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Abstract

Across the globe, many societies are undergoing an unprecedented process of popu-
lation ageing. While the share of working age people (20-64 year old) is shrinking, the
share of elderly people (65 year old) is rapidly increasing. While age effects on preference
formation and political behaviour are well documented, we know much less about the how
population ageing affects political conflict. This study develops a theory of age-based polit-
ical conflict suggesting that the potential for conflict increases with age-based polarization,
the extent to which political polarization is structured by age (demand), and when it is elec-
torally attractive for political entrepreneurs to exploit this polarization (supply). The theory
predicts that the potential for age-based political conflict is generally muted due to lack of
supply, but a crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, can act as a critical juncture widen
the scope for conflict. Evidence from three empirical studies based on existing survey data
from over 20 European countries as well as newly collected experimental and textual data
from Italy, supports our expectations, highlighting the political consequences of population
ageing and the long-lasting consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for social fabric of
societies.
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The world population is ageing rapidly. By 2030, the world’s population of people aged 65
years and older is expected to double to almost 1.5 billion people.1 While the shift in the age
composition of a population towards older age groups, a phenomenon known as population age-
ing, initially started in high-income countries, low- and middle-income countries are only a few
decades behind. While the economic and social consequences of population ageing, for exam-
ple for health care and pension costs, economic growth, the labour market, family life, have been
well documented (e.g. Lloyd-Sherlock et al., 2012; , N.d.; Bloom et al., 2015), we know much
less about the political consequences of population ageing. While political scientists have paid
close attention to age-based differences in political preference formation and political behaviour
(e.g. Inglehart, 1971; Norris, 2004; Wattenberg, 2009; Flanagan, 2009; Neundorf, 2010,0; Dal-
ton, 2009; Sloam, 2014; Smets, 2016,0), how on population ageing may fuel political conflict is
less well understood. There are many reasons to expect that population ageing could structure
political conflict. Social science evidence suggests that growing competition over resources
could strain inter-generational solidarity. Not only has the 20th century pattern of generation-
on-generation improvement of living standards become increasingly under strain, with younger
generations falling behind their predecessors at the same age, especially when it comes to home
ownership and wealth (e.g. Gibson-Davis and Percheski, 2018; Pfeffer and Killewald, 2018;
Ferrari, 2020), the risks associated with important societal challenges like climate change or
public debt sustainability are not be evenly distributed across different age groups (Fairbrother
et al., 2021). At the same time, however, there also reasons to suspect that life cycle effects and
family ties will mute the potential for age-based political conflict. Due to the fact that everyone
ages, there is an instrumental interest for elderly-friendly policies and spending, and family ties
that cross-cut age groups foster understanding and empathy across different age groups (Foner,
1974). The conditions under which population ageing fuels age-based political conflict is an
important topic for understanding the politics of ageing societies.

By developing a theory of age-based political conflict that highlights the important interplay
between demand- and supply-side factors, this study aims to contribute to our understanding of
the political consequences of population ageing. Specifically, population ageing is expected to
increase the potential age-based political conflict because it increases age-based polarization
(demand), but only if it is electorally attractive for political entrepreneurs to mobilize this po-
larization (supply). Population ageing increases government spending on pensions, health care
and long term care provided for older citizens (even after subtracting the portion funded by tax
payments from the elderly), and may become unsustainable unless either taxes are raised, bene-
fits reduced or both, especially in pay-as you-go pension systems widely employed in the most
advanced welfare states (e.g. Pierson, 1998, 2000; Schäfer and Streeck, 2013). Due to these dis-
tributive conflicts related to population ageing, political polarization in society may increasingly
play out along age lines (e.g. Castels, 2004; Esping-Andersen and Sarasa, 2002; Galasso and
Profeta, 2004; Lynch, 2006; Mulligan and Sala-i Martin, 2003; Pampel and Williamson, 1989;
Persson and Tabellini, 2010; Tepe and Vanhuysse, 2009). Yet, growing demand for age-based

1https://www.who.int/health-topics/ageingtab=tab1
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political conflict due to age-based polarization, is not sufficient, supply-side factors are also im-
portant. Political entrepreneurs will only mobilize age-based polarization when it is electorally
beneficial to do so (Riker, 1986; De Vries and Hobolt, 2020). The size of age groups and their
level of electoral participation crucially affect the electoral returns that political entrepreneurs
can expect to gain from mobilization. Group size and group mobilization determine extent to
which social divisions are viable bases for electoral coalition-building (Eifert, Miguel and Pos-
ner, 2010; Huber, 2017; Posner, 2004). The fact that the size of the elderly increases as a result
of population ageing and elderly voters are easier to mobilize electorally, as they participate
more (Fieldhouse, Tranmer and Russell, 2007; Goerres, 2007; Smets, 2012), and display coher-
ent policy preferences for more old-age pension and health care spending (Boeri, Börsch-Supan
and Tabellini, 2001; Mulligan and Sala-i Martin, 2003; Galasso and Profeta, 2004; Profeta,
2007; De Mello et al., 2017), decreases the electoral attractiveness for political entrepreneurs to
mobilize age-based polarization.

Against this backdrop, we thus would expect that as societies age, the potential for age-based
political conflict is generally muted due to a lack in supply. Notwithstanding, the literature on
party competition suggests that a crisis often acts as a critical juncture that creates openings for
traditional patterns of political conflict to be replaced by the emergence of new ones (recently
see Bornschier et al., 2021; Lipset, Rokkan et al., 1967). We suggest that when it comes to age-
based political conflict, the COVID-19 pandemic presented such an opening by dramatically
increasing resource competition between age groups and thus making it difficult for political
entrepreneurs to ignore and making electoral mobilization easier. Unlike previous pandemics,
where usually both the very young and very old are severally affected, COVID-19 related lethal-
ity increases with age (CDC COVID-19 Response Team, 2020; Liu et al., 2020). While mor-
tality rates are lower for younger generations compared to older ones, a significant part of the
burden associated with non-pharmaceutical interventions tended to fall on the young (Alstad-
sæter et al., 2020; Montenovo et al., 2020a)2, who were unable to attend school or university and
had to enter the labor market at a time of huge economic uncertainty.3 While population ageing
is generally a slow process, the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated non-pharmaceutical in-
terventions made age-based polarization highly visible and difficult for political entrepreneurs
to ignore. By consequence, the likelihood of age-based political conflict should increase.

We present evidence from three studies to test these theoretical conjectures. Study 1 ex-
amines the demand side of our argument, namely that age-based polarization should increase
with population ageing. We rely on survey data evidence from the European Social Survey
and World Value Survey for 20 European countries. The results demonstrate that age-based

2The most common non-pharmaceutical interventions mandated individuals to stay at home, giving to them the
possibility to go out only in specific situations, such as going to the hospital or supermarket (Our World in Data).
This creates an important economic, social and psychological burden that, as a recent study (Block et al., 2020)
shows, can be reduced with alternative and less restrictive approaches to non-pharmaceutical intervention.

3Younger generations on average also had less economic buffers to deal with spills of unemployment in part
because they were already disproportionately affected by the Great Recession (Jenkins et al., 2012; O’higgins,
2012; Emmons, Kent and Ricketts, 2018).
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polarization increases in countries with a larger share of elderly, even after controlling for a
host of individual and contextual controls. Study 2 focuses on the supply side, namely that the
electoral attractiveness of mobilizing age-based political polarization decreases with population
ageing. Due to the fact that the electoral attractiveness of issue mobilization are a function of
the permissiveness of electoral rules (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020; Huber, 2017), we employ a
within rather than between country design. Specifically, we compare the rhetoric of governors
of Italian regions facing the same electoral rules, but starkly different shares of elderly voters
due to regional differences in population ageing. The results demonstrate that when the share
of elderly voters increases, regional governors talk less about the young. Study 3 brings the
demand- and supply-side factors together in two pre-registered survey experiments conducted
during the first (June 2020) and second wave (May 2021) of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy.4

In the experiments, respondents were exposed to vignettes designed to capture rhetoric either
highlighting resource conflict between age groups or perspective-taking empathy across age
groups in the context of the pandemic. The results suggest that being exposed to a resource
conflict vignette fuelled age-based polarization, while perspective-taking empathy had little ef-
fect. This evidence suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic may have increased the potential for
age-based political conflict.

