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Abstract

How do political parties use populist rhetoric – presenting arguments in people-centric, anti-

elite and “good vs. evil” frames – in democratic competition? And, to what extent does populist

rhetoric explain populist parties' and candidates' success? In three papers, this thesis investi-

gates when and how politicians engage in populist rhetoric, whether populist arguments have

different effects on voters than non-populist arguments, and if mainstream parties bene�t from

talking populist themselves. In the�rst paper , I analyse parliamentary debates from the Eu-

ropean Parliament to understand how challenger party politicians leverage anti-establishment

rhetoric and issue-entrepreneurship. I argue that parliamentarians' incentives when giving a

speech systematically vary depending on whether they represent challenger or dominant parties:

While dominant parties must balance policy-, of�ce-, and vote-seeking, challengers prioritise

electoral success. They thus engage in anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-entrepreneurship

conditional on anticipated electoral returns, i.e. when speeches are likely to be transmitted to

voters. Thesecond papertests the widely-held notion that populist rhetoric is particularly suc-

cessful in winning and binding voters by conducting a survey experiment in the UK. I �nd that,

on average, populist arguments have a negative effect on the electoral viability of candidates

and no effect on voters' issue preferences. However, when politicians speak to voters who al-

ready like them, populist arguments do sway these voters' issue preferences. Among voters with

strong populist attitudes, populist arguments also do not dampen politicians' electoral viability.

Using a survey experiment in Germany, thethird paper tests whether mainstream parties can

win back voters from radical right challengers by engaging in populist rhetoric or by combining

populist rhetoric and radical policy positions. It �nds no evidence that populist rhetoric is a

promising strategy for mainstream parties. Taken together, this thesis adds important nuance

to the debate about populist rhetoric: It is neither omnipresent in political discourse, nor is it a

particularly powerful rhetorical strategy. Instead, its presence and effects are highly conditional.
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Impact Statement

This PhD thesis is situated at the intercept of different sub-�elds of political science and thus

makes contributions to ongoing scholarly debates in party politics, comparative political be-

haviour, political communication, public opinion, and legislative studies.

The �rst paper is of particular relevance to scholars interested in how elites make decisions

about communicative and policy choices. It shows that politicians act strategically when decid-

ing whether to emphasise a certain issue or engage in a certain rhetoric based on considerations

about the consequences of these decisions for vote-, of�ce- and policy-seeking. For scholars

interested in the application of innovations from data science to research questions in political

science, the paper showcases an example of a supervised measurement approach that allows

scholars to combine their individual expertise with advanced natural language processing tools

to analyse unstructured textual data. The second and third chapter ought to be of importance to

researchers seeking to understand the effects of different communication strategies on voters'

preferences. They show that, on average, populist arguments are neither more persuasive nor

more appealing than non-populist arguments and that the effects of populist rhetoric are highly

conditional. Scholars interested in survey experimental methodology can pro�t from two novel

designs that focus in particular on increasing the external validity of the �ndings.

The generated insights are also of relevance to people working in politics, campaigning and

the media. The core message to this audience is that they would be ill-advised to adopt populist

rhetoric in their political campaigns or to react to challenges of populist competitors by blatantly

becoming populist themselves. For most mainstream politicians and parties, these efforts will

be, at best, fruitless. They risk putting off voters who dislike populist arguments and might thus

lose supporters to other mainstream parties. Those who seek to resist populist challenges ought

to develop counter-arguments to populism. The �ndings of this PhD thesis have laid the ground

for future work on this challenge.
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Introduction

“The next [...] government will transform Britain by genuinely putting power in the hands

of the people, the creative, compassionate and committed people of our country.”

Jeremy Corbyn1

“The talking heads, the Brexit deniers and Extinction Rebellion [...]. The fact is they

prefer protesting to doing. They prefer talking on Twitter to taking tough decisions. They

taxi from North London townhouses to the BBC studio to dismiss anyone challenging the

status quo.”

Lizz Truss2

“ [...] People are disgusted by the elites. Do they deserve anything better? They should

all quit! I'm calling upon the energy of the many against the arrogance of the privileged

classes. [...]”

Jean-Luc Mélenchon3

“The attacks of our political enemies are omnipresent. They are per�dious, sneaky, some-

times violent, and ruthless. [...] But, we have to withstand these attacks because we are

�ghting [...] for the future of our children, and to prevent our wealth, our country, our

culture and our people from descending into chaos.”

Bj örn Höcke4

“Populists” are campaigning upon a wide range of policy platforms and positions in European

politics. Prominent examples from the radical left include parties such asPodemosin Spain or

Syrizain Greece, and candidates like Jean-Luc Mélenchon in France. Others are single-issue

actors, like the Brexit Party in the UK, or promote centrist positions, for exampleMovimento

Cinque Stellein Italy or Ciudadanosin Spain. Again others advertise radical or even extreme-

right positions such as theAlternative f̈ur DeutschlandandRassemblement Nationalin France.

And, while these actors undoubtedly differ enormously in their ideological positions and policy

demands, what unites them in the view of many political scientists who follow the ideational

1Speech at the Labour Party Conference 2017 (Corbyn, 2017).
2Speech at the Conservative Party Conference 2022 (Truss, 2022).
3In an interview with thel'Expressresponding to the question whether he considers himself to be a populist (as

cited in Marli�ere (2019)).
4Speech at a party event in 2017, as reported by Tagesspiegel (2017), translated by the author.
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approach is a populist “outlook”5 (Mudde, 2004, 2007; Hawkins et al., 2019).

The ideational approach rests upon a de�nition introduced by Cas Mudde (2004) according

to which populism “considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and

antagonistic groups, `the pure people' versus `the corrupt elite', and which argues that politics

should be an expression of the volonté ǵeńerale (general will) of the people” (543). Breaking

this de�nition down, the concept contains three distinct parts: First, a so called “Manichean”

worldview that only knows black and white, right or wrong. Second, the idea of “the people” as

a “homogenous and virtuous community”. Third, the perception of “the elite” or “the establish-

ment” as a corrupt group of people that only works for their own bene�t (Hawkins et al., 2019,

3). Scholars using the ideational approach differentiate between “thick” and “thin” populism.

Populism as a “thin ideology” (Freeden, 1996) “does not possess the same level of intellectual

re�nement and consistency as 'thick' or 'full' ideologies” (Mudde, 2017, 31). Instead, populism

can be combined with various thick (or host) ideologies and positions (Mudde, 2004; Stanley,

2008; Hawkins et al., 2019). Metaphorically speaking, populism can thus ride on the back of

many horses, it lives on a “thick ideology” like a mistletoe does on a tree. Building upon this

ideational approach to the study of populism, this thesis is concerned with how the three de�n-

ing features of thin populism – i.e. people-centrism, anti-elitism, and the Manichean worldview

– manifest in politicians' and parties' communication in the public realm and investigates what

the effects of such populist rhetoric on voters are. Within the broader realm of political commu-

nication, this dissertation focuses in particular on politicians' speeches. The thesis refers to this

manifestation of thin populism in the utterances of parliamentarians, candidates, and parties as

populist rhetoric.6

The introductory quotes are particularly illustrative examples of how the three dimensions of

thin populism can manifest in politicians' speeches, despite these politicians being associated

with fundamentally different political positions. Former Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn,

for instance, who regularly employed references to “the British People” (Demata, 2020) in his

5Other terms that are used interchangeably by many scholars building upon the ideational approach include
“worldview”, “ideology”, and “discourse” (Hawkins and Kaltwasser, 2017).

6Importantly, this understanding is different from conceptualising populism as a performance (Mof�tt and
Tormey, 2014; Mof�tt, 2019). Scholars adhering to this performative approach point out that populists' rhetoric
is particularly “emotive”, “aggressive”, “hateful” (e.g. Widmann, 2021; Mof�tt and Tormey, 2014; Mof�tt, 2019),
and “simple” (e.g. McDonnell and Ondelli, 2022; Decadri and Boussalis, 2020). And, although these features
certainly matter for a variety of political outcomes, they are not subject of this thesis. One might think about
these two concepts as the difference between “populist rhetoric” and “the rhetoric of populists”. I discuss the
implications of using the ideational understanding of populism in the overarching conclusion.
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speeches promises to hand-over the power to a constructed and �ctitious body of people which

he praises as “compassionate” and “committed”. The former British Prime Minister Lizz Truss,

who accused political opponents to be part of “the establishment”, formed by an “anti-growth

coalition” consisting of “talking heads”, “Brexit deniers”, and “North London elites”, who pre-

vented her from implementing her policies. Importantly, she remained remarkably abstract in

all her speeches as prime minister about who exactly these opponents were, and thus painted a

picture of an abstract, evil “establishment” that she claimed was holding her back. And while

these two examples illustrate the people-centric and anti-establishment elements of populism

nicely, Björn Höcke and Jean-Luc Ḿelenchon's show that all three dimensions of populism go

hand in hand: Ḧocke, an extreme-right party of�cial of the German AfD, stylises his political

agenda as a “�ght” for the future of “the German people” against an unknown political enemy.

And, Mélenchon makes direct references to the “endless struggle” of “the people” against “the

elites”. Moreover, the selected quotes also illustrate the numerous contexts in which populist

rhetoric occurs. Populist rhetoric can be used in connection to various political issues, by very

different politicians, in several situations, and to advertise fundamentally opposing policy posi-

tions.

Why does Populist Rhetoric matter?

One could plausibly argue that politicians and parties present themselves and their policy pro-

posals in a variety of different rhetorical forms; so, why does populist rhetoric deserve special

attention? Why should we expect it to have different effects than other forms of making political

arguments?

The �rst reason is oftheoretical nature and grounded in the literature on vote choice and

public opinion. Since Converse's (1964) seminal work, scholars of public opinion have been

questioning, to what extent citizens are capable of forming coherent issue preferences that are

related to broader political principles and whether these preferences then map onto voting be-

haviour. There is a rich body of scholarly work arguing that citizens are overwhelmingly unide-

ological and struggle with linking individual issues to wider sets of beliefs in a plausible man-

ner (e.g. Converse, 2000; Campbell et al., 1980; Lewis-Beck et al., 2009; Riker et al., 1986;

Zaller, 1992). More generally, this literature questions the alleged importance of political is-

sues for voters' decision-making and thus challenges a core assumption of traditional, spatial

accounts of voting (Downs, 1957). Instead, voters are argued to base their decisions on var-
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ious cognitive shortcuts (Sniderman et al., 1993), or heuristics, such as social identities (e.g.

Green et al., 2004), past government performance (retrospective voting) (Fiorina, 1978), and,

most importantly, frames and elite cues (Riker et al., 1986; Zaller, 1992; Entman, 1993; Chong

and Druckman, 2007; Druckman, 2001). Framing theory suggests that by “select[ing] some

aspects of a perceived reality and mak[ing] them more salient in a communicating text” politi-

cians can “in�uence human consciousness” (Entman, 1993, 52). What differentiates populist

frames from other framing strategies (e.g. negative or positive framing) is that, as an ideology,

it can interact with voters' populistattitudes(e.g. Wuttke et al., 2020; Hawkins et al., 2019;

Silva and Hawkins, 2018; Akkerman et al., 2014). This might make populist arguments more

powerful than other communicative strategies that cannot tap into such a coherent, pre-existing

set of beliefs among voters. Recent studies on the presence of populist attitudes in the pub-

lic estimate that approximately 20% of voters in Western European countries hold pronounced

populist attitudes (Wuttke et al., 2023). The potential of this rhetorical strategy in persuading

and appealing to these voters could be signi�cant. Taken together, this suggests that by stressing

those elements of political con�ict that �t to the populist worldview, politicians might be able

to in�uence voters effectively.

The second reason isnormative. The increasing success of populist parties has caused a

debate about whether populism is “a threat or a corrective” to democracy (Kaltwasser, 2012).

For populists, “the people” are an imagined community, an in-group that belongs to a certain

nation (Taggart, 2000). Obviously, there are no objective criteria according to which certain

groups belong to “the people” and others not. Instead, populists use a discursive strategy called

“othering” to differentiate between in- and out-groups (Reisigl and Wodak, 2005). Most polit-

ical theorists argue that this construction of (a non-existing group of) “the people” as a uni�ed

body is, by de�nition, exclusionary and anti-pluralist – and thus at odds with the ideals of

liberal democracy (M̈uller, 2017). In other words, populism does “not just thrive on con�ict

and encourage polarization” (ibid., 4) – it also contributes to their creation. One might also

worry about the relationship between the anti-establishment dimension of populism and liberal

democracy. Previous work has claimed anti-establishment appeals to be particularly effective

for attributing blame to institutions and out-groups (e.g. Bos et al., 2013; Hameleers et al.,

2017; Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017). In the context of a global decline in trust in democratic

institutions (Pew Research Center, 2022; Wike et al., 2019; Rooduijn et al., 2016), increas-

ing dif�culties in �nding policy compromises in many established democracies (Huddy and
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Yair, 2021; Hetherington, 2009; Lee, 2015), soaring affective polarisation (Wagner, 2021; Reil-

jan, 2020; Gidron et al., 2020, 2021) and inter-group con�icts (Iyengar and Westwood, 2015;

Iyengar et al., 2019), the anti-establishment and anti-system dimension of populist arguments

undoubtedly contributes to an increasingly con�ict-ridden political discourse – and thus affects

the quality of democracy negatively.

Notwithstanding the importance of these concerns, approaching the debate on populism from

the perspective of political representation, one might arrive at a different conclusion. Scholars

like Mouffe (2005; 2018), Laclau (2014), or Canovan (1999; 2002) argue the appeal of the

populist worldview to be a consequence of systematic failures of representative democracies.

