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Recent scholarship views populist voting as a reaction to systemic failures in political representation. This
argument is however controversial due to a lack of empirical evidence. Does this explanation of populist
support simply mirror the strategic campaign messaging of populist parties, and should thus be discounted?
This study leverages state-of-the-art measures of systemic and non-systemic (i.e. individual-level) representation
failures, adopting the constructs of sociotropic and egocentric incongruence. It uses data from the CSES, IPU,

the POPPA dataset and the World Bank, covering 64 elections from 2001 and 2018 in 24 Western and Eastern
European countries. The study finds that populism owes its success primarily to individual-level representation
gaps, and not systemic ones. However, system-level failures in representation do matter in the margins, and
for specific subsets of citizens. Furthermore, failures in pluralist representation have more bearing on populist
support than majoritarian representation failures.

1. Introduction

Is populism successful where there is a systemic failure of repre-
sentative democracy? Populist actors believe they uniquely understand
the popular will, and see populism as a remedy to the shortcomings
of representative democracy. When serving as Italy’s prime minister,
Giuseppe Conte (Five Stars Movement), urged the European Union to
become populist on the ground that it would help “better grasp the
needs of the people” and to repair “the fracture between Europe and
its citizens”.?> Referendums are often championed by these parties as
solutions to the inadequacy of representative democracy (Mudde 2004,
Kaltwasser et al. 2017, Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017, Van Kessel 2015,
Roberts 2015, Urbinati 2019, Akkerman et al. 2014). Populists may
associate themselves to either left or right ideologies: what truly dis-
tinguishes them is their ideological positioning on democracy (Mudde
and Kaltwasser 2017).

Some political theorists forcefully argue that populist ideology is
the “ideology of democracy” as it invokes democracy’s redemptive
promise of realising the will of the people (Canovan 1999; 2002, Urbinati
2019). Canovan (2002; 1999), for example, believes that populism is
fuelled by the inherent tension between the “redemptive” (populist)
and the “pragmatic” (representative) face of democracy. On the one

hand, democracy promises salvation through direct, spontaneous exer-
cise of power by the people (redemptive face). However, pragmatically,
democratic institutions have to rely on delegation to representatives.
This, according to Canovan, leads to a disconnect between people and
decision-making (Canovan 2002 p. 28). Populist forces therefore suc-
ceed because they exploit the tendency of representative institutions to
treat the popular will with contempt (Canovan 2002 p. 27). Similarly,
Ernesto Laclau (2005) and Chantal Mouffe (2013; 2014) also depict
populism as an antidote to the representative failures of contemporary
democracies. Yascha Mounk, along the same lines, has claimed that
“[...] political elites have insulated themselves from popular views to
a remarkable extent” (Mounk 2018 p. 58) and that, to curb populist
support, we need to reform our institutions “[...] to strike a better bal-
ance between expertise and responsiveness to the popular will” (Mounk
2018 p. 97).

If the hypothesis that failing to represent the people drives populist
support is correct, then it follows that populist parties should be more
successful when political representation breaks down systemically. In
other words, populist parties would succeed in systems where repre-
sentative institutions fail to represent the people as a whole. This study
puts this hypothesis to the test, by contrasting it to individual-level rep-
resentation failures, since utilitarian, ‘personal alienation’, explanations
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of populism and democratic attitudes have also been advanced (Gidron
and Hall 2020, Harms and Landwehr 2020, Graham and Svolik 2020,
Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017).

