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Abstract
In recent years, two phenomena have put Europe’s liberal democracies under strain: populism and polarization. The rise of
populist parties, the increasing radicalization of publics and political discourse, as well as the expansion of hyperpartisan
media have caused concern amongobservers and citizens alike.While lively academic discussions have revolved around the
causes of these phenomena, research regarding their real-world consequences has been sparse. This thematic issue wants
to address this gap in the literature and contribute to developing strategies for mitigating potential threats populism and
polarization may pose to liberal democracies. To this end, it examines how populism and polarization affect citizens across
Europe. It links research on audiences of hyperpartisan media with work on elite-induced polarization, populist concep-
tions of democracy, election results and support for the democratic system, and policy-making by populist governments.
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In recent years, European liberal democracies have in-
creasingly come under strain. In particular, the rise of
populist and sometimes radical parties, increasing polit-
ical polarization and radicalization of publics and polit-
ical discourse, and the expansion of alternative, hyper-
partisan news media fostering antagonism and propa-
gating ideas incompatible with liberal democracy have
been cause for concern. With countries such as Poland
and Hungary already exhibiting manifest democratic re-
cessions (Lührmann, Grahn, Morgan, Pillai, & Lindberg,
2019; Lührmann et al., 2018), scientific and public dis-
course alike have mainly revolved around two wor-
rying phenomena that may endanger the stability of
democracy: populism and polarization (see Inglehart &
Norris, 2017).

Across Europe, predominantly right-wing populist
parties have not only entered national and regional

parliaments but also begun exercising executive power
in various governments, often dominating the political
discourse in their respective countries (Mudde, 2016;
Rooduijn, 2015). With radical-right and, to a lesser ex-
tent, radical-left populist parties advocating extreme
policy positions and, at the same time, nourishing dis-
trust toward traditional parties and media, both par-
ties and voters have become increasingly polarized, and
divisions between political camps appear to be grow-
ing deeper (Galston, 2018; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015).
These trends seem to be fueled, in part, by digital com-
munication: Populist actors use online media very effi-
ciently to spread their messages (Engesser, Ernst, Esser,
& Büchel, 2017; Gerbaudo, 2017; Stier, Posch, Bleier, &
Strohmaier, 2017), and (hyper-)partisan media reinforce
populist, radical, and anti-democratic ideas through rep-
etition across various online networks and social media
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platforms (Prior, 2013; Starbird, 2017). These develop-
ments beg the question, how are these changes affect-
ing societies and the liberal democratic order? In partic-
ular, are populism and polarization serious threats to lib-
eral democracy?

Populism, on the one hand, can be defined as:

An ideology that considers society to be ultimately
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite,’
and which argues that politics should be an expres-
sion of the volonté générale (general will) of the peo-
ple. (Mudde, 2004, p. 543)

Thus, in itself, it may not necessarily be seen as a threat
to democracy (Canovan, 1999). However, populist par-
ties typically adopt either a radical-right or radical-left
host ideology, criticizing liberal democratic procedures
and furthering the political polarization of both the party
system and the public. Even more importantly, by styliz-
ing ‘the people’ as a homogeneous group, populism not
only rejects the idea of counter-majoritarian institutions,
such as minority rights, but is in itself inherently anti-
pluralistic, challenging the very core of liberal democracy
(Galston, 2018; Müller, 2016; Pappas, 2019).

Polarization, on the other hand, is defined as either
the state or the process of opinions being or becoming
more opposed (DiMaggio, Evans, & Bryson, 1996, p. 693).
Given this definition, polarization might not necessarily
be seen as a threat to democracy. After all, a plurality of
political views is one of the hallmarks of liberal democ-
racy (cf. Dahl, 1989). However, if polarization becomes
too extreme, it is likely to result in social and political
conflict, making political compromise, let alone consen-
sus, almost impossible, thereby hindering the smooth
functioning of the democratic political system (DiMaggio
et al., 1996; Hetherington & Rudolph, 2015; Iyengar,
Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019). Both
populism and polarization can thus be considered seri-
ous threats to the liberal democratic order established
in Europe after World War II.

From a normative liberal democratic point of view,
then, the electoral success of (right-wing) populist par-
ties critical of liberal democracy, and the political divi-
sion and radicalization of elites and publics are clearly
undesirable and alarming. Yet, while lively academic
discussions as well as public debates have revolved
around the causes of these phenomena (see, e.g., Doyle,
2011; Ivarsflaten, 2008; Lubbers, Gijsberts, & Scheepers,
2002; March & Rommerskirchen, 2014; Rooduijn, 2018;
Van Hauwaert & van Kessel, 2018; Visser, Lubbers,
Kraaykamp, & Jaspers, 2014), research regarding their
real-world consequences has been sparse. This thematic
issue addresses these potential threats by examining
how populism and polarization affect citizens across
Europe. Ordinary citizens and their attitudes toward
the political system are central ingredients of a sta-
ble and well-functioning democracy (e.g., Easton, 1965;

Hetherington, 1998). As long as citizens’ support for the
present political system—liberal democracy—remains
high even in light of increasing populism and polariza-
tion, we have reason to be optimistic about the future:
Populist and radical parties should not be able to disman-
tle democracy easily against the will of the public. The
contributions in this thematic issue therefore focus on
how ordinary citizens react to populism and polarization
and aim to identify the conditions under which populism
and polarization exert their least detrimental effects on
citizens’ attitudes.

To this end, Schulze (2020) focuses on the role of on-
line news media as drivers of radical-right populist atti-
tudes and explores the characteristics of the audiences
of right-wing alternative online media, also referred to
as hyperpartisan media. Drawing on the 2019 Reuters
Digital News Survey, Schulze presents a cross-national
analysis of right-wing alternative media use in Northern
and Central Europe. The analysis shows that political in-
terest and a critical stance toward immigration, accom-
panied by a skeptical assessment of news quality, in gen-
eral, and distrust—especially in public service broadcast-
ingmedia—aswell as the use of socialmedia as a primary
news source, function as the strongest predictors of al-
ternative online news consumption. Her findings suggest
that right-wing alternative online media should not be
dismissed as a peripheral phenomenon, but rather must
be considered as relevant multipliers and distributors
of populist narratives with high mobilizing and polariz-
ing potential.

Berntzen (2020) adds to the theme of this thematic
issue by studying the effects of political and norma-
tive conflicts initiated by populist radical-right parties.
More precisely, he investigates whether and to what ex-
tent voters are affected by attacks of populist radical-
right parties on their political opponents. To differenti-
ate between authoritarian and non-authoritarian voters,
the four-item child rearing values index measure of au-
thoritarian predispositions is employed. Using a survey-
based experimental design that relies on data from the
Norwegian Citizen Panel, Berntzen shows that authori-
tarian and non-authoritarian voters simultaneously re-
spond to high-intensity political conflict. From the analy-
ses, he concludes that conflict initiated by populist
radical-right parties functions as a driver of personality-
based, affective sorting of citizens and thus contributes
to polarization.

Making a novel contribution to the burgeoning re-
search on how the continuous success of populist par-
ties affects public notions of democracy, Heinisch and
Wegscheider (2020) deal with the tension between pop-
ulism and democracy. Drawing on survey data from
Austria and Germany, they provide an empirical analy-
sis of how different types of populist attitudes and four
types of democratic decision-making interact. Taking into
account that populism is often attached to a radical-
right or radical-left host ideology, their findings show
that populism and radical host ideologies tap into dif-
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ferent dimensions of democracy. Populist attitudes are
associated with negative views toward representative
democracy and pluralism,while support formajority rule
and deliberative procedures are shaped by the radical-
right and radical-left host ideologies. Interestingly, and
perhaps somewhat surprising, populists favor decision-
making based on the general will of the people (anti-
pluralism), while at the same time are not very attracted
to strict majority rule and restriction of minority rights
(which, on the other hand, are attractive to people with
nativist and authoritarian attitudes).

Turning to the effects of the rise of populist parties
on citizen attitudes, Mauk (2020) analyzes how the elec-
toral success of populist parties affects European citizens’
trust in core democratic institutions. Diverging from the
individual-level literature, which shows a negative rela-
tionship between populist party support and political
trust, she suggests that macro-level populist party suc-
cess may increase political trust among the general pub-
lic. She further proposes, as well as demonstrates empir-
ically for 23 European democracies, that this corrective-
force effect is particularly pronounced in democracies
that do actually lend themselves to populist criticism:
The electoral success of populist parties only leads to
increased citizen trust in countries with deficient demo-
cratic quality, weak corruption control, and meagre eco-
nomic performance. In countries with high democratic
quality, effective corruption control, and high economic
performance, in contrast, populist party success has no
substantive effect on political trust.

Building on the well-established finding that citizens
who voted for the winning camp express higher satisfac-
tion with democracy than those who voted for the losing
camp, Nemčok (2020) examines how big of a boost in sat-
isfaction with democracy election winners experience,
and whether the size of this boost is conditional on party
characteristics. Utilizing 17 surveys from 13 European
countries inwhich an election resulted in a change in gov-
ernment, Nemčok shows that differences in party vote
shares and voters’ feelings of closeness to a party have
only negligible effects on the boost experienced by elec-
tion winners. However, his results also demonstrate that
voters who feel close to a particular party are gener-
ally more satisfied with democracy than those without
a party affiliation, regardless of whether their party won
the election or not. This latter finding relates to Mauk’s
contribution in that it points to the observation that citi-
zens seeing their preferences as represented within the
political system can increase their support for the demo-
cratic system. Both studies promote the idea that per-
ceived or actual representation of citizens’ preferences
can help reconcile them with democracy, and thereby
indicate a potential avenue for (re-)integrating populist
and radical citizens into the political system.

Concluding the thematic issue, Bartha, Boda, and
Szikra (2020) take a look at populists in government. An
increasing number of studies have set out to investigate
the policy effects of governments that include populist

parties. In their article, “When Populist Leaders Govern:
Conceptualising Populism in Policy Making,” they pro-
vide an analysis of policy-making by the first populist
radical-right majority government in Europe—the Fidesz
government in Hungary. The authors construct an ideal
type of populist policy-making and use congruence ana-
lysis to investigate to what extent social policy in post-
2010 Hungary (2010–2018) conformswith the ideal type.
Focusing on policy content, process, and discourse, they
find a strong degree of congruence between the policy-
making patterns of the Orbán government and the ideal
type of populist policy-making.

Overall, the contributions paint a multifaceted pic-
ture of how populism and polarization affect European
liberal democracies. On the one hand, fueled by digital
media, European societies are in danger of becoming in-
creasingly populist and polarized, and this development
is accompanied by attitudes and conceptions challenging
to liberal democracies. On the other hand, the represen-
tation of populist parties within the political system can
help mitigate citizens’ disenchantment with the liberal
democratic system. In the end, populism and polariza-
tion come with numerous detrimental by-products: the
brutalization of political debate, the spread of disinfor-
mation, and, not least, an increased propensity to vio-
lence against ‘the other,’ which are only the most obvi-
ous problems. More fundamental changes in citizen per-
ceptions of and attitudes toward liberal democracy may
additionally lead to a turning away from the hard-earned
achievements of modern democracies: minority rights,
rule of law, and separation of powers.
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Abstract
Accompanying the success of the radical right and right-wing populistmovements, right-wing alternative onlinemedia have
recently gained prominence and, to some extent, influence on public discourse and elections. The existing scholarship so
far focuses primarily on the role of content and social media distribution and pays little attention to the audiences of right-
wing alternative media, especially at a cross-national level and in the European context. The present paper addresses this
gap by exploring the characteristics of the audiences of right-wing alternative online media. Based on a secondary data
analysis of the 2019 Reuters Digital News Survey, this article presents a cross-national analysis of right-wing alternative
media use in Northern and Central Europe. The results indicate a comparatively high prevalence of right-wing alternative
online media in Sweden, whereas in Germany, Austria, and Finland, these news websites seem to be far less popular.
With regard to audience characteristics, the strongest predictors of right-wing alternative online media use are political
interest and a critical stance towards immigration, accompanied by a skeptical assessment of news quality, in general, and
distrust, especially in public service broadcasting media. Additionally, the use of social media as a primary news source
increases the likelihood of right-wing alternative news consumption. This corroborates the high relevance of social me-
dia platforms as distributors and multipliers of right-wing alternative news content. The findings suggest that right-wing
alternative online media should not be underestimated as a peripheral phenomenon, but rather have to be considered
influential factors for center-right to radical right-leaning politics and audiences in public discourse, with a high mobilizing
and polarizing potential.

Keywords
alternative online media; hyperpartisan media; immigration-critical; news distrust; populist communication; right-wing
media; right-wing populist

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Populism and Polarization: A Dual Threat to Europe’s Liberal Democracies?” edited by Jonas
Linde (University of Bergen, Norway), Marlene Mauk (GESIS—Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Germany) and Heidi
Schulze (GESIS—Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Germany).

© 2020 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The first right-wing alternative news websites appeared
as early as the mid-1990s (Conway, Scrivens, & Macnair,
2019). Thus, the phenomenon of so-called right-wing al-
ternative online media, also referred to as hyperparti-
san media, is not new. However, in the past decade—
accompanying, and possibly fueling—the rise of right-
wing populists (Müller & Schulz, 2019), nationalism
(Marwick & Lewis, 2017), islamophobia (Puschmann,
Ausserhofer, Maan, & Hametner, 2016), political po-

larization (Tucker et al., 2018), and right-wing alterna-
tive online media started to gain prominence and, to
some extent, influence on public discourse (Benkler,
Faris, & Roberts, 2018). By successfully tapping into
the opportunity structures of the Internet, these media
websites are believed to disseminate conspiracy theo-
ries and pseudoscience (Starbird, 2017), propagate au-
thoritarian and anti-immigration attitudes (Haller, 2018;
von Nordheim, Müller, & Scheppe, 2019), as well as
foster distrust in elites, traditional media, and soci-
ety (Figenschou & Ihlebæk, 2018; Schindler, Fortkord,
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Posthumus, Obermaier, & Reinemann, 2018). The lat-
est since the rise of Breitbart News during the 2016 US
Elections, there is a burgeoning scholarship in the US
context. However, in the European context, empirical—
particularly quantitative—studies on these right-wing
news sources are still scarce compared to the research
concernedwith right-wing populism and the radical right.
Despite this, a quickly growing body of research indicates
a high relevance of right-wing alternative online media
in Central and Northern Europe. The overarching major-
ity of the studies present country-specific analyses of
the content, content production, or social media pres-
ence of right-wing alternative online media for countries
such as Sweden (de La Brosse & Thinsz, 2019; Sandberg
& Ihlebaek, 2019), Germany (Frischlich, Klapproth, &
Brinkschulte, 2020; von Nordheim et al., 2019) and
Finland (Noppari, Hiltunen, & Ahva, 2019; Ylä-Anttila,
2018). Studies focusing on the audiences of right-wing
alternative media, as well as cross-national research de-
sign, however, are still rare. In one of these few stud-
ies, Heft, Mayerhöffer, Reinhardt, and Knüpfer (2019)
presented one of the first cross-national analyses con-
cerning the content of right-wing news websites across
Austria, Denmark, Germany, Sweden, the UK, and the US.
In another such study, Nygaard (2020) compared inter-
media agenda setting in right-wing alternative and tra-
ditional online news in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark.
Considering the societal relevance of the phenomenon,
it is necessary to further improve our understanding of
right-wing alternative online media, specifically, their au-
diences (Rauch, 2019).

This article contributes to the scholarship by looking
into the audiences of right-wing alternative news me-
dia online in Northern and Central Europe. Specifically,
this research seeks to understand the prevalence of right-
wing alternative online news media use in Northern and
Central Europe and the audience characteristics that pre-
dict the use of such media. Based on data from the
2019 Reuters Digital News survey (Newman, Fletcher,
Kalogeropoulos, & Nielsen, 2019), this article exam-
ines these topics within the context of Austria, Finland,
Germany, and Sweden. By following a cross-national ap-
proach, the study aims to provide a broader and more
generalizable understanding of right-wing alternative on-
line media. The results indicate a comparatively high
prevalence of right-wing alternative news in Sweden; in
contrast, in Germany, Austria, and Finland, these news
websites seem to be far less popular. Additionally, the re-
sults indicate that the strongest predictors of right-wing
alternative online news use are political interest, a criti-
cal stance towards immigration, the relevance of social
media as a news source, as well as skeptical assessment
of news in general and distrust, especially, in public ser-
vice broadcasting media.

In the next section, the concepts forming the basis of
the study are presented: First, the terminological difficul-
ties in right-wing alternative onlinemedia are addressed;
next, possible predictors of right-wing alternative media

use are discussed on the grounds of previous research.
Thereafter, in the section that follows, the methodolog-
ical approach as well as the operationalization are de-
scribed. Finally, the results are presented and discussed
in the last two sections.

2. Right-Wing Alternative Online Media:
Conceptualizations and Audiences

Overall, “little attention has been paid to right-wing me-
dia as alternative media” (Atton, 2006, p. 574). This
quote is still valid today, and despite the seemingly in-
creasing relevance of alternativemedia channels, further
research on the changing role of these channels is neces-
sary (Holt, Ustad Figenschou, & Frischlich, 2019). In addi-
tion, there is a terminological debate within the schol-
arship of the originary rather left-wing alternative me-
dia, about whether right-wing and, especially, far-right
alternative media actually can be called alternative me-
dia (Rauch, 2019).

2.1. Conceptual and Terminological Obscurity

Currently, there is no generally agreed upon term or defi-
nition of right-wing alternative onlinemedia (Haller, Holt,
& de La Brosse, 2019). Holt (2018, p. 2) argues “that some
of this confusion, at least in terms of scholarly attempts
to come to grips with it, has to do with a discrepancy
between the dominant theories about alternative me-
dia and alternative media as they actually are.” In other
words, there is a gap between the traditional scholarship
of alternative media and the newly relevant media chan-
nels, such as Breitbart and Co., that could potentially also
be studied as alternative media.

Alternative media need always be discussed as a re-
flection of society, since they are a result of the cul-
tural and, thus, temporal environment of society. This
means the attribute ‘alternative’ might be subject to
change over time. For example, the German newspaper
taz evolved as an alternative medium in the 1970s and
was still studied as such in the 1990s (Mathes & Pfetsch,
1991); in contrast, today, it is considered to be a part of
the traditional news media sphere with a left-wing bias.
Similarly, The Huffington Post could, in its initial phase,
be studied as an alternative online medium, whereas to-
day, it is an internationally relevant news website that
employs professional journalists. This shows that it is vi-
tal to view the relationship between traditional newsme-
dia and alternative online media as a continuous scale,
on which each individual outlet may be positioned with
respect to its current status.

As a further consequence of the conceptual debate,
there are a plethora of terms employed to describe
right-wing alternative online media, e.g., far-right me-
dia (Rauch, 2019), anti-elitist alternative media (Müller
& Schulz, 2019), and populist alternative media (Holt &
Haller, 2017). However, it is not always clear whether or
not they refer to the same phenomenon. Some termino-
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logical differences are rooted in minor conceptual differ-
ences. For instance, von Nordheim et al. (2019) differen-
tiate between reactive and autonomous media, that is,
between media that simply react and comment on tra-
ditional media content and those that genuinely oper-
ate on their own topical agenda. There are also country-
specific differences: For example, in Sweden, the term
immigration-critical alternative media (Nygaard, 2019)
is preferred, whereas, in Finland, right-wing alterna-
tive news websites are referred to as populist counter-
media websites (Noppari et al., 2019). It can be assumed
that, to some extent, these terms were created to cir-
cumvent the term right-wing alternative media on ac-
count of the open terminological debate about its use.
However, the applicability of these more specific terms
remains under debate in the absence of further content-
specific analyses.

After a broader discussion of different aspects of
(right-wing) alternative online media, Holt et al. (2019,
p. 3) proposed an overarching definition in favor of
the concept of alternative media: “Alternative news me-
dia represent a proclaimed and/or (self) perceived cor-
rective, opposing the overall tendency of public dis-
course emanating from what is perceived as the dom-
inant mainstream media in a given system.” In light of
the conceptual difficulties concerning right-wing alter-
native online media, this paper has adopted this gen-
eral conceptualization.

2.2. Audiences of Right-Wing Alternative Online Media

Right-wing alternative media are, compared to tradi-
tional news media, rather small with respect to their
reach. Still, someaudiences consider them relevant news
sources because alternative media present niche top-
ics, voices, and opinions that are not covered by tradi-
tional news media (Rauch, 2015). In particular, in the
wake of recent societal crises, such as the financial cri-
sis and the refugee crisis, the relevance of right-wing
alternative media has been growing in Europe (Haller
et al., 2019). Thus, alternative onlinemedia receive a cer-
tain share of audience. It is unclear, though, how many
people (approximately) are aware of or follow right-
wing alternative news websites, and how these numbers
vary across countries in Europe. Consequently, Research
Question 1 is:

RQ 1: How prevalent are right-wing alternative online
media in Northern and Central Europe?

To increase the understanding and discussion of the
prevalence, it is necessary to study the audiences of
right-wing alternative news websites and their charac-
teristics. Most audience-related research so far either
studied audiences of rather left-leaning, activist alter-
native media audiences (e.g., Downing, 2003; Rauch,
2007), audience engagement with social media accounts
of right-wing media (e.g., Larsson, 2019; Sandberg &

Ihlebaek, 2019), or characteristics of populist audiences
(e.g., Fawzi, 2019; Schulz, 2019). A few, very recent publi-
cations study the audiences of right-wing alternative on-
line media, however, only on the basis of single-country
analyses (Müller & Schulz, 2019; Noppari et al., 2019;
Rauch, 2019). The link and “the interactions between
right-wing alternative media and their audiences require
urgent examination” (Rauch, 2019, p. 34). Therefore, the
main topic of interest of this study is the individual-level
characteristics that predict right-wing alternative online
media consumption across Northern and Central Europe.
It has been shown that in these areas, specifically, the
rise of right-wing populist parties was accompanied by
an increase in right-wing alternative news websites and
their contents (Bachl, 2018; Holt, 2019; Ylä-Anttila, 2018).
Thus, the second research question is as follows:

RQ2: Which recipient characteristics predict the use
of right-wing alternative online media?

Below, potentially relevant characteristics are discussed
on the basis of previous research concerning the au-
diences, as well as the conceptualizations of right-
wing alternative news websites. The discussion of the
audience characteristics is organized with regard to
three dimensions: political and populist, news use, and
news assessment.

2.2.1. Political and Populist

In general, political interest is a relevant predictor of
news consumption (Strömbäck, Djerf-Pierre, & Shehata,
2013).More precisely, Tsfati and Cappella (2003) showed
that political interest is associated with both, traditional
and nonmainstream, news use. Therefore, it is assumed
that an interest in politics is a basic prerequisite for
the use of alternative news media, since they predomi-
nantly present and discuss political news. This leads to
the first hypothesis:

H1a: Political interest is associated with a higher like-
lihood of right-wing alternative online media use.

The hybridmedia structure of the Internet offers an ideal
foundation for the populist communication logic, and the
scholarship of populist communication has considered
alternative online media as relevant distribution chan-
nels for populist messages (Engesser, Fawzi, & Larsson,
2017). However, at present, there is relatively little evi-
dence on how far right-wing populist politicians actively
employ alternative media for their cause. Bachl (2018)
analyzed media sources shared on the Facebook pages
of Germany’s right-wing populist party and found a high
level of presence of channels linked to the right-wing
alternative media sphere. Müller and Schulz (2019) dif-
ferentiated between occasional and frequent alterna-
tive news use and found that populist attitudes linked
to right-wing ideology increase the probability of reg-
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ular right-wing alternative news use. Similarly, Stier,
Kirkizh, Froio, and Schroeder (2020) showed that people
with populist attitudes consume alternative news media
more frequently. This is reflected in the next hypothesis.

H1b: Support of right-wing populist topics and atti-
tudes is associated with a higher likelihood of right-
wing alternative online media use.

Accordingly, based on the selective exposure theory, it
can be assumed that proponents of right-wing populist
ideas prefer media channels that support their beliefs
(and provide attitude-consistent information) over those
that challenge them and, thus, preferably follow right-
wing alternative media that present familiar interpretive
schemes (Hart et al., 2009). Based on news users’ prefer-
ence for attitude-consistent information, it is expected
that the users of right-wing alternative news websites
would also exhibit right-wing attitudes, as stated in the
following hypothesis.

H1c: Political right-wing orientation is associated with
a higher likelihood of right-wing alternative onlineme-
dia use.

2.2.2. News Use

An analysis of the news media repertoires of right-wing
alternative news users indicated a comprehensive news
diet, specifically with respect to online news sources
(Schulze & Hölig, 2020). Therefore, considering that the
content of right-wing alternativemedia is usually focused
primarily on political news (Holt, 2017), it is assumed that
a general interest in the news is an essential prerequisite
for interest in alternative news media and their content.
Thus, similar to the hypothesis on the role of political in-
terest, the following hypothesis focuses on the role of
news interest.

H2a: News interest and, thus, news use frequency is
associated with a higher likelihood of right-wing alter-
native online media use.

Simultaneously, it can be assumed that right-wing al-
ternative news users turn to alternative news, in or-
der to avoid traditional news content that does not
align with and represent their political beliefs or topics
of interest. Intentional news avoidance as an assump-
tion of selective exposure theory is empirically more
complex and more contested than the assumption of
attitude-consistent information-seeking (Garrett, 2009).
However, several studies showed that right-wing audi-
ences, in particular, prefer and build ideologically aligned
media repertoires by intentionally avoiding opposing
news sources (Benkler et al., 2018; Rauch, 2019). Thus,
while highly interested in political news, audiences of
right-wing alternative media employ right-wing alterna-
tive media as an alternative news source actively, which

allows them to actively avoid traditional news sources.
This forms our next hypothesis.

H2b: News avoidance is associated with a higher like-
lihood of right-wing alternative online media use.

Social media use, and especially Facebook and Twitter
use, was found to increase the probability of right-
wing alternative news consumption (Müller & Schulz,
2019). Further, a comparison of audience engagement
among followers of alternative and traditional news on
social media showed that alternative news audiences
are more active with respect to their commenting and
liking behaviors as well as the distribution of contents
to their followers (Larsson, 2019; Sandberg & Ihlebaek,
2019). Alternative media efficiently use social media to
distribute their content to audiences who, otherwise,
would not come in contact with it. Consequently, peo-
ple who use social media as a (primary) source of news
might have a higher probability of being exposed to dif-
ferent online news sources, including alternative news,
as explained in the next hypothesis.

H2c: Use of social media as the main news source,
as well as the use of social media channels to access
news, is associated with a higher likelihood of right-
wing alternative online media use.

2.2.3. Skepticism and Distrust

One feature that all alternative media “have…in com-
mon: The people who are moved to produce and access
suchmedia tend to feel that their interests, perspectives,
communities, and indeed their very selves are (at best)
inadequately represented within most mainstream me-
dia” (Harcup, 2016, p. 20). Similarly, Holt et al. (2019)
argue that the overarching characteristic of alternative
online media is their (self-) perceived corrective. That
is, alternative media are critical of the general public
discourse, and this is reflected in their critical stance
towards traditional media, which are perceived as the
main driver of the general public discourse. This is fre-
quently accompanied by skepticism towards, and may
sometimes even result in distrust in, traditional media,
depending on the specific news medium (Holt, 2018).
Accordingly, Tsfati and Cappella (2003, p. 504) showed
that “media skepticism is negatively associated with
mainstream news exposure but positively associated
with nonmainstream news exposure.” This is summed up
in the next hypothesis.

H3a: The tendency to critically assess traditional news
media is associated with a higher likelihood of right-
wing alternative online media use.

With regard to the link between trust and media con-
sumption, several studies show that trust in news media
and alternative news consumption are negatively corre-
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lated. Followers of alternative media, generally, show a
lower level of trust in news and traditional media (Tsfati
& Peri, 2006), and people with such low trust levels often
prefer alternative news sources (Fletcher & Park, 2017).
Distrust in media seems to be exceptionally high in po-
litically extreme people; that is, it seems to be higher
in people who expressively lean left or right (Otto &
Köhler, 2016).

H3b: Trust in news media, in general, is negatively as-
sociated with right-wing alternative online media use.

However, contrary to previous research, Kalogeropoulos,
Suiter, Udris, and Eisenegger (2019) found that alter-
native news use was positively correlated with trust
in the news. Specifically, a low level of trust was only
observed in respondents who also used social media
as the primary news source. This means that the con-
cept of distrust in right-wing alternative online media
users needs to be understood at a finer level. In addi-
tion to their support of right-wing populist ideas, it is
expected that alternative news users distrust not only
legacy news media but also public service broadcasting
news (PSB), of which they are highly critical, since they
perceive these media as an extension of the general pub-
lic discourse as well as a biased loudspeaker for elite
opinions that they oppose (Noppari et al., 2019; Rauch,
2019). In contrast, it has been shown that populist au-
diences frequently consume tabloid news (Fawzi, 2019;
Schulz, 2019) and that some right-wing alternative web-
sites strategically mimic tabloid news styles (Farkas &
Neumayer, 2020). Hence, we assume a positive associa-
tion between trust in tabloid news and right-wing alter-
native news consumption.

H3c: Trust in PSB and legacy news is negatively associ-
ated, whereas trust in tabloid news is positively asso-
ciated with right-wing alternative online media use.

3. Method

A secondary data analysis of the 2019 Reuters Digital
News Survey was performed to explore the questions
and hypotheses of the present study. The Reuters Digital
News Survey (Newman et al., 2019) is a cross-sectional
online survey, supervised by the Reuters Institute for the
Study of Journalism, which aims at gathering data onme-

dia and news consumption behavior. Sampling is carried
out at the country level by using representative quotas
for the variables gender, age, education, and region. In
addition, the data are weighted according to the census.
Due to the method used for data collection, people who
never or hardly ever use the Internet are underrepre-
sented. The results are, therefore, representative of all
Internet users of a country who use the Internet at least
once a month.

