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Unlike for the green party family, no empirically backed scholarly consensus
exists about the grievances mobilized by populist right parties in Western
Europe. To the contrary, three competing grievance mobilization models can
be distinguished in the existing literature. These models focus on grievances
arising from economic changes, political elitism and corruption, and immi-
gration. This study discusses these three grievance mobilization models and
tests them on comparable cross-sectional survey data for all seven relevant
countries using multinomial probit analysis. The study finds that no populist
right party performed well in elections around 2002 without mobilizing
grievances over immigration. However, it finds several examples of populist
right parties experiencing electoral success without mobilizing grievances
over economic changes or political elitism and corruption. This study there-
fore solves a long-standing disagreement in the literature by comprehen-
sively showing that only the appeal on the immigration issue unites all
successful populist right parties.

Keywords: political parties; populist right; immigration; grievance mobi-
lization; Western Europe; multinomial probit

In the 1980s and 1990s, the electoral successes of populist right parties fun-
damentally altered the party systems of at least half of Western Europe’s

democracies.1 It is therefore understandable that this group of parties has
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attracted widespread scholarly attention in comparative politics. However, a
long-standing disagreement persists in the literature about what unites these
parties across the different countries where they have risen to political influ-
ence. This study sorts out and seeks an empirical solution to this disagree-
ment. It is argued that the debate began and became entrenched because the
competing grievance mobilization models are all highly plausible on a theo-
retical level and because the data previously available to test them were not
sufficiently detailed, comprehensive, and comparable.

By contrast, this study does analyze data that enable rigorous tests of the
competing claims put forward in the literature. These data, from the European
Social Survey (2002-2003), are ideally suited to establish what unites the pop-
ulist right. This is so, first, because it is comprehensive so that the vote for all
seven successful populist right parties can be examined in a strict comparative
sense. Second, the survey is rich enough that all the grievance mobilization
propositions can be tested in one multivariate model. This study is therefore
able to distinguish grievances mobilized by all successful populist right parties
from those only mobilized by some parties in some countries.

In what follows, the theory section discusses the role of grievance models
in explanations of party system evolution generally before outlining the three
competing grievance mobilization models in the literature on the populist
right. In the empirical section, the five grievance mobilization propositions
arrived at in the theory section are tested on data from the seven countries that
had successful populist right parties around 2002: Austria, Denmark, Flanders,2

France, the Netherlands, Norway, and Switzerland. The concluding section
discusses how the results of these tests differ from those in previous work and
the implications of the findings for future work on the populist right.

The Role of Grievance Mobilization
Models in Party System Evolution

All existing theories of party system evolution, be they inspired by the
Downsean economic tradition (Downs, 1957) or by the political sociology
tradition of Lipset and Rokkan (1967), agree on one point. They implicitly or
explicitly argue that unless there is some sort of societal change that gives
rise to a widespread public grievance, a major change in the party system is
unlikely to occur.3 Thus, in the most detailed explanation yet of the pattern of
party systems evolution in Western Europe, Lipset and Rokkan emphasized
the intimate connections between grievances, the expansion of suffrage, and
the rise of new parties. Analyzing political development through a different
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lens, Downs (1957) argued that new grievances—or as he put it, changes in
“the distribution of voters”—were “among the most important political
events possible” (p. 140). Such changes could, in Downs’s account, cause old
parties to alter their behavior, the number of parties in equilibrium to change,
or even cause new parties to replace the old ones.

Putting to work this broadly accepted notion that party system change
is likely to be associated with the rise of new grievances, many scholars
embraced Inglehart’s (1977) postmaterialism argument as a likely explanation
for the rise of green parties in Western Europe. In a time of peace and pros-
perity, it was argued, caring for the environment and the beauty of one’s own
surroundings increased in importance to voters. Therefore, a part of this liter-
ature claims that green parties, which spoke directly to new and widespread
concerns about the environment, experienced success across the rich and
peaceful countries of the world (Dalton, Flanagan, & Beck, 1984; Poguntke,
1987). Likewise and as will be discussed in detail below, many studies of the
populist right in Western Europe have focused on identifying the grievance
mobilized by these parties. However, unlike for the green parties, the correct
model is much disputed.

Grievance Models Emphasizing Economic Changes

Western Europe experienced important economic changes from the
mid-1980s and onwards. Old-fashioned industries declined while the service
sector grew (Iversen, 2001). The welfare crisis of the 1980s was followed by
various unpopular measures of welfare retrenchment (Offe, 1984; Pierson,
1994). An ideology of new public management spurred, among other things,
a frenzy of privatizations (Hood, 1998; Suleiman, 2003). Most important,
new technology, cheaper travel, and political efforts to lower trade barriers
created more opportunities for businesses to relocate and opened up previ-
ously shielded industries to international competition (Held, 1999). This
process of internationalization was of course most pronounced within the
European Union (EU), where integration deepened and widened in this
period (Scharpf, 1999; Stone Sweet, Sandholz & Fligstein, 2001).