For these scholars, who Kaltwasser (2012) labels as representatives of a “radical approach”,

populism is inherent in every form of democracy and it is because of modern democracies'

shortcomings that populist parties are succesful. Or, as Mouffe (2005) puts it: “it is the lack of

an effective democratic debate about possible alternatives that has led in many countries to the

success of political parties claiming to represent 'the voice of the people'” (51). There is indeed

some empirical evidence that underscores this argument, demonstrating that political parties'

representation failures can increase populist attitudes among citizens (Silva and Wratil, 2023).

Bearing this discussion in mind, it is clear that – independent from whether one views populism

as a threat or a corrective to liberal democracy – populist arguments are closely connected

to a variety of important political outcomes such as democratic discourse, accountability, and

representation, and are thus of great normative importance.

The third reason isempirical: As the introductory examples of populist parties have shown,

an unusual melange of political actors that do not share much despite their populist worldview

has recently become increasingly successful in several established democracies. This develop-

ment has not only caused a rich literature on the cultural (e.g. Bornschier, 2010; Inglehart and

Norris, 2017; Norris and Inglehart, 2019) and economic drivers (Kriesi et al., 2006; Tavits and

Potter, 2015; Piketty, 2018; Pástor and Veronesi, 2021) of populist success but also caught the

attention of some scholars (e.g. Canovan, 1982, 1999; de Vreese et al., 2018; Mof�tt, 2019;

Mof�tt and Tormey, 2014) and many political commentators (e.g. Fisher, 2017; Healy and

Haberman, 2015; Goldhill, 2017) who have speculated that populist rhetoric – the common

denominator of these different actors – is causally connected to populist parties' and candi-

dates' electoral success. And, while there is plenty of evidence on the consequences of populist

stances on a variety of outcomes (e.g. Bos et al., 2013, 2020; Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017;
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Hameleers and Fawzi, 2020; Neuner and Wratil, 2020; Silva et al., 2022; Busby et al., 2019;

Dai and Kustov, 2022a), the link between populist rhetoric and electoral performance is hitherto

unknown.

These potentially serious theoretical, normative and empirical consequences of populist ar-

guments call for a close investigation of the presence of populist rhetoric in elite discourse and

its effects on voters. This PhD thesis pursues this endeavour in three papers: The �rst paper

analyses the presence of populist rhetoric in parliamentary discourse. It zooms in on one spe-

ci�c dimension of populist rhetoric – namely, anti-establishment rhetoric – and leverages the

lens of challenger parties to understand when and how politicians engage in certain argumen-

tative styles or emphasise speci�c issues. It �nds that challenger parties use anti-establishment

rhetoric and issue-emphasis strategically and conditional on anticipated electoral returns, and

that mainstream parties cannot do so themselves due to various constraints they are facing. The

second paper leverages evidence from a novel survey experiment in the UK which tests the

effects of several different populist arguments, given by a variety of political candidates, and

for various issues, on voters. It �nds that populist arguments, on average, are neither particu-

larly persuasive nor do they increase candidates' popularity. However, populist arguments are

found to be relatively more persuasive when candidates communicate to their own supporters.

And, candidates who make populist arguments are relatively more appealing to voters who hold

strong populist attitudes. The third paper uses a survey experiment in Germany to test whether

mainstream parties might be able to win-back voters from populist challengers by engaging in

populist arguments. It does not �nd evidence which would suggest that mainstream parties are

able to do so. Table 1.1 below summarises the research questions, cases and methodological

approaches used in this thesis. The remainder of this introduction discusses these three papers

brie�y, explaining their underlying motivation, research designs, and results. It then highlights

the overarching substantive and methodological contributions of this thesis.

Paper Research Question Case Method

1
When and how do challenger parties use
anti-establishment rhetoric and issue entrepreneurship?

European
Parliament

Quantitative
Text Analysis

2
Are populist arguments more appealing and persuasive
than non-populist arguments?

UK Survey Experiment

3 Do mainstream parties bene�t from talking populist? Germany Survey Experiment

Table 1.1: Overview of Research Questions, Cases, and Methodological Approaches
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Populist Rhetoric in Party Competition

The�rst paper of this PhD thesis seeks to understand how political parties leverage discursive

and policy strategies when engaging in party competition. It approaches this question through

the literature on challenger parties, i.e. political parties without prior government experience

(De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b). Previous work has argued that challenger parties use two strate-

gies when attempting to disrupt dominant party hegemony. Issue-entrepreneurship, apolicy

strategyaimed at politicising wedge-issues (Hobolt and de Vries, 2015; De Vries and Hobolt,

2020b; Van de Wardt et al., 2014). And, anti-establishment rhetoric, arhetorical strategythat is

a manifestation of populism in political rhetoric (Barr, 2009) which aims to condemn “the rul-

ing elite and the political system for predominantly serving the interests of this elite” (De Vries

and Hobolt, 2020b, 147). Challenger parties bene�t from these two strategies by circumvent-

ing the issue-ownership of their competitors through issue-entrepreneurship and demonstrating

their novelty through anti-establishment rhetoric.

Previous research is primarily concerned with differences in communicative and policy

strategiesbetweenparties (e.g. De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b; Meijers and Zaslove, 2021; Pauwels,

2011; Di Cocco and Monechi, 2022; Zehnter, 2021; Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016b). Much less

is known about why parties' and politicians' decide to engage in certain strategies under some

conditions but not others. There is relatively little research that attempts to explain variation

within parties over time (e.g. Dai and Kustov, 2022b; De Bruycker and Rooduijn, 2021). More-

over, most existing work does not take the institutional context into account, which is an im-

portant gap given that challenger parties increasingly enter parliaments and attempt to change

democratic institutions in many European countries. Uncovering how challengers use their

rhetorical and policy strategies in an institutional environment is therefore crucial to understand

its effects on democratic institutions and dominant party behaviour. The �rst paper therefore

asks how challenger parties leverage anti-establishment rhetoric and issue entrepreneurship in

different situations over time to disrupt the dominance of mainstream parties, using legislative

debates as a testing ground for this question.

The argument of this �rst paper builds upon the literature on party strategies in legislative in-

stitutions (e.g. Strøm, 1990, 1997; Müller et al., 1999) according to which political parties need

to balance vote-, of�ce- and policy-seeking when engaging in party competition. Challenger

parties' of�ce- and policy-seeking goals are relatively weaker than those of dominant parties
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and challengers are – in comparison to dominant parties – on average more vote-seeking. These

differences in the relative importance of the three goals affect individual challenger party parlia-

mentarians' behaviour. Whilst dominant party legislators must carefully balance their individual

incentives with the collective goals set by the party leadership, challenger parties' parliamen-

tarians can prioritise vote-seeking behaviour. Consequently, challenger party politicians will

adjust their policy strategies and their rhetoric conditional on expectations about electoral pay-

offs. In other words, the core argument of this paper is that when challenger parties identify a

window of opportunity (e.g. a crisis, a sudden change in public opinion, or an election), they

adjust their behaviour to gain an electoral advantage. And, it is their status as challengers of the

existing party system that gives them the leeway to do so.

To test this argument, the paper introduces a novel measurement approach that allows me

to detect anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-entrepreneurship across different contexts within

parliamentary debates through a combination of word embeddings and bespoke dictionaries

(e.g. Rice and Zorn, 2019; Hargrave and Blumenau, 2021; Osnabrügge et al., 2021). It generates

evidence from a rich, new data set of speeches from the European Parliament. It covers almost

300,000 parliamentary speeches given by politicians of more than 200 parties from 28 countries

across 17 years, which makes this analysis unprecedented in scope in comparative European

party politics.

The paper shows that challenger parliamentarians engage more in anti-establishment rhetoric

and that they follow a speci�c logic when doing so. They are particularly responsive to elec-

toral cycles demonstrating that their parliamentary presence is primarily a step towards further

electoral successes. For issue-entrepreneurship, challenger party parliamentarians are found to

be relatively more responsive to changes in the salience of “their” issues. Taken together, this

demonstrates that challenger parties' incentives systematically differ from those of dominant

parties and that they act in anticipation of electoral gains when deciding whether to engage in

anti-establishment rhetoric or emphasise a certain issue.

The Effects of Populist Arguments on Voters

While the �rst paper is concerned with the supply side of political rhetoric, papers two and three

turn towards the demand-side, i.e. the effects of populist rhetoric on voters. Thesecond paper

directly tests an assumption about populist arguments that is widely held among scholars (e.g.

Canovan, 1982, 1999; de Vreese et al., 2018; Mof�tt, 2019; Mof�tt and Tormey, 2014) and
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pundits (Fisher, 2017; Healy and Haberman, 2015; Goldhill, 2017) alike. Namely, that populist

rhetoric explains populists' electoral success.

This paper closes two important gaps in the literature that is concerned with the effects of

populist arguments: First, most existing work on populist persuasion has focused on populism

as ideological stance and not as the speech act of a politician (Neuner and Wratil, 2020; Silva

et al., 2022; Busby et al., 2019; Bos et al., 2013; Hameleers et al., 2017, 2019; Sheets et al.,

2016), and secondly, most of these studies are predominantly concerned with outcomes that are

indirectly linked to electoral success, like group identities (Bos et al., 2020), blame attribution

(Hameleers et al., 2019) or voters' perceptions of out-groups (Hameleers and Fawzi, 2020;

Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017). In contrast, this paper tests the appeal and persuasiveness

of arguments advanced by politicians on outcomes closely related to electoral success, while

holding constant the issues on which the arguments are being made and the side of the issues

being argued for.

This chapter hypothesises two routes for populist arguments to affect the electoral outcomes

of politicians who use them. The �rst possibility is that populist arguments could be more suc-

cessful in changing voters' issue preferences than non-populist arguments. Presenting a policy

using a populist argument might make voters more supportive of the policy than an argument

presented in a more neutral frame. The changed issue preferences could then translate into elec-

toral support. Second, populist arguments may directly make political candidates appear more

appealing, so that a candidate who uses populist arguments might simply be more likeable.

To examine these two possibilities, I conduct a novel, pre-registered, single-pro�le, pre-post

vignette experiment in which a hypothetical political candidate provides an argument on one out

of nine different political issues. The arguments vary randomly in their direction (for or against)

and in whether they contain populist rhetoric. This design allows me to identify the persuasion

effect of populist arguments, i.e. the within-individual change in issue preferences from pre-

to post-treatment, and the candidate re-evaluation effect of populist arguments, i.e. the within-

individual change in candidate evaluations. In each case, I am interested in the relative size of

these effects for populist vs. non-populist arguments. The experiment also examines the role

of several moderating variables: heterogeneity in candidate re-evaluation as a function of pre-

treatment issue preferences, heterogeneity of persuasion effects as a function of pre-treatment

candidate evaluations, heterogeneity in candidate re-evaluation and persuasion across political

issues with varying salience and familiarity, and also as a function of populist attitudes among
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respondents.

The experiment �nds no difference in the average persuasiveness of populist vs. non-populist

arguments. However, this average hides strong heterogeneity in conditional effects by whether

respondents approve or disapprove of the candidate who makes the argument. Populist argu-

ments persuade respondents who are already supportive of a candidate but work much less well

with those that do not support the candidate. Regarding candidate re-evaluation effects, the

results show that candidates who make a populist argument are on average punished for this

(re-evaluated negatively). Importantly, candidates are punished signi�cantly more for populist

arguments by non-populist respondents than by those holding populist attitudes. In fact, re-

spondents with very strong populist attitudes do not penalise candidates for making populist

arguments at all.

Building upon these insights, the starting point of thethird paper is the observation that

politicians of mainstream parties, which are traditionally not regarded as “populist”, increas-

ingly engage in populist rhetoric themselves – a phenomenon that the literature refers to as

“Mainstreaming of Populism” (Akkerman et al., 2016; Rooduijn et al., 2014; Cammaerts, 2018;

Brown and Mondon, 2021) and that is neatly illustrated by the introductory quotes of Lizz Truss

and Jeremy Corbyn. Other examples for this tendency include the Austrian People's Party (e.g.

Wodak, 2018), and Germany's Christian Democratic parties in the post-Merkel period (e.g.

Rzepka, 2022; Fiedler and Monath, 2023).

The paper argues that party competition between mainstream and populist challenger parties

takes place in two dimensions: In the classic, Downsian dimension, meaning competition over

which party's position comes closest to voters' ideal points (Downs, 1957). And in a discur-

sive, non-issue-based form of competition (Van Spanje and De Graaf, 2018). Previous work is

mostly concerned with the effects of issue-based strategies; i.e. with mainstream parties adopt-

ing more anti-immigration, eurosceptic, or anti-globalisation positions due to populist radical

right success (e.g. Krause et al., 2022; Abou-Chadi, 2016; Abou-Chadi and Krause, 2020; Bale

et al., 2010; Han, 2015; Schumacher and Van Kersbergen, 2016). It neglects the role of dis-

cursive, non-issue-based strategies – such as populist rhetoric – in party competition between

mainstream and populist radical right parties. Against this backdrop, the third paper introduces

the idea of rhetorical accommodation, a communication strategy in which mainstream parties

imitate the rhetoric of their populist radical right challengers. The core goal of this chapter is to

test the effects of this strategy. In other words, it asks whether mainstream parties bene�t from
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talking populist themselves.

To examine this question, I present evidence from a 2 x 2 factorial vignette experiment

on a representative sample of the German voting population. In the experiment, respondents

are presented with a scenario in which real German mainstream parties are challenged by a

real populist challenger party. The scenario is then manipulated in the extent to which the

mainstream party accommodates the challenger positionally and/or rhetorically. The outcome

of interest is the propensity to vote for the respective mainstream party.

