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Abstract

Younger generations’ attitudes and behavior increasingly diverge from those of older individuals. To better
understand these political differences, it is relevant to analyze whether younger citizens also disagree about
“what matters” in politics. However, this assumption of younger voters’ different salience perceptions has
rarely been tested for a large range of issues. Thus, this paper argues that younger and older citizens differ
in issue salience and specifically suggests that younger generations perceive cultural issues as more salient.
To test this, I use novel survey data collected in Germany (N = 2,509) and Switzerland (N = 2,494) and
apply rating tasks and a pairwise choice experiment, looking at young and older respondents’ salience
regarding six political issue areas and a selection of 42 political issues derived from widely used voting
advice applications in the respective countries. The results show that issues related to gender equality and
certain age-related socioeconomic policies, such as rent prices, are more salient for younger than older
respondents, whereas immigration is more important for older generations. This points to both value
change and self-interest that divides salience assessments. Overall, these findings can help understand
diverging political perceptions and the resulting electoral differences between younger and older
generations.

Keywords: Young voters; salience; pairwise choice experiment; Western Europe

Introduction

What do young generations of voters care about? This question has recently (re-)gained
importance since many younger voters across Western Europe are turning away from mainstream
parties and supporting new political alternatives (Milosav et al. 2025; Steiner 2023). While age is
typically a well-documented predictor of differences in party choice (Geys et al. 2022; Rekker
2024), candidate preferences (Eshima and Smith 2022; Sevi 2021), or political attitudes (Peterson
et al. 2020; O’Grady 2023), less is known about whether these age differences extend to issue
salience. However, given that political competition increasingly revolves around the salience of
specific issues rather than parties’ programmatic positions (Carella and Raffaelli 2026; Green-
Pedersen 2007; Kurella and Rapp 2026a), investigating whether young and older citizens disagree
about “what matters” in politics could be central to understanding the ongoing transformation of
Western European politics, partly driven by younger generations.

Following the issue salience literature, I assume that some political issues matter more to some
groups of individuals than others (Dennison 2019; Krosnick 1990; Moniz and Wlezien 2020; RePass
1971). Despite its importance, subgroup variation in issue salience has rarely been comprehensively
and rigorously analyzed (Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025; Paul and Fitzgerald 2021). Age, in
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particular, has been largely empirically neglected as a factor leading to salience differences (Umeda
2022), even though different theoretical reasoning offers arguments about why age groups might
prioritize issues differently, with literature identifying life-cycle (Busemeyer et al. 2009) and
socialization effects (Grasso et al. 2019) affecting political ideology. Despite these theoretical
expectations, existing studies either often focus on a relatively narrow set of issues (Umeda 2022), rely
on methodologically limited instruments such as the “most important problem” question, which has
often been criticized (see Moniz and Wlezien (2020); Wlezien (2005)), or do not disentangle issue
attitudes from issue salience when analyzing political differences between the young and old. Using
original survey data from Germany and Switzerland, this paper aims to address these limitations by
applying two complementary methods: rating tasks, in which respondents distribute fictional points
across six issue areas according to their priorities, and a pairwise choice experiment in which
respondents compare 42 political issues drawn from widely used voting advice applications (“Wahl-
O-Mat” from Germany and “Smartvote” from Switzerland).

The results from both approaches show that some meaningful differences emerge when
salience perceptions of young and older generations are compared: Younger respondents in both
countries consistently assign more salience to issues related to gender equality and less salience to
immigration. The findings regarding gender equality hold across both countries and are robust to
controls for issue attitudes, suggesting that the differences reflect genuine divergence in political
priorities rather than only attitudinal polarization. Some country differences also emerge, with
young respondents in Switzerland prioritizing a selection of age-specific material concerns such as
minimum wages and public transport prices, whereas young respondents in Germany diverge in
issue prioritization from older ones regarding army spending and immigration issues.

Opverall, the paper makes two main contributions to the literature on issue salience. First,
methodologically, it introduces a novel combination of two analytical approaches in order to study
issue salience, offering a more comprehensive and nuanced measurement than prior approaches.
Second, it argues that age groups hold different priority perceptions for two main reasons and
provides systematic evidence that younger voters’ political priorities diverge due to both cohort-
level value change (regarding gender equality and immigration issues) and life-stage-specific self-
interest (regarding age-related socioeconomic issues). These findings, therefore, have implications
for how we understand electoral developments in the post-industrial societies of Western Europe.
The results add an important piece to understanding these trends by showing that younger voters
not only hold different issue attitudes than older generations, but that they also prioritize different
issues.

Argument
Issue salience

Issue salience has become one of the most important factors to explain electoral behavior and
political ideology more generally (Bélanger and Meguid 2008; Danieli et al. 2022; Hanretty et al.
2020; Krosnick 1988; Meguid 2005; RePass 1971). The concept’s relevance is especially high in
today’s democracies, where electorates have become more volatile (Dassonneville 2017, 2022) and
voters base their decisions increasingly on issues and less on previously important factors such as
class or partisan identification (Danieli et al. 2022), resulting in parties’ strategic approaches to
push certain issues on the agenda and shaping voters’ priority perceptions on these issues
(Dennison 2020; Kurella and Rapp 2026a).

While issue salience is a frequently used concept to explain political outcomes, it has been
defined differently or, more often than not, even remained “unspecified” as a theoretical and
empirical concept in political science studies (Hanretty et al. 2020; Wlezien 2005). As a
common denominator, most research agrees that issue salience refers to the degree to which
people engage with a certain political topic, making some issues more central than others for
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their decision-making and political beliefs (Krosnick 1990; Moniz and Wlezien 2020). Broadly
put, two main conceptualizations of salience have emerged in the literature: First, a socio-
psychological understanding, and second, an understanding that treats salience as a weight of
an individual’s behavior. In this paper, I rely on the former, socio-psychological definition of
salience, deviating from the latter, “behavioral” perspective (Dennison 2019). Accordingly,
salience is understood as a form of attitude, rather than only a “component” of an attitude that
would be used to understand behavior. I define issue salience as the subjective importance that
an individual attaches to a certain issue (or issue area) and the extent to which they deal with
this issue cognitively (Moniz and Wlezien 2020; Wlezien 2005). This places salience as a more
fundamental concept, as it means that a person can be more receptive to issue-related
information, more aware of party positions for that issue, and make more accurate decisions, or
that a person is more willing to participate in the first place when this issue is at stake in an
election. This socio-psychological perspective on issue salience must be distinguished from a
macro-perspective which defines salience as an issue’s prominence in party manifestos, media
debates, or campaigns (Kriesi and Hutter 2026; Soroka et al. 2015).

While certain issues are more salient within society as a whole, there are reasons to expect that
not all individuals perceive the same issues as equally important for politics (Off and Trastulli
2026). In this regard, three main factors have been identified that distinguish whether different
individuals perceive issues as differently salient than others: Social-identification, self-interest, and
value-based reasons (Dennison 2019; Krosnick 1990). The first refers to group-based factors
according to which a commonly shared identity leads individuals to relate more strongly to an
issue. For example, people with a migration background have been shown to perceive immigration
issues as more important because people identify with the targeted group, even if they might not
be affected by the specific policy (Paul and Fitzgerald 2021). Second, self-interest can lead to
different salience considerations (Busemeyer and Lober 2020; Busemeyer 2024). For example,
low-income individuals perceive low rent prices to be more important than people with high
incomes because a specific policy outcome will have significant (material) consequences for them.
Third, different political values likely affect salience perceptions. For example, highly educated
individuals are more likely to perceive questions of multiculturalism or same-sex marriage as
important, resulting from liberal values attained in higher education (Lindskog and Oskarson
2022). In general, partisan ties can reinforce these values and affect salience perceptions
(Neundorf and Adams 2018).