This study makes three important contributions. First, the political consequences of pop-
ulation ageing have not received a lot of attention in political science. This is unfortunate as
virtually all societies will pass through an extraordinary transition in years to come, in which
the share of the elderly will double and the proportion of adult life spent beyond age 65 will
increase substantially. Existing work shows that age matters for political preference formation
and political behaviour (e.g. Inglehart, 1971; Norris, 2004; Wattenberg, 2009; Flanagan, 2009;
Neundorf, 2010,0; Dalton, 2009; Sloam, 2014; Smets, 2016,0), but this study suggests that un-
der certain conditions the age structure of a society itself may drive political conflict. Second,
our argument about how demand- and-supply-side factors together shape political conflict is
not only relevant in the context of population ageing, but also for our broader understanding of
political change. Existing work focuses primarily on the importance of political elites (supply)
(e.g. De Vries and Hobolt, 2020; Hacker and Pierson, 2020) or voter polarization (demand)
(e.g. Iyengar et al., 2019; Huddy, Mason and Aarøe, 2015; Mason, 2015), less on how both
interact. This study argues the need to integrate demand- and supply-side factors to understand
how political conflict emerges (see also Bornschier eta al. 2021). Third, this study sheds light
on the way the COVID-19 pandemic may have put a strain on intergenerational solidarity and
how it may have a long-lasting effects on societies by triggering age-based political conflict. If
age-based resource competition persists and remains unaddressed, it may put policies that rely
on intergenerational solidarity, from pension and health care over fiscal policy to combating cli-
mate change, potentially at risk (Goerres and Tepe, 2010; Galasso and Profeta, 2002; Daatland
and Lowenstein, 2005).

This paper is structured as follows. First, we present our theoretical argument and expec-

4Pre-registration link experiment 1: https://osf.io/b3zmh. Pre-registration link experiment 2:
https://osf.io/b3zmh.
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tations. Next, we present each of the three empirical study in turn by elaborating the data and
model specification used and the main results. Finally, we conclude by summarizing the study’s
main findings and contributions.

1 A Theory of Age-Based Political Conflict
Population ageing in advanced industrial economies, leads to less economic growth, a shrinking
share of working-age people that have to pay more to support the elderly, and he higher total
cost of health and retirement programs for the elderly strain public budgets (for an overview see
Lee and Mason, 2017). Due to the distributive conflicts associated with population ageing, po-
litical conflict may increasingly play out along age lines (e.g. Castels, 2004; Esping-Andersen
and Sarasa, 2002; Galasso and Profeta, 2004; Lynch, 2006; Mulligan and Sala-i Martin, 2003;
Pampel and Williamson, 1989; Persson and Tabellini, 2010; Tepe and Vanhuysse, 2009). Yet,
the extent to which it does is not well understood. An important line of research has docu-
mented how age affects political preference formation and political behaviour. Generations have
markedly different political attitudes and voting preferences (Flanagan, 2009), display different
world views as they have lived through different historical periods (Inglehart, 1971; Neundorf,
2010; Smets, 2017), and starkly differ in their political participation and engagement (Norris,
2004; Wattenberg, 2009; Dalton, 2009; Sloam, 2014; Smets, 2016). The political consequences
of population ageing itself are less well understood.

Understanding the conditions under which population ageing may fuel age-based political
conflict is of crucial importance as conflict across age groups could erode the principle of inter-
generational solidarity on which prosperity and the welfare state are built. This is even more so
important in light of the COVID-19 pandemic which had asymmetric effects across age groups.
While mortality rates were lower for younger generations compared to older ones, a signifi-
cant part of the burden associated with non-pharmaceutical interventions tended to fall on the
young (Alstadsæter et al., 2020; Montenovo et al., 2020b), who were unable to attend school or
university or lost their jobs.

In order to understand under which conditions population ageing may fuel political conflict,
we develop a theory of age-based political conflict. Our theory suggests that both demand- and
supply-side factors shape the relationship between population ageing and age-based political
conflict. Likelihood of age-based political conflict increases with age-based polarization (de-
mand), when polarization is increasingly structured by age, and this polarization is ‘hot’, when
it is electorally attractive for political entrepreneurs to mobilise this polarization. Let us address
each of these conditions in term. When it comes to the demand-side side, population ageing
is expected to increase distributive conflict over public resources. This is because as the share
of elderly in society increases, more public resources have to be diverted towards the elderly to
support the total cost of health and retirement programs for the elderly. That means a rapidly
growing number of elderly citizens need to be supported by a shrinking labor active population.
As a result, we would expect distributive conflicts to increasingly play out along generational
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lines with younger generations wishing to increase spending towards education, job creation,
childcare provision or climate change action, while older generations wishing to keep pension
and healthcare spending steady or even increase it.

Due to the resource competition associated with population ageing, age-based polarization
is expected to increase as a population ages. In keeping with existing work on political polariza-
tion (Iyengar et al., 2019; Mason, 2015), we define age-based polarization based on an affective
and policy dimension. Affective age-based polarization refers to different views and prejudices
about age in- and out-groups. A recent illustration of affective age-based polarization was the
viral meme “OK Boomer” on social media. The meme originated on TikTok by song a young
US musician and became a protest against the boomer generation accusing the GenZ genera-
tion of being too fragile and unable to deal with hardship.5 Policy age-based polarization refers
to different preferences about policies aimed at age groups. This is expected to fuel differ-
ent preferences about policies, such as pension, health, education or climate change. A recent
illustration of policy age-based polarization was for example the Fridays for Future protests.
Fridays for Future is a youth-led movement for climate action that began in the summer of 2018
after 15-year old Greta Thunberg and other young high school activists sat outside of Swedish
parliament during schooldays to protest a lack of action against climate change.6

Yet, the extent to which population ageing ultimately fuels age-based political conflict also
crucially depends on supply-side factors. Political entrepreneurs are only likely going to mobi-
lize divisions in society when it is electorally beneficial to do so (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020).
The literature on electoral and party competition suggests the electoral attractiveness of mobilz-
ing societal divisions depends on two factors: the size of the groups (Eifert, Miguel and Posner,
2010; Posner, 2004; Huber, 2017) and and the mobilization potential of the groups (Huber,
2017). Group size shapes the electoral returns that political entrepreneurs expect to gain from
mobilizing certain societal divisions. It determines the extent to which social divisions are per-
ceived as viable bases for political coalition-building (Posner, 2004). When age groups is more
or less of similar, there is a potential for political entrepreneurs to mobilize age-based polar-
ization. Yet, when due to population ageing, the share of elderly grows, it might no longer be
opportune for political entrepreneurs to pit age groups against each other, as there are no viable
electoral coalitions to be build, especially considering the fact that life cycle effects and family
ties may already foster empathy towards the elderly (Foner, 1974).

