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Abstract

The objective of this article is to explain populist attitudes that are prevailing in a
number of European democracies. Populist attitudes usually lead to social protests
and populist votes. We capture the populist wave by relying on values that are trad-
itionally viewed as populist—such as distrust of institutions and neighbors, rejection
of migrations, and strong preferences for law and order—rather than on voting be-
havior. Our study covers the period 2004–2018 and 25 European countries for which
we match aggregated indicators of populist values and social polarization based on
ESS and SILC survey micro-data. We show that social polarization varies dramatical-
ly across European regions, but at the same time, some convergence is observed.
Our estimations confirm, in most cases, a positive and statistically significant rela-
tion between social polarization and populist attitudes. (JEL codes: D63 and I30)
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1. Introduction

During the last 15 years, two parallel evolutions could be observed: mounting populist

waves and widening social divides. We show that these evolutions were a matter of percep-

tion much more than of reality, a perception that was conveyed by resounding elections of

populist characters (Bolsonaro in Brazil, Trump in the US, Orban in Hungary, and others),

accompanied by upsurges of social protests such as the Gilets Jaunes in France, which

received a wide coverage in the media. When looking at hard facts, we can observe that in-

deed populist attitudes as well as social divides prevail in most countries and that both phe-

nomena are closely related, though their extent reveals to be quite stable over time but

varies across countries.

We do not rely on voting behavior to capture the populist wave, but rather on values

that are traditionally viewed as populist, such as distrust of institutions and neighbors, re-

jection of migrations, and strong preferences for law and order. We collected these values

for 25 European countries from 2004 to 2018. Social divides are measured by the index of
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polarization introduced by Esteban and Ray (1991, 1994, 2011), a measure that is often

applied in political science to study conflicts. We match aggregated indicators of populist

values and social polarization using, respectively, European Social Survey (ESS) and Survey

on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) survey micro-data.

A couple of words on these choices are in order. First, we explain populist attitudes ra-

ther than populist votes, which are neither consistent nor homogeneous: they come from

very different types of elections (local, regional, national, and even European) and the def-

inition of populist parties is often questionable and changing. Second, traditional measures

of inequality and poverty do not capture well the complex reality of social divides and the

tensions between the middle-class and both the lower and the upper tail of the income dis-

tribution. Polarization indicators do reflect such reality.

Our approach is at odds with the usual one that relates the populist vote to factors such

as globalization, cost of living increase, immigration, or unemployment. It is closer to the

work by Norris and Inglehart (2018) who use the ESS data to explain populist vote and au-

thoritarian/libertarian values with generational differences and cultural backlash, as main

factors. We use the same data, but focus on social polarization as possible argument for

populist attitudes.1

To be clear, there are four possible variables (or groups of variables) that are important:

(a) populist votes, (b) populist attitudes and values, (c) social divides, and (d) a number of

economic factors. In this article, we look at the effect of (c) on (b), while most of the litera-

ture focuses on the effect of one or several variables listed in (d) on (a).

This literature explains populist votes by factors such as an extended lack of income

growth, combined with massive growth at the top of the income distribution; an education

system that limits the opportunities of children from modest parental backgrounds; out-

sourcing of ‘good’ jobs to China and other emerging economies; technological change that

has made many ‘routine’ middle-class jobs redundant. A couple of examples follow.2

Using 17 years of the German Socio-Economic Panel, Geishecker and Siedler (2012)

find strong and robust evidence that subjective job-loss fears foster affinity for parties at the

far right-wing of the political spectrum. Nikolka and Poutvaara (2016) and Becker et al.

(2017) show that the 2016 Brexit referendum result in the UK is strongly correlated with

various characteristics of voters across districts. Individuals over 45 years old, having little

or no qualification, living in areas with a strong tradition of manufacturing employment or

with a high number of immigrants from the twelve 2004 EU accession countries, were iden-

tified as strong predictors of the Brexit vote. Autor et al. (2020) study the populist vote in

the 2016 American presidential elections. They show that growing import competition

from China contributed to a shift in congressional voting toward ideological extremes. In a

study based on regional data for 14 Western European Countries over the period 1993– to

2016, Anelli et al. (2019) find that higher robotization exposure may lead to increasing sup-

port for national and radical right parties. In his analysis of populism across Europe and

America, Rodrik (2017) shows that throughout history waves of globalization are prone to

populist backlashes. Algan et al. (2017a) try to explain the Front National (FN) vote during

1 In a recent survey on polarization measurement, Permanyer (2018) makes the distinction between

income and social polarization indexes. Following Permanyer’s classification, we use an ‘income

polarization’ index. We prefer, however, to refer to it as a ‘social polarization’ index to keep the gen-

eral view of income categories as social groups.

2 See also Lefèbvre and Pestieau (2018).
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the recent French presidential election. They show that a sense of deteriorating wellbeing is

one of the main explanations of the rising support for the FN, cutting across most bounda-

ries of age, education, or economic status.

Edo et al. (2019) analyze presidential elections results in France between 1998 and

2017. They show that extreme right and extreme left votes are associated with immigra-

tion. This association is positive for the extreme right and negative for the extreme left.