The experimental results show that mainstream parties cannot accommodate populist chal-

lengers by engaging in populist rhetoric. While voters evaluate a mainstream party conditional

on the relation between its policy proposals and their own issue preferences, they do not react

to changes in the rhetoric. Although voters of radical right parties and those with populist atti-

tudes reward mainstream parties for accommodating the AfD positionally, these positive effects

are outweighed by mainstream party voters and voters with less populist attitudes who penalise

the mainstream party for adopting more extreme positions. There is no evidence that would

suggest that one of these groups is particularly susceptible to populist rhetoric. Table 1.2 below

summarises the core �ndings of this PhD Thesis.

Paper Core Findings

1

Challenger party parliamentarians use anti-establishment rhetoric and
issue-entrepreneurship in the context of vote-seeking behaviour
Anti-establishment rhetoric is particularly common among challengers in the run-up
to elections and issue entrepreneurship when issues increase in salience

2

On average, populist arguments are equally persuasive and less appealing than non-
populist arguments
Populist arguments persuade voters who are already supportive of a candidate
and are (somewhat) appealing to voters with populist attitudes

3
Engaging in populist rhetoric does not affect voters' support of mainstream party
Voters reward or penalise mainstream party conditional on issue preferences
and mainstream party positions

Table 1.2: Overview of Core Findings

Substantive Contribution

This PhD thesis makes an immediate contribution by adding theoretical and empirical nuance

to the academic and public debate concerned with populist rhetoric and populist parties.

First, when following the academic and political debate about the increasing success of pop-
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ulist candidates and parties, one quickly gets the impression that populist rhetoric is an om-

nipresent element of political discourse in Europe. Journalists and scientists create this image

by using remarkably strong metaphors, for example, speaking about the “Populist Wave” (Bale

and Kaltwasser, 2021), or the “Populist Explosion” (Judis, 2016). An impression that gets am-

pli�ed when thinking about politicians and pundits who frequently accuse each other of talking

populist. The �rst chapter clearly shows that the idea of populist rhetoric as an all-encompassing

element of discourse and party competition is, at best, inaccurate. Populist rhetoric – here with

a focus on its anti-establishment dimension – is not particularly common in political debates. It

is also neither signi�cantly more common today than it was in the past nor is it commonly found

in the speeches of all parties. Instead, it is primarily used by some political actors (challenger

parties at the fringes of the political spectrum) and in some situations (when they anticipate it to

pay-off electorally). These �ndings indicate that politicians are very much aware that populist

rhetoric is a risky strategy and not a one-size-�ts-all solution. These insights also allow for

some (careful) predictions about when politicians and parties are most likely to engage in pop-

ulist arguments. When challengers identify contextual factors – such as an upcoming election,

a crisis, or a swing in public opinion – they will adjust their policy and rhetorical strategies to

exploit these conditions. And, while challenger parties and parties at the fringes of the polit-

ical spectrum as outsiders are able to do so, institutional constraints (e.g. coalition dynamics,

the prospect of government, and collective policy- or of�ce-seeking goals) prevent mainstream

parties from doing so as well.

A second widely-held assumption in both, the public (Fisher, 2017; Healy and Haberman,

2015; Goldhill, 2017) and academic debate (e.g. Canovan, 1982, 1999; de Vreese et al., 2018;

Mof�tt, 2019) on populism is that populism is a particularly powerful and persuasive way of

presenting political arguments. In other words, some pundits and scientists believe populist

arguments to be related to the electoral success of politicians who use such rhetoric. Both ex-

periments show that this assumption is inaccurate. On average, populist arguments are neither

more persuasive nor do they make politicians who use them more appealing than other argu-

ments. Instead, most politicians will have to fear a backlash from most voters when engaging

in populist arguments. Having said that, there might be some situations in which populist ar-

gumentscanbe a useful rhetorical strategy: For instance, when appealing to voters with strong

populist attitudes or when mobilising their own supporters. This indicates that the relationship

between populism and the electoral success of populists is probably an indirect one. These �nd-
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ings (and in particular those of chapter 3), also question whether the populist tendencies that

scholars and journalists have recently observed in political parties such as the British Conser-

vatives (Bale, 2018, 2023) or the German Christian Democrats in the post-Merkel period (e.g.

Rzepka, 2022; Fiedler and Monath, 2023) will pay-off.

Taken together, these contributions challenge two particularly common incarnations of the

notion of a “populist zeitgeist” (Mudde, 2004) – the idea that we live in a period of history

in which politics is increasingly characterised by the presence and effects of populism. More

generally, the �ndings of this PhD thesis make more indirect contributions to the literatures

on vote choice and public opinion, party competition, as well the conceptual and normative

debates surrounding the rise of populist parties. I discuss these implications in greater detail in

the overarching conclusion.

Methodological and Data Contribution

Beyond these substantial contributions, my PhD thesis uses several different innovative method-

ological approaches that contribute to ongoing debates about quantitative text analysis and sur-

vey experimental designs.

The �rst paper speaks directly to a growing literature on the measurement of different types

of political rhetoric in political texts (e.g. Rice and Zorn, 2019; Hargrave and Blumenau, 2021;

Osnabr̈ugge et al., 2021; Di Cocco and Monechi, 2022; Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016a,b; Dai,

2020; Zehnter, 2021; Silva and Hawkins, 2018; Widmann and Wich, 2022). It applies a com-

bination of different supervised and semi-supervised text-as-data approaches to develop and

validate a measure of anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-emphasis that performs well across

time and in specialised corpora. In addition, it makes speech data from the European Parliament

available. Despite the skyrocketing interest of political scientists in analysing parliamentary de-

bates computationally, the debates of the European Parliament are under-researched due to the

various challenges that their multilingual nature and the suboptimal data infrastructure of the

European Parliament pose. Notwithstanding the various challenges discussed in the appendix

of the �rst paper and despite the recent advances in the availability of speech data from the

EP (see, in particular, Sylvester et al., 2022), the scope of the analysis of machine-translated

speeches given in the EP conducted in the �rst paper is unprecedented in the existing literature.

The second and third paper leverage novel experimental designs in the UK and Germany

respectively to identify the causal effects of populist arguments. Analysing the effects of pop-
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ulist rhetoric with observational data is extremely dif�cult because populist arguments in the

real-world are enmeshed with a series of confounders like certain (radical) host ideologies,

issues, politicians or political parties (Hunger and Paxton, 2022; Neuner and Wratil, 2020).

While there might be some cases where political parties and candidates utilise populist (or anti-

establishment) rhetoric independent from radical political programmes (for examples of these

parties see Engler et al., 2019; Engler, 2020), these cases are rare and it is challenging to extrap-

olate from them to other parties. The survey-experimental approach adopted in the two papers

allows me to overcome these challenges by manipulating the presence of populist arguments

and thus isolating thecausaleffect of populist rhetoric while holding �xed the positions, issues

or candidates. In its basic form “a population-based survey experiment is an experiment that

is administered to a representative population sample” (Mutz, 2011, 2). Survey experiments

combine the advantages of two powerful methodological approaches: surveys and experiments.

Surveys generate observational data which ideally is representative for the surveyed population

(high external validity) while experiments are particularly suitable in generating causal evidence

(high internal validity) (Krupnikov and Findley, 2018).

Needless to say, this methodological approach involves speci�c caveats too, resulting in an

ongoing debate concerned with the generalisability of the results generated by survey experi-

ments (Findley et al., 2021; Mullinix et al., 2015; Kreps and Roblin, 2019). While it is relatively

easy to manipulate respondents by showing them a certain prompt, it is much harder to under-

stand what the results of this manipulation mean. One dimension of this debate is concerned

with the sample quality – criticising, in particular, US studies using professional survey takers

on platforms likeMTurk. To address this concern, both papers use data collected by the sur-

vey companyYouGovwhich is widely-considered to be a provider of high-quality, nationally

representative samples. Another common criticism is that it is dif�cult to learn from textual

treatments like vignettes or conjoint pro�les that only contain one speci�c formulation of a

treatment. To overcome this challenge, the two experiments test the effects of populist argu-

ments in various different formulations and for several different issues (Fong and Grimmer,

2021; Blumenau and Lauderdale, 2022). I thus estimate latent treatment effects by averaging

across various formulations of the same treatments. This allows me to identify the average

effects of populist arguments and not only of one speci�c populist argument.

Another important challenge to survey experiments that examine the effects of communica-

tion strategies on attitude change (such as the two experiments presented in this thesis) is that
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effect sizes are usually small. Coppock (2023) estimates the average effect size of persuasion

survey experiments that rely upon classic vignette designs to be approximately one tenth of a

standard deviation. He argues that small effect sizes make sense though, because “if persuasive

effects were much bigger, wild swings in attitudes would be commonplace and people would

be continually changing their minds depending on the latest advertisement they saw” (ibid., 5).

A related criticism is that although the effects uncovered by such survey experiments might be

real, they will fade quickly. And, although it is certainly true that persuasion effects decay, we

know very little about how quickly this happens.7 Coppock (2023) speculates that persuasion

effects might follow the pattern of a “hockey stick”. Some preliminary results suggest that per-

suasion effects decay to approximately one third of their original size within ten days, but then

do not seem to fade much further. In their paper, Coppock et al. (2018) �nd that the treatment

effects of an op-ed vignette treatment can last up to thirty days (one important caveat being that

their original treatment effects were much stronger than those of most other treatments in sur-

vey experiments). Bearing this uncertainty about the persistence of treatment effects in mind,

one (often implicit) assumption of communication survey experiments is that, in reality, citizens

are constantly exposed to such treatments and thus treatment effects accumulate. Examining to

what extent this assumption actually holds is one of the crucial challenges for future work in

persuasion and political communication.

Finally, the design of the �rst experiment speaks to an ongoing methodological debate about

how repeated measures in survey experiments can increase statistical precision signi�cantly

(Clifford et al., 2021; Gerber and Green, 2012). To the best of my knowledge, this paper also

contains the biggest experiment on the effects of populist rhetoric to date and the �rst experi-

ment that tests the effects of populist rhetoric as utterances by politicians on outcomes directly

related to electoral performance. The experiment in the third paper is the �rst survey exper-

iment in Europe that tests the effects of populist messages using real party labels and thus

offering more external validity than comparable designs without such realistic labels.

7For an excellent discussion of the challenges addressing this concern see Coppock (2017).
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Challenging the Establishment from Within – Challenger Party

Strategies in Parliament

Abstract

How do challenger parties disrupt the dominance of mainstream parties in parliament?

While previous work describes the political and economic conditionsthat bene�t chal-

lenger parties, this paper demonstrateshow challengers exploit these conditions rhetor-

ically and through policy innovation in parliamentary institutions. It argues that parlia-

mentarians' incentives for how to speak in parliament systematically vary depending on

whether they represent challenger or dominant parties: While dominant parties must care-

fully balance policy-, of�ce-, and vote-seeking, challengers prioritise maximising electoral

success. They engage in anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-entrepreneurship condi-

tional on anticipated electoral returns. Analysing debates from the European Parliament

(1999 - 2016), combining word embeddings with bespoke dictionaries, this paper shows

that challenger parliamentarians engage in anti-establishment rhetoric in the run-up to elec-

tions and in issue-entrepreneurship in times of crises and heightened issue salience. These

results demonstrate that challengers have distinct goals when engaging in party competi-

tion and that their status as outsiders gives them relatively more leeway to pursue these

motives.

2.1 Introduction

Since the early 2000s, party competition in Europe has changed in two regards: First, inwhat

issues parties compete over (e.g. Green-Pedersen, 2007), with scholars pointing out the increas-

ing importance of “cultural” issues for party competition (e.g. Kriesi et al., 2006). And second,

in how policy positions on these issues get communicated, with researchers and pundits de-

crying an increasingly “populist” sound of politics (e.g. Mof�tt, 2019). These changes in the

substance and style of party competition are frequently linked to the increasing electoral success

of challenger parties, i.e., political parties “that have not had the opportunity to control policy

or government” (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b, 21). Whilst challengers like the “Alternative für
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Deutschland” in Germany, the “NEOS” in Austria, or Jean-Luc Mélenchon's “La France In-

soumise” in France continue to thrive electorally, dominant centre-right and centre-left parties

are in constant decline (Benedetto et al., 2020).

Previous work identi�es two key strategies that challenger parties leverage to disrupt dom-

inant party hegemony. Issue-entrepreneurship, apolicy strategyaimed at politicising policy

issues that were previously ignored or deemed unimportant by dominant parties (Hobolt and

de Vries, 2015; Meguid, 2008; Wagner, 2012, 2023). And, anti-establishment rhetoric, arhetor-

ical strategy“aimed at condemning the ruling elite and the political system for predominantly

serving the interests of this elite” (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b, 147). These two strategies

are argued to give challenger parties a comparative advantage by becoming issue owners of

their newly politicised issues and distancing themselves from the political centre through anti-

establishment rhetoric.

While existing research describes the differences in communicative and policy choicesbe-

tweenparties (e.g. De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b; Meijers and Zaslove, 2021; Pauwels, 2011),

little is known about why certain strategies are used at some times, and in some places, but

not others. It was not until very recently that scholars turned their attention towards explain-

ing variationwithin parties over time (e.g. Dai and Kustov, 2022b; De Bruycker and Rooduijn,

2021). Most previous work also neglects the role of the institutional context.1 Uncovering these

dynamics in an institutional environment is important though to understand the consequences

of challenger parties' success on democratic institutions and dominant party behaviour. There-

fore, I askhow challenger parties leverage anti-establishment rhetoric and issue entrepreneur-

ship in different situations over timeto disrupt the dominance of mainstream parties. I use

parliamentary debates as a testing ground to assess how anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-

entrepreneurship manifest in challenger party communication.