Next to group size, the mobilization potential of the groups shapes the electoral attractive-
ness for political entrepreneurs to play certain societal divisions (Huber, 2017). In order for a
political entrepreneur to build a viable electoral coalition, the group should not only be large
enough in size, but also be easily mobilized, that is to say likely to display their support at the
ballot box. The share of elderly voters is particularly crucial in this respect as they display more
interest in politics (Bennett, 1997), have more political resources (Jankowski and Strate, 1995;
Strate et al., 1989), turn out more in elections (Fieldhouse, Tranmer and Russell, 2007; Goerres,

5https://theconversation.com/ok-boomer-how-a-tiktok-meme-traces-the-rise-of-gen-z-political-consciousness-
165811

6https://fridaysforfuture.org
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2007; Smets, 2012), and have greater access to political power (Foner, 1974; Sloam, 2014). El-
derly voters have been shown to behave like a “single-minded voting block” that displays strong
and uniform preferences for old-age pension spending and health care (Boeri, Börsch-Supan
and Tabellini, 2001; Mulligan and Sala-i Martin, 2003; Galasso and Profeta, 2004; De Mello
et al., 2017). Although age-based polarization should increase as a result of population age-
ing due to intensification of conflict over public resources, the simultaneous increase in the
size of elderly that are more easily mobilized politically, decreases incentives for political en-
trepreneurs to mobilize this age-based polarization. Against this backdrop, we would expect
the potential for age-based political conflict to decrease as societies age. Population ageing,
like other forms of demographic change, are notoriously slow processes. In advanced indus-
trial societies it started in the 1980s with falling fertility rates and longer life expectancy, and
it will increase in decades. A period of crisis act as a critical juncture that creates openings for
traditional patterns of political conflict to be replaced by the emergence of new ones (e.g. Born-
schier et al., 2021). Age-based polarization is likely to increase because conflicts over public
resources become more pronounced in times of scarcity. A crisis period might also increase the
electoral attractiveness of mobilizing this polarization as different groups are easier to mobilize
when the stakes increase. Ceteris paribus, in crisis periods the potential for age-based political
conflict might increase, even when a country’s population age structure remains constant. The
COVID-19 pandemic presented such an opening for age- based political conflict, we argue, as
it dramatically heightened age-based resource competition and made it difficult to ignore by
political entrepreneurs. Unlike previous pandemics, where usually both the very young and
very old are severally affected, COVID-19 related lethality increases with age (Liu et al., 2020).
While mortality rates are lower for younger generations compared to older ones, a significant
part of the burden associated with non-pharmaceutical interventions tend to fall on the young
(Alstadsæter et al., 2020; Montenovo et al., 2020b), who were unable to attend school or uni-
versity and had to enter the labor market at a time of economic uncertainty. While population
ageing is generally a slow process, the pandemic and associated non-pharmaceutical interven-
tions made age-based polarization highly visible therefore difficult for political entrepreneurs
to ignore, while at the same time making it easier to politically mobilize different groups. By
consequence, the likelihood of age-based political conflict should increase.
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2 Evidence from Three Empirical Studies
We rely on three studies to test our theoretical expectations. We discuss the data, model speci-
fication and results of each study in turn.

2.1 Study 1: Data and Model Specification
In a first step, we examine the demand side expectation of our argument. Based on our theory of
age-based political conflict, we expect that when the share of elderly in society increases age-
based polarization also increases as a result. Specifically, we expect both affective and policy
polarization to increase, that is to say population ageing should coincide with more prejudice
and animosity between different age groups as well as with age strongly structuring people’s
policy preferences.

Study 1 presents observational evidence using existing survey data from over 20 European
countries based on the round 4 of the European Social Survey (ESS), which includes a specific
battery of questions on ageism; the round 6 of the World Values Survey as well as the Euro-
barometer (EB) 65.1 on pensions. A complete list of survey items and their data sources are
listed in table 1. As is shown in the table, When it comes to affective age-based polarization,
our main data source for the analysis is the 4th wave of the ESS, which includes a set of ques-
tions about attitudes towards different age groups. We complement this analysis with a few
items from the round 6 of the WVS. To measure preferences in relation to policies that imply a
clear inter-generational trade-off, we use items from the Eurobarometer 65.1, which focuses on
pension and penison reforms. Whenever possible, we combine survey items into scales using
factor analysis.7

Finally,in order to test how population ageing might structure intergenerational attitudes and
policy preferences, we combine the individual level data with country-level data on population
ageing. To measure population ageing at the country-level, we use data for old-age dependency
ratio from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Statistics.
Old-age dependency ratio “(...) is defined as the number of individuals aged 65 and over per
100 people of working age defined as those aged between 20 and 64” (OECD, 2017).

In terms of analysis, we first estimate the effect of age on attitudes towards other age groups,
perceived age-based prejudice and policy preferences. We use the following specification,

yic = α + βAge Groupsi +X ′iγ + ζc + εic, (1)

where, i indexes individual respondents and c countries. yic are the different measures of af-
fective and policy-based intergenerational polarization. Age Groupsi is a categorical variable
that divides respondents into three groups: the first includes respondents aged between 16 to
30; the second between 31 and 60 and the last 61 and older. X ′i is a vector of control variables

7All our scales present Cronbach’s alpha above 0.7. More details can be found in the appendix.
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that includes gender, income and, when available, religious domination and citizenship. ζc are
country fixed effects. Since all the models involve only one wave, we do not add year fixed
effects. εic are robust standard errors.

In order to analyze how a country’s age structure affects the way age shapes attitudes and
policy preferences, we construct the following random effects specification:

yic = γ10 + γ11Old-age dep. ratioc + γ20Ageic + γ21Old-age dep. ratioc × Ageic +X ′η + ζ1c + εic, (2)

where Old-age dep. ratioc is the old age dependency ratio of country c and Ageic is the age
of the respondent. X ′ is the same vector of individual level controls as in equation 4, ζ1c are
random intercepts and, εic robust standard errors. For robustness checks, we also run the OLS
specification in 4, but adding the interaction between age groups and old age dependency ratio,
while excluding country FE.

10
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2.2 Study 1: Empirical Results
Table 3 and 2 present the results for selected dependent variables. Column 1 in table 3 shows
the correlation between age groups and the frequency that respondents felt that they were dis-
criminated because of their age in the previous year. Column 2 adds individual level controls.
While column 4 shows the results for the model with the interaction between age groups and
the old-age dependency ratio of countries. Column 5 adds individual level controls to the model
including the interaction term. Overall, the results suggest that younger people experience
prejudice because of their age more often than older people. Moreover, this pattern is more
pronounced in older societies, as is also shown in figure 1.

Table 2 presents analogous results for a policy that benefits younger people in detriment of
older individuals, i.e., lower pension levels to do not increase taxes. Columns 1 and 2 show that
older individuals tend to oppose more with this policy as compared to younger respondents.
However, columns 3 and 4 show that the relationship between age and support for this policy
does not seem to be moderated by how old societies are. Figure 2 shows graphically how old-
age dependency ratio does not moderate the relationship between age and policy preferences as
regards pensions.

Due to space constraints, we present the full set of tables and graphs showing the results of
study 1 can in the appendix. Here below we summarize the results in tables 4 and 5.

Overall, we observe that for most dependent variables, age correlates with attitudes and,
especially, policy preferences as our theory would predict. More specifically, respondents tend
to hold more positive attitudes towards their own age group or towards age groups that are closer
to their own. When it comes to policy preferences, this pattern is even more clear. However,
we do observe a few cases in which individuals have more negative attitudes towards their own
age groups than individuals who belong to other age groups. This is the case, for example, of
the variables “people over 70 are a burden to the health care these days” and “the elderly are a
burden to society.”

When it comes to how old age dependency ratio moderates the relationship between age and
attitudes and policy preferences, our results broadly mirror the patterns shown in tables 3 and
2. More specifically, old age dependency ratio seems to moderate the effect of age on attitudes,
but not on policy preferences. We speculate that this pattern might be explained by the way the
questions are asked. While pension cuts and tax increases to finance pensions are more likely
in older societies, older individuals will suffer more from pension cuts than younger individuals
independently of how old societies are. Likewise, tax increases to finance pensions will always
impact disproportionately younger people. By contrast, attitudes towards age groups measure
the level of animosity between age groups. Possibly, increasing competition over resources
might, over time, create animosity between groups.
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Figure 1: Effect of age on how much respondent perceives to have suffered prejudice because
of their age in the last year Marginal effects computed based on OLS regression. Controls include gender,
religious denomination and income.

