
step aside and leave their spot to newcomers. Because this third solution
is inherently implausible when it comes to people that seek influence, we
deem this option as unlikely as the first two solutions. The first solution of
term limits is a result of institutional reform, which empirically is not very
common for national legislatures, so far. Today, countries such as Bolivia,
Costa Rica, and the Philippines have such policies in place. Others, such as
Ecuador, Mexico, and Venezuela have had such rules in the past but have
discarded them through constitutional reform. In a further category of
countries—including France, Peru, and Switzerland—term limits have been
the subject of debate, but these debates have not yet translated into pol-
icy (see Republic of the Philippines 1987; Carey 1998; Schwindt-Bayer 2005;
Council of Europe 2019). The second solution, or the adoption of (manda-
tory legislative) quota regulations, might be a fast track to render parlia-
ments more representative in terms of age. Looking at the candidate data in
our sample dataset, we can conclude that there would definitely not be any
supply issue in filling these seats. However, what is missing is the societal
demand for such measures, as well as parties’ and legislators’ willingness
to adopt such measures. At this time, there is just no political will to imple-
ment these quotas in most countries.

Until parties are ready to actively push young candidates and place them
more frequently into eligible positions, we deem it very unlikely that the
current nomination pattern will change. Therefore we expect parties to con-
tinue to nominate young candidates in lower nonelectable list positions and,
in majoritarian systems, to districts that the party has difficulty winning.
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From the example of Switzerland, we also have preliminary evidence that
younger candidates are disadvantaged at the election booth. Yet we do not
know for sure who drives this preference for older candidates. We know
from the voting literature that senior citizens vote more, as turnout more or
less increases with age. If then senior citizens have a preference to vote for
older candidates (in systems where they have the chance to do so), then we
could explain at least part of the electoral advantage from which older candi-
dates benefit. However, we need future research to confirm this conjecture.

On the more positive side, the example of Sweden suggests that young
candidates are sometimes at an advantage. In Sweden, parties give young
candidates a fair chance of winning a seat (by, for example, putting them
in eligible list positions). It is also likely that young voters, as well as older
voters, actively choose younger candidates’ names on ballot lists. Both pro-
cesses might feed into a positive feedback loop. More specifically, survey
data from the ESS reveals that the political interest among youth in Sweden
is significantly higher than the political interest among Swiss youth, where
young candidates’ chances of winning an election are among the lowest.
This illustrative example suggests that in those societies that give young
adults a fair chance to shape the political landscape, youth as a group show
higher political interest. Consequently, the vicious cycle of political alien-
ation might not be as pronounced in Sweden as it is in Switzerland.



CHAPTER 7

EXPLAINING (MORE) VARIATION IN YOUTH
REPRESENTATION

Insights from an Original Survey in Sweden
and Switzerland

It’s best to have plenty of younger politicians in the mix: It’s only from a
multiplicity of perspectives that some problems—and some solutions—
come clearly in to view. And older generations need younger ones to
reconnect them with their idealism.

(BRUNTI 2019)

7.1. Added Value of an Original Survey with MPs and Candidates in
Sweden and Switzerland

In the quote above, there is a sentiment that we believe has value. If not
youth, then who else should bring new ideas to parliament? However, there
is a lot of wasted energy and innovation considering that the presence of
young adults in legislatures and cabinets is insufficient in most countries. In
the previous chapters, we have identified several country- and party-level
factors that contribute to youths’ underrepresentation in parliaments and
cabinets. On the national level, age requirements above 18 years to run for
office and majoritarian electoral systems inhibit youths’ access to parlia-
ment. On the party level, factors such as old party leaders and old parties—
and to some extent right-wing parties—tend to give rise to older parlia-
mentary delegations. Moreover, for the cabinet, it is youths’ parliamentary
representation and the age of the head of the government that matter, with
older legislatures and older heads of government triggering cabinets com-
posed by older members.

The party- and country-level factors explain some of the variation in
youth representation across countries, but certainly not all variation. The
comparison in the previous chapter between unsuccessful and success-
ful candidates in various countries illustrates another phenomenon: some
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countries have high percentages of young adults on candidate lists or as
district candidates, but very few of them tend to win a seat in the legislature.
Other countries have comparatively few young candidates but a high share
of young legislators. The two countries that stick out in this regard in the
CCS are Sweden and Switzerland (see chapter 6). The CCS sample high-
lights that in the Swedish 2014 election, 21.37 percent of the candidates were
35 years or younger. Yet the percentage of elected MPs in this age cohort
stood at 27.20 percent, the highest number in all countries in this sample.
The actual numbers from 2018 (the most recent national election at the time
of writing) confirm this high youth representation. In 2018, 22.6 percent
of members of the Swedish Parliament were 35 years old or younger at the
time of its constitution. This percentage is comparatively high, even if it falls
short of the 29 percent that this age group amasses as a share of the voting-
age population. However, the presence of the age group 40 years or under at
35.5 percent of MPs closely matches this group’s representation within the
voting-age population (albeit only at the beginning of the parliament).

The situation is different in Switzerland. The Swiss sample in the CCS,
which refers to the 2015 election to the national parliament, has a very high
share of young candidates (i.e., 43.96 percent of candidates in this survey
were aged 35 years or under).’ This high percentage of candidates is in con-
trast with the very low share of young adults that won a seat in the National
Council; a mere 10.2 percent of those that won a seat were 35 years or under
at the time of election.> When it comes to representation of this group, very
little has changed for the 2019 parliament. The share of legislators aged 35
years or under at the formation of the parliament was 10.6 percent. This
compares to the 28.1 percent that this age group constitutes in the Swiss
voting-age population. This finding further implies that the underrepresen-
tation is nearly one to three at the beginning of the 2019 legislature and
lower than one to three at the end of the term. What slightly changed in
Switzerland in the 2019 elections was the median and mean age. The median
and mean age dropped by about one year from approximately 51 to 50 years
for the former and approximately 50 years to 49 years for the latter measure.

1. The percentage of youth aged 35 or under who answered the questionnaire seem to
reflect roughly the age distribution among candidates in Switzerland for this election.
Data for the 2015 elections shows that about 34 percent of candidates were 30 years or
under, pointing to the myriad of young adults running for office (Kohler and Tognina
2019).

2. We focus on the lower house of the Federal Assembly of Switzerland, The National
Council, known as the Nationalrat (German), Conseil national (French), Consiglio nazi-
onale (Italian), or Cussegl naziunal (Romansh).
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The share of representatives aged 40 years or under increased, from roughly
23 percent to 25 percent (an age group that amasses 37 percent of the voting-
age population).

In this chapter, we want to shed more light on this puzzle: why do young
adults in Sweden have a higher likelihood of winning a seat, whereas young
candidates in Switzerland still face strong sidelining? By highlighting this
issue, we hope to gain additional insight into the factors that explain varia-
tion in youth representation across countries. Expressed differently, we aim
to understand further nuances related to age-based discrimination. To meet
this goal, we designed a short original survey consisting of five questions
that we sent to candidates of the previous national elections and current
MPs in Switzerland and Sweden. In the survey, we were interested in candi-
dates’ and elected MPs’ perceptions of youth discrimination.

7.2. Methods

To gauge the perceptions of MPs and candidates, we designed a survey with
questions that allowed for longer full-text answers. The survey had five
themes, asking respondents the following questions: 1) Do you think that
the age distribution in parliament should roughly correspond to the age dis-
tribution in the population? 2) In your opinion, is one age group systemati-
cally disadvantaged in the nomination of candidates? 3) Have you witnessed
age-related disadvantages in nominations? If so, please explain. 4) In your
opinion, should there be a higher share of young MPs in the national legisla-
ture? 5) What should parties do so that more young people run and become
elected? We also recorded information such as respondents’ present posi-
tion, age, gender, and party affiliation.

We sent our questionnaire through email to all MPs in Sweden and Swit-
zerland in January 2020.2 We found all email addresses on the respective
national parliamentary website. For candidates, we sampled only from those
running for the most recent national election (i.e., 2018 in Sweden and 2019
in Switzerland). However, finding the contact information for candidates
was more difficult. While there are public lists of those who ran in the elec-
tions in the two countries, these lists are very long and do not provide email
addresses. We used these lists as a basis and engaged in a process of several

3. In Sweden, we posed these questions in Swedish. For Switzerland we opted for both a
French and a German version.
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steps to sample candidates. First, we limited our search to political parties
represented in the two respective parliaments and focused on the inventory
of all candidates that ran for those parties. For the Swedish case, we tried to
identify as many email addresses as possible. Generally, we searched those
persons on higher list positions earlier, as it was easier to find their email
addresses, aiming to contact at least 50 candidates per party. Some parties
also use the relatively simple approach of giving candidates a “name.sur-
name@partyname.se” address. This made it relatively easy for us to reach
out to candidates in these parties, despite the fact that some of these emails
bounced back. In total, we contacted about 1,000 candidates (in addition to
the 349 MPs).

