POLITICAL INTEREST AND SOCIOPOLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 1

Self-Determination Theory and the Role of Political Interest in Adolescents'
Sociopolitical Development

Silvia Russo & Hakan Stattin

Abstract
In this study we adopted an agentic perspective and used self-determination theory to analyze
the role of political interest in youth’s sociopolitical development. Inspired by this theoretical
framework, we identified indicators of the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence
within the political sphere. We followed two age cohorts (Swedish 13- and 16-year-olds) over
one year, with a total of 1,992 adolescents, who are at a crucial age for sociopolitical
development. Results from autoregressive structural cross-lagged models indicated that
political interest predicted significant increases in autonomy, relatedness, and competence
over one year, but that these psychological needs did not predict a change in political interest
over the same time period. The findings speak in favor of an agentic perspective, suggesting
that political interest can serve as a basis for youth’s political development.
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In this study, we adopted an agentic perspective and used a unifying theoretical
framework, self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), to analyze adolescents’
sociopolitical development over one year. We focused on the role of political interest since it
is a key prognostic factor for political and civic activity (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995).
Consistent with this, virtually every study aimed at explaining political engagement has
included political interest among its main determinants. However, theoretical arguments
explaining the role of political interest in young people’s political development are still less
well developed. We suggested and tested the idea that youth’s political interest acts as a
motivational force for behaviors that satisty the basic psychological needs for autonomy,
relatedness, and competence within the political sphere.

Youth’s Agency in Political Development

Psychological theorists consider adolescence a crucial period for sociopolitical
development (Sherrod, Torney-Purta, & Flanagan, 2010). Adolescence is regarded as a period
of transition during which young people face the tasks of exploring and consolidating identity
(Erikson, 1968), and of developing independence of thought (Flanagan & Christens, 2011).
Adolescence is the time for exploration in a variety of fields, and politics is not an exceptional
one. During this period, youth consolidate social responsibility (e.g., Wray-Lake & Syvertsen,
2011), develop a political identity (e.g., Yates & Youniss, 1998), and start to engage in
political and civic activities (e.g., Flanagan, 2013; Levy, Solomon, & Collet-Gildard, 2016;
Manganelli, Lucidi, & Alivernini, 2015). Overall, a variety of studies have confirmed the
importance of this life period for youth sociopolitical development.

Some researchers focusing on adolescents’ civic and political development have
presented a view that goes beyond the internalization model of political socialization, which
has tended to explain youth’s political development on the basis of the unidirectional

influences of the social environment. For example, Flanagan and Christens (2011) claimed
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that young people are agents of social change and should be regarded as assets to their
community; similarly, Yates and Youniss (1998) suggested that young people are reflective
agents who interpret the options and opportunities that they encounter. This agentic
perspective is in line with the most recent theories in developmental psychology, highlighting
a view of individuals as active participants in their environment (e.g., Sameroff, 2009). In this
study, we utilized this agentic perspective to analyze the role played by political interest in
adolescents’ political development.

The idea that youth’s political interest can influence their own civic and political
development has been tackled mainly in two areas of research. The first deals with civic and
political discussions within the family. McDevitt (2006) suggested a model of developmental
provocation, according to which young people who are interested in political issues will
develop a sense of political agency at home. Once they are stimulated by some external
factor, such as school civic education, they will want to initiate political discussion at home
with their parents, who, in turn, will be prompted to strengthen their own political competence
as preparation for future conversations. A series of empirical studies evaluating the
consequences of participating in Kids Voting— a set of activities in a school curriculum
dealing with issues related to voting in a democracy — supported this idea (McDevitt &
Chaffee, 1998, 2000). This line of research suggests that once young people become
interested in societal and political issues, they are likely to be eager to engage in discussion
and get feedback from their family.

The second research model derives from media and communication studies, and
concerns exposure to political news. In this field, the role of individual characteristics and
predispositions, like socio-demographic characteristics, attitudes, interests, prior experience,
and personality, in driving the selection of and attention to media content has for long been

recognized. For example, the “uses and gratification” approach seeks to understand what
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attracts and holds audiences to different types of media channels and contents (e.g., Cantril,
1942). Slater (2007) suggested that there is a mutual influence of media selectivity and media
effects, which produces reinforcing spirals, such that political attitudes and beliefs increase
political media use and are reinforced by it. For example, Strombéack and Shehata (2010)
adopted a longitudinal design to investigate the relationship between news-media use and
interest in politics among adults. They found that the relationship between attention to
political news and political interest was reciprocal, and that the effect of political interest on
news-media use was stronger than the effect of news-media use on political interest. On the
whole, empirical findings support the idea that people interested in politics tend to seek
political information, mainly because political issues are salient to them (cf. Hutchings,
2001).