Parliamentary debates provide important insights into inter- and intra-party politics (Proksch

and Slapin, 2014). Challenger parties' increasing electoral success makes parliaments the cen-

tral forum for challenger and dominant party politicians to interact. The parliamentary pres-

ence of challengers matters because it provides them with democratic legitimisation (Bischof

and Wagner, 2019) which, in turn, improves future electoral performance (e.g. Schulte-Cloos,

2018; Dinas and Riera, 2018). More generally, when legislators give a speech, they commu-

nicate their position to the party, the party leadership, the media, and voters. When challenger

1For notable exceptions see Bonikowski and Gidron (2016a), Breyer (2022) and Decadri and Boussalis (2020).
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parties set their issues on the agenda and change the tone of the parliamentary discourse, this

affects outcomes beyond parliament such as what the media reports about, whose interests get

represented, which issues the government prioritises, or how people argue about politics more

generally. One prominent example for this mechanism is former UKIP-leader Nigel Farage,

whose speeches in the European Parliament received extensive coverage by national and inter-

national media, were viewed by millions of people online, and shaped public discourse about

the EU (Kelsey, 2016).

The argument proposed here operates on two levels: I argue that challengerpartiespursue

different goals than dominant parties when engaging in party competition. Challenger parties'

of�ce- and policy-seeking goals are relatively weak and challengers are – in comparison to

dominant parties – on average more vote-seeking. These relative differences have implications

for individual challenger partyparliamentarians. Whilst dominant party legislators must care-

fully balance their individual policy-, of�ce-, and vote-seeking incentives with the collective

goals set by the party leadership, challenger parties' parliamentarians can prioritise maximising

electoral success. Consequently, there are both, structural differences between challenger and

dominant parties' behaviour as well as situational differences conditional on strategic consider-

ations about expected electoral gains. I hypothesise that for challenger party politicians, anti-

establishment rhetoric is a campaign strategy employed in the run-up to elections. They will

engage in issue-entrepreneurship as a policy strategy when their issues are salient. Both, prox-

imity to an election and heightened issue salience, increase the probability that these strategies

will be transmitted by the media to voters and thus pay-off at the ballot box. The core theoreti-

cal contribution is to show that when challengers identify an opportunity like a crisis, a sudden

change in public opinion, or an election, they will adjust their behaviour to gain an electoral

advantage. And, it is their status as challengers of the existing party landscape that allows them

to do so.

Methodologically, this article contributes an innovative measurement approach that allows

measuring anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-entrepreneurship across different contexts within

parliamentary debates through a combination of word embeddings and bespoke dictionaries. It

generates evidence from a rich, new data set of speeches from the European Parliament. It cov-

ers almost 300,000 parliamentary speeches given by politicians of more than 200 parties from

28 countries across 17 years, which makes this analysis unprecedented in scope in comparative

European party politics.
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The European Parliament (EP) is a good environment to study party competition compara-

tively because representatives of parties from all member states speak to the same agenda. By

holding the institutional rules and the policy agenda constant, this study eliminates various po-

tential confounders. Furthermore, the EP is suitable for scrutinising challenger party strategies

because it has played a crucial role in the evolution of these parties (e.g. Schulte-Cloos, 2018).

Due to the proportional representation system of European elections, largely absent electoral

thresholds, and challenger parties' focus on issues like EU-Integration and austerity, challenger

parties are argued to be particularly successful in EP elections (Hix and Marsh, 2007, 2011).

The results show that challenger parliamentarians engage more in anti-establishment rhetoric

and that they follow a speci�c logic when doing so. While both, challenger and dominant party

parliamentarians, increase their usage of anti-establishment rhetoric in the run-up to EU elec-

tions, challengers are also responsive to national election cycles. This demonstrates that for

challengers, their EP presence is primarily a stepping stone towards national electoral success

for which they anticipate anti-establishment rhetoric to be bene�cial. When it comes to issue-

entrepreneurship, challenger party parliamentarians are found to be relatively more responsive

to changes in issue-salience in their countries than their dominant party counterparts. When aus-

terity, immigration and EU-Integration become salient, the media and citizens are more likely

to pay attention to these issues. Challengers recognise this opportunity and increasingly empha-

sise such issues in their speeches. These �ndings indicate that challenger party parliamentarians

indeed adjust their strategies based upon the anticipated electoral gains. Taken together, this

demonstrates that challenger parties' incentives systematically differ from those of dominant

parties (including dominant opposition parties) and that this affects how their parliamentarians

(can) respond to changes in contextual factors.

2.2 Challenger Party Strategies in Party Competition

For long, European party systems have been surprisingly stable (Kriesi et al., 2006; Bornschier,

2010). Recently though, the party landscape in many countries has changed due to the increas-

ing success of challenger parties (especially, on the radical right) (Oesch and Rennwald, 2018).

These successes were fuelled by the consequences of globalisation and the �nancial crisis in

2008, which brought economic hardship to many European democracies, limited the possibility

of governments to increase public spending, and reinforced a societal divide between global-

isation “losers” and “winners” (Hobolt and Tilley, 2016; Hutter and Kriesi, 2020). Previous
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research is primarily concerned with understanding the effects of these developments on chal-

lenger party success but tends to overlook how exactly, and especially in what situational cir-

cumstances challengers exploit these opportunities to gain an advantage. De Vries and Hobolt

(2020b) have identi�ed two strategies that manifest in challenger party communication and are

argued to explain their success: issue-entrepreneurship and anti-establishment rhetoric.

2.2.1 Issue-Entrepreneurship

Competition over political issues plays an increasingly important role in party competition

(Green-Pedersen, 2007). Issue competition, by which I mean “party competition on which

issues should dominate the party political agenda” (Carmines et al. (1993) in (Green-Pedersen,

2007, 607)), follows two basic rules. First, political parties aim to avoid confrontation and

attempt to de-emphasise the issues of their political rivals. Second, political parties try to politi-

cise the issues that they believe to be bene�cial for themselves (Dolezal et al., 2014). It follows

that parties can “own” a political issue, so that voters attribute special competency to deal with a

political issue to one speci�c party (Petrocik et al., 1984; Walgrave et al., 2015). For challenger

parties, the issue-ownership of dominant parties is a problem because, due to their experience in

government, dominant parties will often be regarded as more competent (De Vries and Hobolt,

2020b).

To overcome their competitive disadvantage, challenger parties must settheir ownissues on

the political agenda – a strategy called issue-entrepreneurship “by which parties mobilise issues

that have been largely ignored in party competition and adopt a policy position on the issue that

is substantially different from the mainstream status quo” (Hobolt and de Vries, 2015, 1161).

Such an approach makes compromises dif�cult and can provoke intra-party disputes (De Vries

and Hobolt, 2020b). Issue-entrepreneurship is thus a risky strategy. In particular, for older, big-

ger, and governing parties for which potential bene�ts are outweighed by reputational, electoral,

and ideological costs (Meyer and Wagner, 2013; Wagner, 2012). However, for challengers it

provides an opportunity to stand out and mobilise new voters.

Not all issues are equally suitable for issue-entrepreneurship strategies. De Vries and Hobolt

(2020b) argue that, “appropriability”, i.e., the extent to which a political party can actually cap-

ture the bene�ts of their innovation, determines whether parties will engage in issue-entrepreneur-

ship. Issues with high appropriability cannot easily be subsumed in the classical left-right

dimension. Instead, people's preferences on these issues are cross-cutting partisan lines and
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are not captured by classical cleavages. This allows challenger parties to split the electorates

of mainstream parties and attract voters from different political competitors. This argument

directly builds on the literature on “wedge issues”, i.e. issues that opposition parties aim to

mobilise because they can divide the majority and not be subsumed in the classical lines of

party competition (e.g. Van de Wardt et al., 2014; Hillygus and Shields, 2009). De Vries and

Hobolt (2020b) identify three issues to which these criteria apply: EU-Integration, austerity,

and immigration. Mainstream parties were internally divided about whether austerity was the

right response to the debt crisis, how to pursue further with EU-Integration and how to respond

to the increasing in�ux of refugees. They argue that this made it relatively easy for challenger

parties to attract voters from a variety of dominant competitors and thus capture the bene�ts of

setting these issues on the agenda.

2.2.2 Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

While issue-entrepreneurship as a policy strategy is concerned withwhatparties compete over,

challenger parties also use a very distinct rhetoric when it comes tohow they communicate.

The core feature of challenger party communication is an argumentative style called “anti-

establishment rhetoric” (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b). Barr (2009) de�nes anti-establishment

appeals as embedded in the wider context of populism arguing they emphasise “the dispar-

ity between those who hold no power and those who do [...], even though the speci�c targets

of the anti-establishment rhetoric may be political and/or economic actors” (31). Unlike pop-

ulist rhetoric, which mostly occurs in combination with a “host ideology” and radical positions

(Mudde, 2007), anti-establishment rhetoric can work independently from speci�c positions or

policies. It also does not require the other two dimensions of populism (the Manichean world-

view and people-centrism) to be present (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020a). Anti-establishment

rhetoric is thus best understood as one speci�c incarnation of populism that manifests in po-

litical communication and is characterised by overt criticism of abstract political, economic or

social elites.

Anti-establishment appeals serve two purposes for challengers. Firstly, they help overcom-

ing competence disadvantages (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b). Previous research unanimously

shows that voters prefer experienced political candidates which they believe to have problem-

solving competences (e.g. Druckman et al., 2020). Being an incumbent will, on average, in-

crease voters' competence evaluations. As a result, challenger party candidates – who, by
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de�nition, do not have government experience – will often be regarded as less competent by

voters. Challenger parties thus use anti-establishment rhetoric to discredit and de-value the po-

litical establishment, attribute blame and highlight their novelty (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b).

The second function of anti-establishment rhetoric is to highlight challenger parties' novelty

and present themselves as a credible political alternative (ibid.). Since dominant parties are part

of the political establishment themselves, it is dif�cult for them to attribute blame and criti-

cise the political status quo credibly. Like issue-entrepreneurship, anti-establishment rhetoric is

therefore a strategy that dominant parties cannot easily adopt themselves.

Research that treats anti-establishment (or populist) rhetoric as a dependent variable is rel-

atively sparse, mostly descriptive and primarily focused on differencesbetweenparties. The

relationship between populist rhetoric and policy positions is described as a u-curve: political

parties and candidates on the fringes are said to use populist appeals the most (Meijers and

Zaslove, 2021; Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016b; Pauwels, 2011; Rooduijn and Pauwels, 2011).

These studies rely mostly upon the analysis of party literature, manifesto data and expert sur-

veys. Three notable exceptions which also take institutional environments into account are

Breyer (2022), who analyses speeches in the German Bundestag to show that vote and of�ce

losses affect the extent to which parties engage in populist claims; Bonikowski and Gidron

(2016a), who analyse legislative debates and argue that populist rhetoric is particularly preva-

lent among politicians from opposition parties; and Decadri and Boussalis (2020), who analyse

debates in the Italian parliament to understand when and how populist politicians engage in

simple language. Despite the important �ndings that these studies have generated, they do not

offer a comprehensive theoretical explanation ofwithin-party variation in the usage of anti-

establishment rhetoric.

Analysing when and how politicians engage in such rhetoric requires an understanding of

its costs and bene�ts. Intuitively, anti-establishment rhetoric should be particularly common in

voter-facing rather than in elite-facing communication. However, anti-establishment rhetoric

will not appeal to all voters equally. There will be voters who shy away from candidates who

express strongly worded criticism of elites. It “trades off the support of voters who value compe-

tently chosen policies for a stronger appeal to those who value distance from the elite” (Gennaro

et al., 2019, 1). Audiences that value thought-through and profound arguments will probably be

less attracted by such arguments (Levy et al., 2022). Populist rhetoric is a “campaign gamble”

that politicians who are initially less popular will pursue to maintain some minimal chance of
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winning (Dai and Kustov, 2022b). It follows that politicians communicate particularly pop-

ulist when issues are salient and polarising (De Bruycker and Rooduijn, 2021). In other words,

populist rhetoric is a strategy for politicians that they will employ when they assume it to be

bene�cial. This also explains why some actors engage less in such rhetoric than others. Namely,

because the costs outweigh the bene�ts for them. However, it remains largely unclear how these

incentives play out in the context of legislative institutions. Given challenger parties' increased

presence in European legislatures, this is a signi�cant gap. To shed light on this question, the

following section will analyse the incentives that parties and parliamentarians have when en-

gaging in legislative debates.

2.3 Party Competition in Parliament

Parliamentary debates ful�l a bouquet of functions. They are an element of law-making, demo-

cratic deliberation and public discourse, and a forum of inter- and intra-party politics (Proksch

and Slapin, 2014). Consequently, parliamentarians balance various incentives when giving a

speech. Strøm (1997) argues that legislators' primary incentive is to get re-elected as this is

a necessary condition for all potential policy- or of�ce-seeking goals. Similarly, Proksch and

Slapin (2014) understand parliamentary debates as “a forum for public communication that

parties and their MPs exploit for electoral purposes” (1). Indeed, there is rich evidence from a

variety of contexts that legislators pursue individual vote-seeking strategies (e.g. Fleming, 2022;

Däubler et al., 2016). However, the extent to which parliamentarians have agency over the issues

they emphasise and the rhetoric they employ depends largely on the respective party leadership

(Proksch and Slapin, 2014). The argument made here thus works on two levels: I argue that

challengerpartiespursue different goals than dominant parties. These goals then in�uence the

behaviour of individual challenger partylegislators, who have different incentives and enjoy

more leeway when engaging in parliamentary debates than their dominant counterparts.