While inherently present in the conceptualization of salience, empirical attempts to detect these
differences have been surprisingly scarce, partly due to its methodological complexity (Lauderdale
and Blumenau 2025). Still, recent approaches that attempted to analyze different groups’ salience
have found subgroup differences in issue salience. For example, they show that voters from the
new middle class put more emphasis on social expansion demands (Ares et al. 2024; Hiusermann
et al. 2022) and multiculturalism (Off and Trastulli 2026), and highly educated voters more
strongly prioritize cultural progressive issues when evaluating a party’s program (Abou-Chadi
et al. 2025). In contrast, in the two-party contexts of the US and the UK, voters with different
ideologies only slightly differ in their degree of issue salience (Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025).
Opverall, revealing subgroup differences regarding issue salience provides important insight into
voters’ motivations and behavioral patterns, and also why some voters do not react similarly to
positional changes by parties (Magistro and Wittstock 2021).

Age differences in salience

Against this backdrop, empirical approaches studying age as a dividing line for issue salience are
surprisingly rare (Umeda 2022), although age has been one of the most frequently studied
determinants of political differences, with many researchers pointing to substantial divergences
between younger and older citizens regarding attitudes, party identification, candidate
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preferences, and behavior (Busemeyer et al. 2009; Eshima and Smith 2022; Geys et al. 2022;
Peterson et al. 2020; O’Grady 2023; Rekker 2024; Sevi 2021).

Often, salience has been studied by focusing on its macro-role as an explanatory variable for age
groups’ behavior and ideology, e.g., by relying on party manifesto data or media analysis (see, for
example, Hall et al. (2023)) and disregarding whether different voters also share these salience
perceptions. This contrasts with the fact that issue-based voting has become a more important
determinant of the electoral behavior of younger generations (Jocker et al. 2025; van der Brug and
Rekker 2021), while some formerly important determinants of voting behavior, such as religiosity
and union membership, have lost their relevance for the political preferences of younger cohorts
(Gomez 2022; Shorrocks 2018). Furthermore, party attachments have weakened, leading younger
voters to be more volatile in their political behavior (Dassonneville 2017). In this context of
structural re- and dealignment, issue salience is an important factor to explain differences in
political behavior and ideology.

Two main understandings of age-related effects regarding salience exist. One stream of
researchers has sought to explain differences by arguing that salience perceptions among
different age groups diverge due to age-related material needs specific to a certain life-stage
(Busemeyer et al. 2009; Busemeyer and Lober 2020; Peterson et al. 2020; Umeda 2022).
Accordingly, age differences in salience would exist regarding material and immaterial policies
with clear age-related consequences, such as pension reforms or lowering the voting age, as
these would affect the conditions of young and older citizens differently. Indeed, research has
shown that individual issue salience of different welfare issues is a key predictor of voting
differences between young and older voters (Umeda 2022). Thus, the idea of salience as a result
of individuals’ life-stages assumes that salience remains flexible over an individual’s life.
However, other evidence challenges this idea, demonstrating that issue salience tends to be
relatively stable for individuals when they are repeatedly observed over time (Krosnick and
Alwin 1989; Paul and Fitzgerald 2021).

Alongside this, a second explanation emphasizes socialization experiences as drivers of
salience differences between age groups. Following this idea, salience differences are formed
when individuals become politically mature. In those impressionable years of “mental
plasticity,” individuals are most open to new discourses, political actors, and debates, whereas
this openness diminishes significantly with age (Peterson et al. 2020; Rekker et al. 2015). In
studies on postmaterialism (see Dalton 1984; Inglehart 2008), individuals are thought to hold a
hierarchy of values in which individual needs are ranked differently. Relying on the socio-
psychological idea of material scarcity laid out by Maslow (1943), core beliefs that lead to this
hierarchy are derived from individuals’ socioeconomic surroundings: The more well-off an
individual is, the more eagerly this person wishes to fulfill demands that rank higher on the
“hierarchy of needs” and go beyond material safety and security. Accordingly, citizens place
greater personal value on goods that are in relatively short supply. However, these priority
perceptions are not thought of as deterministic, immediate, and short-term reactions, but
rather as a subjective perception of a certain social context. They leave the strongest imprint in
adolescence and are expected to persist as individuals age (Inglehart 2018; Rekker et al. 2015).
Following this reasoning, newer generations are expected to consistently diverge from their
predecessors’ political priorities depending on their social and economic surroundings in the
years they have become politically mature, as their formative subjective experiences in a
context of lower scarcity lead them to develop a different understanding of political importance
(Henn et al. 2018).

Besides this, I expect that issue salience differences between age groups result from a shift in
electoral competition and political discourse in Western European democracies, leading to a
different understanding of “what is at stake” in politics. Importantly, political actors and
parties more specifically often try to, directly and indirectly, affect public perceptions of issue
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salience and contribute to different issues’ salience (Adams et al. 2024; Bélanger and Meguid
2008; Hall et al. 2023). These predominant narratives, which refer to the salience environment
in formative years, shape and reinforce voters’ perceptions of which issues are most crucial
(Carella and Raffaelli 2026). During the first decades of the 20th Century, voters grew up in a
time when the decisive political debates centered around the distribution of wealth and the role
of state intervention in liberal markets. Social-democratic parties and conservative parties most
clearly represented this economic conflict dimension (Beramendi et al. 2015; Kitschelt 1994).
Since the early 1980s, however, a second, often-labeled “cultural” (or GAL-TAN) dimension
has become a crucial conflict line in advanced democracies (Hall et al. 2023; Hiusermann and
Kriesi 2015; Hooghe and Marks 2018; van der Brug and van Spanje 2009). In most European
countries, far-right and green parties have been electorally successful and particularly
emphasized cultural issues’ importance for electoral competition (Dennison 2020; Dennison
and Kustov 2023; Williams and Hunger 2022). Consequently, Western European societies have
witnessed increasingly salient debates around new cultural issues, such as immigration,
multiculturalism, environment and climate, social lifestyle, and gender equality. These issues
have been found to represent the cultural conflict dimension in almost all contemporary
Western European party systems (Binding et al. 2024; Kriesi and Hutter 2026). Debates
regarding cultural issues have manifested in various ways and have been persistently present in
media outlets and political campaigns (Carella and Raffaelli 2026; Jeannet and Drazanova 2023;
Kustov et al. 2021), and increasingly so in 21st Century Europe (Kriesi and Hutter 2026).

Because voters in their formative years are especially receptive to new discourses, emerging
narratives, and political identity formation, they are more susceptible to these macro-level changes
in issue salience (Schmuck and Matthes 2015; Sears and Valentino 1997). In that regard, Umeda
(2022) has shown that salience differences rooted in material self-interest between young and
older voters can be mitigated by political discourses around these topics. In fact, different attitudes
are differently correlated to political variables depending on a voter’s socialization period. Voters’
positions on cultural issues have become increasingly relevant for more recent cohorts’ left-right
self-positions, while “classic” economic issues, such as redistribution or welfare issues, are
less important for more recently socialized cohorts’ left-right self-positions (Steiner 2023).
Furthermore, alignment with party positions on the cultural dimension is a more relevant factor
for younger cohorts than for the oldest cohorts, pointing to this issue’s crucial role for younger
individuals’ party evaluations and voting decisions (Abou-Chadi et al. 2025; Jocker et al. 2025; van
der Brug and Rekker 2021). In line with these findings, salience differences for cultural issues more
likely point to cohort rather than (only) age effects, because most of these policies have limited
age-stratifying consequences.

Following this, the answer to the question of what is “politically at stake” in elections and
political debates is expected to differ between generations today, which should not only be
present for issue attitudes but (probably even more so) for issue salience, where this
disagreement regarding importance should be most strongly visible. I thus expect that younger
and older individuals diverge in issue salience (H1). Specifically, younger individuals are more
likely to perceive issues connected to the cultural dimension as more important, as they spent
most of their political upbringing in a time when these issues were on the political agenda and
subsequently became relevant in election campaigns. These patterns thus reflect an actual value
change, as well as a shifted partisan discourse, making these issues more important for people
who have just come of age. Acknowledging the relevance of a shifted cleavage structure in
Europe, differences in salience can be understood as an expression of this shift. Following these
arguments grounded in the literature on generational differences, I therefore expect that young
voters attach higher salience to issues connoted with the cultural dimension than older
voters (H2).
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Case selection and data
Case selection

This study uses the cases of Switzerland and Germany to study age-group differences in issue
salience. Germany and Switzerland are best understood as two illustrative Western European
cases that share broadly comparable patterns of party competition and social structures, but differ
in ways that make this cross-national comparison informative. In general, conducting the study in
both contexts likely strengthens the external validity of the findings: If age patterns hold across
both countries despite their institutional differences, this provides stronger evidence for treating
them as genuine age-based or generational differences rather than as country-specific factors
driving these patterns.