These studies indicate that youth interested in politics are active in bringing up political
discussions with their family, stimulate civic interest in their communication partners, and are
selective in the information they want to get from the media. They all point to the fruitfulness
of an agency perspective on youth’s political development, but the youth-agency view still
lacks a unifying theoretical framework to explain how and why youth’s interest in politics
promotes their own political development.

Political Interest and Self-determination Theory

One of the more influential models dealing with human motivation lies in self-
determination theory (SDT, Deci & Ryan, 1991; 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 2006). In this
theory, intrinsic motivation refers to engagement in an activity because it is inherently
interesting or enjoyable, whereas extrinsic motivation refers to engagement in an activity for
instrumental reasons, e.g., with regard to social pressures or rewards (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
SDT takes its starting point in young people’s early intrinsic motivation. The theory suggests

that young people freely explore the things they are interested in. For example, if they are
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curious about and interested in politics, they will be motivated to pursue and develop their
interest further if the conditions and other people’s reactions to them facilitate the fulfillment
of their basic psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci & Ryan,
2000). In the theory, intrinsic motivation acts as a driving force. Youth will try to satisfy their
basic psychological needs in the fields where they are intrinsically motivated. When they feel
their basic needs are satisfied, their interest will grow further in an iterative process of mutual
reinforcement.

SDT has been used to study people’s engagement in a variety of settings, such as sports
and in school, but its application to politics is virtually absent (see, however, Stattin, Hussein,
Ozdemir & Russo, 2017). In this study, we do not use the standard SDT measures previously
used in the literature. Instead, inspired by SDT, we identify various indicators that should be
particularly relevant to politically interested young people in satisfying their basic
psychological needs. We suggest that needs satisfaction should be reflected in the excitement,
enjoyment, and perceived mastery experienced when engaging in politics-related behaviors.

The first need, the need for autonomy, is about feeling free to explore and deepen
personal interests in a self-governed manner. Being autonomous means perceiving a full sense
of choice in endorsing actions that stem from personal interest (Deci & Ryan, 2002). If
youth’s exploratory behaviors are experienced as autonomous expressions of the self (Ryan,
1995), they should be accompanied by positive feelings and exploration of new stimuli (Deci
& Ryan, 2008). If young people are politically interested, their motivations for exploration are
likely to be primarily intrinsic (fun, enjoyable), rather than extrinsic (gaining the respect of
others, making other people happy). They will likely be attentive to news, from whatever
source, and will enjoy exploring what happens in society and the world.

The need for relatedness refers to feeling connected to others and being accepted by

them. In general, relatedness has been described as striving authentically to relate to others
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and to feel a satisfying involvement with them (Deci & Ryan, 1991). In other words,
relatedness is the feeling of belonging to a group of people who share the same interest. For
politically interested youth, we suggest that discussing politics with family and peers is one
way of satisfying the need for relatedness. Young people with a high political interest are
likely to talk often with their parents and peers about political issues, and they are also likely
to be excited by what their parents and peers say in these conversations. It is worth noting
that, according to SDT, the need for relatedness does not conflict with the need for autonomy.
Rather, it is nested within the development of greater autonomy (Ryan & Lynch, 1989).
Indeed, this need is satisfied mainly when individuals feel autonomously involved in a social
relationship (Blais, Sabourin, Boucher, & Vallerand, 1990).

Finally, the need for competence is defined as “the desire to feel efficacious, to have an
effect on one’s environment, and to be able to attain valued outcomes” (Deci, 1998, p. 152).
Competence is not an attained skill but is rather a sense of confidence in action (Deci & Ryan,
2002); thus, feelings of efficacy (Bandura, 1996) are central to the satisfaction of competence
needs. Experiences of learning about society from various sources, and from discussions with
others, are likely to increase the perceived competence of young people who are interested in
politics. Over time, interested youth will come to perceive that they can make a difference in
society: that is, a more general sense of political efficacy is evoked.

The Present Study

SDT offers a general framework for understanding what is likely to happen over time
when young people have an early interest in politics. In the present study, we adopt the SDT
perspective and suggest that politically interested youth will be active in meeting their basic
psychological needs within the political sphere. We propose that the following indicators are

salient to satisfying the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence.
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Driven by an internal motivation to know more, and feeling that politics is engaging,
youth who are politically interested will enjoy following the news (satisfying the need for
autonomy). They will engage in political talks with parents and peers about politics and
society, and will perceive them as exciting, to a greater extent than other youth (satisfying the
need for relatedness). Finally, youth with a strong political interest will regard themselves as
having political efficacy to a greater extent than other youth (satisfying the need for
competence).

