
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Why people vote for thin-centred ideology

parties? A multi-level multi-country test of

individual and aggregate level predictors
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Abstract

The present research investigates the individual and aggregate level determinants of sup-

port for thin-centred ideology parties across 23 European countries. Employing a multilevel

modelling approach, we analysed European Social Survey data round 7 2014 (N = 44000).

Our findings show that stronger identification with one’s country and confidence in one’s

ability to influence the politics positively but perceiving the system as satisfactory and

responsive; trusting the institutions and people, and having positive attitudes toward minori-

ties, i.e., immigrants and refugees, negatively predict support for populist and single issue

parties. The level of human development and perceptions of corruption at the country level

moderate these effects. Thus, we provide the first evidence that the populist surge is trig-

gered by populist actors’ capacity to simultaneously invoke vertical, “ordinary” people

against “the elites”, and horizontal, “us” against “threatening aliens”, categories of people as

well as the sovereignty of majority over minorities. These categories and underlying social

psychological processes of confidence, trust, and threats are moderated by the general

level of human development and corruption perceptions in a country. It is, therefore, likely

that voting for populist parties will increase as the liberally democratic countries continue to

prosper and offer better opportunities for human development. Stronger emphasis on safe-

guarding the integrity of the economic and democratic institutions, as our findings imply, and

preserving their ethical and honest, i.e., un-corrupt, nature can keep this surge under check.

Introduction

In this study, we focus on the rise of populism in liberal democracies in Europe. We define pop-
ulism as a two-dimensional framework of ideas [1], that includes but not limited to simulta-

neous invocation of vertical, “ordinary” people against “the elites”, and horizontal, “us” against

“threatening aliens”, categories of people as well as the sovereignty of majority over minorities,

and overprotective anti-institutionalism that purports to protect economic and cultural rights

of “people” against threats from top, bottom, or from outside [1–3]. Our operationalisation of

populism as a “two-dimensional” framework of inequality (vertical) and difference
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(horizontal) allows us to go beyond the radical right and left divide, and to include not only

right or left wing populist parties but also “single issue” parties [4] that focus on an “all com-

passing issue” without an ideological basis across the political continuum [5]. Liberal democra-
cies on the other hand are political systems that protect the civil, political, and economic rights

of their citizens and provide access to educational, economical, and social opportunities on the

basis of equality within an ethical and fair system [6]. In the current research, we explore how

a host of individual and country level processes lead to more support for thin ideology parties.

At the individual level we focus on subjective experiences resulting from human tendency to

categorize their social environment into groups [7–9], ensuing threats and status concerns.

We consider these processes as embedded in perceived vertical inequalities (dis-trust in insti-

tutions, satisfaction with the system). In addition, we also investigate (national identification),

attitudes toward immigrants, and attitudes toward support for policies benefitting refugees

embedded in perceived horizontal differences. We then focus on how these individual pro-

cesses interact with country level factors such as human development opportunities (HDI) and

corruption perceptions influence populist voting. such as attachment to one’s country

(national identification).

Thus, we contribute to the ongoing debate on populism by showing that support for popu-

list parties is driven by a host of seemingly innocuous social psychological mechanisms trig-

gered by perceived inequalities, i.e., trust, system perceptions, and perceived differences, e.g.,

national identification attitudes toward new minorities [10]. We then show how aggregate level

proxies of these differences, corruption perceptions and the level human development moder-

ate both vertical and horizontal dimensions. By doing so, we connect political scientific

research on populism with social psychological processes and provide a general account of the

factors that motivate populist support across the political spectrum.

Why do people support thin-centred ideology parties?

One particular line of research shows that economic anxieties, perceptions of multiculturalism,

and increasing numbers of immigrants and refugees motivate support for the populist parties

[1, 2, 11]. The so called economic anxiety thesis [12] posits that certain segments, the low paid

manual working classes, of the societies in the developed world perceive themselves as left

behind in the new liberal economies of a globalized world. These segments also hold economic

and political elites as responsible for their plight and turn to populist parties and leaders who

exploit their resentment against the system.

This prediction is based on the assumption that the post-industrial societies have gone

through drastic changes that transformed the labour politics and society in general. Increasing

reliance on knowledge as a commodity, automation in the workplace, and the collapse of the

manufacturing based economies coupled with the influx of foreign capital, goods, and cheaper

labour in the form of migrants and refugees have made “the ordinary people” or “the silent

majority”, low-paid manual labourers, more vulnerable to economic ups and downs. This

sense of vulnerability in turn breeds resentment against the state and motivates support for

populist actors who appear to defend the silent masses against the so-called elite and promise

to bring back the glory of the old days [12]. In a similar vein, cultural backlash hypothesis [13,

14] predicts that post-materialist generations growing up in the economically and physically

secure welfare democracies have had access to better and more educational opportunities and

supported a range of improvements in human rights, environmental protection, and gender

equality. These changes threaten the core traditional values of older and less educated genera-

tions and trigger an authoritarian reaction [14] making them more amenable to the exploits of
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the populist parties and leaders [2, 15, 16]. In fact, there is ample evidence on how individuals

respond to such threats.

For instance, previous research on intergroup relations shows that individuals’ perceptions

of their group as relatively deprived and disadvantaged compared to their group’s past or

future conditions motivates discrimination [17, 18] against whom they attribute the responsi-

bility of their present or anticipated disadvantage. Similarly, when individuals perceive their

resources, lifestyles, and their belief systems as threatened they react by discriminating against

the sources of threat [19, 20].