For Switzerland, we contacted party offices and asked them to distribute
our survey to their candidates. Three parties replied in the affirmative and
sent out our queries to all of their candidates in one canton. For the other
parties, we spent some considerable time searching for email addresses. We
found the candidates’ contact information primarily through party web-
sites, personal websites, and searches in records available on the Internet.
In total, we managed to contact around 500 candidates in Switzerland (in
addition to the 200 MPs).

We could derive a large sample from both settings, albeit a larger one for
Sweden (see table 27). In Sweden, 399 politicians participated in our survey
(120 MPs and 279 candidates). In particular, we deem the response rate of
34.44 percent among Swedish MPs to be high. From the approximately 1,000
candidates we contacted, 279 responded, which translates into a respectable
response rate of about 28 percent. Concerning the average and median age
(as well as the share of men and women), our pool of participating Swedish
MPs resembles the population of MPs in parliament quite well. For candi-
dates, we also have a very diverse sample (see table 27). For Switzerland, our
sample was much smaller. In total, 106 candidates and MPs participated.
The response rate was also much lower, particularly among MPs. Only 12
percent of the members of the National Council sent our questionnaire
back. Contrary to Sweden, we also have an overrepresentation of young
politicians in the MP pool of respondents, but not in the candidate pool.

Despite the fact that we cannot treat the answers to our survey as rep-
resentative of all legislators and candidates, we nevertheless provide some
summary statistics for the first four of our five questions. This accounts
for an overview of the answers we received. To do so, we coded individual
answers into two categories (people who answered in the affirmative and
people who voiced their disapproval). To calculate our descriptive statistics,
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Table 27. Descriptive statistics of our sample of MPs and candidates in
Sweden and Switzerland

MPs aged Candidates
40 years All aged 40 years
All MPs or under candidates or under
Sweden
N 120 37 279 85
Share 35 or under (in %) 19.17 62.16 22.58 74.12
Share 40 or under (in %) 31.66 100 30.47 100
Mean age 47.79 33.08 49.22 30.96
Median age 48.50 33.00 49.00 30.00
Share women (in %) 50.83 51.35 49.29 40
Switzerland
N 24 7 82 39
Share 35 or under (in %) 25.00 85.71 43.90 92.31
Share 40 or under (in %) 19.14 100 48.78 100
Mean age 48.54 31.29 42.46 26.64
Median age 50.00 32.00 46.00 25.00
Share women (in %) 37.50 71.43 52.44 58.97

we assigned the value of 1 for affirmative answers and the value of o for dis-
approving answers. Most of the time, this coding was simple. To illustrate,
respondents generally answered the first question—on whether parliaments
should reflect the age distribution in the population—with either “yes” or
“no” and then some text to justify their answer. There were only a few tough
cases. We found similar trends in questions two to four.

The summary statistics for the four questions give us some broad-based
idea of respondents’ perception about contemporary levels of youth rep-
resentation. For example, these trends allow us to decipher to what extent
respondents in Switzerland see youth as underrepresented, if they find this
underrepresentation (un)justified, and if they think that politics should
change course to render the system more accommodating for youth. In
contrast, for Sweden, these broader strokes help us gauge whether there is
a general political culture favoring youth, whether respondents are satisfied
that youths’ share in parliament comes close to their share in the popula-
tion, or whether there is some hesitation in having youth represented in
such high numbers in the national parliament.

After these more general discussions of the results in our two countries,
we engage in an in-depth analysis of the qualitative answers to questions
one to four, aiming to explain the differences in representation. The final



Explaining (More) Variation in Youth Representation 135

part of the chapter evaluates question five, aiming to identify additional
factors that could help increase the parliamentary representation of young
adults. In particular, we look at some additional insights that go beyond the
factors identified in the previous chapters, and we especially try to identify
what parties could do to further support young candidates.

7.3. Quantitative and Qualitative Insights of Our Survey

7.3.1. Should There Be a Correspondence in the Age Structure of Parliaments
and Populations?

To begin the survey, we asked respondents whether the age structure of par-
liament should correspond to the age structure in the population. A major-
ity of both the Swedish and the Swiss samples answer in the affirmative
(see table 28). Yet what is quite surprising is that there are more affirmative
answers in Switzerland than in Sweden. We can only speculate about the
reasons for this unexpected finding. Possibly there is a higher urgency in
Switzerland, where only slightly more than 10 percent of contemporary MPs
were 35 years or younger at the inception of the 2019 parliament.

In Sweden, though a majority still suggests that a balanced age repre-
sentation is important, not everyone might be happy with the fact that the
Swedish parliament is “younger” than many other parliaments elsewhere
in Europe and across the world. In particular, there are some strong voices
against the relatively high presence of elected young adults, mainly among
elderly politicians. A male candidate aged 70 is such a strong voice. He
states:

Young people are quite often radical and often lack “realism,” which could
be both good and bad: It could be good in parties because they are catalysts
and creators of ideas, but bad for decision making, where they should not
have too much influence.

Another illustrating example of a more critical view on having many young
politicians is the views of this male MP, aged 61 years:

You cannot expect to end up in the Riksdag until you have experience of
how society works. Parliamentarians should have experience and knowl-
edge of leadership and preferably in some professional area. This does not
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exclude young members, but I believe that this means that this group should
be less represented in Parliament.

Of course, we must note that these (older) politicians made these statements
in a setting of relatively high youth representation (which is, however, still
below the share of youth in the voting-age population). Nevertheless, they
illustrate that the election of a high share of relatively young politicians does
not find the support of everyone. According to background information
that some of the respondents provided, the trend of relatively high youth
representation is a recent feature of the past 15 years. This also implies that
the gains youth have made in terms of representation are still fragile. There
were also indications from a handful of accounts that youth representation
at the local and regional level is much lower than at the national level.

Yet we should not assume that everyone who disagrees with the view that
the age distribution in the Riksdag should reflect the Swedish population
favor a higher share of older legislators. Table 28 highlights another interest-
ing feature: it is young MPs and, even more so, young candidates who do not
agree with the view that the age structure in parliament should reflect the
age structure in society. In theory, young politicians could favor an overrep-
resentation of older legislators or an overrepresentation of younger legisla-
tors. As a general rule, however, youth do not mention the possibility of an
overrepresentation of older MPs in the more qualitative answers. In fact, if
they mention anything, these younger respondents believe that there should
be an overrepresentation of young politicians. As some of our respondents
either explicitly or implicitly mention, the perspective that young politicians
must live the longest with the laws that present parliaments decide upon
now could justify this point of view.

In contrast, in Switzerland most of our respondents—regardless of
whether they are candidates or elected MPs—are in favor of having the age
distribution in parliament reflect the population. The affirmative answers
range from an absolute necessity to have youth represented according to
their age structure in society to answers stating that such an equal repre-
sentation would be preferable. Young respondents particularly articulate
this strive to gain adequate representation. This support is logical given that
legislators under 40, and even more so under 35, are strongly disadvantaged
in the Swiss National Council. However, as in Sweden, there are also some
forthright voices against a principle of reflecting the population’s age distri-
bution in the legislature. A 64-year-old female MP describes her opposition
to this view as follows:
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Table 28. Distribution of answers to the question whether the age
distribution in parliament should correspond to the age distribution in the
general population

MPs aged Candidates
40 years All aged 40 years
All MPs or under candidates or under
Sweden
Number of observations 120 37 279 85
Yes answers (in %) 65.83 67.57 58.78 45.88
No answers (in %) 30 32.43 41.22 52.92
N/A answers (in %) 4.17 0 0 1.18
Switzerland
Number of observations 24 7 82 39
Yes answers (in %) 72.92 100 62.20 82.05
No answers (in %) 27.18 0 27.80 17.95
N/A answers (in %) 0 0 0 0

You need to acquire the necessary personal and professional experience and
network connections to be an efficient parliamentarian. These skills come
with seniority. Therefore, it is correct that legislators are older than the aver-
age working population.

Another respondent, a 66-year-old female candidate, puts it even more
drastically:

Politics is no picnic: It is hard work. Youth should not complain, they should
work hard to be elected, because it is even more work once you are elected.