In 2019, the survey was conducted in 38 countries
in the period January to February 2019. This study fol-
lows a cross-national approach that provides a broader
understanding of right-wing alternative news consump-
tion. The questionnaire differs between countries: (1) In
some countries, the alternative news websites chosen
for the survey show certain country-specific peculiarities
and thus, comparison across these countries is difficult.
(2) In some other countries, for example, Denmark and
Switzerland, the surveys do not include questions that
are relevant for this study. As a result of these limitations
and the conceptual difficulties discussed in Section 2,
this study focuses on countries that are structurally sim-
ilar and for which the surveyed alternative news me-
dia can be compared to ensure equivalence. Accordingly,
the countries chosen for analysis are Germany, Austria,
Sweden, and Finland. In all of these countries, right-
wing alternative news websites seem to be of high rele-
vance, accompanied by the electoral successes of right-
wing populist parties (Fletcher, 2019). In addition, al-
beit minor structural differences, these four countries
share many characteristics and belong to the same me-
dia system type, namely, the democratic corporatist
model (Hallin &Mancini, 2004). Their similarities include,
for example, strong public-service broadcasting systems,
high numbers of newspaper circulation, as well as a
high degree of professionalization of the newspapermar-
kets. Furthermore, a recent empirical re-characterization
of the media system typology has introduced a north-
ern media type (represented by Sweden and Finland)
and a central media type (represented by Germany and
Austria; Brüggemann, Engesser, Büchel, Humprecht, &
Castro, 2014).

With regard to the Reuters data, the sample sizes are
similarly large, and the samples for these four countries
are rather similar in terms of the sociodemographic vari-
ables gender and age (see Table 1).

Table 1. Sample overview per country.

Country N Gender Age

Austria N = 2010 m = 48.5% f = 51.5% M = 47.8 (SD = 15.9)
Germany N = 2022 m = 48.6% f = 51.4% M = 48.3 (SD = 15.8)
Finland N = 2009 m = 48.8% f = 51.2% M = 48.3 (SD = 16.6)
Sweden N = 2007 m = 49.8% f = 50.2% M = 48.8 (SD = 17.5)
Total N = 8048 m = 48.9% f = 51.1% M = 48.3 (SD = 16.5)

Notes: The numbers are weighted. Source: Newman et al. (2019).
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3.1. Dependent Variable: Usage of Right-Wing
Alternative Online Media

For data on the dependent variable, usage of right-wing
alternative online media, respondents were asked for
a list of news websites that they had (1) heard of and
(2) had used to access news in the last week. Only alter-
native news websites to which a right-wing bias could be
attributed were included in the analysis. The bias attribu-
tion was based on previous studies, such as for Germany
(Bachl, 2018; Müller & Schulz, 2019; Puschmann et al.,
2016), Austria (Heft et al., 2019; Newman, Fletcher,
Kalogeropulos, Levy, & Nielsen, 2018), Sweden (Heft
et al., 2019; Holt, 2019; Sandberg & Ihlebaek, 2019), and
Finland (Noppari et al., 2019; Ylä-Anttila, 2018).

Table 2 presents a country-specific overview of all
alternative news websites, including the number of re-
spondents who stated they had used each medium. The
dependent variable right-wing alternative online media
usage was created by aggregating the responses to the

media use question and recoding it into a binary variable.
The variable thus derived indicates, for each respondent,
whether the person had used at least one of thewebsites
listed in Table 2 during the past week or not.

The subsequent sections describe the operationaliza-
tion of the individual-level predictor variables.

3.2. Predictors: Political and Populist

For the evaluation of political interest as a predictor of
right-wing alternative onlinemedia use, the respondents
were asked to rate three variables as measures of the
level of support for right-wing populist attitudes. They
rated the following three variables on a five-point Likert
scale (single item) ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ to
‘strongly agree’: (1) immigration-critical (the correspond-
ing statement was ‘Immigration threatens our national
culture’), (2) external efficacy (the corresponding state-
ment was ‘Most elected officials don’t care what peo-
ple like me think’), and (3) support of direct democracy

Table 2. Overview of usage of right-wing alternative media websites.

Country Medium Website Social Media Accounts Number of Users (in %)

Austria
Unzensuriert unzensuriert.at YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, VK 81 (4.0)
Info Direkt Info-direkt.eu YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 41 (2.0)

Twitter, VK
Alles Roger? www.allesroger.at Facebook 32 (1.6)
Contra Magazin Contra-magazin.com YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, VK 31 (1.5)

Finland
MV-Lehti mvlehti.net Facebook, VK 80 (4.0)
Nykysuomi nykysuomi.com Youtube, Facebook, Twitter, VK 47 (2.3)
Kansalainen kansalainen.fi YouTube, Facebook, Twitter 44 (2.2)
Magneettimedia magneettimedia.com YouTube, Facebook, Instagram 30 (1.5)
Oikea Media oikeamedia.com YouTube, Facebook,Twitter 30 (1.5)

Germany
Junge Freiheit jungefreiheit.de YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 63 (3.1)

Twitter, Pinterest
RT Deutsch deutsch.rt.com YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 58 (2.9)

Twitter, VK
Compact Online compact-online.de YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 51 (2.6)

Twitter, VK
Epoch Times epochtimes.de YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 41 (2.0)

Twitter, VK
Politically Incorrect pi-news.net YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, VK 39 (1.93)

Sweden
Nyheter Idag nyheteridag.se YouTube, Facebook, Twitter 216 (10.7)
Fria Tider www.friatider.se YouTube, Facebook, Twitter 205 (10.2)
Samhällsnytt samnytt.se YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, VK 175 (8.7)
Ledarsidorna ledarsidorna.se YouTube, Facebook, Twitter 146 (7.2)
Samtiden samtiden.nu YouTube 120 (6.0)
Nya tider nyatider.nu YouTube, Facebook, Instagram, 119 (5.9)

Twitter
Det goda samhället detgodasamhallet.com Facebook, Twitter 77 (3.8)

Notes: The numbers are weighted. Source: Newman et al. (2019).
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(the corresponding statement was ‘The people should
be asked whenever important decisions are taken’). The
third variable is based on the notion of the sovereignty
of the will of the people (Fletcher, 2019).

The degree to which respondents can be considered
to be politically right-leaning (slightly, fairly, or very right-
wing) was based on their self-placement on a six-point
scale ranging across ‘very left-wing,’ ‘center,’ and ‘very
right-wing.’

3.3. Predictors: News Consumption

The variable news use frequencywas rated on a ten-point
scale ranging from ‘never’ to ‘more than ten times a day.’
News interestwas rated on a five-point scale from ‘not at
all interested’ to ‘extremely interested.’ For the variable
news avoidance, respondents were asked whether they
were actively trying to avoid news (with the options be-
ing ‘often, sometimes, occasionally, never’). The variable
social media for news represents a count aggregate of all
social media channels a respondent had claimed to use
for news. The main news source was determined from a
list of eleven different news sources, including the items
‘social media’ and ‘blogs,’ which were used to create the
binary variable social media as the main news source.

3.4. Predictors: News Assessment

News skepticism comprised four different items that
were rated on a five-point Likert scale (‘strongly disagree’
to ‘strongly agree’) and aggregated (slightly different for
each country, Cronbach’s α ranged from 0.7 to 0.8). Of
the four items, the first three items were reversed to
match the direction of the variable: (1) ‘news media
monitor and scrutinize powerful people and businesses,’

(2) ‘news media keep me up to date about what’s going
on,’ (3) ‘newsmedia helpme understand the news of the
day,’ and (4) ‘topics chosen by the newsmedia do not feel
relevant to me.’

The overall stance towards the traditional news me-
dia within a country, indicated by the variable trust in
news, was based on the respondents’ response to how
much they trusted the news as a whole within their
country (with the responses ranging from ‘strongly dis-
agree’ to ‘strongly agree’). To discuss the (lack of) trust
in greater detail, the variables trust PSB, trust tabloid,
and trust legacy were included as predictors. These vari-
ables were recoded for each country individually, based
on the respondents’ ratings of the trustworthiness of a
list of several news media on a ten-point scale ranging
from ‘not at all trustworthy’ to ‘completely trustworthy.’

4. Results

4.1. Prevalence of Right-Wing Alternative Online Media

Overall, there were a total of 8048 respondents from
Germany, Austria, Sweden, and Finland. However, only
931 (11.6%) reported having accessed thewebsites listed
in Table 2 to use news within the past seven days. Of
these, the overarching majority (576/931, 61.9%) had
accessed only one of the listed channels, and merely
355 (4.4%) respondents had visited two ormore of these
websites within the past week.

Figure 1 presents the country-specific prevalence
of right-wing alternative online media use in terms of
the percentage of respondents who had either heard
of (Awareness) and/or accessed (Usage) these media.
With regard to usage, Sweden stands out: While the
share of users is relatively similar (8%) across Austria,
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Figure 1. Prevalence of right-wing alternative online media usage.
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Finland, and Germany, the Swedish websites have nearly
as many users as Austria, Finland, and Germany com-
bined (22.5%). With regard to awareness, two groups
appear: In Austria and Germany, 20–25% stated that
they had heard of such media, whereas in Finland and
Sweden, farmore than half of the respondents had heard
of these websites. When awareness and usage are com-
pared, a large gap can be observed in each country.
Unsurprisingly, the number of people who are aware of
the existence of such websites is far greater than the
number of people actually using them. The difference is
especially pronounced for Finland, where the number of
people who have heard of right-wing alternative online
media is seven times more than the number of people
using such media.

4.2. Predictors of Right-Wing Alternative Media
Consumption

For the subsequent analyses, the data from all countries
were entered into one model. The predictors of alter-
native media consumption were modeled using a fixed-
effects binomial logistic regression. The fixed-effect ap-

proach is suitable when there are country-level differ-
ences in hierarchical data, andmultilevel modeling is not
possible (Möhring, 2012).

The country-level differences are represented by
N−1 dummy variables, with N being the number of coun-
tries in the model. Dummy variables were created for
Germany, Austria, and Finland, while Sweden is repre-
sented by the Intercept. The null model included only
these country-level dummy variables and, thus, repre-
sents the variance in the model stemming from country-
level differences. The Pseudo R2 values range from .01
to .08 and, thus, show that the share of variance at the
country level is between 1% and 8%.

Prior to the regression analyses, the data were as-
sessed for missing values via a missing map and cross-
tabulations. The findings showed that only the vari-
able political right-leaning might have been affected
by a systematic nonresponse bias, since a few respon-
dents (15.5%) preferred not to answer the question.
Furthermore, no specific outliers or individual cases that
would have to be deleted were identified.

The results of the binomial logistic regression are pre-
sented in Table 3.

Table 3. Results of binomial logistic regression.

95% CI for odds ratio

B (SE) Lower Odds ratio Upper

Intercept −1.24 (0.05)*** 0.12 0.14 0.17

Political & Populist
Political Interest 0.58 (0.07)*** 1.56 1.79 2.05
Immigration-critical 0.57 (0.06)*** 1.57 1.78 2.01
External Efficacy −0.12 (0.05)** 0.80 0.89 0.99
Support of Direct Democracy 0.01 (0.05) 0.91 1.01 1.12
Political Right-leaning −0.02 (0.05) 0.89 0.98 1.07

News Consumption
News Use Frequency 0.18 (0.05)*** 1.08 1.20 1.33
News Interest 0.15 (0.07)** 1.02 1.16 1.33
News Avoidance 0.18 (0.05)*** 1.09 1.20 1.31
Social Media for News 0.42 (0.04)*** 1.40 1.52 1.64
Social Media as Main News Source 0.46 (0.14)*** 1.20 1.59 2.10

News Assessment
News Skepticism 0.30 (0.05)*** 1.21 1.35 1.49
General Trust News −0.03 (0.05) 0.87 0.97 1.08
Trust PSB −0.51 (0.07)*** 0.52 0.60 0.69
Trust Tabloid 0.28 (0.06)*** 1.18 1.33 1.49
Trust Legacy −0.14 (0.07)* 0.76 0.87 1.01

Control Variables
Age −0.07 (0.05) 0.85 0.94 1.03
Gender 0.47 (0.10)*** 1.32 1.60 1.94
DAustria −1.38 (0.12)*** 0.20 0.25 0.32
DFinland −.161 (0.14)*** 0.15 0.20 0.26
DGermany −1.39 (0.13)*** 0.19 0.25 0.32

Notes: R2 = 0.32 (Cox & Snell), 0.52 (Nagelkerke), 0.45 (McKelvey & Zavoina). Model 𝜒2 (20) = 1481, p < .001.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
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In order to aid understanding, the variables were
ordered according to the following underlying con-
cepts: Political and Populist, News Consumption, News
Assessment, and Control Variables. Continuous variables
were z-standardized to ensure the comparability of the
effect sizes and the odds ratio values. The test for mul-
ticollinearity of the variables via a calculation of the
variance inflation factors presented satisfactory results
(all VIF values < 3.5). Overall, a distinct improvement
from model 0 to model 1 can be observed. After all the
explanatory variables were included in the model, the
share of variance, according to the Pseudo R2 values, was
between 32% and 52%.

Figure 2 presents a visualization of the effect sizes
of all significant predictors of right-wing alternative on-
linemedia usage in descending order of odds ratio values
(Bates, 2020; Lüdecke, 2018; RStudio, 2020).

With regard to the individual-level characteristics
that predict the probability of usage of right-wing alter-
native online media, interest in political topics (H1a), a
critical stance towards immigration (H1b, partially), the
relevance of social media as news a source (H2c), a skep-
tical assessment of news quality in general (H3a), and
lack of trust in public service broadcasting media (H3c)
emerged as the strongest predictors based on the effect
sizes. In contrast, support for the sovereignty of the peo-
ple (direct democracy; H1b), as well as right-wing politi-
cal attitudes (H1c), were not predictors of the probabil-
ity of usage of alternative online news sources. Further,
while a critical reflection of news, in general, could be
confirmed, we did not find evidence that a general dis-
trust in the news was predictive of alternative news con-
sumption (H3b). The factor external efficacy was found
to be a significant predictor of the probability of right-

wing alternative online media usage. However, contrary
to our expectations, the direction was reversed; this in-
dicates a low level of support for the statement ‘Most
elected officials don’t care what people like me think.’

5. Discussion

The results of the analyses above present new insights
concerning two aspects of right-wing alternative online
media in Northern Europe (represented by Finland and
Sweden) and Central Europe (represented by Germany
and Austria): (1) the general prevalence of such media
and (2) the audience characteristics that explain right-
wing news consumption.

The results of the prevalence of right-wing alterna-
tive onlinemedia showed a large gap between the aware-
ness and the actual usage of thesewebsites. The fact that
approximately 20% to 53% of the respondents stated
that they had heard of these websites proves a con-
sistent presence of right-wing online media in the pub-
lic discourse, probably facilitated by either traditional
news websites or social media platforms. Of course,
far fewer people actually use right-wing websites to in-
form themselves about political issues. However, the fact
that supposedly small niche, hyperpartisan media are
able to reach approximately 8% to 23% of people who
read the news indicates that right-wing alternative on-
line media are fairly successful in distributing their con-
tent and reaching potential audiences. For Germany, a
similar survey-based study found even higher numbers
for occasional usage of right-wing websites (Müller &
Schulz, 2019). The country-specific comparison of the
reach points out a comparatively high popularity of right-
wing online media in Sweden. In contrast, in Germany,
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Figure 2. Odds ratio values for significant predictors.
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Austria, and Finland, these news websites seem to be
less prevalent. A possible explanation for this is related
to the topic of immigration: In proportion to its popu-
lation, Sweden accommodated the highest number of
refugees in Europe in 2015. Simultaneously, the radical
right successfully framed the topic in such a way that,
despite high levels of trust in media, the majority of
Sweden’s citizens had the impression that traditional me-
dia presented biased reporting that was considered too
immigrant-friendly and instead turned to right-wing me-
dia (de La Brosse & Thinsz, 2019). The above presented
analysis of the audience characteristics corroborates the
high relevance of an immigration-critical stance for right-
wing alternative online media usage.

The analysis of the audience characteristics that pre-
dict the usage of right-wing alternative online media fur-
ther emphasizes the significance of these websites. The
results indicate that political interest, as well as a criti-
cal stance towards immigration, are the strongest pre-
dictors of right-wing alternative news use. This is sup-
ported by previous research that showed that criticism
of immigrants and immigration-related policies were
the central theme of right-wing media (Nygaard, 2019;
von Nordheim et al., 2019). Concerning the other items
that are linked to right-wing populist attitudes, the re-
sults are mixed. Neither the support for direct democ-
racy nor right-wing political orientation seems to be rel-
evant right-wing alternative news consumption. Müller
and Schulz (2019) found that the significance of such
right-wing political attitudes is directly related to the
frequency of exposure to right-wing alternative news
and can only be confirmed for frequent exposure, but
not for occasional usage. Therefore, with regard to the
present findings, it is possible that the operationalization
of ‘having visited a news medium within the past week’
is rather representative of occasional alternative news
users. With respect to the political orientation two ex-
planations are possible: (1) The insignificance of ‘right-
wing attitudes’ might be a result of nonresponse bias,
as 15% of the respondents preferred not to answer the
question concerning their political leaning; on the other
hand, (2) it is plausible that alternative media are able
to engage audiences also from the political center via
social media platforms. It has been shown that right-
wing alternative online media are very successful in dis-
tributing their content via social media (Larsson, 2019;
Sandberg & Ihlebaek, 2019), and the results of the audi-
ence characteristics indicate that using social media for
news increases the likelihood of alternative online me-
dia consumption.

In addition, the results of the audience characteris-
tics imply that a certain discontent with the general dis-
course driven by traditional news sources increases the
likelihood of alternative online news consumption.While
the difference in the predictive value of a critical reflec-
tion of news, in general (which was confirmed as a pre-
dictor) and a general distrust in the news (which was re-
jected as a predictor), might be a consequence of the

divergent exposure to alternative news media. Possibly,
the level of (dis)trust varies with respect to the inten-
sity or frequency of consumption of alternative news.
However, the more specific hypotheses concerning dis-
trust in legacy news as well as public service broadcast-
ing could be proven, and the results indicate that people
who intentionally engage in news avoidance behavior are
more likely to follow right-wing alternative online media.
Similarly, trust in tabloid news, which can be linked to
populist attitudes (Fawzi, 2019; Schulz, 2019), can be con-
firmed as a positive predictor. In fact, the heterogeneous
results for news assessment are corroborated by stud-
ies from Figenschou and Ihlebæk (2018, 2019), who have
shown that right-wing alternative media employ several
dimensions of media criticism.

This study has a few limitations which have to be
addressed. While the hypotheses and analyses indicate
causal relationships that, to some extent, should apply,
cross-sectional data are, of course, only suited to a lim-
ited extent to uncover causal mechanisms. For example,
a critical stance towards traditional news media can be
both the origin but also a result of these media channels.
It may be the origin because distrust is one of the cen-
tral reasons for skeptical producers and recipients to en-
gagewith alternativemedia. It may also be a result, since
thesemedia channels frequently present reasons for and
thus, may initiate or reinforce media skepticism, distrust,
or possibly even cynicism.

Furthermore, each large-scale cross-national sur-
vey program, such as the Reuters Digital News Survey,
has limited space for items in the questionnaire.
Consequently, the researcher is bound to rely on the in-
cluded items for their analyses. In this case, it certainly
would have been useful to have included amore compre-
hensive selection of alternative news websites, a more
diverse elicitation of the respective consumption inten-
sity, as well as a more established scale for populist
items. For example, the anti-elite dimension, as a cen-
tral element of populism, is not included in the question-
naire. Concerning the dependent variable, right-wing al-
ternative media use, it is unclear to what extent politi-
cally more extreme and active followers of right-wing al-
ternative media would participate in a survey such as
the Reuters Digital News Survey. It is conceivable that
right-wing alternative news audiences who profoundly
reject the general political discourse might refuse partic-
ipation in such a survey. Thus, with regard to the polit-
ically extreme members of the audience, nonresponse
bias is plausible.

6. Conclusions

Previous research of right-wing alternative online me-
dia focused primarily on the role of content and social
media distribution and paid little attention to the au-
diences of right-wing alternative media, especially at a
cross-national level. This paper addressed this gap by ex-
ploring the prevalence of right-wing alternative online
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media, as well as the audience characteristics that ex-
plain the usage of such websites. Drawing on the 2019
Reuters Digital News Survey, this article presented a
cross-national analysis of right-wing alternative online
media use in Northern and Central Europe.

The results show that the prevalence of right-wing al-
ternative online media is not alarmingly high, but high
enough to conclude that they should not be under-
estimated or dismissed as a peripheral phenomenon.
Moreover, they might have to be considered relevant
actors with high mobilizing and polarizing potential
(Atkinson & Leon Berg, 2012). The fact that right-wing al-
ternative media that do not adhere to the ruleset of tra-
ditional journalism can gain such a vast reach is cause for
concern. This is especially relevant when contemplating
the strongest predictors of right-wing alternative news
consumption. The low level of trust in public service
broadcasting media, which are occasionally perceived as
government media, hints at an elite-critical stance and
needs to be further studied. The finding that politically in-
terested audiences who perceive immigration as a threat
to national cultures are turning to right-wing alternative
media is not surprising. After all, this is a central theme
for both radical right populist parties aswell as right-wing
alternative onlinemedia, as previously demonstrated, es-
pecially for Northern European countries . However, the
strength of this predictor, in combination with a gener-
ally skeptical assessment of traditional news sources, as
well as the once again confirmed high relevance of social
media platforms, call for further research into the distri-
bution mechanisms and the media effects of right-wing
alternative news content. After all, the results suggest
that right-wing alternative media might function as dis-
tributors and amplifiers of immigration-critical attitudes.
Altogether, the results indicate that right-wing alterna-
tive online media have to be considered influential fac-
tors for center-right to radical right-leaning politics and
audiences in public discourse.

The supplementary material of this article has been
uploaded to the Open Science Framework and is avail-
able via DOI, https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/ACZHF.
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1. Introduction

We know that elite partisan polarization—where party
elites from different parties grow increasingly ideolog-
ically distant from each other—impacts public opin-
ion formation (Druckman, Peterson, & Slothuus, 2013).
Partisan conflict can at times escalate far past such dis-
agreement over policy matters and become existential
in nature. Beyond issues of ideological polarization, this
study therefore examines what happens when conflict at
the elite level becomes so emotionally charged that the
opposing sides depict each other as a dangerous threat.

Does this also spill over onto the public’s affective evalu-
ation of the different partisan camps and impact on their
sympathies and antipathies? If so, why?

These questions are investigated using a survey ex-
perimental approach, relying on panel data from the
Norwegian Citizen Panel (NCP). It zooms in on the
struggle between the social democratic Labour Party
(Arbeiderpartiet, Ap) and their rivals from the pop-
ulist radical right Progress Party (Fremskrittspartiet, FrP).
The two parties have been locked in conflict since the
Progress Party initially broke through in 1987, but the
trauma of the July 22, 2011 terror attacks added fuel to
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the fire. On that summer day, the right-wing extremist
Anders Behring Breivik carried out two consecutive at-
tacks, killing 77 people, injuring hundreds more and lay-
ing part of the government complex in ruins.

The attacks were traumatic, not just because they
were the first large-scale terrorist attacks in Norway,
but also due to the perpetrator’s background, ideolog-
ical motivation, and whom he targeted. Breivik was
a former member of the Progress Party and he at-
tacked their main political antagonist, the Labour Party.
Moreover, his attacks were ideologicallymotivated along
the same line of thinking that the Progress Party and
the broader anti-Islamic movement had espoused—that
Labour were responsible for Muslim immigration and
“sneak Islamization” of society (Berntzen & Sandberg,
2014). While Labour initially responded by framing the
terror as an attack on democracy itself rather than high-
lighting the terrorist’s motivation to strike at them specif-
ically, the attacks eventually began to bleed back into the
ongoing partisan conflict between the Labour Party and
Progress Party elites resulting in previously unseen lev-
els of acrimony. In the experiments, respondents are ex-
posed to perhaps the most intense exchange between
the two parties over this trauma.

The authoritarian dynamics literature offers a plausi-
ble explanation as to precisely how andwhy such volatile
elite conflicts might spill over depending on people’s per-
sonality traits. Drawing on findings from that body of
work, the overarching expectation is that people with
authoritarian predispositions react differently to non-
authoritarians. Therefore, variations in authoritarian pre-
dispositions should account for differing affective im-
pacts of exposure to this partisan struggle at the elite
level. To test this, the study incorporates the four-item
child-rearing values (CRV) index measure of authoritar-
ian predispositions.

This assumption seems to hold. Overall, authoritar-
ians do respond differently to the conflict than non-
authoritarians, but not in the straightforward manner
originally theorized. Initially, the argument was that au-
thoritarians are those who react to perceived threats
(e.g., Stenner, 2005). In contrast, subsequent studies
found that it was non-authoritarians who were reacting
(e.g., Hetherington & Suhay, 2011). I find that both non-
authoritarians and authoritarians react simultaneously
to this elite level conflict and that their reaction patterns
are opposite. Non-authoritarians rally around Labour vot-
ers, whereas authoritarians rally around Progress voters.
Furthermore, low-authoritarians also react by becoming
more hostile to Labour voters.

The remainder of the article is structured in the
following manner: The subsequent section situates the
study within the literature on polarization and authori-
tarian dynamics, followed by a section on the Norwegian
case and conflict between the two political parties. This
is followed by an overview of the data and research de-
sign, discussion of the results, and finally some conclud-
ing remarks.

2. Dynamics of Partisanship

In recent decades, radical right parties and move-
ments have become a fixture of the political landscape
in Western Europe (Ivarsflaten, 2008; Mudde, 2007;
Weisskircher & Berntzen, 2019). The radical right fac-
tion is fundamentally nativist and increasingly mobilizes
on an anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic platform (Berntzen,
2019). Defining themselves as the voice of the peo-
ple, their main political antagonists are the “elites”—
ranging from mainstream parties such as the social
democrats to human rights organizations, journalists,
and academics—whom they blame for fundamentally al-
tering the characteristics of Western nations by letting
them become Islamized.

A major concern is that the growth of such par-
ties and movements is leading to an increased affective,
partisan polarization of the citizenry (Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2018), mirroring that which happened be-
tween Republicans and Democrats in the United States
(see e.g., Iyengar & Westwood 2015, p. 691). Affective
polarization is understood as an increasing distance be-
tween adherents of different identity-based groups, such
as parties and ideological factions. It is composed of two
dimensions: positive and negative partisanship. Positive
partisanship refers to an attachment to ones’ own
identity-group (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes,
1960, p. 143), in the form of sympathizing with, lov-
ing, and trusting them. Reversely, negative partisanship
refers to feeling antipathy, hatred, and distrust toward
members of another identity-based group.

Increased affective partisanship could have deleteri-
ous effects on the functioning of democratic institutions,
trust, and social cohesion. This scenario is made more
volatile by the spate of terror attacks committed by mil-
itant Islamists (Nesser, 2018) and right-wing extremists
(Ravndal, 2018) during the same period that the radical
right have become major players in party politics. It has
been established that elite partisan polarization impacts
public opinion (Druckman et al., 2013). What happens
when radical right politicians and their opponents en-
gage in elite partisan conflict surrounding such traumatic
events? Conflicts, where they politicize terror attacks by
laying blame and signaling distrust and dislike of each
other, could very well spill over onto citizens’ affective
evaluation of their voters.

Affective partisanship andpolarization has beenmea-
sured using a wide-ranging assortment of survey items,
such as feeling thermometers (Lelkes&Westwood, 2017,
p. 489), trait stereotypes (Garrett et al., 2014; Iyengar,
Sood, & Lelkes, 2012), trust (Levendusky, 2013), and
social-distance measures gauging how comfortable peo-
ple are in having close friends, neighbours, and hav-
ing their children marry someone from the other party
(Bogardus, 1947; Iyengar et al., 2012; Knudsen, 2018;
Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016). Of these, the feeling
thermometer is the most common measure (Lelkes
& Westwood, 2017, p. 489), where affective polariza-
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tion is computed as the difference between the score
given to the party of the respondent and the score
given to the opposing party (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky,
Malhotra, &Westwood, 2019) or their voters (Druckman
& Levendusky, 2019).

In instances where we wish to study the partisan
impact of critical events and their politicization at the
elite level, aggregate measures of polarization may ren-
der specific patterns of partisanship more obscure, par-
ticularly in the multi-party systems which characterize
much of Western Europe. For this reason, looking at citi-
zens’ sympathies for the factions engaged in the conflict
and their partisan supporters is more relevant.

Regardless of the context, the drivers of negative and
positive affective evaluation of and by partisans are less
well understood, although the social-psychological work
on authoritarian dynamics offers a tantalizing answer. In
this work, authoritarianism is defined as a personality
trait, a pre-political need for conformity and resulting in-
tolerance toward difference (Feldman & Stenner, 1997;
Hetherington & Suhay, 2011; Stenner, 2005).

The work on authoritarian dynamics is informed by
the broader literature on authoritarianism, but the in-
sistence on understanding authoritarian dispositions as
independent from other political orientations or atti-
tudes sets them apart. The main critique levelled at
the broader field is that they have constructed and
utilized measures which conflate authoritarianism with
conservatism and specific prejudices (e.g., Feldman &
Stenner, 1997; Hetherington & Suhay, 2011), leading to
the misidentification of authoritarianism as a uniquely
right-wing phenomenon (Stenner, 2005; Stenner&Haidt,
2018). Child-rearing items contrasting personal auton-
omy and social conformity have become the most
favoured measure (e.g., Feldman & Stenner, 1997;
Hetherington & Suhay, 2011; Stenner, 2005) which ar-
guably allows us to escape the tautological reasoning
that has otherwise plagued the authoritarianism litera-
ture (Hetherington & Suhay, 2011, p. 550). The literature
on authoritarian dynamics is also unified by their empha-
sis on threat as a key interaction term which allows us to
explain many changes in attitudes and behaviour when
combined with authoritarianism.