Taken together, the economic anxiety and cultural backlash hypotheses, i.e. the losers of
globalization, predict that populist parties with thin-centred ideologies would garner the most

support from older, less educated, less paid individuals living in the post industrialist countries

with higher net migration rate with stuttering economies. Recent evidence however has been

inconclusive and supported only one dimension of the losers of globalization thesis. Economi-

cally less well-off individuals tend to vote for radical left and right parties when their country’s’

economic performance is favourable and the level of immigration is modest [15].

An alternative line of research argues that it is not a general sense of relative deprivation but

a sense of relative wealth that enhances populist support [21, 22]. According to the wealth par-
adox hypothesis as economy performs well and the society prospers the economically well-off

display the most xenophobic and anti-immigrant attitudes. This is partly motivated by fear of

future deprivation and loss of wealth, and partly by a sense of relative gratification resulting

from in-group’s attractiveness [23–25]. This sense of gratification in turn intensifies the allure

of the in-group, and triggers fear of possible loss of some privileges as well as an experience of

guilt about them. Together, both fear and guilt motivate proactive discrimination against the

outgroups, immigrants and refugees, as the economically well-off anticipate the immigrants

and refugees to challenge the disparities [22]. The anticipation of challenge then drives the sup-

port for populist parties who thrive on these concerns. Although scarce, empirical support for

“the wealth paradox” shows that those who experience higher levels of gratification display the

strongest opposition to immigration [22].

In the present research, we argue that these seemingly contradictory arguments result from

populist capacity to construct and reinforce identities on the basis of perceived vertical

inequalities, “us” versus “elites”, and perceived horizontal differences, “us” versus “aliens”.

Social psychological research on mobilization and political activism shows that individuals are

motivated to engage in political action when they perceive themselves as deprived, relatively,

compared to the other outgroups when they perceive their privileges and their way of life as

threatened [26], or when they subjectively think that they have the capacity to change their

actual or future disadvantage [27]. More specifically, because populist narrative delineates

group boundaries and emphasizes both perceived disadvantages between “the ordinary peo-

ple” and the “corrupt politicians and elites” (vertically) on one hand, and perceived threats

from “aliens” (horizontally) on the other, it goes beyond the right versus left categories. Right

and right leaning populist actors use this framework to project the elites (vertical) and the for-

eigners, e.g. refugees, immigrants (horizontal) as enemies of the ingroup, the ordinary people

[7, 28, 29]. Left and left leaning populist actors on the other hand. Thus, by invoking both ver-

tical inequalities and horizontal differences across a wide range of categories, populist narra-

tive categorizes people into “us” versus “them” and projects the “others” as threats [7].

Although crucial to mobilization, this collective identity is not enough to get people to support

a particular party or a leader. Individuals will only vote for those actors who appeal to their dis-

comfort. The populist actors to employ this identity that they crafted to mobilize “us” against

those who are responsible for the hardships and threats that “we” are experiencing [7, 30].

Two factors could facilitate these processes at the country level. First, and in line with the
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wealth paradox, one could argue that more and better access to educational, economic, and

social opportunities in a country results in improved welfare of the citizens in that country and

gives them an inflated sense of empowerment. At the same time, when this sense of empower-

ment is accompanied by sense of “us “delineated by vertical deprivation, current or future,

sense of dissatisfaction with the system, and distrust in the institutions and horizontal threats

from “aliens” turn to the populist parties.

Second, “The corruption” rhetoric that the populist actors employ portrays the establish-

ment as corrupt and blames it for the hardships the ordinary people are going through. Once

the perceptions of corruption are in place, the populist actors use these perceptions to push

forward several conclusions. First and foremost, they emphasize that the establishment is not

with the ordinary people which now cunningly include both the people and them as defenders

of the ordinary people’s rights. Second, they also emphasize that the establishment work

against the will of ordinary people and therefore it is not to be trusted.

This emphasis on ingroup and outgroup as “the establishment”, brings forward the issue of

trust and system responsiveness. In general, trust is the belief that the other party will not

exploit the vulnerabilities that the actors have [31, 32]. We define trust as the perception that

state institutions will stay true to deliver what is expected from them [33, 34]. As such, trust

based on iterative interactions with the state institutions and other parties. Institutionalized

trust is also grounded in what we call the “non-rivalry” assumption that the state institutions

and individuals are not competitors to each other [35]. This assumption resonates with the

fundamental structure of the liberal economies that provide and protect civil, political, and

economic rights of their citizens, and implies that higher levels of trust in the public institu-

tions is an indicator of perceptions of public institutions as well-performing units [36]. Creat-

ing the in-group versus the outgroup distinction challenges the non-rivalry assumption and

foments distrust between the in-group, the ordinary people, and the out-group, the establish-

ment. In our analysis, we include both institutional trust and generalized trust.

The outline we provide above suggest that support for populist parties is a co-product of

core social psychological processes, i.e., social identity, trust, satisfaction with the system, per-

ceptions of efficacy, attitudes toward immigrants and refugees, and structural factors, level of

affluence and the corresponding opportunities for human development as well corruption per-

ceptions. Thus, we incorporate these country level dynamics to our conceptual model and

deduce several testable hypotheses that might explain the rise of populist parties with a thin

ideological base.

At the individual level, we draw from social psychological literature on social identity [37]

and collective action [27]. We hypothesize that stronger identification with one’s country (CI)

and confidence in one’s ability to take active part in politics (PC) grounded in this identifica-

tion would be positively associated with support for populist parties (Hypothesis 1a and

Hypothesis 1b, H1a and H1b respectively). Conversely, perceived system responsiveness

(PSR), dimensions of trust, generalized (TR) and institutional (ITR); general sense of satisfac-

tion (SAT), attitudes toward immigrants (AtI) and support for policies benefiting refugees

(AtR) would be negatively associated with support for populist parties (Hypothesis 2a,

Hypothesis 2b, Hypothesis 2c, Hypothesis 2d; Hypothesis 2e; and Hypothesis 2f; H2a; H2b,

H2c, H2d, H2e, and H2f, respectively)

At the country level, our core prediction is that the effect of individual level social psycho-

logical variables on populist voting will be influenced by two aggregate level processes, the

level of human development in a country, operationalized as Human Development Index

[HDI, 38] and perceptions of corruption measured by Corruption Perception Index [CPI, 39].

