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Abstract: Political, economic and, now, health dynamics have caused and continue to cause a worse-
ning of citizens’ living conditions within most of western democracies. The literature highlighted how
this contributed to the increase of citizens’ frustration and the drop of their trust in democratic institu-
tions. In this context, a populist upsurge has been registered among all western democracies. Establis-
hed political parties, media and academics often tend to identify populist voters as merely less
educated and ignorant citizens, but is this characterization correct and fully explaining the phenome-
non? Who populist voters are? Are they united by common identities? And if itis so, what are the iden-
tities and belongings they share? The present paper answers these questions by tracing a profile of
populist voters within European Union countries. The results show how populist voters show a statis-
tically significant difference from non-populist ones when comparing demographic, economic, social
values, political trust, and perceptions characteristics. However, the modest extent of these differences
in most cases questions the effectiveness of the use of the concept of populism in distinguishing it as a
political movement with its own transnational characteristics

Keywords: populist voters, populist identity, populist profile, populist parties.

Resumo: As dindmicas politicas, econémicas e, recentemente, da satde causaram e continuam a causar
um agravamento nas condi¢des de vida dos cidaddos na maioria das democracias ocidentais. A literatura
destacou o contributo destas mudancas para o aumento da frustracao dos cidaddos e para a queda da sua
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confianca nas instituicdes democraticas. Nesse contexto, um surto populista foi registado em todas as de-
mocracias ocidentais. Os partidos politicos, os média e os académicos estabelecidos tendem a identificar os
eleitores populistas apenas como cidaddos menos educados e ignorantes, mas estara essa caracterizagdo
correta e explicara totalmente o fendmeno? Quem sdo os eleitores populistas? Estdao unidos por identida-
des comuns? E se for assim, quais sao as identidades e pertencas que partilham? O presente artigo responde a
essas perguntas tracando um perfil de eleitores populistas nos paises da Uniéo Europeia. Os resultados mos-
tram como os eleitores populistas diferem significativamente dos ndo populistas quando se compararam as
caracteristicas demogréficas, econdmicas, valores sociais, confianga politica e percecdes. No entanto, a pe-
quena dimensao dessas diferencas, registada na maioria dos casos, questiona a eficacia do uso do conceito de
populismo para o distinguir como um movimento politico com caracteristicas transnacionais préprias.

Palavras-chave: eleitores populistas, identidade populista, perfil populista, partidos populistas.

Introduction

Some of the social and political dynamics that were perceived as enduring and im-
movable in Western societies have recently changed and continue to change. The
economic crises that hit the world in 2007 caused a deep and persistent worsening of
citizens’ living condition, especially within western democracies. Among other fac-
tors, income inequality and unemployment harshly increased; the job market under-
gone through an exceptional worsening registering wages stagnation, an increase of
precarious jobs and a decrease of workers” purchasing power. At the same time, in
most of western countries social mobility dramatically dropped (Archibugi &
Cellini, 2018). The COVID-19 pandemic is worsening the picture.

The combination of these factors, according to the literature, contributed to the
spread of citizens’ frustration and the drop in their trust in democratic institutions
(Dotti Sani & Magistro, 2016; Foster & Frieden, 2017). In this context, a populist up-
surge has been registered among all western democracies with populist parties and
movements gaining consensus and, in some cases, governmental appointments.
Populist parties and movements that emerged in the last decades are often based on
certain rhetoric advocating for the superiority of national identities and the necessity
of closing national borders to preserve national traditions and to come back to the
splendor of anidealized past. Most of the established political parties, media, and ac-
ademics often tend to identify populist voters as merely less educated and ignorant
citizens, but is this characterization correct and fully explaining the phenomenon?
Who populist voters are? Do they have common characteristics? Are they united by
common identities? And if it is so, what are the identities and belongings they share,
and which are more associated with the populist vote? The present paper seeks to
answer these questions by tracing a profile of populist voters within European Un-
ion countries, identifying their characteristics, and assessing whether there are
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identities traits able to explain populist support. To do so, it analyses the data pro-
vided by the European Social Survey that, besides identifying respondents” parties
voted, allow to isolate different identity and belonging characteristics.

The paper is organized as follows: the next section presents an overview of
the literature related to the concepts of populism, identity, and political identity.
Sections “Methodology”and “Results” present the analytical strategy employed,
describing the data used in the quantitative analysis and the results obtained.
Finally, section “Discussion and Conclusions” concludes the paper by discussing
the outcomes and their implications.

