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Abstract This article follows up on claims made on the motivating role of national com-
memorations for young people’s political participation. Cross-sectional data from a Dutch 
adolescent panel are utilised to focus on a commemoration activity popular amongst young 
people in the Netherlands, and empirically test to what extent participation in Dutch Lib-
eration festivals amongst young adults (aged 19–20  years old) is associated with their 
inclinations to vote. To examine whether the association is spurious, several factors previ-
ously identified as important determinants of young citizens’ broader civic engagement are 
accounted for, including parental communication about civic issues, citizenship activities 
offered at school, involvement in voluntary organisations, and various sociodemographic 
characteristics. Although the relationship between Liberation festival attendance and vot-
ing intentions is partially explained by a more general civic socialisation process, as indi-
cated by, amongst others, the role of parental civic communication and voluntary work, the 
results show that Dutch Liberation festivals are positively associated with young people’s 
voting intentions. Moreover, individuals with different educational trajectories or socioeco-
nomic backgrounds have similar chances of attending the Liberation festivals, highlight-
ing the potential of Dutch Liberation festivals to promote political participation amongst 
all young people equally. At the same time, Liberation festivals are less often attended by 
youth identifying with a non-Dutch ethnic background, thereby risking reinforcing gaps in 
political engagement between youth with and without a migration background.

Keywords Political engagement · Commemoration · Dutch liberation festivals · 
Socialisation · Voting · Youth

 * Manja Coopmans 
 M.Coopmans@uva.nl

1 Department of Child Development and Education, University of Amsterdam, Postbus 15776, 1001 
NG, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

2 Department of Sociology and ICS (Inter-University Centre for Social Science Theory 
and Methodology), Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4698-0388
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11205-018-1931-2&domain=pdf


618 M. Coopmans 

1 3

1 Introduction

Political participation is considered an important aspect of active citizenship and crucial 
for an effective democracy (Putnam 2000). According to Verba et al. (1995), political par-
ticipation can be described as “voluntary activities by ordinary people directed towards 
influencing directly or indirectly political outcomes at various levels of the political sys-
tem” (p. 38). Over the past few decades, an intense debate soared in both the United States 
and Europe regarding a potential decline in levels of political participation amongst young 
people—at least when looking at more traditional forms such as voting (Fieldhouse et al. 
2007; Putnam 2000; Russo and Stattin 2017; Sloam 2014). The last parliamentary elec-
tions in the Netherlands in 2017, for instance, showed that despite a significant turnout 
(81.9%), the percentage of young people who voted (i.e. those between 18 and 24 years 
old) dropped from 77% in the 2012 parliamentary elections to 67% in 2017 (NOS 2017), a 
decline of almost 125,000 young citizens. Amongst youngsters who (had) followed a voca-
tional educational track (as compared to those in college or university education), turnout 
was even lower.

This falling voter turnout amongst young people is worrisome, as it means an unequal 
representation of young people’s voices in politics, thereby threatening the democratic 
ideal of political equality, and potentially resulting in young people becoming even more 
marginalised from electoral politics. Moreover, the act of (not) voting is itself habit-form-
ing (Coppock and Green 2016; Plutzer 2002), meaning that not voting at a young age 
decreases chances of voting in future elections. A prominent example of an attempt to 
counter the declining political participation amongst young citizens is the promoting of 
youth’s involvement in civic (i.e. non-political) activities, for instance by organising extra-
curricular citizenship activities at school (Geboers et  al. 2013), or by stimulating them 
to join voluntary organisations (McFarland and Thomas 2006). Recent studies, however, 
show that civic involvement is often highly segregated, with higher educated, politically 
engaged citizens more likely to join in civic activities (Sloam 2014; Van Ingen and Van der 
Meer 2016). The quality of citizenship education offered at school also varies substantially 
(Geboers et al. 2013; Manning and Edwards 2014), providing young people with unequal 
chances of developing into politically active citizens.

A potentially interesting alternative are Dutch Liberation festivals, organised annually 
on 5 May to commemorate the end of the Second World War in 1945, and the enduring 
freedom in the Netherlands since. Although Dutch Liberation festivals are most popular for 
the musical performances of famous artists, they are also meant to raise awareness of core 
democratic rights and values such as freedom, tolerance, and respect. Dutch Liberation fes-
tivals are but one example of the many activities that are annually organised around the 
world to commemorate the Second World War (Liu et al. 2005; McCrone and McPherson 
2009). During the past decade, the discussion on whether the national past and the asso-
ciated (institutionalised) rituals to commemorate this past—that is, national commemora-
tions—are able to promote (democratic) citizenship values and behaviours, and political 
participation in particular, has resurfaced (Elgenius 2011; Haskins 2015; Liu and Hilton 
2005). Building on Durkheim’s (1912–1995) assumption that rituals have the ability to 
reinforce shared beliefs within a society, several reports—especially in the educational sec-
tor—have connected commemoration of a national past to political engagement amongst 
young citizens (Cowan et al. 2014; Van Nieuwenhuyse and Wils 2012). Empirical research 
on the relationship between young citizens’ commemorative and political participation is, 
however, scarce.
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The combination of popular culture and content gives informal commemorations such 
as Dutch Liberation festivals the potential to promote more political awareness amongst 
all youth equally. Whereas more formal commemorations have been argued to be mainly 
attended by an elite audience (Fox 2014), this is different for more informal commemo-
rative activities. The Liberation festivals are free of charge and organised in 14 different 
cities across the country, thereby creating opportunities to reach a large segment of the 
population. Annually, around one million citizens visit one of the 14 festivals, of which 
50% is under the age of 25 (De Regt and Van der Lippe 2017). At the same time, the fact 
that the festivals are most known for their music and take place only once a year makes it 
questionable to what extent they can impact people’s behaviours. An alternative explana-
tion of positive associations between young people’s festival attendance and their political 
participation is therefore that both commemorative and political participation are outcomes 
of a more general civic socialisation process (including both non-political and political 
socialisation), and we are, in fact, looking at a spurious association.