Figure 2: Effect of age on how much respondents agree that the government should lower
pensions to avoid increasing taxes. Marginal effects computed based on OLS regression. Controls include
gender and income.
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2.3 Study 2: Data and Model Specification
The theory suggests that age-based polarization due to population ageing is a necessary, but not
sufficient condition for age-based political conflict. It is also crucial for political entrepreneurs
mobilize age-based polarization. In our second study, we examine the extent to which politi-
cal entrepreneurs mobilize talk age-based polarization by referring to specific age groups. We
do so by developing a measure of age-based rhetoric by political elites on Twitter that cap-
tures the prevalence of age-related terms in the tweets by calculating the share of tweets in one
given account-day that contains the words “young” or “elderly”. We construct our measure of
age-based rhetoric based on text data from all Italian governors’ personal twitter accounts and
complement it with the official twitter accounts of Italian regions where available.8 The total
number of tweets for the period analyzed is 8,100. We calculate the share of tweets contain-
ing the words “young” or “elderly” in their various forms in the Italian language (i.e., plural,
feminine, etc.).9. Our focus on one country is due to the fact existing research suggests that
institutional rules and national political cultures crucially shape elite rhetoric. In order to better
isolate the way population ageing affects age-based rhetoric we focus on Italy. Italian regions
differ greatly when it comes to population ageing. For example, while Campania, the region
around Naples, is the youngest region in Italy, the share of elderly is 19 % in 2020, the region of
Liguria, the region around Genoa, is the oldest with a share of elderly that is more than half that
29 %.10 These differences within the same country allows us to examine how differences in the
share of the elderly in the electorate matters for age-based rhetoric, while keeping institutional
rules and national political cultures constant. In addition, the Italian context allows us to exam-
ine our expectation that the COVID-19 pandemic acted like a critical juncture that opened up
the potential for age-based political conflict because political entrepreneurs could not avoid age-
based polarization. Given the severity of pandemic experience in Italy, this makes it somewhat
of a most likely case to examine how age-based rhetoric of Italian regional governors differed
before and during the pandemic, and how differences in population ageing between Italian re-
gions affected this. Italy was one of the hardest hit countries in Europe during the pandemic.11.
Italy also has one of the oldest populations in the world. In 2019, the old-age dependency ratio
in Italy was 36% and 23% of the population was older than 65 (The World Bank, 2014). Figure
3 shows the percentage of tweets containing the words “young” (left panel) and “elderly” (right
panel) in 2019 (red line) and 2020 (blue line) by tercile of old-age dependency ratio of Italian
regions.

In order to be able to conduct our analysis, we collect text data from all Italian governors’
personal twitter accounts for the period between January 1, 2019 to 28 February 2021, compris-

8The list of twitter accounts can be found in appendix 4.2
9For the word “young” we consider: giovane, giovani; for the word “elderly” we consider: anziano, anziana,

anziani, anziane
10source: https://www.statista.com/statistics/569240/population-distribution

-by-age-group-in-italy-by-region/).
11On May 05th 2021, there were approximately 2013 deaths per million inhabitants in Italy (source: https://

ourworldindata.org/covid-deaths).
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Figure 3: Self-Positioning on the Left-Right
Figure based on 8,100 tweets by Italian governors between 2019 and 2020.

ing the two periods with more restrictive non-pharmaceutical interventions in the country that
coincided with the first and second waves of the COVID-19 pandemic. In order to capture the
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic we rely on difference in differences (DID) design where we
compare age-based rhetoric before and after the lockdown which took place on the 9th of March
2020, and constituted the first lockdown on European soil using this new dataset. We use the
following model specification:

yirt = αi + γt + δ × I(Old-age dep. ratior)× I(Post-lockdownt) + εirt, (3)

where yirt is either the share of tweets in day t by account i linked to region r that contains
the word “young” or “elderly”. αi are account FE and γt are day FE. Old-age dep. ratior is a
categorical variable that takes the value of zero if region r is in the first tercile of the old-age
dependency ratio distribution; two if it is in the second and, three if it is in the third (i.e., low,
medium and high old-age dependency ratio, respectively). Post-lockdownt is a dummy variable
that takes the value of one if day t is the day when the first lockdown started in Italy or after.12

We cluster the standard errors (εirt) of our estimations at the region level.
Since the number of tweets by account varies significantly (see Appendix 5.1), we use ana-

lytical weights where the weights are the percentage of total tweets that come from account i.
The intuition behind this is that accounts that are more active offer a more reliable measure of
how much more age-based rhetoric became as a result of the non-pharmaceutical interventions,
including lockdowns, school closures etc.

Our parameter of interest is δ, which can be interpreted as the difference in percentage of
the growth in the number of tweets between accounts linked to regions low and medium or high

12The first national lockdown began in Italy on March 9, 2020.

19



old-age dependency ratio on and after the first day of national lockdown in Italy. Because we
have many zeros in our dependent variables, we use their inverse hyperbolic sine transformation
in Equation 3.13

2.4 Study 2: Empirical Results
The results are presented in Figure 4. They suggest that the lockdown caused an increase in
tweets containing the word “elderly” by accounts linked to regions with high old-age depen-
dency ratio as compared to accounts linked to regions with low old-age dependency ratio. What
is more, Figure 5 shows that the lockdown caused a decrease in tweets containing the word
“young” by accounts linked to regions with medium and high old-age dependency ratio as com-
pared to accounts linked to regions with low old-age dependency ratio. Overall, evidence from
Study 2 suggests that a crisis period may make elite rhetoric more age-based, but that the extent
to which it does crucially depends on population ageing.

13The hyperbolic sine transformation is defined as ln(x +
√
1 + x2) and is a standard transformation in the

literature in cases when there are many zeros and negative values (see Bellemare and Wichman, 2020). Our results
remain substantially unchanged when we use the row measure instead of their transformations.
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2.5 Study 3: Data and Model Specification
Study 2 suggests that while the incentives to mobilize age-based polarization are generally
muted due to the fact population ageing increases the share of elderly voters who are very mo-
bilized to turn out at election time as a single-minded voting block aiming to protect pension and
health care rights and benefits, the COVID-19 pandemic may increase age-based rhetoric. In our
final study, Study 3, we examine how the content of age-based rhetoric matters. Specifically, we
explore if being exposed to more conflictual age-based rhetoric fuels age-based polarization. If
the evidence suggests that being exposed to more conflictual age-based rhetoric fuels age-based
polarization, we can expect the COVID-19 pandemic to provide an opening for age-based po-
litical conflict. We examine this conjecture through two pre-registered survey experiments con-
ducted during the first and second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Italy with representative
samples of the Italian population in terms of age, gender and region of residency.14 The first
experiment took place towards the end of the first COVID-19 wave in Italy, i.e., between June
19 and 28, 2020. The second, went to the field towards the end of the second wave, i.e., be-
tween May 17 and June 2021, 2021.15 We expose respondent to one of two treatments: 1) an
informational vignette highlighting increased competition over public resources between age
groups, or 2) an informational vignette designed to convey a message of perspective-taking em-
pathy between age groups. During the first experiment, conducted during the first wave of the
pandemic, we focused on the immediate health crisis and its effects on the elderly, while dur-
ing the second experiment, conducted during the second wave of the pandemic, we focused on
the economic consequences of pandemic and its effects on the young. In both experiments we
have three conditions: the control group, resource competition informational vignette (conflict-
ual rhetoric) and empathy informational vignette (emphatic rhetoric). Respondents assigned to
the control group received no vignette, the ones assigned to the resource competition condition
received an informational vignette highlighting the resource competition between age groups
involved in non-pharmaceutical interventions (see below) and, the respondents assigned to the
empathy condition received a text underscoring the worries of either the elderly (experiment 1)
or the young (experiment 2) during the pandemic. The vignettes used in the experiments are
reproduced below.