However, it is stronger for the former than for the later. In our paper, we follow Edo et al.

(2019), who use an instrumental variable (IV) approach to address the potential bias due to

endogenous immigration.3 Bordignon et al. (2019) also analyze municipalities’ data but in

a Northern Italian region, Lombardia, and conclude that ‘the share of immigrants follows a

U-shaped curve, which exhibits a tipping-like behavior around a share of immigrants equal

to 3.35%’. Finally, Algan et al. (2017b) study the relation between unemployment and the

rise of populism, vote, and values, using ESS microdata aggregated at the regional level.

Their estimates, which include the great recession period, confirm a strong positive relation

between the growth of unemployment and the increasing populist vote in European

countries.

More in line with our study, another path of the literature is interested by noneconomic

factors driving populist attitudes. Guriev et al. (2020) analyze the link between the growth

of mobile internet, 3G broadband, over the period 2008–2017 around the world and indi-

viduals’ government approval. Using Gallup World Poll surveys, they show that confidence

in government increases with mobile expansion, at least if the access to the internet is not

censored. This is also in line with experimental studies which contradict the view that eco-

nomic factors account for a wide portion in populist attitudes and vote (Margalit 2019).

Anticipating the results of our paper, we show that social polarization varies dramatical-

ly across European regions though, at the same time, some convergence is observed. Our

estimations often confirm a positive and statistically significant relation between social po-

larization and populist attitudes.

We also show that, in most cases, our results are relatively invariant at the level of

regions (NUTS1) instead of countries. These results are also consistent, with some rare

exceptions, when we run our model separately for three different age-cohorts: born before

1946, born in 1946–1974, and born after 1974.

This article is organized as follows. In Section 2, we discuss our main variables, namely

populist attitudes and polarization and show how they differ across countries and over

time. In Section 3, we test the relation between populist attitudes, the degree of social polar-

ization and covariates, particularly immigration inflows, using OLS and IV-2SLS, to ad-

dress potential endogeneity problems. In Section 4, we present robustness checks, using

regional and age-cohorts panel data. We conclude in Section 5.

2. Social Divides and Populist Attitudes

2.1. Data

To study the link between social divides and populist attitudes, or behavior, we rely on two

large European surveys, SILC (Eurostat, 2020) and ESS (European Social Survey, 2020).

3 We thank Panu Poutvaara, for his suggestion.
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SILC microdata are used to compute polarization indices that describe the possible frac-

tures of living conditions across income classes. SILC is an annual survey that started in

2004 and includes data on economic and living conditions, in particular on the disposable

income of households. The sample is representative of the population aged 16 years plus.

ESS data come in to compute several indicators related to individual populist attitudes

and voting behavior. The surveys started in 2002, but ESS collects data during even years

only. Some parts (or modules) are repeated every even year, others are more occasional, or

even unique. ESS aims at collecting changes in individual ‘attitudes, beliefs and behavior

patterns’ including political orientation and parties for which individuals voted in the last

election that preceded the year in which the survey was taken. The sample is representative

of the population aged 18 years plus.

We combine the information available from both surveys, and aggregate it at the level

of countries and years, implicitly assuming that both samples, randomly chosen from the

same population, are representative. Table A1, in Appendix A, describes which data are

available by country and years. Given that ESS runs its surveys every even year, while SILC

started in most countries for every year in 2005, the final panel includes 25 countries, 8

years (2004–2018, even years only), but only 157 data points4 instead of 25 ! 8¼ 200,

since some countries are missing, especially in 2004.5 With the exception of Greece, Italy,

and Iceland, all countries are present at least five times out of eight, but the panel is obvi-

ously unbalanced. As a robustness check, we also estimate the same equations using a panel

data of regions (NUTS 1 level), instead of countries. Given that NUTS information is not

available in ESS before the 2010 wave, the final panel is composed of 279 observations.6

2.2. Populist attitudes

Political scientists use two types of variables to address populism: (i) Votes or membership

participation to populist parties or (ii) values and attitudes, which can be considered sup-

porting or related to populist behavior. We chose option (ii) for the reason that in surveys

evidence on populist values is much more reliable than voting behavior: Interviewees often

do not remember the vote they casted, or feel uncomfortable to confess they voted for a

populist party or personality, and others simply did not vote (some 30% in many coun-

tries), as we can see from ESS data reported in Appendix Table A2.

We follow Norris and Inglehart (2018), who introduced indicators of ‘distrust of institu-

tions,’ ‘anti-immigration feelings’, and ‘leaning for law and orders’ (authoritarianism) in

their work. These are computed using ESS individual answers to specific questions. We

added a fourth indicator reflecting ‘distrust of people,’ which also prevails in populist be-

havior (Olivera 2015). Appendix Table A3 displays the questions used. For each indicator

and each individual, we added the scores given as answers to the corresponding questions,

and normalized them between 0 and 100. Table 1 contains a summary by country over

4 For some analyses, only 152 observations are available.

5 On average, SILC’s sample size is almost ten times larger than ESS’s. To keep indicators compar-

able across both surveys, we use specific weights variables, provided by ESS and SILC, to correct

for sampling bias. For details, see footnotes in Tables 2 and 3, respectively.