Utilising data from a representative sample of Dutch young adults (aged 19–20 years 
old) from the Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in the Netherlands (CILSNL), 
the present study contributes to the existing literature by examining the extent to which 
their participation in Dutch Liberation festivals positively influences their inclination 
to vote. Structural equation modelling  is applied to test the relationship between young 
adults’ festival attendance and voting intentions whilst simultaneously including a number 
of factors that have traditionally been considered important determinants of young adults’ 
broader civic engagement (Amnå 2012; Verba et al. 1995), including parental communica-
tion about civic issues, citizenship activities offered at school, involvement in voluntary 
organisations, and various sociodemographic characteristics. In doing so, this study is one 
of the first to structurally test whether (informal) national commemorations have the poten-
tial to promote young adults’ political participation, or whether we are merely looking at 
the same ‘selective’ audience.

2  Theory

2.1  National Commemorations and Young Adults’ Political Participation

National commemorations are institutionalised rituals organised on designated dates on 
which a nation commemorates a defining event in its history as a nation (Schwartz 2015). 
According to Renan (1882–1990), the commemoration of a national trauma imposes a 
sense of duty on citizens by staging experiences that emphasise the importance of com-
mon efforts to avoid repeating history. As such, national war commemorations have been 
argued to work as civic lessons through which people come to accept and internalise soci-
etal norms, values, and responsibilities (Haskins 2015). This usage of commemorations 
as ‘lessons from the past’ is also visible in many European war commemorations, Dutch 
Liberation festivals included, that use memories of the Second World War to focus on 
democratic values such as freedom, equality, and justice (Liu et al. 2005). At every Dutch 
Liberation festival, for instance, a ‘Square of Freedom’ is present, where non-governmen-
tal organisations share stories of the past, such as the Netherlands Veterans Institute, and 
inform visitors of current issues relating to the fragility of freedom in the Netherlands and 
abroad, such as Amnesty International, the Red Cross, and ProDemos. During the many 
musical performances, attention is also paid to past and present wars, for instance by the 
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‘Ambassadors of Freedom’, who travel across the country to perform at several Liberation 
festivals.

In addition to functioning as a ‘lesson from the past’, it has been argued that com-
memorative rituals remind citizens of why they belong together by producing a momentar-
ily shared experience amongst its participants, heightening what Durkheim (1912–1995) 
referred to as ‘collective effervescence’. Supposedly, the temporary sense of collective 
consciousness that follows from participating in commemorative rituals not only carries 
over into more persistent feelings, but also increases an urge to act and contribute to the 
group’s—or in this case society’s—well-being (see Collins 2004 for a review). Dutch Lib-
eration festivals try to accomplish a feeling of shared belonging during the ‘Five to Five 
moment’, in which visitors of all 14 festivals are invited to dance simultaneously to the 
same song and ‘pass along the freedom’, which is symbolised by large balloons that are 
let loose over the audience. The ‘Fire of Liberation’ that is carried across the country and 
burns at all festivals is another reference to a shared national past.

The combination of a heightened sense of duty and increased awareness of democratic 
values and the importance of a democratic system, which supposedly follow from attend-
ing a Dutch Liberation festival, increase one’s chances of translating the above described 
urge to act, which is also supposed to follow from participating in commemorative ritu-
als, into concrete actions to contribute to the continuance of democracy, of which political 
participation is considered a key aspect (Putnam 2000). This reasoning is consistent with 
behavioural theories such as Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behaviour. Obviously, many 
forms of political participation exist. One of the most visible forms that adolescents grow 
up with in a democracy, however, is voting in local, national, and international elections. 
In the Netherlands, for instance, municipality and parliamentary elections are held every 
4 years, and elections for the European parliament every 5 years. Voting is also one of the 
least demanding forms of political participation compared to, for instance, working for a 
political campaign or participating in a political protest (Verba et al. 1995), and therefore 
a logical first step for young people in the process of political participation. We therefore 
hypothesise that: Young people who have attended a Dutch Liberation festival are more 
inclined to vote (H1).

2.2  Alternative Explanations of Associations Between Commemorative 
and Political Participation

An alternative explanation of positive associations between young people’s Liberation fes-
tival attendance and their inclinations to vote is that the association is caused by other fac-
tors predicting both commemorative and political participation, that is, a spurious relation-
ship. In this study, we distinguish between two types of alternative explanations. First, we 
are interested in the extent to which commemorative and political activities are outcomes 
of a more general civic socialisation process. In this case, commemorative and political 
participation are both considered expressions of a certain level of civic engagement, a term 
used to describe a wide range of citizenship attitudes and behaviours, including, but not 
limited to, participation in political, social, and even cultural activities (Adler and Gog-
gin 2005; Amnå 2012). We look at three environments that are thought to be crucial for 
young people’s civic socialisation: the home, the school, and the out-of-school (i.e. leisure 
time) environment. In all three cases, we focus on socialisation forms that directly address 
civic issues: by communicating with one’s parents about social or political issues, via citi-
zenship education at school, or through involvement in voluntary organisations. Second, 
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to examine selection processes as an alternative explanation of associations between com-
memorative and political participation, we consider several sociodemographic characteris-
tics that previous studies have shown to be particularly relevant in predicting levels of civic 
engagement, including, amongst others, educational trajectory, socioeconomic status, and 
ethnic origin (Verba et al. 1995).

2.2.1  The Home Environment: Parental Civic Communication

Traditional socialisation theories often consider the family—and the primary caregivers, 
most often the parents, in particular—as the most likely agents of socialisation during ado-
lescence (Glass et al. 1986; Parsons and Bales 1956). Literature focusing more specifically 
on civic participation has also highlighted the crucial role of parents’ civic orientations in 
their children’s civic socialisation process (Beck and Jennings 1982; Verba and Nie 1972). 
Following up on this, numerous studies have shown that parents exert a substantial influ-
ence on the civic attitudes and behaviours of their children, especially during childhood 
and adolescence (Hooghe and Boonen 2015; Jaspers et al. 2008). One way in which this 
learning process may commence is through communication. Talking about civic issues or 
events in everyday life not only teaches children about important societal topics, but also 
clarifies their parents’ values and beliefs, which increases the likelihood of children adopt-
ing similar attitudes and behaviours (Jennings et al. 2009; Quintelier 2015b).