We use longitudinal data to test whether the early political interest of youth tends to
enhance our proposed set of indicators over time. It is possible to claim that the direction of
effects may be opposite to what we suggest, namely that all the indicators under study
influence youth’s political interest rather than being influenced by it. Indeed, according to
SDT, needs satisfaction and intrinsic motivation are embedded in reciprocal influences, where
intrinsic motivation entails engagement in activities relevant to satisfying the core
psychological needs, and greater need satisfaction leads to motivational development, i.e., an
increased interest (Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001).

This alternative hypothesis about the direction of effects needs to be examined. Hence,
in the present study, we analyzed and compared effects in both directions: from political
interest to changes in autonomy, relatedness, and competence indicators, and from these
indicators to change in political interest over one year. We tested our hypotheses using a
longitudinal design and followed cohorts of 13- and 16-year-old youth over one year. We
chose to focus on early and middle adolescence because this age period is crucial both to
political development (e.g., Hooghe & Wilkenfeld, 2008), and to the development and
expression of self-determination (Field, Hoffman, & Posch, 1997). Given that the literature

highlights gender differences in the political development of youth (e.g., Cicognani, Zani,



POLITICAL INTEREST AND SOCIOPOLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 8

Fournier, Gavray, & Born, 2012), we also examined potential differences between males and
females.

Method
Participants

Our sample consisted of two age cohorts of youth (13- and 16-year-olds) from a
Swedish city of 137,000 inhabitants. The city is close to the national average on factors such
as population density, income level, and employment (Statistics Sweden, 2010). The
proportion of people who were born outside the country, or had both parents born outside the
country, was slightly higher (20.4%) in the city than it was nationally (19.1%).

The data come from two consecutive annual assessments (2010 and 2011) conducted in
ten middle schools in three of the largest high schools in the city. 2010 was an election year in
Sweden, and no major political crisis or scandal (of which we are aware) occurred between
the first and the second assessment. The schools enrolled students from different
neighborhoods, enabling us to include youth with varying social and ethnic backgrounds. The
data collections took place during school hours and were administered by trained research
assistants. Participants were informed about the types of items in the questionnaire and the
approximate amount of time required, and that their participation was voluntary. Each class
received a payment for participation of approximately 120 USD to their class fund. The
regional research ethics committee approved the study and its procedures.

The adolescents were in either the 7" school grade (13-year-olds) or the 1% grade of
high school (16-year-olds) at Time 1 (T1). Of the target sample of 960 13-year-olds, 897
answered the questionnaire at T1 (93.4%); one year later at Time 2 (T2), 866 adolescents
completed the questionnaire again (out of a target sample of 987, 87.7%). In the second age
group, out of the initial target sample of 1052, 864 16-year-olds completed the questionnaire

at T1 (82.1%) and 807 at T2 (out of a target sample of 996, 81.0%). We tested whether the
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dropout from T1 to T2 (117 persons in the younger cohort, and 188 persons in the older
cohort) was related to sex, interest in politics, or to the indicators of autonomy, relatedness,
and competence. A logistic regression analysis was performed to establish whether sample
attrition (dropout = 0, retention = 1) was systematic. No significant differences emerged in the
13- and 16-year-old samples. In both cohorts, low R? (.03 in the younger and .00 in the older)
confirmed that the differences between the persons who participated in both the assessments
and those who participated only in the first one were not substantial.

Taking both samples together, 50.8% were girls. About a third of the youth, 31%, had
parents who were divorced. In responses to a question about their economic situation at home,
76.9% stated that their parents seldom or never complained about a lack of money, but 18.2%
reported that this happened often, and 4.8% reported that their parents were always
complaining. Finally, 9.1% of the youth were born outside Sweden; 19.6% had both parents
born abroad, and 8.5% had one parent born abroad.

Measures

Assessments were taken at both time points using the same survey items for both age
cohorts. The measures were created specifically for this particular survey.

Political interest. Political interest is the central measure in this study. The participants
were asked “How interested are you in politics?” (see, for example, the ANES 2008-9 Panel
Study for a similar item). They answered on a five-point scale ranging from fotally
uninterested (1) to very interested (5). In line with Silvia’s (2006) view that interest is an
emotion, and with intrinsic motivation defined as perception of an activity or a topic as
inherently interesting or enjoyable (Ryan & Deci, 2000), we combined this item with an item
about feelings about politics. The participants were asked: “People differ in what they feel
about politics. What are your feelings?” They answered on a six-item response scale using the

following options: loath (1), very boring (2), boring (3), neither fun nor boring (4), fun (5),
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great fun (6). Based on results from pilot studies, we distinguish between “very boring” and
“loath”. The latter response option reflects a more active and avoiding kind of negative
feeling. Correlations between the two items were .72 (p <.001, M = 0.40, SD = 0.26 with the
items rescaled to range between 0 and 1) at T1, and .78 (p <.001, M = 0.44, SD =0.27) at T2.