Anti-establishment parties in parliament are particularly committed to the scrutiny func-

tion of opposition, so to expressing discontent with the government, and not to policy-making

through the provision of credible policy alternatives (Louwerse and Otjes, 2019). They propose

fewer bills, legislative amendments and initiatives and tend to vote more often against legisla-

tion (Louwerse and Otjes, 2019; Otjes and Louwerse, 2015, 2021). Linking these �ndings to

the conceptualisation of Strøm (1990), I argue that challenger parties' of�ce- and policy-seeking

motives are relatively weak and that challengers are – in comparison to dominant parties – on
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average more vote-seeking. This is not to say that challengers do not pursue policy and of�ce-

seeking goals as well. Even radical right challengers, for example, almost always join coalitions

when being asked to do so (Akkerman et al., 2016). One might also think of “La République en

Marche”, for example, which went straight from challenger to governing party. However, in the

EP, even an immensely successful challenger party like this one could not affect policy-making

in a meaningful manner against the large blocks of Conservatives and Social Democrats. This

demonstrates that – in order to seek policies – most challengers must follow a “contamination

strategy” increasing pressure on mainstream parties and pushing them to change their positions

(Dumont and B̈ack, 2006). However, to do so challengers must become successful vote-seekers

�rst (Strøm, 1997; Akkerman et al., 2016). Hence, I argue that vote-seeking is the main incen-

tive for challenger parties and relatively more pronounced than, �rstly, their own policy- and

of�ce-seeking goals, and secondly, the vote-seeking goals of dominant parties.

The different incentive structures of parties have implications for individual parliamentari-

ans' behaviour: While the party leadership expects dominant parties' legislators to contribute to

law-making, defend compromises, and speak about the speci�c bill proposed, challenger party

legislators face less such constraints. Instead, they have more freedom to go “off-track” and

link the debated bill to their issues. As outsiders, they are not required to defend compromises,

coordinate with coalition partners, or propose credible policy alternatives. It is thus less costly

for the party if its parliamentarians engage in anti-establishment rhetoric or emphasise an issue

different from the one on the actual agenda. This is particularly true given that many chal-

lenger parties – especially, those promoting radical policy positions – do not aim to become

part of the government in the short-term. For their individual legislators, the costs of using

anti-establishment rhetoric and going “off-track” are thus lower than for their dominant party

colleagues. On average, challenger party parliamentarians should thus engage more in anti-

establishment rhetoric than dominant party parliamentarians and they should emphasise their

issues – austerity, immigration, and EU-Integration – more than their dominant counterparts.

H1: Challenger party parliamentarians employ more anti-establishment rhetoric than

dominant party parliamentarians.

H2: Challenger party parliamentarians emphasise austerity, immigration and EU-

Integration more than dominant party parliamentarians.
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I also expect the different incentive systems of challenger and dominant parties to affect

how their individual parliamentarians respond to changes in the political context in which they

deliver a speech. Given that challenger parties are more likely to “use parliament as a bully

pulpit to amplify citizens' objections to policy and less likely to be `responsible' parties, using

the legislature as a place to �nd support for policy alternatives” (Otjes and Louwerse, 2021,

704), individual challenger party parliamentarians should be particularly responsive to changes

of external factors that they believe to be bene�cial for their vote-seeking strategies. In other

words, the extent to which challenger party parliamentarians engage in their strategies issue-

entrepreneurship and anti-establishment rhetoric should be determined by external factors that

affect whether these strategies are likely to pay-off in elections.

One such factor is theelectoral cycle. Several studies show that the electoral cycle has an

effect on politicians' strategies across a variety of contexts. The core assumption being that

voters “substitute the end for the whole” (Healy and Lenz, 2014) and pay more attention to

politics in the run-up to elections. This makes the time preceding an election the most likely time

for legislators' credit claiming initiatives (Shepsle et al., 2009), governments' popular policy or

budgetary endeavours (Canes-Wrone and Shotts, 2004), and parliamentarians' rebel behaviour

(Lindsẗadt et al., 2011). More generally, temporal proximity to an election changes legislators'

motives to distinguish themselves from other parliamentarians (Schwalbach, 2021). This effect

gets fuelled by increased media attention to politicians and their pledges in the weeks before an

election (M̈uller, 2020). Proximity to an election makes it more likely that anti-establishment

rhetoric will be transmitted by the media to voters and thus pay-off at the ballot box. Anti-

establishment rhetoric as a campaign strategy should thus be more common in the run-up to

elections. In principle, this logic applies to dominant party legislators too. However, bearing

the discussion of potential costs associated with anti-establishment rhetoric in mind, the effect

ought to be stronger for challenger party parliamentarians.

H3: Challenger party parliamentarians are more likely to engage in anti-establishment

rhetoric when elections are coming up.

One important factor that in�uences policy strategies isissue salience. Parties try to put

those issues on the agenda that they believe to be bene�cial and avoid those that are disad-

vantageous (Dolezal et al., 2014). Given that the parliamentary agenda is almost always set in
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cross-party committees though, scheduling debates about certain issues is not always feasible.

Another possibility to respond to issue salience is for individual legislators to emphasise issues

in parliament conditional on how salient they are. In their seminal piece, Ansolabehere and

Iyengar (1994) argue that the most promising political strategy for a political party is to empha-

sise those issues that are currently salient, i.e. “to ride the wave” (see also Klüver and Sagarzazu

(2016)). This is because parties want to signal responsiveness to voters. For challenger parties

as vote-seekers, these incentives should be particularly pronounced because they want to point

out failures of dominant parties on salient issues and present themselves as credible alternatives

(Wagner and Meyer, 2014). There is plenty of evidence from the analysis of parties' press re-

leases, manifesto and campaign data (Klüver and Sagarzazu, 2016; Spoon and Klüver, 2014;

Kl üver and Spoon, 2016) showing that the salience of issues predicts the extent to which parties

emphasise issues in their communication.

Research on the behaviour of parliamentarians has revealed similar patterns in individual

legislators' speeches and law-making initiatives. Butler and Nickerson (2011), for instance,

show that legislators adapt their behaviour once they are informed about their constituents pref-

erences. Saalfeld (2011) and Tzelgov and Olander (2018) argue that legislative incentives play

a crucial role in explaining what issues parliamentarians emphasise in their speeches. Barberá

et al. (2019) �nds that parliamentarians thereby follow a clear partisan logic in which they de-

cide to emphasise issues that they believe to be important for their voters. The underlying logic

of this mechanism is clear: The media and voters are more likely to pay attention to speeches

about issues that are salient than to speeches about less salient issues. Given the different goals

that challenger and dominant parties pursue, individual challenger party legislators anticipate

this effect and emphasise their issues more when they are salient. Crucially, they will not only

do so when these issues are the topic of the respective debate but also by making references to

their issues when other topics get debated. Dominant party legislators cannot do this so easily

because their parties are internally divided on these issues, and because their leadership expects

them to adhere to the institutional conventions of the parliamentary agenda.

H4: Challenger party parliamentarians are more likely to emphasise their issues when

these issues are salient.
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2.4 The Case of the European Parliament

This article tests these hypotheses with data from the EP. The data contains speeches by rep-

resentatives of more than 200 parties from 28 European countries, which vary in their ideol-

ogy, their policy positions, and their organisational structure. Studying this variety of actors in

the context of the EP is bene�cial because they are held to the same agenda. The EP there-

fore serves as a window into European politics and eliminates various potential confounders of

cross-national research designs which provides an opportunity to investigate different political

actors comparatively.

Members of the EP (MEPs) were traditionally seen as agents with two (competing) prin-

cipals, their national parties and the respective EP-group leaderships (Hix, 2002; Hix et al.,

2007). Originally, access to the �oor had been in the hands of the respective group leaders,

with additional speaking time being allocated to rapporteurs and frontbenchers (Proksch and

Slapin, 2014). However, the introduction of “blue card” and “one-minute” speeches have given

individual MEPs signi�cantly more possibilities to give a speech without approval of the group

leaders (Sorace, 2021). Evidence suggests that these opportunities are primarily used by parlia-

mentarians from radical-right and radical-left parties (i.e. challenger parties) who tend to give

speeches relatively more often than mainstream party MEPs (ibid.). Roll call data from the EP

unanimously shows that party discipline – despite being strong on average – is signi�cantly

lower in those groups comprised of challenger parties than in mainstream groups (Hug, 2016;

Cherepnalkoski et al., 2016; Hix, 2002). Qualitative evidence also suggests that challenger

MEPs have signi�cant individual agency over the roles they adopt, and in whether they want

to attend a debate and/or give a speech (Brack, 2015, 2017; Kantola and Miller, 2021). This

means that pressures to ful�l certain duties are much lower for challenger than for dominant

MEPs. While we cannot know whether this is because the respective group leaders areun-

ableor simplyunwilling to enforce more coherent behaviour, this environment allows to assess

whether individuals' policy-, of�ce- and vote-seeking incentives affect parliamentary speech-

making – which would be more dif�cult in most single-country studies that can only analyse a

small number of (challenger) parties.

Challenger and extremist parties have always been particularly successful in EP elections.

Reif et al. (1997) conceptualised EP elections as second-order elections which – unlike national

(�rst-order) elections – do not elect a government into power or have immediate policy impli-
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cations. Challenger parties pro�t from voters using such elections to express discontent with

national politics (Schulte-Cloos, 2018). Another bene�cial factor for challenger parties when

campaigning in EP elections is that the issues they mobilise upon are naturally salient because

they require cross-national cooperation. Bearing in mind that many dominant parties are also in-

ternally divided on issues like austerity, immigration and EU-Integration (De Vries and Hobolt,

2020b), it is clear why challenger parties' European election campaigns are often so successful.

Challenger parties' presence and success is also known to affect national politics and national

elections (Dinas and Riera, 2018). Schulte-Cloos (2018) argues that challenger parties attract

more attention by the media and voters once they are elected into the EP. Challenger parties can

use this attention to gain momentum and pursue their issue-entrepreneurship strategies further.

They will thus direct signi�cant efforts in their activities in the EP. This makes the EP a suitable

case to observe challenger party strategies when competing with dominant parties.

One important assumption underlying all the aforementioned hypotheses is that parliamen-

tary discourse matters and that speeches actually reach the voting public. One possibility for

speeches to reach voters is through the media. Early work on the EP has been sceptical about

the extent to which proceedings in the EP receive media coverage (e.g. Baisnée, 2003; Gavin,

2001). However, there is good reason to believe that this has changed (e.g. Boomgaarden et al.,

2010). Analysing data from 2005 to 2007, Gattermann (2013) �nds that “the [EP] receives reg-

ular news coverage and that these reports closely follow the calendar of the [...] plenary”(437).

Walter (2017) also shows that national media cover MEPs and their activities regularly in the

run-up to European elections. To underscore these �ndings, I conducted an additional media

analysis counting references to the EP and national parliaments in 12 quality broadsheets from

six different member states.2 I �nd that, on aggregate, the EP receives almost as much coverage

as national parliaments. On average, each newspaper mentioned the EP in 10 articles per month,

compared to 14 references to the respective national parliaments, although there is signi�cant

heterogeneity between newspapers with those in Western Europe covering the EP much more

often than those in Eastern Europe. Another important channel for politicians to communicate

directly with voters is social media. Today, 91% of MEPs have a Twitter account (Gattermann,

2022), which they use to disseminate parliamentary activities and videos of speeches to vot-

ers. But even if one does not believe parliamentary debates to reach votersad verbatim, they

are argued to be representative of a wider political discourse that eventually reaches voters

2For a detailed discussion of the data collection and results see Appendix section 6.1
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(Proksch and Slapin, 2012, 2014). Due to the high pro�le of a parliamentary speech, it contains

deliberately-chosen words and is therefore a carefully crafted element representative of broader

party competition (ibid.).

2.5 Data & Methods

This article analyses almost 300,000 speeches given in the EP between 1999 and 2016. Using

legislative discourse over other forms of data like roll calls or manifesto data to analyse parties'

strategies offers several advantages. While Manifesto data is being criticised for containing

inter-coder differences, roll call data is often not informative due to strict party discipline. In

speeches though, politicians have more individual agency to emphasise issues and employ dif-

ferent argumentative styles. There is also a rapidly growing literature measuring both, issues

and argumentative styles, from analysing legislative texts computationally (e.g. Hargrave and

Blumenau, 2021; Barberá et al., 2019).

One challenge when working with speeches from the EP is that MEPs can speak in all EU-

languages. During the debate, other MEPs hear live translations via headphones. Until the

end of 2012, the minutes of all debates were translated too. In an attempt to reduce costs, the

EP stopped translating the minutes of the debates though (Hall, 2012). I extract the speeches

before that cut-off from the University College Dublin's European Parliament Corpus (Greene

and Cross, 2017) which contains more than 210,000 speeches given in the EP that where ei-

ther originally in English or translated into English through the EP's translation service. All

speeches given after that cut-off only exist in the language the speech was given in. I acquired

approximately 90,000 of these speeches as well as corresponding meta-data from theTalk of

Europeproject (Van Aggelen et al., 2017) and translated them into English using an automated

machine translation service calledDeepL.3

2.5.1 Independent Variable: Challenger vs Dominant Party Status

The main independent variable of this analysis is the status of a political party as challenger

respectively dominant party. Following the de�nition of challenger parties by De Vries and

Hobolt (2020b) as parties that have never been part of the government in their respective country,

I manually code all parties in the data based upon this criterion using information from the

3Note that this data set does not contain all speeches given in the EP during that time period. I discuss the
challenges of the data collection process in Appendix section 6.2.