Moreover, it creates an environment in which children are actively familiarised with a 
civic engagement, including, as discussed, not only political attitudes and behaviours, but 
also social and cultural ones. Schmid (2012), for instance, found that, in family environ-
ments in which discussions about civic issues were more frequent, adolescents were also 
more aware of what it meant to act in a socially responsible way, a concept closely related 
to one of the key aspects of civic engagement, namely the willingness to be committed 
to the well-being of a larger group (Sherrod et al. 2002). Talking about civic topics with 
one’s parents can thus be expected to heighten levels of civic engagement, thereby increas-
ing chances of participating in activities expressing this engagement, for instance through 
voting, but also through participation in nationally organised commemorations. We there-
fore hypothesise that: The association between young people’s previous Liberation festival 
attendance and their inclination to vote is partially explained by parental civic communi‑
cation (H2).

2.2.2  The School Environment: Extra‑Curricular Citizenship Activities

Another important socialising agent facilitating the civic socialisation process of young 
citizens is the school. Not only does general education aid the development of basic knowl-
edge and skills necessary for civic engagement (Verba et al. 1995), citizenship has, since 
the 1990s, been introduced as a compulsory school subject in almost all European coun-
tries, the Netherlands included (Eurydice 2012). One of the main goals of citizenship 
education in the Netherlands is to foster active citizenship amongst young people, which 
includes, amongst others, active political participation, but also being able to fulfil social, 
everyday life tasks that are part of being a citizen, such as acting in a socially responsible 
manner, and commitment to manifestations of Dutch culture (Ten Dam et  al. 2011; Ten 
Dam and Volman 2007). It is, however, left to schools to decide to what extent and in 
what way they want to accomplish this. Hence, young people’s citizenship outcomes can be 
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expected to differ depending upon the emphasis that is placed upon citizenship education 
by the school the student attends.

Although empirical research on the effects of citizenship education on young people’s 
civic engagement has provided mixed evidence, extra-curricular citizenship activities 
(i.e. additional student activities supervised by the school to help foster active citizenship 
amongst their students), such as voluntary service activities or a visit to parliament, seem 
promising, at least where the political aspect of citizenship behaviour is concerned (Gebo-
ers et al. 2013). This form of ‘learning by doing’ offers students active, participative expe-
riences that help them acquire both a more realistic picture of what civic engagement looks 
like, as well as an opportunity to practise specific skills that will help them develop into 
civically active citizens. Supporting this line of argumentation, students participating in 
extra-curricular citizenship activities such as a school council or a visit to parliament or a 
museum have been found to be more interested in civic affairs and social problems, as well 
as being more politically active later in life (Geboers et al. 2013; Hoskins et al. 2012; Keat-
ing and Janmaat 2016). Following this line of argumentation, young people who attended a 
school that paid more attention to citizenship education in the form of extra-curricular citi-
zenship activities can be expected to develop into more actively participating citizens, both 
in terms of commemorative and political participation. Hence, we hypothesise that: The 
association between young people’s previous Liberation festival attendance and their incli‑
nation to vote is partially explained by the extra-curricular citizenship activities offered at 
school (H3).

2.2.3  The Out‑of‑School Environment: Involvement in Voluntary Organisations

Extra-curricular activities outside school (i.e. organised by other institutions) have also 
been shown to promote political participation amongst adolescents, a common exam-
ple being involvement in voluntary organisations (Marzana et  al. 2012; McFarland and 
Thomas 2006; Quintelier 2008, 2015a). Voluntary organizations are argued to be power-
ful political socialisation agents engaging young people in politics through various mecha-
nisms. In addition to the advantages of extra-curricular activities for young people’s politi-
cal participation that were described in the previous section, voluntary organisations also 
promote a sense of community and institutional trust which, according to theories on social 
participation (Cassel 1999; Olsen 1972), motivate people to participate in other civic and 
political activities (Cicognani et  al. 2012). A third argument often used to underline the 
political or civic value of voluntary organisations is that of relational support, referring to 
the facilitating (or: recruiting) role of relationships with other members of the organisation 
(McFarland and Thomas 2006; Sidney Verba et  al. 1995). Based upon these arguments, 
volunteering can be expected to show positive associations with both festival attendance 
and voting intentions (many Liberation festivals are even partially run by volunteers). We 
therefore hypothesize that: The association between young people’s festival attendance and 
their inclination to vote is partially explained by their involvement in voluntary organisa‑
tions (H4).

2.2.4  Sociodemographic Factors

In addition to the forms of civic socialisation discussed above, previous research on civic 
participation has identified several sociodemographic characteristics that determine lev-
els of civic engagement in general and electoral participation in particular. Building on 
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Bourdieu’s theory of social and cultural reproduction (Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Pas-
seron 1977), studies have shown that young people from families with more resources 
have higher chances of becoming politically active citizens (McFarland and Thomas 2006; 
Sloam 2014). Two of the most consistent resources are socioeconomic status and level 
of education (Bovens and Wille 2010; Verba et al. 1995). A higher educational level and 
socioeconomic status have also been found to positively predict various forms of commem-
orative participation (Lubbers and Meuleman 2016). In addition to economic resources, 
Bourdieu mentions the importance of cultural resources, of which highbrow activities such 
as reading literature and visiting museums are prominent examples (De Graaf et al. 2000). 
Such activities can be expected to not only signal but also intensify one’s civic engage-
ment, including—as discussed before—political attitudes and behaviours, as well as an 
interest in the national past and its commemorations (see, for instance, Cowan and Mai-
tles 2011; Savenije and De Bruijn 2017). Hence, we expect that: The association between 
young people’s previous Liberation festival attendance and their inclination to vote is par‑
tially explained by their level of education (H5a), the socioeconomic status of their parents 
(H5b), their reading activities (H5c), and their museum activities (H5d).

Another demographic characteristic we believe to be relevant when examining rela-
tionships between commemorative and political participation is migration background. 
Previous studies have shown lower levels of political engagement amongst citizens with a 
migration background, often explained by lower levels of socio-cultural integration, socio-
economic status, and feelings of identification with the politics of the country of origin (De 
Rooij 2012; Sanders et al. 2014; White et al. 2008). Differences in voting behaviours are 
less apparent for children of immigrants (Humphries et  al. 2013; Quintelier 2009). Lev-
els of commemorative participation are also lower amongst citizens with a (non-Western) 
migration background (Coopmans et al. 2016). This is not surprising: Second World War 
commemorations in Europe are often focused on the history of the native population, as 
large-scale immigration did not start until after the war (Messina 2007). For young peo-
ple born in the Netherlands, the extent to which their migration background impacts their 
participation can be expected to depend on their identification with their ethnic origin, as 
well as their identification with the Netherlands (see also Coopmans et al. 2015). We there-
fore hypothesise that: The association between young people’s previous Liberation festival 
attendance and their inclination to vote is partially explained by their ethnic (H6a) and 
national identification (H6b).