First, regarding many socioeconomic factors, Switzerland and Germany are largely comparable
to each other and to neighboring Western European countries: Both countries are characterized
by deindustrialization, a strong knowledge economy, and increasing tertiarization (Hausermann
et al. 2022). Second, the countries are also illustrative cases regarding political developments, since
both countries have undergone a substantial transformation of their party landscapes, becoming
more fragmented, and characterized by the increasing electoral strength of far-right and left-
progressive parties (Bornschier et al. 2021), similar to many other Western European countries. In
both contexts, debates about immigration, multiculturalism, gender equality, and climate change
have increasingly dominated the political discourse in recent years (Jin 2025; Kriesi and Hutter
2026). Third, Switzerland and Germany are both organized in a federalistic manner. Fourth, both
countries also share German as an official language. Hence, biases stemming from language-
specific issue formulations are largely ruled out.

At the same time, important institutional differences between the two countries exist and likely
affect political debates and citizens’ ideology. Unlike Germany, Switzerland is neither a member of
the European Union nor of NATO, which means that issues such as EU relations or military
spending are debated differently in each country. Moreover, Switzerland is characterized by a
semi-direct democratic system with elements of consociationalism, whereas Germany has a purely
representative parliamentary system. Besides this, other political characteristics (such as different
welfare states or taxation systems) imply that some issues may be more salient in one country than
in the other. These country differences should always be kept in mind when interpreting the
results.

Subgroup definition: age groups

Importantly, a meaningful classification of age groups and cohorts according to theoretically and
empirically grounded criteria is essential for any analysis of political differences (Jocker et al
2025). Because no universal consensus exists in age-focused social science research on the precise
cutoffs defining “young” generations and age groups (Rekker et al. 2015), different thresholds
regarding age and generation have been used in earlier work studying political differences between
young and older voters, depending on the research question of interest (e.g., (Hdusermann et al.
2026; Zagorski et al. 2025)).

Here, I distinguish between voters aged 18 to 34 and those aged 35 and older. The chosen
classification reflects both life-stage and generation-specific considerations, since the present design
does not allow for disentangling the two empirically. Turning to the former consideration, this
life-stage, often referred to as “early adulthood” (Jocker et al. 2025; Rekker et al. 2015), is
characterized by higher economic precarity, ongoing education and residential instability, whereas
other material factors, such as homeownership, or family and pension planning, are less relevant
(Busemeyer et al. 2009). These conditions shape issue priorities, with younger individuals being
more sensitive to issues such as rent prices, minimum wages, and childcare availability, while
being less immediately affected by pension policy or healthcare costs. From a generational
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perspective, this group — born between 1990 and 2006, with a socialization period spanning 2008
to 2024 - came of age immediately after the Eurozone Crisis. According to Kriesi and Hutter
(2026) or Jin (2025), this corresponds to a period in which new cultural issues featured much more
prominently on the political agenda. Concerning the contexts analyzed in the present study, both
in Switzerland (Mitteregger and Haffert 2025) and in Germany (Steiner 2024), these voters
have been socialized in a political system characterized by a new cleavage and political parties
representing this conflict. Younger voters in these two countries have been found to
disproportionately support Green parties (Mitteregger 2024; Rekker 2024) as well as far-right
parties (Steiner 2023) — party families that have been central in pushing cultural issues onto the
political agenda. A final point concerns statistical power considerations, since setting the threshold
at 34 rather than at a lower age ensures that the younger subgroup is of sufficient size to conduct
meaningfully powered statistical analysis. Particularly in the pairwise choice experiments, this
might not be achievable if the category were restricted to even younger individuals, because the
analyses are run separately for both countries. Nonetheless, to test the sensitivity of the results to
this choice, I conduct robustness checks using an alternative threshold (comparing 18-29 year-
olds with respondents aged 30 or older' and comparing 18-24 year-olds with respondents aged 25
or older?), as well as specifications treating age as a continuous variable in the rating task® and in
the pairwise choice experiment (comparing 18-29 year-olds with respondents aged 30 or older?).

Data

The experiments employed in this paper are based on original survey data collected in (the
German-speaking part of) Switzerland and Germany in April 2024.° The survey was
preregistered® and approved by an Ethics Board. Fieldwork was conducted in cooperation with
a professional survey institute (Bilendi), relying on their online panels in both countries.
Respondents were reimbursed for their participation according to country-specific rates. The
target population was each country’s adult population (18 years and older), and the sample was
constructed using country-specific population quotas for age, education, and gender to
approximate representativeness. In the survey, respondents were first presented with the pairwise
choice comparisons, followed by further questions on issue importance, and finally the rating task
in which they distributed points across issue areas (Ares et al. 2024; Hausermann et al. 2022).
After filtering out “speeders” (respondents who completed the survey in under four minutes
(median completion time of 14 minutes)), incomplete, and low-quality answers, the final sample
consists of 2,509 respondents in Germany and 2,494 in Switzerland. In all analyses, I present
separate results for the two countries. I also present pooled results in the online Appendix.”

Method
Measuring issue salience

The measurement of issue salience is a complex task for both empirical and substantive reasons
(Cavaillé et al. 2025; Dennison 2019; Hanretty et al. 2020; Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025). The
“most important problem” (MIP) question is widely used in both political polling and academic
surveys, but the measurement properties of this survey instrument have been widely criticized by

ISee Table B1 and Table B2 in online Appendix B.

2See Table B3 and Table B4 in Appendix B.

3See Table B5 and Table B6 in Appendix B.

4See Figure C7 and Figure C8.

*Descriptive information can be found in online Appendix A.

The pre-analysis plan, part of a pre-registered two-paper project, is available on OSF (here). It is also reproduced in full
in Appendix D with all changes from the PAP documented in italics.

’See Table B11 for the rating task and Figure C10 for the pairwise choice experiments.
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social scientists. They mainly emphasize that it remains unclear what is measured when people are
asked about “problems,” and that respondents’ answers are often too broad to make sense of
(Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025; Moniz and Wlezien 2020; Wlezien 2005). Furthermore, only
asking about a single MIP provides little information about the variety of importance that
respondents might attach to numerous issues they perceive to be politically relevant. Other ways of
measuring salience, that rely on asking individuals how important different issues are (see Off and
Trastulli (2026)), lack the trade-off nature that often structures issue salience considerations.

Other ways to empirically assess issue salience have demonstrated that a more nuanced
measurement significantly enhances our understanding of voters’ perceptions of salience.
Recently, various methodological approaches have been applied: For example, Quadratic Voting
for Survey Research (QVSR) methods (e.g., Cavaillé et al. (2025); Kamphorst (2024)) ask
respondents to indicate the strength of their attitudes, where this strength comes with a (fictional)
cost of points. Moreover, other measurements have aimed at deriving issue salience in a choice
setting, such as conjoint experiments (see Abou-Chadi et al. (2025)). Conjoint experiments have
been proposed to better understand the mechanism by which issues drive support for politicians,
party programs, and parties. While they have empirical and theoretical merit, a conjoint setting is
complex: Respondents are confronted with various attributes and levels, which makes comparing
two candidates or programs often a cognitively demanding task (Rudolph et al. 2024). For
example, research relying on eye-tracking has demonstrated that respondents rarely read all
attributes featured in a conjoint experiment (Jenke et al. 2021), and there is considerable debate in
the literature on whether conjoint experiments are suited to measure salience and voting behavior
at all (Abramson et al. 2022). In addition, conjoint experiments inherently assume that salience is
a component of behavior rather than a form of attitude itself. Finally, a conjoint setting, but also
many other forms of experiments (like the QVSR method), restrict the number of issues that can
feature in a survey and from which respondents can choose.