41



Comparative Political Data Set (Armingeon et al., 2020).4 In total, 114 (52 %) parties in the

data have always been dominant parties and 81 (36%) remained challengers throughout. Only

25 (12%) partiesbecomedominant parties over the course of their membership in the EP and

therefore change their status.

2.5.2 Dependent Variables: Anti-Establishment Rhetoric & Issue-Emphasis

The �rst dependent variable is the extent to which a speech contains anti-establishment rhetoric.

When measuring a pre-de�ned, latent concept from textual data, researchers generally face a

choice between a supervised machine-learning and a dictionary approach. A supervised classi-

�er requires a manually coded data set of input observations which the machine uses to “learn”

what features predict a certain rhetorical style. When it comes to the measurement of topics and

sentiment, supervised classi�ers are said to outperform dictionaries (van Atteveldt et al., 2021;

Barbeŕa et al., 2021). However, there are signi�cant dif�culties of this approach, too. Good clas-

si�ers require high-quality training data which is costly and hard to get when measuring a fairly

abstract concept such as anti-establishment rhetoric. This is particularly true when analysing

rhetoric in the context of texts that contain specialised vocabularies, such as EU-speci�c jargon.

In addition, supervised classi�cation is much easier to implement and evaluate when having

balanced classes – a condition that is not given in this speci�c case since anti-establishment

rhetoric is a relatively rare element of political speeches. Dictionaries measure the rate at which

pre-de�ned words appear in a certain document to measure the extent to which it shows certain

characteristics. Dictionaries are appealing because they can be implemented easily and cheaply,

and their mechanisms are intuitive (Grimmer and Stewart, 2013). However, they are extremely

context-dependent, thus dif�cult to transfer between different corpora, and very reliant on the

speci�c set of words chosen.

The measure of anti-establishment rhetoric here attempts to overcome the context-dependency

of dictionaries and the practical dif�culties of building a supervised classi�er. To do so, I use a

combination of bespoke dictionaries and word embeddings (Rice and Zorn, 2019). With word

embeddings each token gets represented by a vector (Pennington et al., 2014). Embeddings

make use of the idea that words that appear in the same context have similar meanings. Context

here is a symmetric window of terms that accompanies the word of interest. This logic is useful

for overcoming the context-dependency of dictionaries (Hargrave and Blumenau, 2021; Zehn-

4Note that being part of a regional government or a caretaker government, or tolerating a minority government
did not affect the status of a party.

42



ter, 2021) as it allows moving from a token “being part of the dictionary” vs “not being part of

the dictionary” and towards “a token being more or less similar to the dictionary”. An example:

in Pauwels (2011) populism dictionary, the term “establishment” is an example of a dismissive

term for political opponents. In speeches of the EP though, the word “establishment” occurs

mostly in a completely different context, namely in connection to “the establishment of a pro-

gramme”. To avoid such problems, I identify all existing populism dictionaries from previous

studies which could be used to measure anti-establishment rhetoric (Pauwels, 2011; Rooduijn

and Pauwels, 2011; Gennaro et al., 2019; Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016a). I then drop those

words relating to other dimensions of populism (e.g. “people”, “workers”) from these dictionar-

ies and construct locally trained word embeddings on the corpus through the GloVe algorithm

(window size = 10, number of vectors = 150) to look-up the most similar words for each dictio-

nary term. If these words indicate that the dictionary term is used to express anti-establishment

views, the word enters a “seed dictionary”, if not, the word is dropped. I also add additional

terms from the lists of similar words if they seemed to indicate anti-establishment rhetoric.5

Following Rice and Zorn (2019), the “distance” between the vector of the “seed” terms and

all other documents in the corpus is calculated. To incorporate the distribution of each token

across different speeches, “the term frequency-inverse document frequency” (tf-idf) is used.

This approach gives rarely used words more weight than frequently used words. Finally, the

cosine similarity between the seed tokens and all tokens given in a certain speech is calculated

producing an anti-establishment rhetoric score.

Further outcome variables capture the extent to which a certain speech emphasises austerity,

immigration, and EU-Integration respectively. These are measured using the same method as

described for anti-establishment rhetoric. I develop bespoke seed dictionaries from scratch.

To do so, I manually identi�ed and read dozens of parliamentary debates that dealt with the

respective issues. From these debates, I identi�ed selected words that are representative of

the respective issue. Starting with these words, I follow exactly the same approach as for the

measurement of anti-establishment rhetoric.6

I validate these measures by conducting extensive face validity checks, and by comparing the

results to human coding. Appendix section 6.4 presents examples of sentences and speeches that

score particularly high on the respective measures. For the human validation, I develop simple

5Seed words are available in Appendix 6.3.1.
6Seed words are available in Appendix 6.3.2 - 6.3.4.
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coding schemes for crowd workers on Amazon's platform MTurk for each outcome measure.

Crowd workers classi�ed a strati�ed random sample of sentences. The point-biserial correlation

coef�cients between the measures and the human coding range between 0.4 for speeches dealing

with EU-Integration, 0.6 for immigration and austerity and 0.8 for anti-establishment rhetoric.

I discuss the differences between the four measures and provide further details on the human

validation in Appendix section 6.4. Overall, the strength of the correlations is reassuring and

provides evidence that these embedding-enhanced dictionaries indeed measure the concepts of

interest successfully.

2.5.3 Covariates

To analyse the effects of national and European electoral cycles, I construct two variables cap-

turing the proximity to the next occurring national election respectively the next European

election (as present in D̈oring and Manow (2020)). To measure the salience of austerity and

immigration, I use a linear interpolation of Eurobarometer survey data leveraging the “most im-

portant issue question” which produces a measure of public opinion for all surveyed countries

and years for every day. For the salience of austerity, I use the proportion of people responding

that “Government Debt” was the most important issue, for immigration salience those who say

“Immigration”. Given that there is no survey data on the salience of EU-Integration across all

member states available, I use the relative frequency of references to the EU in national par-

liamentary debates in four Member States (Rauh and De Wilde, 2018) as a proxy measure of

EU-integration salience.7

For the measurement of parties' positions, ideologies and other characteristics, I manually

merge the data set with data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Jolly et al., 2022).8 To rule-out

that the observed effects simply stem from being “in opposition”, I include a control variable

based on roll-call data that captures whether a certain MEP voted to approve the European

Commission in the beginning of the respective legislative period (Hix et al., 2022) and a control

variable capturing whether a certain party was in opposition on the national level at a certain

point in time (D̈oring and Manow, 2020).9

7The distributions and scales of all covariates are shown in Appendix Table 6.4.
8Not all parties present in the data set are included in the CHES. In total, CHES data for approximately 7

percent of speeches is completely missing. The missing data is relatively equally distributed across countries and
time as described in Appendix section 6.8. Speeches given by MEPs from such parties are omitted in the regression
models presented in the remainder of this article.

9See Appendix 6.9 for further details.
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Analysing party communication in parliament requires a measure for the topic of the debate

the speech is part of. This is to rule out that possible effects are simply a result of selecting into

debates about a certain topic. Therefore, I use the base-version of a “Keyword Assisted Topic

Model” (keyATM) (Eshima et al., 2023) to detect the topic of a debate. KeyATMs use keywords

that are de�ned a priori by the researcher before �tting the model to the texts. For the selection

of keywords, this analysis follows Osnabrügge et al. (2020) and chooses the words based upon

the coding scheme of the Comparative Agendas Project. The keyATM is implemented on a

bag-of-words data set in which speeches are grouped on the debate-level. I conducted detailed

face validity checks investigating the most important words in the respective topics, the debates

with the highest probabilities, and time trends for different topics.10

2.6 Anti-Establishment Rhetoric in Parliamentary Discourse

2.6.1 Structural Differences

To begin, I brie�y describe the prevalence of anti-establishment rhetoric in the EP. Previous

work has unanimously shown that populist – and thus anti-establishment – rhetoric is particu-

larly common in the discourse of parties at the extremes of the political spectrum. The relation-

ship between populist appeals and the position on the left-right axis is described as a U-curve

(e.g. Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016a; Meijers and Zaslove, 2021). I replicate this �nding in

Figure 2.1 and also demonstrate that anti-establishment rhetoric is particularly present among

the discourse of eurosceptic parties and those at the Traditional-Authoritarian-Nationalist end of

the GAL-TAN scale (Appendix 6.5). Figure 2.1 plots the average anti-establishment scores for

each national party against the parties' average position on the left-right scale. Parties that score

particularly high on the anti-establishment measure are Gerd Wilder's Freedom Party (PVV),

UKIP, and the Front National on the radical right, the Greek Communist Party (KKE) on the

radical left, and the centrist 5-star Movement (M5S). Figure 2.2 presents the averages for differ-

ent EP-groups demonstrating that anti-establishment rhetoric is particularly present in discourse

of the radical left group, the eurosceptic groups and those MEPs not associated with a group.

While the data shows that challenger parties are more likely to engage in anti-establishment

rhetoric than dominant parties, Figure 6.6 in the Appendix does not reveal a clear pattern of

over-time changes in the prevalence of anti-establishment rhetoric. Between 2000 and 2010,

10These validation exercises are discussed in greater detail in Appendix section 6.4. Note also that the generated
topics are used as control variables only, the coherence and accuracy of the individual topics is thus not as important
as in other studies where these are dependent variables
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the trends for using anti-establishment rhetoric for challengers respectively dominant parties

are relatively �at. For both, challengers and dominant parties, a slight downwards trend can be

observed between 2010 and 2013 which then increased rapidly in 2014 and 2015. This peak is

most likely a result of the large number of challenger parties being elected into the EP in 2014,

the increasing salience of the inherently anti-establishment Brexit debate, and the immigration

crisis in 2015.

Figure 2.1: Averages Scores of Anti-Establishment Rhetoric plotted against Parties' Average
Left-Right Position (LOESS Regression with 95% Con�dence Intervals)
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Figure 2.2: Averages Scores of Anti-Establishment Rhetoric by Parliamentary Groups (Means
with 95% Con�dence Intervals))

I use multilevel models to analyse the differences between challenger and dominant party

rhetoric. With these models, I attempt to explain both, variationwithin andbetweenparties.

The nested structure of the underlying data (e.g. speeches given by MEPs who are members of

a certain party etc.) is important to incorporate in the analysis. This is because the extent to

which a speech uses a certain rhetoric is in�uenced by, amongst others, characteristics of the

respective MEP, of her party, or by the topic of the debate. Multilevel models are therefore a

natural choice for this analysis.

All models allow the intercepts for parties and MEPs to vary and hold constant the position

of the party on the left-right dimension, the year the speech was given in, the country the MEP

comes from, and the topic the debate deals with. Controlling for the debate topic is particularly

relevant as the Variance Components Models presented in Appendix Table 6.5 show that by far

the most variance exists on this level. In addition, including these controls allows to rule out

that the observed effects simply stem from participating more in debates about certain issues. I

follow the standard practice in multilevel modelling to center and standardise all outcomes and

relevant predictors in these models. Model 1 in Table 2.1 below shows evidence for the relation-

ship described in the �rst hypothesis and the raw data visualised above. On average, challenger

party MEPs rely more upon anti-establishment rhetoric than their dominant party counterparts.
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Model 2 shows that this effect even holds when controlling for being “in opposition” to the

Commission and Model 3 includes a dummy for the respective EP-group, thus looking at dif-

ferences between challenger and dominant partieswithin EP-groups. I consider this to be a

particularly tough test of my argument showing that even when parties presumably agree upon

most policy positions, support the same proposals, and act together in the EP-decision-making

process – as indicated by their membership in the same parliamentary group – challenger and

dominant party rhetoric differs. The results of Models 4 including the interaction of challenger

party status and the extent to which a party promotes left/right positions suggest that these

differences are particularly strong for challenger parties at the extremes of the left-right spec-

trum.11

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Challenger 0:06��� 0:04�� 0:04�� � 0:01
(0:01) (0:01) (0:02) (0:02)

LR-Position 0:01 0:02 0:01
(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)

EP-Opposition 0:06���

(0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:02��

(0:01)
Challenge * Right 0:06���

(0:01)
Challenge * Left 0:02

(0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X
EP-Group Fixed Effects X X X X
AIC 738823:55 738806:01 738794:24 738806:75
BIC 739610:64 739614:08 739686:27 739730:26
Log Likelihood � 369336:78 � 369326:01 � 369312:12 � 369315:37
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:02 0:02 0:02 0:02
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:02 0:01 0:01 0:01
Var: Residual 0:93 0:93 0:92 0:92
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 2.1: Structural Differences between Challenger and Dominant Parties in using Anti-
Establishment Rhetoric

11Alternative model speci�cations including a model with random slopes and an OLS regression are in Tables
6.9 and 6.10 in the Appendix.
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I conduct the same analysis including party �xed effects and thus focusing only on those par-

ties that become a dominant party during the analysed time period (see Appendix Table 6.11).

I do not �nd a statistically signi�cant difference in the extent to which parliamentarians engage

in anti-establishment rhetoric between the speeches given as members of a challenger party and

those given as members of a dominant party. While the coef�cient points in the direction the

theory predicts, it does not reach conventional statistical signi�cance levels. This is not surpris-

ing given that there are not many parties that change their status from challenger to dominant

party and most of these are relatively small. Consequently, these models are likely to be under-

powered and substantially not very informative. Having all that in mind, the evidence suggests

that there are important differences between challenger and dominant party communication and

that these seem to go well-beyond simple differences in policy positions.