Thus, we expect HDI to positively moderate the effects of country identification, political con-

fidence, perceived system responsiveness, and trust in institutions and individuals, and
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attitudes toward immigrants and refugees on populist support. At higher levels of HDI both

the positive effects of country identification and political confidence one hand (Hypothesis 3a;

H3a) and the negative effect of perceived system responsiveness, dimensions of trust and atti-

tudes toward immigrants and refugees on populist voting (Hypothesis 3b; H3b) on populist

voting on other would be stronger. Conversely, we expect the negative effect general satisfac-

tion with the system on populist voting to be reversed as HDI increases (Hypothesis 3c, H3a).

Our expectations for the moderating role of corruption perceptions at the country level dif-

fer slightly then that of human development opportunities. We expect the positive effect of

country identification on populist voting and political confidence to be reversed (Hypothesis

4a and 4b; H4a, 4b, respectively). As the individuals perceive the establishment as more cor-

rupt the country identification will have a negative effect on populist voting while political

confidence will have a positive effect on populist voting (H4b). On the other hand, we expect

the negative effect of perceived system responsiveness, dimensions of trust, and general satis-

faction to disappear when they perceive the establishment as corrupt (Hypothesis 4c; H4c) if

not reversed. More specifically, when individuals perceive the establishment as corrupt this

might nullify the effect of these variables on populist voting as they are grounded in percep-

tions of institutions’ as being able to deliver. Last but not least, we expect the negative impact

favourable attitudes toward immigrant and refugees to be enhanced to the extent that they per-

ceive the establishment as corrupt (Hypothesis 4d, H4d).

To test these hypotheses, we followed a model building strategy and employed multilevel

logistic regression which is a convenient analytical strategy when individual data is nested in

some higher-level units, in our case in countries. Our decision is to depart from unidimen-

sional indicators of wealth and inequality (namely GDP per capita, Gini coefficient, net migra-

tion rate, social welfare expenditure by country, respectively) employed by previous research

[15] and focus instead on the subjective experience at individual and aggregate level and a mul-

tidimensional measures of human development (HDI) and corruption perceptions.

Method

Data and measures

We tested our hypotheses using ESS data (Round 7) across 23 European countries. Our indi-

vidual data is nested in countries and our dependent variable is binary, i.e., voted for populist

or single-issue parties in the last election (see online Appendix in S1 File for the list of the par-

ties we included in the analyses). In addition to our social psychological variables at the indi-

vidual-level and aggregate variables at the country-level, i.e., HDI and CPI, we also included

demographic variables for control purposes.

Dependent variable. Our dependent variable is whether individuals voted for populist or

single parties or not. ESS data contains information on voting during the last elections. We

created a binary variable and coded individual responses 0 (voted for a non-populist party)

and 1 (voted for a populist party, see the list of the parties we included in our analysis in the S1

File). We employ the most recent classification scheme used by Pew Research Center in their

report European Public Opinion Three Decades After the Fall of Communism [40].

Demographic variables. All of demographic variables are categorical, that is, gender (G:

0 = male and 1 = female), paid work (P 0 = not in paid work and 1 = in paid work), and the

highest level of education (E1 = less than lower secondary education, 2 = lower secondary edu-

cation completed, 3 = upper secondary education completed, 4 = post secondary non-tertiary

education completed, and 5 = tertiary education completed).

Individual level variables. Country identification (CI) is measured on a 11-point (0, not at
all emotionally attached; 10, very emotionally attached). Political confidence is measured by two
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items (r = .79, p< .001; PC ‘able to take active role in politics’ and ‘confident in own ability to

participate in politics’; 0, not at all; 5, a great deal). We assessed perceived (political) system
responsiveness (PSR) by two items (r = .60, p< .001): ‘How much would you say the political

system in [country] allows people like you to have a say in what the government does/to have

an influence on politics?’ (1, not at all; 5, a great deal). We used three items (α = .76) to mea-

sure generalized trust (TR 0, you can’t be too careful/most people try to take advantage of me/
people mostly look out for themselves; 10, most people can be trusted/most people try to be fair/
people mostly try to be helpful). Similarly, we used five items (α = .88) to measure institutional
trust (ITR), the level of trust individuals have in the institutions of their country, i.e., the parlia-

ment, the legal system, the police, the politicians, and the political parties (0, no trust at all; 10,

complete trust).
We used six items (α = .79) to measure the general level of satisfaction with different aspects

of the system on an 11-point scale (SAT 0, extremely dissatisfied/bad; 10, extremely satisfied/
good). The participants indicated their level of satisfaction with life as a whole, with the econ-

omy in country, national government, the way democracy works, education, and health ser-

vices in their country. We used three items to measure (α = .87) attitudes toward immigrants

(AtI) on a 11-point scale (0, bad for the economy/culture/ social life; 10, good for the economy/
culture/ social life). In a similar vein, three items were employed as a proxy to attitudes toward

refugees (AtR α = .61): “The government should be generous in judging people’s applications

for refugee status”, ‘Most refugee applicants not in real fear of persecution own countries’ and

‘Granted refugees should be entitled to bring close family members’ (1, agree strongly; 5, dis-
agree strongly). We reverse coded the first and the third item so cumulatively higher values rep-

resent more support toward policies benefitting refugees. Although we have no specific

hypothesis regarding political orientation, the ESS survey has an item (11-point scale ordinal

variable 0, left; 10 right) so we included this item in our analyses as a control variable.