3  Methods

3.1  Data

We make use of the fifth wave of the ‘Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in 
the Netherlands’ (CILSNL), which is a continuation of the Dutch part of the ‘Children 
of Immigrants Longitudinal Survey in Four European Countries’ (CILS4EU). The panel 
study describes the life courses of adolescents of native and immigrant descent in the Neth-
erlands. The first wave was collected in 2010 amongst 14-year-old adolescents in their third 
grade of secondary school. A three-stage stratified sample design was applied, with an 
oversampling of schools with a high share of students of non-Western origin. The initial 
response rate amongst schools in the Netherlands was 34.9%. To increase this participation 
rate, schools that refused were replaced with schools highly similar to the initially sampled 
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schools, leading to a school-level participation rate of 91.7%, with a class-level participa-
tion rate of 94.5% and a student-level participation rate of 91.1%. In total, 4963 pupils in 
252 classes in 118 schools participated in the first wave, including a subset of 600 stu-
dents who were not part of the original sampling frame (for more information on sampling 
design and response rates, see CILS4EU 2016). As changes in class composition between 
the third and fourth year of secondary school are common in the Netherlands, in the second 
wave, schools were asked to participate with all fourth-grade classes that held initial first 
wave respondents. Consequently, 2118 additional students were interviewed. In subsequent 
waves, all 7081 respondents were approached.

Information on our main variables of interest, commemorative and political participa-
tion, was collected in the fifth wave of CILSNL in 2015 (Jaspers and van Tubergen 2015).1 
In this wave, all respondents were at least 18 years old, and thus allowed to vote. In total, 
3836 respondents participated in wave 5. To overcome power issues and ensure a large 
enough sample size, we initially kept all (trustworthy) respondents who completed the 
full version of the questionnaire, which included items on commemorative and political 
participation (N = 3761) .2 Information on citizenship activities offered at the participat-
ing schools during the time respondents were still in school (i.e. wave 1–2) was collected 
in 2016 in the CILSNL Citizenship Education project (Coopmans 2016). To merge the 
school-data with the individual-level data, information from the earlier waves was used. 
Information on citizenship activities organised at school was available for 1935 respond-
ents. Respondents with missing values on our variables of interest were excluded. Most 
missing values were found for parental civic communication (N = 235) and parental socio-
economic status (N = 224). In total, 1512 respondents had valid information on all variables 
of interest, originally sampled from 58 different schools. Although a drastically smaller 
sample size than our initial sample, this is the first dataset that allows for the testing of 
associations between young adults’ commemorative and political participation, whilst con-
sidering potentially confounding factors at the individual and school level.

3.2  Measures

Voting intentions our dependent variable, was measured by asking respondents in wave 5: 
“If parliamentary elections were held today, for which party would you vote?” Answer cat-
egories comprised all major parties in the Netherlands, as well as the options ‘other party’, 
‘I don’t know’, ‘blank’, and ‘I would not vote’. A dichotomous variable was created, distin-
guishing between people who indicated that they would not vote, and people who intended 
to vote, including those voting ‘blank’. Since we do not know whether respondents who 
responded with ‘I don’t know’ were unsure of whether they would vote or of which party 

1 Since this topic was only covered in wave 5, we were unable to analyse changes in commemorative and 
political participation. The panel structure was, however, valuable in that it allowed us to examine relation-
ships between previous socialising environments (i.e. in wave 1–2) and civic engagement several years later 
(i.e. wave 5). For the construction of educational track, parental socioeconomic status, and parental civic 
communication, data from the first four waves was used as well (Jaspers and van Tubergen 2014; Kalter 
et  al. 2016a, b, c). For a more extensive overview of which wave was used for which measurement, see 
Table 3 in the “Appendix”.
2 In total, 72 respondents completed a shortened version of the questionnaire. Moreover, three respondents 
were excluded because of untrustworthy answers.
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they would vote for (i.e. if they would fall in the category voters or non-voters), they were 
coded as missing and excluded from our analyses (N =364).3

Participation in Dutch Liberation festivals was measured by asking respondents in wave 
5 how often in the past years they had visited a Liberation festival on 5 May. Response cat-
egories were: (0) ‘never’; (1) ‘sometimes’; (2) ‘almost always’. As we are more interested 
in factors predicting whether young adults attend at all than we are in factors that predict 
whether adolescents attend every year versus only once or twice, a dichotomous variable 
was created, distinguishing between respondents who had never attended a Liberation fes-
tival versus respondents who had either sometimes or almost always attended a Liberation 
festival.

Parental civic communication was measured using information from wave 2, thereby 
providing an indication of the civic home environment when respondents, who at the 
time of the interview were between 16 and 17 years old, still lived at home. Respondents 
were asked: “How often do your parents talk with you about political and social topics?” 
Response categories were: (0) ‘every day’; (1) ‘at least once a week’; (2) ‘at least once a 
month’; (3) ‘less often’; (4) ‘never’. Response categories were recoded so that higher val-
ues indicated more frequent communication.

Extra-curricular citizenship activities offered at school were measured at the school-
level. In an additional data collection, schools were asked whether they had organised the 
following extra-curricular citizenship activities in the school year 2010/2011 (the year 
in which the first data were collected) for the students who participated in the CILSNL 
data collection, i.e. wave 1): (a) elections; (b) debates; (c) visit to parliament; (d) other 
democracy related excursions or museum visits; (e) a democracy related guest lecture; 
(f) an extra exam course on social sciences; (g) student council. A distinction was made 
between activities that took place outside the school environment (i.e. visits to parliament 
and other excursions) and activities that took place inside the school environment (i.e. elec-
tions, debates, and guest lectures). The extra social sciences course and student council 
were included as separate items. Together, these four variables provided an indication of 
the civic school environment when respondents still attended (secondary) school.