Theoretical Framework

There is not a shared definition of what populism is, and this label is applied to
different parties and movements. In general terms, populism highlights a form of
political identity that calls into question the nature of the actions of a community
associated with a political party, underlying the need to rethink the linkage be-
tween citizens and politics by contrasting the elite. In this respect, several authors
define the term populism (and populist) applying it to political groups and indi-
viduals who make appeals to “the people” in contrast to “the elite” (McDonnell
& Cabrera, 2019; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013, 2017); Albertazzi and
McDonnell (2008) define populism as an ideology that juxtaposes the virtuous
and homogeneous people against a set of dangerous elites trying to steal the sov-
ereign people of their rights; therefore, as pointed out by Mudde and Rovira
Kaltwasser (2017), populism “involves a critique of the establishment and an ad-
ulation of the common people” (p. 5); Arditi (2005) defined populism as a
“drunken guest at a dinner party” (pp. 90-91), assuming that populism usually
it’s seen as a dangerous guest in a democracy, underlining the entire legitimation
process of those in power. For these reasons, populism is characterized by contra-
dictions, starting with the fact that it articulates anti-party discourse, but resorts
to party formitself, or that it calls for popular participation but that it secures it by
simply garnering support for personalized forms of leadership.

Without entering into the academic discussion on the definition of popu-
lism, which is not the focus of the present work, it is useful to stress that, accord-
ing to the international literature, populits common denominator is represented
by the belief in the existence of a monolithic and virtuous people, the distrust in
the elites that are thought to be corrupt, and the consequent distrust in estab-
lished political parties and institutions that in populists” view are the expression
of such corrupt elites.
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For the purpose of the present paper, however, it is fundamental to delimit what
populism is and what is not and, for this reason, we chose to employ the definition of
populist parties provided by The PopulList project. The Project (Rooduijn et al., 2019),
starting from the definition provided by Mudde (2004), defines populist parties as:

parties that endorse the set of ideas that society is ultimately separated into two ho-
mogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite,”
and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (gene-
ral will) of the people. (Mudde, 2004, as cited in Rooduijn et al., 2019, para. 7)

To be able to outline the identity characteristics of populist voters, a definition of the
concept of identity is also needed. Looking at its etymology, the word “identity” is
connected to the adjective idem (same, identical) that has a double interpretation: on
the one hand, it refers to the concept of uniqueness, to all those characteristics capa-
ble of qualifying a specific individual by distinguishing him and making him recog-
nizable from others; on the other hand, it refers to the notion of identification, that is
the tendency to identify an individual with those who are believed to be similar, thus
emphasizing the contribution of the community to the definition of the Self. Since the
beginning, the concept of identity has been one of the central issues of the social sci-
ences both from a micro- and a macro-sociological point of view: indeed, over the de-
cades, the notion of identity or, to better say, the process of the construction of
identity has been an object of theoretical reflection by numerous scholars, whether
they are related to the so-called structuralist approach (see Parsons, 1951) or to the
interactionist and/or ethnomethodological one (see Blumer, 1969; Garfinkel, 1967;
Mead, 1934; Simmel, 1950). In this sense, the paradigm of identity belonging can be
viewed as the basis for both personal self-identification and relationships between in-
dividuals, groups, and communities. So, identity is built in the multiple interactions
among individuals in which forms of mutual recognition are realized, supporting the
construction of networks and dynamics that often can also lead to discriminatory
practices. In the words of Jenkins (1996):

social identity is our understanding of who we are and of who other people are, and,
reciprocally, other people’s understanding of themselves and of others (which inclu-
des us). Social identity is, therefore, no more essential than meaning; it too is the pro-
duct of agreement and disagreement, it too is negotiable. (p. 5)

Hence, this also means that the concept of identity concerns how the individual
considers and constructs himself as a member of certain social groups such as na-
tion, social class, cultural level, ethnicity, gender, profession, and so on.
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In this respect, identity politics differs from the standard sociological defini-
tion of identity above mentioned, since the former focuses on the persistence of the
same characteristics that identify an individual. Erikson (1968) conceptualized the
modern notion of national identity as a social category; Fearon (1999) defines itas a
set of persons marked by a label and distinguished by rules deciding membership
and (alleged) characteristic features or attributes. So, the notion of identity politics,
as well as the traditional notion of identity, are socially constructed and they vary
over time and space depending on the social and historical context.