2. Failures of representative democracy and populist support:
What failures should matter most?

Assessing elites’ preferences against the political preferences of the
citizenry is an important test in various conceptualisations of political
representation (Powell 2004b, Dalton et al. 2011, Huber and Powell
1994). In particular, political representation theory recognises that
discrepancies between the entire representative body (e.g. a legislature)
and the whole citizenry constitute serious democratic breaches (Pitkin
1967, May 1978). In representative democracy ‘rule by the people’
works through a delegation relationship between people and repre-
sentatives whereby the latter faithfully voice the preferences of the
former — the responsive rule (Pitkin 1967, Dahl 1971, May 1978).
Failing to abide by the responsive rule can harm regime support and
legitimacy (Rohrschneider 2002, Newton 2006). This study aims to
test whether support for populist parties is another consequence of
such systemic representation failures. If voters are concerned about
the overall representation of the people as a political collective — as
populist actors and some political theorists claim — systemic, sociotropic
incongruence between elites and citizens should encourage them to
vote for populist parties, given the salience populist parties attach to
alleged systemic representation gaps.

It is also important to account for the ‘critical citizen’ hypothesis
surrounding systemic democratic failures (Norris 2011). Following Nor-
ris, Dalton and Welzel (2014) theorise that it is the assertive ‘critical’
citizens — i.e. those who hold stronger democratic values — that are
more likely to notice and punish systemic, normative breaches to
representative democracy. Failure to represent the people as a whole
is an important indicator of a democracy failing to meet democratic
standards. The highly politically aware, ‘critical’ citizens, are more
likely to notice and to react to fundamental democratic breaches (Ferrin
and Kriesi 2016, Werner et al. 2020). Following this hypothesis, pop-
ulist backlashes might be reactions to systemic representation failures
at most for the highly politically aware. I test this hypothesis in the
heterogeneous effects analysis below.

An alternative view is that support for populist actors is chiefly self-
interested and derives from personal alienation (Gidron and Hall 2020),
and thus not from any real concern with the systemic health of repre-
sentative democracy in one’s country. Many studies have found that
democratic preferences are often utilitarian and based on individual-
level political alienation, rather than normative concerns (Graham and
Svolik 2020, Harms and Landwehr 2020, Landwehr and Harms 2020,
Anderson et al. 2005, Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017, Bakker et al.
2020). Breaches of fundamental representative democracy principles
- such as the ‘responsive rule’ (May 1978, Pitkin 1967) — might not
be important for populist support either, therefore. Testing for the
role of egocentric incongruence allows to ascertain whether the pop-
ulist vote is a self-interested act, merely an outlet for individual-level
representation failures. Furthermore, voters might be better able to
perceive representation flaws when they relate to their own experience
of being represented, so they might react more to egocentric incon-
gruence than to sociotropic incongruence. Following this, individuals
that feel politically ‘left behind’ and not represented by political parties
should support populist parties more, whether the country’s political
representation actually works or not.

3. Failures of representative democracy and populist support:
What we know so far

Existing empirical studies have found that low political efficacy,
distrust or dissatisfaction with democracy are associated with voting for
anti-system and populist challenger parties (Herndndez 2018, Bélanger
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and Nadeau 2005, Belanger and Aarts 2006, Hooghe and Dassonneville
2018, Vidal 2018, Schumacher and Rooduijn 2013, Lavezzolo and
Ramiro 2018, Camatarri 2019). Perceptions of corruption levels or
low quality of governance also appear to be associated to populist
support (Agerberg 2017, Di Tella and Rotemberg 2018). Parties’ ide-
ological convergence also correlates with the success of anti-system
parties (Mair 2013, Hopkin 2020), albeit only inconsistently (Carter
2005, Arzheimer and Carter 2006, Kriesi et al. 2006; 2012, Arzheimer
2009). Finally, empirical analyses of populism and “undemocratic lib-
eralism” draw parallels between the rise in political professionalisation
and technocracy and the rise of populism (Taggart 2002, Mounk 2018,
Eatwell and Goodwin 2018).

The majority of existing empirical studies either only tackles par-
tisan supply (e.g. by equating party convergence to representation
failure without assessing public opinion convergence), or it examines
respondents’ self-reported evaluations of the political system. This is
problematic since subjective assessments of democratic institutions may
be endogenous to the presence and exposure to the rhetoric of populist
actors. The populism literature rarely leverages objective measures
from the literature on political representation (Powell 2004a) to cap-
ture the quality of party-based representation. The study by Bakker
et al. (2020) is a notable exception, however it chiefly measures the
effect of individual-level (and thus not system-level) representation
failures.