14The pre-analysis plans for both experiments can be found at https://osf.io/u6ypr/.
15A similar version of the first experiment was also conducted in the Netherlands, however the analysis of the

manipulation checks indicates that the treatments did not work on the Dutch sample.
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Resource Competition Informational Vignette

Experiment 1:

Please, read carefully the text below. We will then ask you questions about this text.
COVID-19 is an infectious disease that can cause severe respiratory infections, pneumo-
nia or in severe circumstance death. Although all age groups are at risk of contracting
COVID-19, most people who develop a severe form of the disease are elderly people over
65 years old.
In order to protect older people, countries around the globe have enforced strict lock-
downs that do not allow young and highly productive people to go to work or school.
Due to the adverse economic effects associated with lockdowns, many young people
might face reduced job prospects or find themselves out of a job in the near future.
Question: Think about the consequences of the lockdown for society and how it affects
different age groups. To what extent do you think that the effect of the lockdown is
dependent on age? [single line text box.]

Experiment 2:

The COVID-19 pandemic has sparked off an economic downturn. Although all age
groups suffer from the adverse economic consequences from the pandemic, younger peo-
ple are most at risk of unemployment and suffering long-lasting negative effects on earn-
ings and job prospects.
Due to the high mortality risk for elderly people, countries across the globe have focused
on protecting older people. For example, elderly people were favored over younger peo-
ple in early vaccination drives. Moreover, due social distancing measures to protect the
elderly, young and highly productive people could not go to work or school and face re-
duced job and job prospects.
Question: Think about the consequences of the lockdown for society and how it affects
different age groups. To what extent do you think that the effect of the lockdown is
dependent on age? [single line text box.]
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Empathy Informational Vignette

Experiment 1:

Please, read carefully the text below. We will then ask you questions about this text.
COVID-19 is an infectious disease that can cause severe respiratory infections, pneumo-
nia or in severe circumstance death. Although all age groups are at risk of contracting
COVID-19, most people who develop a severe form of the disease are elderly people over
70 years old.
Many elderly people have expressed how concerned they feel after being informed by
their doctor about the COVID-19 outbreak. One elderly man of 82 states: “my doctor
told me that I am not eligible for an ICU place if I too get COVID-19. He told me that
I would have to stay at home even if I would fall really ill and could not breathe on my
own. I feel horrified when I think that I may die not only without proper health care, but
also alone, since my relatives would not be allowed to visit me”
Question: Try to put yourself in the shoes of an elderly person. Try to imagine the limi-
tations and the risks that you would face if you were this person. What would you do to
cope with mental health issues during the COVID-19 outbreak? [single line text box.]

Experiment 2:

Please, read carefully the text below. We will then ask you questions about this text.
The COVID-19 pandemic has sparked off an economic downturn. Although all age
groups suffer from the adverse economic consequences from the pandemic, younger peo-
ple are most at risk of unemployment and suffering long-lasting negative effects on earn-
ings and job prospects.
Many young people have expressed how anxious they feel about unemployment and their
job prospects. A 25 year old woman states: “Since February last year and then again in
October, a nightmare begun. There are no job opportunities. I sent hundreds of applica-
tions and for each job opening, there are more than a thousand applicants. When I think
that my classmates who graduated in 2019 had no problem in finding a job, I feel very
depressed.”
Manipulation check: Try to put yourself in the shoes of a young person. Try to imagine
the difficulties and the challenges that you would face if you were this person. What
would you do to cope with mental health issues if you were about the enter the labor
market in a time of economic crisis? [single line text box.]

Our outcomes of interest are two survey items tapping into affective age-based polarization
and three measuring support for policies that involve trade-offs between age groups, policy age-
based polarization. Following Adida, Lo and Platas (2018), we add a quasi-behavioral outcome
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in which respondents are given the opportunity to write a message to the prime minister in favor
of either the rights of the elderly (first experiment) or the young (second experiment). The list
of outcomes can be found in the Table below.

Pre-treatment questions include: items measuring respondents’ perceptions in relation to
compliance with non-pharmaceutical interventions in the country, items measuring how wor-
ried respondents are as to the health risk represented by COVID-19 and its economic and social
consequences; self-position in the left-right scale, an item on authoritarianism, batteries of items
measuring contact either with the elderly (first experiment) or with the young (second experi-
ment), a battery of items measuring empathic concern taken from Simas, Clifford and Kirkland
(2020) and items measuring position on the income distribution and social class. The entire
questionnaire in English and its Italian translation are in appendix 5.
Following the approach proposed by Mutz (2011) and Lin et al. (2013), we analyze the data
using OLS (in the case of continuous outcome measures) or logistic regression (in the case
of a dichotomous outcome measure, i.e. the behavioral outcome) with robust standard errors
and a series of selected covariates that, based on previous research (Goerres and Tepe, 2010;
Sørensen, 2013; Silverstein and Parrott, 1997; Krekula, Nikander and Wilińska, 2018; Lev,
Wurm and Ayalon, 2018; Swift et al., 2018), we expect explain a significant share of the vari-
ance in our outcomes of interest. By doing so, we aim at increasing the accuracy of our results.
Our preferred specification is as follows:

Outcomeir = αr + Treatmenta(i) + δ′X ′i + εi, (4)

where i indexes respondents and r Italian regions. Treatmenta(i) is a categorical variable
indicating the condition to which respondent i was assigned (i.e., control, resource competition
or empathy prime). Xi is a vector of covariates that may include the duration in seconds that the
respondent took to finish the questionnaire, a gender dummy and income. Our results remain
substantially unchanged if we exclude these covariates (see appendix 6.0.0.2).
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Outcome Measures

Attitudes towards generational in- and out-groups

– I am interested in how you think most people in Italy view the status of people
in their 70s (20s). By social status I mean prestige, social standing or position
in society; I do not mean participation in social groups or activities. (00)
Extremely low status (. . . ) (10) Extremely high status. (In experiment 1 we
ask about the status of people in their 70s, while in the experiment 2 we ask
about the status of people in their 20s).

– Could you tell me whether you agree or disagree with the following state-
ment? Older people get more than their fair share from the government. (00)
Strongly disagree (. . . ) (10) Strongly agree.

Preferences over policies with intergenerational trade-offs

– Given the fact that the share of elderly people in the population is growing,
many different proposals have been put forward. Please, tell me to what ex-
tent you agree of disagree with the following statement: “Current pension
levels should be maintained even if this means raising taxes or contributions.”
(00) Strongly disagree (. . . ) (10) Strongly agree.

– People in their late 60’s should give up work to make way to younger and
unemployed people. (00) Strongly disagree (. . . ) (10) Strongly agree.

– Suppose two equally sick people need the same heart operation. One is aged
30, the other 70. To what extent do you agree that the 30 year old should get
the operation first. (00) Strongly disagree (. . . ) (10) Strongly agree.

Behavioral outcome

– Would you like to write a message to Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte (Mario
Draghi) in support for promoting the rights of the elderly (young)? The mes-
sage is completely anonymous and will be delivered to him in the next weeks.
(In experiment 1, we ask about a message in support for the rights of the el-
derly, while in experiment 2 we ask about a message in support for the rights
of the young).

* Yes

* No

– If “yes” in the previous question: Write the message below [essay text box].

27



2.6 Study 3: Empirical Results
In line with the pre-registration plans, we present the main results of the resource competi-
tion and empathy informational vignettes, where we expect the resource competition vignette
to increase age-based polarization and empathy to lower it. We also pre-registered a series
of heteregenous treatment effects, some of which are reported in the appendix due to space
constraints.

Figure 6 shows that being assigned to the resource competition vignette increased the per-
ception of the status of elderly people vis-a-vis other groups in experiment 1 and young people
vis-a-vis other groups in experiment 2, which is in line with our pre-registered hypotheses. We
find no statistically significant effects for the empathy vignette.