Voluntary work was measured by asking respondents in wave 5: “In your spare time, 
how often do you do voluntary or community work?”. Answer categories were: (0) ‘every 
day’; (1) ‘at least once a week’; (2) ‘at least once a month’; (3) ‘less often’; (4) ‘never’. 
Response categories were recoded so that higher values indicated more frequent volun-
teering. A categorical variable was constructed, distinguishing between those volunteering 
structurally (i.e. at least once a month), those volunteering occasionally (i.e. less often than 
once a month), and those volunteering never. The latter acted as the reference category.

Educational trajectory was operationalised as the last known level of education, meas-
ured with the question “What is, at this moment, your most important activity?” Response 
categories were: (a) ‘secondary school’; (b) ‘intermediate vocational education’; (c) 
‘higher vocational or college education’; (d) ‘university’; (e) ‘working’; (f) ‘unemployed’; 
(g) ‘something else’. For those respondents answering (e), (f), or (g), we used information 
from earlier waves to construct their latest known educational trajectory (see Appendix 
Table 3). We distinguished between three tracks: (0) vocational (preparatory/intermediate 
vocational education); (1) college (higher general and college education); (2) university 

3 Additional (multinomial logistic) analyses in which we did include respondents who did not yet know 
what to vote resulted in similar findings.
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(university preparatory education and university). Those in the vocational track acted as 
the reference category.

Parental socioeconomic status was taken into account using the International Socio-
Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) score of the mother or father of the respond-
ent (Ganzeboom et al. 1992) as reported by the parents themselves in wave 1 and 2. The 
highest score applied. If parental information was missing, parental occupation as reported 
by their children (i.e. the respondents) in wave 1 and 2 was used.

Reading activities was measured by asking respondents in wave 5 how often they read a 
book (not for school), and museum activities by asking how often respondents went to the 
museum. Answer categories for both questions were: (0) ‘every day’; (1) ‘at least once a 
week’; (2) ‘at least once a month’; (3) ‘less often’; (4) ‘never’. Response categories were 
recoded so that higher values indicated more frequent reading or museum activities. Simi-
lar to our volunteering variable, two categorical variables were constructed, both distin-
guishing between structural, occasional, and never.

Ethnic identification was included by asking respondents in wave 5 to which non-Dutch 
group(s) they felt they belonged. Answer categories were: (0) ‘no other group’; (1) ‘Turk-
ish’; (2) ‘Kurdish’; (3) ‘Moroccan’; (4) ‘Berbers’; (5) ‘Surinamese’; (6) ‘Hindu’; (7) ‘Cre-
ole’; (8) ‘Javan’; (9) ‘Chinese’; (10) ‘Curacao’; (11) ‘Aruban’; (12) ‘Antillean’; (13) ‘Indo-
nesian’; (14) ‘other group’. A dummy variable was included distinguishing between those 
who did not identify with a non-Dutch group and those who did.

National identification was included by asking respondents in wave 5: “How strongly do 
you feel Dutch?”. Answer categories were: (0) ‘very strongly’; (1) ‘fairly strongly’; (2) not 
very strongly; (3) not at all strongly’. Response categories were recoded so that higher val-
ues indicated higher levels of national identification. Due to the small number of respond-
ents responding with ‘not at all strongly’, a categorical variable was constructed in which 
those identifying ‘not very strongly’ and ‘not at all strongly’ were combined in one group 
that acted as the reference category.

Controls To control for other sociodemographic factors, information was included on 
respondents’ gender, whether respondents still lived with their parents, and the degree of 
urbanisation of the school location. Gender was operationalized as a dummy variable for 
male, living with parents as a dummy variable for respondents still living with their parents 
in wave 5, and urbanisation as the size of the municipality where the school was located 
that respondents attended in wave 1 (i.e. a continuous, school-level variable, indicating the 
number of citizens/10,000).

3.3  Analytical Strategy

Since we wanted to test a structural model in which festival attendance was both an inde-
pendent variable predicting voting intentions, and a dependent variable predicted by civic 
socialisation measures and sociodemographic variables, generalised structural equation 
modelling was applied using Stata, version 15 (StataCorp 2017). Moreover, given that the 
data had a hierarchical structure (i.e. respondents within schools) and the models included 
not only individual characteristics but also school characteristics (i.e. citizenship activi-
ties offered at school), multilevel models were analysed. Finally, considering the dependent 
variables were dichotomous, logistic models were examined. Intercept-only models found 
an intraclass correlation of .129 for voting and .180 for festival attendance, meaning that 
13 and 18% of the variation in voting intentions and festival attendance respectively can 
be attributed to the school that adolescents attended. As unobserved heterogeneity affects 
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coefficients differently in logistic regressions than in linear regressions, it is difficult to 
interpret (log) odds ratios as substantive effects, or to compare them across models with 
different independent variables (Mood 2010). We therefore calculated and reported average 
marginal effects (AMEs), which are not only more easily interpretable in terms of sub-
stantive effect sizes than odds ratios, but also unaffected by unobserved heterogeneity that 
is unrelated to the independent variables in the models and therefore comparable across 
models. AMEs indicate the change in the probability of a respondent voting in the next 
elections (versus not voting) or having attended a Liberation festival (versus having never 
attended a Liberation festival), for every one-unit change in an explanatory variable, esti-
mated over all the possible values of the variables in the model.

4  Results

4.1  Descriptive Results

Table 1 depicts descriptive information of our sample of 1148 young adults, the majority 
between 19 and 20 years old. The findings show that 87% intended to vote in the next elec-
tions, whilst 13% indicated not to want to vote. Taking the young adults who indicated to 
not yet know what political party they would vote for into account (N = 364), the statistics 
are comparable to the percentage of young people (i.e. below 24 years old) who voted in 
the last parliamentary elections in the Netherlands, namely 67% (NOS 2017). About 60% 
of our sample had visited a Dutch Liberation festival at least once over the past years.

On average, respondents had talked to their parents about political and social issues at 
least once a month. A little under half of the respondents was involved in voluntary organi-
sations, either occasionally or structurally. Of the extra-curricular citizenship activities that 
could be offered at school during the school year 2010/2011, schools most often organized 
either a visit to parliament or other type of excursion (87%), a student council (79%), or an 
activity inside the school environment, such as a debate, mock elections, or a guest lecture 
(76%). Around half of the schools offered an additional exam course in social sciences.