In this paper, I aim to overcome this issue and rely on two alternative approaches to test for
subgroup differences in salience. First, to understand broad subgroup differences in issue area
salience, the survey included a rating task (also called point distribution). Rating tasks (for earlier
political science applications of this method, see Ares et al. (2024); Hausermann et al. (2022))
present respondents with a trade-off situation in which they have to distribute a limited amount of
points according to their priorities. This has the major advantage of presenting respondents with a
trade-off while imposing relatively few cognitive constraints, as they are only presented with a
limited number of potential “receiving” answer options. Rating task questions have already been
shown to be suited for analyzing priority differences between subgroups of respondents
(Hausermann et al. 2022), particularly since they require respondents to weigh different options.

Second, I make use of pairwise choice experiments to analyze the priority assessment of more
precisely defined issues. This approach originated in the 1950s (see the eponymous Bradley and
Terry (1952), as well as Rao and Kupper (1967) or Davidson (1970) for further applications and
developments of the method) and recently received renewed attention in political science
(Hopkins and Noel 2022; Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025; Zucco Jr et al. 2019). In a pairwise
choice setting, respondents are presented with two options at a time and asked to indicate which
they prefer, forcing them to favor one over the other. This distinguishes pairwise choice
experiments from conjoint experiments not only in their simplicity of presentation, but also in
their analytical focus: while conjoint experiments expose respondents to profiles defined by
multiple attributes simultaneously and aim to analyze the relative importance of each attribute-
level, pairwise choice experiments present only two options at a time and are primarily concerned
with establishing a rank ordering or scaling of those options based on overall preference
(Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025). This makes pairwise comparisons less cognitively demanding,
less time-consuming, and less susceptible to the design sensitivity that often affects conjoint results
(Rudolph et al. 2024). These experiments also come with the advantage of being able to analyze
the perceived importance of a wide range of political issues. They thus help to overcome
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Table 1. Rating task: issue areas (including policy examples listed in earlier questions). Note: Issue Area Order was
randomized for each respondent

Issue area (including listed policy examples)

) Environment and Climate Policies (e.g., security of supply, CO2 emissions, biodiversity)

) Migration Policies (e.g., immigration, integration, asylum)

) Economic Policies (e.g., trade and crafts, labor market regulation, corporate taxes, economic growth)
) Social Policies (e.g., unemployment insurance, pension policy, financing of social services)

) Gender Equality Policies (e.g., equal pay, freedom of choice and equal rights, childcare)

)

constraints that potentially exclude important issues due to questionnaire limitations (Moniz and
Wlezien 2020).

In addition, both chosen analytical approaches can help overcome the burden of asking people
to indicate a single “most important problem,” as people may refer to the one issue that they think
others, or the “broad public” perceives as important, leading respondents to predominantly
mention issues that are present in media debates, a known challenge when measuring salience in
surveys (Moniz and Wlezien 2020; Wlezien 2005). Taken together, the rating task and pairwise
choice experiment form a methodologically coherent and complementary approach to measuring
issue salience. Both instruments apply the same logic by measuring issue priorities through trade-
offs, yet they operate at different levels of specificity: the rating task captures broad issue area
priorities and yields a continuous value of assigned points, while the pairwise design yields a
detailed ranking of more precisely defined issues. This combination allows for both a general and a
granular empirical measurement of salience, while addressing some of the cognitive and design-
related problems associated with other approaches.

Issue area salience: rating task

In the rating task, respondents were asked to distribute a total of 100 points to six issue areas (see
Table 1), according to the importance they attach to the presented issue areas (see Hausermann
et al. (2022) or Ares et al. (2024) for a detailed explanation of the method). The issue areas were
selected to cover both the economic and the cultural conflict dimensions that structure
contemporary Western European party competition (Ford and Jennings 2020; Hooghe and Marks
2018; Kriesi and Hutter 2026). Specifically, I aimed to present an equal number of issue areas for
each conflict dimension. Three issue areas are primarily associated with the economic dimension
and capture three different core issue areas of this issue dimension (economic policies, social
policy, and costs of living) (Binding et al. 2024; Hausermann et al. 2022) and three core issue areas
related to the cultural dimension (environment and climate, migration, and gender equality)
(Binding et al. 2024; Kurella and Rapp 2026b). In addition, this selection is consistent with the
issue areas used in comparable survey-based studies analyzing priority differences in Western
European electorates (Abou-Chadi et al. 2025; Off and Trastulli 2026). All issue areas were briefly
explained by listing policy examples in another question about issue area importance (see the
policy examples in Table 1).

In the rating task, respondents were asked to freely allocate 100 fictional points. They could, for
example, divide them equally among all six issue areas or assign all points to one area. The only
requirement was that respondents needed to allocate all 100 points.® The issue areas appeared in a
randomized order, ruling out potential ordering effects.

8Question wording: “Imagine you have 100 points, which you can divide up into the following areas according to
importance. Please give more points for those issues for which you think politicians should offer solutions most urgently. Give
fewer points for those issues that you think are less urgent.”
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Issue salience: pairwise choice experiment

Pairwise choice: issue selection

In the second step of the empirical analysis, I focus on specific political issues, by applying a
pairwise choice experiment. Crucial to this step is an adequate selection of relevant political issues.
This endeavor is especially challenging when a large list of specific political issues is required. As
an example, Lauderdale and Blumenau (2025) assessed salience (“political priority”) by a broad
definition of political problems. The authors define political problems as a “type of event that is
understood by at least some people as being associated with a bad outcome” (Lauderdale and
Blumenau 2025, 6). While they rely on media outlets to construct a variety of “potential
problems,” I diverge from that definition, because not every salient political issue is necessarily
framed and perceived as a “problem.”

To compile a long list of relevant and debated political issues, I rely on the most frequently used
Voting Advice Applications (VAA) in Germany (“Wahl-O-Mat”) (Bundeszentrale fiir politische
Bildung 2026) and Switzerland (“Smartvote”) (Politools — Political Research Network 2026). The
advantage of these tools also lies in their logic for selecting the presented political issues. While the
issues are partly selected by the engineers of the tools, the selection in both countries also includes
various actors from society, political parties, media, and others. Before the tools go online, their
issue selection is pre-tested with a selected group of respondents (Bundeszentrale fiir politische
Bildung 2026; Politools — Political Research Network 2026). Due to this logic, this approach also
partly addresses — yet, without overcoming this entirely - the repeatedly raised concern in the
salience literature that issues are “preselected by researchers [and] there may be issues that people
are passionate about but that researchers never ask” (Moniz and Wlezien 2020, 18). In
Switzerland, “Smartvote” was developed by a group of political scientists and launched in 2003
(Ladner et al. 2012). This tool has been widely used by voters ahead of Swiss regional and national
elections, with an estimated 25 percent of all voters using it ahead of the most recent national
elections (Fivaz et al. 2024; Walder 2024; Walder et al. 2026). In the most recent (national) version
of 2023, respondents were asked to indicate their position on up to 70 political issues (which could
also have been submitted by voters themselves). In Germany, the “Wahl-O-Mat” is a very similar
tool, organized by the Federal Agency for Civic Education, and was launched in 2002 (Graichen
et al. 2024). In this VAA, voters are asked to indicate their political position on around 40 political
issues to get a voting recommendation (Marschall and Schultze 2015; Wurthmann et al. 2026). In
recent iterations, more than 20 million German citizens used the tool ahead of the federal elections
(Graichen et al. 2024).

To come up with an equally large and comparable selection of issues in Germany and
Switzerland, I relied on issues that featured in recent national and regional versions of the VAA
tools of both countries.” If possible, I relied on the exact policy wording of both tools to present
respondents with potentially familiar political issues. Where necessary, I harmonized the wording
to make them comparable across country contexts. I ended up with a battery of 42 political issues
that respondents must decide on in a pairwise choice setting, as this allows me to calculate the
necessary estimates. The selected issues cover a wide variety of discussed political issues in the two
countries and in Western Europe more generally.