This study leverages individual-level survey data and party data
from 64 country-years. It builds various measures of representation fail-
ures, chiefly distinguishing between sociotropic and egocentric forms of
party-voter ideological incongruence.

4. Method and data
4.1. Measuring systemic and non-systemic representation failures

Representative failure takes various forms, and can be measured in
various ways (Powell 2004b; 2009). Following Mayne and Hakhver-
dian (2017) I chiefly distinguish between sociotropic and egocentric
types of representation failure: sociotropic incongruence compares a
collective of voters to a collective of representatives, and is akin to
what Golder and Stramski (2010) call many-to-many congruence; while
egocentric incongruence (in parliamentary systems, as those analysed
here) captures the distance between the individual respondent and
the collective of representatives (Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017) —
i.e. ‘one-to-many’ congruence (Golder and Stramski 2010). This dis-
tinction allows to test whether the populist vote is simply an outlet for
individual frustration at not being represented, or whether it is the con-
sequence of system-wide representation failures — i.e. “undemocratic
liberalism” (Mounk 2018).

Secondly, I distinguish between pluralist and majoritarian versions
of both sociotropic and egocentric incongruence. Measures based on
central tendency - i.e. the distance between the median voter and
the median legislator (sociotropic); or between the individual voter
and the median legislator (egocentric) — are standard measures in the
political representation literature (Achen 1978, Powell 2004a). Central-
tendency based measures, however, capture majoritarian democracy, as
they fail to take into account the heterogeneity of both the collectives
of voters and of representatives (Golder and Stramski 2010). Failure
to account for dispersion can lead to inaccurate inferences whenever
two distributions have similar means but differently shaped distribu-
tions. The majoritarian versions of both sociotropic and egocentric
incongruence will be denoted with the roman numeral ‘T’

When measuring sociotropic and egocentric incongruence following
pluralist conceptions of political representation, one needs to take
into account the entire distribution of elite/citizen preferences, and not
simply their averages. Existing distribution-based incongruence mea-
sures compare: (a) the absolute sum of deviations of each voter from
the mean/median voter with the absolute sum of deviations of each
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voter from the mean/median representative (centrism measure) (Achen
1978), and (b) the ideological distribution of representatives with the
ideological distribution of party voters (many-to-many congruence).
The latter strategy is what I adopt here to measure sociotropic incon-
gruence. The difference between two ideological distributions can be
measured in two ways: (1) via the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test statis-
tic (Golder and Stramski 2010); and (2) via the Earth Mover’s Distance
(EMD) (Lupu et al. 2017). To capture pluralist egocentric incongruence,
I measure the distance between the individual respondent and the
ideologically closest political party (and thus not simply the median
legislator). This captures the pluralist notion that what matters for the
individual is that their voice has at least some representation, some
‘input’ in the system, even if it does not reach the centre of power or
policy outputs (Dahl 1989). The pluralist version of both sociotropic
and egocentric incongruence will be denoted with the roman numeral
‘Ir.

To sum up, this analysis deploys four main measures of representa-
tion failure: (1) sociotropic I (majoritarian) — the absolute ideological
difference between the median voter and the median legislator; (2)
sociotropic II (pluralist) — the difference between voters’ and legisla-
tors’ ideological distributions, either the Kolmogorov—Smirnov Distance
(KSD) or the Earth’s Mover Distance (EMD) further explained below;
(3) egocentric I (majoritarian) — the absolute ideological difference
between the individual respondent and the median legislator; (4) ego-
centric II (pluralist) — the absolute ideological difference between the
individual respondent and the ideologically closest party.