2.6.2 Electoral Cycle Effects

Anti-establishment rhetoric as vote-seeking strategy should be particularly prevalent in the run-

up to elections. In the EP, this is preceding EP elections and, potentially, in the run-up to

elections in the respective MEP's country. The latter is a particularly meaningful test of the

argument made in this article given that MEPs normally should not have individual-level vote-

seeking incentives in the time preceding national elections as their jobs are not directly affected

by the outcome of these elections. If they engage more in anti-establishment rhetoric in the

time preceding a national election, this indicates a vote-seeking strategy that aims to maximise

electoral success for the respective national party.

I �nd robust evidence that the prevalence of anti-establishment rhetoric is in�uenced by

the proximity to an election. Both, challenger and dominant party MEPs, engage more in

anti-establishment rhetoric when a European election is coming up. This effect is statistically

signi�cant for both, challenger and dominant parties, but there is no evidence for an interaction

effect (see Figure 2.3 and Table 2.2). This suggests that anti-establishment rhetoric is indeed

a campaign tool that politicians rely upon when it comes to vote-seeking strategies and that

both, challenger and dominant party politicians, follow this logic. This indicates that for both,

challenger and dominant party MEPs, vote-seeking incentives are particularly relevant in the

run-up to European elections which appears plausible given that their personal careers depend

on the outcome of these elections.

I observe interesting differences between dominant and challenger parties reacting to na-
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tional election cycles. On the one hand, challenger party parliamentarians engage signi�cantly

more in anti-establishment rhetoric in the run-up to national elections, while these have virtu-

ally no effect on their dominant party counterparts (see Figure 2.3).12 This �nding corresponds

well with research that seeks to understand the effects of European election success on perfor-

mance in national elections (e.g. Dinas and Riera, 2018; Schulte-Cloos, 2018). It shows that

the EP is primarily a stepping-stone for challenger parties and a stage for further vote-seeking

activities. Dominant parties, on the other hand, are relatively more invested in policy-seeking

activities. Whether they can achieve these policy-seeking goals depends on the results of EP

elections. They therefore have an incentive to engage in vote-seeking activities proximate to EP

elections to secure EP majorities for future policy-seeking endeavours. However, these policy-

seeking goals are relatively independent from national electoral cycles given that the relevant

majorities and coalitions in the EP are not affected by national election results. It thus makes

sense for dominant parties to be responsive to the European election cycle while challengers are

responsive to both, the national and the European election cycle.

Figure 2.3: Effects of Proximity to an Election by Party Type based on Model 2, Table 2.2

12For alternative model speci�cations see Tables 6.12 and 6.13.
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Anti-Establishment Rhetoric Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Challenger 0:059��� 0:040�� 0:043��

(0:015) (0:015) (0:015)
Proximity to next EP-Election 0:008�� 0:009��� 0:010���

(0:003) (0:003) (0:003)
Proximity to next Nat. Election 0:000 � 0:000 � 0:000

(0:002) (0:002) (0:002)
Challenger * Proximity to next EP-Election 0:003 0:002 0:003

(0:005) (0:005) (0:005)
Challenger * Proximity to next Nat. Election 0:018��� 0:020��� 0:019���

(0:005) (0:005) (0:005)
LR-Position 0:014 0:021� 0:016

(0:009) (0:009) (0:012)
EP-Opposition 0:067���

(0:011)
Nat. Opposition 0:020���

(0:005)

Topic Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X
EP-Group Fixed Effects X X X
AIC 738767:847 738744:614 738727:891
BIC 739428:998 739426:754 739493:986
Log Likelihood � 369320:924 � 369307:307 � 369290:945
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:018 0:018 0:018
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:016 0:012 0:011
Var: Residual 0:925 0:925 0:925
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1 Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 2.2: Electoral Cycle Effects for Challenger and Dominant Parties

2.7 Issue-Entrepreneurship in Parliamentary Discourse

2.7.1 Structural Differences

For the emphasis of the three issues, the results are less clear-cut than for anti-establishment

rhetoric (see Appendix section 6.7.1). While I do �nd evidence that challenger parties empha-

sise immigration more than dominant parties, I do not �nd statistically signi�cant differences

for an increased emphasis of austerity by challenger parties. For EU-Integration, it seems that

most dominant parties emphasise this issue more than challengers, except for challengers on the
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radical left. When looking at the within-party effects of becoming a dominant party, the coef�-

cients for austerity and immigration point in the predicted direction but do not reach statistical

signi�cance – again bearing the uncertainty resulting from a relatively small sample in mind

(Appendix Table 6.19).

The time trends for these three issues reveal interesting patterns. One can observe an increase

in the emphasis of austerity when the �nancial crisis begins. Since then, the issue remains rela-

tively salient in the EP with a slight decrease after 2013. Likewise, immigration becomes more

prevalent over time, peaking during the immigration crisis 2015. A plausible �nding given the

enormous salience of it at that time. For EU-Integration, I observe a gradual increase over time

which makes sense given that both, austerity and immigration, were always debated in the con-

text of EU-Integration.13 I observe for all three issues that the differences between challenger

and dominant party parliamentarians decrease over time. For EU-Integration, dominant party

parliamentarians even overtake challengers in the extent to which they emphasise this issue.

Bearing the earlier discussion of wedge-issues in mind, some of these results are surprising.

One would assume that dominant parties shy away from these issue to avoid intra-party con�ict.

The data offers some interesting insights as to why that might not be the case here. For EU-

Integration, Figure 2.4 shows that until 2010, challenger parties did emphasise EU-Integration

more than their dominant counterparts and that this pattern changed around the time when the

Lisbon Treaty was signed. What this might suggest is that either EU-Integration became a less

dividing issue for dominant parties over time or that through the reform processes the EP es-

tablished itself as an independent arena which (to some extent) follows different rules than the

national arenas. The results for austerity and immigration emphasis show that when these issues

became extremely salient, e.g. in 2012/13 for austerity and 2015/16 for immigration, dominant

parties cannot avoid talking about them anymore. In other words, the shrinking differences be-

tween challenger and dominant parties here might be a consequence of the fundamental changes

that European politics went through – with the success of challenger parties being one of them.

Taken together, these trends demonstrate that while challenger parties tend to emphasise their

issues more than dominant parties, this does not apply to all types of challengers and at all

points in time. This points towards the importance of situational factors discussed next.

13Tables 6.6, 6.7, and 6.8 in the Appendix show that while there is some over-time correlation between immi-
gration and EU-Integration emphasis as well as between EU-Integration and Austerity, the correlations between
anti-establishment rhetoric and the issues are relatively small throughout. This also indicates that the policy and
discursive dimension of challenger party strategies are indeed separate.
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Figure 2.4: Time trends in the Emphasis of Austerity, Immigration, and EU-Integration (LOESS
Regression with 95% Con�dence Intervals)

2.7.2 The Effect of Issue Salience

I argue that challenger party parliamentarians emphasise their issues in particular when they

anticipate that their speeches will receive coverage by the media and are thus more likely to

reach voters. One core predictor for this mechanism is issue salience on the national level. The

evidence presented in Table 2.3 demonstrates that challengers are indeed more likely to em-

phasise austerity and EU-Integration when these issues become salient in their home countries.

Given that the salience data for EU-Integration is only available for MEPs from Germany, the

UK, Spain, and the Netherlands, the sample size is signi�cantly smaller than for the other two

issues and the result thus quite remarkable. The aforementioned topic controls also mean that

this effect is driven by challenger party MEPs strategically deciding to emphasise these two

issues more in their speeches and not only by an increase in debates about these issues. Again,

the models also control for being “in opposition” to the Commission which underlines that this

is a unique strategy of challenger parties. For immigration, the interaction effect is statistically

indistinguishable from zero.14 Taken together, these �ndings demonstrate that challenger par-

ties are indeed more sensitive to changes in the salience of their issues attempting to exploit

their increased importance.

14Alternative Model Speci�cations are in Appendix Table 6.20.
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Austerity Immigration EU-Integration

Challenger � 0:02 0:04�� 0:03
(0:03) (0:01) (0:02)

Austerity Salience (Eurobarometer) 0:01
(0:01)

Immigration Salience (Eurobarometer) 0:00
(0:00)

EU Salience (References Nat. Parliaments) � 0:01��

(0:00)
Challenger * Austerity Salience 0:04��

(0:01)
Challenger * Immigration Salience � 0:00

(0:01)
Challenger * EU Salience 0:02�

(0:01)
LR-Position � 0:00 0:02��� � 0:02�

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition 0:00 0:05��� � 0:04��

(0:02) (0:01) (0:02)
Nat. Opposition � 0:00 � 0:01 0:01

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X
AIC 265457:67 600893:23 196811:74
BIC 266076:71 601659:80 197311:52
Log Likelihood � 132663:83 � 300372:62 � 98351:87
Num. obs. 101077 233056 77276
Num. groups: mepids 765 1402 480
Num. groups: partyid 151 192 38
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:01 0:03
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:01 0:00 0:00
Var: Residual 0:80 0:77 0:74
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 2.3: Effects of Issue Salience for Challenger and Dominant Parties

When analysing the relationship between issue salience and party communication, one might

be concerned about a possible endogeneity issue, for example, because political parties could

also proactively increase the salience of an issue that they wish to campaign upon by emphasis-

ing it in their political communication. In other words, challenger parties might not onlyexploit

issue salience by emphasising an issue but alsocreateit. This concern is empirically hard to

disentangle but I conduct additional analyses to inspect the relationship between salience and

emphasis further. First, I zoom in on the �nancial (2007-2012) and the immigration crisis (2013-

2015) and use the monthly number of unemployed workers respectively the monthly number

of refugees arriving in a certain country as more objective measures of issue salience. The idea
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being that these exogenous indicators cannot be in�uenced by party communication. As the

results in Table 2.4, the regression in Appendix Table 6.21 and the interaction effects visualised

in Figure 2.5 show, there is a statistically signi�cant relationship between these objective in-

dicators of issue salience and challenger parties' emphasis of these issues. This demonstrates

that issue salience, being caused by exogenous developments, and issue-emphasis do correlate

strongly.

Austerity Immigration

Challenger 0:04 0:01
(0:02) (0:02)

Monthly Unemployment 0:03��

(0:01)
Monthly Arrival Refugees � 0:02�

(0:01)
Challenger * Monthly Unemployment 0:04�

(0:02)
Challenger * Monthly Arrival Refugees 0:02�

(0:01)
EP-Opposition 0:01 0:04��

(0:02) (0:02)
Nat. Opposition � 0:01 0:01

(0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X
Year Fixed Effects X X
Country Fixed Effects X X
AIC 215790:01 265380:27
BIC 216399:00 265998:95
Log Likelihood � 107830:00 � 132625:13
Num. obs. 86603 100528
Num. groups: mepids 1020 783
Num. groups: partyid 163 155
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:01
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:01 0:00
Var: Residual 0:69 0:81
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; cdotp < 0:1. Random Intercept for Parties and MEPs

Table 2.4: The Effects of exogenous Indicators of Salience on Issue Emphasis
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Figure 2.5: Effects of Issue Salience by Party Type based on Models 1 and 2, Table 2.4

Furthermore, I repeat the original analysis using leads and lags of the survey salience mea-

sure (see Appendix Section 6.7.2). For austerity, the results suggest that challengers primarily

exploit rather than create issue salience. Even with a lag of two months on the salience measure,

the interaction effect between challenger party status and issue salience is signi�cant. For im-

migration, the results are less clear and do not reach statistical signi�cance. The estimates tend

to point in the opposite direction though – challenger parties tend to emphasise the issue before

it gets salient in the public. Thinking about the nature of these two issues, these differences

appear plausible. Even low levels of immigration and its salience were probably relatively easy

to exploit for challengers at that time. On the other hand, a complex issue like austerity, where

voters do not feel the consequences immediately, needs to be somewhat salient �rst before chal-

lenger parties decide to emphasise it. Taken together, these results highlight the importance of

differentiating between exploiting and creating salience, two mechanisms that future studies of

party strategies should pay increased attention to.

Finally, one might wonder whether issue-based strategies also follow the logic of the elec-

toral cycle. I thus repeated the same analysis conducted for anti-establishment rhetoric for these

three outcome measures (see Appendix Table 6.26). The evidence here is mixed: While the re-

sults for EU-Integration and austerity follow a similar logic than those for anti-establishment

rhetoric (i.e. challengers emphasise these issues relatively more in the run-up to national elec-

tions), the results for immigration point into a different direction. This could be due to dom-

inant parties' responses to challenger party success: There is plenty of work suggesting that

mainstream parties tend to accommodate challengers especially on the immigration issue (e.g.
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Krause et al., 2022). The �nding might therefore be explained by dominant parties emphasising

immigration in the run-up to electionseven morethan challengers in anticipation of challenger

party campaigns. More generally, the results shown in these models seem plausible when think-

ing about Schwalbach's �ndings (2021). He argues that the electoral cycle affects legislators'

incentives to “distinguish oneself from competitors” (36). This desire to stand out might have

different implications for challenger and dominant party parliamentarians though: Whereas

dominant party legislators might want to distinguish themselves by emphasising important is-

sues and praising policy progress in the run-up to elections, challenger party parliamentarians

might increasingly criticise dominant parties by using anti-establishment rhetoric for the exact

same reason.

2.8 Conclusion

The central contribution of this article is to demonstrate that when challenger parties identify a

window of opportunity – e.g. a crisis, a sudden change in public opinion, or an upcoming elec-

tion – they adjust their rhetorical and policy strategies to gain an electoral advantage. Compared

to dominant parties, challenger parties have more leeway to do so because, as outsiders in the

existing party landscape, coalition-dynamics, intra-party disputes and broad voting coalitions

matter less to them. While dominant parties put relatively more weight on of�ce- and policy-

seeking, challenger parties prioritise vote-seeking. This has implications for the strategies that

individual challenger party parliamentarians pursue. They engage in issue-entrepreneurship

and anti-establishment rhetoric strategically and conditional on the expected electoral gains.