7.3.2. Are There Systematic Disadvantages of One Age Group in the
Nomination of Candidates to the Two Parliaments?

The second question, whether respondents think that any particular age
group faces disadvantages in elections to the two contemporary parlia-
ments, offers some very interesting observations. In Sweden, if anything,
there is a moderate consensus among respondents that it is older people
who are disadvantaged in nominations (see table 29). This finding is still
somewhat surprising, considering that youth are not overrepresented if we
compare their share in parliament with their share in the Swedish voting-
age population. Of course, it is true that, comparatively, Sweden has a rela-
tively young parliament: the mean and median age of parliamentarians were



138 YOUTH WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

roughly 45 years when the parliament formed in 2018. Yet the percentage of
legislators aged 35 years or under, which is 22.6 percent, falls short of the 29
percent that this cohort amasses among voting age citizens. For our second
measure, legislators aged 40 years or under, there is only some slight under-
representation in the share of youth in the population compared to youth in
society; youth in parliament roughly make up 35.5 percent of the members,
compared to 37 percent in the Swedish voting-age population. However,
these numbers also imply that at the end of the current parliament—in the
year 2022—there will also be a larger age gap. Hence we cannot speak of an
overrepresentation of youth. We must keep this in mind when we interpret
the answers from Sweden. Nonetheless, it is also true that people above 60
years old face some underrepresentation compared to the other age groups
in the Riksdag. Those aged 60 and above at the beginning of the 2019 parlia-
ment constituted slightly more than 7 percent of parliamentarians (in 2022
the number will be higher) but a full 27 percent in the voting-age popula-
tion. However, if we look only at the full-time working population above 60,
the 7 percent parliamentary representation is slightly above the full-time
working population. According to Larson and Pederson (2017), the per-
centage of full-time employees is roughly 20 percent of the age group 61
to 69 and negligibly small beyond 70. While we do not want to get into
a discussion about whether parliament should resemble the working age
population or the eligible voting population, we can nevertheless maintain
that the presence of the middle-aged in Sweden comes at the expense of
both young and older age groups. Interestingly, in the qualitative answers,
hardly anybody mentions that the presence of middle-aged representatives
should decrease. Instead the old respondents rather seem to point to a high
presence of young MPs as being the problem.

In Switzerland, a majority of the responding senior candidates and
MPs answered that there are no systematic disadvantages of any age group,
including youth. We find this tendency remarkable, given that the group of
people aged 35 years or under have a representation ratio of one to three in
the National Council compared to their share in the voting-age population.
We see three possible scenarios that could explain discrepancies between
survey answers and the empirical reality: (1) survey respondents do not
see youths’ underrepresentation as a problem. However, if this is the case,
they should not have answered in the affirmative for our first question on
whether or not the age representation in parliament should reflect the age
representation in society. (2) They have insufficient knowledge of the age
of their colleagues. We find this possibility also relatively unlikely to apply
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Table 29. Answers to the question whether any age group is systematically
disadvantaged

MPs aged Candidates
40 years All aged 40 years
All MPs or under candidates or under

Sweden

Number of observations 120 37 279 85

Older respondents are underrepre- 50.83 45.96 34.41 31.76
sented (in %)

Younger MPs are underrepresented 2.50 2.70 10.75 11.76
(in %)

Both younger and older MPs are 15.83 24.32 18.64 1.18
underrepresented (in %)

Middle-aged MPs are underrepre- 0.83 0 3.94 0
sented (in %)

Middle-aged and older MPs are 2.5 0 2.73 118
underrepresented (in %)

No one is underrepresented (in %) 13.33 16.21 29.03 29.41

No answer (percent) 14.83 10.81 3.58 1.18

Switzerland

Number of observations 24 7 82 39

Older respondents are underrepre- 0 0 6.10 0
sented (in %)

Younger MPs are underrepresented 33.34 57.14 32.93 56.41
(in %)

Both younger and older MPs are 4.17 0 7.32 7.69
underrepresented (in %)

Middle-aged MPs are underrepre- 0 0 1.22 2.56
sented (in %)

Middle-aged and older MPs are 0 0 0 0
underrepresented (in %)

No one is underrepresented (in %) 62.50 42.86 52.44 33.33

No answer (percent) 0 0 0 0

given that older MPs work with younger ones on a daily basis. (3) They know
that there is some age-based disadvantage in elections but do not want to
act on it. We deem this third option the most likely.

Answers from MPs such as “no there is no systematic disadvantage
because youth can run on the youth lists” manifest the tendency that older
MPs and candidates seem to use explanations for the lack of youth in the
National Council that do not hold up to scrutiny. Rather than being ran-
dom, some structural problems disadvantage the election of youth. Most
pronounced of these problems is the parties’ possibility to have so-called
secondary or annex lists alongside the main list. That is, organized groups
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within the party, such as the youth wing, the business wing, or the pen-
sioners’ wing, can run their own lists, so-called sister lists. This happens
frequently to youth wings of the main parties. Rather than being placed on
the main party’s list, the mother party encourages the youth wing to present
its own list. In the 2019 general elections, there were youth lists in most
cantons for the main parties. Yet, according to one male candidate aged 22,
these youth lists are “the devil in disguise”” These lists allow the mother party
to relegate all or most young adults from the main list to the secondary list
under the pretext that the party’s youth wing has its own list. These youth
lists generally do not get enough votes to send anybody to Bern. Having
separate youth lists would not be a problem if youth were to get a fair share
on the main lists. In such a scenario, youth on these lists could gain some
experience campaigning and can be active as agenda setters. However, this
institutional feature becomes problematic if party elites do not recognize
that youth lists—without any mechanism to place youth on the main list as
well—actually hinder young politicians’ ability to gain a seat in the National
Council. Therefore respondents who put forward the answer that youth
have their own lists where they can seek nomination seem to neglect that
youth lists do not allow young adults to gain representation. Rather these
youth lists contribute to the age-based discrimination against youth, mak-
ing it harder for young adults to win a parliamentary seat in Switzerland.

Another answer we see as somewhat dodging the problem is the response:
“we as a party would have liked to put more young candidates on the main
party list. Unfortunately, we did not find suitable candidates”” This reference
to a small supply of candidates just does not stand up to any empirical test-
ing. To us, this answer also looks more like an expedient answer, especially
taking into account that Switzerland has among the youngest candidates of
Western countries (see chapter 6). If there are enough young candidates to
fill a whole youth list in a canton, there will definitely be enough to exchange
their place on the youth list for a spot on the main party list.

In contrast to their senior colleagues, who frequently seem to dodge the
problem, a majority of young MPs and candidates acknowledge that there
are some systematic disadvantages for young politicians. Among other
things, these young respondents point toward a political culture of senior-
ity, the difficulty—if not impossibility—of young candidates to make it on
main party lists, and the necessity to have prior electoral experience at the
local or cantonal level. In addition, several young candidates mention an
additional feature of these aforementioned youth lists: these lists seem to
be rather independent from the main list. While this independence allows
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youth to campaign for themselves—and push their beliefs, such as those
related to the problem of climate change—these loose connections to the
main list seem to inhibit youth from figuring prominently on the main list.

7.3.3. Have Respondents Witnessed Any Age-Based Discrimination
in Nominations?

The answers to this third question show further nuance between the two
countries (see table 30). In Sweden, a larger share of respondents indicated
that they have witnessed age-based discrimination than in Switzerland. At
first glance, this result seems surprising given the rather strong record of
youth representation in parliament. However, if we consider that we have
a significant amount of old survey participants in Sweden, who affirm that
they themselves have witnessed aged-based discrimination, the higher
numbers for Sweden make more sense. In this Nordic country, accounts
of such a disadvantage come from both young and old respondents. Youth
mention obstacles of different kinds to get a seat. For example, a 34-year-old
male MP explains:

The political parties are closed societies—imagine a Rotary Association
nowadays. People who apply for nominations can be of all different ages,
but those who get the chance are the ones who are members for a long time
and who know the unwritten rules.

Another MP, aged 36, puts the subtle disadvantages youth still face as
follows:

There is no outright discrimination, but more of a structural problem . . .
because of the seniority principle, members with the longest service and
maximum age will receive the most benefits.

Young politicians, in the grand majority, advance the argument that there
might be some disadvantage for young people gaining nominations or
elected seats. An unsuccessful 63-year-old female candidate is one of the few
examples of an older politician who advances the argument that youth still
face hurdles, referring to a culture of seniority in political parties that youth
have difficulty overcoming. She explains this culture as follows: “In my own
party there are many older people who find it difficult to let go and give way
to the younger ones” However, this older woman remains the exception of a
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senior respondent suggesting that youth face difficulties to gain a seat in the
national parliament. In contrast to young respondents, older respondents
in the sample generally suggest that it is instead older politicians who face
obstacles. An unsuccessful 57-year-old candidate explains:

The age discrimination I find most noticeable is that many older people fall
out of the line in favor of young people. And that may be good, but as our
former party leader put it: “Age is not a disease” In Sweden, we are poor at
taking advantage of the elderly’s experience.