An examination of educational track indicated 43% had finished or was currently in the 
(preparatory) vocational track, whilst 57% was in the (preparatory) college or university 
track. The former group is therefore somewhat under-represented compared to the general 
Dutch population between 15 and 25 years old with at least primary education (Statistics 
Netherlands 2016). Respondents’ parents had, on average, an ISEI score of 44, which can 
be considered a medium socioeconomic status. Moreover, the majority of respondents read 
books in their leisure time (70%), and a little over half of the respondents had visited a 
museum (57%). Finally, 20% of the respondents identified with a non-Dutch ethnic group, 
and most identified fairly to very strongly with Dutch society.

4.2  Explanatory Results

Table  2 shows the AMEs of the multilevel logistic structural equation models estimat-
ing young adults’ voting intentions and previous attendance at Dutch Liberation festivals. 
In Model 1, in which we included previous festival attendance as a potential predictor of 
future voting intentions (whilst controlling for gender, living with parents, and degree of 
urbanisation), we found a significant positive effect: Young adults who had visited a Lib-
eration festival over the past years had a 7% higher chance of voting in the next elections 
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(versus not voting) compared to young adults who had never visited a festival, which is 
consistent with Hypothesis 1.

In Model 2, 3, and 4, we included three alternative explanations of associations between 
young adults’ previous festival attendance and future voting intentions, all indicators of a 
more general civic socialisation process: the civic environment at home, measured by the 
frequency of civic communication with one’s parents (Model 2), the civic environment at 
school, indicated by the extra-curricular citizenship activities offered (Model 3), and the 
civic environment out-of-school, measured by their involvement in voluntary organisations 
(Model 4). The inclusion of parental civic communication slightly decreased the AME of 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics of 
the variables

Variables Min. Max. Mean SD

Individual‑level (N = 1148)
Voting intentions 0 1 .87
Liberation festival attendance 0 1 .59
Parental civic communication 0 4 2.17 1.23
Voluntary work
  Never 0 1 .54
  Occasionally 0 1 .30
  Structurally 0 1 .16
Educational track
  Vocational 0 1 .43
  College 0 1 .30
  University 0 1 .27
Parental ISEI score 0 88.96 43.97 19.94
Reading activities
  Never 0 1 .30
  Occasionally 0 1 .36
  Structurally 0 1 .34
Museum activities
  Never 0 1 .43
  Occasionally 0 1 .50
  Structurally 0 1 .07
Ethnic group identification 0 1 .20
National identification
  Not very strongly 0 1 .10
  Fairly strongly 0 1 .40
  Very strongly 0 1 .50
Gender (male) 0 1 .42
Living with parents 0 1 .74
School‑level (N = 57)
Citizenship activities in school 0 1 .76
Citizenship activities outside school 0 1 .87
Extra social sciences course 0 1 .54
Student council 0 1 .79
Urbanisation 1.18 77.36 14.70 2.18
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Liberation festival attendance on voting inclination when compared to Model 1: instead 
of having a 7% higher chance of voting, youngsters who had visited a Liberation festival 
over the past years were now shown to be 6% more likely to vote. However, the change was 
small, and differences in voting inclinations between young adults who had never versus 
those who had at least once attended a Liberation festival remained significant. The inclu-
sion of citizenship activities at school or involvement in voluntary organisations led to even 
smaller changes.

Parental civic communication was found to positively affect both the likelihood of vot-
ing (an increased chance of 3%) and chances of visiting a festival (an increased chance of 
4%), thereby providing partial support for Hypothesis 2, in which we hypothesised that 
the positive association between young adults’ previous attendance at Liberation festivals 
and their inclination to vote is partially explained by parental civic communication. We 
found no evidence for the role of extra-curricular citizenship activities offered at school: 
not in positively predicting either political or commemorative participation, nor in explain-
ing associations between previous festival attendance and voting intentions (Hypothesis 3). 
Contradicting our initial expectation, young adults who had attended schools organizing 
democracy-related excursions were 20% less likely to have visited a Liberation festival. 
Stepwise analyses showed a similar picture for democracy-related in-school activities, such 
as debates or mock elections. Furthermore, in line with expectations, young adults who 
performed voluntary work were, on average, 7% more likely to vote, and 13% more likely 
to attend a Liberation festival, thereby providing partial support for Hypothesis 4.

In Model 5, we examined the extent to which educational track, parental socioeconomic 
status, reading and museum activities, and ethnic and national identification explain the 
found association between young adults’ previous festival attendance and their voting 
intentions. A comparison with Model 1 revealed that, although the AME of Liberation fes-
tival attendance on voting inclinations in Model 5 was somewhat smaller (i.e. 6% instead 
of 7%), the adjustment was minor, and the effect was still statistically significant. Young 
adults who followed a college or university track had a 9 and 14% higher chance respec-
tively of voting in the next elections than youngsters with a vocational trajectory, yet did 
not differ in their chances of having visited a Dutch Liberation festival, thereby providing 
no support for Hypothesis 5a. Hypothesis 5b, on the role of parental socioeconomic status, 
and Hypothesis 5c, on the role of reading activities, were not supported either, as none 
of the effects were significant. Young adults who more often visited museums, however, 
were both more likely to vote (between 5 and 11%, depending on the frequency of activi-
ties), and 6% more likely to visit a Liberation festival, thereby providing partial support for 
Hypothesis 5d.

National identification was also proven to be an important predictor of both past festi-
val attendance and future voting intentions. Youngsters who identified more strongly with 
Dutch society had a 10 and 16% higher chance of voting and having attended a Libera-
tion festival respectively compared to those who did not identify with Dutch society. These 
findings suggest evidence in support of Hypothesis 6b: The positive association between 
young adults’ attendance at Dutch Liberation festivals and their inclination to vote can 
be partially explained by their national identification. In Model 5, no effect was found of 
ethnic identification. Stepwise analyses, however, indicated initially significant, negative 
effects of ethnic identification on both voting intentions and festival attendance, which 
disappeared after the addition of national identification. When not controlling for national 
identification, young adults who identified with a non-Dutch ethnic group were 6 and 8% 
less likely to vote and visit a Liberation festival, respectively. These findings thus provide 
partial support for Hypothesis 6a.
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In Model 6, all alternative explanations were included simultaneously. Even though this 
resulted in a further reduction of the AME of previous Liberation festival attendance on 
future voting inclination, the effect was still significant: young people who had attended 
a Liberation festival were 5% more likely to vote. All in all, our results thus do not pro-
vide proof of a spurious relationship between young people’s previous Liberation festival 
attendance and their future voting intentions.