Indicators of autonomy. To assess whether adolescents experienced autonomy in their
explorations of the political world, we focused on their cognitive and emotional engagement
in news consumption. Participants indicated, on 6-point response scales, whether watching or
reading the news (on TV, in daily newspapers, or on the Internet): engages me a lot
(6)/doesn’t engage me at all (1); gives me many new ideas (6)/gives me no new ideas at all
(1); is fun (6)/is boring (1). The scale had good reliability (a = .91 at T1, M =3.55, SD =1.32,
and o =.90 at T2, M =3.66, SD = 1.26).

Indicators of relatedness.

Discussing civic issues with parents and peers. The participants were asked how often
they discussed “What you have heard on the news about what is going on in Sweden and
around the world”, “Political or societal issues”, and “Environmental issues”, responding
separately for their parents (o =.78 at T1, M =2.26, SD = 0.69, and o = .78 at T2, M = 2.34,
SD =0.67) and peers (o =.74 at T1,, M=2.01, SD = 0.67, and .76 at T2, M =2.08, SD =
0.67). The response scale ranged from never (1) to very often (4) (cf. Meeusen & Dhont, 2015
for similar measures).

Excited about parents’ and peers’ civic talk. The participants answered three questions
about being excited by their parents’ and peers’ civic talk: “My parents (peers) talk about
politics and societal issues in a way that makes them fun and interesting”, “My parents (peers)
talk about things that happen in the world and in society in such a way that [ become curious
and want to know more”, and “My parents (peers) tell me about the news they have heard on

TV or read about in a way that evokes strong feelings in me”. The five-point response scale
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ranged from definitely does not apply (1) to applies very well (5). Cronbach’s o was .82 at T1
(M=3.04,SD=1.03) and .85 at T2 (M = 3.14, SD = 1.01) for excitement about parents’ talk,
and .87 at T1 (M =2.44, SD =0.98) and .89 at T2 (M = 2.62, SD = 1.02) for excitement about
peers’ talk.

Indicators of competence. To assess the adolescents’ mastery experiences in their
political engagements, we used a measure of youth’s internal political efficacy in relation to
political skills, defined as the belief in being able competently to participate in political action
(e.g., Levy, 2013). After the stem question “If | really tried, | could manage to...”, the
participants considered eight activities: “Help to organize a political protest”, “Take part in a
demonstration in my hometown”, “Convince others to sign petitions concerned with political
or societal issues”, “Actively contribute to the work of organizations trying to solve problems
in society”, “Take leadership of a group to address societal issues”, “Be an active member of
a political organization”, “Discuss politics with persons with more experience than I have”,
and “Take on responsibility in a political youth organization”. The response scale ranged from
I could definitely not manage that (1) to I could definitely manage that (4). The scale had
good reliability at both T1 (o =.91, M =2.44, SD =0.73) and T2 (oo = .94, M =2.50, SD =
0.80).

Statistical Analyses

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) and measurement invariance. First, to
examine whether the suggested indicators for autonomy, relatedness, and competence
reflected three separate dimensions, we performed confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) to test
a three-factor solution. More specifically, the indicators of cognitive and emotional
engagement in news consumption loaded onto a factor labeled “autonomy”, and the indicators
of political efficacy loaded onto a factor labeled “competence”. Given that we had four scales

as indicators of relatedness, we used a domain-representative parceling technique (Kishton &
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Widaman, 1994). We computed four mean indexes for civic talk with peers, civic talk with
parents, excitement about parents’ talk, and excitement about peers’ talk. These four parcels
loaded onto a factor labeled “relatedness”. All the analyses were evaluated using three
goodness-of-fit indices: the comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler, 1990), the Tucker-Lewis
index (TLI; Tucker & Lewis, 1973), and the root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA; Browne & Cudeck, 1993). For both the CFI and TLI, values should exceed .90 in
order to establish acceptable model fit, with values above .95 representing the optimal range.
RMSEA values under .05 reflect excellent fit, and values between .05 and .08 indicate a
reasonable fit.

Second, we tested the measurement invariance to ensure that the measurements of basic
psychological needs were equal across time points and age cohorts. Factor loading invariance,
1.e., metric invariance, served as evidence of measurement invariance, and was tested using
Chi-Square difference tests. The Chi-Square difference (Ay?) is sensitive to sample size, and
is expected to be significant for large samples. Alternatively, there is a recommendation to
assume sufficient measurement invariance when ACFI <.01 (Kline, 2011). We report both
indicators.