Grievance models that place primary importance on economic changes
therefore have many reasons for doing so. They argue that these economic
changes produced realignments in the electorate that favored populist right
parties with a certain appeal (Betz, 1994; Esping-Andersen, 1999; Kitschelt,
1995). Kitschelt identified the appeal likely to win the populist right the largest
amount of votes as right-authoritarian. This winning formula consisted in his
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account of a combination of two policy appeals—right-wing, neoliberal eco-
nomic policies on one hand and authoritarian and nationalist sociocultural
policies on the other hand.

One grievance model that places primary importance on economic
changes therefore suggests that for a populist right party to succeed, it needs
to successfully mobilize voters that prefer right-wing economic policies.
This argument gives rise to the following empirically testable proposition:

Proposition 1: Successful populist right parties attract voters who prefer
right-wing economic policies.

If we find that Proposition 1 is true, then those populist right parties that
failed may have done so because of an inadequate policy formula. This is
indeed what Kitschelt (1995) suggested when he argued that given the right
context a populist right party is only likely to succeed “provided it finds the
winning formula to attract right-authoritarian support, namely a resolutely
market liberal stance on economic issues and an authoritarian and particu-
larist stance on . . . [sociocultural] questions” (p. 275, original emphasis).

Many scholars studying the populist right have disagreed with Kitschelt’s
argument that right-wing economic policies are a necessary part of the suc-
cessful populist right’s appeal (Carter, 2005; Ivarsflaten, 2005; Lubbers,
2001; Mudde, 2000), but some have still agreed with his emphasis on eco-
nomic grievances. Studies in this vein argue that voters vote for the populist
right not because they prefer neoliberal economic policies but because they
are frustrated with the economic changes taking place in their country
(Andersen, 1992; Betz, 1994; Esping-Andersen, 1999).

According to this type of economic grievance argument, voters do not
vote for the populist right because their economic policies have a special
appeal. Instead, they vote for the populist right—an opposition party par
excellence—to express their unhappiness with the economic situation in
their country. The following empirically testable proposition can be derived
from this strand of economic grievance arguments:

Proposition 2: Successful populist right parties attract voters who are dissat-
isfied with their country’s economy.4

The argument leading to Proposition 2 holds that the motive for voting for
the populist right contains an element of protest. In this context, however, the
protest vote is conceptualized differently from studies that argue that protest
voting entails weak correspondence between policy preferences and party
policies (van der Brug & Fennema, 2003; van der Brug, Fennema, & Tillie,

6 Comparative Political Studies



2000).5 The literature that inspired the above proposition, by contrast, sug-
gests that populist right parties are likely to be successful only when they also
extend their appeal beyond policies and tap into a more general unhappiness
with economic changes. As argued by van der Brug and colleagues, deter-
mining the extent to which the vote for the populist right is primarily policy
or primarily protest oriented is, however, an important question in and of
itself, and the analysis presented here will also speak to that debate.

Grievance Models Emphasizing Political Disillusionment

Western Europe not only went through significant economic change in the
1980s and 1990s but also experienced important political changes. Most of
these changes were related to the furthering of European integration, which by
a significant part of the public was seen as an elite-driven project marred by
democratic deficit and corruption.6 Alongside the deepening and widening of
EU integration, governments engaged in more international cooperation, which
to some citizens appeared to remove political power away from the national
arena and democratic accountability (Held, 1999). In addition, several Western
European countries—for instance, Italy, Britain, Belgium, and Germany—
experienced large political corruption scandals in the 1990s, which further
undermined the public’s faith in their politicians (Della Porta & Mény, 1997).

These political changes and events, some suggest, have created a griev-
ance against contemporary politicians, which benefits some or all outsider
parties such as the populist right (Abedi, 2002; Bergh, 2004; Kitschelt,
1995; Rydgren, 2005). The vote for the populist right is, in this line of rea-
soning, cast at least in part because people want to express their disillu-
sionment with politics and not necessarily their agreement with the populist
right’s policies. This focus on the grievance created by elitist and corrupt
politics leads us to another set of testable propositions:

Proposition 3: Successful populist right parties attract voters who are disillu-
sioned with political elites.

Proposition 4: Successful populist right parties attract voters who distrust the EU.