6 In SILC, information on regions (NUTS 1) is unavailable for two countries: Germany and The

Netherlands. For these countries, and for estimation purposes, we combine yearly ESS regional

observations with SILC country observations.
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three periods (2004–2008, 2010–2014, and 2016–2018). Countries are classified in four

homogenous groups. As can be observed, there are large variations with and within each

subgroup depending on the indicator at hand. However, more importantly and contrary to

what is usually assumed, there are no clear time trends.

As already mentioned, voting data are not consistent. Nevertheless, we used the ESS

sample to obtain some evidence that extreme right voting and abstentions are positively

related to distrust of institutions, anti-immigration attitudes, authoritarianism, and distrust

of people, by running logistic regressions in which the dependent variable (extreme right

voting results or abstentions) values 0 or 1. We also include gender, education, and year of

birth (age cohort) as control variables. Results are shown in Table 2.

Votes for extreme right parties and abstentions may both reflect a rejection of the polit-

ical system. They are positively related to each populist attitude, particularly to anti-immi-

gration attitudes, in the first case, and to distrust in institutions, in the second.7 The only

puzzling result is the negative effect of authoritarianism on abstentions in the last two col-

umns of Table 2. In each case, the same analysis was run controlling for heterogeneity

across countries and years and the results are relatively stable. In most cases, the estimated

parameters vary but their sign and statistical significance do not change. Gender, education,

and age cohorts’ effects are also relatively stable and, in most cases, with the expected sign.

The results confirm huge vote abstention rates among younger generations of less educated

people and among those who voted, females, high educated, and aged people’s votes go less

often to extreme-right parties.8 The same age and education gradients are reported by

Nikolka and Poutvaara (2016) in the case of leave votes in the 2014 British Brexit

referendum.

2.3. Social polarization

Income inequality and poverty measures are often used to obtain a representation of the

state of a society.9 However, it has become increasingly clear that these measures do not re-

flect the ‘feeling of being left behind’ that characterizes the lower middle class and that fuels

political and social instability in a number of ways. First, increasing ‘social barriers’ be-

tween groups implies that individuals feel less familiar with and connect less to other peo-

ple. Second, it is difficult to develop trust in others if they are seen to have unfair

advantages. Finally, unequal communities may disagree over how to share (and finance)

public goods, and those disagreements can turn breaking social ties and lessen social cohe-

sion. Broken trust leads to intolerance and discrimination. To assess these social divides, we

assumed that simple poverty measures are insufficient, and we resorted to polarization

measures that have been widely used to analyze ethnic conflicts and linguistic differences.

Based on a recent study by OECD (2019), we postulate that a polarization process is at

work in European societies and that it is possible to measure it making the distinction

7 See Table A2, in Appendix A, for extreme right voting and vote abstentions scores by country and

period.

8 As a robustness check, we estimate the same models controlling for region, instead of country,

and year heterogeneity, but for a shorter period (2010–2018). The results, reported in Table A4 in

Appendix, are very close to those reported in Table 2.

9 For an overview of the recent evolution of income inequality around the world, see Bourguignon

(2018).
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between three main income categories within the population, low-income, middle-income,

and upper-income classes, on the basis of their relative position to a country’s median in-

come. As shown in this OECD study, the middle-class is under pressure, particularly in

Table 2. Voting and populist attitudes—Logistic regressions

RHS variables Voted for an extreme right-wing party in

last elections

Eligible, but did not vote in last

elections

Without controls With controls Without controls With controls

Distrust of institutions 0.713***

(0.047)

0.784***

(0.053)

1.437***

(0.026)

1.301***

(0.029)

Anti-immigration 2.439***

(0.048)

3.044***

(0.054)

0.233***

(0.026)

0.134***

(0.028)

Authoritarianism 1.254***

(0.058)

0.470***

(0.064)

#0.524***

(0.031)

#0.511***

(0.033)

Distrust of people 0.442***

(0.053)

0.161***

(0.060)

0.616***

(0.031)

0.643***

(0.032)

Gender

Male (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)

Female #0.295***

(0.018)

#0.309***

(0.012)

0.052***

(0.010)

#0.040***

(0.011)

Education

Primary school 0.010***

(0.163)

0.082***

(0.030)

0.233***

(0.129)

0.391***

(0.014)

Low secondary school 0.171***

(0.018)

0.170***

(0.020)

0.336***

(0.009)

0.391***

(0.010)

Secondary school 0.087***

(0.015)

0.061***

(0.016)

#0.012***

(0.008)

#0.117***

(0.009)

Higher education (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)

Age cohorts

Born before 1946 #0.208***

(0.016)

#0.208***

(0.016)

#0.563***

(0.011)

#0.612***

(0.011)

Born 1946–1974 0.009***

(0.016)

0.009***

(0.016)

#0.178***

(0.007)

#0.177***

(0.008)

Born after 1974 (ref.) (ref.) (ref.) (ref.)