As introduced above, in order to measure sociotropic incongru-
ence II, I rely on (a) the Kolmogorov—-Smirnov Distance (KSD) mea-
sure (Golder and Stramski 2010), and (b) the Earth Mover’s Distance
(EMD) measure (Lupu et al. 2017) (in the robustness tests).> The KSD
statistic tests the equality between the two cumulative distribution
functions (CDF) of voters’ and parties’ ideological preferences. It cap-
tures the supremum distance between two empirical CDFs, which is
related to the size of the non-overlapping area between the two. The
EMD, instead, proceeds by matching voters’ and parties’ distributions
via minimisation, and it computes the minimum steps required to
change one distribution into the other. The EMD then is defined as
the “flow”, or “work”, required to move the parties’ probability distri-
bution so that it is identical to the probability distribution of voters’
preferences. Larger absolute values of both KSD and EMD indicate
larger incongruence. The EMD measure is strictly non-negative.

The formulas below exemplify the KSD and EMD measures. The
subscript ‘c’ denotes citizens’ preferences on the left-right, while ‘I’
refers to legislators’ preferences :

KSD = m'?xlF,(ideology) — F_.(ideology)| (€8]
EMD = 271:”11 ZZ:,,I fl*cdlc o)
izt Ze=i e
where the optimal flow equals:
m n m n
XD fi = min( Y, piideology)), Y, pelideology,) ) ©)
I=1 =1 =1 =1

and dj. is the ground distance matrix that captures the similarity
between each element of the legislators’ and respondents’ distributions.

Figs. 1 and 2 exemplify the KSD and EMD measures of sociotropic
incongruence for four country-years in the sample. Norway 2005 is
an example of good sociotropic congruence, with voters’ and rep-
resentatives’ left-right distributions overlapping neatly. Italy 2006,
Greece 2015 and Poland 2005 show increasingly serious deviations
from the normative ideal, with significant areas where voters and
representatives’ left-right distributions do not overlap.

3 The first was computed via the ksmirnov test in Stata, looped through
all elections, while the second was build using R, using Lupu et al.’s (2017) R
script (=doi:10.7910/DVN/NO90AJ/IAZBS4&version=1.0). See section 1.3 in
the Appendix for further details.
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Fig. 1. Sample of cumulative distribution functions of voters’ and non-populist
legislators — KSD is the supremum distance between the two.
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Fig. 2. Sample of Voters’ and non-populist legislators left-right scale distributions —
EMD represents the ‘flow’ needed to transform one distribution into the other.

To build the ideological distribution in each country’s outgoing leg-
islature, political parties’ scores were weighted according to the number
of seats each party won in the previous legislature, retrieved from
the elections archive of the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s (IPU) Parline
database (http://archive.ipu.org/parline/parlinesearch.asp).* Table A4
in the Appendix provides numerical summaries of all these measures.

It is important to note that populist parties were excluded from all
incongruence measures outlined above. This is because the dependent
variable captures aggregate populist support, without distinguishing
between old vs. new populist parties. Furthermore, the representation
failure hypothesis implies that voters turn to populist when mainstream
parties fail in their duty to represent (Mair 2013, Arzheimer and Carter
2006). To make sure that the sociotropic incongruence tests are not
overstated in cases where the previous legislature had a lot of populist

4 When the parties in the dataset did not match the parties on IPU’s election
archives (due, for example, to party mergers, changes of name, electoral
coalitions etc.) the relevant country’s parliamentary websites, archives or other
official websites were searched to assign the correct number of seats to each
party group. When a brand new party was involved - i.e. the party in question
had no seats in the previous legislature — the party had 0 seat and was
therefore not included in the ideological distribution of a country’s outgoing
party system.
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parties, the models all control for previous populist seat share. This
keeps the pre-existing level of populism in a country constant: therefore
the estimated effects of sociotropic incongruence account for countries
that had sizeable populist presence in the previous legislature.
Furthermore, the measures of ideological incongruence use respon-
dents’ and parties’ positions on the general left-right scale (summaries
in Table A3 in the Appendix). Self-reports are used to measure respon-
dents’ left-right positions. Parties positions were retrieved by using
the CSES experts’ party placements (variables: A5004 B5018 C5017
D5017 E5018). These scores correlated highly (r = 0.89) with both
CHES scores and with left-right scores obtained using the reported
party scores by the top 40% educated in each country. The study
does not engage with multi-dimensional representation (Bakker et al.
2020) because of the sparsity of public opinion data on more granular
dimensions of political competition. Because sociotropic incongruence
can only be measured at the election-year level — and thus is already
under-powered when compared to egocentric incongruence measures —
losing further data points would have seriously limited the study.