Country level variables. We measure the level of human development with human devel-

opment index (HDI) prepared by the United Nations Development Agency [41]. HDI is based

on Amartya Sen’s [42] conceptualization of development as a tool to improve human experi-

ence by expanding individuals capacity to be healthier, more knowledgeable, and to be able to

be a fully active, civically and politically, member of the society. It is a composite index that

represents the three dimensions of development: a) longevity, b) knowledge, and c) access to

resources [43, 44]. These three dimensions then are incorporated to rank countries on a scale

that ranges from 0 (lowest level of human capacity for development) to 1 (highest level of

human capacity for human development).

We measured the perceived level of corruption with corruption perception index (CPI). As a

composite index, CPI incorporates perceptions of various forms of corruption, e.g. bribery,

diversion of public funds, or nepotism in the civil service, as well existence of mechanisms to

combat corruption [39]. The index ranges from 0 (very high level of corruption) to 100 (no

corruption). Taken together, both variables allow us to gauge the capacity of development that

each country offers to its citizens as well as the perceptions of the corruption as determinants

of support for populist parties as predicted by the ideational perspective. We report means,

standard deviations, and correlations between our variables of interest in Table 1.

Analysis and results

We fit a series of models to predict the log odds of populist voting to evaluate our hypotheses.

We also include odds ratios and their confidence intervals to interpret the results for each

hypothesis under consideration and to inspect whether the assumptions of the multilevel
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logistic regression models that are used to evaluate our hypotheses are reasonably satisfied by

the ESS data.

An important condition for adapting a multilevel approach and employing aggregate level

variables is to empirically demonstrate that there is between level variance across our variables.

Thus, the intercept-only model can be used to determine whether the use of multilevel logistic

regression modelling on predicting the outcome populist voting is superior to that of standard

(single-level) logistic regression modelling. For this purpose, we calculated an intra-class corre-

lation coefficient (ICC) ranging from 0 to 1 based on the proportion between the between-

country variation and the total variation (i.e., the sum of the between-country variation and

the within-country variation for populist voting). By utilizing a simulation based approach

[45] which involves the estimated values of the overall intercept (i.e., b̂ ¼ � 1:53) and the ran-

dom intercept variance (i.e., t̂2 ¼ 1:88) for the intercept-only model, we obtained the ICC as

0.23. This means that 23% of the effects on the probability of populist voting for a participant

in the survey come from between-country dissimilarities, while 77% of these effects come from

within-country dissimilarities. Thus, we conclude that the use of an intercept-varying multi-

level logistic regression model in predicting the outcome populist voting is more reasonable

than that of a standard (single-level) logistic regression (see Tables 2 and 3). Additional analy-

sis showed that the model that contains both individual-level and country-level main effects,

M2, fit the data better than the intercept-only model, M0, and the model containing only indi-

vidual-level main effects, M1, as indicated by lower AIC and BIC values, and deviance values.

Predicting the log odds of populist voting. We utilize the method of maximum likeli-

hood to estimate model parameters and their standard errors when evaluating our hypotheses.

We report the findings with respect to the effects of demographic variables, individual level

social psychological variables, aggregate level variables, and the interactions of social psycho-

logical variables and aggregate variables on populist voting, incrementally, in Table 3 via M31,

M32, and M33. For economics of space and clarity however we focus on M33, as it enables us to

test all four hypotheses simultaneously (See Table 3 and S1 File for additional information on

the analyses).

From a demographic point of view, males (β = -.17, SE = .04, p< .001), those who com-

pleted upper secondary (β = .22, SE = .09, p< .05, and who are right leaning (β = .15, SE = .02,

p< .001) tend to vote more for the populist parties.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations of the variables included in the models.

HDI CPI PO CI PC TR ITR SAT AtI AtR PSR

HDI

CPI 0.82

PO -0.03 0.01

CI -0.02 0.01 0.15

PC 0.22 0.18 0.04 0.02

TR 0.29 0.31 0.01 0.11 0.16

ITR 0.28 0.32 0.06 0.17 0.19 0.46

SAT 0.30 0.32 0.15 0.19 0.12 0.42 0.68

AtI 0.21 0.28 -0.15 0.01 0.24 0.33 0.33 0.30

AtR 0.12 0.16 -0.24 -0.04 0.16 0.21 0.19 0.11 0.56

PSR 0.27 0.29 -0.01 0.05 0.42 0.30 0.49 0.43 0.32 0.22

Mean 0.90 70.83 5.16 8.02 2.31 5.76 5.10 5.78 5.44 3.07 2.36

(SD) (0.03) (14.11) (2.29) (2.02) (0.97) (1.77) (1.93) (1.57) (2.16) (0.84) (0.84)

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.t001
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When all variables of interest and their interactions were entered into the model (M33)

political confidence (PC; β = .07, SE = .02, p< .001) but not country identification had a posi-

tive effect on populist voting. As expected, however, dimensions of trust, generalized (TR; β =

-.05, SE = .02, p< .05) and institutional (ITR; β = -.17, SE = .03, p< .001), perceived system

responsiveness (PSR; β = -.09, SE = .03, p< .001), and overall satisfaction with the system

(SAT; β = -.24, SE = .03, p< .001). Last but not least, positive attitudes toward immigrants (AtI

β = -.13, SE = .03, p< .001) and toward refugees (AtI β = -.13, SE = .02, p< .001) were nega-

tively associated with populist voting.