Another senior male MP proposes a similar argument:

Older people are definitely disadvantaged in all respects nowadays, and I
would say even middle-aged. There is a huge belief that young people with-
out life experience and work experience can become good politicians. Not
infrequently, this belief proves wrong. I find it weird that young people with-
out experience, education and knowledge are entrusted with heavy manage-
ment tasks that they would never receive in business or the public sector.

In Switzerland, fewer respondents share experiences of age-based discrim-
ination, either personally or within their party. It is telling that the highest
percentage of those having personally experienced any age-based discrim-
ination comes from the group of unsuccessful candidates aged 40 years or
under. Representative of this group is the response from a 35-year-old female
candidate, who describes the discrimination she had to endure as follows:

I put forward my candidacy for the national parliament a couple of years
ago. My nomination was doomed to fail. The party leadership told me that
as a young woman I would suffer from massive attacks from other candi-
dates. For that reason, they discouraged me from running.

Other answers mention that eligible list positions on the cantonal list are
almost exclusively reserved for older candidates. While most of those ref-
erences to age-based discrimination come from young candidates or MPs,
there are senior politicians who acknowledge that youth face hurdles, but
these voices remain a minority. For example, some respondents acknowl-
edge that youth lists never get enough votes to send somebody to the
National Council. Yet none of these older politicians is as vocal as young
respondents. “It is a trap for young politicians to be placed on a youth list”
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Table 30. Answers to the question whether the respondent has witnessed any
age-based discrimination

MPs 40 All Candidates 40
All MPs or under candidates or under

Sweden

Number of observations 120 37 279 85

Yes, has witnessed discrimination 30.00 35.14 40.14 41.18
(in %)

No, has not witnessed discrimina- 56.67 45.95 56.99 57.65
tion (in %)

No answer (in %) 13.33 18.92 2.87 1.18

Sweden

Number of observations 24 7 81 39

Yes, has witnessed discrimination 17.39 16.67 24.67 32.89
(in %)

No, has not witnessed discrimina- 82.61 83.33 75.33 67.11
tion (in %)

No answer (in %) 0 0 0 0

This quote from a 32-year-old candidate summarizes the feeling of some
youth candidates quite well. It seems that the installation of youth lists
allows youth to run, but it also allows the mainstream parties to keep youth
largely absent from their main list. Given that the electoral rule in Switzer-
land links these side lists to the main list, they help the mother party gain
more votes. However, they do not help individuals on the youth party list
gain a seat. Other groups within the party, such as pensioners, sometimes
also have their own lists, but these groups also figure more prominently on
the main list.

Of course, the failure of youth lists to generate any MPs is also a problem
of the electorate. In theory, voters could vote for these “secondary” lists, but
they hardly ever do so. By voting for these lists, Swiss voters might also risk
“wasting” their vote, because not a sufficiently high number of other voters
cast such votes.

7.3.4. Should There Be a Larger Number of Young MPs?

Among candidates and MPs in Sweden, the distribution between those who
think that there should be a larger number of young MPs and those oppos-
ing this proposition is about 40 percent compared to roughly 50 percent
(see table 31). Looking at the full-text responses, we can discern some inter-
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Table 31. Answers to the question whether there should be a higher number of
young MPs in the national parliament

MPs 40 All Candidates 40
All MPs or under candidates or under

Sweden

N 120 37 279 85

Yes, there should be more young 37.50 54.05 44.09 42.35
MPs (in %)

No, there should not be more 53.85 32.43 54.12 56.47
young MPs (in %)

No answer (in %) 21.76 13.51 1.79 1.18

Switzerland

N 24 7 82 39

Yes, there should be more young 58.33 57.14 73.78 92.31
MPs (in %)

No, there should not be more 41.67 42.86 26.22 7.69
young MPs (in %)

No answer (in %) 0 0 0 0

esting patterns and nuances: those who do not necessarily think that more
young legislators should access the national legislature are split between sat-
isfaction with current levels and demanding more politicians that are older.
One 75-year-old male candidate explains this satisfaction as follows: “It is
good as it is. The playing field is even. Equal to everyone” Others, such as a
57-year-old male candidate, advocate for an increased share of older repre-
sentatives. He states:

In Sweden, we are poor at taking advantage of the elderly’s experience. This
is a big difference to dominant views in Europe and the rest of the world.
There you can get the right confidence at 75, while here you are considered
completely consumed.

A female MP aged 54 adds that “young people always receive a lot of atten-
tion. It is a bigger problem that we lack representation from the age of
65—80. Similarly, a 63-year-old candidate describes how perceptions of a
youth advantage has led to big protests among older members of her party;
according to her, this even led to an exit of older politicians.

These views are in contrast to the approximately 40 percent of respon-
dents who think that there should be more young adults in the Swedish
parliament. Most of these study subjects add that increases in youth repre-
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sentation are even more important in assemblies outside the Riksdag. We
can broadly divide the statements that this second group advances into two
main arguments. First, several respondents make the point that youth still
lack influential positions inside and outside the parliament. For example,
a female MP aged 45 years notes that “among the board members and in
the party associations, there is an excess of the elderly” Respondents in this
group also identify the problem of supply of competent young candidates.
According to a 61-year-old male candidate, it is problematic if we only look
at those currently elected. In his words:

I think the question [of the age distribution among MPs] is wrong. The ques-
tion that should be asked is—do we lack young local politicians? If this is
the case, it could mean that we are heading towards a shortage of future
competent parliamentary politicians.

In addition, it appears from quite a few answers that municipal politics is
mainly recreational politics, which not only demands a lot of time but is
also dominated by older persons. A 49-year-old female MP summarizes this
view:

As a member of parliament, you can live comfortably. Such a job provides
good pay and opportunities to pursue other things within the party. It is a
real job and a career for young people. You can spend a lot of time on polit-
ical assignments in a municipality, but at the expense of your spare time.
For a municipal council assignment, only a few hundred dollars a month
are available. Then you should read documents, attend group meetings, be
responsible for a portfolio and otherwise be active in the party. Therefore,
it is mostly pensioners in municipal policy. Those who have time for it. We
have few counselors in their thirties and forties in municipal politics.

A final theme among Swedish respondents is a reflection on the type of
young candidates who win a seat. A 34-year-old male MP expresses this
viewpoint as follows: “There is absolutely no need for more young politi-
cians who joined a party when they were teenagers—however, more young
politicians who have not been raised in youth wings are needed, especially
from the suburbs of big cities”

In Switzerland, a majority of respondents supports an increase of youth
representatives in the National Council (see table 31). However, most of
these positive answers frequently still maintain that there is no systematic
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disadvantage to youth. The wish to see the number of young adults increase
is particularly high for candidates and especially so among young candi-
dates. More than 9o percent of the candidates in our Swiss sample favor an
increase of youth in the national legislature. In general, young respondents,
but also more senior ones, mention aspects such as generational justice, the
fact that young candidates bring new ideas, and that solutions to problems
such as climate change need fresh perspectives. For example, a 25-year-old
female candidate justifies the need for a higher share of young representa-
tives as follows:

Let us talk about climate change. The older generations, who are in the
majority in parliament now, are relatively little affected by this crisis. This
is different for the younger generation. This dominance of the elderly in the
national parliament has considerable effects on the formulation of laws; it
affects if anything will be done.

We could also read some frustration in several comments from young
candidates surrounding the question of whether youth should gain more
representation. These voices point out that they wish for improvements in
young adults’ representation in the national parliament. At the same time,
most respondents are hesitant to believe that things will change, at least in
the short term. For example, young respondents point out that it is nerve-
wracking to organize party lists and campaigns without any chances of win-
ning. Through such activities, they manage to get some public attention,
despite not having a real chance of gaining a seat in Bern. Nevertheless,
these youth feel the frustration of their sidelining. At the same time, they
express passion. For example, some young candidates mention that par-
ticipating in the election allowed them to raise some more awareness of
topics such as climate change or migration. A 21-year-old female candidate
expresses this idealism as follows:

We knew it beforehand that it was impossible for us to gain a seat. There-
fore, we campaigned to gain media attention, influence the public discourse
and attract more members for your youth party.

However, far from all candidates and MPs in the Swiss sample agree with
the premise that youth should get higher representation. There is a diver-
sity of responses, with respondents proposing three types of views. A first
set of answers noted that youth representation is not an issue of impor-
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tance. For instance, a 66-year-old male candidate sees age as “irrelevant” for
being a good politician. A second cluster points toward the aforementioned
lack of experience as a criterion for why there should not be more youth. A
third group simply states that the parties decide upon nominations and one
should not intervene in this process.