Autoregressive structural cross-lagged models. We used autoregressive structural
cross-lagged modeling to test the idea that youth’s political interest predicts changes in their
autonomy, relatedness, and competence motivations over time, and the competing hypothesis
that these indicators are, instead, predictors of political interest. The autoregressive
components of the models are described by stability coefficients that reflect the amount of
change between two points in time (Schliter, Davidov, & Schmidt, 2007). In our case,
political interest at T2 was regressed on its own lagged score, and on the lagged scores of the
autonomy, relatedness, and competence latent factors as measured at T1; similarly, the

autonomy, relatedness, and competence factors at T2 were regressed on their own lagged



POLITICAL INTEREST AND SOCIOPOLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 13

scores, and on the lagged scores of political interest at T1 (cf. Figure 1). The cross-lagged
coefficients and their magnitudes indicate how well variation in political interest at T1
predicts change in the indicators at T2, and vice-versa. All the variables included were
modeled as latent factors.

The model was first tested for the young and old cohorts simultaneously, with all
structural parameters allowed to vary across groups. We then conducted a multiple group
analysis using a sequential method for testing the imposition of structural invariance
constraints across groups. Across-group equality constraints were successively imposed on
the regression coefficients until further constraints would significantly worsen the model’s fit
(Chou & Bentler, 2002). The parameter with the smallest group difference was equated across
the groups first, and the revised model was then estimated. We used Chi-Square difference
tests to compare the less constrained model with the more constrained model (Kline, 2011). A
significant 2 difference value suggests that constraining the path to be equal across groups
worsens the model fit and the less constrained model should be retained, whereas a non-
significant difference indicates that the two models provide equal fit to the data and the more
constrained/parsimonious model should therefore be retained.

All the analyses were run in Mplus 7 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2010). We treated
missing cases using the Mplus default option, which estimates models using all available data,
according to missing-data theory (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2010).

Results
Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFA) and Measurement Invariance

We first checked the configural invariance of the measurement model for the three
psychological needs. The three-factor solution provided good fit for both the T1, ¥* (87, N =
1777) = 523.31, p <.001, CFI1 = .97, TLI = .97, RMSEA = .05, and T2 measures, x> (87, N =

1689) = 636.19, p <.001, CF1=.97, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .06. Standardized factor loadings
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ranged from .64 to .92 at T1, and from .66 to .92 at T2. The three-factor solution was superior
to a one-factor solution with all the items loading on a single latent factor: T1, ¥* (90, N =
1777) = 5403.22, p < .001, CFI = .65, TLI = .59, RMSEA = .18; T2, %* (90, N = 1689) =
5189.67, p <.001, CFI1=.69, TLI = .64, RMSEA = .18. We conclude that autonomy,
relatedness, and competence can be treated as three separate, internally consistent dimensions.

We then tested the longitudinal invariance of corresponding factor loadings. We
compared the baseline unconstrained model to a competing model in which factor loadings
were constrained to be equal across the time points. We found that the measurement model
was longitudinally invariant: Ay?> = 14.18, Adf =12, p = .29, ACFI = .00. Based on this
longitudinally invariant model, we also assessed loadings invariance across age (13 vs. 16
year-olds) using multiple group analysis. Again, the measurement model was invariant: Ay> =
19.82, Adf =12, p = .07, ACFI = .00. We relied on this longitudinally and age-invariant model
to test the following structural equation models. Correlations between the latent factors for the
two age groups are reported in Table 1.
Autoregressive Cross-lagged Analyses

First, a fully unconstrained model was estimated in which all of the path coefficients
were allowed to vary across the age groups. The model showed good fit indices: ¥*(1017) =
2471.03, CFI1= .96, TLI = .96, RMSEA = .04. Table 2 summarizes results from the cross-
lagged analyses of all the indicators of autonomy, relatedness, competence, and political
interest. All the autoregressive paths in the model were positive and significant. In both age
cohorts, youth’s political interest was associated with a significant increase in relatedness,
competence, and autonomy between T1 and T2. By contrast, youth’s political interest was
mostly unaffected by autonomy, relatedness, and competence. The only exception was a

positive and significant effect of competence on the increase in political interest among the
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16-year-olds. Overall, there seems to be strong support for the idea that youth’s political
interest serves as the basis for the development of autonomy, relatedness, and competence.

To test whether certain paths that showed potential group differences statistically
differed between the younger and older cohorts, the fully unconstrained model was used as a
baseline model with which a more constrained model with one of the parameters constrained
to be equal across groups could be compared. The model fit became significantly worse only
when constraining two paths. The first was the autoregressive path for competence, ¥*(1) =
4.44, p = .04, and the second the autoregressive path for political interest, y*(1) = 5.70, p =
.02. These differences indicate that there was higher stability for political interest and
competence in the older cohort than in the younger one. All the other paths were statistically
equal across the two age groups, indicating that the effects of political interest on autonomy,
relatedness, and competence are similar in the groups.