At the aggregate level, results show that there is a strong positive effect of HDI (β = 1.23, SE

= .48, p< .001) on populist voting. As the level of human development in a country increases

so does the populist voting. The effect of CPI was also significant and in the expected direction.

Perceiving the system as ethical and honest, i.e. higher values on the CPI is associated with

decreased support for populism (CPI; β = -1.10, SE = .48, p< .05).

Looking at the moderating effects of HDI, the results show that when HDI increased, politi-

cal confidence (PC:HDI) did not longer predict populist voting but country identification did

(CI:HDI, β = .11, SE = .04, p< .01; Fig 1A). In countries that rank higher on HDI the more

people identify with their countries the more they support populist parties. The negative effect

of generalized trust did not change as HDI increased (TR:HDI, β = -.18, SE = .04, p< .001;

Table 2. Intercept-only model and models containing only main effects.

Main effects (fixed) M0 M1 M2

Individual-level β SE β SE β SE

(Intercept) -1.53��� .29 -1.60��� .31 -1.56��� .29

gender -.17��� .04 -.17��� .04

paidwork -.07 .04 -.07 .04

education2 .04 .10 .04 .10

education3 .22� .09 .22� .09

education4 .19 .11 .19. .11

education5 .03 .09 .03 .09

PO .15��� .02 .15��� .02

PC .05� .02 .05� .02

CI .03. .02 .03. .02

PSR -.09��� .02 -.09��� .02

TR -.05� .02 -.05� .02

ITR -.15��� .03 -.15��� .03

SAT -.23��� .03 -.23��� .03

AtI -.07�� .02 -.07�� .02

AtR -.16��� .02 -.16��� .02

Country-level

HDI 1.06� .46

CPI -0.90� .46

Random effects s2
t0j

st0j s2
t0j

st0j s2
t0j

st0j

(Intercept) 1.88 1.37 1.96 1.40 1.60 1.27

Model fit indices

AIC 18192.6 17489.7 17488.8

BIC 18208.5 17624.4 17639.3

Deviance 18188.6 17455.7 17450.8

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.t002
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Table 3. Models containing cross-level (two-way) interactions.

(Fixed effects) Model M31 Model M32 Model M33

Individual-level main effects β SE β SE β SE

(Intercept) -1.55��� .29 -1.58��� .30 -1.57��� .30

Gender -.18��� .04 -.17��� .04 -.17��� .04

Paidwork -.08 .04 -.07 .04 -.07 .04

education2 .05 .10 .05 .10 .06 .10

education3 .23� .09 .21� .09 .22� .09

education4 .20 .11 .19 .11 .20. .11

education5 .05 .09 .04 .09 .05 .09

PO .16��� .02 .15��� .02 .15��� .02

CI .02 .02 .03 .02 .01 .02

PC .06�� .02 .05� .02 .06�� .02

PSR -.10��� .03 -.08��� .03 -.09��� .03

TR -.05� .02 -.06�� .02 -.05� .02

ITR -.21��� .03 -.12��� .03 -.17��� .03

SAT -.22��� . .03 -.27��� .03 -.24��� .03

AtI -.08�� .02 -.14��� .03 -.13��� .03

AtR -.15��� .02 -.13��� .03 -.13��� .03

Country-level main effects

HDI 1.17� .47 1.27�� .48 1.23� .48

CPI -1.02� .47 -1.13� .48 -1.10� .48

Cross-level interactions

CI:HDI .13��� .04 SAT:HDI .41��� .04 CI:HDI .11�� .04

PC:HDI -.09� .04 AtI:HDI -.01 .04 PC:HDI -.06 .04

PSR:HDI .11�� .04 AtR:HDI -.15��� .04 PSR:HDI .08 .04

TR:HDI -.15��� .04 SAT:CPI -.35��� .04 TR:HDI -.18��� .04

ITR:HDI .32��� .04 AtI:CPI -.15��� .04 ITR:HDI .13�� .05

CI:CPI -.11��� .03 AtR:CPI .08 .04 SAT:HDI .34��� .05

PC:CPI .11�� .04 AtI:HDI .01 .04

PSR:CPI -.13�� .04 AtR:HDI -.15��� .04

TR:CPI .08� .03 CI:CPI -.11�� .03

ITR:CPI -.34��� .04 PC:CPI .11�� .04

PSR:CPI -.09� .04

TR:CPI .13��� .04

ITR:CPI -.18��� .05

SAT:CPI -.23��� .05

AtI:CPI -.16��� .04

AtR:CPI .08 .04

(Random effects) s2
t0j

st0j s2
t0j

st0j s2
t0j

st0j

(Intercept) 1.69 1.30 1.78 1.33 1.77 1.33

Model fit indices

AIC 17336.3 17258.0 17216.7

BIC 17566.2 17456.1 17494.0

Deviance 17278.3 17208.0 17146.7

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.t003
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Fig 1B). Surprisingly however HDI reversed the negative effect of institutional trust (ITR:HDI,

β = .13, SE = .05, p< .05; Fig 1C) on populist voting. The negative effect of institutional trust

at the individual level changes direction. In countries that rank higher on HDI, the more peo-

ple trust in the institutions of their country the more they support populist parties.

In a similar vein, providing the strongest support for the wealth paradox, HDI reversed the

negative effect of system satisfaction on populist voting. As HDI increased effect of system sat-

isfaction become positive (β = .34, SE = .05, p< .001; Fig 1D). In countries that rank higher on

HDI, overall satisfaction with the system is associated with more support for populist parties.

The negative impact of attitudes toward refugees (AtR) on populist voting at the individual did

not change (AtR:HDI; β = -.15, SE = .04, p< .001; Fig 1E) as HDI increased but the negative

impact of attitudes toward immigrants on populist voting was reversed but did not reach the

level of significance.