Note that Propositions 3 and 4 do not necessarily measure the same thing,
because it has been argued quite convincingly, that people who distrust their
own government may be more inclined to trust EU institutions and vice versa
(Rohrschneider, 2002; Sanchez-Cuenca, 2000). The extent to which populist
right parties mobilize one or both of these types of disillusionment is in the
end an empirical question, which will be addressed in this article.
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A final hypothesis belonging under this heading holds that populist right
parties mobilize a backlash against the postmaterialist green movement of the
educated classes (Inglehart, 1997; Kitschelt, 1995). According to this argu-
ment, a part of the population thinks that the focus on environmentalism has
gone too far. They think gasoline has become too expensive and that indus-
tries are hurting because of too restrictive environmental policies. According
to this logic, the populist right succeeds when it manages to mobilize the
backlash against the green movement. The empirically testable proposition,
which follows from this argument, can be formulated in the following way:

Proposition 5: Successful populist right parties attract voters that think polit-
ical intervention to protect the environment is unnecessary.

Grievance Models Emphasizing
Concerns Over Immigration

The third and final change in Western Europe that coincided in timing and
scope with the rise of the populist right is the immigration crisis of the 1980s
and 1990s. It has been called a crisis, because immigration grew substantially
across Western Europe in spite of widespread and most often strict bans. The
systems for receiving asylum seekers were not in any Western European
countries fit for the increase in applications from the mid-1980s and onwards
(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 1995). Moreover, the
integration of new minorities into the labor market largely failed. This failure
is seen in that unemployment among immigrants is significantly higher than
that of long-term citizens across most of Western Europe (Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2004).

Moreover, most Western European countries were unprepared for the cul-
ture conflict that evolved between some in the new Muslim minority and the
majority population. Attempts to facilitate or force integration were often
controversial, such as the French legislation to ban the wearing of religious
symbols in schools. Negative consequences of failed minority integration
received much attention in the media (Klausen, 2005). For example, the riots
in the French suburbs in the fall of 2005 and the assassination of a Dutch
filmmaker, Theo van Gogh, who had made a film about violence against
women in Islamic societies, were extensively covered across Western Europe.

The increase in immigration and the integration problems that came in its
wake is seen by most students of the populist right as a source of grievances
that created opportunities for the populist right (especially see Sniderman,
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Hagendoorn, & Prior, 2004; Sniderman, Peri, De Fiueiredo & Piazza, 2000;
van der Brug & Fennema, 2003; van der Brug et al., 2000). However, several
studies are also careful to point out that the populist right are not single-issue
parties (Carter, 2005; Gibson, 2002; Lubbers, 2001; Mudde, 2000). The argu-
ment holding that rising populist right parties appealed to the public’s con-
cern over the immigration crisis lead to the sixth and last proposition:

Proposition 6: Successful populist right parties attract voters who wanted
more restrictive immigration and asylum policies.

Case Selection

For both substantive and statistical reasons, this study examines the vote
for the parties that (a) were commonly identified in the previous literature
as belonging to the populist right and that (b) achieved at least 5% of the
vote in the previous national election. The first selection criterion is chosen
to facilitate as direct a debate as possible with previous research. Put sim-
ply, this study is about those parties that the disagreement in the previous
literature concerns. Because previous accounts are not in complete agree-
ment about the parties to be described as the populist right, the analysis
to follow is structured in such a way that it allows us to identify outliers or
misfits.7 The second criterion is chosen, because this seems a reasonable
minimum threshold for electoral success in multiparty democracies and
because setting the bar any lower than 5% would not make the statistical
inferences below reliable.

Following these selection rules, then, the following seven political parties
were successful populist right parties in 2002 and 2003: Freiheitliche Partei
Österreichs in Austria; Vlaams Blok in Flanders, Belgium; Schweizerische
Volkspartei in Switzerland; Dansk Folkeparti in Denmark; Front National in
France; Lijst Pim Fortuyn in the Netherlands; and Fremskrittspartiet in
Norway. Lega Nord, which is considered a rising populist right party in the
majority of the literature, was not an electorally successful populist right
party at the time period studied.

Data and Empirical Tests

As was discussed in the introduction, the European Social Survey is ide-
ally suited for the task at hand, because it includes all Western European
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countries and contains indicators enabling us to test all the propositions
discussed above.8 Importantly, the survey asked specific questions about
economic policy preferences on one hand and asylum and immigration pol-
icy preferences on the other hand. We therefore do not have to assume that
respondents’ placements on a left–right axis reflect their economic policy
preferences. Although using the left–right self-placement is sometimes use-
ful, we want to avoid this indicator in the analysis presented here, because
we do not know which preferences this placement stands for in the eyes of
any given individual in any given country at any give time.