Indeed, identity politics is based on promises to protect the “silent majority”
from the harmful consequences of globalization, as well as the European identity
and integration and the constant growing immigration. According to Miiller
(2016), populism is a form of identity politics that combines the anti-establishment
rhetoric with a conviction that only populists should be legitimate to represent the
civil society, “the people”, as they hold a superior national spirit. In this sense,
identity politics focused on ascriptive characteristics, such as race, origins, and reli-
gion. Indeed, as Noury and Roland (2020) stated: populist radical right parties are
usually Eurosceptic parties and resort to nativism, which combines nationalism
and xenophobia and feeds on the feeling that EU integration and mass migration,
as well as mechanisms of multiculturalism, threaten ethnic or national identity
(see, e.g., also Rooduijn, 2019). In addition to this, Mudde (2007) proposed a mini-
mal definition of identity politics, also called the “ideational” approach, defying
populism as a:

thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two ho-
mogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus the “corrupt elite”,
and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (gene-
ral will) of the people. (Mudde, 2007, p. 23)

Furthermore, as sustained by Viviani (2017) populism presents different degrees
of intensity and it belongs to the several different identities of the modern leader-
ship which represent our hyper-fragmented society and also highlights groups
that are more disadvantaged relative to others and through them, populism pro-
motes national identity. By way of example, the economic situation and the conse-
quent economic anxiety (precariousness and uncertainty about the future) raise
the receptivity of the messages coming from populist parties, mostly centered on
the cultural backlash and the perception of the existence of an “us” and of “the oth-
ers”. Political phenomena as the Brexit referendum in the UK or the election of
Trump in the USA, both in the same year (2016) as well as the cultural movements
for the rejection of globalization and the less tolerance toward immigrants, have
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been labeled ad populist movements, even if they seem to be more closely to nativ-
ism (mostly the right populism), but it is also strictly connected to the concept of
identity politics (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017; Rooduijn, 2019).

Methodology

To assess populist voters’ characteristics and answer to our research question,
namely, to what extent populist voters share common identity traits and common
characteristics compared with non-populist voters, we employed a quantitative
approach by analyzing individual micro-data of a pool of citizens from 29 Euro-
pean countries.

Data have been retrieved from the ninth round of the European Social Survey
(ESS), carried outin 2018. The ESSis a biannual survey, carried out within the Euro-
pean Union countries, which enquire respondents about a variety of aspects, in-
cluding but not limited to merely demographic questions, questions related to
socio-political attitudes, up to questions regarding individual wellbeing and hu-
man values.

Among the political aspects, the survey enquired respondents about their po-
litical preferences by asking them which political party they voted for in the last na-
tional, local or European election. We, therefore, coded populist voters based on
the party voted in the last election in their countries.

As we already pointed out, the definition of what populism is and what are
the aspects and characteristics that classify a party as populist are still contended
issues within the academic debate. Since the definition of the populist phenome-
non goes much beyond the scope of the present work, to code populist parties, as
already pointed out, we chose to adopt the definition of populist parties provided
by The PopulList project, according to which populist parties are those:

parties that endorse the set of ideas that society is ultimately separated into two ho-
mogeneous and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite,”
and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (gen-
eral will) of the people. (Mudde, 2004, as cited in Rooduijn et al., 2019, para. 7)

According to this definition, the PopulList classifies political parties of 31 European
countries. The complete list of the populist parties, by country, included in the
analysis is presented in Table 1.

Once respondents that have not voted for the last elections available have been
eliminated, the resulting sample comprises 33,088 respondents. From these, all the
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Table 1 List of populist parties included in the sample and their positioning on the left-right scale
Country Populist Parties Left/Right
Austria FPO R
Belgium Front National

Lijst Dedecker

Parti Populaire

Vlaams Belang
Bulgaria Grazhdani za evropevsko razvitie na Bulgariya (GERB)

Obedineni patrioti— NFSB, Ataka i VMRO

Volya
Switzerland Federal Democratic Union

Swiss People's Party

Ticino League
Cyprus Citizens' Alliance (SYMMACHIA POLITON)