In most instances, the political issues were presented in the same wording to respondents in
both countries.'® One challenging issue is that it is sometimes difficult to fully disentangle attitudes

For Switzerland, I relied on the version from the most recent national elections in 2023: https://www.smartvote.ch/de/
electiongroups/527. For Germany, I relied on the Wahl-O-Mat from the National Elections in 2021 and on other issues from
more recent regional VAA iterations in 2023 (Bayern, Berlin and Hessen): https://www.bpb.de/themen/wahl-o-mat/45484/
archiv

10A few language and policy changes had to be made in the survey. This is because some political terms are differently
labeled in the German and Swiss-(German) contexts and because some issue specifications are not equally suited for both
countries. For example, Switzerland is not part of the European Union or NATO, while Germany is a founding member of
both organizations. Moreover, three issues only appear in one of the countries’ VAA tools, because the respective VAA had
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and salience towards an issue, both theoretically and empirically. However, since I tried to
formulate all issues in a non-directional way, this minimizes the risk that specific pairings affect
attitudinal responses rather than salience judgments. The full list of issues can be seen in Table 2.!!

Pairwise choice: task

An introduction made it explicit that respondents were encouraged to think of political issues and
that they should state what they think is important, rather than what is objectively seen as
important.!” Respondents were then presented with six comparisons, with each showing a
randomly drawn selection of two out of the pre-defined 42 political issues and asked to indicate
which one of the two they perceived as more important (see Figure 1 and Figure 2 for the setup of
the question). Since the left and right placement of issues was randomized across respondents, it is
ensured that no issue was systematically advantaged by its position, and ordering effects could be
avoided. Indeed, respondents were equally likely to select an issue presented on the left or on the
right.!* The design also ensured that respondents never had to compare the same issue with itself.

Respondents always had the option to state that they perceived both issues as equally important
(“tie”), an option always placed between the two issues. In Switzerland, this option was chosen in
21.89 percent of cases, in Germany in 23.44 percent,'* suggesting that a majority was able to decide
which of the two issues was more important.

In particular, the specific pairing of issues could, in principle, affect responses if certain
combinations prime particular considerations. However, in a pairwise choice setting, each option
appears in over 700 randomized comparisons against a variety of opposing issues, so any pairing-
specific effects are averaged out across the full set of comparisons. These comparisons provide
information about how respondents rate each issue relative to all others (Lauderdale and
Blumenau 2025). This can be analyzed using Bradley-Terry Models (BTM), which have been
applied in pairwise choice settings in political science (Hopkins and Noel 2022; Lauderdale and
Blumenau 2025; Loewen et al. 2012; Zucco Jr et al. 2019). Following the original application from
Bradley and Terry (1952), a BTM assumes that in a “contest” between any two “players/teams,”
e.g., team a and team b (a, b € {1, ..., K}), the odds that a beats b are %2, where «, and «,, are
positive-valued parameters which can be thought of as representing “ability.”"> For all Bradley-
Terry Models, I omit “ties” from the analysis, since other analyses have shown relatively equal
results when dropping those cases or that these simplified models even perform somewhat better
when ties are omitted from the analysis (Turner and Firth 2012; Lauderdale and Blumenau 2025;
Rao and Kupper 1967).

been launched at somewhat different time points ("Projects against antisemitism” (only in Switzerland), “debt brake” (only in
Germany), “health insurance contributions” (only in Switzerland)). I included them nevertheless, given that these issues are
debated in both countries (and in other European contexts). Finally, some issues had been included in the respective VAA
tools in a more detailed way, while others are more broadly formulated. If possible, I formulated the issues in a way that is as
specific as possible but also allows for comparison across country contexts.

'Table A4 and Table A5 in Appendix A for the original German wording.

12’There are various important topics in Swiss/German politics. You will now be shown two political topics that are being
discussed politically in Switzerland/Germany. Please choose which of these topics you consider to be the more important
political issue. Try to decide in favor of one of the two topics. You will see a total of six pair comparisons.”

1339.5 percent selected the issue on the left, and 38 percent selected the issue on the right, suggesting no systematic side bias.

4See Appendix A.

This can mathematically be expressed in the following logit-linear form:

logit[pr(a beats b)] = A, — A,

where Aa equals log a for all a (Turner and Firth 2012). Thus, assuming the independence of all contests, the parameters {1a}
can be estimated by maximum likelihood (Bradley and Terry 1952; Turner et al. 2022).
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Table 2. Selected policy issues in Germany and Switzerland

No.

Germany

Switzerland

1
2

10

11

12

13

14
15

16

17

18

19

20
21

22

23

24

25

26
27

28

29
30
31
32
33
34

35

36

Adjusting or increasing the statutory pension benefits

Increasing or decreasing requirements for
naturalization and citizenship

Preventing or not preventing the increase in health
insurance contributions

Expanding or not expanding parental leave

Preventing or not preventing the rise in rental prices
in cities

Introducing or preventing mandatory vaccinations for
children

Privatizing or not privatizing health facilities

Increasing or not increasing educational opportunities
for children from low-income families

Preventing or allowing the placement of asylum
seekers in centers outside of Europe

Allowing or preventing the legalization and controlled
sale of soft drugs (cannabis)

Maintaining or abolishing the option of a third gender
entry

Allowing or preventing the legal equality of same-sex
couples in all areas

Banning or introducing gender-neutral language in
authorities and schools

Loosening or maintaining the debt brake

Changing or maintaining the regulation of taxation
for married couples

Increasing or decreasing taxes on high incomes and
wealth

Raising or not raising the minimum wage

Promoting or not promoting projects to combat anti-
semitism

Strengthening or maintaining control of pay equality
between women and men

Increasing or not increasing taxation on air traffic

Preventing or allowing the ban on the re-registration
of cars with combustion engines

Preventing or allowing the construction of new
nuclear power plants

Lowering or not lowering prices for public
transportation (OPNV)

Preventing or allowing the relaxation of protections
for large predators (wolf, lynx, bear)

Preventing or allowing the re-regulation of
agricultural subsidies

Preventing or allowing the promotion of biodiversity

Preventing or allowing the expansion of digital
infrastructure

Preventing or allowing the re-regulation of
broadcasting fees

Lowering or maintaining the voting and electoral age

Increasing or decreasing military spending

Strengthening or limiting cooperation within NATO

Financially promoting or not promoting wind energy

Ending or not ending Germany’s EU membership

Increasing or decreasing arms exports to conflict
zones

Increasing or decreasing immigration from non-EU
countries

Banning or allowing headscarves for civil servants on
duty

Adjusting or increasing the AHV pension benefits

Increasing or decreasing requirements for
naturalization and citizenship

Preventing or not preventing the increase in health
insurance premiums

Introducing or not introducing parental leave

Preventing or not preventing the rise in rental prices
in cities

Introducing or preventing mandatory vaccinations for
children

Privatizing or not privatizing health facilities

Increasing or not increasing educational opportunities
for children from low-income families

Preventing or allowing the placement of asylum
seekers in centers outside of Europe

Allowing or preventing the legalization and controlled
sale of soft drugs (cannabis)

Allowing or preventing the possibility of a third gender
entry

Allowing or preventing the legal equality of same-sex
couples in all areas

Banning or introducing gender-neutral language in
authorities and schools

Loosening or maintaining the debt brake

Changing or maintaining the regulation of taxation
for married couples

Increasing or decreasing taxes on high incomes and
wealth

Preventing or introducing a minimum wage for full-
time positions

Promoting or not promoting projects to combat anti-
semitism

Strengthening or maintaining control of pay equality
between women and men

Increasing or not increasing taxation on air traffic

Preventing or allowing the ban on the re-registration
of cars with combustion engines

Preventing or allowing the construction of new
nuclear power plants

Lowering or not lowering prices for public
transportation (6V)

Preventing or allowing the relaxation of protections
for large predators (wolf, lynx, bear)

Preventing or allowing the re-regulation of
agricultural subsidies

Preventing or allowing the promotion of biodiversity

Preventing or allowing the expansion of digital
infrastructure

Preventing or allowing the re-regulation of television
and radio fees

Lowering or maintaining the voting and electoral age

Increasing or decreasing military spending

Strengthening or limiting cooperation with NATO

Financially promoting or not promoting wind energy

Expanding or reducing relations with the EU

Increasing or decreasing arms exports to conflict
zones

Increasing or decreasing immigration from non-EU
countries

Banning or allowing headscarves for civil servants on
duty

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

No. Germany Switzerland

37 Allowing or prohibiting facial recognition in public Allowing or prohibiting facial recognition in public
spaces spaces

38 Expanding or not expanding support for financially Expanding or not expanding support for financially
weaker regions in Germany weaker regions in Switzerland

39 Introducing or preventing gender quota in corporate Introducing or preventing gender quota in corporate
boards and party lists boards and party lists

40 Expanding or not expanding publicly funded childcare Expanding or not expanding publicly funded childcare
(Kitas) (Kitas)

41 Introducing or not introducing a universal basic Introducing or not introducing a universal basic
income income

42 Increasing or not increasing the retirement age Increasing or not increasing the retirement age

Which topic do you consider more important?