Two different tests will be presented. The first test is a detailed and novel
test of what unites the successful populist right. For this test, I divide the
data set and examine voting in the separate countries independently.9 I fur-
ther model the choice among the populist right, the major left party, and the
major right party separately.10 This way of structuring the dependent vari-
able facilitates testing of whether populist right parties mobilize voters
from left and right parties differently and whether this pattern is similar
across countries. Because I model choices among more than two options
and consider the impact of multiple explanatory variables simultaneously,
I estimate multinomial probit models.11

The second empirical test is much less detailed and, except for the com-
prehensiveness of the data used, is not particularly novel. It is a summary
test of the relative strength of association between the various grievance
models and the vote for the populist right across the seven Western
European countries. For this analysis, I use the pooled cross-sectional data
set and a binary dependent variable contrasting the vote for the populist
right with the vote for other parties.12 This analysis is conducted mostly for
the purposes of summary interpretation.

Results

The results to be presented are unwieldy, because I have estimated seven
multivariate multinomial probit models with three or four party options on
the dependent variable.13 Therefore, to facilitate interpretation and discus-
sion, the complete multivariate regression results will not be presented in a
country-by-country fashion in the following sections. Instead, coefficients
will be compared following a thematic logic. The test statistics for each
multivariate regression (i.e., each country), constants, and the number of
observations are reported in the appendix alongside the question wording.
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Results for Economic Grievance Models

The results from the tests of the propositions derived from grievance
models emphasizing economic changes are presented in Table 1. The table
shows that economic grievances were not mobilized better by all populist
right parties than by all major parties. We do, however, find that the extent
to which successful populist right parties mobilized economic grievances
varies greatly across countries and that our conclusions depend strongly on
the type of major party we contrast the populist right to.

Ivarsflaten / Western European Right-Wing Populists 11

Table 1
The Impact of Economic Grievances on the Populist Right Vote.

Partial Results From Seven Multinomial Probit Regressions

Log Odds of Log Odds of Log Odds of
Major Left Major Right 1 Major Right 2

Versus Versus Versus
Populist Right SE Populist Right SE Populist Right SE

Right-wing economic
preferences
Austria –0.24*** 0.04 0.01 0.04 — —
Denmark –0.20*** 0.04 0.13*** 0.04 0.17*** 0.05
Flanders –0.14* 0.02 0.00 0.05 0.18*** 0.05
France –0.21*** 0.06 0.24*** 0.06 0.20*** 0.07
Netherlands –0.23*** 0.03 –0.06 0.03 0.12*** 0.03
Norway –0.27*** 0.04 0.16*** 0.04 -0.10** 0.04
Switzerland –0.36*** 0.08 –0.09 0.07 — —

Dissatisfaction with
national economy
Austria 0.01 0.04 –0.09* 0.04 — —
Denmark 0.01 0.05 –0.04 0.05 0.07 0.06
Flanders –0.10 0.06 –0.13* 0.06 –0.13* 0.06
France –0.10 0.07 –0.26*** 0.07 –0.13 0.09
Netherlands –0.02 0.04 –0.03 0.04 0.01 0.04
Norway –0.10** 0.03 –0.06 0.03 –0.06 0.04
Switzerland –0.03 0.05 –0.04 0.06 — —

Note: Coefficients in bold are in line with expectations (i.e., they are negative and statistically
significant). Missing data were dropped in the shown analysis. No notable changes of results
occurred when missing values were imputed using Amelia software. Additional documenta-
tion is in Appendices 1 and 2.
***p significant at .001 level. **p significant at .01 level. *p significant at .05 level.



The upper part of Table 1 shows that in most countries, one or both of
the major parties of the right mobilized voters prefer right-wing economic
policies better than the populist right party. This was the case in Denmark,
Flanders, France, the Netherlands, and Norway. In the two remaining coun-
tries, Austria and Switzerland, the populist right party was as good as the
major right parties at mobilizing voters with right-wing economic prefer-
ences. In no country did the populist right mobilize economically right-
wing voters significantly better than both major parties of the right. We may
therefore conclude that populist right parties could be successful without
mobilizing voters with right-wing economic preferences.

The lower part of Table 1 shows that electorally successful populist right
parties were not particularly good at mobilizing dissatisfaction with the
national economy. In all countries studied, at least one of the major parties
did as good a job as the successful populist right party at mobilizing such
voters. However, in no country did any of the major parties do a better job
than the populist right parties either. Mobilizing dissatisfaction with the
national economy therefore helped some populist right parties in some
countries gain votes, but populist right parties could be successful without
mobilizing these voters.