Czech Republic

ANO 2011
Svoboda a pfima demokracie

Germany Alternative for Germany (AFD)
The Left (Die Linke)
Denmark Dansk Folkeparti — Danish People's Party
Estonia Eesti Konservatiivne Rahvaerakond
Spain EH-Bildu
En Comu Podem
Unidas Podemos
VOX
Finland True Finns
France Debout la France

FI (La France Insoumise)
FN (Front National)

United Kingdom

Sinn Féin (nir)
UK Independence Party

Croatia Koalicija HDSSB-HKS
Koalicija Zivi zidPromijenimo Hrvatsku, Abeceda, HDSS
Most nezavisnih lista (Most)
Hungary Fidesz (Fidesz Magyar Polgari Part)
Jobbik (Jobbik Magyarorszagért Mozgalom)
Ireland Sinn Féin
Iceland Flokk félksins
Midflokkinn
Italy Forza ltalia
Fratelli d'ltalia
Lega Nord
Movimento 5 Stelle
Lithuania Labour Party (DP)
Party Order and Justice (TT)
Political Party 'The Way of Courage' (DK)
Latvia Politiska partija KPV LV
Netherlands Forum for Democracy
Party for Freedom
Socialist Party
Norway Fremskrittspartiet
Poland Kukiz'15
Prawo i Sprawiedliwo$¢
Sweden Sverigedemokraterna
Slovenia L — Levica
LMS — Lista Marjana Sarca
SDS — Slovenska demokratska stranka
SNS — Slovenska nacionalna stranka
Slovakia Oby¢ajni Ludia a nezavislé osobnosti

Slovenska narodna strana (SNS)
SME Rodina

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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Figure 1 Total number of voters, and numberand share of populist voters by countries

Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data.

respondents that refused to disclose the party for which they voted have been
dropped. The resulting sample that has been the focus of our analysis comprises
27,539 individuals from 27 European countries. Figure 1 graphically reports the total
number of voters, the number of populist voters, and their corresponding share.

As shown by Figure 1, populist parties within countries varies consistenlty in
terms of electoral weight. Data show that their share among respondents varies
from 70% in Italy to 0% in Portugal.

From the ESS several relevant variables have been selected. Variables se-
lected have been then classified according to seven categories:

—  Demographic;
—  Economic;

—  Social values;
—  Political;

—  Trust;

—  Perceptions.

Respondents who voted in the last election and that disclosed the party voted have
been coded as populist voters and non-populist voters. Average and percentage
values have been calculated for the total of voters and compared with those of pop-
ulist and non-populist voters.
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Table 2 Report of the results of the two-samples Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests of equality of distributions
Category Variable Smaller group D P value
Demographic Education Non-populist 0.011 0.348
Populist -0.197 0.000
Combined K-S 0.197 0.000***
Economic Payd employment Non-populist 0.023 0.006
Populist 0.000 1.000
Combined K-S 0.023 0.013
Unlimited duration Non-populist 0.000 1.000
unemployment Populist -0.018 0.081
Combined K-S 0.018 0.162
Unemployment more than 12 Non-populist 0.000 1.000
months Populist -0.060 0.000
Combined K-S 0.060 0.000***
Income Non-populist 0.000 1.000
Populist -0.087 0.000
Combined K-S 0.087 0.000***
Values Religious belonging Non-populist 0.000 1.000
Populist -0.029 0.000
Combined K-S 0.029 0.001***
Gays and lesbians free to live Non-populist 0.165 0.000
life as they wish Populist 0.000 1.000
Combined K-S 0.165 0.000***
Political Interested in politics Non-populist 0.099 0.000
Populist 0.000 1.000
Combined K-S 0.099 0.000***
Not able to take active role in Non-populist 0.000 1.000
political groups Populist -0.055 0.000
Combined K-S 0.055 0.000***
Trade union member Non-populist 0.122 0.000
Populist 0.000 1.000
Combined K-S 0.122 0.000***
Perception Government take into account  |Non-populist 0.003 0.899
the interests of all citizens Populist -0.118 0.000
Combined K-S 0.118 0.000***
Decisions in country politics are |Non-populist 0.003 0.943
transparent Populist -0.056 0.000
Combined K-S 0.056 0.000***