Change or Introduce or
keep the same prevent gender
About equally
regulation of quota in cor-
important
taxation of porate boards
married couples and party lists

Figure 1. Example from Switzerland.

Which topic do you consider more important?

Increase or Expand or not
decrease im- expand support
About equally
migration for financially
important
from non- weaker regions
EU countries in Germany

Figure 2. Example from Germany.

Results and discussion
Rating task
In this section, I first present and discuss the results of the rating tasks. Figure 3 displays the mean
values for the rating tasks (including 95 percent confidence intervals) for young individuals (aged
18-34) and those aged 35 and older, shown separately for Germany (a) and Switzerland (b).'
In both countries, respondents across both age groups clearly assign the most points to the
issue area of costs of living (around 25 out of 100 points). Among young respondents, all issue
areas receive similar points, except for the costs of living, which receives significantly more points.
In contrast, older respondents show more variation across issue areas than younger respondents.
Furthermore, the descriptive analysis reveals differences between age groups: while young and
older respondents differ little regarding costs of living, the economy, and social policy, they
diverge more clearly on migration policies and gender equality. Most strikingly, younger

16See Table B11 in Appendix B for the pooled results.
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(a)
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(b)

30
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20

I
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Climate Migration Economy Social Policy Gender Equality Costs of Living

Average Points Allocated

18-34 MM 35 and older

Figure 3. Average Points Allocated to Six Issue Areas by Age Group, by Country. Bars show mean points allocated by
respondents aged 18-34 (light gray) and 35 and older (dark gray); error bars represent 95 percent confidence intervals.
(a) Germany (b) Switzerland.

respondents in both Germany and Switzerland assign more points to gender equality than
respondents aged 35 and older; in Germany, almost twice as many points as older respondents. In
contrast, older respondents in both countries assign more points to immigration.

To test for significant subgroup differences while controlling for relevant covariates, I run
twelve (six per country) multivariate OLS regressions with the number of points allocated to
different issue areas as the dependent variable. In these regressions, I account for several
covariates: Gender, education, occupational status, parenthood, and migration background.”

17Other authors have also shown that income is a determinant of issue salience (Busemeyer et al. 2009). Despite this, I
decided not to control for income due to the large number of missing values for this question (605 missing values; 12 percent
of all respondents).
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I control for gender,'® as men and women have been found to diverge in the importance they
attach to different political issues (Cavaillé et al. 2025; Yildirim 2022). Education'? is included as it
shapes both material circumstances and cultural progressivism (Lindskog and Oskarson 2022).
Occupational status®® captures life-stage and labor market position, both of which are theoretically
relevant for the prioritization of economic issues, particularly related to costs of living (Busemeyer
2024). Similarly, parenthood?! shifts political priorities, particularly due to different economic
needs related to childcare (Busemeyer 2024). Migration background? has been shown to affect
issue salience, particularly regarding immigration-related issues (Paul and Fitzgerald 2021).
Finally, to ensure that observed age differences are not simply a result of ideological sorting,
I control for left-right self-placement.”> 1 present regression results separately for the two
countries.

In Table 3, negative coefficients indicate that the young group allocates more points than older
respondents. In Germany, the results show no significant age differences for social policy,
economy, and costs of living: young respondents do not allocate significantly more or fewer points
to these issue areas. In Switzerland, there is a significant difference between young and older
respondents regarding the economy. However, that difference is not robust for all age cutoffs (see
Table B2 and Table B4) and should be interpreted carefully. Interestingly, there is a different age
gap in climate salience in the two countries. Whereas in Germany, young respondents do not
allocate significantly more points to climate, in the Swiss case, older citizens even care significantly
more about the climate issue area than younger respondents. This divergence likely points to the
fact that climate priority in Switzerland has diffused beyond its initial, younger support base. This
is in line with other studies on generational differences in Switzerland, showing that
environmental concern barely differs between generations and that period effects play a more
important role in explaining the temporal development of these attitudes in Switzerland
(Mitteregger and Haffert 2025).

The strongest age differences that are consistent across the two countries concern immigration
and gender equality. In both contexts, older respondents perceive immigration as significantly
more important than younger voters (which is robust for different age specifications**). In
contrast to this higher salience for immigration, younger respondents are significantly more likely
to assign more points to gender equality, the largest difference observed across all six issue areas in
both countries. Notably, the age effect on gender equality salience is larger than the difference
between male and female respondents in both countries. This finding is robust across different
operationalizations of the age threshold and persists when controlling for attitudes toward gender
equality,” suggesting it reflects a genuine divergence in priorities rather than merely attitudinal
differences between age groups. Taken together, these results suggest that the young indeed
diverge from older citizens in their perceptions of salience and thus lend support to H1. However,
the key salience divide between young and older citizens is not straightforwardly a trade-off
between economic and cultural issue areas (as I had expected in H2), but rather a within-cultural-
dimension divide: younger respondents in both countries prioritize gender equality more, while
older respondents prioritize immigration more. Regarding climate, country differences point in
opposite directions, yet the effects are substantially weaker than for immigration and, especially,
gender equality.

¥Included in a binary form, since only very few respondents identified as non-binary.

YLevels: Low (up to vocational training), Middle (post-secondary education), and High (tertiary education).
2Levels: Employed, In Education/Other, Self-Employed, Unemployed/Retired.

Hncluded in a binary form (yes/no).

ZIncluded in a binary form (yes/no) if the respondent or at least one parent was born abroad.

“Included in a continuous form; 0-10.

24See Table B3, Table B1, Table B4, Table B2 in Appendix B.

Zsee Table B7 and Table B8 in Appendix B.
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Table 3. Linear regression results by country

Germany

Dependent variable:

allocated points (0-100)

Climate Immigration Economy Social policy Gender equality Costs of living
1) ) (3) @) (5) (6)
Age (Ref: 18-34): 35 and older —0.943 3.726*** 0.957 0.412 —4.247** 0.092
(0.813) (0.942) (0.752) (0.609) (0.457) (0.907)
Male (Ref: Non-Male) -0.277 1.390*** 3.545*** 0.514 —1.781*** —3.386"**
(0.597) (0.692) (0.552) (0.447) (0.336) (0.666)
Education (Ref: High): Middle —2.453*** 0.485 —3.458*** 0.654 —0.209 4.985***
(0.648) (0.751) (0.600) (0.485) (0.364) (0.723)
Education (Ref: High): Low —3.306"** 0.580 —4.295*** 0.857 0.453 5.714***
(0.909) (1.053) (0.841) (0.681) (0.511) (1.014)
Left-Right Self —2.239*** 2.279*** 1.175%** —1.123*** —0.609*** 0.516***
(0.153) (0.177) (0.141) (0.114) (0.086) (0.170)
In Education/Other (Ref: Employed): 1.446 —2.078 0.200 0.328 —0.089 0.193
(1.297) (1.502) (1.199) (0.970) (0.729) (1.446)
Self-Employed (Ref: Employed): 0.701 1.313 0.932 —1.101 —1.023 —0.818
(1.307) (1.513) (1.208) (0.978) (0.734) (1.457)
Unemployed/Retired (Ref: Employed): —0.049 —0.837 0.961 1.765*** —1.292*** —0.545
(0.719) (0.833) (0.665) (0.538) (0.404) (0.802)
Migration Background: Yes —0.790 0.734 0.325 —1.058* —0.081 0.872
(0.827) (0.958) (0.765) (0.619) (0.465) (0.922)
Parenthood: Yes —0.794 —0.016 0.587 0.506 —0.567 0.281
(0.649) (0.751) (0.600) (0.485) (0.365) (0.723)
Observations 2,278 2,278 2,278 2,278 2,278 2,278
R? 0.107 0.088 0.075 0.052 0.102 0.044
Adjusted R? 0.103 0.084 0.071 0.048 0.098 0.040