While united in these respects, the authoritarian dy-
namics field can be roughly divided into two camps,
based on two disputes: First, is authoritarianism a latent
trait that only becomes activated under certain circum-
stances, or is it a consistent disposition? Second, who
is it that reacts to environmental stimuli in the form of
threats—authoritarians or non-authoritarians?

The first camp, epitomized by the pioneering work
of Stenner and Feldman, understand peoples’ authoritar-
ian dispositions as latent (e.g., Feldman, 2003; Feldman
& Stenner, 1997; Stenner, 2005; Stenner & Haidt, 2018).
That is, such dispositions have little to no bearing on their
political views, attitudes, and choices until they are ex-
posed to threateningmessages. Stenner and Feldman ar-
gue that people with authoritarian dispositions are par-

ticularly susceptible to normative threats:Messages that
instil a sense of perceived threat to the unity and unifor-
mity of society. In this account, it is those with interme-
diate to high authoritarianism scores who become acti-
vated under situations of threat. Several studies building
on the authoritarian dynamics theory have found simi-
lar results. While some studies find that threats increase
prejudice and intolerance across the board, it does so es-
pecially for those with marked authoritarian dispositions
(e.g., Lavine, Lodge, Polichak, & Taber, 2002; Merolla &
Zechmeister, 2009). Threats have, therefore, been de-
scribed as having a galvanizing effect on authoritarians
(Sniderman, Hagendoorn, & Prior, 2004).

In contrast, the other camp, most clearly embod-
ied by the work of Hetherington and colleagues (e.g.,
Hetherington& Suhay, 2011) argue that peoplewith high
levels of authoritarianism have relatively stable prefer-
ences when it comes to illiberal policies. This is taken
as an indication that their dispositions are not latent but
consistently and “chronically” activated (Hetherington &
Suhay, 2011, p. 548). Instead of it being the highly au-
thoritarian individuals who react to threat, they argue
that threat exposure most clearly impacts those with no
or lower levels of authoritarianism. It is this segment
of the population that alter their preferences, thereby
becoming more similar to the authoritarians. In other
words, the non-authoritarians “catch up” with the au-
thoritarians in what has been described as a mobiliz-
ing effect (Claassen & McLaren, 2019; Hetherington &
Suhay, 2011; Hetherington & Weiler, 2009; Vasilopoulos,
Marcus, & Foucault, 2018). Rather than utilizing norma-
tive threat, they contend that physical threat of terror
provides a better gauge as it ‘plausibly threatens those
across the authoritarianism distribution’ (Hetherington
& Suhay, 2011, p. 549).

These two positions and the findings that underpin
them have been presented as mutually exclusive (e.g.,
Claassen&McLaren, 2019).While the disagreement con-
tinues about whether or not those with high levels of
authoritarianism are always activated (Feldman, 2020),
more recent acknowledgement that non-authoritarians
may respondwhen they believe the actions of some peo-
ple can ‘significantly reduce their freedom of or be a
direct threat to their lives’ (Feldman, 2020, p. 42), sug-
gests that the two positions are not completely at odds.
In other words, while authoritarians react when they per-
ceive a challenge to traditional norms and values, non-
authoritarians are most concerned with threats to per-
sonal and civil freedoms.

Therefore, the specific threats people are exposed to
seem to produce different outcomes. Previous studies
have found that one of the two groups react—either the
authoritarians galvanize, or the non-authoritarians mo-
bilize. It is important to note that none of these studies
have zoomed in on specific partisan conflicts, but often
look at more overarching issues such as opposition to im-
migration (e.g., Claassen & McLaren, 2019; Sniderman
et al., 2004), support for increased security and surveil-
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lance measures (e.g., Vasilopoulos et al., 2018), as well
as support for specific political parties (e.g., Vasilopoulos
& Lachat, 2018). When it comes to affective political con-
flict at the elite level, however, it is plausible that non-
authoritarians rally in response to one party, whilst au-
thoritarians rally in response to another.

3. The Terror Attacks and Political Conflict between the
Radical Right and Social Democrats

The most prominent conflict that the radical right
Progress Party is engaged in is with the social democratic
Labour Party. This conflict has simmered ever since the
Progress Party had their first electoral breakthrough in
1987 and has primarily revolved around issues of Muslim
immigration and national security. The conflict escalated
after the 22 July 2011 terror attacks, when the right-wing
extremist Anders Behring Breivik killed 77 people in two
terrorist attacks directed at the government quarters and
Labour Youth camp (see e.g., Berntzen&Sandberg, 2014).
Breivik obsessed over the supposed “sneak Islamization”
of Norway for which he primarily blamed the Labour
Party. The term “sneak Islamization” was initially intro-
duced to Norwegian political discourse by Progress Party
leader Siv Jensen during the parliamentary election cam-
paign 2009—in which she too blamed the Labor Party for
this supposed development (Jupskås, 2015, p. 68).

Not long before the attacks, the Progress Party had
campaigned on the issue of Norway becoming Islamized
by stealth, the very same issue that Breivik claimed mo-
tivated his attacks against the Labour government and
party (Berntzen & Sandberg, 2014). Despite this, the pri-
mary political reaction in the immediate aftermath was
one of unity and depoliticization of the attacks by deem-
phasizing the fact that the terrorist deliberately targeted
the Labour government and the Labour Youth camp
(Lödén, 2014). Instead, the then Prime Minister, Jens
Stoltenberg of the Labour Party, described it as an ‘at-
tack on us all,’ promising that the responsewould only be
‘evenmore democracy’ (Stoltenberg, 2011). Additionally,
Stoltenberg made a public appeal to ‘tone down anti-
immigrant rhetoric’ and to ‘avoid assigning blame to a
particular political party’ (Wiggen, 2012)—meaning the
Progress Party. While stating that ‘the party accepted
no responsibility for the heinous crimes committed by
Breivik,’ Progress Party leader Siv Jensen also proclaimed
that they would stop using the same rhetoric as they had
before (Wiggen, 2012). In otherwords, both the terror at-
tack and issues of immigration and any supposed “sneak
Islamization” were off the table—for a time.

In the local elections held not long after, the Labour
Party surged while the Progress Party suffered a setback.
The Progress Party’s loss of support was in large part be-
cause immigration, their most important issue, had not
been discussed (Bergh& Bjørklund, 2013). During the na-
tional elections in 2013, the Progress Party also suffered
a substantial electoral setback, but nevertheless man-
aged to enter government for the first time. They formed

a minority coalition government with the Conservative
Party (Høyre, H) by securing parliamentary backing from
the Christian Democrats (Kristelig Folkeparti, KrF) and
the Liberals (Venstre, V), thereby replacing the previ-
ous Labour-led government. The Progress Party and
Conservatives secured a second term in government af-
ter the 2017 national elections, initially with continued
parliamentary backing from the Christian Democrats and
Liberals. This was followed by the Liberals and subse-
quently the Christian Democrats officially entering the
government coalition as of January 2018 and January
2019, respectively.

As the years passed the initial depoliticization of the
terror attacks met resistance from factions within the
Labour Party. Meanwhile, the parliamentary wing of the
Progress Party gradually returned to form and became
more strident in their anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim
messaging (Jupskås, 2016, p. 179). This closely coin-
cided with the rise of a faction within the Labour Party
who wanted to hold the Progress Party responsible. It
infused a new level of acrimony and vitriol into the
conflict between the two factions. An early portent
of the future hostilities came during the transition pe-
riod after the national elections in 2013 and just be-
fore the Labour-led government tendered its resignation
when Prime Minister Stoltenberg asked Progress Party
leader Siv Jensen to apologize for using the term “sneak
Islamization”—a request she promptly refused (Johnsen
& Hvidsten, 2013).

The conflict reached its peak after Minister of Justice
Sylvi Listhaug from the Progress Party shared a post on
Facebook, March 9, 2018, writing that ‘the Labor Party
believes that the rights of terrorists are more important
than the nation’s security. LIKE AND SHARE!’ accompa-
nied by a picture of an Islamic State-soldier wielding a
knife (Svaar, 2018). Labour party leader Jonas Gahr Støre
retorted by saying that Sylvi Listhaug from the Progress
Party ‘deliberately, calculatedly, kindles the hatred that
took so many lives on 22 July’ (Sørsdahl, 2018).

Listhaug was subsequently forced to resign as
Minister of Justice on March 20, 2018 but maintained
her prominent position within the ranks of the Progress
Party and was officially elected as 1st Deputy Leader on
May 5, 2019 (Gilbrant & Suvatne, 2019). In a sign of re-
newed confidence by the coalition government, Listhaug
was also appointed as Minister of Health and Care ser-
vices, May 3, 2019.

The Progress Party withdrew from the coalition gov-
ernment on January 20, 2020, after having sat in govern-
ment for six years, two months and twenty days. They
chose to withdraw after the government extracted a fe-
male Islamic State member and her children from an in-
ternment camp in Syria (Jensen, 2020). The Conservative
PrimeMinister Erna Solberg had initially opposed retriev-
ing female Islamic Statemembers and their childrenwith
Norwegian citizenship, whereas the government coali-
tion partners the Christian Democrats and Liberals and
several opposition parties including Labour had gone out
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in favour of ‘bringing them home’ (Johnsen, 2019). For
the Progress Party, the issue of extracting these women
and their children was directly related to the heated
conflict between then Minister of Justice Listhaug and
Labour leader Gahr Støre. Listhaug herself argued the
conflict which played out in March 2018 was based on
a misrepresentation of her desire to enact a law with-
drawing Norwegian citizenship from Islamic State fight-
ers (Sylvi Listhaug forsvarer, 2018).

4. Data and Research Design

Data for the study (N = 1370) were collected from a
probability-based online national survey conducted by
theNCP betweenMay 21 and June 10, 2019. See theNCP
methodology report for details (Skjervheim, Høgestøl,
Bjørnebekk, & Eikrem, 2019). The data is available free of
cost for scholars via the Norwegian Social Science Data
Archive. The study includes measures for authoritarian
pre-dispositions, experimental exposure to political con-
flict, and party voter likeability for Labour and Progress
Party voters.

The main hypothesis of this study is that the effect
of exposure to the 22 July-related political conflict be-
tween radical right Progress Party and the social demo-
cratic Labour Party on citizens’ sympathies toward these
two parties’ voters vary according to peoples’ authoritar-
ian predispositions. To test this, I have chosen a between-
subjects experimental design. The experimental design
consists of exposure to statements by the then Minister
of Justice, Sylvi Listhaug (Progress Party) and party leader
Jonas Gahr Støre (Labour Party) in the form of vignettes.
Whereas the Progress Party message describes Labour
as a challenge to traditional norms and values by placing
the rights of (Muslim) terrorists above national security,
the Labour message is that the Progress Party induces
right-wing extremism which poses a threat to peoples’
personal safety and liberty. In the case of the Progress
Party message, the physical threat of terror is present
butmore implicit. Respondents were randomly allocated
to one of two treatments or control (no treatment), and
subsequently asked to rate how much they like or dis-
like Labour and Progress Party voters, respectively, on
a seven-point sympathy barometer scale established as
standard in the NCP, ranging from “intensely dislike” (1)
to “intensely like” (7).

Note that respondents were explicitly asked about
their view of party voters and not the party itself.
Sympathy measures that only use the party label
in their question wording (for instance asking about
“Republicans” and “Democrats” in the US) have been
found to measure affect for party elites and not the
masses (Druckman&Levendusky, 2019). The Like–Dislike
sympathy barometer is itself an established measure to
gauge affect and polarization (see e.g., Gidron, Adams, &
Horne, 2019; Hansen & Kosiara-Pedersen, 2017; Lauka,
McCoy, & Firat, 2018) and is an attempt to get at the
same phenomenon as the more traditional feeling ther-

mometer’s answer scale that ranges between 0 and 100.
The degree to which these are functionally equivalent
or whether one is superior to the other has not yet
been established.

The full wording of the survey experiments expos-
ing respondents to the 22 July-related political con-
flict between the Progress Party and Labour Party were
as follows:

Progress Party message

Please read the text below carefully. Norway has ex-
perienced various political conflicts in recent times.
Whilst involved in one of these conflicts, Sylvi Listhaug
from the Progress Party wrote that ‘the Labour Party
believes that the rights of terrorists are more impor-
tant than the nation’s security. LIKE AND SHARE!.’

Labour Party message

Please read the text below carefully. Norway has ex-
perienced various political conflicts in recent times.
Whilst involved in one of these conflicts, Jonas Gahr
Støre from the Labour Party said that Sylvi Listhaug
from the Progress Party ‘deliberately, calculatedly,
kindles the hatred that took somany lives on the 22nd
of July.’

Previouswork on authoritarianismwhere threats arema-
nipulated in an experimental setting (e.g., Lavine, Lodge,
& Freitas, 2005; Merolla & Zechmeister, 2009; Stenner,
2005) have been criticized on (at least) two counts. First,
because they are only able to activate a threat response
from those at one end of the authoritarianism scale
but not the other (Hetherington & Suhay, 2011, p. 551).
Second, because the relationship between the exoge-
nous threats created by the experimenter and real-world
threats often remain unclear due to the fictitious nature
of the experiment (Hetherington & Suhay, 2011, p. 551),
with there sometimes being a vague operationalization
of threat or at other times more outlandish scenarios.

My experimental conditions address both points of
criticism. First, the treatments are direct replications of
a heated real conflict on a word for word basis. While
a full year passed between the intense episode and its
utilization in the survey, no other episodes arose in the
interim to eclipse it nor did the two parties make any
significant attempts at reconciliation. This has its own
potential drawbacks but provides some assurance that
the messages will be perceived as threatening. Second,
both relate to the threat of terrorism, either by right-
wing extremists or Islamist extremists. In addition, both
messages single out their political opponents as the un-
derlying cause of this threat. They thereby cover both
dimensions—physical and normative threat—that have
been stressed by both sides in the academic debate.

The measure for authoritarianism used in the analy-
sis is constructed from four questions that contrast pairs
of CRV in terms of personal autonomy versus social con-
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formity. Respondents were asked to choose which is
more important to them: independence or respect for
parents; obedience or self-reliance; being considerate
or well-behaved; and curiosity or good manners. Each
question was coded so that the authoritarian option
was equal to 1 and the non-authoritarian option was 0.
A scale was created by averaging across the four ques-
tions. The scale was then collapsed, where choosing 3
to 4 of the authoritarian options is classified as high-
authoritarian, 2 as low-authoritarian, and 0 to 1 as non-
authoritarian (see Figure 1). The authoritarianism mea-
sure is crucial to discern whether, and why, exposure to
partisan conflict at the elite level may have different ef-
fects on citizens’ affective evaluation of voters.

My choice of collapsing the authoritarianism scale
into three categories deviates from the more prevalent
approaches of treating it either as a continuous or di-
chotomous variable. At the same time, the resulting ana-
lyses are consistently discussed using a similar tripartite
distinction (e.g., Hetherington & Suhay, 2011, p. 553;
Stenner & Haidt, 2018, p. 192). This indicates that there
are meaningful qualitative differences between people
with low, intermediate, and high scores that have impli-
cations for when and why someone’s predispositions be-
come activated. Considering this, treating authoritarian-
ism as a categorical and not a continuous or simply di-
chotomous variable allows for a more straightforward
reading of the potentially differentiated interaction ef-
fects between varying levels of authoritarianism and the
two experimental treatments (threat messages).

5. Results

During the last decade, there has been an ongoing de-
bate about the proper use, interpretation, and presenta-
tion of statistical inference. In my analysis, I try to steer
clear of the standard pitfalls, such as using p < 0.05
as a clear line distinguishing between significance and
non-significance (Wasserstein & Lazar, 2016). Instead,

I embrace the ATOM principle—“Accept uncertainty. Be
thoughtful, open, and modest” (Wasserstein, Schirm, &
Lazar, 2019, p. 2). To do so, I differentiate between
substantive and statistical significance while enumerat-
ing all results for transparency—providing effect sizes,
standard deviations and significance values reported
as continuous quantities. For p-values, I refer to Hug’s
(2019) designations ranging from decisive evidence for
p-values ranging between 0.000–0.001, very strong for
p< 0.001–0.004, strong for p< 0.004–0.012, substantial
for p < 0.012–0.037, moderate for p < 0.037–0.132 and
weak for p < 0.132–1.000.

I begin by looking at the aggregate effects on citi-
zens’ sympathies for Progress and Labour Party voters
(see Figure 2). Herewe see that exposure to the elite con-
flict does not substantively shift citizens’ sympathies for
radical right Progress Party voters, nor Labour Party vot-
ers. Concerning the affect for Labour voters, the effect
of the Labour message is substantively negligible to non-
existent (b = 0.039, SD = 0.082, p = 0.587). The same
holds when it comes to the impact of the Progress mes-
sage (b= 0.044, SD= 0.081, p= 0.632). For citizens’ sym-
pathies for Progress voters, we see that the Labour mes-
sage may exert a very small substantive effect in favour
of Progress voters (b = 0.134, SD = 0.097, p = 0.169),
but the weak p-value makes any clear conclusions un-
tenable. The Progress message has no discernible effect
(b = 0.021, SD = 0.099, p = 0.829).

Having established that the elite conflict between
the Progress Party and Labour has no notable effects on
sympathies toward the respective parties’ voters when
looking at the population in aggregate, I now turn to
citizens’ sympathies sorted by their authoritarian pre-
dispositions. Authoritarianism is here treated as a cate-
gorical variable, ranging from non-authoritarian to low-
authoritarian and finally high-authoritarian.

The main expectation was that citizens’ response
to exposure to elite conflict between the radical right
Progress Party and social democratic Labour Party should

70%

60%
59%

23%
18%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
NON-AUTHORITARIAN LOW-AUTHORITARIAN HIGH-AUTHORITARIAN

Figure 1. Distribution of authoritarian pre-dispositions. Notes: NCP, wave 15. N = 1370. Bars reflect % of the population
falling into each category.
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Figure 2.No aggregate effect of exposure to elite conflict between Progress Party and Labour Party on citizens’ sympathies
for their voters. Notes: NCP, wave 15. N = 1340. * p < 0.1 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01.

vary depending on their levels of authoritarian predis-
positions. The formula below summarizes the OLS pro-
cedure for identifying the affective evaluation of Labour
and Progress voters, respectively:

Sympathy for party voters =
= 𝛼 + 𝛽1 (Low authoritarianism)
+ 𝛽2 (High authoritarianism)
+ 𝛽3 (Labour message) + 𝛽4 (Progress message)
+ 𝛽5 (Low authoritarianism × Labour message)
+ 𝛽6 (High authoritarianism × Labour message)
+ 𝛽7 (Low authoritarianism × Progress message)
+ 𝛽8 (High authoritarianism × Progress message) + 𝜀

I now turn to look at sympathy for Labour Party voters
(see Figure 3). Non-authoritarians become slightly more
sympathetic toward Labour Party voters when exposed
to both the Labour message (b = 0.204, SD = 0.117,
p = 0.083) and the Progress message (b = 0.28,
SD = 0.119, p = 0.021). In other words, the conflict
seems to have a rallying effect on non-authoritarians in
favor of Labour. For low-authoritarians, the directional-
ity is reversed for both exposure to the Labour message
(b = −0.49, SD = 0.221, p = 0.026) and the Progress mes-
sage (b = −0.384, SD = 0.221, p = 0.084). Substantively,
the effects of exposure to the Labour message are rela-
tively strong, making low-authoritarians more unsympa-
thetic toward Labour voters. For high-authoritarians, ex-
posure to the political conflict has no discernible impact
on their sympathies for Labour voters, neither in the case
of the Labour message (b = 0.13, SD = 0.243, p = 0.594)

nor the Progress message (b = −0.30, SD = 0.224,
p = 0.223).

Let us now look at citizens’ sympathies for Progress
Party voters, beginning with non-authoritarian citizens
(see Figure 4). The Progress message has substantively
small, but discernible impact (b = −0.230, SD = 0.142,
p = 0.105), indicating that it makes non-authoritarians
somewhat more unsympathetic toward Progress vot-
ers. In contrast, the Labour message condemning the
Progress Party has no noticeable effect (b = −0.139,
SD = 0.140, p = 0.322). For low-authoritarians, the
Labour message has a, substantively speaking, moder-
ate rallying effect on their sympathies for Progress voters
(b = 0.478, SD = 0.263, p = 0.070). The same is not the
case for the Progress message (b = 0.307, SD = 0.265,
p = 0.247). Finally, for the high-authoritarians we see
that whilst the Labour message has no discernible effect
(b = 0.352, SD = 0.289, p = 0.224), the Progress mes-
sage has a noticeable substantive rallying effect on their
sympathies for Progress voters (b = 0.758, SD = 0.292,
p = 0.010). That is, highly authoritarian individuals be-
come more positive toward Progress voters.

The main expectation was that citizens’ response
to exposure to elite conflict between the radical right
Progress Party and the social democratic Labour Party
should vary depending on their levels of authoritarian
predispositions. This is borne out; authoritarians do, by
and large, respond differently to the conflict than non-
authoritarians. Overall, low-authoritarians are the most
susceptible to the conflict. Both Labour and Progress
messages have a counter-mobilizational effect, decreas-
ing their sympathy for Labour voters, whereas the Labour
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Figure 3. Exposure to elite conflict rallies non-authoritarians for and mobilizes low-authoritarians against Labour party
voters, with no discernible impact on high-authoritarians. NCP, wave 15. N = 1045. * p < 0.1 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01.

(but not the Progress message) has a rallying effect in
favour of Progress voters. Substantively, the effect sizes
are intermediate. In contrast, we see that exposure does
not alter the affective evaluation of Labour voters by high-
authoritarians, but when exposed to the Progress mes-
sage they become markedly more sympathetic toward

Progress voters. In comparison, non-authoritarians be-
come somewhat more sympathetic toward Labour vot-
ers when exposed to the conflict. Concerning their sym-
pathies for Progress voters, the Labour message has no
impact while the Progress message seems to make them
slightly less sympathetic. See Table 1 for a full overview.
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Figure 4. Exposure to elite conflict between Labour and Progress party mobilizes non-authoritarians against and rallies low-
and high-authoritarians for Progress party voters. NCP, wave 15. N = 1046. * p < 0.1 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01.
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Table 1. Citizens’ sympathy for Labour and Progress Party voters (OLS).

Labour voters (1) Progress voters (1) Labour voters (2) Progress voters (2)

Predictors Estimates CI P Estimates CI P Estimates CI P Estimates CI P

(Intercept) 4.32 *** 4.21–4.43 < 0.001 3.14 *** 3.01–3.28 < 0.001 4.35 *** 4.19–4.51 < 0.001 3.01 *** 2.81–3.20 < 0.001

Labour message −0.04 −0.20–0.12 0.587 0.13 −0.06–0.33 0.169 0.20 * −0.03–0.43 0.083 −0.14 −0.42–0.14 0.322

Progress message 0.04 −0.12–0.20 0.632 0.02 −0.17–0.22 0.829 0.28 ** 0.04–0.51 0.021 −0.23 −0.51–0.05 0.105

Low authoritarianism 0.04 −0.25–0.34 0.795 0.21 −0.15–0.57 0.255

High authoritarianism −0.48 *** −0.81—0.15 0.004 0.41 ** 0.02–0.80 0.040

Labour msg × Low auth −0.49 ** −0.93—0.06 0.026 0.48 * −0.04–1.00 0.070

Progress msg × Low auth −0.38 * −0.82–0.05 0.084 0.31 −0.21–0.83 0.247

Labour msg × High auth 0.13 −0.35–0.61 0.594 0.35 −0.22–0.92 0.224

Progress msg × High auth −0.30 −0.78–0.18 0.223 0.76 *** 0.18–1.33 0.010

Observations 1340 1341 1045 1046

R2/R2 adjusted 0.001/–0.001 0.002/0.000 0.039/0.032 0.053/0.045

Notes: * p < 0.1 ** p < 0.05 *** p < 0.01.
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6. Conclusion

This is the first study of how affective polarization and
terror-related conflict at the elite level impacts citizens’
sympathy toward voters. It helps piece together pre-
cisely how threats may alter peoples’ attitudes and pref-
erences. It has done so by utilizing a concrete, real-world
conflict and messages that are likely to be perceived as
threatening in one way or another to large segments of
the population. The study shows that terror-related con-
flict between the radical right and social democrats has a
spill-over effect on citizens’ sympathies for their voters.

The conflict affects citizens’ according to their exist-
ing authoritarian predispositions. Non-authoritarians re-
act by rallying around social democratic partisans, whilst
low- and high-authoritarians rally around radical right
partisans. The findings, therefore, speak directly to the
ongoing debate within the authoritarianism field, provid-
ing support for a modified version of what has been la-
belled the authoritarian dynamics’ theory. Initially, the
argumentwas that peoplewith authoritarian personality
traits would react to exposure to threats (e.g., Feldman
& Stenner, 1997; Stenner, 2005). Later findings instead
indicated that non-authoritarians were the ones who re-
acted strongly to threats. Some have posited these as
competing explanations (e.g., Claassen&McLaren, 2019;
Hetherington & Suhay, 2011). In my study, however, it
becomes clear that both non-authoritarians and author-
itarians can react simultaneously when exposed to high-
intensity, partisan conflict at the elite level.

As to the dispute over whether authoritarians are
“chronically” activated (Hetherington & Suhay, 2011)
or only become activated under specific circumstances
(Feldman & Stenner, 1997; Stenner, 2005), my find-
ings provide some support for the latter position. The
academic disagreement on this count may simply re-
flect the nature of the given scenarios investigated.
For one, they have frequently looked at or experimen-
tally utilized differing threats. Furthermore, they have
not looked at episodes of actual partisan conflict. My
findings demonstrate that both authoritarians and non-
authoritarians can become simultaneously “activated”
by political conflict within the same polity. Strictly speak-
ing, this is therefore not just an authoritarian dynamic
in the sense originally implied by Feldman, Stenner and
others (e.g., Feldman & Stenner, 1997), where only au-
thoritarians react.

Now, why exactly is it that we see these different re-
sponse patterns? While both messages contain a physi-
cal and normative threat element, the Labour Party mes-
sage is more in line with what the literature indicates
that non-authoritarians react to while the Progress Party
message is more in line with what authoritarians react
to. Yet, while this episode is among the most intense, it
is not the first instance of conflict between the two par-
ties along these normative lines. The response patterns
are relatively uniform, with non-authoritarians becom-
ing more sympathetic to Labour voters when exposed

both to the Labour and the Progress message, indicat-
ing that their response is at least partially conditioned by
the considerable length of time they have been exposed
to the conflict between the radical right and their so-
cial democratic antagonists over the years. For instance,
the Progress Party has consistently painted the Labour
Party as a threat to the unity and cohesion of “tradi-
tional” Norwegian society through Muslim immigration
and “sneak Islamization,” whereas the Labour Party de-
picts the Progress Party as a threat to decency, political
stability, and minority rights.

Owing to the nature of the experiments utilized in
this study, it is difficult to truly disentangle whether
these variations are due to the messages, the actors, or
a combination of the two. Just as with this case, real-
world conflicts often involve different themes and threat
scenarios pushed by specific political actors. To build on
the findings presented in this paper, a next step would
be to design new experiments with hypothetical scenar-
ios varying all the elements above. Another related as-
pect to investigate further is the more complex, longitu-
dinal interaction-effects between direct party identifica-
tion and authoritarianism within multi-party systems.

To reiterate, the key findings were that 1) both non-
authoritarians and authoritarians (low to high) can re-
act simultaneously to threats, and that 2) in the case of
partisan conflict their reaction patterns may be diamet-
rically opposite. While the terror attacks themselves and
the subsequent conflict is specific to the Norwegian case,
it is in my estimation very plausible that these findings
are generalizable to other cases within the sphere of lib-
eral democracies in Western Europe and elsewhere. The
socio-political specificity of these cases, however, such
as processes of partisan sorting over a long period and
the comparative primacy of party-political identity over
ethnicity and other identities (see e.g., Westwood et al.,
2018), makes it less likely that the findings can be read-
ily generalized to non-WEIRD populations (Western, ed-
ucated, rich and democratic).

In any case, within the sphere of liberal democra-
cies, the results indicate that a continued conflict at
the elite level between the radical right and their so-
cial democratic adversaries may contribute to a grow-
ing affective, partisan divide among citizens based on
their authoritarian pre-dispositions in terms of whom
they sympathize with. Beyond the overarching similari-
ties in culture and political development, this position
is premised on the finding that personality is relatively
stable over time (e.g., Stenner, 2005, on authoritarian-
ism; for stability of broader personality traits, see e.g.,
Damian, Spengler, Sutu, & Roberts, 2019; Hampson &
Goldberg, 2006). Non-authoritarians could drift closer
to the “mainstream,” pro-social democratic camp and
the low- to high-authoritarians in the “populist,” pro-
radical right camp. If the pattern of conflict is main-
tained, it could cause a relatively even affective split of
the population, as non-authoritarians make up around
half the population and the combined tally of low- to
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high-authoritarians the other half. The impact on neg-
ative affect is less clear-cut, but here we could also
see an increasing gap as low-authoritarians move fur-
ther away from the non-authoritarians and closer to the
high-authoritarian baseline. The result may well be that
the neutral ground—holding neither sympathies nor an-
tipathies for either party camp—is whittled away. This
would be in line with but not as far-ranging as the sce-
nario Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser discuss, wherein pol-
itics is completely bifurcated into a struggle between
“liberal democracy” and “populism” (Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser 2018, p. 1685).
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1. Introduction

The conceptions of democracy underlying the ideology
of radical populist parties arguably pose a threat to both
liberal and representative democracy (Galston, 2018;
Pappas, 2019; Plattner, 2010; Taggart, 2004; Urbinati,
1998). Yet, we know little about how the attitudes per-
taining to the populist core on the one hand and those
based on radical left or right host ideologies on the other
relate to normative conceptions and expectations about
democratic decision-making. Following an ideational ap-
proach (Hawkins, Carlin, Littvay, & Rovira Kaltwasser,

2018; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017), we view pop-
ulism as directed against the liberal principles of democ-
racy such as minority rights and the rule of law, while fa-
voring direct popular participation rather than decision-
making by elected representatives. Radical left and right
host ideologies, by contrast, define manifestations of so-
cial grievances in society, assign blame to those they la-
bel responsible, and propose different solutions in the
form of radical change in favor of those who ought to
govern in the place of corrupt politicians.