Intercept #4.485***

(0.051)

#3.789***

(0.098)

#2.272***

(0.028)

#2.250***

(0.032)

Other controls

Country effects – 18 – 18

Year effects – 8 – 8

Country ! Year effects – 118 – 164

No. of observations 118,295 118,295 246,332 246,332

Source: ESS 2004–2018 (all available waves).

Notes: ESS weight variable: pspwght. ***, **, * statistically significant at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level,

respectively.
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Western industrialized countries, where the increasing cost of life and job insecurity simul-

taneously impact their living conditions and reduce their social mobility opportunities.10

The idea of polarization can be described using a certain number of steps. Assume that

we have a given exogenous partition into income groups j and k, ni;j and ni;k in country i

where ni;j and ni;kare the shares of income group j and k in country i. Income ‘diversity’ can

then be defined by
P

j

P
k ni;j:ni;k; j 6¼ k. If, in addition, one can estimate distances

di;jkmeasured by, say the ‘ability to make ends meet’ between groups j and k, then ‘distance

weighted diversity’ can be written as
P

j

P
k ni;j:ni;k:di;jk.11 Esteban and Ray’s (2011) formu-

lation of polarization is very close to diversity, but they include a parameter (1þ hÞ,
h 2 0;1:6½ ', which expresses the fact that members of group i put a larger weight (for in-

stance in terms of confidence) on those of the same group than on other ones, or are more

antagonistic to those who do not belong to their own group: pi ¼
P

j

P
k n1þh

i;j :ni;k:di;jk.

To obtain the polarization index ps
it that will be used in our paper, we simply add in the

last expression a subscript t for time (even years from 2004 to 2018) and a superscript s for

each of two types of distances between groups that will now be used:

ps
it ¼

X
j

X
k
n1þh

it;j nit;k:d
s
it;jk;withh 2 0; 1:6½ ': (1)

Using SILC microdata and following OECD (2019) definitions, we segment populations

in each year and country in three groups. Middle-income group involves individuals in

households with disposable income (standardized using the OECD equivalence scale) be-

tween 0.75 and twice the median disposable income. The lower-income group contains

those individuals in households with disposable income less than three-fourth of the median

disposable income. The upper-income group contains those whose income is larger than

twice the median disposable income.

SILC microdata also allow to compute two types of distances which reflect living conditions

gaps across income classes. First, a subjective measure based on the answer given by the house-

holds’ reference individual, on her/his ‘ability to make ends meet.’ The answer is qualitative

and goes from ‘with great difficulty’ to ‘very easily’ on a scale from 1 to 6. For each income

group, we take the percentage of individuals with score 1 (‘with great difficulty’) or 2 (with ‘dif-

ficulty’). Secondly, we use a so-called ‘material deprivation index’ (Townsend 1979) which cor-

responds to the addition of binary answers (yes or no) to an array of SILC questions. Their

precise formulation can be found in Appendix Table A5, which also contains questions that

make it possible to compute Townsend’s deprivation index (see also Verbunt and Guio 2019).

For each income group, we take the average percentage of individuals who cannot afford two

or more of these items.

Table 3 provides the distances between the lowest and the highest income classes for

the ‘ability to make ends meet’ and for the index of ‘deprivation’. The difference be-

tween Central-Western and Northern Europe, on the one hand, and Southern and

Eastern Europe, on the other, is, as expected, striking. Across the period, however, the

distance between income classes, particularly the gap measured by the index of material

10 On diminishing social mobility, see OECD (2018).

11 Note that this expression is equivalent to the Gini coefficient.
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deprivation, diminished dramatically in a majority of Eastern countries.12 At the same

time, it increased in other European countries whose population were more affected by

the financial crisis: Greece and Spain, but also Ireland and the UK.

Regarding identification, Esteban and Ray (1991, 1994) show that, under given axioms,

the parameter h can take values ranging from 0 to 1.6. In what follows, we have chosen the

most commonly used value, that is h ¼ 1.13

Using the above distances and the identification value of 1, we compute polarization

indexes with distances based on subjective or material deprivation scores, listed in Table 4.

Focusing first on the indices based on the subjective ‘ability to make ends meet’ we observe,

as Wang et al. (2018) did, that average polarization is higher in Southern and Eastern countries

and lower in Northern countries.14 We observe however also that, between 2004 and 2018,

increases are particularly important in Nordic and Central-Western countries. Only Finland

experiences a decline in polarization. For the two other subgroups, results are mixed. In

Southern countries, polarization increases dramatically in Cyprus and Spain while in Greece it

decreases. In Eastern Europe, Czechia, Estonia, and Poland also happen to become less

polarized.

The pattern is somewhat different for ‘deprivation scores.’ On average, our indices

are quite stable over time in all regions, with the exception of Southern Europe. They

also tend to be higher in Southern and Eastern countries than in the two other sub-

groups. There are, however, some countries (Austria, France, Denmark, Finland, the

Czech Republic, and Estonia) in which polarization decreases and others in which it

increases (Ireland, UK, Spain, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Hungary). There is no clear

pattern here, but this is also so for populist attitudes. We now turn to the main part of

this article, namely the relation between those two sets of variables.