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued)

Switzerland

Dependent variable: allocated points (0-100)

Climate Immigration Economy Social policy Gender equality Costs of living
i) @ ) @ (5) (6)
Age (Ref: 18-34): 35 and older 2.225*** 3.156** —1.935%** —0.362 —3.367** 0.283
(0.762) (0.836) (0.594) (0.536) (0.562) (0.905)
Male (Ref: Non-Male) 0.213 0.008 4.623*** 0.167 —2.565*** —2.448***
(0.578) (0.635) (0.451) (0.407) (0.426) (0.687)
Education (Ref: High): Middle —1.311* —0.796 —2.255*** —0.192 0.694 3.857***
(0.624) (0.685) (0.486) (0.439) (0.460) (0.741)
Education (Ref: High): Low —0.576 -0.717 —3.888*** —0.224 2.081*** 3.326**
(1.022) (1.122) (0.797) (0.719) (0.754) (1.214)
Left-Right Self —1.992*** 2.394*** 0.940*** —1.145*** —0.780*** 0.583***
(0.129) (0.141) (0.100) (0.091) (0.095) (0.153)
In Education/Other (Ref: Employed): —0.496 0.689 0.670 2.112*** —0.234 —2.751**
(1.098) (1.205) (0.855) (0.772) (0.809) (1.304)
Self-Employed (Ref: Employed): —1.158 —0.580 3.001*** —-0.574 0.586 —-1.283
(1.217) (1.336) (0.949) (0.856) (0.898) (1.446)
Unemployed/Retired (Ref: Employed): —0.105 1.660** 0.069 0.708 —0.620 -1.711*
(0.740) (0.812) (0.577) (0.520) (0.546) (0.879)
Migration Background: Yes —2.060*** —1.573** 1.243*** 0.978** 0.458 0.952
(0.593) (0.651) (0.462) (0.417) (0.437) (0.705)
Parenthood: Yes —1.458** -1.018 —0.141 1.190*** —0.337 1.763**
(0.645) (0.708) (0.503) (0.454) (0.476) (0.766)
Observations 2,200 2,200 2,200 2,200 2,200 2,200
R? 0.113 0.135 0.114 0.083 0.092 0.034
Adjusted R? 0.109 0.131 0.110 0.079 0.087 0.030

Note: *p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

p1o puv Sunod uaamjaq saouaiaffip aouaivs

L1


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773926100617

18 Reto Mitteregger

To further assess whether the differences in immigration and gender equality salience simply
reflect diverging levels of progressivism regarding these two issues, I re-run the analysis restricting
the sample to respondents with neutral/conservative and progressive attitudes on immigration
and gender equality, respectively.?®. The age difference for gender equality persists in both
ideological subgroups, which strengthens the interpretation that it reflects a more fundamental
generational divergence in priorities relevant for both progressive and more conservative
respondents. For immigration, however, the age difference in Germany is only statistically
significant within the conservative subset. This complements earlier findings from Kustov (2023)
who shows that conservative voters generally care more about the immigration issue than
progressive voters. This might result from the general framing of immigration as a “political
problem” by conservative voters and suggests that partisan cueing and identity shape immigration
salience (Dennison 2020), particularly among the older electorate.

Pairwise choice experiment - All respondents

The following sections now turn to the results from Bradley-Terry Models and subgroup
analyses based on the pairwise choice experiment. In the first step, I determine a baseline level
of issue salience by identifying the most salient issue in Germany and Switzerland, respectively,
that is used as the baseline comparison issue in all subsequent subgroup analyses. This is
achieved by running a Bradley-Terry Model for all respondents, which yields a ranking of
issues.

The graphs below summarize the results for Germany and Switzerland. The dashed red line
represents the average relative importance of all issues compared to a randomly selected baseline
issue (in this case, the protection of predatory mammals (wolf, bear, and lynx)).

The results can be interpreted as follows: Respondents favor all policies with a positive estimate
(ability score) relative to this baseline issue (i.e., to the right of the vertical dashed red line).
Conversely, respondents disfavor policies with negative estimates relative to the baseline question
(i.e., positioned to the left of the vertical dashed red line). I report 95 percent confidence intervals
based on quasi-standard errors calculated from the ability scores. This enables me to compare
estimates across policies relative to the baseline (Turner and Firth 2012; Lauderdale and
Blumenau 2025).

The results in Figure 4 show that the general population in both countries perceives
socioeconomic issues as more salient, particularly those that are related to immediate material
circumstances (such as pension benefits, rent prices, or health insurance costs) or questions of
social inequality (such as equal educational opportunities and taxation of high incomes). Besides
socioeconomic issues, some issues that are more closely tied to the cultural dimension are also
ranked high, such as immigration from outside the EU, and gender wage equality. In contrast,
“newer” cultural issues, like the legal third gender option or gender-inclusive language, rank
lowest in the salience ranking in both countries. These findings are broadly in line with earlier
research pointing to “luxury goods voting,” meaning that voters are more likely to turn away from
post-material issues when faced with increased economic hardship and insecurity (Abou-Chadi
and Kayser 2017). Finally, some notable country differences exist, the most striking one being
Swiss citizens much more strongly prioritizing healthcare issues.”

26See Table B9 and Table B10 in Appendix B.

*’This is in line with other survey data showing that respondents perceive this issue in the Swiss context as particularly
pressing, because Switzerland has the second highest healthcare insurance costs per capita of all OECD countries (only US
citizens spend more for healthcare per capita than people living in Switzerland). Next to this, these patterns are also a result of
the time of the fieldwork, as the survey was fielded two months before two direct democratic votes related to this issue.
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(a) Germany (b) Switzerland

Figure 4. Pairwise choice experiment, total population: Bradley-Terry model by country (Note: 95 percent Confidence
intervals of quasi-standard errors calculated from the ability scores). (a) Germany (b) Switzerland.

Pairwise choice experiment: subgroup analysis
This section now turns to age-group differences. For this purpose, I compare young and older
respondents’ perceptions of issue salience by contrasting the highest-ranking issue in the general
population - health insurance costs in Switzerland and equal education opportunities in Germany
— with all issues. As a first step, I do this by running a Bradley-Terry Model separately for both
younger respondents and older respondents. The results can be found in Appendix C.?® These
results reveal that both young and older respondents attach the highest importance to
socioeconomic issues in both countries. However, these models also reveal descriptive differences
between the two groups. Whereas health insurance costs rank highest among older respondents
in the Swiss context, younger Swiss respondents perceive rent prices and equal education
opportunities to be similarly important as this issue. In Germany, age groups are largely similar in
their ranking of the most salient issues, with the exception of immigration issues ranking
significantly lower and gender wage equality significantly higher among the young (in line with
the results from the rating task). The results also show that both older and younger respondents
perceive issues related to gender identity as least salient (gender-inclusive language and entry of a
third gender), a pattern visible in both countries.
Unfortunately, standard Bradley-Terry Models implemented in most statistical software did
not allow for the direct inclusion of interaction terms at the time of the analysis (Turner and Firth
2012; Turner et al. 2022), which is why an alternative approach is applied to test for significant

2See Figure C3 (18-34) and Figure C5 (35 and older) for Germany and Figure C4 (18-34) and Figure C6 (35 and older) for
Switzerland in Appendix C.
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(a) Germany (b) Switzerland
Figure 5. Pairwise Choice Experiment: Differences between 18-34 year-olds vs. older (35+) respondents by Country
(Note: *=p < 0.1; **=p < 0.05; ***= p < 0.01). (a) Germany (b) Switzerland.