7.4. Youth in the Swedish Riksdag: Some Positive Signs but Still a Long
Way to Full Acceptance

There have been many positive signs of improvements in youth representa-
tion in Sweden over the past decades. Youths’ presence in the Riksdag has
increased since the late 1990s to a respectable 22.6 percent for the cohort
of adults aged 35 years or under. The share of those aged 40 years or under
(measured at the time of the election) increased to an even more respect-
able 35.5 percent. Many respondents’ perceptions confirm such improve-
ments, not only in terms of numerical presence but also in the political cul-
ture of the country. For example, a 37-year-old female MP concludes: “As a
rule, young people have been disadvantaged, but things have gotten better”
Another female MP, aged 32, adds: “When I was younger, I was often told
that I was inexperienced, and should therefore ‘wait for my turn’ I feel that
this kind of reasoning is generally less common today”

It seems that at least two features have favored this increase in youth
representation. First, parties have set in place informal procedures that sup-
port young individuals. For example, one female respondent reports that
her party has informal standards for the composition of lists, which state
that candidates should reflect the population as much as possible. In addi-
tion, nominating committees should make special efforts to reach under-
represented groups. Several other politicians note that the specific party
they belong to, the Social Democratic Party, has the goal that one-fourth
of all candidates on a list should be aged 35 years or under. This scheme
was formally anchored at the 2009 Congress by the party’s membership; it
approved a motion put forward by this party’s influential youth organization
(see Hennel 2010), but it is not technically a quota scheme with functioning
sanctions. Yet our responses mention that this principle guides the party’s
nominations.

Second, youth wings of political parties seem to be a strong force to
push young candidacies; they help socialize youth into politics and play an
important role in recruiting candidates. Several of our survey respondents
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further mention that youth wings have considerable influence within the
mother party; they often succeed in placing youth on eligible positions on
party lists. In the words of a female MP, aged 61: “Strong local youth associ-
ations join together to vote for their young candidates. Older people rarely
have similarly organized support”

However, not everyone supports this push to render politics more acces-
sible to young adults. Changes in formal and informal rules have certainly
improved the standing of youth. At the same time, however, these changes
have also increased tensions between younger and older members and
might have alienated some more senior politicians from the political sys-
tem. A 34-year-old female MP explains these changing perceptions in the
following words:

In the last two decades the larger political discourse in Sweden has clearly
sought to include young people in politics in different ways, in order to
reach the “voices of the future” It has probably meant that in many places,
many young people have come forward that the elderly have taken a step
back, either by themselves or because they have felt “forced” to do so.

Our survey responses also offer ample evidence that some elderly politi-
cians do not want to step aside. For example, there are respondents who
think that the ideal age for an MP is 75 years, or who perceive it as problem-
atic that the age group between 65 to 80 years has a relatively low political
presence. From many responses, we also noticed some subtle—and some-
times not so subtle—resentment of youth. To illustrate, we have plenty of
accounts in our responses that link youths’ lack of experience to their ability
to carry out their responsibilities. For example, a 23-year-old female MP
tells us that middle-aged and older people repeatedly expressed to her that
young people such as herself should not be taken seriously in politics as they
“lack life experience” and are “too young and immature” Another female
MDPD, aged 48, adds that that there is still an underlying political culture in
Sweden that youth lack the life experience needed to understand politics,
society, and everyday life. A 66-year-old candidate brings this objection of
youths’ capability to govern to the point. For him, experience and youth are
an “impossible combination”

Another related recurring theme from the survey is that young candi-
dates and politicians do not face the same standards as their more senior
colleagues. Instead our data point to plenty of examples of condescending
comments by older politicians directed against younger ones. For exam-
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ple, a male candidate, aged 20, who serves on his town’s municipal council,
reports that belittling behavior toward young people is quite common:

To take my own example, I was given a municipal trust assignment when I
was 18, but representatives of other parties addressed me with ‘kid’ and ‘boy’
instead of my name, during meetings.

A 31-year-old female MP states that during her tenure in the municipal
council, she heard politicians expressing opinions such as, “is she not too
young to be able to sit in the municipal council?” Another MP, a woman of
43 years, further illustrate these attitudes:

There are plenty of master suppression techniques and I have witnessed
more than once that older politicians act derogatory towards younger poli-
ticians and use their age against them.

Finally, a 23-year-old candidate explains in his response that others voice
oppositions toward his views by questioning his personality and that age is
a primary factor in these attacks against him.

We can interpret these experiences of young politicians, but also of not-
so-young ones, as warning signs. Despite Sweden being one of the coun-
tries in the world with the highest share of youth in the national parlia-
ment, young adults still do not seem to meet a level playing field in Swedish
politics. Our understanding is that the gains that youth have made in the
past years are still fragile, even more so because many of the survey partic-
ipants point toward a different situation at the municipal level, where older
politicians are present in higher numbers. Data from the Swedish statisti-
cal authority bolster these claims. In municipal councils, young adults are
present to a lower degree than their share of the general population (SCB
2020).* Moreover, these data also suggest that young council members are
less likely to stay in such positions once elected. An analysis of people that
left their municipal council seat in between 2014 and 2018 demonstrates
that young people are much more likely than other age groups to exit their
assignment before completing their term.* More than 40 percent of munic-

4. As stated in a report by Statistics Sweden: “Young people, aged 18-29, are under-
represented compared to the population. They make up 7 percent of municipal politi-
cians, which is 12 percentage points lower than the proportion in the voting-age popu-
lation” (SCB 2020, 6).

5. It is outside the scope of our book to study why this is so. We note that the most ambi-
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ipal councilors, who were under the age of 30 years, chose to exit their seat
prematurely during this time span (SCB 2019). These premature exits might
be related to the time commitment these municipal posts demand. Avail-
able research (Erlingsson and Ohrvall 2010) suggests that people in general
who exit Swedish municipal-level office before the end of their appointment
do so for mostly private reasons, in addition to political ones (see footnote
52). From our findings, it appears that young adults in such positions still
face some opposition and belittling behaviors due to their age. Therefore
we believe that describing Sweden as an exemplary “success case” in terms
of youths’ presence in politics risks shading processes inside councils and
parliaments pointing toward a culture of superiority dominated by more
senior politicians.

7.5. Youth in the Swiss National Council: Still the Exception Rather
Than the Rule

The middle-aged and elderly still dominate Switzerland’s National Coun-
cil. To illustrate, the share of young MPs aged 35 years or under is still
lower than the one of MPs above 61 years (10.6 percent versus 12.6 percent,
respectively). This implies that at the end of the parliamentary term of the
2019 parliament, only 10.6 percent of legislators will be 40 years or under,
but the share of those above 61 years will exceed 15 percent.

While a majority of respondents recognizes the low presence of young
adults, from the responses we received we do not think that the majority
wants to address the problem of youths’ underrepresentation seriously. Sev-
eral respondents also downplay the problem of youths’ lack of presence in
the National Council or point to so-called success stories. The comment
of this middle-aged MP reflects such neglect of the problem: “In the last
Swiss national elections many young people, in particular many young
females, became newly elected MPs” Our impression is that such state-
ments shy away from the fact that this group is underrepresented at a ratio

tious study on this topic that we could find, Erlingsson and Ohrvall (2010), confirms the
finding that young people are more likely than other age groups to leave Swedish local
politics before the end of their term. From the general pool of those leaving municipal
elected office, it was more common to do so for “private” reasons (62 percent of respon-
dents in a smaller sample of ex-politicians), rather than “political” reasons (25 percent).
Thirteen percent sorted in the category “private and political reasons have an equally
large importance” (p. 67).



Explaining (More) Variation in Youth Representation 151

of 1 to 3 relative to the population. Other statements, such as the one by this
66-year-old female candidate, illustrate that some politicians do not want to
see the problem as such but rather try to find some justification, which does
not acknowledge the lack of youth representation in Swiss national politics:

If young adults want to get higher representation, they should get involved
more, become a candidate and get elected. They should stop complain-
ing that they have few chances. If youth really want to do something, they
should increase their engagement. Complaining does not count for me.

We find it noteworthy that this view bases itself on some problematic
assumptions, to say the least. From what we can tell, there is no lack of
youth engagement. To illustrate, the share of candidates aged 30 years or
under averaged around 10 percent in the 1970s and 1980s and increased
to around 20 percent in the elections during the 1990s. It then witnessed
another gradual increase: during the five elections since 2003, about 30 per-
cent of all candidates to the National Council have been under 30 years of
age. In fact, in the last three elections, the share of candidates in this age
group exceeded 30 percent (Kohler and Tognina 2019). Confronted with
these numbers, the suggestion of a lack of young candidates in Swiss politics
does not hold water. As youth presence on youth lists reveals, young adults
show a strong commitment to take an active part in electoral politics.