The challenge is that populism rarely occurs alone,
but often in tandem with a radical left or right host ide-
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ology. This entanglement has given rise to a consider-
able debate on the precise locus of the effect. Specifically,
whether effects can be independently ascribed and thus
measured, or whether they are inherently intertwined,
even to the point that populism per se is an empty shell.
Proceeding from the idea that populism has a substan-
tial core and is meaningfully distinct from the influence
of host ideologies, our analysis will need to show that the
effects are independently present in the dependent vari-
ables. In this article, we therefore aim to disentangle this
relationship by examining the extent to which citizens’
conceptions of democratic decision-making are shaped
by populist attitudes or rather by attitudes towards rad-
ical left and right host ideologies. Accordingly, we ask to
what extent populist attitudes and attitudes based on
radical left and right host ideologies affect citizens’ con-
ceptions of democratic decision-making.

Drawing on recent research by Landwehr and Steiner
(2017) on the gap between democratic aspirations
and democratic practice, we distinguish four modes
of democratic decision-making embedded in different
conceptions of democracy: trusteeship democracy, anti-
pluralism, deliberative proceduralism, and majoritarian-
ism. Using data from the GESIS Panel (Bosnjak et al.,
2018; GESIS, 2019) for Germany and the Austrian
National Election Study (AUTNES) Online Panel (Wagner
et al., 2018), we focus on the distinction between pop-
ulism and radical host ideologies and their impact on citi-
zens’ understanding of the functional and procedural as-
pects of democracy.

Our article proceeds by first laying out our theoretical
argument and discussing the relationship between pop-
ulism and radical host ideologies as related to different
conceptions of democratic decision-making. After stat-
ing our hypotheses, we present the research design and
briefly introduce our two cases, Austria and Germany.
This is followed by the empirical analysis and the discus-
sion of our findings.

2. Theoretical Argument

2.1. Citizens’ Conceptions of Democratic
Decision-Making

In recent years, scholars have increasingly focused on cit-
izens’ preferences for democracy and specific decision-
making procedures (Bengtsson, 2012; Bengtsson &
Mattila, 2009; Bowler, Donovan, & Karp, 2007; Font,
Wojcieszak, & Navarro, 2015; Hibbing & Theiss-Morse,
2001). Overall, research has shown that certain atti-
tudes towards the democratic decision-making process
affect citizens’ participation in politics (Bengtsson &
Christensen, 2016; Gherghina & Geissel, 2017; Neblo,
Esterling, Kennedy, Lazer, & Sokhey, 2010; Webb, 2013).
Moreover, citizens’ conceptions of democratic decision-
making constitute the individual yardstick for evaluating
the functioning of democracy in practice (Landwehr &
Steiner, 2017). Democratic discontent is thus also rooted

in how citizens define democracy and their expectations
of the way democratic decisions should be taken.

In turn, democratic discontent, alongside ideologi-
cal attitudes and policy preferences, is an important
explanation for the success of radical populist par-
ties over time and across countries (Hernández, 2018;
Lubbers, Gijsberts, & Scheepers, 2002; Rooduijn, 2018;
Schumacher & Rooduijn, 2013). Apart from these pre-
sumed indirect effects, recent studies show that certain
notions of democracy are also directly related to the sup-
port for populist (radical right) parties (Schmitt-Beck, van
Deth, & Staudt, 2017; Steiner & Landwehr, 2018). In or-
der to explain the success of radical populist parties, it is
therefore essential to disentangle the relationships be-
tween populism, radical host ideologies and different
conceptions of democratic decision-making.

Following previous research by Landwehr and Steiner
(2017), we distinguish between a core concept of democ-
racy as a first layer and conceptions of democratic
decision-making as a second layer. While the first layer
refers to the essential guidelines and regime principles
of democracy, the second layer deals with the norms and
procedures of howdemocratic decisions should bemade
(Dalton, 2004; Easton, 1965). Since populist citizens—
those holding populist attitudes—support democracy
over other forms of government, while being dissatis-
fied with the way democracy works in practice (Rovira
Kaltwasser & Van Hauwaert, 2020; Vehrkamp & Wratil,
2017), we assume that this dissatisfaction is not per se
the result of a general rejection of democratic princi-
ples but based on specific normative expectations of the
democratic decision-making process.

In accordance with Landwehr and Steiner (2017),
we distinguish four modes of democratic decision-
making embedded in different conceptions of democ-
racy: trusteeship democracy, anti-pluralism, deliberative
proceduralism, and majoritarianism. These conceptions
broadly represent four distinct ideas about how democ-
racy should be constituted normatively and functionally,
and which are crucial to the current debate about demo-
cratic development. Trusteeship democracy refers to the
common type of representative democracy in which leg-
islators act as trustees of their voters. While this mode
of decision-making requires trust on the part of the
voter that the representative has the best interest of
the citizens in mind, it also entails searching for compro-
mises away from the spotlight and public opinion. The
anti-pluralistmode views conflict between different par-
ticularistic interests as detrimental to the generalwelfare
of the people. Accordingly, important political decisions
are rather to be left to experts. Deliberative procedural-
ismhere refers to decision-making throughprocedures in
which the concern for general welfare outweighs individ-
ual and particularistic interests. The mode of majoritari-
anism is based on the idea that the government should
respond primarily to a commonwill of the (relevant) peo-
ple. Incorporatingminorities and diverse views is seen as
tantamount to thwarting the will of the people.
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2.2. How Populism Relates to Democratic
Decision-Making

Following an ideational approach (Hawkins et al., 2018;
Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017), we define populism
as a thin-centered “ideology that considers society to
be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and an-
tagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt
elite,’ and which argues that politics should be an ex-
pression of the volonté générale (general will) of the
people” (Mudde, 2004, p. 543). On the part of vot-
ers, populism exists as a set of widespread attitudes
among ordinary citizens that lie dormant until acti-
vated by weak democratic governance and policy failure.
These attitudes are centered on the three constituent
ideational elements of anti-elitism, people-centrism, and
a Manichean worldview (Akkerman, Mudde, & Zaslove,
2014; Castanho Silva, Jungkunz, Helbling, & Littvay, 2019;
Rooduijn, 2014).

The ambivalent nature of the relationship between
populism and democracy remains essentially controver-
sial and has been the subject of claims and counter-
claims. Some scholars suggest that populists may force
incumbent traditional parties to become more atten-
tive, thereby mitigating a growing crisis of representa-
tion (Kriesi, 2014; Mair, 2002; Taggart, 2002), but have
otherwise little measurable negative impact on the po-
litical system (Canovan, 1999; Heinisch, 2003; Mény &
Surel, 2002; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012; Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2014). Others have pushed back against
this perspective by arguing that while populism is not
anti-democratic per se, its antagonism to the procedu-
ral aspects of liberal representative democracy is well-
established (Galston, 2018; Heinisch & Wegscheider,
2019; Huber & Schimpf, 2016, 2017a, 2017b; Pappas,
2019; Plattner, 2010; Taggart, 2004; Urbinati, 1998).

This is because the people are seen as the “ultimate
source of legitimacy” (van Kessel, 2015, p. 15) for democ-
racy and, thus, the popular will is above criticism and
beyond institutional constraints. Accordingly, radical pop-
ulists in advancedWestern European democracies regard
the people as betrayed not simply by the personal corrup-
tion of elites but by systematic programmatic misrepre-
sentation (Mudde, 2004). As a consequence, populists fre-
quently call for the direct implementation of the people’s
will through plebiscitary measures (Abts & Rummens,
2007; Barr, 2009; Canovan, 2002). Likewise, political divi-
sions are not seen as legitimate differences of interest but
rather the result of outsider meddling. As a result, com-
promises designed to resolve such differences are often
regarded as less than fully legitimate (Schedler, 1996). By
rejecting the idea of a plurality of positions and interests
and by presenting political decision-making in the form
of stark moral choices between good and evil (Mudde,
2004; Plattner, 2010), democratic decisions are framed
as between those for and against the people. Such a bi-
nary moral framework may intensify already bifurcated
attitudes towards how democratic procedures work.

Procedurally speaking, populism assigns a central
role to the people in decision-making, thus support-
ing participatory approaches to democracy in the form
of plebiscites (Mohrenberg, Huber, & Freyburg, 2019).
Populists also prefer a passive role in politics (stealth
democracy), assuming that the government is respon-
sive and implements policies according to their interests
(Stoker & Hay, 2017). This, in turn, makes deliberation
in politics seemingly superfluous in populists’ eyes as
long as political outcomes are in line with the general
will (Urbinati, 2019). On a more general level, populists
are likely to oppose representative democracy, charac-
terized by a plurality of preferences, mediation, and com-
promises and thus political decision-makers acting as
trustees on behalf of diverse citizens interests (Taggart,
2000, 2004). Nonetheless, populists may prefer experts
to policy-makers because the former are less likely to be
regarded as self-serving (Mohrenberg et al., 2019).

Based on our discussion of the relationship be-
tween democracy and populism, we assume the follow-
ing effects of populist attitudes on democratic decision-
making: We expect to see attitudes that elites and rep-
resentatives are untrustworthy and resented for making
all the important decisions, while ordinary people are
seen as being ignored and powerless. Decision-making
processes are likely regarded as opaque and potentially
corrupt so that the compromises achieved are not rep-
resentative of the genuine popular will. In short, follow-
ing the populist core framework, the procedural dimen-
sion of current liberal representative democracy is likely
to be viewed negatively because the decision-makers are
self-serving; the people for whom the decisions are to be
made are not adequately represented; and the process
of reaching a decision is tainted. In the following, we pro-
vide specific explanations for our hypotheses and show
how the above discussion applies.

The first hypothesis posits that the very anti-elitism
and people-centrism inherent in populism will cause
such citizens to be skeptical towards elected politicians
and, thus, evaluate the principles of representation neg-
atively. As a result, we state it as follows:

HPOP1: The higher citizens’ populist attitudes, the less
they support trusteeship democracy.

The next hypothesis concerns the populist notion of
the people as being unified and homogeneous. This
runs counter to pluralism, which implies diversity of
opinion, thus bestowing legitimacy to non-majoritarian
viewpoints. In consequence, populism perceives such
decision-making modes as illegitimate or a threat.
Therefore, we specify the following hypothesis:

HPOP2: The higher citizens’ populist attitudes, the
more they support anti-pluralism.

When it comes to populist attitudes and support for de-
liberative democracy, we theorize that populists will see
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little need for such a process if governments enact the
popular will. Any mediation beyond that would, in their
view, only invite illegitimate extraneous influences into
the mix. However, if the original decision had not come
about based on the popular will, then, accordingly, no de-
liberative mechanisms would restore legitimacy. Hence,
we state the hypothesis as follows:

HPOP3: The higher citizens’ populist attitudes, the less
they support deliberative proceduralism.

Concerning the relationship between populism and ma-
joritarianism, we note that the central idea in populism
is that legitimate decisions derive from the unmediated
majority opinion of the people as they are the source of
political power. Thus, our hypothesis reads as follows:

HPOP4: The higher citizens’ populist attitudes, the
more they support majoritarianism.

2.3. How Radical Host Ideologies Relate to Democratic
Decision-Making

In this section, we lay out our argument for how radical
host ideologies affect the four conceptions of democratic
decision-making and proceed from the assumption that
populism is a thin ideology and thus attached to differ-
ent radical host ideologies (Stanley, 2008; Taggart, 2000).
In keeping with the ideational approach and mindful of
arguments to the contrary, we conceive populism as hav-
ing a substantive core of its own with distinct influences,
independent of the radical right or left host ideologywith
which populism is associated. In trying to determine the
extent to which the effect on attitudes towards demo-
cratic decision-making is based on the radical host ide-
ology, we first need to establish its plausible connection
with the respective proceduralmodes. Only then, in a fur-
ther step, wewill be able to see whether the interactions
betweenhost ideologies andpopulismmanifest any com-
bined effects. Thus, our subsequent discussion specifies
the causal connection between the dependent variables
and radical host ideologies independent of populism.

The radical right ideology is based on the characteris-
tics of nativism and right-wing authoritarianism (Mudde,
2007). The ideological core of the radical right is a com-
bination of an exclusive nationalism and xenophobia
(Rydgren, 2007, 2018). This nativist worldview “holds
that states should be inhabited exclusively by mem-
bers of the native group (‘the nation’) and that non-
native elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally
threatening to the homogeneous nation-state” (Mudde,
2007, p. 19). The second characteristic of the radical
right ideology is right-wing authoritarianism and encom-
passes the characteristics of authoritarian submission,
authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism (Adorno,
Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Altemeyer,
1981). Right-wing authoritarianism is the belief in a
strictly ordered hierarchical society demanding submis-

sion to authority and social conventions (Mudde, 2007;
Rydgren, 2018) and is due to an “uncritical, respectful,
obedient support for existing societal authorities and in-
stitutions” (Duckitt & Bizumic, 2013, p. 843).

Drawing on these two components of the radical
right ideology, we formulate our hypotheses regarding
the relationship to the four conceptions of democratic
decision-making, albeit following a different causal infer-
ence. In the case of the radical right, the cause is not anti-
elitism and the general will but rather a specific concern
about compromises with and the influence of (a) those
who are ethnically not part of the autochthonous peo-
ple (nativism) and (b) those subverting existing authority
structures (right-wing authoritarianism). Although these
hypotheses are pointing in the same direction as those
stated above, we expect the relative effects to be differ-
ent. The subsequent segment provides specific explana-
tions for our hypotheses and shows how our above dis-
cussion applies.

The first hypothesis is based on the argument that
as long as representation cannot be effectively restricted
to the acceptable autochthonous populations, political
trusteeship remains unacceptable to radical right cit-
izens because it would potentially lead to outcomes
that reflect the political input of socio-cultural others.
Incidentally, this is different from populists whose insis-
tence on anti-elitism and people-centeredness calls the
principle of representation itself into question. Nativists,
by contrast, should have no objection in principle to be-
ing represented by other nativists. Additionally, obedi-
ence and submission to societal authorities and conven-
tions inherent in right-wing authoritarianism might lead
to a positive evaluation of institutionalized hierarchies
of representation. While this relationship is ambiguous
and far from clear, given the aversion of the radical right
towards politicians acting as trustees of socio-cultural
others, we assume a negative relationship between rad-
ical right attitudes and representative decision-making.
Thus, we state the hypothesis as follows:

HRR1: The higher citizens’ radical right attitudes, the
less they support trusteeship democracy.

As in the previous case, any form of pluralism entails rec-
ognizing the legitimate interests of socio-cultural others,
which nativists would have to reject if theywanted to see
their own interests prevail. Given the ideological oppo-
sition between radical right positions and pluralism, we
formulate our hypothesis as follows:

HRR2: The higher citizens’ radical right attitudes, the
more they support anti-pluralism.

We also expect radical right attitudes to have a negative
effect on supporting deliberative proceduralism because
a feature of the radical right ideology is the belief in ver-
tical authority. Once a legitimate and acceptable leader
is selected, it is unlikely that there would be support for
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a grassroots process designed to undermine or upend
the authority of that leader. Hence, our hypothesis reads
as follows:

HRR3: The higher citizens’ radical right attitudes, the
less they support deliberative proceduralism.

Given that autochthonous populations form a major-
ity in most democracies, majoritarian processes dilute
the resented influence of socio-cultural or socio-political
minorities. Thus, nativists are expected to support ma-
joritarianism. Here it is less the principle of people-
centeredness but rather the potential to preserve the
substantive nativist agenda that matters. We state our
hypothesis as follows:

HRR4: The higher citizens’ radical right attitudes, the
more they support majoritarianism.

While the radical right focuses on an authoritarian and
nativist stance, the radical left mobilizes mainly based
on socio-economic grievances and offers leftist policy
solutions (March, 2017). The radical left ideology is fo-
cused on the exploitation of societies due to the “socio-
economic structure of contemporary capitalism” (March
& Mudde, 2005, p. 25) and thus rejects its values and
practices. Radical left parties promote alternative redis-
tribution policies and a strong role of the state in the
economy to combat social and economic inequalities
(March, 2007, 2011). Alongside these economic posi-
tions, radical left parties often represent ‘new left’ is-
sues such as gender equality, gay rights and other egali-
tarian policies (Rooduijn & Akkerman, 2017; Stavrakakis
& Katsambekis, 2014). As such, we expect different ef-
fects on democratic decision-making modes. In particu-
lar, we assume it to be more favorably disposed towards
pluralism and deliberative procedures, as these promise
greater social inclusion. At the same time, we would
expect greater skepticism towards trusteeship democ-
racy, because it appears more open to behind-scenes
lobbying, which tends to favor economic interests. In
the following, we specify our hypotheses and provide
brief explanations:

Trusteeship democracy allows for a selective and
opaque access to political decision-makers. Accordingly,
the asymmetrical resource distribution between eco-
nomic interest groups places lobbies representing capital
and business at an advantage causing radical left citizens
to be skeptical. Hence, our hypothesis reads as follows:

HRL1: The higher citizens’ radical left attitudes, the
less they support trusteeship democracy.

When it comes to anti-pluralism, we assume that radical
left citizens not only represent diverse interests whose
input matters to them but they are also conscious of
the greater capacity of business interests to shape pub-
lic opinion and thus, in their eyes, manufacture majori-
ties. Pluralism provides for a way to mitigate this disad-
vantage and thus we hypothesize:

HRL2: The higher citizens’ radical left attitudes, the
less they support anti-pluralism.

To the extent that leftist populists viewmajor political de-
cisions to reflect the interests of the economically power-
ful, a deliberative procedure is seen as another opportu-
nity to increase citizen input and thus viewed favorably.
Accordingly, we state our hypothesis as follows:

HRL3: The higher citizens’ radical left attitudes, the
more they support deliberative proceduralism.

As the radical left tends to represent minority interests,
wewould expect such citizens to oppose procedures that
preclude them from exercising influence. As also shown
in the summary of hypotheses in Table 1, we state this
hypothesis as follows:

HRL4: The higher citizens’ radical left attitudes, the
less they support majoritarianism.

3. Research Design

3.1. Data and Case Selection

We test our hypotheses using survey data from the GESIS
Panel (Bosnjak et al., 2018; GESIS, 2019) for Germany
and the AUTNES Online Panel (Wagner et al., 2018). Both
data are representative samples of the respective popu-
lation and contain the same questions on citizens’ con-
ceptions of democratic decision-making. Moreover, the
panel structure of the data enables us to impute missing
values of respondents for certain variables from other
waves of the data. We normalize all variables within a
range from 0 to 1.0 to allow for the comparison of coef-
ficients and simplify the interpretation of our analyses.
Tables A1 and A2 in the Supplementary File provide fur-
ther information on all variables used in our analyses.

Table 1. Summary of hypotheses.

Variable Trusteeship democracy Anti-pluralism Deliberative proceduralism Majoritarianism

Populist attitudes − + − +
Radical right host ideology − + − +
Radical left host ideology − − + −
Notes: The minus sign (−) indicates an expected negative relationship and the plus sign (+) an expected positive relationship.
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Austria and Germany are particularly well suited for
comparison to test our hypotheses. A closely related
historical legacy as well as similar economic, cultural,
and political conditions allow us to keep many factors
constant. Yet, based on the approach of institutional
socialization, we expect varying perceptions of democ-
racy among citizens from Austria and Germany. These
two countries differ in the reappraisal of their National
Socialist past and the constitutional definition of democ-
racy. Germany has put in place an explicit commitment
to liberal representative democracy as a reaction to its
Fascist legacy and is thus a vigorous defender of con-
stitutionalism. Austria, by contrast, has continued an
old constitutional approach that separates the norma-
tive and political dimension from the procedural, which
appears in the constitution as little more than rules
of implementation.

Moreover, both countries differ in their post-war ex-
perience with radical populist parties in national parlia-
ments. The fact that political parties have significant in-
fluence on the articulation and occupation of political is-
sues for the public makes differences between Austria
and Germany most likely. While the Austrian Freedom
Party (Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs/FPÖ), a highly suc-
cessful and prototypical populist radical right party, has
been in the Austrian parliament since 1956, the cor-
responding populist radical right party Alternative for
Germany (Alternative für Deutschland/AfD) entered the
German parliament only in 2017. Furthermore, these
two populist radical right parties differ in their politi-
cal positions. Recent work on the ideological differences
has shown the AfD to be far more radical right (also in
socio-economic terms) than the FPÖ, which has moder-
ated somewhat and moved more to the left on social
and economic issues (Ennser-Jedenastik, 2016; Heinisch
& Werner, 2019; Rovny, 2013). A distinctive feature of
the German case is the presence of a relevant populist
radical left party, The Left (Die Linke), which has been
gradually branching out from its electoral strongholds in
Eastern Germany to the rest of the country. As a result
of these different experiences with radical populist par-
ties, we also expect differences in the prevalence of pop-
ulist attitudes and radical left and right host ideologies
among Austrian and German citizens. Thus, this case se-
lection and the largely parallel data provide us with con-
fidence as to the robustness and context sensitivity of
the findings.

3.2. Dependent Variables

Our dependent variables measure citizens’ conceptions
of democratic decision-making. Following the analysis
of Landwehr and Steiner (2017), we distinguish be-
tween the four normative conceptions of democratic
decision-making outlined above. The original data of the
GESIS Panel comprise 18 items on the procedures of
democratic decision-making. In the AUTNESOnline Panel
Study, however, we included only the two variables of

each conception of democratic decision-making with the
highest factor loadings as analyzed by Landwehr and
Steiner (2017, p. 792). Respondents were thus asked to
rate eight normative statements on procedures of demo-
cratic decision-making on a Likert scale ranging from com-
pletely disagree (0) to completely agree (1.0). As shown
in Tables B1 and B2 in the Supplementary File, we can
confirm the conceptions of democratic decision-making
identified by Landwehr and Steiner (2017) with principal-
component factor analyses. Accordingly, we calculate an
additive index for each of the four conceptions of demo-
cratic decision-making by adding the values of the two
respective variables together. High values on the index
of (1) trusteeship democracy mean high levels of trust
and support in the mode of representative democracy,
while high values on the index of (2) anti-pluralism indi-
cate support for the idea of an anti-particularistic soci-
ety and acceptance of technocratic ideas of democratic
decision-making. High values on the index of (3) delibera-
tive proceduralismmean a high acceptance of democrati-
cally made decisions and the prioritization of political de-
cisions that follow the common good. Lastly, high values
on the index of (4) majoritarianism indicate support for
majority decisions even if they restrict minority rights.

3.3. Independent Variables

Our main independent variables are populist attitudes
and attitudes towards the radical left and right host ide-
ologies. We measure populist attitudes with an additive
index by using a battery of six Likert items, which focus
on anti-elitism and popular sovereignty as core concepts
of populism (Hobolt, Anduiza, Carkoglu, Lutz, & Sauger,
2016). Castanho Silva et al. (2019) conclude in their
empirical comparison of populist attitudes scales that
this scale fails “to capture more than mere anti-elitism”
(Castanho Silva et al., 2019, p. 10) and thus does not fully
cover the dimensions of the ideational approach to pop-
ulism (Hawkins et al., 2018; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser,
2017). While we acknowledge this criticism and the re-
sulting limitations in the interpretation of our results, we
argue that this scale also captures support for popular
sovereignty (Wuttke, Schimpf, & Schoen, 2020), and we
thus believe that, given the limited data available, this
scale is at least a defensible approximation to the target
concept. High values on this index indicate high populist
attitudes (see Table B3 in the Supplementary File).

To measure attitudes towards the radical right host
ideology, we use anti-immigration attitudes, as a proxy
for nativism, and right-wing authoritarianism. To mea-
sure right-wing authoritarianism, we calculate an addi-
tive index of five Likert items in Austria (see Table B4
in the Supplementary File) and nine Likert items in
Germany (see Table B5 in the Supplementary File), which
refer to the three core characteristics of authoritarian
submission, authoritarian aggression and conventional-
ism (Altemeyer, 1981; Duckitt & Bizumic, 2013). High
values mean a high degree of right-wing authoritarian-
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ism.Wemeasure anti-immigration attitudes using an ad-
ditive index of four Likert items, which capture the re-
jection of immigrants as a threat to national customs,
culture, the economy, and crime (see Table B6 in the
Supplementary File). High values indicate a high level of
anti-immigration attitudes.

Tomeasure attitudes towards the radical left host ide-
ology, we use preferences for left-wing economic poli-
cies. Due to data limitations, we cannot include other im-
portant radical left economic attitudes, such as the rejec-
tion of capitalism and globalization, as well as cultural at-
titudes towards ‘new left’ issues such as gender equality,
gay rights and other egalitarian positions. We measure
preferences for left-wing economic policies by calculating
an additive index using four Likert items (see Table B7
in the Supplementary File) representing support for re-
distribution, higher state expenditures, combating social
and income inequalities, as well as increased state inter-
vention in the economy and labor market. High values
mean high support for left-wing economic policies.

3.4. Control Variables

As an additional control variable for political ideology,
we use the (squared) self-placement on the left-right
scale. We further control in all models for political in-
terest as well as for the socio-demographic character-
istics of income, education, gender, and age. Due to
space constraints, we provide further details on the op-
erationalization in the appendix (Tables A1 and A2 in
the Supplementary File). After excluding observations
with missing values, our final samples include 1,380 re-
spondents from Austria and 1,807 respondents from
Germany. We provide further information such as de-
scriptive statistics (Table A3) and distributions of the de-
pendent (Figures A1 and A2) and independent variables
(Figures A3, A4, A5 and A6) in the Supplementary File.

3.5. Estimation Strategy

As explained in detail in our theoretical argument, we
assume that populism and radical host ideologies exert
independent effects and constitute separate concepts if
the effects caused by populist attitudes remain robust
and constant after introducing interactions. Therefore,
we apply a two-step approach to investigate whether
and to what extent the effects of populist attitudes on
citizens’ conceptions of democratic decision-making are
independent of the effects of radical left and right host
ideologies. In a first step, we analyze the independent ef-
fects of populist attitudes and those associated with the
radical left and right host ideology on the four concep-
tions of democratic decision-making. In a second step,
we include interactions between populist attitudes and
the two characteristics of the radical right host ideology
(right-wing authoritarianism and anti-immigration atti-
tudes) as well as preferences for left-wing economic poli-
cies as a proxy for the radical left host ideology. We thus

use the second step of the analyses as an additional ro-
bustness test for the independence of the effects of pop-
ulist attitudes.

4. Empirical Results

Figure 1 shows the independent effects of populist atti-
tudes, right-wing authoritarianism, anti-immigration at-
titudes and preferences for left-wing economic policies
on the four conceptions of democratic decision-making
for Austria andGermany. Given thatwe normalize all vari-
ables within a range from0 to 1.0, the unstandardized co-
efficients can be interpreted as the maximum shift in the
dependent variable due to the change by the indepen-
dent variable from its minimum to its maximum value. In
other words, the unstandardized coefficients show the
maximum effect of the independent variable on the de-
pendent variable.

The results of our regression analyses confirm that
populist attitudes are negatively related with trustee-
ship democracy (HPOP1) in both Austria and Germany.
The anti-elite orientation inherent in populism leads,
as predicted, to a high degree of skepticism among
respondents towards elected representatives acting as
trustees of their citizens. Thus, our results show that
populism’s emphasis on the people as the only legiti-
mate political power contradicts representative decision-
making without considering the (relevant) public opin-
ion. We also note that populist attitudes have by far the
strongest effect compared to all other predictors. Thus,
a person with high populist attitudes scores about 0.3
to 0.4 points lower in support for trusteeship democ-
racy, which is a remarkably strong effect. Contrary to
our expectations, neither attitudes of the radical right
(HRR1) nor the radical left host ideology (HRL1) are sys-
tematically associated with higher opposition to repre-
sentative modes of decision-making. Rather, we find par-
tial evidence that right-wing authoritarianism is associ-
ated with higher trust in decision-making by representa-
tives, arguably due to obedience to societal authorities
and institutions.

The results also confirm our hypothesis that pop-
ulist attitudes are positively related with anti-pluralism
(HPOP2). Populism’s understanding of the people as ho-
mogeneous and unified thus leads to the rejection of
political debates with particularistic opinions. The pop-
ulist division of society into good and evil and the exclu-
sion of pluralistic diversity of opinion also refers to par-
liamentary decision-making by elected politicians, which
is better left to independent experts. Again, populist at-
titudes exert the comparatively strongest effect also on
this conception of democratic decision-making. A person
with high populist attitudes thus supports anti-pluralism
by about 0.4 points more than does a non-populist. In
line with our expectations, we also find partial evidence
that the radical right host ideology tends to favor anti-
pluralistic decision-making (HRR2). While the effects of
anti-immigration attitudes are almost zero, higher right-
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Figure 1. Explaining citizens’ conceptions of democratic decision-making. Notes: Plot shows unstandardized coefficients
with 95% confidence intervals and robust standard errors from linear regression models. Full models are reported in
Table C1 in the Supplementary File.

wing authoritarianism tends to be associatedwith higher
anti-pluralism. Based on these results, however, we can-
not draw any definitive conclusions regarding the as-
sociation of the radical right host ideology with anti-
pluralism. Regarding the radical left host ideology, we
find no systematic negative relationship between the
preferences for left-wing economic policies and anti-
pluralism (HRL2).