3. Polarization and Populist Attitudes

In this section, we present the results of OLS estimates of the following (unbalanced panel

of countries and years) equation, with 152 or 157 even year-country observations:

yr
i;t ¼ ar;s þ br;s

1 ps
i;t þ br;s

2 Dmi;t þ
X

l

cr;s
l xl

i;t þ er;s
i;t ;8r;8s (2)

where yr
it, the left-hand side variable, is one of the four aggregated populist attitudes

12 As expected, the share of high-income households reporting difficulties to make ends meet or experi-

menting material deprivation is extremely low in Central-Western and Northern European countries. In

Southern countries, however, deprivation concerns around 4–5% of high-income households, a num-

ber that remained stable over the period, while difficulties to make ends meet increased, from roughly

from 8% to 12%. On the contrary, among high income households in Eastern countries, deprivation

diminished dramatically over the period, from >10% to <5%, while difficulties to make ends meet kept

stable, around 5–6% on average.

13 This is also the choice made in the conflict or polarization literature. See Montalvo and Reynal-

Querol (2005) and Desmet, Ortu~no-Ortı́n, and Weber (2017). Using additional axioms, Geng (2012)

shows that the range can be shrunk to a single point h ¼ 1 to obtain the Reynal-Querol functional

form.

14 Wang et al. (2018) also rely on Esteban and Ray’s (1994) approach and on SILC data (2004–2012)

for the computation of polarization indexes.
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(superscript r¼ 1,. . .,4 represents distrust of institutions, anti-immigration, authoritarian-

ism, and distrust of people), described in Table 1; i and t represent the country and the

year. The right-hand side variable ps
i;t, is one of the two s polarization indices based on

‘ability to make ends meet’ or ‘deprivation’; Dmi;tis the change in the immigration stock (as

a share of total population of the country) over the five last years; the variables xl
i;t are cova-

riates: GDP per capita and its change over the five last years, urban population (its share in

total population), European regions and year controls;ar;s, br;s
1 ;b

r;s
2 and cr;s

l are parameters to

be estimated and er;s
i;t is the error term.

To compute the immigration stock, we rely on detailed cross-country migration data

from the United Nations Population Division (UN 2020). For each of the 25 European

countries, we compute the net immigration stock of people who were born abroad. Given

that the information is available every 5 years only, we interpolated the immigration stock

for missing years. We use the ratio between the immigration stock and total population

(WDI 2020) in our estimations. GDP per capita and the rate of urbanization are also taken

from WDI (2020).

The OLS estimates are displayed in Table 5.15 In this table, the polarization index relies

either on the ‘ability to make ends meet’ distances, or on the ‘deprivation index’ distances.

In all four regressions (where the left-hand side variables are distrust in institutions, anti-

immigration, authoritarianism, and distrust of people), the polarization index picks a posi-

tive sign that is significantly statistically different from 0 (in some at the 10 percent level).

The increase in immigration stocks picks a significant and positive effect for authoritarian-

ism and distrust of people, only.

The level of GDP as well as its increase over the last 5 years picks up a negative effect on

populism, which is expected. The only exception is the positive and significant effect in the

case of authoritarianism. Additionally, the coefficient of the relative importance of the

urban population is negative but not significant in some cases, notably when the dependent

variable corresponds to anti-immigration attitudes.

In all cases, we control for heterogeneity across European regions and for year effects.16

Even if the aim of these controls is to avoid the estimation bias due to unobserved hetero-

geneity and, in first place, sample attrition, in Table 5, we can observe statistically signifi-

cant effects with respect to the reference region, Central Western countries, in three cases.

First, a positive effect for Eastern European countries on anti-immigration attitudes.

Second, a negative effect for Northern European countries on distrust of people attitudes

and of institutions (with polarization based on the deprivation index). Finally, a positive ef-

fect on authoritarianism in Southern European countries. The R-squares are reasonable,

with the exception of the anti-immigration and authoritarianism populist attitudes, which

go against conventional wisdom.

In Equation (2), immigration flows are exogenous. As an alternative, we also estimate a

model in which the 5-year changes in immigration;Dmi;t, is endogenous. Here, the

15 Contrary to most studies on populism, we rely on aggregated data at country level for our estima-

tions. We are aware of a potential bias due to aggregation but, by definition, the polarization index

is an aggregate measure, based on an aggregated concept. Anyway, the same relation could be

tested at other levels of aggregation, as we illustrate in the next section with regional (NUTS 1)

and with age cohorts panel data.