With regards to the moderating effect of CPI on social psychological variables-populist vot-

ing paths (note that higher values on CPI shows that the system is perceived less corrupt) our

findings show that CPI moderated the effect of CI on populist voting (CI:CPI, β = -.11, SE =

.03, p< .001, Fig 2A). In countries where the system is perceived ethical and honest the more

people identify with their country the less they support populist parties. In similar vein, we

observed similar effects of CPI on the effects of other social psychological variables on populist

voting. Surprisingly, the positive effect of PC on populist voting at the individual level did not

change (PC:CPI, β = -.11, SE = .04, p< .05; Fig 2B) as CPI increased. Individuals’ confidence

in their ability to take active part in politics positively predict populist voting only when the

system is perceived less corrupt. In similar vein, the negative effects of perceived system

responsiveness (PSR) remained as significantly negative (Fig 2C).

Surprisingly, CPI also reversed the negative effects of trust dimensions on populist voting.

Previously negative, the effect of generalized trust became positive (TR:CPI, β = .13, SE = .04, p
< .001; Fig 2D), Interestingly, previously negative effect of institutional trust did not change (β
= -.18, SE = .04, p< .001; Fig 2E). In countries where the system is perceived as ethical and

honest, the more people trust others the more they supported populist parties. However, the

Fig 1. A-E. Plots showing the moderating effect of HDI on CI, TR, ITR, SAT, and AtR, respectively. Pink and blue lines show the

probabilities of populist voting with increasing values of HDI for low and high values of attitudinal variables, respectively. Pink and

blue areas display the corresponding confidence intervals.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.g001
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more they trust institutions the less they support populist parties. We outline the implications

of this difference in the general discussion.

Last but not least, as CPI increased, the negative effects of overall satisfaction and attitudes

toward immigrants on populist voting did not change (Fig 2F and 2G) while the effect attitudes

toward refugees (AtR:CPI) changed to negative but did not reach to statistical significance.

To increase confidence in our results and for ease of interpretation we conducted additional

analyses of the odd ratios with Wald confidence intervals (Table 4). The odds ratios can be

directly obtained by exponentiating the estimated values of the model parameters when pre-

dicting the log odds of the outcome populist voting. To illustrate, consider the effect of the pre-

dictor gender on the log odds of the outcome populist voting when evaluating hypothesis H1

using model M31, where b̂ ¼ � 0:18. Then, the odds ratio representing the association between

the outcome populist voting and the predictor gender can be calculated as OR = exp(b̂) = exp

(-.18)� .84. The interpretation of this value and the other odds ratios should be made with ref-

erence to the value of 1. For example, since the confidence interval between the lower and

upper bounds of this odds ratio [.78, .91] does not contain the value of 1, we conclude that

there is a significant negative association between gender and populist voting. This means that

the probability of populist voting (instead of mainstream voting) is approximately 1/.84�1.19

times smaller for the females when compared to the reference category, i.e., males. Similarly,

the odds ratios for the association between HDI human and populist voting is OR = exp(b̂) =

exp(1.17)� 3.22 and the confidence interval between the lower and upper bounds for this

odds ratio [1.27, 8.09] does not contain 1. This means that the probability of populist voting

(instead of mainstream voting) increases approximately 3.22 times by one unit increase in

human development index. In contrast, the odds ratio between the outcome populist voting

and the predictor CI does not indicate a significant association between these variables. That

is, OR = exp(b̂) = exp(.02)� 1.02 is almost equal to 1 and the confidence interval between the

lower and upper bounds for this odds ratio (.98, 1.076 includes 1.).

Fig 2. Plots showing the moderating effect of CPI on CI, PC, PSR, TR, ITR, SAT, AtI, and AtR, respectively. Pink and blue lines

show the probabilities of populist voting with increasing values of CPI for low and high values of social psychological variables,

respectively. Pink and blue areas display the corresponding confidence intervals.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.g002
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Additional tests

To further increase our confidence in the findings, we conducted additional tests to investigate

whether the results are biased due tomulticollinearity, strong correlation (s) between two or

more predictors in a regression model. Although multicollinearity does not distort the reliabil-

ity or power of the model as a whole [46], it may cause spuriously high standard errors of indi-

vidual parameter estimates, and thus, undependable test statistics [47]. For example, it is a

quite common scenario in the results of regression analysis where the F-test for a model indi-

cates a significant overall effect of predictors on an outcome, while none of the t-tests in the

same study demonstrate a considerable individual impact. Severe multicollinearity in the data

may prevent researchers from diffrentiating individual impacts of predictors on the model

outcome. This, in turn, mightcause interpretation problems.

Multicollinearity requires even more careful attention in logistic hierarchical modeling

than the standard logistic regression, since it can occur not only for subject level variables, but

also for aggregate level variables. As can be seen on the bottom panel of Table 1, only the corre-

lation between aggregate level variables HDI and CPI (i.e., |0.82|> 0.7) is quite large indicating

a possible multicollinearity problem in the data in line with the suggestion made in [48]. How-

ever, the high correlations among the predictors do not necessarily mean the data at hand suf-

fer from the multicollinearity problem. Another diagnostic test for detecting multicollinearity

is the variance inflation factor (VIF). This factor measures the inflation in the variance of the

estimate for each regression coefficient in the model by taking into account the correlations

among the predictors in the data. The VIFs that are larger than 3, 5, or 10 or the small values of

its inverse, the tolerance (TOL) are considered to be a sign of multicollinearity problem in the

data [49]. In addition to these values, we elaborate on two additional diagnostic measures

Table 4. The odds ratios and Wald confidence intervals between brackets for the models containing cross-level

(two-way) interactions.