While populism is significantly linked to the rejection
of representative modes of democratic decision-making,
we find, against our expectations, no significant effects of
populist attitudes on deliberative proceduralism (HPOP3)
and majoritarianism (HPOP4). According to our findings,
populism is associated neither with a systematic rejec-
tion of political decisions reached through deliberation,
nor with support for the enforcement of majority deci-
sions that curtail minority rights. Rather, the preferences
for these conceptions of democratic decision-making
appear entirely shaped by the radical left and radical
right ideology.

While we find no significant effects regarding atti-
tudes pertaining to the radical right host ideology (HRR3),
preferences for left-wing economic policies are systemat-
ically linked with higher support for democratic decision-

making through deliberative procedures (HRL3). This re-
lationship can be explained by the fact that both left-
wing economic policies and deliberative procedures aim
to increase the inclusion and participation of underprivi-
leged classes and citizens. However, we also have to note
that the effect sizes of all independent variables explain-
ing deliberative proceduralism are comparatively small.
Thus, a person with strong preferences for left-wing eco-
nomic policies supports deliberative proceduralism only
between 0.05 and 0.1 points more.

In contrast, radical left and right host ideologiesmake
a clear difference onwhether someone is morewilling to
favor or reject majoritarianism and thus minority rights.
While citizens who advocate left-wing economic policies
are less inclined to supportmajoritarianism (HRL4), those
who perceive immigrants as a threat and have an au-
thoritarian personality aremore in favor of majority deci-
sions that also curtail minority rights (HRR4). Accordingly,
the inclusion or exclusion of minorities is the most sig-
nificant difference between the radical left and radical
right host ideology. In fact, among all dependent vari-
ables, majoritarianism is the dimension of democratic
decision-making most shaped by differences between
radical host ideologies, which is also reflected in the ef-
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fect sizes. While a person with strong radical right at-
titudes supports majoritarianism between 0.2 and 0.3
points more, persons with high radical left attitudes sup-
port majoritarianism by about 0.2 points less.

After analyzing the independent effects, we examine
whether and to what extent the effects of populist atti-
tudes remain robust when combined with a radical host
ideology. We follow the idea that if populism does in-
deed have its own substantive core, the effects should
remain constant regardless of the interaction with a rad-
ical host ideology. If, in turn, the effect of populist atti-
tudes depends on the strength of nativist or authoritar-
ian attitudes on the one hand, or preferences for left-
wing economic policies on the other, populism is indeed
highly dependent on its linkage with the radical host ide-
ologies. We therefore use the interactions as a further
robustness test to verify that the effects of populism are
independent of the radical host ideology with which pop-
ulism is connected, and that they thus constitute sepa-
rate concepts.

Figure 2 shows the effects of populist attitudes as
well as the interaction effects of populist attitudes de-
pending on the attitudes belonging to radical host ide-

ologies on the four conceptions of democratic decision-
making. Overall, our findings do not indicate a clear
and systematic pattern of interaction, suggesting primar-
ily that populism and attitudes pertaining to the radi-
cal right and left host ideologies exert independent ef-
fects on the support for the different decision-making
modes. Only five out of 24 interactions are (slightly) sig-
nificant, none of them highly significant or systematic
for both countries. The few significant interactions show
no substantial changes in the effects of populist atti-
tudes. Despite the inclusion of these additional interac-
tions, most of the main effects of our independent vari-
ables remain robust under various model specifications.
Most importantly, the effects of populist attitudes re-
main constant, which again suggests that populism fol-
lows its own logic regardless of its combination with a
radical host ideology.

In order to check the robustness of our results,
we have carried out further analyses. While we esti-
mated all interactions in these models simultaneously,
we also recalculated all interactions separately. The
results for the separate interactions with right-wing
authoritarianism (Table C3), anti-immigration attitudes

Populist a�tudes

Right-wing authoritarianism X
Populist a�tudes

An�-immigra�on a�tudes X
Populist a�tudes

Le�-wing economic policies X
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Country
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Figure 2. Explaining citizens’ conceptions of democratic decision-making (including all interactions simultaneously). Notes:
Plot shows unstandardized coefficients with 95% confidence intervals and robust standard errors from linear regression
models. Full models are reported in Table C2 in the Supplementary File.
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(Table C4), and preferences for left-wing economic poli-
cies (Table C5) are shown in the Supplementary File.
As a further robustness test, we also performed interac-
tions between populist attitudes and the (squared) self-
placement on the left right scale, as shown in Table C6
in the Supplementary File. Due to similarities between
one of the populist attitudes items (“The people, not
the politicians, should make the most important political
decisions”) and one of the items measuring the depen-
dent variable of trusteeship democracy (“Sometimes it
is better when complex political decisions are taken by
politicians rather than citizens”) for the Austrian data, we
recalculated all models with the dependent variable of
trusteeship democracy without the corresponding pop-
ulism item. The analyses are presented in Table C7 in the
Supplementary File. For all these additional robustness
tests, results remain substantially the same. Together
with the fact that the results for both countries are
very similar despite the differences between Austria and
Germany mentioned above, this underscores the robust-
ness of our results.

5. Conclusion

In this article, we examined whether citizens’ concep-
tions of democratic decision-making are shaped by pop-
ulism or attitudes based on the radical right and left
host ideologies. Our results show that populism is primar-
ily directed against representative forms of democratic
decision-making that supposedly disregard the general
will of the people. This is accompanied by a preference
for independent experts over elected politicians and the
rejection of pluralistic political interests and positions in
society and politics. In turn, we find no effect of populism
on deliberative decision-making procedures and pref-
erences for majority decisions that disregard minority
rights. Rather, these conceptions of democratic decision-
making appear entirely shaped by the radical left and
right host ideologies. While citizens with radical left atti-
tudes are less inclined to support majoritarianism, those
with radical right attitudes are more in favor of majority
decisions that restrictminority rights. This highlights that,
from the perspective of radical host ideologies, demo-
cratic decision-making is primarily aimed at involving the
relevant group(s) of citizens.

Furthermore, our results show evidence that the ef-
fect of populism on conceptions of democratic decision-
making is independent of specific radical left and right
manifestations of host ideologies. Given that the influ-
ence of populist attitudes and attitudes towards the rad-
ical host ideologies appear to be largely separate from
each other, we find little in the way of interaction effects
that are consistent for both countries. Furthermore, the
selection of the somewhat dissimilar cases of Austria and
Germany provides us with a certain robustness and gen-
eralizability of our results. While this illustrates that pop-
ulism and host ideologies are independent and separate
concepts, it also highlights the need to examine the ef-

fects of populism in light of the ideological attitudes to
which populism is connected to avoid under- or overesti-
mating any effects. More importantly, this study under-
lines the need to design democratic reforms and adopt
measures that specifically and separately aim tomitigate
populism and radical host ideologies.

Our findings thus have important implications for dis-
entangling the relationship between populism, host ide-
ologies and democracy, and, thus for our understand-
ing of the threat populism poses to liberal and rep-
resentative democracy. In doing so, we make a gen-
uine contribution to the literature on the demand-side
of electoral politics as well as on democratic reforms.
Given some methodological limitations, however, we
need to point out some potential weaknesses that fur-
ther research should address. This primarily concerns
improved measurements of populist attitudes and atti-
tudes towards radical host ideologies as well as citizens’
understanding and their expectations from democratic
decision-making.

Further research should also focusmore on how pop-
ulism and attitudes based on radical host ideologies in-
teract and consider possible consequences of these in-
teractions. This refers in particular to possible effects on
electoral behavior, and especially on the relevance of cit-
izens’ notions of democracy. Based on our findings, fur-
ther research is needed on the notions of democracy
among certain groups of people, e.g., those holding left-
wing preferences on economic issues and authoritarian
preferences on socio-cultural issues (Lefkofridi, Wagner,
& Willmann, 2014), or those from lower socio-economic
strata (Stark, Wegscheider, Brähler, & Decker, 2017). In
addition to a better understanding of democratic discon-
tent, this research can help to promote democratic re-
forms that ensure the integration and participation of cit-
izens in the political process.

Acknowledgments

The authors are grateful to Robert Huber, Zoe Lefkofridi,
the editors of the journal, the academic editors of this
thematic issue, and the two anonymous reviewers for
their helpful comments. CarstenWegscheider presented
a first draft of this article at the GESIS Political Science
Research Roundtable (Cologne, November 18, 2019) and
wants to thank all participants for their valuable com-
ments. This publication has benefited from a research
stay of Carsten Wegscheider at GESIS—Leibniz Institute
for the Social Sciences in November 2019 and was finan-
cially supported by GESIS research grant EL-2019-181. All
mistakes remain ours. This research has received funding
from the EuropeanUnion´s Horizon 2020 research and in-
novation program for the project “PaCE” under the grant
agreement No 822337.

Conflict of Interests

The authors declare no conflict of interests.

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 32–44 41



Supplementary Material

Supplementarymaterial for this article is available online
in the format provided by the authors (unedited).

References

Abts, K., & Rummens, S. (2007). Populism versus democ-
racy. Political Studies, 55(2), 405–424.

Adorno, T. W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D. J., &
Sanford, N. (1950). The authoritarian personality.
New York, NY: Harper & Brothers.

Akkerman, A., Mudde, C., & Zaslove, A. (2014). How
populist are the people? Measuring populist atti-
tudes in voters. Comparative Political Studies, 47(9),
1324–1353.

Altemeyer, B. (1981). Right-wing authoritarianism. Win-
nipeg: University of Manitoba Press.

Barr, R. R. (2009). Populists, outsiders and anti-
establishment politics. Party Politics, 15(1), 29–48.

Bengtsson, Å. (2012). Citizens’ perceptions of political
processes. A critical evaluation of preference consis-
tency and survey items. Revista Internacional de So-
ciología, 70(Extra 2), 45–64.

Bengtsson, Å., & Christensen, H. (2016). Ideals and ac-
tions: Do citizens’ patterns of political participation
correspond to their conceptions of democracy? Gov-
ernment and Opposition, 51(2), 234–260.

Bengtsson, Å., & Mattila, M. (2009). Direct democracy
and its critics: Support for direct democracy and
‘stealth’ democracy in Finland. West European Poli-
tics, 32(5), 1031–1048.

Bosnjak, M., Dannwolf, T., Enderle, T., Schaurer, I., Stru-
minskaya, B., Tanner, A., & Weyandt, K. W. (2018).
Establishing an open probability-based mixed-mode
panel of the general population in Germany. Social
Science Computer Review, 36(1), 103–115.

Bowler, S., Donovan, T., & Karp, J. A. (2007). Enraged or
engaged? Preferences for direct citizen participation
in affluent democracies. Political Research Quarterly,
60(3), 351–362.

Canovan, M. (1999). Trust the people! Populism and
the two faces of democracy. Political Studies, 47(1),
2–16.

Canovan, M. (2002). Taking politics to the people: Pop-
ulism as the ideology of democracy. In Y. Mény & Y.
Surel (Eds.), Democracies and the populist challenge
(pp. 25–44). London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Castanho Silva, B., Jungkunz, S., Helbling, M., & Littvay,
L. (2019). An empirical comparison of seven populist
attitudes scales. Political Research Quarterly. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1065912919833176

Dalton, R. J. (2004). Democratic challenges, democratic
choices: The erosion of political support in advanced
industrial democracies. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Duckitt, J., & Bizumic, B. (2013). Multidimensionality of
right-wing authoritarian attitudes: Authoritarianism-

conservatism-traditionalism. Political Psychology,
34(6), 841–862.

Easton, D. (1965). A systems analysis of political life. New
York, NY: John Wiley & Sons.

Ennser-Jedenastik, L. (2016). Awelfare state forwhom?A
group-based account of theAustrian FreedomParty’s
social policy profile. Swiss Political Science Review,
22(3), 409–427.

Font, J., Wojcieszak, M., & Navarro, C. J. (2015). Partici-
pation, representation and expertise: Citizen prefer-
ences for political decision-making processes. Politi-
cal Studies, 63(S1), 153–172.

Galston, W. A. (2018). The populist challenge to liberal
democracy. Journal of Democracy, 29(2), 5–19.

GESIS. (2019).GESIS Panel—Standard edition. GESIS data
archive, Cologne. ZA5665 Data file version 31.0.0
[Data set]. https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13320

Gherghina, S., & Geissel, B. (2017). Linking democratic
preferences and political participation: Evidence
from Germany. Political Studies, 65(1_suppl), 24–42.

Hawkins, K. A., Carlin, R. E., Littvay, L., & Rovira Kalt-
wasser, C. (Eds.). (2018). The ideational approach to
populism: Concept, theory, and analysis. New York,
NY: Routledge.

Heinisch, R. (2003). Success in opposition—Failure in gov-
ernment: Explaining the performance of right-wing
populist parties in public office. West European Pol-
itics, 26(3), 91–130.

Heinisch, R., & Wegscheider, C. (2019). Zum Verhältnis
des Populismus zur liberalen Demokratie [On the re-
lationship of populism to liberal democracy]. In M.
Dürnberger (Ed.), Die Komplexität der Welt und die
Sehnsucht nach Einfachheit [The complexity of the
world and the longing for simplicity] (pp. 107–118).
Innsbruck: Tyrolia.

Heinisch, R., & Werner, A. (2019). Who do populist rad-
ical right parties stand for? Representative claims,
claim acceptance and descriptive representation in
the Austrian FPÖ and German AfD. Representation,
55(4), 475–492.

Hernández, E. (2018). Democratic discontent and sup-
port for mainstream and challenger parties: Demo-
cratic protest voting. European Union Politics, 19(3),
458–480.

Hibbing, J. R., & Theiss-Morse, E. (2001). Process prefer-
ences and American politics: What the people want
government to be. American Political Science Review,
95(1), 145–153.

Hobolt, S., Anduiza, E., Carkoglu, A., Lutz, G., & Sauger, N.
(2016). CSES module 5. Democracy divided? People,
politicians and the politics of populism. (1 CSES Plan-
ning Committee Module 5 Final Report) Retrieved
from https://cses.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/
03/CSES5_ContentSubcommittee_FinalReport.pdf

Huber, R. A., & Schimpf, C. H. (2016). A drunken guest in
Europe? The influence of populist radical right parties
on democratic quality. Zeitschrift Für Vergleichende
Politikwissenschaft, 10(2), 103–129.

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 32–44 42

https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912919833176
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912919833176
https://doi.org/10.4232/1.13320
https://cses.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/CSES5_ContentSubcommittee_FinalReport.pdf
https://cses.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/CSES5_ContentSubcommittee_FinalReport.pdf


Huber, R. A., & Schimpf, C. H. (2017a). On the distinct ef-
fects of left-wing and right-wing populism on demo-
cratic quality. Politics and Governance, 5(4), 146.

Huber, R. A., & Schimpf, C. H. (2017b). Populism and
democracy: Theoretical and empirical considerations.
In R. Heinisch, C. Holtz-Bacha, & O. Mazzoleni (Eds.),
Political populism: A handbook (pp. 329–344). Baden-
Baden: Nomos.

Kriesi, H. (2014). The populist challenge.West European
Politics, 37(2), 361–378.

Landwehr, C., & Steiner, N. D. (2017). Where democrats
disagree: Citizens’ normative conceptions of democ-
racy. Political Studies, 65(4), 786–804.

Lefkofridi, Z., Wagner, M., & Willmann, J. E. (2014). Left-
authoritarians and policy representation in Western
Europe: Electoral choice across ideological dimen-
sions.West European Politics, 37(1), 65–90.

Lubbers, M., Gijsberts, M., & Scheepers, P. (2002). Ex-
treme right-wing voting in Western Europe. Euro-
pean Journal of Political Research, 41(3), 345–378.

Mair, P. (2002). Populist democracy vs party democ-
racy. In Y. Mény & Y. Surel (Eds.), Democracies and
the populist challenge (pp. 81–98). London: Palgrave
Macmillan.

March, L. (2007). From vanguard of the proletariat to vox
populi: Left-populism as a ‘shadow’ of contemporary
socialism. SAIS Review of International Affair, 27(1),
63–77.

March, L. (2011). Radical left parties in contemporary Eu-
rope. New York, NY: Routledge.

March, L. (2017). Left and right populism compared: The
British case. The British Journal of Politics and Inter-
national Relations, 19(2), 282–303.

March, L., & Mudde, C. (2005). What’s left of the radi-
cal left? The European radical left after 1989: Decline
and mutation. Comparative European Politics, 3(1),
23–49.

Mény, Y., & Surel, Y. (2002). The constitutive ambiguity
of populism. In Y. Mény & Y. Surel (Eds.), Democra-
cies and the populist challenge (pp. 1–21). London:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Mohrenberg, S., Huber, R. A., & Freyburg, T. (2019). Love
at first sight? Populist attitudes and support for di-
rect democracy. Party Politics, 1–12. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1354068819868908

Mudde, C. (2004). The populist Zeitgeist. Government
and Opposition, 39(4), 541–563.

Mudde, C. (2007). Populist radical right parties in Europe.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Mudde, C., & Rovira Kaltwasser, C. (2012). Populism and
(liberal) democracy: a framework for analysis. In C.
Mudde & C. Rovira Kaltwasser (Eds.), Populism in Eu-
rope and the Americas (pp. 1–26). Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Mudde, C., & Rovira Kaltwasser, C. (2017). Populism: A
very short introduction. New York, NY: Oxford Univer-
sity Press.

Neblo, M. A., Esterling, K. M., Kennedy, R. P., Lazer, D. M.

J., & Sokhey, A. E. (2010). Who wants to deliberate—
And why? American Political Science Review, 104(3),
566–583.

Pappas, T. S. (2019). Populism and liberal democracy: A
comparative and theoretical analysis. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Plattner, M. F. (2010). Populism, pluralism, and liberal
democracy. Journal of Democracy, 21(1), 81–92.

Rooduijn, M. (2014). The nucleus of populism: In search
of the lowest common denominator. Government
and Opposition, 49(4), 573–599.

Rooduijn, M. (2018). What unites the voter bases of pop-
ulist parties? Comparing the electorates of 15 pop-
ulist parties. European Political Science Review, 10(3),
351–368.

Rooduijn, M., & Akkerman, T. (2017). Flank attacks: Pop-
ulism and left-right radicalism in Western Europe.
Party Politics, 23(3), 193–204.

Rovira Kaltwasser, C. (2014). The responses of pop-
ulism to Dahl’s democratic dilemmas. Political Stud-
ies, 62(3), 470–487.

Rovira Kaltwasser, C., & Van Hauwaert, S. M. (2020).
The populist citizen: Empirical evidence from Europe
and Latin America. European Political Science Review,
12(1), 1–18.

Rovny, J. (2013).Where do radical right parties stand? Po-
sition blurring in multidimensional competition. Eu-
ropean Political Science Review, 5(1), 1–26.

Rydgren, J. (2007). The sociology of the radical right. An-
nual Review of Sociology, 33(1), 241–262.

Rydgren, J. (2018). The radical right: An introduction. In
J. Rydgren (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of the radi-
cal right (pp. 1–14). New York, NY: Oxford University
Press.

Schedler, A. (1996). Anti-political-establishment parties.
Party Politics, 2(3), 291–312.

Schmitt-Beck, R., van Deth, J. W., & Staudt, A. (2017). Die
AfD nach der rechtspopulistischen Wende [The AfD
after its right-wing populist turn]. Zeitschrift Für Poli-
tikwissenschaft, 27(3), 273–303.

Schumacher, G., & Rooduijn, M. (2013). Sympathy for
the ‘devil’? Voting for populists in the 2006 and 2010
Dutch general elections. Electoral Studies, 32(1),
124–133.

Stanley, B. (2008). The thin ideology of populism. Journal
of Political Ideologies, 13(1), 95–110.

Stark, T., Wegscheider, C., Brähler, E., & Decker, O.
(2017). Sind Rechtsextremisten sozial ausgegrenzt?
Eine Analyse der sozialen Lage und Einstellungen zum
Rechtsextremismus (Papers 2/2017). Berlin: Rosa-
Luxemburg-Stiftung.

Stavrakakis, Y., & Katsambekis, G. (2014). Left-wing pop-
ulism in the European periphery: The case of SYRIZA.
Journal of Political Ideologies, 19(2), 119–142.

Steiner, N. D., & Landwehr, C. (2018). Populistische
Demokratiekonzeptionen und die Wahl der AfD: Ev-
idenz aus einer Panelstudie [Populist conceptions
of democracy and voting for the Alternative for

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 32–44 43

https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068819868908
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068819868908


Germany: Evidence from a panel study]. Politische
Vierteljahresschrift, 59(3), 463–491.

Stoker, G., & Hay, C. (2017). Understanding and challeng-
ing populist negativity towards politics: The perspec-
tives of British citizens. Political Studies, 65(1), 4–23.

Taggart, P. (2000). Populism. Buckingham: Open Univer-
sity Press.

Taggart, P. (2002). Populism and the pathology of repre-
sentative politics. In Y. Mény & Y. Surel (Eds.), Democ-
racies and the populist challenge (pp. 62–80). Lon-
don: Palgrave Macmillan.

Taggart, P. (2004). Populism and representative politics
in contemporary Europe. Journal of Political Ideolo-
gies, 9(3), 269–288.

Urbinati, N. (1998). Democracy and populism. Constella-
tions, 5(1), 110–124.

Urbinati, N. (2019). Political theory of populism. Annual
Review of Political Science, 22(1), 111–127.

van Kessel, S. (2015). Populist parties in Europe: Agents

of discontent? New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan.
Vehrkamp, R., & Wratil, C. (2017). A populist moment?

Populist attitudes of voters and non-voters before
the German federal election 2017. Gütersloh: Bertels-
mann Stiftung.

Wagner, M., Aichholzer, J., Eberl, J.-M., Meyer, T. M.,
Berk, N., Büttner, N., . . . Müller,W. C. (2018). AUTNES
Online Panel Study 2017 (SUF edition) [Data set].
https://doi.org/10.11587/I7QIYJ

Webb, P. (2013). Who is willing to participate? Dissatis-
fied democrats, stealth democrats and populists in
the United Kingdom. European Journal of Political Re-
search, 52(6), 747–772.

Wuttke, A., Schimpf, C., & Schoen, H. (2020). When the
whole is greater than the sum of its parts: On the
conceptualization and measurement of populist atti-
tudes and other multidimensional constructs. Ameri-
can Political Science Review, 114(2), 356–374.

About the Authors

Reinhard Heinisch is Professor of Comparative Austrian Politics at the University of Salzburg. His main research is centered
on comparative populism, Euroscepticism, political parties, and democracy. His research has appeared in journals such
as the Journal of Common Market Studies, Party Politics, West European Politics, and Democratization. His latest book
publication is The People and the Nation: Populism and Ethno-Territorial Politics (Routledge 2019).

Carsten Wegscheider is a PhD Fellow at the Department of Political Science at the University of Salzburg. His main area
of research is comparative politics with an interest in democratization, political parties as well as political sociology and
psychology. In his doctoral studies, he works on citizens’ discontent with liberal democracy and support for radical populist
parties from a comparative European perspective.

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 32–44 44

https://doi.org/10.11587/I7QIYJ


Politics and Governance (ISSN: 2183–2463)
2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 45–58

DOI: 10.17645/pag.v8i3.2896

Article

Rebuilding Trust in Broken Systems? Populist Party Success and Citizens’
Trust in Democratic Institutions

Marlene Mauk

Department of Knowledge Transfer, GESIS—Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, 50667 Cologne, Germany;
E-Mail: marlene.mauk@gesis.org

Submitted: 11 February 2020 | Accepted: 20 April 2020 | Published: 17 July 2020

Abstract
What effect does the recent rise of populist parties harnessing an anti-system rhetoric have on political trust? Will citizens
become disenchanted with and lose trust in the political system, or could populist party success even stimulate a growth
of political trust? Arguing that populist parties may well be conceived as a corrective force giving voice to and addressing
citizen concerns about the established political system, this contribution hypothesizes that populist party success will in-
crease political trust among the general public, especially in countries lacking democratic quality, with weak corruption
control, and meagre government performance. Empirically, it combines ParlGov data with survey data from the European
Social Survey (2002–2016) as well as aggregate data from the Varieties-of-Democracy project and theWorld Development
Indicators to investigate how political trust has changed in relation to the growing success of populist parties and how
democratic quality, corruption control, and government performance have moderated this relationship in 23 European
democracies. Its main findings indicate that, at least in the short run, political trust increases rather than decreases fol-
lowing populist party success and that this increase in trust is most pronounced in political systems that lack democratic
quality, struggle with corruption, and deliver only meager government performance.

Keywords
corruption control; democratic quality; economic performance; government performance; political trust; populism

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Populism and Polarization: A Dual Threat to Europe’s Liberal Democracies?” edited by Jonas
Linde (University of Bergen, Norway), Marlene Mauk (GESIS—Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Germany) and Heidi
Schulze (GESIS—Leibniz Institute for the Social Sciences, Germany).

© 2020 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Recent years have seen a new wave of populism across
Europe. Both right-wing and left-wing populist parties
have entered parliaments from Spain to Slovakia, and
in some countries have even won ruling majorities.
These developments have been unequivocally met with
concerns, most importantly with regard to the conse-
quences for the democratic political system (Galston,
2018; Puddington & Roylance, 2017). In light of coun-
tries like Hungary and Poland, where populists in power
have begun to dismantle the very core of liberal democ-
racy, these fears seem far from unwarranted. From a
political-culture perspective, one of the main concerns

is that citizens may lose trust in the established demo-
cratic political system and its institutions. With previous
contributions already finding a negative relationship be-
tween populism and political trust—voters of populist
parties tend to be less trusting of the political system
(Dahlberg & Linde, 2017; Söderlund & Kestilä-Kekkonen,
2009) and low levels of political trust tend to further vot-
ing for populist parties (Doyle, 2011; Hooghe, Marien,
& Pauwels, 2011; Rooduijn, 2018; Werts, Scheepers, &
Lubbers, 2012)—the recent rise of populism does not
bode well for Europe’s democracies. Yet, others have
pointed out the potentially healing effect of populism:
With new parties that challenge the establishment en-
tering the political stage, citizens formerly disappointed
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by and disenchanted with politics may reconcile with
the democratic system (Haugsgjerd, 2019; Mudde &
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012). This seems particularly likely
in democracies which leave a lot to be desired in the
eyes of citizens. In countries where democratic quality
is deficient, corruption rampant, and government perfor-
mance altogethermeager, populist parties can easily styl-
ize themselves—and indeed be conceived by citizens—
as saviors come to mend a broken system.

Literature on the relationship between populist party
success and political trust is scarce. While prior research
has studied a myriad of sources of political trust (for an
overview, seeMartini & Quaranta, 2020), the rise of pop-
ulist parties or the national party system more generally
has not yet received much attention as a source of po-
litical trust. Likewise, while scholarship on populist par-
ties has investigated a broad number of issues includ-
ing the relationship between voting for a populist party
and political trust (e.g., Hooghe et al., 2011; Söderlund &
Kestilä-Kekkonen, 2009), it has yet to explore the conse-
quences of the (system-level) rise of populist parties for
political trust among the general public. Regarding the
consequences of thesemacro-level developments, schol-
ars have begun studying how populism affects liberal
democracy (e.g., Biard, Bernhard, & Betz, 2019; Mudde
& Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012; Müller, 2016). Yet the major-
ity of them have focused on the impact populist par-
ties have on actual policies and the quality of democ-
racy, disregarding any effects on the attitudes of ordinary
citizens. The only exception is a recent contribution by
Haugsgjerd (2019), who demonstrates that supporters of
the Norwegian radical-right populist Fremskrittspartiet
have expressed increasing satisfaction with democracy
after the party had gained executive power in 2013.
Adding to both of these literatures, this article wants to
contribute to our understanding of what the new reali-
ties of populism mean for Europe’s democracies by ex-
amining how the electoral success of populist parties af-
fects political trust in the general public and whether
and how this effect varies across countries depending
on democratic quality, corruption control, and govern-
ment performance.

Empirically, this study combines ParlGov data (Döring
&Manow, 2018) on the electoral success of populist par-
ties with survey data from the European Social Survey
(2002–2016) as well as aggregate data from the Varieties-
of-Democracy project (Coppedge et al., 2019) and the
World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2018). It
models how populist parties winning electoral votes
has affected changes in the level of political trust to
investigate how political trust has changed in relation
to the growing success of populist parties and how
democratic quality, corruption control, and government
performance have moderated this relationship in 23
European democracies. It finds that, despite them typi-
cally being characterized as a danger to democracy, pop-
ulist parties celebrating electoral successes, at least in
the short run, has no detrimental effect on political trust.

On the contrary, levels of political trust appear to even in-
crease after populist parties have gained electoral votes.
The analysis finds this increase in political trust to be
most pronounced in political systems that lack in demo-
cratic quality, struggle with corruption, and deliver only
meager government performance, indicating that pop-
ulist parties may be seen as more of a corrective force
in these countries.

2. The Populist Message and Political Trust

Populism, as defined by Mudde (2004, p. 543), is “an
ideology that considers society to be ultimately sepa-
rated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups,
‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite,’ and which ar-
gues that politics should be an expression of the volonté
générale (generalwill) of the people.” Both left- and right-
wing populist parties are thus united in their criticism of
the established democratic procedures, institutions, and
political elites (Galston, 2018).