The final model with all regression paths constrained to be equal across the two age
groups except the autoregressive paths for competence and political interest achieved good
model fit: ¥2(1025) = 2474.71, p < .001, CFI = .96, TLI = .96, and RMSEA = .04. Parameter
estimates for the pathways included in this model are shown in Figure 1. All autoregressive
pathways and synchronous correlations (not shown in the illustration for the sake of clarity)
were significant and positive. Each of the parameter estimates for the cross-lagged pathways
from political interest to the basic psychological needs one year later was significant. None of
the parameter estimates for the cross-lagged pathways from the basic psychological needs to
political interest one year later was significant (with the exception of a marginally significant
negative effect of autonomy on political interest). Overall, these findings support our
expectation that political interest at T1 predicts increase in the psychological needs one year

later, at T2.
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We used multiple group analysis to test whether gender moderated any path in the
autoregressive structural cross-lagged model. We followed the same procedure previously
used to test age differences. First, we checked whether the measurement model was invariant
across gender, and found that it was invariant, Ay?> = 12.27, Adf =12, p = .42, ACFI = .00.
Second, we estimated a fully unconstrained model with all structural paths allowed to vary
across the gender groups, and used a step-by-step procedure to constrain the path coefficients
to be equal across gender groups. None of the constraints applied resulted in a significantly
worse model fit (the highest ¥? difference was found for the autoregressive path for
competence, Ax> =3.74, Adf =1, p = .05). We conclude that the effects observed are
approximately equal for both males and females.

Finally, we examined more specifically the link between political interest and the
separate measures of relatedness. The relatedness factor includes the frequency of talk with
parents, talk with peers, and excitement about these conversations with parents and peers. It
could be argued that the effect of interest on relatedness might apply to one (or more) of these
specific components. Similarly, it might be the case that significant effects of one (or more) of
these components on political interest would appear when analyzed separately. We tested an
autoregressive cross-lagged model in which the four components of relatedness at T2 were
regressed on political interest at T1, and political interest at T2 was regressed on the four
components of relatedness at T1. As described above, we started with a fully unconstrained
model with the path coefficients allowed to vary across the age groups and we proceeded by
constraining one parameter at a time. Only the autoregressive path for political interest was
significantly different across ages, *(1) = 5.66, p = .02, indicating higher stability among
older adolescents (16-year-olds, unstandardized coefficient = 0.91, p <.001) than younger
adolescents (13-year-olds, unstandardized coefficient = 0.79, p <.001). The final model with

all regression paths constrained to be equal across the two age groups except the
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autoregressive paths for political interest achieved good model fit: ¥*(71) = 235.10, p <.001,
CFI=.98, TLI=.97, and RMSEA = .05. The results showed that political interest at T1 had
positive and significant effects on all the components of relatedness one year later, at T2
(unstandardized coefficients for political talk with parents, political talk with friends,
excitement about parents talk, and excitement about friends talk were 0.18, 0.17, 0.25 and
0.24, respectively, all with p <.001). None of the effects of these components at T1 on
political interest at T2 was significant. We conclude that the observed effects for relatedness
are homogeneous in relation to its specific components: It seems that political interest
fostered political talk with parents, political talk with friends, excitement about parents’ talk,
and excitement about friends’ talk to a similar extent in both age groups.
Discussion

Socialization is the process through which people become functioning members of their
social groups (Zigler, Lamb, & Child, 1982). The classical socialization literature has offered
mostly unidirectional accounts, emphasizing that it is parents, peers, teachers, and the media
that affect youth (Barrett & Brunton-Smith, 2014). Modern developmental theories, by
contrast, emphasize the bidirectional and transactional processes via which socialization
agents and youth shape and reshape each other through behaviors and communications
(Kuczynski, 2003; Sameroff, 2009). As a contrast to the classical socialization view, we
aimed, in this study, to test whether politically interested youth can be active in their own
political development. In this endeavor, we used the best-known theoretical model of human
motivation, 1.e., the one that is embodied in self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1991;
2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000; 2006).

According to SDT, when people are free to explore their interests and have an internal
motivation, they will pursue their interests and make use of available resources to become

better at what they are doing. Our starting point was the idea that interest in politics should be
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regarded as an indicator of intrinsic motivation, i.e., the perception of an activity or a topic as
inherently interesting or enjoyable (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The basic assumption is that if
people are interested in certain things, they will have positive feelings connected with them.
This was well substantiated in this study by the high correlations found between interest in
and feelings about politics.