Results for Political Disillusionment Models

The results of the tests of the propositions derived from the grievance
model that emphasized political disillusionment are presented in Table 2.
The table shows that, although highly influential in many cases, neither dis-
illusionment with politicians, lack of trust in the European Parliament, nor
opposition to the green agenda were mobilized better by all successful pop-
ulist right parties than by the major parties of the left and right. We notice sig-
nificant cross-country variations in the pattern, and our conclusions depend
very much on which major party we contrast the populist right to.

The top part of Table 2 shows that the electoral outcome for populist
right parties in Flanders, France, the Netherlands, and Norway was clearly
improved by mobilization of distrust of politicians. However, on the whole,
populist right parties mobilized such distrust better than only half of the
major parties studied. Only in Norway did the populist right party success-
fully mobilize distrust better than all major parties. In Switzerland, by con-
trast, the major party of the left, the Social Democratic Party, mobilized
distrust in politicians better than the populist right party. Although it is
therefore evident from Table 2 that several successful populist right parties
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improved their electoral performance by mobilizing distrust of politicians,
it was possible for populist right parties to be successful without mobiliz-
ing such grievances.

Ivarsflaten / Western European Right-Wing Populists 13

Table 2
The Impact of Grievances Over Elitism in Politics
on the Populist Right Vote. Partial Results From

Seven Multinomial Probit Regressions

Log Odds of Log Odds of Log Odds of
Major Left Major Right 1 Major Right 2

Versus Versus Versus
Populist Right SE Populist Right SE Populist Right SE

Distrust of politicians
Austria 0.08 0.06 –0.03 0.06 — —
Denmark –0.05 0.05 0.04 0.06 –0.10 0.07
Flanders –0.19** 0.07 –0.17** 0.07 –0.09 0.07
France –0.08 0.08 –0.33*** 0.08 –0.32*** 0.09
Netherlands –0.09 0.05 –0.21*** 0.04 –0.19*** 0.05
Norway –0.21*** 0.04 –0.15** 0.04 –0.25*** 0.05
Switzerland 0.17** 0.07 –0.07 0.07 — —

Distrust of the
European Parliament
Austria –0.14** 0.05 –0.06 0.05 — —
Denmark –0.06 0.05 –0.15** 0.05 –0.12* 0.06
Flanders –0.08 0.06 –0.15* 0.06 –0.10 0.06
France 0.02 0.07 0.10 0.07 0.14 0.08
Netherlands –0.06 0.04 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.04
Norway –0.01 0.04 –0.03 0.04 0.12** 0.04
Switzerland –0.30*** 0.06 –0.11 0.06 — —

Unconcerned about
the environment
Austria –0.02 0.03 –0.05 0.03 — —
Denmark –0.02 0.04 –0.01 0.04 0.02 0.05
Flanders –0.05 0.05 –0.04 0.05 0.00 0.05
France –0.04 0.05 –0.01 0.05 0.01 0.06
Netherlands –0.03 0.03 –0.08** –0.01 0.03
Norway –0.04 0.03 –0.02 –0.08* 0.03
Switzerland –0.07 0.04 0.01 0.04 — —

Note: Coefficients in bold are in line with expectations (i.e., they are negative and statistically
significant). Missing data were dropped in the shown analysis. No notable changes of results
occurred when missing values were imputed using Amelia software. Additional documenta-
tion is in Appendices 1 and 2.
***p significant at .001 level. **p significant at .01 level. *p significant at .05 level.



The middle part of Table 2 shows that populist right parties in Austria,
Denmark, Flanders, and Switzerland mobilized disillusionment with the
European Parliament better than some of the major parties. However, in no
country did the populist right mobilize such disillusionment better than all
major parties. In Norway, the Christian Democratic Party mobilized disil-
lusionment with the European Parliament better than the populist right
party. Overall, Table 2 shows that populist right parties could be successful
without mobilizing grievances over political elites and corruption.

The lower third of Table 3 shows that populist right parties and major
parties of the left and right in the countries studied mobilized the backlash
against the green movement equally well (or equally poorly). This particu-
lar formulation of the elite grievance model therefore receives low empiri-
cal support. Mobilizing a backlash against the green movement may have
helped populist right parties in individual countries gain votes in some past
elections, but in 2002 and 2003, several populist right parties performed
well without successfully mobilizing such grievances.14

Results for the Immigration Grievance Model

Finally, the results presented in Table 3 show that no populist right party
was successful without mobilizing grievances over the immigration crisis
better than all major parties of the left and right. There is, however, consid-
erable variation across countries regarding how much better populist right
parties mobilized such grievances. We also see variation in how much better
populist right parties mobilized these preferences depending on party con-
trasts. However, the main finding is that no populist right party managed to
receive more than 5% of the vote in the previous national election without
mobilizing grievances over immigration better than all major parties.