16 We also included crossed effects between European regions and year in all estimations. Only re-

gional effects are reported in tables.
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hypothesis is that if in European countries populist attitudes and extreme-right parties’

votes are driven by the perception of immigration inflows, immigration inflows are also po-

tentially affected by accepting immigrants, as reflected by votes and by new immigration

regulations. To address this potential endogeneity, we estimate Equation (2) using instru-

mental variables two-stage least squares (IV-2SLS). To do this, we instrument European

countries’ immigration inflows following the shift-share approach based on immigrants’

shares from different origins proposed by Edo et al. (2019). As instruments, we use the esti-

mated last five-year immigration inflow, Dm̂i;t, as well as the estimated stock of immigrant

five year before, m̂i;t#5, computed as described in Appendix B.

In Table 6, we report IV-2SLS estimates for the same models as in Table 5, with the past

5-year change in the immigration stock, Dmi;t, as the instrumented variable. The Cragg–

Donald Wald F-statistic value for these models is higher than 10, which indicates that the

hypothesis of weak instruments is rejected. The Sargan test does not present evidence

against the null hypothesis that the over-identifying restrictions are valid, except in the case

of trust on people attitudes when the polarization index relies on ‘difficult to make ends

meet’ distances.

In most cases, the results shown in Table 6 (IV-2SLS) confirm those obtained using OLS

estimations, particularly for the covariates. On the contrary, they show a positive and stat-

istically significant effect of immigration flows on populist attitudes, with the remarkable

exception of anti-immigration. In all cases, the effect of social polarization on populist atti-

tudes is stronger once we correct our estimations for potential bias due to immigration in-

flow endogeneity.

4. Robustness Checks

Most studies also analyze matched socio-economic and voting results at local levels (munic-

ipalities, counties or regions). In addition, there is no doubt that, in European countries, ex-

treme contrasted situations are observed at the local level.

As a robustness check, we ran IV-2SLS regressions, identical to those in Table 6, with an

alternative panel composed of NUTS 1 regions instead of countries. The results are reported

in Appendix Table A6 and to a large extent, they confirm those obtained with the panel of

countries. It is particularly so for the case of the positive effect of social polarization on

populist attitudes, which is at the center of our analysis.

The results reported in Table A6 correspond to the period 2010–2018, the same

panel of 25 European countries, and 279 observations. As expected, given that both the

instrumented variable and the instruments are defined at country level, Wald F-

Statistics indicate that the hypothesis of weak instruments is rejected. However, the

Sargan test rejects in two cases the null hypothesis that the overidentification restric-

tions are valid, for distrust of institutions and authoritarianism attitudes. This is prob-

ably due to data limitations.17

It can also be argued that social polarization and populist attitudes are simultaneously

influenced by a noncontrolled, confounding factor, in which case our estimations would be

biased. This is potentially the case of the 2008 financial and economic crisis which affected

European countries’ populations at different degrees. It could be also the case when huge

17 See notes on Table A6 in Appendix.
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labor market or tax reforms were undertaken during the period covered in one or more

countries. We did not address specifically these potential sources of bias, mainly due to the

limited possibilities offered by our panel of matched SILC and ESS aggregated data. To be

more complete, we also estimated our model including country and year effects, but the

results are unsatisfactory. Instead of that, and as shown before, we included in all estima-

tions European regions and year controls, adding crossed effects among them.

However, we cannot exclude another potential confounding factor affecting the results

reported in previous tables. In Section 2.1, we show that vote abstention and extreme-right

vote across age-cohorts differ. This is in line with Norris and Inglehart (2018), who also docu-

mented differences in populist attitudes and votes across age-cohorts in European countries. At

the same time, social polarization within age-cohorts differs as well, with a decreasing gradient

from the young to the aged cohort.18 Therefore, as a robustness check, we ran the same IV-

2SLS models’ estimations for different age-cohorts: born before 1946, born between 1946 and

1974, and born after 1974.

Table 7 contains the results related to the distrust of institutions attitude for the three

age-cohorts. The results are strongly consistent with those reported in Table 6. The esti-

mated parameters are nearly invariant across age-cohorts for immigration inflow (the

instrumented variable), and for the negative effect associated to GDP per capita. A remark-

able exception is the polarization index, whose effect on ‘distrust of institutions’ attitudes is

higher for baby-boomers (born 1946–1974) than for the other cohorts. Another exception

is urban population, whose effect on populist attitudes is always negative but more pro-

nounced among the young generation (born after1974). On the contrary, a more favorable

economic environment (GDP per capita growth) has higher depressing effect on populist

attitudes among the older.

We ran similar IV-2SLS regressions by age-cohorts for the other populist attitudes. To sum-

marize, the estimated parameters associated in each case with social polarization and immigra-

tion inflow variables are shown in Table 8. It appears that the effect of social polarization on

these populist attitudes is less pronounced than for trust of institutions. Anti-immigration is

statistically significant for the young cohort only. The effect of immigration inflow on anti-im-

migration is also more pronounced among young people, and baby-boomers when the polar-

ization index is founded on ‘ability to make ends meet.’ These results are puzzling when we

compare them with those reported in Table 6 for the whole population.19 However, at the

same time, they confirm the interest of running separate regressions by age-cohort.