Among other things, populists typically accuse es-
tablished parties and politicians of not caring about
the common people, not being responsive or account-
able to ordinary people’s demands, and of being in-
competent (Mudde, 2004; Sheets, Bos, & Boomgaarden,
2016). As care, responsiveness, accountability, and com-
petence are core components of what makes a political
system—or anyone, for that matter—appear trustwor-
thy (Kasperson, Golding, & Tuler, 1992; van der Meer,
2010), these populist messages are bound to undermine
citizens’ trust in the political system. In line with these
expectations, prior research has demonstrated already
that populist messages lead to more negative views of
the political system among supporters of populist par-
ties (Rooduijn, van der Brug, de Lange, & Parlevliet, 2017)
and that populist voters are less trusting of the political
system than voters of other parties (Dahlberg & Linde,
2017; Söderlund & Kestilä-Kekkonen, 2009). A number
of results further indicate that the reception of anti-
systemmessages can damage citizens’ attitudes towards
the political system (Hameleers, Bos, & de Vreese, 2018;
Sheets et al., 2016). At the same time, disenchantment
with and cynicism about the political system has been
identified as a major driver of populist parties’ electoral
success (Cutts, Ford, & Goodwin, 2011; Hooghe et al.,
2011; Rooduijn, 2018). The relationship between pop-
ulist parties and citizens’ attitudes towards the political
system thus seems to be a mutually reinforcing, nega-
tive one: disenchantment with politics furthers populist
parties’ success and populist parties further disenchant-
ment with politics.

3. How Populist Party Success May Help Citizens
Regain Trust in Broken Systems

These individual-level correlations would suggest that
the rise of populist parties leads to a decline in politi-
cal trust among citizens in Europe. Yet, as recent studies
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indicate that populist parties entering parliaments and
governmentsmay actually increase trust and satisfaction
with democracy (Haugsgjerd, 2019), this article argues
that there is another mechanism at play when it comes
to the effects of populist party success.

Despite their anti-establishment and anti-system
platform, populist parties gaining in strength could have
a healing effect on political trust. For one, populist par-
ties winning votes and parliamentary seats may make
the political system appear more responsive to citizens’
demands. With citizens being disaffected with the polit-
ical system even before populist parties gained in popu-
larity (Norris, 1999; Pharr & Putnam, 2000)—and poten-
tially fueling populist parties’ electoral successes in the
first place (Cutts et al., 2011; Schumacher & Rooduijn,
2013)—, populist parties becoming represented in the
political systemmay help attenuate this disaffection and
reconcile citizens with the political system. Previous liter-
ature has already discussed the importance of represen-
tation for political trust. While the effects of descriptive
representation are ambiguous (Cowley, 2014; Gay, 2002;
Hinojosa, Fridkin, & Kittilson, 2017), actual as well as per-
ceived representation of interests can play a crucial role
in generating trust in democratic institutions (Cho, 2012;
Dunn, 2015; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). As the lit-
erature demonstrates, it is representation in parliament,
not the sheer existence of (populist) parties that drives
this effect. For people to feel their voices are being heard
and their concerns are being taken seriously by the po-
litical system, the political actors actively voicing those
concerns—i.e., the populist parties—cannot be seen as
operating outside of this system but rather need to be
represented in at least some of its core institutions, par-
ticularly in parliament. The political system consequently
will only appear responsive to citizens’ concerns when
populist parties have become at least reasonably suc-
cessful, gaining substantive electoral and parliamentary
representation. Populist representation should of course
have positive effects especially for outright supporters of
populist parties and their ideologies. Nonetheless, even
if a majority of citizens may not agree with other as-
pects, e.g., the radical-right or radical-left parts of their
ideology, populist parties entering the political system
can make citizens feel like their own concerns about the
political system are finally being heard and taken seri-
ously, thereby increasing perceptions of the political sys-
tem as being caring and accountable, and, consequently,
more trustworthy (Ivarsflaten, 2008; Mudde & Rovira
Kaltwasser, 2012). Populist parties could then be per-
ceived as a corrective force helping to right the wrongs
of the existing political institutions.

Second, established political parties and politicians
responding to the challenge raised by populist parties
may also contribute to citizens regaining trust in the
political system. In light of populist parties gaining in
strength, political discourse in many countries was re-
vitalized, with established parties and other civil soci-
ety actors emphasizing the advantages of the existing

political system and taking a decisively pro-democratic
and pro-system stance (e.g., Stanley, 2015; Verbeek &
Zaslove, 2015). Especially for citizens opposed to the
radical-right and radical-left ideologies, suddenly being
presented with the alternative to the existing political
system propagated by right- and left-wing populist par-
ties may help them gain renewed appreciation for the ex-
isting liberal democratic system and its institutions. With
regard to political participation, Immerzeel and Pickup
(2015) find that the emergence of successful right-wing
populist parties mobilizes those citizens most opposed
to a radical-right populist ideology. In spite of the anti-
systemmessage propelled by populist parties, them gain-
ing votes and/or parliamentary seats may thus act as a
corrective impulse and eventually increase political trust
among the general public. Again, the sheer existence of
populist parties is unlikely to spur these effects. For both
established parties and citizens opposed to the populists’
radical ideologies to rise to the challenge presented by
populist parties, they must consider this challenge to be
a serious one—which is likely only the case when pop-
ulists are actually becoming successful. Correspondingly,
prior research has shown established parties to react
to the populist challenge only after the populists have
started gaining traction in national or regional elections
(Schumacher & van Kersbergen, 2016; van Kessel, 2011).

Another way in which populist party success may af-
fect citizens’ trust in the political system is through the
classical ‘winner’ effect: Prior research on political trust
has demonstrated numerous times that those citizens
who voted for a party that ended up being in govern-
ment or gained in vote shares compared to the previous
election express more trust in their country’s political in-
stitutions (Anderson, Blais, Bowler, Donovan, & Listhaug,
2005; Anderson & LoTempio, 2002; Martini & Quaranta,
2019; van der Meer & Steenvoorden, 2018). Yet this win-
ner effect should apply only to the supporters of populist
parties, not to the general public. Instead, supporters of
at least some of the non-populist parties should experi-
ence a decline in political trust following populist parties’
electoral gains as these usually equal losses for the estab-
lished parties. Overall, wewould expect winner and loser
effects to cancel out and consequently not to increase
political trust in the general public.

While populist party success may also further the
spread of the populist anti-system message and thus
fuel distrust in the political system, this effect is proba-
bly negligible. With populists typically being exception-
ally proficient at making use of social and other digital
media to spread their message, we can safely assume
that citizens have heard and bought into the populist
anti-establishment and anti-system rhetoric long before
these parties became successful in the electoral arena
(Rooduijn, 2014). In fact, this is likely to be the reason
for them winning a sizeable number of votes in the first
place (Bos, van der Brug, & de Vreese, 2010). We would
thus still expect populist party success to be followed by
an increase in political trust rather than a decrease:
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H1: Populist party success increases political trust in
the general public.

Yet this positive effect of populist parties’ success on po-
litical trust depends on populist parties being perceived
as or even actually acting as a corrective force in the po-
litical system. This implies that citizens have to perceive
their political system to be in need of correction in the
first place. While outright supporters of populist parties
may have already fully bought into the populist message
of the established political system being ‘broken’ regard-
less of howwell the system actually works, this is unlikely
to be the case for the general public. Despite prior re-
search having shown some disgruntlement with the ex-
isting political institutions to be present in every country
(Klingemann, 2014; Norris, 1999; Pharr & Putnam, 2000),
the extent to which the political system is in need of re-
pair depends on contextual factors like democratic qual-
ity, corruption control, and government performance. All
three of these contextual factors have previously been
identified as sources of political trust (e.g., Hakhverdian
&Mayne, 2012; van Erkel & van derMeer, 2016;Wagner,
Schneider, & Halla, 2009); yet, their conditioning effect
has seldom been studied.

However, democratic quality, corruption control, and
government performance may act as moderating factors
on the effect populist parties’ success can have on po-
litical trust as they determine the extent to which citi-
zens see their democratic system to be in need of re-
pair. If democratic quality is lacking, corruption is ram-
pant, and government performance in the economic, ad-
ministrative, or other realms is mediocre at best, citizens
may long more strongly for an ‘outsider’ (i.e., a populist
party) to enter the political system and tackle those prob-
lems. In addition, there is simply more room for improve-
ment in faulty democracies. If democratic quality is al-
ready exceptional, corruption virtually eradicated, and
government performance on an all-time high, there is
little established parties can improve in reaction to the
challenge raised by populist parties. In contrast, if demo-
cratic quality leaves a lot to be desired, corruption poses
a serious problem, or government performance is de-
ficient, established parties may be able to respond to
the criticism from populist parties by launching reforms
in these realms. We would thus expect the positive ef-
fect of populist success on political trust to be most pro-
nounced in those countries where democratic quality is
lacking, corruption control is weak, and government per-
formance low:

H2: Democratic qualitymitigates the effect of populist
party success on political trust.

H3: Corruption control mitigates the effect of populist
party success on political trust.

H4: Government performance mitigates the effect of
populist party success on political trust.

4. Data and Measurement

To examine how the rise of populist parties has af-
fected political trust in European democracies, this
study combines individual-level data from the European
Social Survey (2002–2016; European Social Survey, 2016)
with aggregate-level data from the ParlGov project
(1997–2016; Döring & Manow, 2018), V-Dem (v9;
1997–2016; Coppedge et al., 2019), and the World
Development Indicators (1997–2016; World Bank, 2018).
It analyzes how changes in populist party vote share re-
late to changes in political trust.

The dependent variable political trust is measured as
trust in three different political institutions: parliament,
parties, and politicians. These three institutions are ar-
guably the ones most in focus of populist parties’ anti-
establishment rhetoric, and the effects of populist party
success should thus be most pronounced for trust in
these institutions.

For the independent variable populist party success,
I calculate the gain in popular vote shares for populist
parties from one national parliamentary election to the
next based on the ParlGov data. The identification of pop-
ulist parties relies on the PopuList (Rooduijn et al., 2019).
Table 1 lists those parties. Vote shares for all populist par-
ties within a single country and election are added up to
arrive at the total vote share for populist parties. Figure 1
gives an overview of the vote shares for populist parties
per country over time.

Election results are matched to the ESS data accord-
ing to the date of the election and the ESS fieldwork
period. For example, for ESS round 1 in Austria (fielded
between February and September 2003), the relevant
election took place on November 24, 2002. If an elec-
tion took place during the fieldwork period of the ESS,
the respective country-round was excluded. This con-
cerns the following countries: Cyprus (round 5), Estonia
(round 3), Greece (round 4), Netherlands (rounds 1, 3,
and 6), Slovenia (round 2), Sweden (round 7), United
Kingdom (round 7). Gains in vote shares are always cal-
culated from one ESS round to the next, so if no elec-
tion took place in between two ESS rounds, gains in
vote shares equals 0. Likewise, if more than one election
took place between two ESS rounds (i.e., when a country
skipped one or more ESS rounds or in the case of snap
elections), the change in populist vote shares equals the
difference between the election taking place closest to
the respective ESS round and the election taking place
before the previous ESS round.

For the moderating factors, democratic quality is
measured using V-Dem’s Index of Liberal Democracy,
corruption control is measured using V-Dem’s Index of
Political Corruption (recoded so that high values indicate
more corruption control), and government performance
is measured in terms of a composite measure combining
GDP growth, inflation (consumer prices), and unemploy-
ment. These aggregate-level data were allocated accord-
ing to the year of the ESS round (e.g., 2002 for round 1) in-
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Table 1. Populist parties in European Social Survey (ESS) countries.

Right-wing populist parties Left-wing populist parties

Austria Alliance for the Future of Austria; Freedom Party of Austria —

Belgium Flemish Interest; National Front —

Bulgaria Attack; National Front for the Salvation of Bulgaria; —
Order, Law and Justice

Cyprus — Citizens’ Alliance

Czechia Coalition for Republic; Dawn-National Coalition; —
Freedom and Direct Democracy

Denmark Danish People’s Party; Progress Party —

Estonia Conservative People’s Party —

Finland Finns Party —

France Front National France Unbowed

Germany Alternative for Germany The Left

Greece Popular Orthodox Rally Democratic Social Movement, Syriza

Hungary Fidesz—Hungarian Civic Alliancea; Hungarian Justice and —
Life Party for a Better Hungary; Jobbik, the Movement

Iceland — —

Ireland — Sinn Féin

Italy Brothers of Italy; Northern League —

Latvia — —

Lithuania — —

Netherlands Fortuyn List; Party for Freedom Socialist Party

Norway Progress Party

Poland Kukiz ‘15; Law and Justiceb; League of Polish Families —

Portugal – –

Slovakia Real Slovak National Party; Slovak National Party —

Slovenia — United Left

Spain — Podemos

Sweden Sweden Democrats —

Switzerland Swiss People’s Party —

United Kingdom UK Independence Party —

Notes: Includes only countries that were surveyed in at least three ESS rounds. Identification of right-wing and left-wing populist parties
based on PopuList (Rooduijn et al., 2019). a since 2002, b since 2005.

stead of the year(s) the actual fieldworkwas done in each
country. While this means that data may not be coming
from the exact year that fieldwork was done, the offset is
reasonably small (maximum 1 year before the fieldwork
period). By using the ESS round year, which is typically
up to one year ahead of actual fieldwork, the analysis
avoids using data from years that have not yet passed
when ESS fieldwork was conducted (when fieldwork was

conducted in the beginning of the year), as well as hav-
ing to use data from different years for respondents from
the same country in the same ESS round (when fieldwork
spanned the turn of the year).

In addition, the models control for competing ex-
planatory variables of political trust. On the individual
level, control variables are economic performance eval-
uations (e.g., Mishler & Rose, 2001), political interest
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Figure 1. Populist party vote shares per country, 2001–2016. Source: ParlGov (1997–2016; Döring & Manow, 2018).

(e.g., Lü, 2014), and social trust (e.g., Zmerli & Newton,
2008). As the analysis aggregates data to the country-
round level and uses weighted means for this purpose,
standard sociodemographics are not included as control
variables. On the macro level, the analysis controls for
a country’s level of socioeconomic development: logged
GDP per capita (PPP; World Bank, 2018) and degree of
urbanization (World Bank, 2018).

The analysis includes only countries that were
sampled in at least three ESS rounds between 2002
and 2016 and that were rated as democratic (based
on V-Dem’s Regimes-in-the-World measure; Lührmann,
Tannenberg, & Lindberg, 2018) throughout the entire pe-
riod (1997–2016; ESS countries that do not match these
criteria: Croatia, Luxemburg, Russia, Turkey, andUkraine).
It excludes countries without a successful populist party,
i.e., which did not have at least one populist party gain
parliamentary seats in at least one election between
1997 and 2016. This applies to Iceland, Lithuania, and
Portugal. Robustness checks including these three coun-
tries do not yield substantially different results. After ex-
cluding country-rounds in which national parliamentary
elections took place during the ESS fieldwork period, the
data cover 148 country-rounds (130 country-rounds for
analyses of trust in political parties; 23 individual coun-
tries; Table 2).

For the empirical analysis, all data are aggregated to
the country-round level. The models regress changes in
political trust (trust in parliament, trust in parties, trust
in politicians) from one ESS round to the next on pop-

ulist party vote gain. Changes in political trust are cal-
culated as the difference in aggregated levels of trust
from one ESS round to the next. As there are no previ-
ous data for levels of political trust for the first ESS round
fielded in each country, the number of country-rounds
drops to 125 (trust in parliament, trust in politicians) and
107 (trust in parties), respectively.

All individual- and system-level control variables are
also modeled in terms of changes as compared to the
previous ESS round. For the moderating factors demo-
cratic quality, corruption, and government performance,
on the other hand, I use absolute levels as the extent to
which a political system lends itself to populist criticism
depends more on its absolute levels of democratic qual-
ity, corruption control, and government performance
than on changes in these contextual characteristics. In
addition, democratic quality and corruption control are
unlikely to change dramatically from one ESS round to
the next, so for most European democracies there is lit-
tle within-country variance in democratic quality and cor-
ruption control between 2002 and 2016.

5. Results

Starting with the main effect of populist party success
on political trust, Figure 2 presents the results for trust
in parliament, trust in political parties, and trust in
politicians. Corroborating the expectations, electoral suc-
cess of populist parties does not decrease political trust
among the general public. In contrast, most empirical

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 45–58 50



Table 2. Country-rounds included in analysis.

2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016

Austria • • • n/a n/a • •
Belgium • • • • • • • •
Bulgaria • • • •
Cyprus • • • •
Czechia • • • • • • •
Denmark • • • • • • •
Estonia • ele • n/a • • •
Finland • • • • • • • •
France • • • • • • • •
Germany • • • • • • • •
Greece • • ele •
Hungary • • • • • • • •
Ireland • • • • • • • •
Italy • n/a • •
Netherlands ele • ele • • ele • •
Norway • • • • • • • •
Poland • • • • • • • •
Slovakia • • • • •
Slovenia • • • • • • • •
Spain • • • • • • • •
Sweden • • • • • • ele •
Switzerland • • • • • • • •
United Kingdom • • • • • • ele •

Notes: • = country-round included, n/a = survey data is not included in cumulative ESS file or fieldwork dates were not recorded,
ele = country-round was excluded from analysis because election took place during fieldwork period.

trust in parliament

populist vote gains

GDP (logged)

urbaniza�on

econ. perf. evalua�ons

poli�cal interest

social trust

democra�c quality

corrup�on control

economic performance

trust in par�es trust in poli�cians

0 .5 1–.5 0 .5 1–.5 0 .5 1–.5

model 3model 2model 1 model 4

Figure 2.Main effects of populist party success on political trust. Notes: Coefficients and 95% confidence intervals. N= 125
(trust in parliament, trust in politicians)/N = 107 (trust in parties). Model 1: bivariate. Model 2: including macro controls.
Model 3: including macro and micro controls. Model 4: including macro and micro controls plus democratic quality, cor-
ruption control, and economic performance. Sources: European Social Survey 2002–2016 (European Social Survey, 2016);
ParlGov 1997–2016 (Döring&Manow, 2018); V-Demv9 (Coppedge et al., 2019);World Development Indicators 2002–2016
(World Bank, 2018).
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models yield a significant positive effect of populist party
success on citizens’ trust in both parliament, political par-
ties, and politicians. The results thus support the hypoth-
esis that populist parties’ success may act as a corrective
force to the existing political system (H1). Whether this
is due to citizens seeing populist parties themselves as
being this corrective force and their sheer presence in
political institutions as making the political system more
caring and accountable or rather the consequence of es-
tablished parties and citizens responding to the populist
challenge with their own pro-system campaign cannot
be determined based on the present data. We can, how-
ever, assert that levels of political trust tend to increase
rather than decrease in the wake of populist party suc-
cess. This is the case for both the populist electorate and
the non-populist electorate, indicating that this is a gen-
eral effect rather than a mere ‘winner’ effect driven by
populist party supporters (re-)gaining trust in the politi-
cal system (cf. Supplementary File).

Going beyond the main effect of populist party suc-
cess on political trust, we expected this effect to be condi-
tional on contextual characteristics like democratic qual-
ity, corruption control, and government performance.
Figure 3 to Figure 5 graph these conditional effects.
Beginningwith themoderating effect of democratic qual-
ity, Figure 3 confirms that populist party success has dif-
ferent effects in countries with different levels of demo-
cratic quality. Corresponding to the theoretical conjec-
ture (H2), the effect of populist party successweakens for
countries with a higher level of democratic quality. As we
would have expected based on the corrective-force ar-
gument, for countries with a comparatively low level of
democratic quality, populist parties becoming more suc-
cessful in national parliamentary elections has a signifi-
cant positive effect on political trust among the general
public. Citizens in these countries seem to extend more
trust to both parliament, political parties, and politicians
following electoral successes of populist parties. For all
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Figure 3. Conditional effects of populist success on political trust: democratic quality. Notes: Unstandardized estimates
and 95% confidence intervals of conditional effect for varying degrees of democratic quality (0.05 scale points intervals).
Control variables: (changes in) perceptions of economic performance, political interest, social trust, GPD/capita, urban-
ization; (levels of) corruption control, economic performance. N = 125 (trust in parliament, trust in politicians)/N = 107
(trust in parties). Sources: European Social Survey 2002–2016 (European Social Survey, 2016); ParlGov 1997–2016 (Döring
& Manow, 2018); V-Dem v9 (Coppedge et al., 2019); World Development Indicators 2002–2016 (World Bank, 2018).
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three institutions, this effect on citizen trust gradually de-
creases with increasing democratic quality and vanishes
completely for high-quality liberal democracies, suggest-
ing that citizensmay not perceive there to bemuch room
for improvement of the existing political system.

Turning to the moderating effect of corruption con-
trol, Figure 4 also shows results in linewith the corrective-
force argument. Instead of populist party success hav-
ing a more detrimental effect on political trust in coun-
tries with high levels of corruption—i.e., countries that
we would expect to lend themselves more easily to pop-
ulist criticism—it is precisely these countries where pop-
ulist success substantially increases political trust among
the general public. This again points to citizens perceiving
populist parties as a corrective force that can help tackle
the problems—in this case corruption—of the existing
political system. Like for democratic quality, populist
party success has no effect on political trust at all in those
countries where there is little room for improvement.

The picture looks virtually the same for the mod-
erating effect of economic performance (Figure 5). Yet
again, the effect of populist parties’ vote gains on trust
in parliament, trust in political parties, and trust in politi-
cians alike are conditional on the level of economic per-
formance in a given country, and the interaction effect
points to populist parties being seen as more of a correc-
tive force in countries with lacking government perfor-
mance. Populist parties receiving more votes in national
parliamentary elections has a significant positive effect
on political trust in countries with a comparatively low
level of economic performance. In countries with high
levels of economic performance, in contrast, populist
party success does not have any effect on political trust
among the general public at all. All results remain robust
to alternative model specifications (including country
dummies, including countries without a successful pop-
ulist party, including populists-in-government dummy,
including new-democracies dummy) and operationaliza-
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Figure 4. Conditional effects of populist success on political trust: corruption control. Notes: Unstandardized estimates and
95% confidence intervals of conditional effect for varying degrees of corruption (0.05 scale points intervals). Control vari-
ables: (changes in) perceptions of economic performance, political interest, social trust, GPD/capita, urbanization; (levels
of) democratic quality, economic performance. N = 125 (trust in parliament, trust in politicians)/N = 107 (trust in parties).
Sources: European Social Survey 2002–2016 (European Social Survey, 2016); ParlGov 1997–2016 (Döring &Manow, 2018);
V-Dem v9 (Coppedge et al., 2019); World Development Indicators 2002–2016 (World Bank, 2018).
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Figure 5. Conditional effects of populist success on political trust: economic performance. Notes: Unstandardized esti-
mates and 95% confidence intervals of conditional effect for varying degrees of economic performance (0.05 scale points
intervals). Control variables: (changes in) perceptions of economic performance, political interest, social trust, GPD/capita,
urbanization; (levels of) democratic quality, corruption control. N = 125 (trust in parliament, trust in politicians)/N = 107
(trust in parties). Sources: European Social Survey 2002–2016 (European Social Survey, 2016); ParlGov 1997–2016 (Döring
& Manow, 2018); V-Dem v9 (Coppedge et al., 2019); World Development Indicators 2002–2016 (World Bank, 2018).

tions of the dependent (as satisfaction with democracy)
and independent (as gains in parliamentary seats) vari-
ables.While the results are clearly stronger for right-wing
populist parties, they tend to point in the same direc-
tionwhen looking at themuch smaller subset of left-wing
populist parties only as well. The same is the case when
comparing the populist to the non-populist electorates:
while the effects are somewhat stronger for the populist
electorate, they are still present in the non-populist elec-
torate (cf. Supplementary File).

6. Conclusion

In light of the most recent wave of populism across
Europe and the concerns voiced about this rise of pop-
ulism, this contribution set out to explore how the elec-
toral success of populist parties affects citizens’ trust in
the political system. Regarding this macro-level relation-
ship, it suggested that, despite previous findings evidenc-
ing a negative relationship between populist party sup-

port and political trust on the individual level, the elec-
toral success of populist parties may still increase polit-
ical trust among the general public. It argued that pop-
ulist parties may be perceived as a corrective force fi-
nally giving voice to and tackling concerns about the polit-
ical system that had long been prevalent among citizens.
Reasoning that there needs to be at least some room
for improvement for this corrective-force effect to come
into play, it further introduced democratic quality, cor-
ruption control, and government performance as contex-
tual factors conditioning the relationship between pop-
ulist party success and political trust.

Combining survey data from the European Social
Survey (2002–2016) with election data from the ParlGov
project (1997–2016) and aggregate data on the con-
textual characteristics from V-Dem and the World
Development Indicators for 23 European democracies, it
found that populist party success indeed has an over-
all positive effect on levels of political trust among the
general public. As far as the contextual characteristics
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were concerned, populist party success had the most
pronounced positive effect on political trust in countries
with comparatively low levels of democratic quality, cor-
ruption control, and government performance. For coun-
tries with very high levels of democratic quality, cor-
ruption control, and government performance, populist
parties gaining votes or parliamentary seats did not af-
fect political trust at all. These results corroborate the
corrective-force perspective: apparently, the perceived
and/or actual corrective effect of populist parties enter-
ing the political stage outweighs their anti-establishment
and anti-system message in the eyes of citizens at least
in the short run. Even though the present study cannot
determine whether this effect will be a long-lasting one,
its core findings add to and qualify both the theoreti-
cal and empirical assumptions of the bulk of the pop-
ulism literature, which considers populism to have un-
equivocally negative consequences for democracy (e.g.,
Galston, 2018; Müller, 2016; Pappas, 2019; Puddington
& Roylance, 2017), instead lending support to more bal-
anced assessments (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012).
In particular, they contradict previous individual-level re-
sults that could be interpreted as suggesting a vicious cir-
cle of political distrust and support for populist parties
(Cutts et al., 2011; Dahlberg & Linde, 2017; Hooghe et al.,
2011; Rooduijn, 2018; Söderlund & Kestilä-Kekkonen,
2009) and underscore that we need to be careful not to
commit individualistic fallacies when discussing the con-
sequences of populism.

Based on the findings as well as limitations of this
study, three main questions may warrant further investi-
gation. For one, future research could make use of panel
data to examine whether different groups of citizens—
e.g., supporters of populist parties vs. non-supporters
of populist parties—react differently to populist party
success, and whether populist party success causes fur-
ther polarization of the general public. The use of panel
data would also present an opportunity to dig deeper
into the dynamics of potential winner and loser effects
among supporters of populist and supporters of non-
populist parties, which could only be explored to a very
limited extent here. It would, second, be fruitful to an-
alyze how established parties’ reactions to the populist
challenge condition the effect populist party success has
on political trust. For instance, does the inclusion of pop-
ulists in the political process, e.g., through coalition gov-
ernments, further gains in political trust by appeasing
citizens committed to the populist narrative or does it
rather serve to alienate citizens who oppose the pop-
ulists and/or their radical-right or radical-left ideologies?
Finally, and most importantly, we need to study the long-
term effects of populist party success. Can the represen-
tation of populist parties within the political system con-
tribute to stabilizing political trust or are the positive ef-
fects only short-term, with citizens quickly becoming dis-
illusionedwhen populists start pushing their radical-right
or radical-left agendas and/or disappointed by the new-
comers not actually bringing about the desired changes

to the political system? Given these limitations, the find-
ings presented here can only be a first indication as
to how the new realities of populist party success may
affect political systems across Europe. At their present
stage, they may warrant some cautious optimism. While
there are many good reasons to be wary of the rise of
populist parties, for political trust—and thereby for the
stability of democracy—, these newcomers to the polit-
ical stage, at least for now, seem to be less detrimental
than we may have thought.
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1. Introduction

Voters’ political support for democratic systems and sat-
isfaction with their performance constitute an essen-
tial element for the sustainability of democratic regimes
(Claassen, 2019). Therefore, it can hardly be surprising
that this topic has been extensively addressed in politi-
cal science research. The results convincingly show that
electoral winners—i.e., voters casting a ballot for a party
included in the post-electoral government—tend to be
more satisfied with democracy compared to the sup-
porters of opposition parties (Anderson, Blais, Bowler,
Donovan, & Listhaug, 2005; Blais & Gélineau, 2007;
Singh, 2014). The strong empirical evidence supporting
winners’ satisfaction is explained by their anticipation
that the winning parties will deliver in line with their

election pledges (Singh, Karakoç, & Blais, 2012; Thomson
et al., 2017).

Even though political parties are facilitating the link
between citizens and democratic institutions, we know
surprisingly little about their moderating effect on the
boost in satisfaction with democracy experienced by
their voters. This gap in the literature stems from the un-
availability of suitable data. Cross-sectional surveys con-
ducted after elections enable researchers to study satis-
faction among voters of specific parties (e.g., Anderson
et al., 2005; Bernauer & Vatter, 2012; Dassonneville &
McAllister, 2020). However, such surveys cannot study
the size of the boost voters experienced due to the ab-
sence of pre-electoral attitudes which are essential to
measure the changes over time. On the other hand,
panel surveys conducted before and after elections can
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capture the boost (e.g., Blais & Gélineau, 2007; Blais,
Morin-Chassé, & Singh, 2017; Singh, 2014). However,
they are expensive andonly allow researchers to examine
a single election or a few elections and subsequent gov-
ernment replacements. This does not offer enough vari-
ance in the characteristics of parties to generalize their
impact on the size of the satisfaction boost among voters.

This research overcomes thesemethodological short-
comings thanks to an innovative approach to the
European Social Survey (ESS). The study utilizes the fact
that due to its extensive questionnaire, ESS data col-
lection in participating countries takes several months.
Moreover, ESS is a cross-sectional survey hence data are
gathered simultaneously without any significant atten-
tion paid to the national political processes and con-
text. Thanks to that, government replacements (follow-
ing a national election) reshuffled the winner/loser sta-
tus among voters during several data collection periods.
This allows the research to split these samples and apply
discontinuity research design to analyse the differences
in people’s satisfaction before and after government re-
placements. A sufficiently large number of responses be-
fore and after a government replacement was collected
in 17 surveys conducted in 12 countries (i.e., Austria,
Belgium, Cyprus, Estonia, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania,
The Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, and Slovenia) which
constitutes a sample large enough to examine the mod-
erating effect of parties and party-related characteristics
on the changes in voters’ satisfaction with democracy.