Table 38 shows the heterogeneous treatment effects of the resource competition vignette
on the status of the elderly (columns 1 to 3) and the young (columns 4 to 6). The first three
columns suggest that the resource competition vignette increases the status of the elderly es-
pecially among outgroups that are more compliant with non-pharmaceutical interventions (i.e.,
“health measures”). Likewise, the last three columns show similar patterns for the status of the
young in experiment 2.

Figure 6 also shows that being assigned to the resource competition vignette increased the
perception of the old people get more than their fair share of government in both experiments.
The empathy vignette did so only in the second experiment. Also, in the case of these dependent
variables, the effect of the tradeoff vignette is stronger among respondents that comply more
with non-pharmaceutical interventions, but only in the first experiment (see columns 1 to 4
of Table 7). This is likely to be because non-pharmaceutical interventions were much less
restrictive by the time we conducted the second experiment.

Figure 7 shows the results for policy preferences, while figure 8 displays the results for the
semi-behavioral outcome, i.e., writing a letter to the PM in favor of the rights of the elderly (ex-
periment 1) and young (experiment 2). Although a few coefficients are statistically significant
at the 90% level, we do not find consistent patterns.

Moving on to the heterogeneous treatment effects, Tables 1 and 2 display some preliminary
results testing our pre-registered hypotheses.

Overall, the experimental results from the first and second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic
in Italy suggest that a crisis has the potential to increase age-based political conflict in so far
as it increases conflictual age-based rehtoric. The results are stronger for affective age-based
polarization. Unlike our pre-registered expectations, the empathy vignette had no consistent
effect on age-based polarization. Overall, the evidence from Study 3 suggests that a crisis period
may indeed act as a critical juncture by opening the scope for age-based political conflict, but
interestingly more when it comes affective age-based than policy age-based polarization.
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Experiment 1 (Status 70yo) Experiment 2 (Status 30yo)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Trade-off 0.289∗∗∗ 0.335∗∗∗ -0.704 0.137 0.142 -0.800

(0.104) (0.121) (2.055) (0.0848) (0.0986) (1.719)

Empathy -0.203∗ -0.310∗∗ -1.178 -0.150∗ -0.125 -1.479
(0.107) (0.128) (1.861) (0.0859) (0.0995) (1.586)

Trade-off × Health measures, std 0.219∗∗ 0.236∗∗ 0.307 0.187∗∗ 0.227∗∗ -0.0644
(0.107) (0.115) (0.271) (0.0925) (0.0996) (0.238)

Empathy × Health measures, std -0.152 -0.104 -0.675∗∗ 0.179∗ 0.168∗ 0.440∗

(0.106) (0.115) (0.325) (0.0922) (0.100) (0.237)

Trade-off ×Worry COVID, std 0.124 0.0808 0.306 -0.0184 0.0704 -0.655∗∗

(0.124) (0.141) (0.283) (0.0952) (0.101) (0.297)

Empathy ×Worry COVID, std 0.0558 0.0305 0.197 -0.267∗∗∗ -0.230∗∗ -0.352
(0.125) (0.141) (0.307) (0.0947) (0.100) (0.289)

Trade-off × Age, std 0.101 0.106 0.643 0.0697 0.0823 -0.604
(0.117) (0.144) (1.514) (0.0910) (0.122) (1.065)

Empathy × Age, std 0.150 0.0458 1.289 -0.217∗∗ -0.266∗∗ -1.128
(0.122) (0.150) (1.341) (0.0913) (0.124) (0.998)

Trade-off × Empathic concern, std 0.168 0.154 0.185 -0.0233 -0.0138 -0.202
(0.120) (0.129) (0.350) (0.0930) (0.101) (0.240)

Empathy × Empathic concern, std 0.125 0.106 0.0893 -0.240∗∗ -0.178∗ -0.591∗∗

(0.121) (0.129) (0.346) (0.0966) (0.105) (0.246)

Trade-off × L-R scale, std -0.0101 -0.0363 0.0877 -0.0707 0.0101 -0.724∗∗

(0.103) (0.112) (0.287) (0.0901) (0.0933) (0.325)

Empathy × L-R scale, std -0.205∗ -0.332∗∗∗ 0.284 -0.0925 -0.0464 -0.554∗∗

(0.107) (0.120) (0.252) (0.0938) (0.0992) (0.265)

Trade-off × Authoritarianism, std 0.0439 0.0383 0.335 0.0441 -0.0405 0.680∗∗∗

(0.130) (0.140) (0.403) (0.0952) (0.101) (0.247)

Empathy × Authoritarianism, std 0.179 0.173 0.317 0.0706 -0.0496 0.706∗∗∗

(0.125) (0.135) (0.350) (0.0946) (0.0983) (0.255)

Trade-off × Contact, std -0.0201 0.0465
(0.119) (0.0933)

Empathy × Contact, std 0.117 -0.138
(0.115) (0.0968)

Observations 1816 1551 265 3006 2546 460
2 0.126 0.137 0.230 0.0846 0.0948 0.185
Region FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Model OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS
Sample All Outgroups Ingroups All Outgroups Ingroups
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 6: Heterogeneous Effects of Treatments: Status of the Old and the Young
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Experiment 1 (Sh. Gov.) Experiment 2 (Sh. Gov.)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Trade-off 0.343∗∗ 0.322∗∗ 0.193 0.528∗∗∗ 0.591∗∗∗ 3.879∗

(0.135) (0.153) (2.384) (0.106) (0.125) (2.018)

Empathy -0.273∗∗ -0.433∗∗∗ -4.476∗ 0.198∗ 0.204∗ 3.870∗∗

(0.133) (0.152) (2.402) (0.104) (0.122) (1.964)

Trade-off × Health measures, std 0.391∗∗∗ 0.449∗∗∗ 0.178 -0.0201 0.0381 -0.108
(0.135) (0.147) (0.345) (0.115) (0.124) (0.303)

Empathy × Health measures, std -0.106 -0.0807 -0.497 0.107 0.121 0.160
(0.129) (0.141) (0.338) (0.109) (0.119) (0.296)

Trade-off ×Worry COVID, std -0.0505 0.0602 -0.406 0.0909 0.0893 0.272
(0.150) (0.170) (0.312) (0.126) (0.135) (0.358)

Empathy ×Worry COVID, std 0.0437 0.140 -0.199 0.178 0.214∗ 0.195
(0.134) (0.150) (0.297) (0.117) (0.124) (0.359)

Trade-off × Age, std -0.0665 -0.179 -0.363 0.132 -0.0165 2.517∗

(0.142) (0.175) (1.691) (0.114) (0.152) (1.288)

Empathy × Age, std -0.00634 -0.192 3.541∗∗ 0.0561 0.0209 2.422∗

(0.143) (0.175) (1.782) (0.110) (0.146) (1.242)

Trade-off × Empathic concern, std 0.257∗ 0.226 0.321 -0.0718 -0.0552 -0.143
(0.146) (0.154) (0.448) (0.119) (0.129) (0.315)

Empathy × Empathic concern, std 0.231∗ 0.278∗ -0.183 -0.101 -0.0278 -0.488
(0.136) (0.146) (0.364) (0.115) (0.127) (0.312)

Trade-off × L-R scale, std 0.127 0.162 -0.0853 -0.0186 -0.0516 0.0943
(0.131) (0.144) (0.338) (0.112) (0.117) (0.412)

Empathy × L-R scale, std -0.292∗∗ -0.301∗∗ -0.141 -0.140 -0.138 -0.184
(0.130) (0.152) (0.277) (0.110) (0.114) (0.369)

Trade-off × Authoritarianism, std -0.169 -0.377∗∗ 1.317∗∗∗ -0.00463 0.00858 -0.246
(0.171) (0.182) (0.474) (0.129) (0.143) (0.330)

Empathy × Authoritarianism, std 0.228 0.133 0.691∗ -0.122 -0.177 -0.0315
(0.146) (0.154) (0.407) (0.121) (0.130) (0.343)

Trade-off × Contact, std -0.0610 -0.0887
(0.153) (0.121)

Empathy × Contact, std 0.0798 -0.0658
(0.146) (0.117)

Observations 1816 1551 265 3006 2546 460
2 0.223 0.224 0.254 0.148 0.148 0.130
Region FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Model OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS
Sample All Outgroups Ingroups All Outgroups Ingroups
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 7: Heterogeneous Effects of Treatments: Fair Share of Government
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3 Conclusion
While age effects in political behaviour and preference formation are well documented in the
literature, we know much less about the political consequences of demographic changes. While
demographic processes are generally slow, the COVID-19 pandemic has put intergenerational
solidarity under strain. While mortality rates were much lower for younger generations com-
pared to older ones, a significant part of the burden associated with non-pharmaceutical inter-
ventions disproportionally fell on the young. In order to understand the extent to which long-
term demographic change and the immediate impact of COVID-19 pandemic has the potential
to spark conflict across age groups, this study develops a theory of age-based political conflict.
It outlines the conditions under whihc population ageing may pit age groups against each other
and shape the content of political conflict.

