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We analyze how the exposure to adverse macroeconomic conditions during the “impressionable years”
(i.e., between the age of 18 and 25), in interaction with welfare state institutions, forms political atti-
tudes in adulthood. Based on a large panel dataset of European countries, we find that individuals
who experienced high unemployment under a regime of low unemployment benefits are more in favor
of redistribution later in life and state an orientation more oriented towards the left. However, negative
economic shocks in an environment with a very generous unemployment insurance are related to less
support of redistribution and a more rightist political attitude later on. The development of the welfare
state thus seems crucial for how economic shocks affect the evolution of preferences and norms in so-
ciety and thus finally feedback on institutional change.
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