4.2. Data and empirical strategy

The analysis below leverages public opinion data from 64 post-
election studies collected by the Comparative Study of Electoral Sys-
tems (http://www.cses.org/) — Modules 1 to 5. I cover elections
in European countries from 2001 until 2018, totalling 106,105 re-
spondents. Table Al in the Appendix lists the countries and election
years covered. I have restricted my analysis to Western and Eastern
European countries within these 17 years mainly due to the limited
availability of comparative classifications of political parties as populist
versus non-populist outside Europe (see Section 1.2 in the Appendix).
The country-years included offer sufficient institutional, regime and
economic variation to test the models.

The dependent variable, Populist Vote, comes from the vote choice
variable of the CSES. The party voted for (either for the lower house
elections or for presidential elections) by the respondent in a given
election-year was manually coded as populist (1) vs. not (0) following
Van Kessel’s (2015) classification, as well as the populism index from
the POPPA dataset (Meijers and Zaslove 2020). It is important to note
that the binary dependent variable can capture different populist par-
ties if there are more than one in the relevant election-year contesting
the election. Van Kessel leverages primary party literature, secondary
literature and expert assessments; he classifies a party as populist if
(a) it supports a vision of society as split into two homogeneous and
antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite”; (b)
it supports direct democracy and unmediated government powers, crit-
icising institutional procedures hindering the ‘will of the people’. The
populism indicator is derived from factor regression scores of indicators
such as the degree of Manichean discourse, of popular sovereignty,
of anti-elitism and of discourse around the importance of the general
will. The POPPA dataset’s populism indicator is built using similar
indicators. Section 1.2 in the Appendix further describes, and justifies,
how European parties were classified as populist or not.

Fixed effects logistic regression is leveraged to test the central
hypothesis on system-level representation failures, together with the
corollary hypothesis on the role of individual-level representation fail-
ures. I leverage country and year fixed effects to deal with the clustered
nature of the data (respondents nested within country and years). Due
to 3 elections having 100% missingness on the rural-urban (BE 2003;
IT 2018) and on the employment (DK 2001) control variables, we are
left with 61 elections in the below analyses. The multiple imputation
robustness checks (see Section 1.5.3 in the Appendix) deal with this
issue and include all 64 elections and all respondents. The regression
tables present exponentiated coefficients to ease interpretation. Values
above 1 indicate a positive effect, while values below 1 indicate a
negative effect.
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In the regression models, the key predictors of populist voting are:
(a) sociotropic incongruence (of type I/majoritarian — i.e. the abso-
lute ideological difference between the median voter and the median
legislator; and of type II/pluralist — i.e. the difference between voters’
and legislators’ ideological distributions); and (b) egocentric incongru-
ence (of type I/majoritarian — i.e. the absolute ideological difference
between the individual respondent and the median legislator; and of
type II/pluralist — i.e. the absolute ideological difference between the
individual respondent and the ideologically closest party). No signif-
icant multi-collinearity is present between sociotropic and egocentric
incongruence, therefore the two types of representation failure could
be modelled together.

In my models, I use demographic controls for income quintiles,
education (university, secondary or lower), age, urban-rural residency,
unemployment and gender from the CSES. Moreover, I control for
populist party success, by including a variable capturing the share of
legislative seats held by populist parties in the outgoing legislature. This
is crucial, as discussed above, since measures of the ideological dis-
tribution of legislators examines the representativeness of mainstream
parties only. This control could also be thought of as capturing the
effect of populist legitimation on the propensity to vote for a populist
party in the country. I also include election year estimates of net
migration (number of net immigrants as a proportion of the country’s
population size), annual GDP growth (%) and unemployment (%),
gathered from the World Bank.