4.3  Additional Analyses

To ensure that the found effect of previous Liberation festival attendance on voting inten-
tions did not differ across groups, additional analyses were conducted in which we included 
interactions with our sociodemographic variables (i.e. educational trajectory, parental soci-
oeconomic status, reading and museum activities, and ethnic and national identification). 
The results of these analyses, which can be found in Table 4 in the “Appendix”, show that 
the effect of festival attendance on voting intentions was not dependent on any of the soci-
odemographic characteristics included in this study.

Moreover, to perform a stricter test of the potentially explanatory role of school in the 
association between Liberation festival attendance and voting intentions, we conducted a 
school-fixed-effects analysis, which controls for all characteristics of the school. This also 
resulted in a larger sample (N = 2025), since also schools without information on their citi-
zenship activities could be included in the analysis. As Table 5 in the “Appendix” shows, 
the positive effect of previous Liberation festival attendance on voting intentions remained 
significant, indicating that the school environment does not explain this association.

5  Conclusion and Discussion

To shed more light on the potential of (informal) national commemorations as motivators 
of young people’s political behaviour, this article examined the extent to which 18-year-
olds’ previous participation in Dutch Liberation festivals is related to their intentions to 
vote. Using structural equation modelling, we subsequently tested whether this relationship 
was truly evidence of a motivating effect, or that it was in fact a spurious association. To do 
so, we considered several alternative explanations of positive associations between young 
people’s commemorative and political participation identified in previous studies as impor-
tant determinants of young citizens’ civic engagement. Our findings, however, show that, 
even after taking into account the civic home environment, the civic school environment, 
the out-of-school environment, and numerous sociodemographic factors, the difference in 
voting chances between young adults who had never versus once or more visited a Libera-
tion festival remains statistically significant (i.e. young adults who have attended a Dutch 
Liberation festival over the past years are around 5% more likely to be inclined to vote in 
the next parliamentary elections), suggesting that there is indeed a motivating effect of this 
particular type of commemoration on young people’s intentions to participate in political 
activities.

Although systematic empirical research on the consequences of commemorative par-
ticipation is limited, there have been some studies on the role of remembrance education, 
including commemorative activities organized in the school context (Cowan and Maitles 
2007, 2011). Based on comparisons of students’ attitudes and behaviours before and after 
they studied the Holocaust and visited the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial Museum, these 
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studies conclude that remembrance education can promote young citizens’ civic attitudes 
and behaviours by developing an understanding and knowledge of broader human rights 
issues relating to historical and contemporary issues. The current study suggests that the 
findings from Cowan and Maitles may also apply in a non-educational setting. The present 
findings furthermore show that Dutch Liberation festivals are a popular form of commemo-
rating amongst youth: almost 60% has visited one at least once over the last years. Moreo-
ver, festival attendance does not depend upon young adults’ educational track or their par-
ents’ socioeconomic status, suggesting that this type of informal commemoration, which 
combines musical performances of famous artists with raising awareness of war, freedom, 
and other core democratic rights and values, is a relatively inclusive form of commemora-
tion attracting a large, heterogeneous segment of the population—at least amongst youth. 
These findings are in line with earlier studies emphasising the attractiveness of ‘popular 
culture’ elements amongst young citizens (Van Eijck and Knulst 2005), also in national 
commemorations (Fricke 2013).

One aspect that does influence one’s chances of participating in commemorative activi-
ties is ethnic identification: young people who identify themselves with a non-Dutch eth-
nic group have lower chances of having visited a Liberation festival than young people 
who do not identify with a non-Dutch ethnic group. The findings furthermore show that 
this is explained by lower levels of national identification, i.e. they feel less like a member 
of Dutch society. National identification was found to be an important predictor of both 
voting intentions and festival attendance amongst all youngsters. These findings suggest 
that Dutch Liberation festivals might place greater emphasis on the sufferings and heroism 
of the Dutch rather than ‘core democratic values’, thereby failing to foster engagement in 
the event amongst youth who identify less with Dutch society. This is similar to what was 
found in an earlier study on commemorative participation amongst Dutch citizens with a 
(non-Western) migration background (Coopmans et  al. 2016), and highlights the impor-
tance of taking into account both ethnic and national identification when examining incli-
nations to participate in commemorative activities, also amongst young Dutch people with 
grand- or great-grandparents born abroad.

The civic home environment also plays a key role in young people’s commemorative 
and political activities. The positive association that is found between Liberation festival 
attendance and voting intentions is partially due to the more civically engaged home envi-
ronment. Young adults who more frequently discussed political and social issues with their 
parents are not only more inclined to vote, but also have higher chances of having visited 
a Liberation festival. Although youth participating in Liberation festivals appear to be a 
heterogeneous crowd when it comes to educational and socioeconomic background, they 
are thus more ‘selective’ where civic home environment is concerned. These findings not 
only support previous studies on the vital role of parental communication in youth’s civic 
socialisation processes (Hooghe and Boonen 2015; Jennings et al. 2009; Quintelier 2015b), 
they also highlight that mnemonic socialisation, or, more specifically, the socialisation of 
commemorative practices, is not restricted to communication about the historical events 
that are the topic of these commemorations but instead can comprise a broader range of 
civic issues. This conclusion is not only a valuable extension of mnemonic socialisation 
theories, but also has important practical implications for those keen on promoting com-
memorative participation amongst young people.

In addition to the civic home environment, leisure time activities outside the home envi-
ronment are also found to play a role in young people’s commemorative and political par-
ticipation. In line with previous research (Marzana et  al. 2012; McFarland and Thomas 
2006; Quintelier 2008, 2015a), youngsters who are more frequently involved in voluntary 
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organisations are not only more likely to vote, but are also more likely to visit Libera-
tion festivals. A similar picture is found for museum activities: young adults who more 
frequently visit museums have also more often visited Liberation festivals and are more 
inclined to vote. These findings support earlier studies on this topic (Cowan and Maitles 
2011; Savenije and De Bruijn 2017). Moreover, they suggest that cultural resources provide 
a better explanation for the association between young adults’ commemorative and politi-
cal participation than economic resources (see also Bourdieu 1984; Bourdieu and Passeron 
1977), which is in line with the idea that cultural, commemorative, and political activities 
are all part of a broader civic engagement (Adler and Goggin 2005; Amnå 2012).