Moreover, Table 3 shows that the populist right parties that performed
best in the preceding elections—the Swiss People’s Party, the French
National Front, and the Dutch Pim Fortuyn’s List—were among the parties
that most successfully mobilized grievances over immigration. The party
that experienced the least success in the previous election, the Austrian
Freedom Party, was the party least successful at mobilizing immigration
policy grievances.

Generally speaking, Table 3 shows that populist right parties across
Western Europe were considerably more successful at mobilizing immigra-
tion grievances when contrasted with the major parties of the left and less
so when contrasted with major parties of the right. The coefficient for the
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contrast with the major party of the left is considerably larger than the con-
trast for at least one of the major parties of the right in Denmark, Flanders,
France, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. We do not see this pattern in
Austria and in Norway.

Comparing the Results

The graphs in Figure 1 show that also in a pooled analysis, the immi-
gration mobilization model best accounts for the vote for the successful
populist right. Unlike the results in the previous sections, results similar
to these are quite well known from previous work on the populist right
(Anderson, 1996; Gibson, 2002; Lubbers, 2001; Norris, 2005; van der Brug
et al., 2000). The graphs depict how the probability of voting for the pop-
ulist right varies as immigration policy preferences, economic left–right
preferences, trust in politicians, and trust in the European Parliament vary
while all the other variables are held at their means.15

As can be seen in the graphs, immigration policy preferences are close
to a perfect predictor of not voting for the populist right, because those with
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Table 3
The Impact of Immigration Grievances on the Populist Right Vote.

Partial Results From Seven Multinomial Probit Regressions

Log Odds of Log Odds of Log Odds of
Major Left Major Right 1 Major Right 2

Versus Versus Versus
Populist Right SE Populist Right SE Populist Right SE

Austria –0.08* 0.04 –0.08* 0.04 — —
Denmark –0.17*** 0.04 –0.11** 0.04 –0.19*** 0.05
Flanders –0.24*** 0.06 –0.18*** 0.05 –0.20*** 0.05
France –0.30*** 0.05 –0.14** 0.05 –0.33*** 0.06
Netherlands –0.23*** 0.03 –0.16*** 0.03 –0.13*** 0.03
Norway –0.16*** 0.03 –0.18*** 0.03 –0.17*** 0.04
Switzerland –0.33*** –0.05 –0.14** –0.05 — —

Note: Coefficients in bold are in line with expectations (i.e., they are negative and statistically
significant). Missing data were dropped in the shown analysis. No notable changes of results
occurred when missing values were imputed using Amelia software. Additional documenta-
tion is in Appendices 1 and 2.
***p significant at .001 level. **p significant at .01 level. *p significant at .05 level.
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very liberal immigration policy preferences (position 1 on the graph) have
close to a zero probability of voting for the populist right. As immigration
policy preferences become more restrictive, the probability of voting for the
populist right increases dramatically. For voters with very restrictive immi-
gration policy preferences (position 9 on the graph), the probability of vot-
ing for the populist right is somewhere between 15% and 20%.

The associations between the other variables and the populist right vote
are as seen in the figures significantly weaker. The second strongest asso-
ciation is found between economic left–right preferences and the vote for
the populist right. The likelihood that voters with extremely left-wing eco-
nomic preferences will choose the populist right in countries where suc-
cessful such parties exist is about 5% (at position 1), and the confidence
interval at this end of the scale is narrow. The likelihood that voters with
extremely right-wing economic preferences will choose the populist right
is somewhere between 7% and 14% (at position 9). Moreover, the confi-
dence interval at this end of the scale is the widest in our figures, and this
suggests that right-wing economic preferences are an unreliable predictor
of the vote for the populist right. Disillusionment with politicians is not sig-
nificantly associated with the populist right vote in the pooled analysis.

Although being useful for summary interpretation, Figure 1 does not
show that grievances over elitism and the economy were less consistently
related to the vote for successful populist right parties across countries than
were grievances over immigration. To establish this, the more detailed
analysis of the previous sections was needed.

Conclusion

This study asked us to revisit the long ongoing debate about what unites
populist right parties in Western Europe. On the theoretical level, it was
argued that the various competing grievance mobilization propositions sug-
gested in the literature were on the face of it all plausible, because they
highlighted cross-national trends that occurred at a time that coincided with
the rise to political influence of several populist right parties.

In the empirical sections, however, this study showed that only one of
these grievances—the one over immigration—was consistently mobilized by
all successful populist right parties. The other two grievance mobilization
models—over economic changes and elitist and corrupt politics—contributed
to the explanation of the populist right vote in some countries. However,
populist right parties also performed well electorally without mobilizing
these grievances.