subgroup differences: I define a set of variables that are 41 if a given policy is policy A in the
pairwise choice, 0 if it does not appear, and —1 if that policy is policy B in the pairwise choice, and
then code the dependent variable in terms of whether a policy is chosen (0 = B is more important,
0.5 = neutral response (“equally important”), 1 = A is more important). I then interact this set of
dummy variables with the respondent-level variable (age group) to estimate the policy-specific
variation in the ability parameter as a function of the respondent-level variable. I then calculated
OLS regressions with 41 interactions, where I always interacted “age group” with the issue that was
compared to the overall most salient issue among the total sample in the respective country. As in
the rating task, all regressions control for respondents’ education, gender, left-right placement,
occupational status, parenthood, and migration background. To visualize the effects,?® I plot them
ordered by effect strength, in descending order.?° The dashed red line represents the (most salient)
baseline issue in the two countries, respectively. Positive values indicate a higher likelihood of
young respondents choosing this issue over the baseline compared to voters older than 34.
First, the results in Figure 5 support the expectation in H1 that young and old assign different
levels of salience to different issues, confirming the earlier results. Yet, Figure 5 shows that the two
countries differ regarding age divides in issue salience. Generally, age divides are significantly

The regression coefficients can be found in Appendix C, see: Table CI.
39Because this approach reduces the number of comparisons (due to the relatively low number of young respondents when
the analysis is run for countries separately), the results come with increased uncertainty and the displayed thresholds of

significance are as follows: *= p < 0.1; *= p < 0.05; **= p < 0.01.
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larger in Switzerland than in Germany when comparing salience with the highest-ranking issue.*!
Some of these differences are in line with country-specific political differences: One concerns army
spending being more salient for older respondents in Germany, since Germany is a NATO
member, and mandatory military conscription has become a debated topic dividing young and
old, see Schleehauf et al. (2025), whereas the larger age divide on parental leave in Switzerland
likely stems from the fact that Switzerland lacks such a scheme - as one of the last European
countries. Still, age-group differences exist in both countries and reveal three general patterns.
First, there is a relatively consistent pattern indicating that issues either closely or broadly related
to gender equality (parental leave, the introduction of a third gender, the legal status of same-sex
couples, controlling gender wage equality, and gender quota) are perceived as more salient by
younger individuals compared to older ones. While young citizens are more affected by some of
those policies (as they are most likely to still need to rely on parental leave, for example), other
issues are more likely to refer to a value difference between age groups, as they are expected to have
a less stratifying material effect on age groups (for example, the third gender issue). Thus, these
findings are in line with the theory of an increased political importance of the cultural dimension.
In addition, a second group of issues broadly refers to a “postmaterialist” perception of politics
that is more prevalent among young respondents: The protection of predatory mammals, the
lowering of the voting age, as well as the projects to fight anti-semitism. Similarly, the security-
related issue of army spending is significantly less salient for young respondents in Germany.
Third, young respondents (particularly in Switzerland) are more likely to perceive economic
policies that affect younger people more strongly as more important: Rent prices in cities (as more
young people live in rented apartments), minimum wages, the universal basic income (young
people have on average lower salaries), and prices for public transport. In contrast to the rating
task, in which older respondents had assigned significantly more points to the issue area
importance of immigration, there is no significant difference for more specifically defined
immigration issues in Switzerland. Still, it is visible in Germany (naturalization, immigration from
outside the EU). The country differences are stronger’” in the pairwise choice experiment
compared to the rating task, but they point in a similar direction in both countries. Overall, and
similar to the rating task, the pairwise choice task lends mixed evidence for H2, revealing within
cultural-dimension divides in salience, instead of a clear difference between age groups regarding
the salience of economic versus cultural issues.

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate whether young citizens differ from older ones in their assessment
of salience across a variety of political issues and issue areas in contemporary politics. I argue that
studying whether younger generations hold different salience perceptions helps to understand the
shifting political considerations of younger cohorts who more strongly align their voting behavior
along parties’ cultural positions (Carella and Raffaelli 2026; Jocker et al. 2025). Based on these
findings rooted in realignment theories, I expected younger voters to diverge from older
generations in issue salience, and particularly regarding issues tied to the cultural dimension.
Following this reasoning, this paper applies a novel empirical strategy to understand age
differences in issue area and issue salience in contemporary societies: It combines (1) trade-off rating
tasks to assess a broader salience of issue areas with (2) pairwise choice experiments that attempt to
provide a more nuanced understanding of specific issue salience. To date, it is the first study to apply
these methods in combination. Indeed, the results from two countries (Germany and Switzerland)

3INote that the sample of young citizens is somewhat smaller in Germany, reducing statistical power, see Appendix A.
32To rule out that this is a result from the decision to use a different baseline issue in both countries, I replicate the analysis
for Germany by relying on the same baseline issue as in Switzerland (health insurance costs), see Figure C9 in Appendix C.
While this changes the size of the differences, the general pattern and order of the effects remains largely unaffected by this.
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show salience differences for different age groups. While there is an agreement between young and
older respondents that economic issues with immediate, direct material consequences and payoffs
constitute the most important issues in absolute terms (similar to the findings from Wlezien (2005)),
young and old still diverge in their assessment of salience. This lends support for Hypothesis 1.
Furthermore, the results show that younger people perceive gender wage equality, parental leave, and
gender quotas as more important than older respondents. In contrast, security-related issues (such as
army spending) and immigration are less salient for younger respondents, particularly in Germany.
These findings are broadly consistent with the results of the rating task in both countries, which show
that the youngest respondents attach significantly more importance to the issue area of gender
equality and less importance to immigration than older respondents, even when controlling for issue
attitudes. In addition to these differences, age-specific (material) self-interest plays an important role
in Switzerland, as evidenced by younger respondents prioritizing issues such as rental prices and
minimum wages, which is in line with other findings on this question (see Busemeyer and Lober
(2020)), whereas these differences are less prominent in the German case. Overall, the findings lend
mixed support to my expectations in Hypothesis 2, revealing that it is not necessarily economic and
cultural issue salience that divides young and old, but rather specific issues and issue areas within
these political dimensions.

The findings come with several limitations that could be addressed by future research. First, the
results can only provide a snapshot of salience that may change in the future, as people are likely to
adapt their salience perceptions across contexts and as they age. While studies on issue salience have
demonstrated within-individual stability of salience over time (Dennison 2019), it is plausible that
young citizens still change salience perceptions when getting older. As the paper’s approach does not
rely on over-time data to test a generational claim, this bears an important limitation. Second, the
context in which the study was conducted likely affected the findings, because respondents in both
countries were experiencing rising costs of living and salient security discourses. Future research
should thus try to replicate the present findings in other country contexts. Third, the present study
does not directly link the findings to the electoral arena. Future research specifically interested in the
relevance of salience for the final voting decision should analyze the relationship between these two
factors. Fourth and related to this, the paper is agnostic towards other factors potentially influencing
younger voters™ electoral considerations, such as candidate character traits (see Eshima and Smith
(2022); Sevi (2021)). Analyzing how these candidate evaluations potentially interact with salience
perceptions might provide a fruitful avenue for future research. Fifth and finally, the paper comes
with the methodological limitation that, while the chosen approach presents respondents with a
variety of issues to compare against, it may still be that the list was missing issues that would be
important for voters” political considerations.

Still, the findings provide a valuable insight into the political similarities and differences
between age groups, allowing a better understanding of the issues that younger individuals
prioritize. As the concept of issue salience has become increasingly relevant in explaining electoral
transformations in both the long and short term, understanding the differences between young
and older voters is important. Here, the question of gender equality emerges as the issue that most
strongly divides older and younger respondents in terms of perceived importance. This is
particularly important in order to make sense of research showing increasingly diverging electoral
and attitudinal patterns among young women and men (see Off et al. (2025); van Ditmars and
Shorrocks (2025)). In sum, issues related to gender equality will likely play an increasingly
important role in shaping younger generations’ political preferences.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article is available at https://doi.org/10.1017/
$1755773926100617.
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