We believe that it is important that politicians start perceiving the lack
of youth in parliament as a problem. Suggestions that there are not enough
young candidates are clearly misleading. If there were no candidates, maybe
this supply argument could make sense, but with record numbers of young
candidates running there is objectively no dearth of youth willing to run.
Rather middle-aged and senior candidates must recognize that the problem
is structural. Most often, young candidates are relegated to side lists. This
provides a double advantage for the more senior party elites; it allows them
to add votes to the party (even if it is only 1 or 2 percent, or even less than 1
percent). In addition, it permits them to keep most of the list positions for
themselves, without the need for an older candidate to step aside in favor of
a younger candidate.

Youth can only see considerable improvements if young candidates
make it to the main lists. It is important to note that we do not advocate
for the abolition of youth lists. Being a candidate on a youth list can be
a stepping-stone for a political career and can provide youth with some
firsthand experience in running a campaign. In addition, these youth lists
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can help candidates gain media attention for topics important to young cit-
izens. Yet if youth face near complete relegation to these lists, they will not
win elections. We therefore recommend that the installation of a youth list
should be coupled with some level of mandatory youth representation on
the main list (targets could be 25 or 30 percent). Such permeability would
not only open youth to some increased representation in the National Coun-
cil but it would also show them that they are welcome on the main list. In
fact, such a target or quota could also allow Swiss political parties to renew
themselves periodically. As the example of the Social Democratic Party in
Sweden reveals, quota or target measures can be important to improve the
chances for young candidates.

In addition to the institutional feature of reforming such youth lists, it
seems that there must be a strengthening of the societal consciousness in
favor of higher youth representation. This brings us back to the aforemen-
tioned vicious cycle of political apathy. In the Swiss case, youths’ political
interest is low, to say the least: they are the age group that participates the
least in elections, and—as we have shown here—their voices are largely
absent in parliament. There are several ways to break this vicious cycle. For
example, if society as a whole recognizes that youth are an integral part, they
might grant them more representation. Another possibility would be stron-
ger youth advocacy. Youth must wake up and demand their fair share of
legislative seats and other influential posts. The youth climate strikes, which
triggered strong mobilization in 2018 and 2019, point to a possible political
awakening of youth. Yet it remains an open question how sustainable this
activism is and whether it will lead to even more young adults running for
office and possibly also more elected young MPs, as well as how society
responds to these calls for change.

So far, the Swiss society—and the majority of countries on the globe for
that matter—have failed to incorporate young adults into formal decision-
making bodies. However, Swiss history provides a prominent example that
the quite conservative political culture in this Alpine country can change.
The development of women’s elected presence has shown that society can
rectify injustices in political influence. To highlight, Switzerland was one
of the last countries with democratic institutions to enfranchise women
at the national level. Until 1971, women had no right to run and stand for
office in its federal assemblies. Yet women’s parliamentary representation
has increased strongly since women gained the right to vote and to run for
office: from 5 percent in 1971 to more than 40 percent in 2019 (see Favero
2019). We could therefore hope for a similar increase in youth representa-
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tion over the next years and decades. Most candidates and MPs recognize
the dearth of youth representation as a problem. It would be a start if party
elites were to act on this problem and start changing course, by actively pro-
moting more young adults on the main party lists and, particularly, by push-
ing these young candidates through endorsements and favorable positions.

7.6. Propositions to Increase Youth Representation

Despite the fact that the state of youth representation differs in Sweden
and Switzerland, the propositions that our survey respondents voiced to
increase youth representation resemble each other, except for the specific
case of the youth lists in Switzerland. For youth to become less of an excep-
tion in Swiss politics, it seems that there must be reform in the use of youth
lists. The overall majority of young candidates runs on specific youth lists;
youth run, campaign, and fight for their convictions, with no chance of get-
ting elected. It is unlikely, to say the least, that they would not be willing to
run on the party’s main list. One suggestion could thus be to keep youth lists
as a stepping-stone for a larger number of young candidates. At the same
time, parties should be required to grant them a certain number of positions
on the main lists.

Aside from this more specific point, all other topics apply to both set-
tings and have general reach. Regulating incumbency is one recurring topic.
For example, one Swedish female candidate, aged 23, suggests this type of
reform:

One possibility is that the party itself can begin to set limits on how many
periods a parliamentary member may hold office. One problem that keeps
many young people out is that once a person is elected, he can sit for 20
years. As a result, the flow becomes slow and entering as a new MP is then
rather about running in the right election than being the best candidate.
This affects all candidates so nothing is specific to young people, although
such a measure will have a greater impact on us.

Similarly, a 53-year-old male candidate from Switzerland advocates term
limits of 16 years. To us, this suggestion seems balanced. Being able to run
four times would allow for some consistency, but it would also permit regu-
lar renewal. Other recurrent themes are reducing the eligibility requirements
in various ways, such as lowering the right to vote and to run for office to
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16 years, as well as introducing special mentor programs that pair young
aspiring candidates with more senior MPs. In addition, several respondents
refer to another structural problem: the need for campaign support. Young
adults in their 20s and 30s seldom have the necessary financial and human
resources to launch a successful campaign. Hence they might need funds
from parties to run for office. We believe that we cannot overstate the role of
campaign support in settings where money is a prerequisite for campaign-
ing, such as the United States. Another solution would be the abolition of
private funding for campaigns. For example, if campaign funding would be
public and each party would get a set amount of money, imbalances in how
much money a candidate could spend would be smaller. This in turn would
lead to a more equal playing field because it is the parties and not the indi-
vidual candidates who receive the money.

Aside from these more structural or institutional characteristics, several
respondents in Sweden and even more so in Switzerland mention the need
to change the dominant political culture in the two countries. In the words
of a 23-year-old Swiss candidate:

Youth must feel welcome, they must feel that are an integral part of their
party, that their views are equally important than the ones of more senior
members, and that they receive strong encouragement to run.

We believe that part of this welcoming culture is that middle-aged and
senior party members should stop practices such as belittling youth, view-
ing them as less valuable because of their lack of political experience, and
brushing aside their requests when it comes to the selection of internal or
external offices. Over the past decades, parties in Sweden and Switzerland
have made some advances to overcome a culture of masculinity. We believe
that it is now also time that they suppress the culture of seniority, which
does not perceive young adults as equally qualified representatives. In Swe-
den, there are sign that this is currently happening, but in Switzerland, this
is less obvious.

Yet it is not only parties but also societies as a whole that should become
more youth friendly. However, what concrete societies can do to open up for
youth remains a difficult question. A respondent from Switzerland calls this
“the million-dollar question.” He illustrates that the burden is not only on
parties but also on citizens, whose demand after all is an important factor.
This applies particularly to Switzerland, where citizens could vote in favor of
these youth lists to send more youth to parliament. However, in the major-



Explaining (More) Variation in Youth Representation 155

ity, they refrain from doing so. Of course, this lukewarm support for youth
lists could have connections to the low voter turnout of young adults. To
increase youth turnout and to provide an indirect solution to the problem
of youth underrepresentation, one middle-aged male respondent in Swit-
zerland suggested increasing civic education in school. This reasoning ties
again to our vicious cycle of alienation introduced in chapter 2, where the
low level of participation among youth connects to their lacking interest
in formal politics. As a potential remedy to these negative spirals we also
advocate for increased civic education in school and university. This could
then increase youths’ political interest and knowledge, which in turn could
increase youth turnout.



CHAPTER 8

CONCLUSIONS

How many world leaders, for how many decades have seen and known
what is coming but have decided that it is more politically expedient to
keep it behind closed doors? My generation and the generations after me
do not have that luxury. In the year 2050, I will be 56 years old. Yet right
now, the average age of this 52nd Parliament is 49 years old.

(NEW ZEALAND MP CHLOE SWARBRICK,
QUOTED ON CNN 2019)

As Chloe Swarbrick, a 25-year-old member of the New Zealand Parliament,
took the floor of the House during a debate in November 2019, she voiced
concern of how impending global warming will affect a generation not suf-
ficiently represented in the lawmaking assembly. When heckled by an older
legislator during her address, she replied promptly “OK Boomer”—referring
to the Internet meme that uses this catchphrase to mock conservative atti-
tudes of the baby boomer generation—and continued her speech. Her talk,
which intended to back a law aiming to reduce carbon emissions in New
Zealand, quickly spread in the global news; the media discussed it as a sign
of a rift between generations, now evident among lawmakers (CNN 2019;
Washington Post 2019).