I have implemented a number of robustness tests (see Section 1.5 in
the Appendix for full details). I re-ran all models by: (1) using the EMD
measure to capture sociotropic incongruence; (2) adopting multiple
imputation® to check whether results change when the missing data
problem is taken care of; (3) looking specifically at respondents that
switched their vote to populist parties from their reported past vote
choice, as a strategy to further tackle any potential endogeneity. The
dependent variable in this last robustness test captures whether the
respondent voting for a populist party switched his/her vote from the
previous election (1) or whether the respondent is not a switcher (both
if voting for a mainstream or a populist party), coded as 0. If past vote
choice was not available, the respondent is coded as missing in this new
dependent variable.

5. Findings

An initial descriptive analysis of the data (see Fig. 3), shows that
countries with higher levels of sociotropic incongruence indeed appear
to have higher levels of populist support. Table A5 in the Appendix
gives an in-depth description of sociotropic incongruence and populist
support levels for each election in the sample.

Fig. 4 presents the same descriptive analysis for the measures of
egocentric incongruence. We see again a positive descriptive associa-
tion. The logistic regression analyses below test this relationship more
systematically via fixed effects and all relevant political, demographic
and country-year controls. All coefficients in the regression models are
exponentiated.

The results from the baseline models (Table 1) — expressed via
exponentiated coefficients — show that sociotropic incongruence has
inconsistent effects on populist support. Only sociotropic incongruence
of the pluralist type (type II) has a statistically significant coefficient
above 1, and thus significantly heightens an individual’s propensity
to vote for a populist party. This might make sense, since failure to
represent the citizenry as a whole (rather than just the median voter)
might be a more serious breach of the responsive rule. The typical

5 For the multiple imputation robustness test, I employ multiple imputation
with chained equations and regression imputation (either linear, logit or
ordered logit, depending on the variable) using all fully observed covariates
as well as fixed effects for country and election year.
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Fig. 3. Populist support & sociotropic incongruence.
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Fig. 4. Populist support & egocentric incongruence.

measure capturing the simple distance between the median voter and
the median legislator has instead a negative (coefficient below 1) effect
on populist voting. The association between system-level representation
failures and populist voting is again lower than 1 when using the
EMD measure of sociotropic incongruence (see section 1.5.1 in the
Appendix). Arguably, EMD provides a more nuanced measure of dis-
tribution dissimilarity, that does not place disproportionate weight on
extreme measures (supremum — or maximum — deviation is the central
parameter of KSD), and that looks more comprehensively at the spatial
arrangement of the whole distribution. Note, however, that the effect
of sociotropic incongruence is more consistently positive (sociotropic
incongruence type I & II (KSD)) when vote switching is the dependent
variable (see section 1.5.2 in the Appendix).

In sum: there is some (albeit inconsistent) evidence that contexts
of heightened sociotropic incongruence drive individuals to vote for
populist parties. However, this signal is not robust to alternative mea-
surement and/or modelling strategies.

When turning to egocentric incongruence, the effect on populist
voting appears consistently robust across model specifications and op-
erationalisation of egocentric incongruence (type I/majoritarian and
type II/pluralist). Each additional Likert-scale unit distance between
the individual respondent and the next available (non-populist) party
increases the odds of voting for a populist by 14 to 36%. The effect of
egocentric incongruence is stronger: when examining marginal effects
plots (Figs. 5, and 6), an increase from the minimum to the maxi-
mum level of sociotropic incongruence (of type II/pluralist) increase
individuals’ probability to vote for a populist from roughly 0.15 to
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Table 1
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Fixed Effects Logistic Regression-Baseline Models. The table reports the baseline models with all measures of
incongruence. The distributional measure of sociotropic incongruence is the KSD distance. Incongruence
measures denoted with the roman numeral ‘I’ capture majoritarian incongruence, while incongruence
measures denoted by ‘I’ capture pluralist incongruence.