Note: * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

To assess the presence of statistically significant differences between the two

groups, depending on the type of variable, two samples t-tests the equality of

means (Welch, 1947), and two-samples Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests of equality of

distributions (Kolmogorov, 1933; Smirnov, 1933) have been performed. The results

of all the tests performed are reported in Table 2 and Table 3.
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Table 3 Report of the results of the two samples t-tests the equality of means
Category Variable Diff. t.
Demographic Gender 0.051*** -7.02
Age 2.207*** -8.77
Children 0.142*** -8.03
Political Country's cultural life undermined or enriched by 1.588*** -42.29
immigrants
Country's cultural life undermined or enriched by 1.588*** -42.29
immigrants
Important that people are treated equally and have -0.193*** -12.25
equal opportunities
Important to care for nature and environment -0.099*** -6.97
Trust Trust Parliament 0.665*** -17.8
Trust legal system 0.829*** -21.44
Trust politicians 0.617*** -17.77
Trust political parties 0.586*** -17.08
Trust EU parliament 0.887*** -24.3

Note: * p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Results

Before moving to the core analysis of the profile of populist voters, itis important to
note that, in addition to varying in terms of electoral weight, populist parties also
varies witihn countries in terms of their positioning in the left-right political spec-
trum. Table 4 reports the total number of populist parties, the number of left-wing
and right-wing populist parties, and their share of voters within the countries
considered.

Data show how the analysis considers a total of 57 populist parties. Among
the countries considered, the number varies from 0 in Portugal to 4 in Italy,
Slovenia and Spain. Out of the 57 total populist parties considered, 40 are posi-
tioned in the right side of the political spectrum while the minority, 17, are posi-
tioned in the left side. Witihin 15 out of 27 countries considered, populist parties
are represented by right-wing parties only, while within 2 countris, Cyprus and
Ireland, populist parties are represented only by left-wing parties.

Made this importat premise, to outline the profile of populist voters we firstly
analyzed their demographic characteristics. From this analysis emerged that pop-
ulist voters represented respectively by 51.4% of men and 48.6% of women, while
among both total voters and non-populist voters the share of women is higher than
that of men. Compared to total and non-populist voters that on average are respec-
tively 54.2 and 54.7 years old, populist voters are on average younger, showing an
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Table 4 Total number of populist parties, number of left-wing and right-wing populist parties, and their share
of voters within the countries considered

Total Populist Number Number Share Share

Country Parties Left-wing Right-wing Left-wing Right-wing
Parties Parties voters voters
Austria 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
Belgium 4 0 4 0.0% 100.0%
Bulgaria 3 0 3 0.0% 100.0%
Croatia 3 1 2 0.0% 100.0%
Cyprus 1 1 0 100.0% 0.0%
Czech Republic 2 0 2 0.0% 100.0%
Denmark 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
Estonia 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
Finland 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
France 3 1 2 40.0% 60.0%
Germany 2 1 1 52.7% 47.3%
Hungary 2 0 2 0.0% 100.0%
Iceland 2 1 1 44.7% 55.3%
Ireland 1 1 0 100.0% 0.0%
Italy 4 3 1 56.1% 43.9%
Latvia 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
Lithuania 3 1 2 61.2% 38.8%
Netherlands 2 1 1 48.5% 51.5%
Norway 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
Poland 2 0 2 0.0% 100.0%
Portugal 0 0 0 0.0% 100.0%
Slovakia 3 0 3 51.4% 48.6%
Slovenia 4 2 2 58.7% 41.3%
Spain 4 3 1 0.0% 100.0%
Sweden 1 0 1 0.0% 100.0%
Switzerland 3 0 3 14.0% 86.0%
United Kingdom 2 1 1 0.0% 100.0%
Total 57 17 40

Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data.

average age of 52 years. Also, populist voters on average report a lower number of
children than total and non-populist voters, respectively 2.06, 2.16, and 2.2. Lastly,
the share of non-populist voters” that hold a tertiary education degree almost dou-
ble that of populist voters, respectively 32.3% and 17.3%.

For all the three variables, the differences between populist and non-populist
voters resulted to be statistically significant even if, with the exception of the share
of voters holding a tertiary education degree, quite modest.

Moving to the second category, namely that of socio-economic characteris-
tics, Figure 2 presents data about having a paid employment, having a fixed-term
employment contract, ever being unemployed for more than one year and the in-
come level of total voters and populist and non-populist voters.