Finally, we ran two other robustness checks at country level. We first recomputed so-

cial polarization indexes using a different value of parameter (h ¼ 0:5, instead of

h ¼ 1:0Þ.20 Recall that h is a measure of the weight that members of a group (in our case

defined by low, middle and high income groups) put on those of the same group relative

18 We run a covariance analysis on social polarization indexes computed for the three age-cohorts

using the whole panel of countries. The results, reported in Appendix Table A7, show that differen-

ces in social polarization across age-cohorts matter, after controlling for country and year effects.

19 These differences are obviously the result of aggregation. In other words, differences in social po-

larization and populist attitudes across age-cohorts are, by construction, neglected in estimations

reported in Table 7. Comparing these results with those reported in Table 6, aggregation clearly

matters in some cases, particularly for anti-immigration attitudes.

20 For instance, Wang et al. (2018) adopt h ¼ 0:5 in their study on income polarization in European

countries. Their study covers the period 2004–2012 and also relies on SILC data.
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to others ones. Second, we recomputed immigration inflows without considering the net

stock of immigrants from Europe, Canada, US, Australia and New Zealand. In both

cases, the results obtained were consistent with those reported in Table 6.21

5. Conclusions

Our aim was to explain populist attitudes (that may eventually lead to populist votes) by a

number of factors, the most important being the degree of social polarization, which measures

the extent of social divides that plague our societies. Polarization is significantly positively cor-

related with all four populist attitudes, particularly when immigration inflows are treated as an

endogenous variable and the model is estimated using IV-2SLS. To the best of our knowledge,

this is the first attempt to correlate populism using such indicators of polarization that reflect

the socioeconomic divides better than standard measures of inequality or poverty.

To compute our measure of social polarization, in each country we fractionalize popula-

tion into three groups, low, middle and high income. The distances between the income

groups are the ratios of people experiencing either difficulties ‘to make ends meet,’ or ‘ma-

terial deprivation’.

Table 8. IV-2SLS regressions—By age-cohorts

RHS variables Polarization index: d¼ Ability to

make ends meet

Polarization index: d¼ Deprivation

index

Born

<1946

Born 1946–

1974

Born

>1974

Born

<1946

Born 1946–

1974

Born

>1974

Anti-immigration

Polarization index (ps
it) 0.062

(0.078)

0.085

(0.076)

0.127*

(0.069)

0.066

(0.079)

0.100

(0.083)

0.125*

(0.072)

D Immigration stock (Dmit) 0.326

(0.461)

1.434**

(0.593)

1.209***

(0.439)

0.315

(0.324)

0.919

(0.559)

1.303***

(0.402)

Authoritarianism

Polarization index (ps
it) 0.327***

(0.070)

0.303***

(0.062)

0.237***

(0.053)

0.320***

(0.073)

0.319***

(0.073)

0.245***

(0.059)

D Immigration stock (Dmit) 1.555***

(0.417)

2.845***

(0.488)

1.953***

(0.340)

0.733**

(0.299)

1.945***

(0.493)

1.585***

(0.329)

Distrust of people

Polarization index (ps
it) 0.303***

(0.083)

0.146***

(0.052)

0.052

(0.037)

0.317***

(0.092)

0.190***

(0.065)

0.089**

(0.043)

D Immigration stock (Dmit) 2.496***

(0.494)

2.097***

(0.409)

0.887***

(0.234)

0.917**

(0.381)

1.017**

(0.441)

0.281

(0.239)

Source: SILC and ESS aggregated panel by country and age-cohort.

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses (* p< 0.1, ** p< 0.05, *** p< 0.01). Also included as controls urban

population, GDP per capita, DGDP per capita, year dummies and European region*year dummies. IV-2SLS

instrumented variable: D Immigration stock.

21 These results are available as Supplementary material at Cesifo online.
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We show that social polarization varies dramatically across European regions. The high-

est scores are found in Southern and Eastern countries and the lowest scores in Northern

countries, but at the same time, some convergence is observed. Our estimations confirm, in

most cases, a positive and statistically significant relation between social polarization and

populist attitudes.

Furthermore, our results confirm the effect of immigration inflows on populist attitudes.

The only exception, unexpectedly, is the effect of immigration on anti-immigration values.

We find however a positive and statistically significant relation when testing our model for

the younger European age-cohorts.

Summing up, social polarization appears as a key determinant of populist attitudes

among Europeans, but there is also an anti-immigration effect. These results may appear to

contradict the view that economic factors only account for a limited portion in individuals’

populist attitudes and votes (Margalit 2019).22 We think that this is not the case in our

study. Social polarization must not be considered as an economic variable per se, but also

as a measure of potential tensions and conflicts within the society. As such, it drives popu-

list attitudes and values like distrust of institutions, distrust of others, anti-immigration,

and authoritarianism.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material is available at Cesifo online.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Matched ESS-SILC panel of European countries (data aggregated at country level)