SDT is a fruitful theoretical framework to build upon because it indicates what is likely
to happen over time to youth with an early interest in politics. The theory suggests that people
will try to satisfy their basic psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence
in relation to topics in which they are intrinsically motivated. Therefore, in this study, based
on this theory, we proposed and found support for the view that an early interest in politics
leads to exploring and enjoying the political world (autonomy). An early interest also leads to
sharing political interest with important others through discussions and enjoying these
conversations (relatedness). Finally, an early interest in politics is associated with a growing
sense of political efficacy (competence). These results show that political interest is a strong
motivation behind youth’s engagement in a variety of politically related activities.

The main results show that interest in politics at T1 predicted changes on the
psychological needs at T2. They give strong support to our hypothesis that politically
interested adolescents are active in meeting their basic psychological needs within the
political sphere. It is also worth noting that the opposite hypothesis (that autonomy,
relatedness, and competence predict changes in interest) was not confirmed. The only instance
of a reciprocal relationship was found for the effects of competence in the older age cohort
(age 16). Not only do young people with an interest in politics tend to develop the sense that
they can influence political decisions, but their feelings of mastery push their political interest
further. This finding is in line with Bandura’s (2006) claim that beliefs in personal efficacy

are central to and pervasive in human agency.
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In relation to age differences, we found that political interest and competence had
higher stability at age 16 than at age 13. These differences are in line with previous reports on
the stability of political interest over time (e.g., Prior, 2010; Russo & Stattin, 2016) and with
studies showing that the stability of political attitudes increases with age (e.g., Alwin &
Krosnick, 1991). Importantly, no other effects differed between age cohorts: This indicates
that — already by the age of 13 — political interest plays a key role in promoting youth’s
political development. We found no gender differences in the effects of political interest on
changes in autonomy, relatedness, and competence. This supports SDT’s fundamental
principles of universality and the idea that the basic theoretical processes should not differ by
gender (Ryan & Deci, 2002).

That political interest had systematic effects on autonomy, relatedness, and competence,
and that the effects of basic psychological needs on interest were generally non-significant,
speak in favor of an agentic view of youth’s political development. Politically interested
youth seem to act in a self-determined manner to satisfy their needs in relation to their own
interests. Overall, these findings not only support recent studies showing youth agency in
political development (e.g., Levy, 2013; McDevitt, 2006; Strombéck & Shehata, 2010), but
also enrich the agency perspective by providing a strong theoretical rationale for expecting
youth’s agency in relation to a variety of theory-based outcomes.

Strengths and Weaknesses

We need to report on the strengths and weaknesses of the present study. One obvious
weakness is that the study is based upon youth’s reports of their own thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors. Ideally, we would also have had independent reports on the development of the
young people’s political interests and psychological needs. This should be a focus in future
research. Also, self-reports might be affected by response biases. When addressing political

issues, there is a major concern related to social desirability. The degree to which social-
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desirability biases respondents’ answers to political questions varies from country to country.
In Sweden (where we conducted our study) people seem to be less subject to social
desirability bias when reporting on their voting behavior, plausibly because it is a country
where honesty is regarded as having a high value (Karp & Brockington, 2005). Therefore, we
believe that social desirability should not substantially undermine the strength of our results.

Another weakness is that the target population was limited to 13- and 16-year-olds. We
focused on this age range because adolescence is a crucial period for sociopolitical
development (e.g., Flanagan & Sherrod, 1998). We found high stability in political interest
among the 16-year-olds, but lower stability among the 13-year-olds. We might expect even
lower stability among younger youth, for whom there is a wider window for changes in
political interest. If this is the case, perhaps we should expect to find stronger support for our
alternative hypothesis about the direction of effects at an early age. Future research needs to
target younger groups of youth, maybe focusing on the ages between 10 and 12, when the full
emergence of a “naive political theory” takes place and youths, at least in European
democracies, develop partially elaborated ideas about political parties and elections (Berti,
2005).

Finally, this study is based on youth from a single Swedish city. Our sample is fairly
similar in demographic characteristics to the national average. However, whether the findings
are valid for youth of the same ages in other countries is an open question. When youth report
on their political interest they are embedded in a particular social and cultural context (cf.
Flanagan, 2013), which to a certain extent relates to and reproduces the civic culture of their
country (Almond & Verba, 1963). Indeed, levels of political interest vary between countries
(Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, & Losito, 2010). The findings from Sweden reported in this

study need to be cross-validated in other countries.
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The major strength of the study is that we have proposed new ideas about how young
people’s political interests affect their political development in several different ways. These
ideas, built on self-determination theory, were tested in a study with a longitudinal design,
which, in several regards, goes against the mainstream of research in the field. Young
people’s interest in politics has been mainly attributed to external influences (Barrett &
Brunton-Smith, 2014). We advanced the view that adolescents who are interested in politics
are active agents in their own political development, and we provided empirical evidence in
support of this view. Additionally, we explicitly examined several indicators related to basic
psychological needs — feelings, thoughts, and behaviors in youth’s everyday environments —
and inferred how these indicators may relate to youth’s intrinsic motivation for politics.
Practical Implications and Conclusions