Data outline a clear picture showing how, on average, populist voters are in a
worse socioeconomic position compared to non-populist ones. Populist voters, in
fact, not only have an employment in a lower share of cases, but they are also less
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Figure 2 Socio-economic characteristics of total, populist and non-populist voters: having a paid
employment, having a fixed-term employment contract, being unemployed for more than one year
and income level

Note: asteriscs highlights those variables in which a statistically significant difference of at least 0.05 has been
registered

Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data.

likely than non-populist ones to have a fixed-term contract. Conversely, populist
voters show higher rates of long-term unemployment than non-populist ones. In
addition, coherently with this picture, populist voters find themselves in the lower
decile of the income ladder in a higher share of cases.

Table 5 reports the data concerning the third dimension considered, namely so-
cial values. Within this dimension, we considered the following variables: the share of
voters that declare to belong to a religion, the share of voters that think that gays and
lesbian should be free to live as they wish, voters” average answer to the question en-
quiring whether country’s cultural life undermined or enriched by immigrants, vot-
ers’ average answer to the question enquiring whether it is important that people are
treated equally and have equal opportunities, and voters’ average answer to the ques-
tion enquiring whether it is important to care for nature and environment.
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Table 5 Social values characteristics of total, populist and non-populist voters

Populist Non-populist Total

Variable

voters voters voters
Religious belonging* 61.1% 58.2% 60.2%
Strongly agree and agree that gays and lesbians free to live life as they  64.23% 73.96% 75.32%
wish
Country's cultural life undermined or enriched by immigrants 4.41 5.85 5.53
(10=enriched)*
Important that people are treated equally and have equal opportunities 2.34 2.16 2.2
(10=disagree)*
Important to care for nature and environment (10=disagree)* 2.05 1.95 1.97

Note: asteriscs highlights those variables in which a statistically significant difference of at least 0.05 has been
registered

Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data

The data show how populist voters tend to pertain to a religious denomina-
tion in a higher share of cases than non-populist ones, 61.1% against 58.2%. At the
same time, populist voters exhibit a less tolerant attitude toward those groups of
citizens that do not correspond to their traditional views. The share of populist vot-
ers that agree or strongly agree that gays and lesbians should be free to live life as
they wish account for 64.23%, roughly ten percentage points below total and
non-populist voters. Less pronounced but still significantly, populist voters tend
to agree on average less than total and non-populist voters about the fact that the
country’s cultural life is enriched by immigrants. Confirming this kind of attitude,
on average, more than non-populist voters, they disagree about the importance
that people are treated equally and have equal opportunities. Lastly, compared
with non-populist voters, populist ones show, on average, a less pronounced inter-
est in the care of nature and the environment.

Moving to political characteristics, firstly, it is interesting to note that popu-
list voters are on average more oriented toward the right side of the political spec-
trum. In fact, on a scale that goes from 0 (extreme left) to 10 (extreme right),
populist voters register an average value of 5.9, while non-populist voters an av-
erage value of 4.89.

Figure 3reports the other data concerning voters’ political characteristics: the
level of interest in politics, the ability to take an active role in political groups, and
the involvement in trade unions or similar organizations.

Data show how, on average, populist voters result to be less politically active
than non-populist ones. On the one hand, they show less interest in politics and, on
the other hand, they are (or used to be) members of trade unions or similar organi-
zations in a lower share of cases. In addition, and probably explaining at least
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Figure 3 Political characteristics of total, populist and non-populist voter
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Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data.
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Figure 4 Perception characteristics of total, populist and non-populist voters

Note: asteriscs highlights those variables in which a statistically significant difference of at least 0.05 has been
registered.

Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data
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Table 6 Trust characteristics of total, populist and non-populist voters
Populist Non-populist Total Voters

Avg Avg Avg
Trust in country's parliament (10=complete trust)* 4.37 5.04 4.61
Trust in the legal system (10=complete trust)* 5.06 5.89 5.56
Trust in politicians (10=complete trust)* 3.52 4.14 3.84
Trust in political parties (10=complete trust)* 3.52 4.11 3.8
Trust in the European Parliament (10=complete trust)* 4 4.89 4.59

Note: asteriscs highlights those variables in which a statistically significant difference of at least 0.05 has been
registered.

Source: Authors’ elaboration on ESS data.

partially their less active attitude, populist voters feel unable to take an active role
in political groups in a higher share of cases than non-populist voters.

Figure 4 presents the data concerning the perceptions of total, populist and
non-populist voters. In particular, data refers to the perception about whether gov-
ernments take into account the interests of all citizens, and about whether deci-
sions in one’s own country’s politics are transparent.