Ivarsflaten / Western European Right-Wing Populists 17



This study therefore to a large extent settles the debate about which griev-
ances unite all populist right parties. The answer is the grievances arising from
Europe’s ongoing immigration crisis. Previous literature has also pointed out
that the immigration issue is central to the appeal of all populist right parties.
The finding of the centrality of the immigration issue is however more com-
prehensive in this study. Most important, this study shows that mobilization of
grievances over economic changes and political elitism and corruption play a
less consistent part in the electoral performance of populist right parties across
countries than do grievances over immigration. This was not previously known.

In settling this debate, the study not only highlights the close connection
between the immigration crisis and the contemporary party systems instabil-
ity in Western Europe but also throws light on the much debated role of the
protest vote in this regard. In a detailed examination of the populist right vote,
this study found that all the variables that can be thought of as protest mea-
sures were less consistently related to the populist right vote than the policy
measure concerning immigration. Yet significant protest components were
found in some countries—most notably in Flanders, the Netherlands, and
Norway. This study therefore suggests that the existing disagreement about
the role of the protest vote in the electoral success of populist right parties
persists because of the highly variable impact of protest mobilization on the
populist right vote across countries. This variable impact contrasts with the
highly consistent impact of the policy-oriented concern over immigration.

The potential for variability in the impact of these grievances not only
across countries but also over time means that the conclusions of this study
are limited to the time point for which we have data (i.e., 2002 to 2003).
Because this is quite late in the career for six of the seven populist right par-
ties studied—the exception being Lijst Pim Fortuyn in the Netherlands—this
study does not tell us about why populist right parties emerged. It is possible
that for such a party to experience its electoral breakthrough, a broader mobi-
lization effort was necessary. Adding a hypothesis to the debate about the
breakthrough of populist right parties, however, the findings of this study sug-
gest that such broadened appeals may not have been necessary and that they
at the very least need not have been the same across countries.

Although adding to the existing literature the insight that only the immi-
gration issue unifies an otherwise heterogeneous group of populist right
parties, this study leaves the important question of why there were many
countries without successful populist right parties in Western Europe to other
studies. Existing research using aggregate data have brought us some way
toward answering this question, but their results on, for example, the role of
electoral systems are largely incomparable because they have not agreed on
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how to select cases (Carter, 2005; Golder, 2003a, 2003b; Jackman & Volpert,
1996; Norris, 2005; van der Brug, Fennema, & Tillie, 2005).

Indirectly contributing to this related debate, this study provides compre-
hensive and detailed evidence to support a specific way of selecting cases.
In short, the results presented here imply that future studies would be well
advised to identify all parties that sought to mobilize grievances over immi-
gration and explain why some of these parties managed to successfully do so
whereas others did not. In this effort, future researchers cannot rely on surveys
alone but perhaps need to turn to studies of party programs and media reports.

Appendix A

Question Wording and List of Major Parties

Recalled vote (dependent variable): Some people don’t vote nowadays for
one reason or another. Did you vote in the last [country] national election
in [month/year]? . . . Which party did you vote for in that election?
[Country-specific question and codes].

Right-wing economic preferences: (1) Using this card, please say to what
extent you agree or disagree with each of the following statements . . .
The government should take measures to reduce differences in income
levels. (2) Using this card, please say to what extent you agree or disagree
with each of the following statements . . . Employees need strong trade
unions to protect their working conditions and wages.

Restrictive immigration and asylum preferences: (1) Using this card, please
say how much you agree or disagree with the following statements.
Refugees whose applications are granted should be entitled to bring in
their close family members. (2) Using this card, please say how much you
agree or disagree with each of the following statements. If people who
have come to live here commit any crime, they should be made to leave.

Distrust of politicians: Using this card, please tell me on a score of 0-10 how
much you personally trust each of the institutions I read out. 0 means you
do not trust an institution at all, and 10 means you have complete trust . . .
politicians?

Distrust of the EU: Using this card, please tell me on a score of 0-10 how
much you personally trust each of the institutions I read out. 0 means you
do not trust an institution at all, and 10 means you have complete trust . . .
the European Parliament?

Dissatisfaction with national economy (i.e. socio-tropic evaluation): On the
whole how satisfied are you with the present state of the economy in
[country]?
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Unconcerned about the environment: Using this card, please say to what
extent you agree or disagree with each of the following statements . . .
Modern science can be relied on to solve our environmental problems.