The research examines two party-related factors
which are expected to influence voters’ satisfaction with
democracy: differences in party election vote shares and
voters’ feeling of closeness to a party. Available empirical
evidence suggests that a tighter bond between the vot-
ers and a party increases the voters’ satisfaction among
winners as well as among losers. However, when voters’
satisfaction with democracy is compared before and af-
ter government replacements, neither a sudden boost
nor a decay can be detected. On the one hand, this sug-
gests that the replacement of parties in the government
does not strike voters as a surprise and their attitudes
change in a continuous nature. However, on the other
hand, a steady level of satisfaction among voters who
have becomeelectoral losers (i.e., whenone’s party loses
its position in the government) indicates that the effect
of losing needs some time to fully develop until it results
in a decrease in satisfaction levels among voters.

2. Satisfaction with Democracy: Review of Relevant
Findings

Every democratic system thrives on popular support
and withers in its absence (Claassen, 2019), and conse-
quently people’s attitudes towards democracy have gath-
ered increasing attention among scholars. The rich body
of research has examined the abundant amount of em-
pirical evidence and has repeatedly arrived at two ma-
jor factors which now stand at the centre of almost all

attempts to explain voters’ satisfaction with democracy.
The first factor deals with electoral choice and stipulates
that electoral winners—i.e., those who voted for a party
which formed the post-electoral government—tend to
express a higher level of satisfaction with the perfor-
mance of democracy in their country when compared
to voters of the opposition parties (e.g., Anderson et al.,
2005; Bernauer & Vatter, 2012; Singh, 2014). This gap be-
tween winners and losers has been reported by the vast
majority of studies.

Going one step further, the findings from panel stud-
ies comparing individuals’ pre- and post-election atti-
tudes suggest that this boost is driven by the expectation
that the incoming government will implement policies
that match the voters’ interests (Singh, 2014; Singh et al.,
2012; Thomson et al., 2017). At the same time, losers’ dis-
appointment stems from the realization that the country
will be run by a government which overlaps with their
preferences to a very limited extent or not at all (Singh
et al., 2012).

Despite this being the predominant definition of win-
ning in political science (especially in research conducted
in Anglo-Saxon world), it is also acknowledged that vot-
ers for parties that were not elected into government
may still feel like winners in some respects. Such a sit-
uation may appear, e.g., if voters, regardless of their
vote choice, are still ideologically close to the newly com-
posed post-electoral government (Curini, Jou, &Memoli,
2012). Considering the size of representation, Blais et al.
(2017, p. 85) “affirm that voting for parties that winmore
votes, more legislative seats, and more cabinet seats
boosts satisfaction with democracy.” This suggests that
acquiring legislative seats may already cause a satisfac-
tion boost among voters (Singh et al., 2012), especially
if they support a new party without any prior incum-
bency experience. Even though these alternative mea-
sures of winning matter, Stiers, Daoust, and Blais (2018)
convincingly demonstrate that in the voters’ perception
a comparatively much stronger indication of winning is
voting for the party which becomes the largest party in
the election and leads the government formation pro-
cess. Given this direct evidence, the research follows the
conventional definition of winning based on a party’s in-
clusion in the government. Nevertheless, this research
also tackles the influence of party vote (and seat) shares
on winners’ and losers’ satisfaction with democracy. If
different vote/seat shares are found to influence win-
ners’ or losers’ satisfaction levels, it is a sign that alter-
native definitions of winning deserve closer attention
among scholars.

The second factor builds on the assumption that
winning and losing mean different things in majoritar-
ian and consensual systems. This direction of research
has been triggered by Anderson and Guillory (1997),
who conclude:

Losers in systems that are more consensual display
higher levels of satisfaction with the way democracy
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works than do losers in systems with majoritarian
characteristics. Conversely, winners tend to be more
satisfied with democracy the more a country’s politi-
cal institutions approximate puremajoritarian govern-
ment. (Anderson & Guillory, 1997, p. 66)

Majoritarian systems are expected to generate big win-
ners benefitting from the strong position of single
party governments which can directly proceed to imple-
ment their election pledges (Lijphart, 2012, pp. 9–29).
However, this necessarily means that only negligible at-
tention is paid to losers’ preferences. Consequently, the
gap in satisfaction between winners and losers tends
to get larger. Consensual systems, on the other hand,
are expected to be governed by coalition formations
that result from government negotiations; thus, elec-
toral winners anticipate that part of their preferences
will not be implemented (Lijphart, 2012, pp. 30–45).
This limits the size of satisfaction boost they experi-
ence. At the same time, consensual systems offer more
opportunities to influence the political decision-making
process for the losing minorities, hence their satisfac-
tion is not as low as the losers’ satisfaction in majori-
tarian systems (Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Bernauer &
Vatter, 2012). In general, due to distinctive incentives
which influence the formof governance in these systems,
it is expected that the winner-loser gap will be larger
in systems with majoritarian electoral rules compared
to systems with proportional mechanisms (Gallagher &
Mitchell, 2008).

This modifying effect of the electoral system on the
satisfaction gap presented by Anderson and Guillory
(1997) has found supportive (e.g., Farrell & McAllister,
2006; Klingemann, 1999), albeit mixed evidence (e.g.,
Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Berggren, Fugate, Preuhs, &
Still, 2004; McAllister, 2005). The latter studies pointed
towards other factors possibly influencing the winner-
loser gap, such as economic inequality (Han & Chang,
2016), voters’ degree of control over the resulting polit-
ical representation (Bosch & Orriols, 2014; Pellegata &
Memoli, 2018), ideological proximity (Curini et al., 2012;
Ezrow & Xezonakis, 2011), the intertemporal dimension
of winning (Chang, Chu, & Wu, 2014), strategic voting
(Singh, 2014), the availability of direct political participa-
tion for losers (Bernauer & Vatter, 2012), and electoral
margins (Howell & Justwan, 2013).

Considering the size of this literature and how con-
sistently it attaches voters’ satisfaction to the position
of political parties within the governing structures, it is
surprising how little attention has been paid to the char-
acteristics of political parties. Moreover, political parties
are perceived as a link between citizens and democratic
systems, therefore, the contemporary decline of parties
should raise concerns about citizens’ support for democ-
racy and the subsequent sustainability of democratic
regimes (see Mair, 2013). Even though satisfaction with
democracy fluctuates over time, the trends do not seem
to correlate with any measures that aim to capture the

so-called ‘legitimacy crises’ inWestern Europe (van Ham,
Thomassen, Aarts, & Andeweg, 2017).

As a response to this discrepancy, Andeweg and
Farrell (2017) argue that political parties still contribute
their support for the democratic systems. However, it
does not happen via membership and “individually en-
gaging citizens in party activities, but by collectively of-
fering citizens a meaningful choice” (Andeweg & Farrell,
2017, p. 93), which could be seen in voters’ continuously
persisting (and sometimes even increased) feeling of
closeness to one or several political parties. Hooghe and
Kern (2015) have analysed political trust and arrived at
essentially the same conclusion: Citizens who feel close-
ness to a political party are more likely to reveal higher
levels of political trust.

The strong link between parties and citizens’ politi-
cal support led Dassonneville and McAllister (2020) to
study people’s satisfaction with democracy across differ-
ent party systems. They examined the threemain charac-
teristics of party systems—the number of parties, the de-
gree of polarization, and representativeness—however,
weak evidence compelled them to conclude that the
main effects of these indicators were not found to be
associated with higher levels of satisfaction with democ-
racy. However, when it comes to democratic stability,
the institutionalization of political parties and the institu-
tionalization of party systems can represent two distinc-
tive processes (Casal Bértoa, 2017), and a comprehen-
sive study of political parties on satisfaction with democ-
racy has been missing. This article aims to fill this gap by
presenting an analysis of how party election vote shares,
and voters’ feeling of closeness to a party influence sat-
isfaction with democracy among voters.

2.1. Size of the Win: Party Vote Shares

Just as winning can mean different things in different
systems, so winners embedded in the same institutional
environment can have different experiences of winning.
The reason is that despite the constant institutional
setup, a party’s electoral result determines its strength
to implement policy priorities and it is the expectation
that voters’ priorities will be implemented that increases
winners’ satisfaction with democracy (Singh, 2014; Singh
et al., 2012; Thomson et al., 2017).

If big winners in majoritarian systems enjoy an addi-
tional degree of satisfaction thanks to the stronger po-
sition of their party in the post-electoral government
(Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Bernauer & Vatter, 2012),
then the same should apply to those voters who experi-
ence a bigwin in other systems too. Consequently, voters
for parties occupying a stronger representative position
in a system also demonstrate higher levels of satisfaction
with democracy (Blais et al., 2017; Singh et al., 2012).

This line of thinking is also supported by Stiers et al.
(2018), who designed a survey to explore what makes
people believe that their party won the election. Paying
close attention to the individual level, their main dis-
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covery is that “supporters of the largest party—the
party with most votes and seats in both Parliament
and government—almost unanimously believe that their
party won the election” (Stiers et al., 2018, p. 21). This
study supplies evidence suggesting that voters’ percep-
tion of winning is influenced by the vote shares received
by parties in elections.

Therefore, voters’ satisfaction with democracy
should grow together with the party vote share as a
direct indicator of the party’s strength in a system.

2.2. Closeness to a Party

The success of a party supported by an individual consti-
tutes a strong predictor for their satisfactionwith democ-
racy (Anderson et al., 2005; Blais et al., 2017). In addi-
tion, being close to a party also has major importance
for an individual’s satisfactionwith democracy (Andeweg
& Farrell, 2017; Hooghe & Kern, 2015). Since both these
tendencies deal with the influence of parties on individ-
uals’ satisfaction with democracy, it is reasonable to ex-
pect that these two factors operate together and influ-
ence each other.

This expectation finds support from political psychol-
ogy, which confirmed “the role of enduring partisan
commitments in shaping attitudes toward political ob-
ject” (Campbell, Converse,Miller, & Stokes, 1960, p. 135).
People’s viewpoints regarding party achievements have
been found to be distorted by a ‘perceptual screen’
which tends to bias perception of political facts depend-
ing on the strength of the attachment between a voter
and a party (Brader & Tucker, 2012). This tendency has
been demonstrated by Stiers and Dassonneville (2018)
using exit polls fromBelgium to conclude that voterswith
a strong party identification are more optimistic in eval-
uating their party’s electoral performance. Singh (2014)
also demonstrates that the effect of winning is especially
pronounced for those voters who disclosed stronger psy-
chological bonds to the parties they voted for. As their
subjective perceptionmight be biased upwards, they are
likely to be especially delighted by a party’s success, but
also less affected by its defeat.

Therefore, considering the partisan bias, if voters feel
close to a party who are election winners, they should
reveal higher satisfaction with democracy compared to

voters without partisan attachments. In the case of a
party losing, positive partisan bias should contribute to
a steady level of satisfaction among voters who identify
with a party, whereas satisfaction among voters without
partisan attachments should decrease.

3. Data and Methods

This research applies an innovative methodological ap-
proach to the survey analysis. It utilizes the fact that due
to its extensive questionnaire, the data collection for ESS
takes several months. Thanks to the cross-sectional na-
ture of the ESS, which does not pay attention to the polit-
ical development in participating countries, government
replacements sometimes take place during the survey
data collection period and reshuffle the status of win-
ners and losers among voters. This offers an opportunity
to use the date of an interview to position respondents
in a specific point in time and compare the differences
in people’s satisfaction with democracy before and af-
ter a government replacement (Muñoz, Falcó-Gimeno, &
Hernández, 2020; see Figure 1).

3.1. Data

The study utilizes the ESS cumulative data rounds 1 to 8
(2002–2016), which is a cleaned and harmonized compi-
lation of the ESS rounds. For rounds 1 and 2, ESS indi-
cates the exact date when an interview was conducted.
For rounds 3 to 8, ESS includes the starting and end-
ing date of the interview. Individuals were positioned on
a timeline according to the starting date of their inter-
views, and those observations for which the difference
between the starting and ending date was up to 10 days
were included (to ensure that the final dataset includes
reliably marked dates).

Analysis focuses on voters’ attitudes revealed during
the period of 30 days before and 30 days after elections
or government replacement. This is an arbitrary cut-off
point that is set with respect to the data specifics. In the
shortest instances, interviews are available for the period
preceding or following a government replacement (see
Figure A1 in the Supplementary File). Hence, setting the
cut-off point to thirty days allows one to compare similar
pre- and post-government replacement periods across

Figure 1.Methodological approach: Discontinuity during survey data collection.
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all cases. A data summary with respect to interview tim-
ing is presented in Table A1 in the Supplementary File.
For timing of the ESS data collection periods with re-
spect to government replacement and preceding elec-
tion dates, see Figure 2.

3.2. Variables

The main dependent variable is the satisfaction with
democracy measured by the question: “And on the
whole, how satisfied are you with the way democ-
racy works in [country]?” Respondents were offered an
11-point scale with two anchors (0 = extremely dissat-
isfied; 10 = extremely satisfied). As has been demon-
strated by Linde and Ekman (2003), this question taps
voters’ satisfaction with the performance of democratic
institutions rather than support for the general princi-
ples of democracy. Some authors have demonstrated
that this question conceptually overlaps with other indi-
cators, such as party preference or executive approval
(e.g., Canache, Mondak, & Seligson, 2001). However,

as Anderson points out, “in the absence of a better
item…the satisfaction with democracy measure is a rea-
sonable (albeit imperfect) indicator that we can use to
test our theories” (Anderson, 2002, p. 10).

An electoral winner has been consistently defined
by the literature as casting a ballot for a party that
is included in the government (Anderson et al., 2005;
Blais et al., 2017; Singh, 2014; Singh et al., 2012). Since
this research design uses the date of a government
replacement as a cut-off point, the coding of winners
and losers is straightforward—those who voted for a
party included in the government during their interview
were coded as winners. Opposition party voters were
coded as losers. Abstainers were excluded from the sam-
ple. However, the primary focus of this analysis is to-
wards the status change and its association with the
change in the degree to which voters are satisfied with
democracy. Therefore, the samples were split into four
categories—became winner, became loser, stayed win-
ner, and stayed loser—which are included in the regres-
sion models as dummies.

LT 2017

IT 2013

NL 2002

BE 2014

NL 2010

AT 2003

NL 2007

IS 2017

SI 2008

NL 2012

SE 2002

EE 2005

IE 2008

PT 2005

SE 2006

SE 2014

CY 2011

–1 –0.5 0

Year(s) before/a�er government replacement

10.5

ESS (data collec�on) Government replacementElec�ons

Figure 2. Overview of survey data collection periods, and dates of government replacements and preceding elections.
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Closeness to a party was measured by a question in-
cluded in the ESS: “Is there a particular political party
you feel closer to than all the other parties?” (1 = yes;
0 = no).

Party election votes shares were taken from the
ParlGov database (Döring & Manow, 2019). However, in
order to take into account the previous position of the
party, the analysis uses the party vote share differences
between the two preceding elections.

Regarding individual-level controls, the ESS database
permits controlling for age (in years), gender (1= female;
0 = male), education (completed 1 = less than lower
secondary education; 2 = lower secondary education;
3= upper secondary education; 4= post-secondary non-
tertiary education; 5 = tertiary education), and satisfac-
tion with the state of the economy (0 = extremely dissat-
isfied; 10 = extremely satisfied). In addition to these per-
sonal background characteristics, the analysis controls
for the time gap (measured in days) between the indi-
vidual interview and the government replacement date.

3.3. Method and Visualization Strategy

With respect to the method, the presented findings are
the results of the OLS regression analysis. Due to data
specifics, some models include survey fixed effects (ex-
ecuted as survey dummies) to control for the effect of
inter-country variations. Due to the interactive nature of
the research design and proposed hypotheses, some re-
gression models implement three- or four-way interac-
tions. Following the suggestions by Brambor, Clark, and
Golder (2006), interpretation of interaction terms always
relies on the visualization of respective models, which
are included in the Supplementary File. This seeks to in-
crease the readability of this article.

To make visualizations easier to examine, they are al-
ways split into two parts. The first part compares satisfac-
tion levels among those who becamewinners with those
who remained losers. The logic is to use the steady de-
gree of satisfaction with democracy among those whose
status did not change (i.e., stayed electoral losers) as a
baseline in order to expose the changes in the satisfac-
tion among those who experience change in their sta-
tus (i.e., became electoral winners). Both these groups
consist of losers during the period preceding a govern-
ment replacement and therefore should reveal compara-
ble levels of satisfaction with democracy. However, their
status starts to differ from the day of a government re-
placement, which is expected to introduce a satisfaction
boost among the new electoral winners. This difference,
if there is any, represents the effect of winning we aim
to tackle.

The second part applies a similar logic. Steady satis-
faction levels among those who remained electoral win-
ners are used as a baseline in order to reveal changes
in the satisfaction levels among those who became elec-
toral losers. Both these groups consist of winners dur-
ing the period preceding a government replacement and

therefore the expected decrease in the satisfaction lev-
els revealed by electoral losers represent the estimated
effect of losing, if there is any effect, on one’s satisfaction
with democracy.

4. Results

The empirical analysis begins with a basic comparison of
changes in satisfaction with democracy associated with
winner/loser status change. Overall, the trends seem
to follow the findings presented in the literature (e.g.,
Anderson et al., 2005; Singh, 2014; Singh et al., 2012)—
winners tend to be more satisfied with the way democ-
racy works in their country. Satisfaction with democ-
racy among those who became winners, stayed win-
ners, or became losers is higher compared to the vot-
ers whose parties were included in the opposition dur-
ing the whole time (see Table A2 in the Supplementary
File, and Figure 3 in this article). This suggests two things:
First, the satisfaction of those who are about to become
winners already increases during the period before a
new government is officially appointed to office (see
left panel in Figure 3). This is because the new govern-
ment formation is often increasingly apparent as time
goes by after elections (Loveless, 2020; van der Meer &
Steenvoorden, 2018). Second, those who became losers
do not reveal an immediate and rapid drop in their sat-
isfaction with democracy (see right panel in Figure 3).
Hence, it seems to take some time until the effect of
losing representation in the government fully develops
and results in a drop in satisfaction among supporters of
these parties.

However, the degree of satisfaction with democracy
across all four groups tends to be stable through the
whole period under investigation (see Figure 3). When
satisfaction levels are compared before and after a gov-
ernment replacement, the differences are not signifi-
cant and therefore this democratic event does not seem
to introduce rapid and sudden discontinuities into vot-
ers’ attitudes.

4.1. Party Vote Shares

When it comes to the party vote shares, tested expecta-
tion is built on the proposition that big winners should
demonstrate a higher degree of satisfaction with democ-
racy. Before interpreting the findings, it is important to
note that some specific situations—such as becoming
a winner when one’s party loses 10% votes or becom-
ing a loser when one’s party gains more than 10% of
votes compared to the previous elections are rare. This
is the reason why confidence intervals in the upper left
and lower right panels in Figure 4 expand so much com-
pared to other parts of the figure. This creates some con-
cerns about the reliability of the trends. Unfortunately,
the data used for this research cannot be expanded at
the present time, hence it remains a task for future re-
search to validate these findings.
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Figure 3. Comparison of pre- and post-government replacement satisfaction among four categories of winner/loser sta-
tus change. Note: The marginal effects of the interaction terms from Model 4 in Table A2 of the Supplementary File are
visualized.

The findings based on the full Model 4 (in Table
A3 in the Supplementary File) controlling for all con-
founders including the survey fixed effects do not indi-
cate that the differences in party vote share are associ-
ated with neither a higher nor a lower degree of satis-
faction with democracy among voters. The upper half of
Figure 4 suggests that the trends are contrary to initial
expectations. The gap between those who became win-
ners and stayed losers gets narrower as the party vote
share difference increases. Nevertheless, the lower part
of Figure 4 indicates that the difference in vote shares
received by a party does matter among those who re-
mained winners. Despite the lack of any discontinuity
observable around the government replacement date,
the satisfaction among continuous winners increases
from roughly 5.5 points (on a 0–10 scale) to roughly
6 points. This indicates that the effect of party strength
within a system may be more nuanced and applies only
to those voters whose parties gain executive power to
implement their election pledges. Among losers, it does
not seem to have a systematic influence on their satis-
faction levels.

The effect of government change does not introduce
a sharp change to people’s satisfaction with democracy
and from this perspective it also seems to be negligible
in this case. When satisfaction levels from before and af-
ter a government replacement are compared, the differ-
ence is not statistically significant and therefore a govern-
ment’s replacement does not seem to introduce major
discontinuities into voters’ attitudes.

Onemay argue, however, that the differences in vote
shares do not have to be an accuratemeasure of winning.

Due to various aspects of electoral systems, changes in
vote shares do not have to reflect changes in the party
seat shares, which better reflect the actual strength of
the party in a political system. If voters’ satisfaction with
democracy increases with the power held by chosen par-
ties (Blais et al., 2017; Singh, 2014; Singh et al., 2012;
Thomson et al., 2017), then it should rather be associ-
ated with the seat shares occupied by political parties.
To mitigate this concern, a robustness check included in
the Supplementary File replicates this part of the anal-
ysis with differences in seat shares rather than vote
shares. The results are almost identical (see Table A4 and
Figure A2 in the Supplementary File). Therefore, whether
one examines differences in vote shares or differences
in seat shares has no impact on the results presented in
this section.

4.2. Closeness to a Party

When party identification is examined, the findings sug-
gest that the satisfaction with democracy among those
feeling close to a party tends to be higher (see Table A5
in the Supplementary File). The estimated marginal ef-
fects displayed in Figure 5 indicate that satisfaction with
democracy tends to be higher (by a quarter to a half of
a point on an 11-point scale) among those who stayed
winners or becamewinners, especially if we focus on the
period following a government replacement. Therefore,
interaction between party closeness and winner status
may be a relevant factor that contributes to the ex-
pansion of the winner-loser gap in democratic systems.
However, the confidence intervals often overlap, hence
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this finding has to be taken as indicative, rather than con-
clusive, for the future direction of research.

This part of the analysis also suggests that those
whose party is excluded from government (i.e., those
who became losers) do not reveal a sudden change in
their satisfaction levels. Thus, it seems that the effect of
becoming a loser requires some time until it develops
and results in a decrease in satisfaction with democracy.

When pre- and post-government replacement satis-
faction levels are compared, the only noteworthy discon-
tinuity is a sudden boost in satisfaction among thosewho
became winners and do not feel close to a party (see up-
per right panel in Figure 5). However, satisfaction among
members of this group returns close to the levels among

those who stayed losers during the 30 days following a
government replacement. Therefore, the installation of
a new government does not seem to interact with voters’
partisan identification in a systematic pattern that would
significantly alter the boost or decay in satisfaction levels
of any of the groups.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The research applied an innovative methodological ap-
proach to the ESS data. Based on the interview date, indi-
viduals were positioned in a specific point in time before
and after a government replacement in order to examine
the effect of party-related attributes on the degree of sat-
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isfactionwith democracy among their supporters. The re-
search examined two party-related factors—differences
in election vote shares, and voters’ feeling of closeness
to a party—which were theorized to have an influence
on voters’ levels of satisfaction with democracy.

The presented evidence provides two additional con-
tributions to this body of knowledge. First, when voters’
self-declared closeness to a party is examined, the find-
ings indicate that the satisfactionwith democracy among
those feeling close to a party tends to be higher. This ap-
plies to electoral winners as well as losers. Therefore, the
party closeness status may constitute a relevant factor
providing part of the explanation for the varying levels of
satisfaction with democracy observed across contempo-
rary democratic systems. However, given the low statisti-
cal power of these results, it has to be taken only as an
indicative finding for future research to confirm or deny.

Second, the introduced methodological approach al-
lowed a comparison of the levels of satisfaction among
voters on an aggregated level before and after a gov-
ernment replacement. No major discontinuities were
identified—i.e., neither a sudden boost nor a sharp drop
is detectable in the voters’ aggregated attitudes emerg-
ing shortly after a government change. The lack of any
major discontinuity persists after inclusion of any party-
related factors. Therefore, government changes do not
seem to strike voters as a surprise (a condition espe-
cially emphasized byMuñoz et al., 2020), and they do not
cause sudden overall changes in aggregated levels of sat-
isfaction with democracy in electorates. This finding nev-
ertheless provides a novel contribution. Steady levels of
satisfaction with democracy among individuals who be-
come electoral losers (i.e., their party lost its position in
the government) indicates that the effect of losing needs
some time to fully develop until it results in a decrease
of voters’ satisfaction levels.

The lack of discontinuities contrasts with the panel
surveys analysing the micro-level changes by, e.g., Blais
and Gélineau (2007), Blais et al. (2017), and Singh et al.
(2012), which all identified relevant individual-level pro-
cesses in the development of pre- and post-election atti-
tudes. Hence, this study suggests that these micro-level
effects only translate into the macro-level functioning of
systems to a limited degree.
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1. Introduction

The policy aspects of populism and their relation to polar-
ising policy practices have largely been neglected in pop-
ulism studies. Since the seminal article of Mudde (2004)
on to the emergence of a populist Zeitgeist in Western
Europe, the scholarship of populism research has fo-
cused on political actors and discourses of populism
and particular attention was devoted to the ambigu-
ous relationship between populism and liberal democ-

racy (Canovan, 1999; Jagers &Walgrave, 2007; Mudde &
Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012). The lack of attention to the real-
world consequences of populist governance is all the
more striking in that in the past decade, populist parties
have come into governing positions in several European
countries and in the Americas (Hawkins & Littvay, 2019).
Policy reforms that were adopted by populist govern-
ments may have tangible impact on social and political
polarisation although this effect is yet to be explored.
The fact that populist parties and leaders are in power

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 71–81 71



thus offers a novel opportunity to study the practice of
their governance and policy making. In this respect, the
case of Central and Eastern Europe seems particularly
relevant as “in these countries, populism, if anything, is
even more widespread” (Kriesi, 2014, p. 372) than in
Western Europe.

Accordingly, our research has the ambition to con-
ceptualise the specific features of populist policy making
and to suggest a way in which to study this phenomenon.
To this aim we theoretically address three core elements
of policy making: the substantive (the content), the pro-
cedural and the discursive patterns of populist policies.
The article is structured as follows: After presenting the
analytical framework and the methodology of the re-
search (Section 2) we reconstruct the implicit ideal type
of policy making in liberal democracies (Section 3). Then
we elaborate an ideal type of populist policy making
(Section 4). Finally, we apply a congruence analysis to
qualitatively assess the conformity of our ideal type of
populist policy making with a typical case of populist gov-
ernance, that of Hungarian social policy between 2010
and 2018 (Section 5). Here, we do not make a solid, step-
by-step case study analysis in a particular social policy
area, but we adopt empirical findings of earlier studies
exemplifying the use of our ideal type in empirical re-
search. In the concluding partwediscuss the implications
of populist policy making on the polarisation of societies
and the future of liberal democracies.

2. Analytical Framework and Methodology

As our theoretical aspiration is to conceptualise the rel-
evant features of populism in policy making, we use the
Weberian ideal type framework. Recent theoretical and
methodological discussions (Rosenberg, 2016) have pro-
vided new inspirations to apply the ideal type frame-
work in empirical policy studies (Peters & Pierre, 2016).
Following this agenda, we construct sociological ideal
types (we refer to them henceforward simply as ideal
types). In our case this means that both the substan-
tive and the discursive components are constitutive ele-
ments of the policymaking ideal types, while the context
of social relationships is reflected through the procedu-
ral components.

We use themethod of congruence analysis (Blatter &
Haverland, 2012) to investigate the empirical relevance
of our ideal type of populist policy making. Accordingly,
we qualitatively assess the congruence of an assumed
typical case, Hungarian social policy between 2010 and
2018 with theoretical expectations deduced from the
ideal type. Post-2010 Hungary is a genuine case of pop-
ulist governance (Batory, 2016; Jenne & Mudde, 2012)
and social policy is a particularly suitable area to study
populist policy making as populist leaders tend to re-
frame social policy measures to build their power regime
(Ketola & Nordensvard, 2018). Welfare policy outcomes
directly affect the majority of people, thus playing a cru-
cial role in boosting majoritarian support of the elec-

torate. In addition, welfare reformsmay have a profound
effect on social and political polarisation that in turn en-
hances citizens’ propensity to populism.

Welfare state reforms, including pensions, taxation,
unemployment and family policies reflect government
ideas about national solidarity and mechanisms of inclu-
sion and exclusion. At the same time, they have a central
importance in communicating the position of the ruling
elite about gender and families (Béland, 2009; Morgan,
2013). Besides utilising earlier research on Hungarian
welfare state reforms after 2010, we also used the leg-
islative and policy documents (bills, laws, and the Prime
Minister’s assertions) available in the database of the
Hungarian Comparative Agendas Project (Boda & Sebők,
2019). Having identified major welfare state changes be-
tween 2010 and 2018 we qualitatively assess the domi-
nant substantive, procedural and discursive elements of
social policymaking inHungary. Thiswaywe combine the
positivist institutional analysis perspective of policy deci-
sions with a post-positivist discursive approach (Schmidt,
2008). It is important to note that methodologically the
qualitative assessment of the major policy changes does
not have an aspiration that we expect from classical ex-
plorative case studies; the applied logic of case selec-
tion and the empirical reconstruction of the typical pol-
icy patterns supported by area specific policy expertise
of the researchers, however, fits the qualitative congru-
ence analysis research design and the conceptual ambi-
tions of the study.