Region Country 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 Total

Central-Western Austria X X – – – X X X 5

Belgium X X X X X X X X 8

France – X X X X X X X 7

Germany – X X X X X X X 7

Ireland X X X X X X X – 7

Switzerland – – X X X X X X 6

UK – X X X X X X – 6

Southern Cyprus – X X X X – – X 5

Greece X – X X – – – – 3

Italy – – – – X – X X 3

Portugal X X X X X X X X 8

Spain X X X X X X X X 8

Northern Denmark X X X X X X – – 6

Finland X X X X X X X X 8

Iceland X – – – X – X – 3

Netherlands – X X X X X X X 7

Norway X X X X X X X X 8

Sweden X X X X X X X X 8

Eastern Czechia – – X X X X X X 6

Estonia X X X X X X X X 8

Hungary – X X X X X X X 7

Lithuania – – – X X X X X 5

Poland – X X X X X X X 7

Slovakia – X X X X – – – 4

Slovenia – X X X X X X X 7

Total 12 19 21 22 23 20 21 19 157
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Table A4. Voting and populist attitudes—Logistic regressions [Panel of regions (NUTS1), 2010–

2018]

RHS variables Voted for an extreme right-wing party in

last elections

Eligible, but did not vote in last

elections

Distrust of institutions 0.933***

(0.064)

1.230***

(0.035)

Anti-immigration 3.250***

(0.066)

0.161***

(0.034)

Authoritarianism 0.372***

(0.077)

#0.544***

(0.041)

Distrust of people 0.096***

(0.073)

1.639***

(0.040)

Gender

Male (ref.) (ref.)

Female #0.338***

(0.024)

#0.045***

(0.013)

Education

Primary school 0.052

(0.038)

0.412***

(0.018)

Low secondary school 0.233***

(0.025)

0.381***

(0.0103)

Secondary school 0.045**

(0.020)

#0.114***

(0.011)

Higher education (ref.) (ref.)

Age cohorts

Born before 1945 #0.230***

(0.023)

#0.558***

(0.014)

Born 1945–1975 0.134

(0.0162)

#0.193***

(0.010)

Born after 1975 (ref.) (ref.)

Intercept #4.849***

(1.115)

#2.099***

(0.040)

Other controls

Region effects (NUTS1) 92 98

Year effects 4 4

No. of observations 79,234 158,727

Source: ESS 2010–2018 (NUT1 available waves).

Notes: ESS weight variable: pspwght. ***, **, * statistically significant at the 1%, 5%, and 10% level,

respectively.
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Appendix B

The Instrumentation of Immigration Inflows

We instrument European countries’ immigration inflows following a shift-share approach

based on immigrants’ shares from different origins, as in Edo et al. (2019). We first define

five major origins: (i) Sub-Saharan Africa; (ii) North-Africa, Near and Middle East Asia;

(iii) East Asia and Pacific, excluding Australia and New Zealand; and (iv) Latin-American

and the Caribbean countries; and (v) Europe, Canada, US, Australia, and New Zealand.

For each country i and year t, we estimate the five-year variations (between t-5 and t) in

the net stock of immigrants as follows:

Dm̂i;t ¼
m̂i;t # m̂i;t#5

m̂i;t#5
;

where m̂i;t ¼ ^immi;t= ^popi;t, where ^immi;t and ^popi;t represent, respectively, the estimated

stocks of immigrants and total population in country i at time t.

To estimate these stocks, we first proceed to estimating of the net stock of immigrants.

We assume that for each country, it can be derived keeping unchanged, since 1990, the

share of immigrants by world regions’ origin, as follows:

^immi;t ¼
Xg¼5

g¼1

immg
i;1990

immg
1990

 !

:immg
t

" #

;

whereimmg
i;1990 is the net stock of immigrants in 1990 from origin g in country i, immg

1990

Table A7. Social polarization by country and age-cohort

RHS variables Social polarization

d¼ Ability to make ends meet d¼ Deprivation index

Age cohorts

Born before 1946 #0.010***

(0.001)

#0.014***

(0.016)

Born 1946–1974 0.001

(0.001)

#0.006***

(0.016)

Born after 1974 (ref.) (ref.)

Intercept 0.025***

(0.009)

0.047***

(0.013)

Other controls

Country effects 25 25

Year effects 8 8

Country ! Year effects 157 152

No. of observations 471 456

Note: ***, **, * statistically significant at the 1, 5, and 10% level, respectively.
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the aggregated net stock of immigrants from origin g for the whole sample of European

countries in 1990 and immg
t the same aggregated stock in year t.

Once the net stock of immigrants for each country and year is obtained, we estimate total

population assuming it evolved following the estimated evolution of immigration, as

follows23:

^popi;t ¼ popi;t þ ^immi;t # immi;t

! "
:

In our 2SLS estimations, we use as instruments the estimated five-year inflow of immigra-

tion, Dm̂i;tand the estimated net stock of immigration 5 years before, m̂i;t#5.

23 Edo et al. (2019) instrumented population for French departments adding instrumented immigration

with instrumented French-born and naturalized citizen populations across departments. For this

purpose, they use in all cases educational levels’ shares. We were unable to follow the same ap-

proach for European countries given that for the net stock of immigrants, UN (2020) data, informa-

tion on immigrants’ education is not available.
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