Major parties of the left: Sozialdemokratische Partei Österreischs (SPÖ,
Austria); Socialdemokratiet i Danmark (SD, Denmark); Socialistische Partij
(SP, Flanders); Parti Socialiste (PS, France); Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA,
Netherlands); Det Norske Arbeiderparti (DNA, Norway); Sozialdemokratis-
che Partei der Schweiz (SDP, Switzerland).

Major parties of the right 1: Österreichische Volkspartei (ÖVP, Austria);
Venstre (V, Demark); Christelijke Volkspartij (CVP, Flanders); Union pour
la Démocratie Française (UDF, France); Christen Demokratisch Appèl
(CDA, Netherlands); Høyre (H, Norway); Christlisch-Deemokratische
Volkspartei der Schweiz (CDV, Switzerland).

Major parties of the right 2: Konservative Folkeparti (KF, Denmark); Vlaamse
Liberalen en Democraten (VLD, Flanders); Rassemblement pour la
République (RPR, France); Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD,
Netherlands); Kristelig Folkeparti (KrF, Norway); Freisinnig-Demokratische
Partei der Schweiz (FDP, Switzerland).

Appendix B

Test Statistics and Constants for Multinomial Probit Models
Estimated Separately for Each Country

Major Left Major Right 1 Major Right 2 Wald
Constant SE Constant SE Constant SE N Chi2 df

Austria 2.97*** 0.42 2.93*** 0.42 — — 888 131.25*** 12
Denmark 3.16*** 0.40 1.89*** 0.40 0.81 0.48 812 162.9*** 18
Flanders 4.64*** 0.67 4.52*** 0.64 3.15*** 0.63 584 132.48*** 18
France 4.96*** 0.75 4.58*** 0.77 3.45*** 0.87 538 192.46*** 18
Netherlands 3.51*** 0.37 3.36*** 0.34 1.45*** 0.37 1,269 246.10*** 18
Norway 3.83*** 0.37 1.82*** 0.37 2.54*** 0.39 1,008 246.06*** 18
Switzerland 4.50*** 0.52 1.91*** 0.54 — — 491 142.35*** 12

***p significant on .001 level.

Notes

1. For example, see Carter, 2005; Kitschelt, 1995; Norris, 2005.
2. Flanders is treated as a country here, because it has a separate party system.
3. See Cox (1997) for an argument about the role of grievances in institutionalist accounts.
4. An indicator of egocentric economic voting was tried and found to have no explanatory

power. However, an indicator tapping grievances over increased international competition did
not exist in the European Social Survey. The measures presented in the next section likely pick
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up some aspects of this grievance, but the economic grievance model as a whole would possi-
bly have performed better had such an indicator been included.

5. They find that protest voting is not an important explanation for populist right parties’
success. This finding has recently been challenged (Belanger & Aarts, 2006).

6. See Rittberger (2005) and Scharpf (1999) for discussions of the European Union’s
democratic deficit.

7. See Ragin (2004) for an argument in support of this approach to case selection.
8. The disadvantage of the data used here is that it was collected 10 years after the break-

through of most populist right parties (which took place in the late 1980s and early 1990s). An
equally comprehensive test of breakthrough elections is not possible because we lack equally
good data from this earlier period.

9. This is equivalent to keeping a pooled dataset and fitting interaction effects for all vari-
ables, but this way allows for more straightforward interpretation of coefficients.

10. A list of the major left and major right parties is in Appendix A. Some countries have
two major right parties.

11. Because the Independence of Irrelevant Alternatives assumption is violated, multino-
mial probit is preferred to multinomial logit. However, the results presented are so robust that
the main conclusions do not depend on using multinomial probit rather than logit models.

12. See Appendix A for question wording for the dependent variable.
13. The estimated models have the following form: Probit (y = 1) = (β1 × Right-Wing

Economic Preferences) + (β2 × Dissatisfaction With National Economy) + (β3 × Distrust of
Politicians) + (β4 × Distrust of the European Parliament) + (β5 × Unconcerned About
Environment) + (β6 × Restrictive Immigration Policy Preferences) + Constant + Error.
Although sociodemographic characteristics are used as control variables in some studies, this
is not done here, because sociodemographics explain little variance once attitudes have been
included in the model. Superfluous control variables is particularly undesirable in this context
because the number of respondents that voted for the populist right is limited.

14. As is seen in Appendix A, the operationalization of the green politics measure is not
ideal, although it is the best measure available in the survey. Our confidence that the chosen
measure gets at relevant environmental policy grievances is strengthened in that the measure
does predict green party voting in separate tests conducted.

15. These predictions are based on the results of a binomial logit model using country dum-
mies and robust standard errors. The dependent variable is binary (vote for the populist right-not
vote for the populist right). The full results of this model are available from the author on request.
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