Individual-level main effects Model M31 Model M32 Model M33

Odds ratios (Wald CI) Odds ratios (Wald CI) Odds ratios (Wald CI)

(Intercept) .21 (.12, .38) .21 (.11, .37) .21 (.11, .37)

gender .84 (.78, .91) .85 (.78, .91) .84 (.78, .91)

paidwork .93 (.86, 1.00) .93 (.86, 1.01) .93 (.86. 1.01)

education2 1.05 (0.87, 1.28) 1.05 (.87, 1.28) 1.07 (.87. 1.28)

education3 1.25 (1.05, 1.50) 1.23 (1.03, 1.47) 1.24 (1.03. 1.47)

education4 1.22 (0.99, 1.52) 1.21 (.97, 1.50) 1.22 (.97. 1.50)

education5 1.05 (.87, 1.26) 1.04 (.87, 1.25) 1.05 (.87, 1.25)

PC 1.07 (1.02, 1.11) 1.05 (1.01, 1.10) 1.07 (1.01, 1.10)

PO 1.17 (1.12, 1.22) 1.16 (1.12, 1.21) 1.16 (1.12, 1.21)

CI 1.02 (.98, 1.06) 1.03 (.99, 1.07) 1.01 (.99, 1.07)

PSR .91 (.86, .96) .92 (.88, .97) .91 (.88, .97)

TR .95 (.90, .99) .94 (.90, .98) .95 (.90, .98)

ITR .81 (.76, .86) .88 (.84, .93) .84 (.83, .93)

SAT .80 (.76, .85) .76 (.72, .81) .79 (.72, .81)

AtI .93 (.88,.97) .87 (.83,.92) .87 (.83, .92)

AtR .86 (.82, .90) .87 (.83, 0.92) .88 (.83, 0.92)

Country-level main effects

HDI 3.22 (1.27, 8.09) 3.55 (1.38, 9.15) 3.41 (1.38, 9.15)

CPI .36 (.14,.91) .32 (.13, .84) .33 (.13, .84)

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.t004
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which are Leamer’s measure [50], and corrected variance inflation factor (CVIF) [51] for

detecting the extent of multicollinearity in the data in line with previous research [48]. Similar

to the TOLs, the Leamer’s measure takes the values of between 0 and 1 for which the values

close to zero indicate the existence of multicollinearity in the data. The CVIFs that are larger

than 10 indicate a possible multicollinearity problem [49].

Table 5 displays these four measures obtained for the ESS (Round 7) data. Based on the

results presented in this table, the VIFs for all the subject level variables are smaller than 3. The

VIFs for aggregate variables HDI (i.e., 3.202> 3) and CPI (i.e., 3.264> 3) indicate a possible

multicollinearity in the data. However, since other variables in the data have small VIFs and

the VIFs for HDI and CPI are smaller than 5 (or 10) and not very large than 3, we conclude

that the ESS data do not suffer from a severe multicollinearity problem. The results for other

measures in Table 5 are in accordance with that for the VIF. As expected, the TOL s and Lea-

mer’s measures of the variables HDI and CPI are smaller than that of other variables in the

data. However, these values are not too close to zero and the CVIFs for all variables in the

model are quite smaller than the decision point 10 which indicates that there is no multicolli-

nearity problem in the data.

Last but not least. It is important to mention that the continuous variables in the ESS data

(Round 7) are standardized [7] to improve the interpretation of main effects in the presence of

interactions. There are two main types of standardization techniques in the context of multi-

level modeling: Standardization with grand mean centering and standardization with group

mean centering. We standardized the continuous variables in the data using the most com-

monly used technique which is the standardization with grand mean centering in which the

overall means of the variables are subtracted from their values and consequently divided by

their standard deviations. Note that, we do not report the conditional effects of the individual

level variables on the outcome at different values of the aggregate level variables in this study.

The rationale behind this choice is that obtaining conditional effects is more valuable by apply-

ing standardization with group mean centering (stated otherwise within cluster centering)

rather than grand mean centering in the presence of cross-level interactions [52, 53].

General discussion

From demographics point of view, our results replicate previous research that shows males

[54, 55], those less educated, and right-wing or right leaning individuals support populist par-

ties more [56]. In terms of individual and country level processes, our findings also suggest

that support for populist and thin ideology parties is driven by a fundamental intergroup

Table 5. Multicollinearity diagnostics results for the ESS data (Round 7).

VIF TOL Leamer CVIF

HDI 3.202 0.312 0.559 3.363

CPI 3.264 0.306 0.555 3.428

PO 1.123 0.890 0.944 1.179

CI 1.071 0.934 0.966 1.125

PC 1.267 0.789 0.889 1.330

TR 1.397 0.716 0.846 1.467

ITR 2.207 0.453 0.673 2.318

SAT 2.105 0.475 0.689 2.211

AtI 1.714 0.583 0.764 1.800

AtR 1.519 0.658 0.811 1.595

PSR 1.622 0.617 0.785 1.704

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0264421.t005
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mechanism, i.e., social identity and status concerns, which in turn are influenced by country

level processes, i.e., opportunities available for human development (HDI) and corruption per-

ceptions (CPI). Below, we first discuss individual level processes. We then elaborate on our

findings with regards to the direct effects of our country level variables HDI and CPI. Last but

not least, we unpack our findings on cross–level interactions.