3. Conceptual Departure: The Liberal Democratic
Model of Policy Making

Governance and policy making varies between countries
and across time: A variety of actors and institutions par-
ticipates in the delivery of governance functions and
their configurations delineate different governancemod-
els (Peters & Pierre, 2016). However, we argue that be-
yond the variations of governance types the ideal type of
policy making in liberal democracies is implicitly applied.

One tacit assumption of policy making models in lib-
eral democracies is that a relatively coherent system
of ideas shapes policy positions: Ideas play a key role
in the policy content and “can explain crucial aspects
of policy development” (Béland, 2009, p. 704). At the
same time, althoughmajoritarian preferences have a piv-
otal role, they are substantively constrained by the pro-
tection of minority rights. In addition, policy content is
heavily influenced by area-specific technocratic exper-
tise (Weible, 2008) and mainstream policy paradigms
that tend to create policy monopolies (Baumgartner,
Berry, Hojnacki, Leech, & Kimball, 2009). As a result, the
content of policies is mostly stable and policy changes
are mainly incremental.

A main procedural feature of policy making in liberal
democracies is institutionalism: The policy process is con-
strained and channelled by formal and informal institu-
tions, thus political leaders have a low level of discretion
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(Przeworski, Stokes, Stokes, & Manin, 1999). The consti-
tutional embeddedness of pluralism limits the majori-
tarian logic as pluralism acknowledges the role of dif-
ferent social and political actors throughout the policy
cycle (Baumgartner et al., 2009). This implies that pub-
lic discussions inform the electorate on proposed pol-
icy alternatives. In discursive terms rival policies in this
policy making model are interpreted through competing
discourses and policy frames by manifold stakeholders.
Policy discourses with high and positive valence (Cox &
Béland, 2013) are generally applied. At the same time,
the role of discursive governance (Korkut, Mahendran,
Bucken-Knapp, & Cox, 2015) is limited: Although strate-
gic metaphors are typically used in government dis-
courses, public policy problems are usually conceptu-
alised with specific policy language terms.

We use the ideal type of policy making in liberal
democracies (see Table 1) as an anchor, a potential an-
tithesis of the populist policy making ideal type. Populist
policy making, however, is not necessarily a fully diver-
gent, alternative model leaning towards illiberal gover-
nance (Pappas, 2014). Indeed, populist policy making
might appear within liberal democracies; similar to the
‘étatiste’ model of governance that can operate either in
authoritarian or in democratic political regime contexts
(Peters & Pierre, 2016, pp. 91–92).

4. Populist Policy Making: Constructing an Ideal Type

Populism is a particularly precarious conceptual edifice
in contemporary political science (Aslanidis, 2016) and
encompasses three competing understandings. One ap-
proach interprets populism as a political logic “through
which a personalistic leader seeks or exercises govern-
ment power based on direct, unmediated, uninstitution-
alized support from large numbers of mostly unorga-
nized followers” (Weyland, 2001, p. 14). Another group
of scholars considers populism as a political communica-
tion style (Knight, 1998) characterised by a Manichean
logic (‘elite’ vs. ‘people’) and adversarial narratives as
well as the depiction of crises that imply the need for
immediate government intervention. The third main per-
spective, the ideational approach conceptualises pop-
ulism as a thin-centred ideology that considers society

to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ and ‘the corrupt
elite,’ and which argues that politics should be an ex-
pression of ‘the volonté générale of the people’ (Mudde,
2004; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012). Accordingly,
populism fundamentally opposes both elitism and plural-
ism (Mudde, 2004).

The umbrella term of populism suggested by Pappas
(2014) provides an appropriate theoretical framework
for our research. He focuses on majoritarian political
logic and polarising narratives, encompassing thus the
discursive framing as well as the procedural features of
populism in policy making. We enrich this perspective
with Weyland’s idea (2001) on personalistic leadership
and the unmediated contact between the political lead-
ers and the electorate.

4.1. Populist Policies: A Substantive View

Although left-wing and right-wing populists have diver-
gent visions about ‘good society,’ they also have some
policy preferences in common. In foreign policy, they
take a critical stance towards supranational institutions,
advocate the primacy of nation states and reject lib-
eral globalisation. In economic policy, populists tend to
blame, and when in power, punish the unpopular bank-
ing elite (O’Malley & FitzGibbon, 2015) and transna-
tional companies (Bartha, 2017). Some typically as-
sumed populist policy positions, however, derive from in-
termingling populism with nationalism (De Cleen, 2017).
Law-and-order punitive measures in criminal justice pol-
icy, negation of extending LGBTQ rights (Pappas,Mendez,
& Herrick, 2009) or perceiving gender equality as jeopar-
dising the idea of the traditional family (Korkut & Eslen-
Ziya, 2011; Szikra, 2019) can be deduced from right-wing
nationalism of the respective political parties and not
from their populism.

As populism travels across ideologies, the assumed
common substantive components of populist policies
are malleable and transient. While part of the European
scholarship conflates the thin ideology of populism with
thick right-wing nativism (Wodak, 2015), in Latin America
as well as in Mediterranean Europe a left-wing, inclu-
sionary type of populism has developed (Stavrakakis &

Table 1. Ideal type of policy making in liberal democracies.

Policy content Policy embedded into a relatively coherent system of ideas
Central role of mainstream policy paradigms supported by area-specific policy expertise
Majoritarian policy preferences constrained by the protection of minority rights
Incremental policy changes dominate

Policy process Constrained by formal and informal institutions
Plurality of participating actors in each stage of the policy process
Public discussion on proposed policy alternatives

Policy discourse Limited use of discursive governance
Competing discourses and policy frames
Dominant policy discourses with high and mainly positive valence
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Katsambekis, 2014). Empirical observations confirm that
the marriage of populism with nativism and the subse-
quent ethnic polarisation is not necessary, but contin-
gent. Taggart denotes “the empty heart of populism” as
a reflection of the lack of core values that implies its
essentially ‘chameleonic’ nature (Taggart, 2004, p. 275).
The Muddean thin ideology approach also admits the
substantive flexibility of populism implying a wide array
of populist policy measures (Mudde, 2004).

Though policy contents advocated by right-wing and
left-wing populists may differ fundamentally, certain
common features of populist policies can be theoreti-
cally detected. Populist leaders are particularly respon-
sive to the majoritarian preferences of their electorate
(Urbinati, 2017). Accordingly, populist policy measures
tend to harm minority interests, and they are hos-
tile towards unpopular minorities (Pappas et al., 2009).
Populist majoritarianism is potentially incompatible with
policy expertise: in the case of a marked gap between
popular beliefs and area-specific policy evidence, the
populist stance is by definition against expert positions
shaped by mainstream policy paradigms. Striking exam-
ples include the anti-vaccination stance of Italian 5 Stars
Movement leaders; the anti-green attitudes of Donald
Trump or the economic unorthodoxy of the Greek Syriza.
The reservation of populists towards mainstream policy
paradigms and traditional epistemic communities often
implies unconventional policy innovations and radical,
paradigmatic policy reforms.

4.2. Procedural Features of Populist Policy Making

The procedural dimension of our ideal type is in-
formed by the possible incompatibility between pop-
ulism and liberal democracy and its preference to
the majoritarian rule—a thesis widely shared in the
scholarship (Albertazzi & Mueller, 2013; Pappas, 2014).
The ‘populism as political logic’ approach stresses
the importance of personalistic leaders and their use
of “direct, unmediated, uninstitutionalized support”
(Weyland, 2001, p. 14).

Populist governments tend to undermine the edifice
of liberal democracy through eroding the rule of law, neu-
tralising checks and balances and marginalising political
opposition (Batory, 2016; Taggart & Rovira Kaltwasser,
2016). Discriminatory legalism is a general pattern of left-
wing and right-wing populists (Weyland, 2013), although
especially valid for exclusionary populism (Müller, 2016).
However, the inclusionary populist Syriza government
was also heavily criticised for its legal procedural prac-
tices (governing by decrees, appointing loyal judges). The
inclusionary type of populism does not necessarily un-
dermine the institutions of liberal democracy, but tends
to circumvent them: For instance, the 5 Stars Movement
is strongly in favour of direct democracy. That is, al-
though to different degrees and by different means, pop-
ulists have a willingness to directly communicate with
the electorate.

Populist policy making means a different relation be-
tween governing politicians and other policy actors com-
pared to the implicit policy making ideal type of lib-
eral democracies. While usual policy process modelling
frameworks such as the advocacy coalition framework
(Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1993) consider subsystem-
specific policy experts as main contributors to the policy
process, populist political leaders tend to be hostile to-
wards technocratic expertise, downplaying the advisory
role of epistemic communities in general, and the related
supranational institutions in particular. The adversarial
stance of populists against technocrats who created pol-
icy monopolies is inherent; indeed, populist and techno-
cratic forms of political representations are two different
alterations of party-based governments of liberal democ-
racies (Caramani, 2017). An important consequence of
sidelining veto-players and neglecting expert consulta-
tion is that the decision making process under populist
rule fundamentally differs from that in liberal democ-
racies along each of the temporal dimensions specified
by Grzymala-Busse (2011). Thus, policy making under
populist governance tends to have a significantly faster
tempo and a shorter duration with frequent episodes of
accelerations and an unpredictable timing.

4.3. Populist Policy Discourses

Discourses can play a formative role in policy change
(Schmidt, 2008) and they have a particular status in pop-
ulist policy making. Approaches that understand pop-
ulism as a communication style (Jagers & Walgrave,
2007) or as a discourse (Aslanidis, 2016) pinpoint that
populist policymaking exhibits strong discursive features.
Indeed, while populism is at odds with the institution-
alised process of policy making, it is particularly sus-
ceptible to apply instruments of discursive governance
(Korkut et al., 2015), and uses strategic metaphors exten-
sively to ground and legitimise policy measures.

Scholarship also suggests that populist governments
use a tabloid and emotional communication style
with moralising adversarial narratives and crisis frames
(Moffitt, 2015) reinforcing polarisation in policy posi-
tions. While the chameleonic flexibility of populist gov-
ernments can imply policy choices in line with expert pol-
icy evidences, discursively populists often have a clear
anti-expertise stance (Thirkell-White, 2009).

Populist government leaders tend to use Manichean
language and adversarial frames in legitimising policy
decisions: The menace of dangerous immigrants was
frequently invoked by both Salvini and Trump in or-
der to promote increased securitisation and law-and-
order measures. Populist discourses may portray both
transnationally embedded liberal groups and socially
marginalised unpopular minorities as enemies of the
‘real people’ (Müller, 2016) thus forging social polarisa-
tion. Arguments against liberalism are discursively linked
to attacks against liberal ‘censorship’ and reveal the po-
tentially subversive character of populism: popular be-
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liefs have a higher moral stance than the values promul-
gated by elites.

Table 2 summarises themain features of the populist
policy making ideal type. In the next section we qualita-
tively assess the conformity of an assumed typical case of
populist policy making, post-2010 Hungarian social pol-
icy, with this ideal type.

5. Applying the Ideal Type: Social Policy Reforms in
Post-2010 Hungary

Ruling since 2010, the government of Hungary under the
leadership of Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has been the
first clear populist administration of an EUmember state
that has, at the same time, moved away from liberal
democracy. The governing party Fidesz has already spent
a decade in power that allowed its policies to crystallise.
These features make the Hungarian case especially suit-
able for illustrating the ideal type of populist policy mak-
ing. As an attempt to apply our theoretical framework
in empirical research we qualitatively assess the confor-
mity of major social policy changes in Hungary between
2010 and 2018 to the populist policy making ideal type.
Four policy areas of welfare reforms are scrutinised: pen-
sions, taxation, unemployment programmes and family
policies. We follow the logic of our ideal type construct
and disentangle the content, the procedures and the dis-
courses of social policy making.

5.1. Policy Content

Post-2010 Hungarian social policy reforms mainly consti-
tuted paradigmatic changes in substantive terms. Most
reforms promoted ‘working families’ as the radical de-
crease of the highest personal income tax rate from 28%
to 16% and the adoption of generous, family-based tax-
allowance system in 2011 illustrates. These changes es-
pecially benefited high-income large families, Fidesz’s
core electorate at the time (Szikra, 2018). Adopting a flat
personal income tax system was a major shift away from
the progressive taxation of the previous decades.

Paradigmatic pension reforms between 2010 and
2012 included the nationalisation of the assets of pri-
vate pension funds, comprising approximately 10%of the

GDP. Disability pensioners were, at the same time, ex-
cluded from the public pension system and early retire-
ment opportunities were stopped (Szikra & Kiss, 2017).
Women, however, were allowed to retire earlier if they
had 40 years of service to care for grandchildren. This
change innovatively linked pension reform to pro-natalist
aims in the hope to foster childbearing with the help
of grandmothers’ care. Judges and public employees
were, at the same time, forced to retire earlier thus
older civil servants and judges were replaced by younger,
loyal state employees—a measure later copied by the
Polish Law and Justice party. Overall, pension reforms
under Orbán exhibited radical and paradigmatic changes
accompanied by innovative policy elements that often-
served political aims beyond those strictly pertaining to
pension policy.

Similarly, radical reforms featured employment poli-
cies under Orbán as the maximum length of unem-
ployment benefit was decreased from nine to three
months in 2011, resulting in the shortest unemployment
benefit period within the EU (Scharle & Szikra, 2015).
The amount of social assistance benefit was nominally
cut in the harshest years of the global crisis. The cabinet
replaced labour market policies with a compulsory pub-
lic works programme (Vidra, 2018) the administration of
which was moved to the Ministry of Interior, signalling
the aim to control the poor. The magnitude of the new
Hungarian public works programme was “unrivalled in
Europe” (Kálmán, 2015, p. 58).

These radical reforms ran against mainstream exper-
tise. Policy experts havewarned that the generous family
allowances to upper-middle class families would unlikely
to have any profound demographic effect but would fur-
ther increase social inequalities and the adopted public
works programme form was unfit to help labour mar-
ket reintegration (Molnár, Bazsalya, Bódis, & Kálmán,
2019). The forced early retirement of judges was fi-
nally overruled by the European Court of Human Rights.
However, some of these policies met general public sup-
port and even the most controversial social policy mea-
sure, the public works programme, became widely ac-
cepted among the lower classes as it provided some-
what better living conditions and a new formof local inte-
gration to the unemployed, especially after 2014 (Keller,

Table 2. Ideal type of populist policy making.

Policy content Ideologically multifaceted and diverse
Heterodox policy elements with frequent policy innovations challenging mainstream policy paradigms
Reflecting majoritarian preferences, hostility against unpopular minorities
Radical and paradigmatic policy reforms

Policy process Circumventing established institutions, downplaying veto players
Limiting participation of technocratic policy experts, opposition parties and civil society actors
Direct communication with the electorate

Policy discourse Extensive use of discursive governance
Tabloid, highly emotional communication style, recurrent crisis framing
Dominance of Manichean discourses
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Kovács, Rácz, Swain, & Váradi, 2016). The economic re-
covery after 2010 also helped the government through
raising incomes and creating new jobs that counterbal-
anced and mitigated the effects of the shrinking social
allowances. At the same time social policy changes had
a polarising effect as they reinforced the sharp division
between the working and non-working population. This
increasing social divide seems to have resonatedwith the
majoritarian prejudices against the sizeable Romaminor-
ity in Hungary (Tremlett, Messing, & Kóczé, 2017).

Despite its seemingly uniform work- and family-
orientation, the social policy reforms after 2010 were
ideologically diverse: they entailed neo-liberal, (neo)con-
servative and étatist elements alike (Szikra, 2014). The
abolition of progressive personal income taxation and
the adoption of a flat tax was a typical neo-liberal mea-
sure that spread around Eastern Europe earlier (Appel &
Orenstein, 2013). The same can be said about the ceased
early retirement possibilities. The nationalisation of pri-
vate pension funds and theWomen 40 programme, how-
ever, were strikingly étatist reforms. (Neo)conservativism
can be traced especially in the pre-occupation of Fidesz
with the traditional family ideal and the vision of a
‘Christian-national’ culture that was fostered by handing
over an increasing number of schools and kindergartens
to the church. Our findings about the heterodox policy
content welfare reforms confirm the understanding of
Körösényi and Patkós (2017) who, borrowing the term
of Carstensen (2011), labelled Orbán a bricoleur innova-
tively blending ideas from different paradigms.

Overall, the content of Hungarian social policy re-
forms after 2010 shows a high degree of conformity with
the populist ideal type. First, it is impossible to iden-
tify one specific underlying ideology of its measures as
they represent a blend of neo-liberal, conservative and
étatist approaches. Second, most measures imply radical
and paradigmatic policy reforms, in stark contrast with
the general wisdom of incremental policy change. Third,
measures are often policy innovations challenging main-
stream policy paradigms and expert consensus.

5.2. Policy Making Procedures

All the way through its social policy reforms, the
Orbán cabinets negated institutionalised consultation
and consensus-seeking. The supermajority of Fidesz in
Parliament created an appropriate environment for the
unilateral adoption of legislation in various policy fields
and it provided the opportunity to substantially redesign
the institutional context of policy making. The main insti-
tution of social dialogue, the tripartite consultation body
involving trade unions and employers’ organisations was
replaced by a new consultative forum that has no veto
power in the policy process and acts only as an advi-
sory board to the government. Another important veto
player, the formerly influential Constitutional Court was
sidelined by abolishing its right to overrule economic and
social-policy-related legislation. As a means to by-pass

normal parliamentary procedures, such as debates in
parliamentary committees and thus speed up the legisla-
tive process the method of individual motion to present
bills was frequently used, including the case of the en-
actment of the new Constitution. The legislative style
of Fidesz effectively limited the possibility of the oppo-
sition to influence the decision making. Between 2010
and 2014 not one bill or legislative amendment proposed
by the opposition parties was upheld by the parliamen-
tary majority, which is unprecedented in the history of
Hungarian democracy since 1990 (Boda & Patkós, 2018).

The above procedural features clearly exhibit anti-
institutional attitudes and voluntarist style of decision
making limiting the participation of policy actors. Still,
the outcomes of policy changes were institutionalised
into legislation with the help of the governmental ma-
jority in the parliament and the disciplined Fidesz par-
liamentary group that upholds all governmental initia-
tives. That is, the social policy making procedures of the
Orbán governments represent a somewhat paradoxical
anti-institutionalism.

Meanwhile, intermediary consultative institutions
were replaced by direct communication with the peo-
ple via so-called ‘national consultation.’ Questionnaires
were repeatedly sent to all Hungarian households enquir-
ing, among others, about social policy issues, like social
assistance for the non-working or the demographic prob-
lems of the country. The government justified its posi-
tion on policy issues with a reference to the majoritarian
opinion expressed through the national consultations.
As Batory and Svensson (2019, p. 239) argue national
consultations “come to replace ‘ordinary’ policy-making
and accountability mechanisms” under Orbán. Between
2010 and 2018 eight national consultations were organ-
ised, out of which five included questions about social
policy issues. The last one focused exclusively on family
policy. Each national consultation was accompanied by
extensive communication campaigns in the media and
on billboards portraying the government as listening to
the voice of people.

As an important procedural feature, the peculiar tim-
ing and tempo of reforms (Grzymala-Busse, 2011) also
fits the predictions of the populist ideal type. The gov-
ernment issuedmajor changes simultaneously especially
at the beginning of its terms and carried changes out
at extreme speed. For instance, the nationalisation of
private pension fund assets and the adoption of the
new Fundamental Law were adopted within just a few
months. As reform plans were not revealed in the elec-
toral programme of Fidesz (apart from a flat rate per-
sonal income tax), stakeholders were unable to organ-
ise and react. The emergency character of Central and
Eastern European welfare states is a historical feature
(Inglot, 2008) but the global economic downturn and the
internal political situation provided a context where such
emergency decisions were more easily legitimised.

Summarising the above points: The procedural fea-
tures of Hungarian policy making after 2010 correspond
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to most elements of the populist ideal type. It is charac-
terised by a marked anti-institutionalism concerning the
role of veto players, pluralism and participation. These
features in turn resulted in an accelerated pace of legisla-
tion. Fidesz hasmade extensive use of ‘national consulta-
tions’ asmeans of direct communicationwith the people
in order to legitimise its decisions. However, we pointed
out a paradoxical anti-institutionalism that refers only to
the process of policy making, not to the outcomes that
were formalised in legislation.

5.3. Policy Discourses

Since Fidesz has had a comfortable majority in the
parliament it could easily legislate, which also means
that the Orbán governments did not have to rely on
discursive governance in the sense of initiating policy
change without institutional/legislative change (Korkut
& Eslen-Ziya, 2016). Still, major social policy reforms
were often accompanied by campaigns using a highly
emotional crisis communication depicting varying ‘en-
emies’ of Hungarians. The government and the prime
minister personally were repeatedly positioned as the
saviours of the nation. During the renationalisation of pri-
vate pension funds in 2010–2012, multinational banks
and insurance companies were accused for ‘gambling’
with people’s money and thus the prime minister ap-
pointed a Commissioner for the Protection of Pensions
to ‘save’ the pensions of Hungarians (Aczél, Szelewa, &
Szikra, 2014). That is, while the government was nation-
alising people’s private pension savings, the discursive
frame was about ‘protecting’ the pensions against the
gambling of private funds; and this frame was used even
in the denomination of a formal governmental position.

Fidesz framed social policy changes in a European
context and pictured Hungary as being the leader (as op-
posed to a follower or even latecomer) of the transfor-
mation of the European social agenda. In this narrative
Western welfare states were portrayed as being in de-
cline and ‘work-based society’ (munkaalapú társadalom)
was offered as a counter-narrative. Viktor Orbán de-
clared that the goal of the government was to achieve
full employment and people were expected to work,
and that no benefits would be handed out to the non-
working. Those who do not find employment on the
labour market have to enrol in the public works pro-
gramme. The frame of ‘work-based society’ has not only
been a recurrent theme in the speeches of the Prime
Minister but has been also offered as a legitimising idea
in several policy fields where benefits were linked to be-
ing employed. For instance, while the amount of the
universal child allowance has not been increased for a
decade resulting in a serious loss of its purchasing power,
the government introduced generous income tax cuts for
parents with several children—a benefit targeting those
whowork and have legal revenue. According to theword-
ing of the 2011 Cardinal Act on the Protection of Families,
the support of families was defined as being “distinct

from the systemof social provision for the needy” (Szikra,
2019, p. 234). In the Hungarian context, this terminology
suggested that the unemployed, the poor and among
themmany of the Roma families were excluded from the
focus of family policies that aimed to “boost the fertility
of the middle class” (Szikra, 2019, p. 234)—an objective
that a policy article of the government explicitly set (Raţ
& Szikra, 2018; Szikra, 2019).

Since the spring of 2015, however, the rhetoric
of Fidesz shifted from the ‘hard working’ to ‘migra-
tion crises.’ In its sweeping media campaigns, the gov-
ernment portrayed migrants and refugees as posing
a direct threat to the security and well-being of all
Hungarians (Messing & Bernáth, 2017). In this context,
family policy with a focus on fertility rates was put in
a sharp opposition with immigration from Islamic coun-
tries. Accordingly, related questions were posed to the
public in the 2015 national consultation on ‘immigration
and terrorism’ and in 2018 on the ‘protection of fami-
lies’ (Batory & Svensson, 2019). National consultations,
as well as repeated speeches of the Prime Minister, ex-
plicitly linked the issue of immigration to the problem of
low fertility: “Do you agree with the government that in-
stead of allocating funds to immigration we should sup-
port Hungarian families and those children yet to be
born?” and “Brussels wants to force Hungary to let in il-
legal immigrants” (Batory & Svensson, 2019, p. 4). This
powerful frame related ‘Brussels’ to ‘immigration’; and
‘immigration’ was contrasted with ‘the support to fami-
lies.’ This way Hungarian families were put into opposi-
tion with both ‘Brussels’ and ‘immigration.’

Since 2016, the campaign against György Soros and
the Central European University was linked to a narra-
tive about another new enemy, that of ‘gender ideol-
ogy.’ Similarly to conservative right-wing movements in
Europe and theUS, high-ranking Fidesz-politicians used a
tabloid and highly emotional communication style about
‘gender craziness’ that ran against the ‘natural’ instincts
of men and women (Kováts & Põim, 2015). The protec-
tion of the traditional family through novel family policy
programmes in the frame of ‘demographic governance’
was offered as a solution against such horrors.

To sumup, since 2010 extensive communication cam-
paigns accompanied government decisions, including
several social policy reforms. The government’s commu-
nication exhibits features of populist style using highly
emotional frames, adversarial narratives, depiction of
crises and enemies, and expressing aManichean logic op-
posing the Hungarian society to external enemies, and
creating a sharp distinction between the ‘worthy’ and
the ‘unworthy’ parts of the society.

5.4. Congruence Analysis

As put forth in Section 2 of the article, our aim with the
empirical overview of post-2010 Hungarian social policy
is to provide insights into how populist policies could be
analysed by disentangling the three constitutive dimen-
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Table 3. Assessing the conformity of post-2010 Hungarian social policy with the ideal type of populist policy making.

Policy content Ideologically multifaceted and diverse ++
Heterodox policy elements with frequent policy innovations challenging mainstream ++

policy paradigms
Reflecting majoritarian preferences, hostility against unpopular minorities ++
Radical and paradigmatic policy reforms ++

Policy process Circumventing established institutions, downplaying veto players −/+
Limiting participation of technocratic policy experts, opposition parties and civil society actors ++
Direct communication with the electorate ++

Policy discourse Extensive use of discursive governance +
Tabloid, highly emotional communication style, recurrent crisis framing ++
Dominance of Manichean discourses ++

Notes: ‘++’: high conformity; ‘+’: moderate conformity; ‘−’: disconformity; ‘−/+’: inconclusive findings.

sions of the populist policy making ideal type. Table 3 of-
fers the result of the congruence analysis we performed,
assessing the conformity of post-2010 Hungarian social
policy with the ideal type of populist policy making. The
congruence analysis was made in qualitative terms: We
weighed whether, and if so, how much, are the typical
features of the major policy reforms in conformity with
the elements of the model.

Table 3 shows that Hungarian social policy under
Fidesz government strongly conformed to the populist
ideal type in all three dimensions (content, procedure
and discourse). Some features are less accentuated: for
instance, Fidesz has not relied extensively on discursive
governance as it has had the legislative power to enact
policies. An ambiguous point is institutionalisation be-
cause Orbán’s social policy, while largely circumventing
institutional consultation mechanisms, led to a strong
institutionalisation by 2018, with various social policy
fields enacted in the constitution or in cardinal acts.

6. Conclusions

Populist parties have increasingly gained power in
Europe and beyond offering a novel opportunity to study
the way they govern. The main aim of this article was
to conceptualise policy making features of populist gov-
ernments. As a point of theoretical departure, we re-
constructed the implicit ideal type of policy making in
liberal democracies where a plurality of actors partici-
pates in the policy process that is constrained by for-
mal and informal institutions and competing policy dis-
courses shape policy alternatives. This policy making
ideal type generally applies in liberal democracies inde-
pendently from the functionalist model of governance in
a broader sense.

Then, reviewing the populism scholarship, we con-
structed an ideal type of populist policy making. The con-
tent of populist policies is partly shaped by the underly-
ing core ideologies; still, policy heterodoxy, strong will-
ingness to adopt paradigmatic reforms and an excessive
responsiveness to majoritarian preferences are probably
distinguishing features of any type of populist policies.

Discursively, populist political leaders tend to use crisis
frames and discursive governance instruments such as
strategic metaphors in a Manichean language to legit-
imise policy decisions. Direct communication with the
electorate and circumvention of existing institutions is a
general pattern of populist policymaking, butmore inclu-
sionary variants of populist governance tend to respect
the established democratic procedures more.

In addition to the primarily theoretical ambitions of
this research we attempted to use our ideal type in
empirical investigation. We selected an assumed typi-
cal case of populist policy making, social policy in post-
2010 Hungary for the congruence analysis. Our qualita-
tive assessment suggests a high degree of conformity
between the ideal type of populist policy making and
the selected case. Orbán’s social policy reforms were
paradigmatic but featured diverse ideological directions.
The process of policy making circumvented conventional
institutionalised policy mechanisms and was extraordi-
narily speedy. Unmediated consultations with the peo-
ple and adversarial, polarising narratives accompanied
social policy reforms; features that are rarely present in
policy making in liberal democracies.

Understanding populist policy making has important
theoretical and practical policy implications. First and
foremost, it helps us explain how and why populists sur-
vive in power even in the longer run. Reasons for suc-
cess of populist governancemight include the ideological
flexibility that closely follows majoritarian preferences
of the electorate. Our findings also confirm the ambigu-
ous relationship between populist governance and lib-
eral democracy. While majoritarian preferences may le-
gitimise populist policy reforms, abrupt and radical policy
changes downplay institutional and policy expertise con-
trol mechanisms and are routinely supported by adver-
sarial narratives. On the one hand, these features tend
to undermine the institutions of liberal democracy; on
the other hand, they inevitably foster social and politi-
cal polarisation. This is particularly harmful for unpopular
minorities, including the poor, the Roma, migrants and
LGBTQ communities, who can easily become the scape-
goats and the losers of policy changes. Given the proce-

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 71–81 78



dural features of populism, social groups with weak lob-
bying power might easily become excluded from deci-
sion making and their voices remain unheard. This pro-
cess leads to the decline of participatory democracy and
decreases the quality of policy making.

Our study has its limitations. First, our empirical exer-
cise serves illustrative purposes and it does not provide a
rigorous case study in adopting the theoretical construct.
Second, while we had the theoretical ambition of con-
structing a general ideal type of populist policy making,
we assessed the congruence of it only with a right-wing
populist case. Further research may justify the relevance
of populist policy making in empirical analysis and clar-
ify the extent to which this ideal type needs adjustment
to capture the main features of populist policy making in
varying ideational contexts.
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