m
Populist_Vote

(2)
Populist_Vote

Soc I
Ego I
Soc II (KSD)
Ego II

Populist Seat Share t_;

Inc: 2nd Quintile
Inc: 3rd Quintile
Inc: 4th Quintile
Inc: 5th Quintile
Inc: DK/Refused/Missing

Edu: Lower and Upper Secondary
Edu: University

Age
Female

Small/Mid Town
Suburbia
Large Town/City

Unemployed
Unemployment (% of tot. labour force - ILO)

GDP growth (annual %)
Perc_Net_ Migr

0.890 (0.0203)***
1.139 (0.00743)***

1.016 (0.00325)***

0.902 (0.0342)
0.874 (0.0329)
0.750 (0.0295)***
0.631 (0.0267)***
0.820 (0.0348)***

0.929 (0.0389)+
0.533 (0.0256)***

0.992 (0.000691)***
0.745 (0.0169)***

0.973 (0.0304)
0.882 (0.0328)***
0.839 (0.0264)***

1.224 (0.0621)***
1.130 (0.00726)***

1.184 (0.0167)***
0.835 (0.0182)***

2.443 (0.821)**
1.364 (0.0165)***

1.005 (0.00364)

0.904 (0.0344)
0.876 (0.0331)
0.756 (0.0299)***
0.634 (0.0269)
0.806 (0.0343)***

0.936 (0.0393)
0.539 (0.0259)***

0.992 (0.000692)***
0.748 (0.0170)***

0.973 (0.0304)
0.883 (0.0329)***
0.844 (0.0266)***

1.231 (0.0627)***
1.132 (0.00733)***

1.179 (0.0168)***
0.811 (0.0172)***

Country FE Y Y

Year FE Y Y
Observations 64911 64911
AlIC 51395.6 51142.0
BIC 51931.3 51677.8
1 —25638.8 —25512.0
pr2

Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses
+ p<0.1, * p<0.05 ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.

.25

Probability of Populist Vote
o

0 2 4 6 8
Sociotropic Incongruence - Kolmogorov Smirnov Distance (Left-Right Scale)

Fig. 5. Marginal effects, Populist vote — sociotropic incongruence (Kolmogorov—
Smirnov distance).

roughly 0.22. However, moving from the minimum (0) to the maximum
(5) egocentric distance from the closest mainstream party (egocen-
tric incongruence - type II/pluralist) increases the probability of the
individual voting for a populist party from roughly 0.15 to roughly
0.38.

.35

25

Probabilty of Populist Vote

2 3 4 5
Distance to Next Mainstream Pty

Fig. 6. Marginal effects, populist vote — egocentric incongruence from closest

(Non-Populist) party.

Having one’s own interests channelled within decision-making insti-

tutions is more important to fend off populist support than functioning
representation at the system level. Similarly to findings from the litera-
ture on democratic attitudes and satisfaction (Graham and Svolik 2020,
Harms and Landwehr 2020, Landwehr and Harms 2020, Anderson
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Sociotropic Incongruence Effect by Political Awareness
Interaction Plot
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Fig. 7. Marginal effects, populist vote — sociotropic incongruence and political awareness (Low: political awareness scores of 0; high: political aware scores of 1+) Note: Full

regression model in the Appendix-Table A6.

et al. 2005, Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017), populist support is more
utilitarian/instrumental than driven by the desire to hold representa-
tives accountable for breaching democratic normative standards.

It is noteworthy that pluralist failures of representation (sociotropic
IT and egocentric II incongruence measures) are more strongly linked
to support for the populist vision of democracy than majoritarian
representation breaches. Citizens react more strongly to input failures,
rather than failures of the median legislator to represent them.