As can be seen from the figure, in both cases populist voters are more pessi-
mistic. In fact, they perceive that governments actually take into account all citi-
zens’ interests and that political decisions are transparent in a significantly lower
share of cases than non-populist voters.

Lastly, Table 6 reports the data concerning trust characteristics of total, popu-
list and non-populist voters, specifically: trust in the country’s parliament, trust in
the legal system, trust in politicians, trust in political parties, and trust in the Euro-
pean Parliament.

Data demonstrate that there are significant differences between populist and
non-populist voters in the levels of trust of all the subjects considered, with popu-
list voters manifesting lower levels of trust.

Discussion and Conclusions

The populist upsurge that, in the last decade, affected most democratic countries
around the world has become a central topic in the recent sociological and political
academic debate.

The literature mostly centered around the definition of the populist phenom-
enon (McDonnell & Cabrera, 2019; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2013, 2017), on
how it affects public opinion (Akkerman et al., 2014), parties (Pauwels, 2011),
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policymaking (Albertazzi & Mueller, 2013), and the theoretical and empirical anal-
ysis of its consequences on democracy and democratic quality (Archibugi &
Cellini, 2018; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2012).

On the contrary, the assessment of populist voters and their identities re-
mained less investigated (Pauwels, 2014; Rooduijn, 2018). Furthermore, the few
studies undertaken on such an issue did not reach homogenous conclusions, and in
particular, Rooduijn (2018) concludes that “the populist voter does not exist” (p. 15).

To bridge the gap in the literature, the present paper traced a profile of popu-
list voters, considering the voters of populist parties in 27 European countries,
identifying their common characteristics, and assessing the presence of identity
traits able to explain populist support.

Our analysis demonstrates that when comparing them to non-populist vot-
ers, populist voters show common characteristics and identities, significantly dif-
ferentiate them in several characteristics. Populists are predominantly males, with
an average age of 52 years. They have on average a lower number of children and
they show a significantly lower level of education.

The analysis also shows that populist voters, on average, are in a worse socio-
economic position than non-populist ones. In particular, they are less employed
and experience long-term unemployment in a higher number of cases. Further-
more, populist voters are more likely than non-populist ones to be part of the lower
decile of the income ladder.

At the same time, populist voters tend to be part of religious belonging in a
higher number of cases than non-populist ones, and they also exhibit a less tolerant
attitude toward those groups of citizens that do not correspond to their traditional
view. Also, they show a less pronounced interest in the care of nature and the
environment.

Moving to political characteristics, more than non-populists, populists tend
to be oriented toward the right side of the political spectrum. Also, they show less
interest in politics, they tend to not be part of trade unions or similar organizations,
and they feel to not be able to take an active role in political groups.

Lastly, populist voters systematically show a lower level of trust toward na-
tional and European political institutions than non-populists voters.

Even if mainly in descriptive terms, the present paper succeeds in tracing a
profile of populist voters, highlighting the characteristics that significantly differ
between those who do not vote and those who support a populist party.

Data, therefore, in principle, seem to confirm the presence of common charac-
teristics identifying populist supporters. However, the analysis also shown that
the differences between populist and non-populist voters, even if statistically
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significant, are quite modest for most of the characteristics considered. This seems
to suggest that the use of the concept of populism could be not effective in distin-
guishing populism as a political movement with its own transnational characteris-
tics. In other words, while the analysis shows how populist voters actually share
some common characteristics and that such characteristics differenciate them
from non-populist voters in a statistically significant way, the fact that the differ-
ences recorded are very small in most cases seems to highlight how populism
have little effectiveness as an analytical concept for processes of political crisis.
This is reinforced by the consideration that the vast majority of populist parties
present in our sample pertain to the right of the far-right side of the political spec-
trum and, therefore, the movement of political opinion that the data highlight
could be that of far right vorets rather that that of populist ones. These results
seem to confirm the claims of Rooduijn (2018) according to which “populist voter
does not exist” (p. 15).

The present analysis, however, being mainly descriptive, does not allow to reach
a definitive conclution about the existence of common characteristics differenciating
populist and non-populist voters. For this reason, future studies should take a step for-
ward by providing an inferential assessment of such characteristics by looking at how
they interact and to what extent they are useful to describe the populist vote and the
populist phenomenon, and to understand to what extent populism could be a valid
concept to assess a movement of political opinion both nationally and transnationally.
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