Our argument is that while population ageing has the potential to spark off age-based politi-
cal conflict, because increased competition over public resources increases age-based polariza-
tion, this only happens when a society’s age structure makes the mobilization of this polarization
electorally attractive for political entrepreneurs. Generally, this is not the case as a a higher share
of elderly increases the potential electoral costs associated with the mobilization of age-based
polarization. This is because in ageing societies the share of elderly voters grows, and unlike
the young, elderly voters act as a highly mobilized single-minded voting block ready to punish
changes in pension and health care rights and benefits. Yet, the COVID-19 pandemic presented
an opening for age-based political conflict by dramatically increasing resource competition be-
tween age groups and thus making it difficult for political entrepreneurs to ignore and making
electoral mobilization easier. We tested our theoretical conjectures by relying on empirical ev-
idence from three empirical studies. We examine existing survey data from over 20 European
countries as well as document novel experimental and textual data from the Italian context. The
evidence largely supports our main theoretical conjectures about the political consequences of
population ageing. It further suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic has increased the potential
for age-based political conflict in Italy, with potential long-lasting consequences for intergen-
erational solidarity. While we acknowledge that Italy in many ways is a most likely case, we
would encourage future research to examine the potential for age-based political conflict in
other countries as well.

Our results are important for several reasons. First, they inform important societal and
scientific debates about the conditions under which age-based polarization is heightened and
how political conflict may come to be defined along age lines (Rodrigues et al., 2012; Daatland
and Lowenstein, 2005). We suggest that the interaction between demand and supply factors is
crucial, and this provides important insights for understanding how societal divisions become
politicized more generally. Second, this study sheds light on the way the COVID-19 pandemic
may have put a strain on intergenerational solidarity and how it may have a long-lasting effect
by triggering age-based political conflict. Third, increasing the potential for age-based political
conflict as a result of demographic changes and crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, may
put policies that rely on intergenerational solidarity, such as social policy and complementary
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forms of care, potentially at risk (Goerres and Tepe, 2010; Galasso and Profeta, 2002; Daatland
and Lowenstein, 2005). Our results suggests that policy makers should pay careful attention to
growing age-based polarization, especially in times of crises, when political entrepreneurs may
be more willing to actively mobilize polarization between age groups.
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6.0.0.3 Main Results
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Experiment 1 (Pensions) Experiment 2 (Pensions)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Trade-off 0.124 0.0976 0.803 0.201∗ 0.264∗∗ -1.270

(0.136) (0.158) (2.242) (0.107) (0.124) (1.759)

Empathy -0.00764 0.0164 -1.481 0.0187 0.0391 -1.994
(0.145) (0.176) (2.813) (0.109) (0.122) (2.048)

Trade-off × Health measures, std 0.0936 0.105 0.153 -0.0573 -0.0541 -0.100
(0.140) (0.152) (0.360) (0.116) (0.130) (0.256)

Empathy × Health measures, std 0.0915 0.0384 0.219 0.00844 0.0154 0.0615
(0.147) (0.160) (0.368) (0.117) (0.130) (0.285)

Trade-off ×Worry COVID, std -0.0436 -0.000427 -0.463 0.134 0.143 0.107
(0.162) (0.177) (0.385) (0.129) (0.140) (0.328)

Empathy ×Worry COVID, std 0.101 0.176 -0.196 -0.0331 -0.0831 0.387
(0.170) (0.181) (0.531) (0.128) (0.140) (0.343)

Trade-off × Age, std 0.183 0.161 -0.433 0.00683 -0.0737 -0.944
(0.144) (0.179) (1.655) (0.111) (0.155) (1.082)

Empathy × Age, std 0.0386 0.0604 1.062 -0.165 -0.188 -1.356
(0.156) (0.196) (2.070) (0.114) (0.153) (1.270)

Trade-off × Empathic concern, std 0.296∗ 0.215 0.633 -0.156 -0.140 -0.161
(0.161) (0.168) (0.485) (0.117) (0.130) (0.250)

Empathy × Empathic concern, std 0.147 0.0916 0.415 -0.189 -0.168 -0.328
(0.161) (0.169) (0.564) (0.119) (0.131) (0.300)

Trade-off × L-R scale, std -0.0140 -0.00138 0.293 -0.147 -0.182 0.196
(0.147) (0.160) (0.348) (0.116) (0.125) (0.324)

Empathy × L-R scale, std 0.117 0.157 0.100 -0.0850 -0.0968 -0.0244
(0.154) (0.169) (0.402) (0.121) (0.130) (0.334)

Trade-off × Authoritarianism, std 0.0590 -0.0181 0.163 0.126 -0.00205 0.679∗∗

(0.175) (0.186) (0.501) (0.137) (0.154) (0.294)

Empathy × Authoritarianism, std 0.100 0.0707 -0.0416 0.150 0.158 0.0199
(0.180) (0.186) (0.557) (0.133) (0.147) (0.307)

Trade-off × Contact, std 0.204 0.0118
(0.152) (0.124)

Empathy × Contact, std -0.00111 0.0454
(0.161) (0.124)

Observations 1816 1551 265 3006 2546 460
2 0.0908 0.0852 0.188 0.0784 0.0795 0.101
Region FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Model OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS
Sample All Outgroups Ingroups All Outgroups Ingroups
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 38: Heterogeneous Effects of Treatments: Young Should Get Heart Operation First
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Experiment 1 (Work) Experiment 2 (Work)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Trade-off 0.00601 0.0642 -5.845∗∗ -0.0323 -0.00615 -1.541

(0.148) (0.174) (2.784) (0.0941) (0.108) (2.015)

Empathy 0.0111 -0.191 -2.204 -0.0762 -0.00767 1.729
(0.151) (0.185) (2.837) (0.0912) (0.103) (1.922)

Trade-off × Health measures, std -0.0182 -0.217 1.189∗∗∗ 0.0628 0.123 -0.228
(0.145) (0.151) (0.427) (0.105) (0.112) (0.321)

Empathy × Health measures, std 0.245∗ 0.191 0.417 0.00735 0.0664 -0.271
(0.142) (0.152) (0.431) (0.0974) (0.102) (0.302)

Trade-off ×Worry COVID, std -0.128 0.00431 -0.749∗ 0.0715 -0.00409 0.614∗

(0.175) (0.196) (0.414) (0.112) (0.119) (0.325)

Empathy ×Worry COVID, std -0.218 -0.105 -0.695∗ -0.0371 -0.0869 0.254
(0.163) (0.184) (0.410) (0.106) (0.110) (0.330)

Trade-off × Age, std 0.0124 0.127 3.500∗ -0.115 -0.173 -0.773
(0.158) (0.195) (1.952) (0.102) (0.132) (1.292)

Empathy × Age, std 0.0957 -0.0880 2.169 0.0146 -0.117 1.458
(0.157) (0.199) (2.028) (0.101) (0.125) (1.218)