Besides the issue of climate change, where young activists have recently
called for swift action, the perceived clash between the needs of younger
generations and the weak response by older legislators is a feature of
other debates. For instance, in 2018 youth in the United States gathered
in masses—notably through the vast March for Our Lives—to protest
against the inability of older politicians to regulate access to weapons that
enable school shootings that primarily harm the young. Furthermore, the
COVID-19 pandemic, which was still ongoing when we wrote this book, is
another example of events that might affect younger and older generations
heterogeneously. COVID-19 is much more dangerous and lethal for the
older generations. However, the measures governments have imposed to
dampen the pandemic will possibly disproportionally hit young people. As

156



Conclusions 157

a news headline noted in early April 2020, when the pandemic-related lock-
down in United States made an initial blow to the economy: “COVID-19:
Young workers in the US are likely to be hit the hardest” (World Economic
Forum 2020). The reason for such effects is that service-based industries,
such as hospitality and retail, are more likely to have a young workforce. The
Pew Research Center similarly noted that industries with a higher risk for
unemployment due to COVID-19 more often employ young adults (Koch-
har and Barroso 2020). In addition, COVID-19 will have some more indi-
rect effects on younger generations. They will likely have to pay back the
enormous debt that countries have been incurring in 2020 and 2021 (and
probably beyond) to support the economic recovery. We therefore wish to
illustrate that these unfolding events could be a potential source for even
more visible conflicts between generations in society. These conflicts could
potentially also play out in parliaments.

Although the tension between the interests of younger generations
and those of their elders in legislatures around the globe is becoming more
salient, the political world, as well as the academic literature, has not exten-
sively discussed the problem of youths’ lack of representation. In fact, one
of the objections to focusing on young legislators has sometimes been the
issue of “experience”’—that is, it is understandable that youth are absent
from higher positions since they supposedly lack the skills to shoulder such
responsibilities. In the literature and larger debate, these thoughts are pres-
ent as well. For instance, former speaker of the U.S. House of Representa-
tives, James Beauchamp Clark, noted in his autobiography that “No sane
man would for one moment think of making a graduate from West Point
a full general, or one from Annapolis an admiral. . . . In every walk of life
‘men must tarry at Jericho till their beards are grown” (Clark 1920, 290). As
we conclude this book, we want to challenge this argument head-on. While
we understand the notion that some positions in the political sphere might
require individuals with amassed experience, we believe that there must be
some space for youth as well. This is even more relevant, considering that
what we normally refer to as young people in politics are not always junior
persons.

A person aged 30 or 35 years has often accumulated a rather large expe-
rience of holding lower-ranking office by this time, especially if they started
their political career early on. In this sense, we also believe that there is
some societal tendency to exaggerate how old someone should be to hold
office. To illustrate, the United States has had presidents such as Theodore
Roosevelt and John F. Kennedy who were around 43 years old when they
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took office, and we do not see that their age was to their detriment. More
generally, we think there is merit in the argument that young people—with
a different perspective and set of interests—actually bring something to the
table when they enter legislatures. We also want to question the argument
that age has no bearing on how an MP behaves in parliament. For instance,
several respondents in Sweden and Switzerland have voiced the opinion
that the age of the legislator is not important to how they think, act, or vote,
and that more senior parliamentarians can be equally good representatives
for younger cohorts of society as younger MPs. This observation might well
be true for individual legislators, but taken together the limited evidence we
present in chapter 2 points in the direction that young parliamentarians are
more likely to represent the interests of younger cohorts better than more
senior ones. Furthermore, the absence of youth in decision-making bodies
is problematic not only substantially but also from a symbolic perspective.
Young adults need representatives to whom they can relate. More likely
than not, these representatives are younger MPs. Without such representa-
tives, they are more likely to become disillusioned by conventional politics
and further refrain from voting and engaging in party politics.

There are several solutions various political actors can adopt to improve
youth representation and to break the vicious cycle of political alienation.
Table 32 summarizes the different reforms we identify at the country level,
party level, and the levels of individual MPs, candidates, and voters.' At the
country level, the findings from our statistical models point to two insti-
tutional factors—candidate age requirements and, to a somewhat lesser
extent, PR electoral systems. Both age requirements to run for office set at 18
years (or possibly even 16 years) and PR systems increase the share of youth
in parliament. In particular, when it comes to candidate age requirements,
we see no reason for why young adults aged 18, who have most rights and
duties at this age, are not able to run for political office. Restricting young
adults from running is also not compatible with the notion of becoming a
citizen. At the age of 18 countries can draft youth and potentially send them
to war. However, youth at this age are in several countries hindered to run
for office and participate in the writing, decision-making, and implementa-
tion of legislation. Even allowing youth to vote and run for office at 16 years
of age should not be a taboo topic, especially considering that in several
low-income countries the median age of the population is under 20 years.
Admittedly, changing the electoral system is much more difficult. Contrary

1. While our models do not suggest that regime type is a main predictor of the share of
young MPs, becoming a democracy is the foundation for many of the reforms we envi-
sion, such as having voters freely electing their leaders.
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Table 32. Suggestions on how to improve youths’ political representation

Country level Party level MPs and candidates ~ Voters

Age requirement for  Elect young party Recognize the Vote for young
candidacy set at 18 leaders problem of youths’ candidates

(or possibly 16) years underrepresentation

Proportional repre-  Voluntary party Create an accom- Show increased inter-
sentation electoral quotas modating culture for ests to campaigns

system

Legislative age quotas

Strengthen youth

youth

Abolish (informal)

by youth parties and
young candidates

Pressure parties to

or reserved seats for ~ wings rules inside and include more youth
young adults outside parliaments  in electable districts/
that give prefer- positions
ential treatment
to the most senior
legislators
Term limits on politi- Support young Push authorities to
cal office candidates in their transparently docu-
campaigns ment the absence of
young adults as can-
didates and MPs in
statistics and public
reports

to lowering the age of candidacy requirements, electoral systems not only
affect the age of legislators but also affect the party system, the accountabil-
ity between voters and legislators, and the conflict lines in society (Fiva and
Folke 2016).

In addition, countries could adopt two more reforms to rectify the gross
imbalance in the political representation of young adults. The first of these
reforms is the implementation of youth quotas. In 2021, enforced legisla-
tive youth quotas or reserved seats are the anomaly rather than the rule in
contemporary parliaments across the globe. In the few countries with such
regulations, the youth quota is either too low to make a difference or not
stringently implemented. Yet the experience we have with gender quotas
points to the potential that youth quotas have. The increase in women’s rep-
resentation from single digits in the 1990s to a more respectable 25 percent
in contemporary parliaments would not have been possible without the
adoption of gender quotas (see Krook 2009; Kerevel 2019). What is possible
for women as a group should also be possible for young adults. It seems that
a crucial factor that is lacking in most countries is the political will to imple-
ment a youth quota of a respectable number, such as 20 or 25 percent, and to
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put in place sanctioning mechanisms to make sure these rules are enforced.
For youth representation in cabinets, such quota regulations would be even
more beneficial, given the infinitesimally small number of young ministers
across the globe.

Another possible reform would be the implementation of limits on the
time representatives can hold a certain seat or office. Several of our respon-
dents raised this possibility. We believe that it would probably be too rad-
ical to advocate term limits of one or two terms, given that parliamentary
experience and connections are important assets that MPs should possess
to carry out the authority to legislate. However, setting term limits at 16 to
20 years (i.e., four terms of four or five years) seems to be a good compro-
mise. This would allow for enough consistency for the parliament to run
smoothly, but also for much needed renewal. In addition, the adoption of
such term limits would be a measure that all newcomers—not only young
ones—would benefit from. We do not see this proposal as unrealistic, and
we hope that it might find more traction in the broader public debate in the
future. Today, such rules exist for roles such as mayors, governors, or heads
of state in many countries. In fact, term limits are also widespread in state
legislatures in settings such as the United States (Carey et al. 2009). While
not very common today (Schwindt-Bayer 2005; Council of Europe 2019),
extending such principles to the national legislature for even more countries
seems like a reasonable goal. We also see no reason that we could not imple-
ment the same term limits for the executive branch; that is, besides the head
of the government this could also apply for ministers.

In several parliaments across the globe, the informal “principle of senior-
ity” gives benefits to those that have served for longer periods than oth-
ers. In several countries, including Sweden and the United States, the most
senior members of the legislature have preferential treatment in choosing
assignments and the like. In the U.S. Senate, the principle of seniority is one
of the main guiding principles. According to Goodwin (1959), this princi-
ple “is more than a means of choosing committee chairmen; it is a means
of assigning members to committees, of choosing subcommittee chairmen
and conference committee members. It affects the deference shown to leg-
islators on the floor, the assignment of office space, even invitations to din-
ners” (412). Goodwin continues, saying, “In short, it is a spirit pervading the
total behavior of Congress” Over the past 60 years, very little has changed
with this principle. The responses from candidates and legislators in Sweden
and Switzerland lead us to believe that similar rules to the one in the United
States exist in Sweden and Switzerland as well. Magni-Berton and Panel
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(2021) note that the political elite in a country with an older leadership has
a fundamental incentive to keep such formal and informal rules in place; it
shields them from the influence of newcomers. We believe that parliaments
should analyze and reform many of these principles of seniority.