From a democracy perspective, how do we best help young people to develop an early
interest in politics? What our study suggests is that there are politically interested adolescents
who promote their own political development. We still have little knowledge about whether
interested youth are affected by how the people around them react to their interest. According
to SDT, significant others can facilitate the development of intrinsic motivation by supporting
youth in the fulfillment of their psychological needs (Krapp, 2005). For example, positive
feedback might satisfy people’s need for competence and, consequently, enhance intrinsic
motivation (Deci, 1971). A similar suggestion comes from educational models of interest,
which maintain that interest is mostly self-generated, and that, for an interest to develop into
an enduring and stable predisposition, many facilitating conditions need to be met, such as
favorable social circumstances and support from others (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). On this
view, a social environment that does not allow youth to satisfy their basic needs is an obstacle

to the development of their interest in politics.
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We also need to attend to the other side of the coin — the youth who have virtually no
interest in politics. The findings of this study suggest two main messages about how to
stimulate political interest among youth who do not have any political curiosity. First, our
findings indicate that political interest is already very stable by age 16. Efforts to encourage
political interest and awareness should target younger adolescents, i.e., at 13 years of age or
perhaps even younger. In this regard, we agree with Levy’s (2013) claim that it is necessary to
build a culture for political interest, and that one way to do so it to provide youth with
opportunities to experience politics in a supportive environment. As indicated by the high
correlations between feelings of interest and experiencing positive feelings for politics, our
findings support the idea that political interest might develop in tandem with positive
emotional experiences (Silvia, 2006). Second, we found that efficacy beliefs are reciprocally
related to political interest among 16-year-olds. Therefore, instilling and stressing the
collective sense that youth can make a difference in society might help both to reinforce and
to stimulate interest in political issues among them (Levy, 2013).

To conclude, this study is the first systematically to examine the role that youth’s
political interest plays in their interactions with others in their different everyday
environments, and what it means for the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence
within the political sphere. The results speak in favor of an agentic view, suggesting that
young people who are interested in politics can promote their own political development.
Overall, the study sheds new light on the role that youth’s intrinsic motivation for politics

plays in their political development over time.
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Table 1. Standardized correlations among the latent factors of autonomy, relatedness,

competence, and political interest.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Autonomy T1 - 54 .55 41 33 22 43 .24
2. Autonomy T2 .58 - 43 .58 21 29 37 47
3. Relatedness T1 53 48 - 72 49 .38 .76 .50
4. Relatedness T2 40 54 a7 - .36 .56 .60 73
5. Competence T1 27 24 .52 45 - 53 .55 35
6. Competence T2 27 28 47 Sl .70 - 43 .59
7. Interest T1 A48 42 73 .63 .56 .55 - .63
8. Interest T2 35 45 .60 72 .52 .65 .83 -

Note. Correlations for the younger age cohort (13-year-olds) are above the main diagonal, for

the older age cohort (16-year-olds) below the main diagonal. All correlations are at p <.001
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Table 2. Coefficients for the fully unconstrained model.

Age 13 Age 16
Dependent Independent
B SE B B SE p

variables variables
Interest T2 Interest T1 0.71*** 0.08 0.63 0.85*** 0.06 0.84

Autonomy T1 -0.05 0.03 -0.06 -005 0.03 -0.05

Relatedness T1 0.07 015 0.03 -0.09 0.13 -0.04

Competence T1 0.03 0.07 0.02 0.14* 0.06 0.08
Autonomy T2 Autonomy T1 0.44*** 0.03 046 045*** 0.04 049

Interest T1 0.23*** 0.05 0.18 0.20*** 0.04 0.20
Relatedness T2  Relatedness T~ 0.56*** 0.06 0.57 0.61*** 0.05 0.63

Interest T1 0.09** 0.03 0.18 0.07** 0.02 0.8
Competence T2 Competence T1  0.50*** 0.04 0.43 0.59*** 0.04 0.56

Interest T1 0.13*** 0.03 0.19 0.15*** 0.02 0.25

Note. Age 13 group n =991, age 16 group n = 1002.

* p< .05, %% p< .01, *** p< 001
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Figure 1. The autoregressive structural cross-lagged model.
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Note. Unstandardized coefficients are reported. Dashed lines indicate non-significant paths;
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solid lines indicate significant paths, equal across age groups; solid bold lines indicate
significant paths, unequal across age groups. The first coefficient is for the younger cohort,

the second for the older cohort. *** p <.001, * p <.05