Trade-off × Empathic concern, std -0.241 -0.201 -0.324 -0.0164 -0.0447 0.154
(0.164) (0.170) (0.641) (0.109) (0.118) (0.289)

Empathy × Empathic concern, std -0.0944 -0.00278 -0.870 0.0300 -0.0530 0.398
(0.161) (0.167) (0.592) (0.106) (0.109) (0.339)

Trade-off × L-R scale, std 0.0518 0.0120 -0.0751 -0.0693 -0.0492 -0.132
(0.143) (0.155) (0.394) (0.0976) (0.102) (0.346)

Empathy × L-R scale, std 0.0525 -0.0190 0.187 -0.0211 0.00406 -0.0153
(0.150) (0.164) (0.387) (0.0931) (0.0971) (0.309)

Trade-off × Authoritarianism, std 0.136 0.0990 0.707 -0.107 -0.0126 -0.543∗

(0.179) (0.190) (0.601) (0.124) (0.138) (0.304)

Empathy × Authoritarianism, std -0.118 -0.119 -0.156 0.0261 0.122 -0.539∗

(0.171) (0.180) (0.519) (0.119) (0.128) (0.307)

Trade-off × Contact, std -0.0447 0.0240
(0.158) (0.100)

Empathy × Contact, std 0.143 0.0243
(0.155) (0.0970)

Observations 1816 1551 265 3006 2546 460
2 0.0705 0.0694 0.243 0.0711 0.0762 0.143
Region FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Model OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS
Sample All Outgroups Ingroups All Outgroups Ingroups
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 39: Heterogeneous Effects of Treatments: Status of the Old and the Young
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Experiment 1 (Health care) Experiment 2 (Health care)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Trade-off 0.284∗ 0.292 2.188 0.0931 0.104 -1.113

(0.154) (0.180) (3.200) (0.119) (0.136) (2.038)

Empathy 0.0406 0.0517 -4.504 0.236∗∗ 0.281∗∗ 0.629
(0.151) (0.183) (2.956) (0.117) (0.133) (1.973)

Trade-off × Health measures, std 0.0211 0.0598 0.0940 -0.0766 -0.0992 -0.0107
(0.154) (0.165) (0.453) (0.127) (0.138) (0.324)

Empathy × Health measures, std -0.0163 0.0713 -0.469 -0.0613 -0.0231 -0.369
(0.152) (0.162) (0.465) (0.121) (0.132) (0.303)

Trade-off ×Worry COVID, std 0.175 0.191 0.460 0.137 0.0591 0.730∗∗

(0.185) (0.202) (0.522) (0.143) (0.155) (0.358)

Empathy ×Worry COVID, std 0.273 0.289 0.324 0.0795 0.0407 -0.0289
(0.169) (0.185) (0.489) (0.135) (0.146) (0.354)

Trade-off × Age, std -0.131 -0.271 -1.573 -0.0979 -0.128 -0.762
(0.164) (0.197) (2.236) (0.125) (0.172) (1.272)

Empathy × Age, std -0.0469 -0.105 3.491 -0.0998 -0.165 0.230
(0.167) (0.200) (2.115) (0.121) (0.166) (1.222)

Trade-off × Empathic concern, std 0.0108 -0.000980 -0.0868 0.0431 0.0393 0.234
(0.181) (0.190) (0.641) (0.133) (0.145) (0.351)

Empathy × Empathic concern, std -0.00895 -0.0919 0.647 0.0151 -0.0879 0.685∗∗

(0.166) (0.174) (0.598) (0.131) (0.143) (0.318)

Trade-off × L-R scale, std 0.119 0.176 -0.328 -0.0214 -0.0638 0.335
(0.162) (0.177) (0.433) (0.129) (0.138) (0.352)

Empathy × L-R scale, std 0.0735 0.0562 0.227 0.0783 0.0576 0.452
(0.156) (0.172) (0.402) (0.128) (0.140) (0.323)

Trade-off × Authoritarianism, std -0.171 -0.298 0.898 0.0501 0.103 -0.223
(0.193) (0.203) (0.667) (0.139) (0.154) (0.328)

Empathy × Authoritarianism, std -0.0965 -0.0725 -0.268 0.201 0.223 0.0922
(0.171) (0.177) (0.585) (0.138) (0.149) (0.342)

Trade-off × Contact, std -0.266 0.0493
(0.169) (0.136)

Empathy × Contact, std -0.0454 0.114
(0.159) (0.133)

Observations 1816 1551 265 3006 2546 460
2 0.0742 0.0872 0.149 0.0366 0.0351 0.124
Region FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Model OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS
Sample All Outgroups Ingroups All Outgroups Ingroups
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 40: Heterogeneous Effects of Treatments: Status of the Old and the Young
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Experiment 1 (Message PM - Elderly) Experiment 2 (Message PM - Young)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Trade-off 0.284∗ 0.292 2.188 0.0931 0.104 -1.113

(0.154) (0.180) (3.200) (0.119) (0.136) (2.038)

Empathy 0.0406 0.0517 -4.504 0.236∗∗ 0.281∗∗ 0.629
(0.151) (0.183) (2.956) (0.117) (0.133) (1.973)

Trade-off × Health measures, std 0.0211 0.0598 0.0940 -0.0766 -0.0992 -0.0107
(0.154) (0.165) (0.453) (0.127) (0.138) (0.324)

Empathy × Health measures, std -0.0163 0.0713 -0.469 -0.0613 -0.0231 -0.369
(0.152) (0.162) (0.465) (0.121) (0.132) (0.303)

Trade-off ×Worry COVID, std 0.175 0.191 0.460 0.137 0.0591 0.730∗∗

(0.185) (0.202) (0.522) (0.143) (0.155) (0.358)

Empathy ×Worry COVID, std 0.273 0.289 0.324 0.0795 0.0407 -0.0289
(0.169) (0.185) (0.489) (0.135) (0.146) (0.354)

Trade-off × Age, std -0.131 -0.271 -1.573 -0.0979 -0.128 -0.762
(0.164) (0.197) (2.236) (0.125) (0.172) (1.272)

Empathy × Age, std -0.0469 -0.105 3.491 -0.0998 -0.165 0.230
(0.167) (0.200) (2.115) (0.121) (0.166) (1.222)

Trade-off × Empathic concern, std 0.0108 -0.000980 -0.0868 0.0431 0.0393 0.234
(0.181) (0.190) (0.641) (0.133) (0.145) (0.351)

Empathy × Empathic concern, std -0.00895 -0.0919 0.647 0.0151 -0.0879 0.685∗∗

(0.166) (0.174) (0.598) (0.131) (0.143) (0.318)

Trade-off × L-R scale, std 0.119 0.176 -0.328 -0.0214 -0.0638 0.335
(0.162) (0.177) (0.433) (0.129) (0.138) (0.352)

Empathy × L-R scale, std 0.0735 0.0562 0.227 0.0783 0.0576 0.452
(0.156) (0.172) (0.402) (0.128) (0.140) (0.323)

Trade-off × Authoritarianism, std -0.171 -0.298 0.898 0.0501 0.103 -0.223
(0.193) (0.203) (0.667) (0.139) (0.154) (0.328)

Empathy × Authoritarianism, std -0.0965 -0.0725 -0.268 0.201 0.223 0.0922
(0.171) (0.177) (0.585) (0.138) (0.149) (0.342)

Trade-off × Contact, std -0.266 0.0493
(0.169) (0.136)

Empathy × Contact, std -0.0454 0.114
(0.159) (0.133)

Observations 1816 1551 265 3006 2546 460
2 0.0742 0.0872 0.149 0.0366 0.0351 0.124
Region FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Covariates Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Model OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS OLS
Sample All Outgroups Ingroups All Outgroups Ingroups
Standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.10, ∗∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗∗ p < 0.01

Table 41: Heterogeneous Effects of Treatments: Status of the Old and the Young
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