6. Heterogeneous effects

Some scholars note that breaches of fundamental normative princi-
ples — such as the ‘responsive rule’ (May 1978, Pitkin 1967) — might
only be important for a subset of citizens, and notably the politically
engaged and highly educated: the ‘critical citizens’ (Norris 2011, Dalton
and Welzel 2014). Tables A6 and A8 in the Appendix explores whether
sociotropic incongruence (both majoritarian and pluralist versions, and
using both KSD and EMD distributional measures) has heterogeneous
effects, and particularly whether its inconsistent and non-systematic
effects are due to the differential likelihood among the politically aware
and unaware to take notice of democratic normative breaches. The
individuals were scored on their political awareness based on political
interest and political knowledge CSES survey questions.

Sociotropic incongruence indeed appears robustly more highly as-
sociated with populist voting for the politically sophisticated — as
expected by the critical citizen hypothesis (Norris 2011, Dalton and
Welzel 2014). Highly politically aware individuals are more likely to
react to sociotropic incongruence by turning to populist parties than the
less politically aware. These findings are robust to several measurement
and modelling strategies, and to distinguishing between left-wing and
right-wing populists (see Appendix-Table A7). The politically sophis-
ticated, in fact, also appear more likely than the non-sophisticates to
vote for radical right populists when exposed to systemic representation
failure, they do not just turn to the left-wing populists.

Sociotropic incongruence, therefore, mostly influences populist sup-
port in the expected direction for people who are more likely to take
notice and to hold higher democratic standards. The marginal effects
plots (Fig. 7) illustrate the findings from the interaction effects with
the various measures of sociotropic incongruence. The full regression
tables are available in Tables A6 and A8 of the Appendix.

7. Conclusion

Is populism successful where representative democracy fails sys-
temically? This study leverages several measures of representation
failure at the system-level: the standard central-tendency based mea-
sure (the absolute distance between the median voter and the median
legislator), together with innovative measures comparing parties’ and
voters’ ideological distributions (e.g. the Kolmogorov-Smirnov Dis-
tance (Golder and Stramski 2010) and the Earth Mover Distance (Lupu
et al. 2017)). The second typology of measures captures pluralist, rather
than majoritarian representation at the system level.

The study, furthermore, tests the role of sociotropic incongruence by
taking egocentric incongruence into account. Egocentric incongruence
was again measured by using standard central-tendency based mea-
sures (egocentric incongruence I, i.e. the absolute distance between the
individual respondent and the median legislator) and measures captur-
ing ‘input representation’ and pluralism — i.e. egocentric incongruence
II: the absolute distance between the individual respondent and the
closest party in the legislature.

In the main, looking across 64 elections in 24 Western and Eastern
European countries, the results reveal that the effect of egocentric in-
congruence on populist voting is more robustly associated with populist
voting than sociotropic incongruence. Sociotropic incongruence is less
consistently linked to populist voting and mainly works conditionally:
for people that are politically aware. Systemic failures of the responsive
rule, therefore, are particularly important in driving populist support
for the subsets of voters for whom sociotropic incongruence is more eas-
ily noticeable and/or clearly linked to democratic norms. The findings
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have important implications: whether the representative process works
for one’s benefit matters most in turning against the system by voting for
a populist party. This study thus highlights important parallels between
the study of populism and the study of democratic preferences and
norms (Graham and Svolik 2020, Harms and Landwehr 2020, Anderson
et al. 2005, Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017).

It is furthermore noteworthy that pluralist representation failures
matter more than failures to represent the median voter or to be repre-
sented by the median legislator. Citizens do not necessarily mind their
preferences not ending up in policy outcomes (e.g. being represented
by the median legislator is likely to have policy consequences), but
they particularly care about their voice having at least an input in the
political system.

In sum, populism is not particularly indebted to system-level fail-
ures of liberal representative democracy, or “undemocratic liberalism”.
However, such failures do matter in the margins. While the argument
needs to be downplayed, it should not be entirely discounted either.
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