The civic school environment, in this study measured as the extra-curricular citizen-
ship activities offered by a school, was not found to influence the association between Lib-
eration festival attendance and voting intentions. Moreover, no effect was found on young 
adults’ political engagement, which seems to contradict previous studies (although, admit-
tedly, the evidence so far has been mixed; Geboers et al. 2013). One explanation for this 
lack of effect is that we have concentrated on the citizenship activities offered, not con-
sidering the student’s actual participation in the organised activities. Even though volun-
tary extra-curricular citizenship activities at school have been found to have a more posi-
tive impact on young people’s citizenship than obligatory activities (Geboers et al. 2013), 
this approach ignores within-school differences between students actively and less actively 
participating in the organised activities. An alternative explanation is that other forms of 
citizenship education, such as the pedagogical climate or curriculum in school, are more 
effective in impacting adolescents’ future citizenship behaviours. School fixed effects mod-
els, however, indicated that the found association between commemorative and political 
participation could not be explained by the school. This is in line with a recent study by 
Dijkstra and colleagues (Dijkstra et al. 2015), in which it was concluded that citizenship 
outcomes are better explained by factors at the student level than at the school level. An 
interesting avenue for future research would therefore be to zoom in on the civic engage-
ment of and civic talks with peers, both inside and outside school, as they are an important 
source of influence during adolescence (Brechwald and Prinstein 2011).

To be able to draw firmer conclusions regarding an actual motivating effect of young 
people’s participation in informal commemorations on their political participation, 
longitudinal research is needed to more reliably test the causality of the relationship 
between the various activities. Moreover, a more comprehensive picture of the complete 
civic and political socialisation process is needed, including a wider variety of political 
attitudes and behaviours (see for instance Oser 2017). Ideally, we would follow young-
sters during different developmental phases of their civic socialisation, creating a data-
set with extensive information on changes in their political, social, and cultural activi-
ties, and including not only voting intentions but also actual voter turnout (even though 
Hainmueller et  al. (2015), for instance, quite convincingly demonstrate the close link 
between hypothetical and actual voting choices). This would also enable us to examine 
more dynamic processes such as the influence of changes in social environments (e.g. 
switching classes, schools, and going off to college), or interactions between different 
social environments at different points in time (e.g. the changing role of parents versus 
peers), as well as the underlying mechanisms that explain how participation in com-
memorative activities can lead to more political participation in later life.

In one of the national surveys conducted by the National Committee 4 and 5 May, 
for instance, over 70% of the respondents indicated to use Dutch Remembrance Day and 
Liberation Day to reflect on issues relating to (un)freedom, human rights, and democ-
racy (Verhue et al. 2017). Changes in awareness of and attitude on democratic rights and 
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values as a potential mediator could therefore be an interesting starting point. Another 
interesting follow-up of the current research would be to track youngsters more closely 
during their Liberation festival visits, to determine factors contributing to or disturbing 
the politically motivating role of Dutch Liberation festivals. A mobile application could, 
for instance, be used to register their activities and interactions with other festival visi-
tors. This would enable us to find out more about the concrete reasons for a potential 
impact of attending Liberation festivals on young people’s political behaviours. What 
happens during this event that makes people more interested or ready to participate? 
Is it the veterans’ stories, is it concrete political statements, or something else? Does 
everybody who attends such an event also attend the politically relevant parts of it? 
A recent study by De Regt and Van der Lippe (2017) suggests otherwise. Answers to 
these questions would allow for more in-depth analysis and are an interesting avenue for 
future research.

All in all, however, the present findings provide tentative evidence of a positive 
influence of previous participation in Dutch Liberation festivals on young adults’ vot-
ing intentions, thereby supporting Sapiro (2004) in her claim that the commemora-
tion of a national past should be considered a relevant aspect of political socialisation. 
Even though the effect is relatively small, the combination of popular culture elements, 
shared moments, and references to past and present issues relating to war and freedom 
used in Dutch Liberation festivals to emphasise the importance of core democratic val-
ues such as freedom and tolerance seems to motivate young visitors to contribute to the 
continuance of the democratic system, at least when it comes to voting. Combined with 
the fact that the Liberation festivals are a popular activity amongst young adults from 
various socioeconomic backgrounds, and can therefore be considered a relatively inclu-
sive activity, this study shows that informal commemorations, such as the Dutch Libera-
tion festivals examined, have the potential to promote political participation amongst all 
young people equally. At the same time, Liberation festivals are less often attended by 
youth identifying with a non-Dutch ethnic background—which is explained by lower 
levels of national identification—thereby risking reinforcing gaps in political engage-
ment between youth with and without a migration background.
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Table 3  Datasets used for 
variable construction

Measurement Datasets used

Voting intentions w5_ym_nl_v5.0.0.dta
Liberation festival attendance
Involvement in voluntary organisations
Reading activities
Museum activities
Ethnic group identification
National identification
Gender
Living with parents
Parental civic communication w2_ym_nl_v2.3.0.dta

w2_ym_nl_out_v2.3.0.dta
Citizenship activities outside school CILSNL_citizenshipedu-

cation_v1.0.dtaCitizenship activities in school
Extra social sciences course
Student council
Urbanisation
Educational track w1_ym_nl_v1.2.0.dta

w1_ym_nl_out_v1.0.0.dta
w2_ym_nl_v2.3.0.dta
w2_ym_nl_out_v2.3.0.dta
w3_ym_nl_v3.1.0.dta
w3_ym_nl_out_v3.1.0.dta
w4_ym_nl_v4.0.0.dta
w5_ym_nl_v5.0.0.dta

Parental ISEI score w1_p_nl_v1.2.0.dta
w1_p_nl_out_v1.0.0.dta
w2_p_nl_out_v2.3.0.dta
w1_ym_nl_v1.2.0.dta
w1_ym_nl_out_v1.0.0.dta
w2_yn_nl_v2.3.0.dta
w2_yn_nl_out_v2.3.0.dta
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