Aside from these general guidelines, it is also important that countries
adopt coherent and fair policies for political recruitment. We could display
the Swiss electoral system as an example of country-specific institutional
arrangements that function as an exclusion mechanism for young adults.
The Swiss electoral system allows multiple lists by the same party. The prob-
lem with this arrangement is that, more often than not, nearly all youth face
relegation to the youth list. However, these youth lists at the cantonal level
rarely get enough votes to elect anybody to parliament. To rectify this sub-
tle discrimination, we do not recommend the abolition of these youth lists,
because they provide vital experience and campaign socialization for youth.
Rather, we suggest legislation specifying that youth lists are only allowed if
parties also place a certain percentage of candidates on the main lists.

Parties can also contribute to a rejuvenation of parliaments and cabi-
nets. From our study, it seems that among the most efficient ways to do so
is the selection of a young party leader. Parties with young party leaders also
have younger parliamentary caucuses. This also holds true for cabinets with
a young head of government. The second party-related factor we have iden-
tified is more subtle. Older parties also tend to select older representatives
and cabinet members. Of course, we do not suggest that older parties dis-
band, but it is important that the party elites of established parties are aware
of these tendencies, which likely develop due to entrenchment of homo-
social networks by powerful interests within parties. Raising this awareness
could potentially entice actors with an agenda of renewal and reform in such
parties to put countering measures in place, such as voluntary party quotas.
Those schemes could work against the old age of the parliamentary cau-
cuses and hopefully also within the governing boards of parties. Pertaining
to party quotas, it also seems, from the example of the Swedish Social Dem-
ocratic Party, that the informal goal of having 25 per cent of the seats on lists
allotted to young adults works well. Implicitly, this decision might have also
persuaded other parties in Sweden to balance their lists, as representatives
from these parties also state that they try to conform to the age in society
when nominating their lists. A further relevant feature of parties is active
and strong youth wings. The survey of Swedish MPs and candidates high-
lights that strong youth wings can be a force in nominating younger aspiring
politicians. Finding ways to strengthen youth wings—for instance, by giving
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them real power in the party, including influence in nominations for elected
office—could be something to which parties in other countries could aspire
to as well. It would also demonstrate to youth that they have a place within
the party, including in decision-making processes. Beyond these more for-
mal arrangements, party leaders and elites could remind themselves that
intergenerational justice can only be achieved if youth gain greater access
to positions of power—be it in the party leadership, elected office, or even
in the executive.

Youths” underrepresentation is also a question of awareness for candi-
dates and MPs. Our insights from the Swiss example suggest that many pol-
iticians are reluctant to confront the problem of young adults’ lack of rep-
resentation. They give contradictory answers when asked whether youths’
lack of parliamentary presence is a problem. On the one hand, a majority
of respondents affirm that they would prefer the parliament to reflect the
Swiss population in terms of its age distribution, something that should
clearly imply an increase in young MPs. On the other hand, many of the
same respondents answer that there is no systematic discrimination against
youth in nominations and elections. This implies that they turn a blind eye
on one of the problems in contemporary representative democracies, even
if we cannot judge here whether or not they do so deliberately. Similarly,
Swiss survey respondents mentioned that they would welcome more young
adults on lists, but they still referred to a lack of youth willing to run on
main lists and even noted that young adults complain rather than engag-
ing in becoming an active part of politics. To us, respondents might offer
these answers out of expediency rather than conviction. More broadly, this
reluctance among elite actors to acknowledge youth underrepresentation is
linked to the problem of a larger political culture that is still not welcom-
ing to young adults. Attitudes suggesting that youth are not “experienced”
enough ignore the vital forces of rejuvenation to politics that young adults
might bring. These examples further illustrate this political culture that is
still rather unfriendly to youth. It is also important to note that the gains
youth have made in a few countries are not without resistance. In Sweden,
for example, youths’ increased representation faces some opposition from
more senior politicians. Yet, even more importantly, there are instances
where youth face condescending and belittling attitudes from senior legisla-
tors. These views risk isolating young newcomers and we think this problem
requires further attention in politics and in society at large.

If we care about young adults’ concerns, ideas, and proposals, this polit-
ical culture of seniority within parliaments, parties, and political elites must
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change, not only in Switzerland and Sweden but also throughout the world.
Prominent examples of women’s activism inside and outside parliament that
have advanced gender equality, for instance through the #MeToo move-
ment, illustrate that activism can end discrimination—or at least alleviate
it. Similar activism could also improve the standing of young adults. An
example is the “Not Too Young to Run” movement, a global campaign that
promotes and supports young people’s participation in politics. Stemming
from Nigeria in 2016, this campaign has gained traction in international
bodies (see United Nations 2016b), and we see it as a promising attempt
to bring attention to youth underrepresentation. It is a rallying cry geared
toward abolishing barriers that hinder young adults’ chances to stand for
office. Examples of the work of this campaign come from Gambia, where
young adults without a party affiliation received support to stand for office,
something that they would not have done otherwise (see Women Deliver
2017). Moreover, in recent years, youth have awakened to and led climate
and antigun activism. If youth show sustained engagement in the years to
come, they might break the conventional barriers young adults face in pol-
itics, albeit slowly.

Finally, we want to point to the role that ordinary citizens can take to
support young adults in their struggle to gain a larger share in decision-
making. In countries where there is a large pool of candidates, such as Swit-
zerland, this can be as simple as casting a vote for a young politician. In
other countries, making a deliberate choice for young candidates might be
harder because there might not be any youth for whom to vote. In a first-
past-the-post system, voters can only vote for a young candidate if one of
the two (or three or four) candidates is young. In closed-list proportional
representation systems, voters must accept the predetermined order of
candidates. If no young candidate is on their preferred list, they cannot do
much. However, what citizens can do, regardless of the context, is to lobby
for youth, because parties might listen once there is enough demand. Unfor-
tunately, the pressure to include young adults is low in most countries. Yet
the Swedish example shows that the political culture can change, even if not
everyone agrees on making the Riksdag younger.

Quo vadis, youth representation? Despite the fact that we have shown
in many avenues how youth representation can improve, we do not think
that, in the short run, we will have major improvements to youths’ rep-
resentation in parliaments and cabinets. While there are positive signs of
increased youth engagement in areas such as climate change or gun con-
trol, as well as some youth activism for democracy in more authoritarian
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countries, the vicious cycle of youth alienation seems to remain a reality for
many young adults across the globe. It will be very hard to break this cycle,
not least because many stakeholders, including parties, governments, and
(older) voters, seem to be content with the political disengagement of youth.
Youth underrepresentation in parliaments and cabinets is also an institu-
tionalized feature in many settings. Over the past 30 or 40 years, very little
has changed in youth representation, at least if we generalize from the four
countries we have analyzed in detail (i.e., Australia, France, Germany and
the United Kingdom). Judging by the current low share of young MPs in
other countries as well, there could hardly have been any increase in these
countries over the past decades either.

We also see tendencies of acquiescence with the issue of youths’ absence
in politics within academia and the scholarly literature. Compared to work
on the political marginalization of other social groups, such as women or
ethnic minorities, research on young adults has been scarce. We hope that
with this book we have shed some light on how few youth are actually in
positions of political power. In particular, the age group of people aged 35
years or under faces rampant underrepresentation: they make up about 10
percent of all parliamentarians and a mere 3 percent of ministers across the
globe in 2019. This means that young adults face levels of underrepresenta-
tion at a ratio of more than one to three in parliament and one to ten in cabi-
net, when compared to the voting-age population. For the age group of MPs
aged 40 years or under, the underrepresentation is a bit less pronounced but
still in the vicinity of one to two for parliamentarians and one to five for cab-
inet members. Moreover, we must remind ourselves that these numbers are
conservative, since we have measured the age of politicians at the beginning
of each term. By the end of these terms, the age gap is even larger. Further-
more, in the calculation of these ratios between the age of politicians and
citizens, we have also excluded those under 18 years. If we were to calculate
youths’ underrepresentation of the whole population, looking also at chil-
dren and adolescents, the gap between youths’ political representation and
their share in the citizenry would widen dramatically. We do not necessarily
advocate such calculations, because we find the assumption of focusing on
a limit of adulthood set at 18 years old to be a reasonable benchmark. How-
ever, what we strongly propose in this book is that young adults deserve an
increased presence in legislatures, cabinets, and in other political posts as
well. While it will be hard to change course, we hope that we have at least
raised some awareness of this pressing generational injustice.
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