First and foremost, at the individual level. we did not find support for H1a, the positive

effect of country identification on populist voting. Results showed that such an effect, if any is

contingent on the levels of human development and corruption perceptions at the country

level. While, previous research on identity and political behaviour argues that stronger identifi-

cation with one’s group is associated with political activism [57, 58], our results show that

when the contents of that identity, in our case national identity, is perceived and experienced

differently, this association is not straightforward. Our results, however, fully supported

(H1b). Past research shows that dimensions of efficacy, i.e., participative versus group versus

movement efficacy are associated with activism [59, 60]. These results replicate and extend

findings from previous research in the sense that political confidence as a proxy of efficacy pre-

dicts populist support at the individual level.

We predicted that perceiving the political system as responsive, generalized and institu-

tional trust, satisfaction with the system, and positive attitudes toward immigrants and refu-

gees would be negatively associated with populist voting (H2a; H2b, H2c, H2d, H2e, and H2f).

Previous research shows that trust in institutions [61] and satisfaction with the system [62]

reduce support for populism. Our results replicate this finding. Most research to date investi-

gated whether populist attitudes predict negative attitudes toward immigrants and refugees

[63, 64], Our results confirm this finding in the opposite direction. We found that more posi-

tive attitudes toward refugees are associated with less support for populist parties. Cumula-

tively these findings confirm H2a-H2f.

Moderating effects of country level variables on individual level variables

At the aggregate level, support for populist parties increases as the level of human development

increases. As expected, populist voting also changes as a function of perceived corruption. The

less corrupt the system is seen the less people support populist parties.

First, As HDI increases one attachment to her country, satisfaction with the system, and

more importantly trust in the institutions positively predict support for populist parties. As the

level of human development opportunities increases the null effect of country identification

and the negative effect of satisfaction with the system as well as the negative effect of institu-

tional trust on populist voting becomes positive. Taken together, we argue that this supports

the “wealth paradox [22] but not the losers of globalization thesis [2, 16]. These findings contra-

dict earlier findings at the individual level that populist support will be highest when individu-

als are not satisfied and when they do not trust the system [61, 62]. Future multilevel research

using more specific measures of these variables, especially of country identification is welcome.

In a similar vein, more complex models looking at the indirect effects of country identification

via dimensions of trust, political confidence, or system satisfaction on populist voting might be

able to reveal more about the impact of country identification on populist voting via alternative

dimensions.

Second, the level of human development also moderates the effect of attitudes toward

immigrants and support for policies benefitting the refugees. Initially negative, the effect of

positive attitudes toward immigrants on populist voting disappears when we factor in the level

of human development. In addition, whereas initially not significant the effect of attitudes

toward refugees becomes significant. In more developed countries positive attitudes toward
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refugee benefitting policies decrease support for populist parties. As our results show, there is

a distinction between how people perceive immigrants and refugees. Perhaps, immigrants are

perceived as more competent and thus threatening [65] than the refugees but incorporating

aggregate level variables trumps this effect.

Third, our full model implies that corruption perceptions too moderate the effect of indi-

vidual level variables on populist voting. Attachment to one’s country for instance is associated

with less support for populist parties when the system is seen as ethical and honest. In similar

vein trust in other individuals negatively predicts populist support at the individual level.

When, however, the system is perceived as ethical more generalized trust is associated with

more support for populist parties. The trust in institutions, as expected, negatively predicts

populist voting when the system is seen as ethical and fair. This perhaps provides a glimmer of

hope towards combatting the populist surge. Earlier research shows that level of human devel-

opment and corruption perceptions go hand in hand. Higher levels of human development

are associated with lower level of corruption perceptions [66]. Measures toward emphasizing

the ethical and honest nature of the system could outweigh the positively moderating effect of

human development on populist voting.

Limitations and implications

Comprehensiveness and novelty of our results notwithstanding, we acknowledge that we need

to be cautious while interpreting the findings and drawing wider conclusions. First and fore-

most, we collapse left, centre, and right-wing parties and analyse them together. Recent

research shows that support for populist parties across the political spectrum is motivated by

alternative processes [67]. However, our focus on subjective experiences that are pervasive

across the political spectrum, and operationalizing populism as a thin-centred ideology allows

us to include all parties across the political spectrum. Accordingly, this helps us to identify a

general set of psychological processes that are associated with populism irrespective of the

ideological position. Second, we only use ESS Round 7 and provide a snapshot of the processes

at a single point in time. Thus although comprehensive our results might not show the full

scale of how populist attitudes changed over time. Third, our focus is limited in the sense that

we do not provide a comparative analysis of our aggregate variables vis-à-vis traditional pre-

dictors (i.e., GDP per capita, Gini coefficient, net migration rate, or social welfare expenditure)

established by previous research. Last but not least, we do not elaborate on country level differ-

ences. Taken together these limitations raise important questions that can be answered by

future research. Longitudinal studies employing data from several rounds of ESS would be par-

ticularly welcome to compare traditional aggregate level predictors with relatively novel vari-

ables we include in our models. In a similar vein, case studies comparing countries that rank

higher on HDI (e.g., Norway, Switzerland, or Iceland) with those ranking relatively lower (e.g.,

Hungary and Poland).

Conclusion

In sum, these results provide important insights into how support for populism is a product of

individual level social psychological processes, one’s attachment to one’s country, dimensions

of trust, perceptions of the system, and one’s satisfaction with the system. Perhaps, our most

noteworthy finding is how two defining features of liberal economies, higher level of opportu-

nities for human development within a system that is seen as ethical and honest, i.e., uncor-

rupted, influence and even reverse, rather paradoxically, the influence of some fundamental

social psychological processes. Tellingly, the findings suggest that the support for populism, at

least in our data, is likely to continue as the liberal democratic systems prosper but
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governments and other institutional actors can mitigate the enhancing effects of this prosper-

ity on populist voting.
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Data curation: Hüseyin Çakal.
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