Anticipating increased attention by the media and voters, they engage in anti-establishment

rhetoric in the run-up to elections and exploit issue salience by emphasising issues when they

perceive a momentum. Unlike dominant party parliamentarians, who must balance individual

vote-seeking with (collective) of�ce- and policy-seeking goals, challenger party parliamentari-

ans face less constraints and have thus more leeway to engage in rhetorical and policy strategies

that they believe to be successful.

This does not imply that vote-seeking does not matter for dominant parties or that they cannot

act strategically too. On the contrary, the �ndings presented here demonstrate that they clearly

do. However, the results show that challenger parties have more leeway in pursuing these

strategies because of their different incentive structures. This argument makes an important

contribution by showing not onlythat challenger parties are becoming more successful due to
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favourable economic and political conditions but alsohowchallenger parties can exploit such

developments in a way that dominant parties (even those in opposition) cannot.

One important question now is to what extent these results replicate in national parliaments.

One might think, for instance, that challenger parties' strategies differ because their issues are

not naturally salient and the opposition holds an elected government accountable on the na-

tional level. This could imply that challengers need to use anti-establishment rhetoric more

carefully and respond to changes in issue salience even more directly than in the EP. However,

the core premise of the argument – namely, that challenger parties' incentive structures are

different from those of dominant parties and that these structures allow individual politicians

more leeway in exploiting bene�cial political and economic conditions – should apply here

too. Future research should thus explore the differences between challenger and dominant party

strategies in different institutional circumstances further. Bearing in mind that this tasks comes

with non-trivial obstacles. While the speech-data for most parliaments is readily available to-

day, multilingualism remains a key challenge to quantitative text analysis – especially, for the

measurement of highly contextual concepts like anti-establishment rhetoric. Additionally, the

different parliamentary conventions and rules of procedure make comparing results between

different legislatures dif�cult.

More generally, extending the current focus from party competition in elections to the ef-

fects of challenger party success within institutional contexts is an important avenue of future

research that will become even more relevant given the enduring success of challenger parties

in most European countries. Understanding how challenger parties' success affects the proce-

dures within democratic institutions is an important prerequisite to prevent them from changing

these institutions. This is relevant given that many challenger parties' de�ance of democratic

institutions is not limited to parliaments but also includes the judiciary and international organ-

isations.
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Winning Votes and Changing Minds: Do Populist Arguments

Affect Candidate Evaluations and Issue Preferences?

This paper was co-authored with Benjamin Lauderdale and Christopher Wratil

Abstract

Populist rhetoric – presenting arguments in people-centric, anti-elite and “good vs. evil”

frames – is said to be particularly successful in winning and binding voters. Yet, identifying

the causal effect of populist rhetoric is complicated by its enmeshment with positions and

issues that populists tend to emphasise. We use a survey experiment in the UK (n�

9,000), randomising the use of populist arguments across issues and positions to test their

effect on voters' candidate evaluations and issue preferences. We �nd that, on average,

populist arguments have a negative effect on the electoral viability of candidates and no

effect on voters' issue preferences. However, when politicians speak to voters who already

like them, populist arguments sway these voters' issue preferences effectively. Among

voters with strong populist attitudes, populist arguments also do not dampen politicians'

electoral viability. Populist rhetoric is thus useful in convincing and mobilising supporters

but detrimental in expanding electoral support.

3.1 Introduction

Populist parties have been successful with a variety of policy programs ranging from the radical

right, over centrist, post-materialist, and single-issue platforms, to the radical left. Yet, from

the perspective of most scholars, what unites these parties, despite their programmatic differ-

ences, is a common thin-centered populist ideology that is most tangible in populist politicians'

rhetoric in the public realm. Populist arguments are characterised by appeals to a �ctitious

and homogeneous group of “the people”, and strongly worded criticism of “conspiring elites”,

which results in a “Manichean” worldview of politics as a constant �ght between good and evil,

“the people” and “the elites” (Mudde, 2004, 2007). This rhetoric is commonly referred to as

The Pre-Analysis Plan for this experiment can be accessed via: https://osf.io/pyr9z and in Appendix section
7.2. In line with UCL's Research Ethics Framework, this project was exempt from ethical review.
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“thin populism” which then interacts with “thicker” ideologies (such as nativism or socialism)

and policies (Mudde, 2007). Scholars (e.g. Canovan, 1982, 1999; de Vreese et al., 2018; Mof-

�tt, 2019) and pundits (Fisher, 2017; Healy and Haberman, 2015; Goldhill, 2017) alike have

speculated to what extent this rhetoric explains populists' electoral success.

Previous work on populist persuasion has focused on populism as ideological stances rather

than rhetoric (Neuner and Wratil, 2020; Silva et al., 2022), on populist framing of societal

problems (Busby et al., 2019), or media messages (Bos et al., 2013; Hameleers et al., 2017,

2019; Sheets et al., 2016). Many of these studies are predominantly concerned with outcomes

that are indirectly linked to electoral success, like group identities (Bos et al., 2020), blame

attribution (Hameleers et al., 2019) or voters' perceptions of out-groups (Hameleers and Fawzi,

2020; Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017). Existing work either does not operationalise populism

as a speech act, an utterance by politicians, or the outcome is not directly relevant to populists'

electoral success. In contrast, here we test the appeal and persuasiveness of arguments advanced

by politicians on outcomes closely related to electoral success, while holding constant the issues

on which the arguments are being made and the side of the issues being argued for. Thereby,

we connect the vast literature on the structural drivers of populist voting (e.g. Bornschier and

Kriesi, 2020; Inglehart and Norris, 2017; Kriesi, 2014; Kriesi et al., 2006) with research on

populist parties' communication strategies (e.g. Dai and Kustov, 2022b; De Vries and Hobolt,

2020b).

We examine two routes for populist arguments to affect electoral outcomes, one indirect via

issue preferences and one directly via candidate evaluations. First, populist arguments could be

more successful in changing voters' issue preferences than non-populist arguments. Presenting,

for example, a health care reform as the “will of the people” and condemning “greedy doctors”

for long waitlists might make voters more supportive of the policy than an argument presented

in a more neutral frame. The changed issue preferences could then translate into support for

politicians who campaign on the issue. Second, populist arguments may directly make political

candidates appear more appealing. They might change voters' candidate evaluations more than

non-populist arguments. In other words, a candidate who praises “the people” and condemns

“the establishment” might simply appear more likeable to voters.

Since politicians typically enmesh “thin” populist arguments with particular “thick” populist

ideologies, policy platforms and positions (Hunger and Paxton, 2022), we conduct a survey ex-

periment to isolate the causal effect of populist rhetoric. Speci�cally, we design a single-pro�le
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vignette experiment in which a hypothetical political candidate provides an argument on one

out of nine different political issues. The arguments vary randomly in their direction (for or

against) and in whether they contain populist rhetoric. Marginalising effects over several is-

sues is particularly important to ensure that any �ndings are not due to a speci�c formulation

of an argument (Blumenau and Lauderdale, 2022; Fong and Grimmer, 2021), as we are inter-

ested in general effects of populist rhetoric, not effects that are con�ned to particular issues.

Importantly, we elicit voters' candidate evaluations and their position on the issue before and

after reading the argument, thus implementing a pre/post design. This allows us to identify the

persuasion effect of populist arguments, i.e. the within-individual change in issue preferences

from pre- to post-treatment, and the candidate re-evaluation effect of populist arguments, i.e.

the within-individual change in candidate evaluations. In each case, we are interested in the rel-

ative size of these effects for populist vs. non-populist arguments. Following our pre-analysis

plan, we examine several moderating variables: heterogeneity in candidate re-evaluation as a

function of pre-treatment issue preferences, heterogeneity of persuasion effects as a function

of pre-treatment candidate evaluations, heterogeneity in candidate re-evaluation and persuasion

across political issues with varying salience and familiarity, and also as a function of a standard

populism battery administered pre-treatment.

Our results reveal no difference in theaveragepersuasiveness of populist vs. non-populist

arguments. However, the zero average effect results from strong heterogeneity in conditional

effects by whether respondents have a positive versus negative pre-treatment evaluation of the

candidate who makes the argument. Populist arguments persuade respondents who are already

inclined to vote for a candidate but work much less well with those that do not support the can-

didate pre-treatment. In contrast, non-populist arguments have roughly the same level of per-

suasiveness irrespective of the candidate's likability. Regarding candidate re-evaluation effects,

we �nd that candidates who make a populist argument are, on average, punished for this (re-

evaluated negatively), while non-populist arguments do not substantively affect the evaluation

of candidates. Importantly, we also �nd heterogeneous treatment effects by populist attitudes:

candidates are punished signi�cantly more for populist arguments by non-populist respondents

than by those holding populist attitudes. In fact, respondents with very strong populist attitudes

do not penalise candidates for making populist arguments but tend to reward them. None of our

analyses provide evidence that the salience or familiarity of an issue would make a difference

to either persuasion or candidate re-evaluation effects of populist versus non-populist rhetoric.
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These �ndings have important implications for our understanding of political rhetoric in pop-

ulist success. They suggest that engaging in populist rhetoric is a risky strategy for politicians

because populist arguments hurt their electoral viability among most voters. Such arguments are

convincing in shaping the issue preferences of supporters though, and they appeal to voters with

strong populist attitudes. Hence, populist rhetoric is effective at consolidating and mobilising

the pre-existing populist base but is counter-productive at winning over new voters.

3.2 Populist Persuasion

The rhetoric of politicians that are commonly referred to as “populists” has gained a great

deal of attention in the last decade, but research in this area goes back much further. Already

some of the earliest modern publications on populism by Canovan (1982; 1999) hint at the

importance of populist rhetoric for understanding populist success. More recently, work by Dai

and Kutsov (2022b), Mof�tt (2019), de Vreese and colleagues (2018) has argued in a similar

vein that populists' success is linked to their political communication. This idea is particularly

prominent in the public debate about populism in which journalists frequently speculate that

the success of populist candidates is linked to the rhetoric that these politicians employ (Fisher,

2017; Goldhill, 2017; Healy and Haberman, 2015).

In this study, we employ an ideational understanding of populism as a “thin ideology” that

can manifest in political communication. This populist ideology is formed of appeals to a �cti-

tious and homogeneous group of “the people”, and frank criticism of conspiring and evil “elites”

and “the establishment”. This dichotomy then results in a “Manichean” worldview of politics

as a constant �ght of good and evil, “the people” and “the elites” (Mudde, 2004, 2007). This

conceptualisation of populist rhetoric is different from, for example, Mof�tt's understanding

(Mof�tt, 2019; Mof�tt and Tormey, 2014), who treats populism as a performance that is char-

acterised by elements like “bad manners” and narratives of “crisis, breakdown, and threat”. In

other words, populist messages here are de�ned by their content rather than by theirstyle.1

Given the widespread suspicion that populist rhetoric matters, there is surprisingly little

research that tests the effects of populist arguments on voters. One important branch of the

literature that is an exception in this regard is work on populism in the media. Hameleers

et al. (2017), for instance, show that when voters are confronted with a newspaper article in

1This is not to say that a populist style does not matter. On the contrary, there is some experimental evidence
that factors related to these performative elements such as emotionality (Brader, 2005) might alter persuasion
effects.
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which the EU gets blamed in a populist and emotional way, voters evaluate that organisation

more negatively. Sheets and colleagues (2016) use a similar design to show that such media

narratives also work when societal out-groups get blamed. Bos et al. (2013) also use news

stories as stimulus material to show that populist elite cues might help radical right politicians

in gaining legitimacy and that this effect is stronger among the politically cynical. Hameleers

and Schmuck (2017) replicate this �nding in the context of populist messages communicated

via social media. Bos et al. (2020) extend this argument to include not only emotionalised

blame attribution but also group cues against immigrants and political elites to test a strategy

they call “populist identity framing”. They �nd anti-establishment elite cues to be particularly

successful among people who are poor. These papers have made important contributions by

testing different communication strategies that are frequently linked to populist politicians and

by showing that these strategies can potentially affect how voters make sense of politics.

Notwithstanding the importance of these �ndings, two important gaps in the literature re-

main: First, these studies overwhelmingly present populist cues not as rhetorical statements

made by politicians but rather as media frames or opinions of institutions or anonymous experts.

This is an important gap because the source of an elite cue matters for how citizens perceive

it (Arceneaux, 2008; Bisgaard and Slothuus, 2018; Slothuus and Bisgaard, 2021; Nicholson,

2011; Slothuus and De Vreese, 2010). Second, they do not link populist statements to the

electoral success of politicians. Busby and colleagues (2019) overcome the latter challenge in

the American context by showing that framing policy problems in a populist manner can in-

crease support for populist candidates. However, these authors too do not present populism

as the rhetoric of a politician. Populist cues have also drawn attention of political psychology

scholars: Bakker and colleagues (2016) �nd that populism resonates particularly strong with

people who score low on certain character traits such as agreeableness. More recently, Bakker

and colleagues (2021) also use a conjoint experiment in the American context to show that

candidates might be able to increase their electoral fortunes by adopting anti-establishment po-

sitions. Neuner and Wratil (2020) as well as Castanho-Silva and colleagues (2022) use a similar

research design to understand the causal effect of “thick” populist policies and “thin” populist

priorities on vote intention for political candidates. These authors �nd that some populist anti-

immigration and pro-redistribution positions increase candidate popularity. However, none of

these studies operationalises populist rhetoric independently from actual policies and links it to

authentic candidates at the same time.
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Taken together, this evidence suggests that populist arguments might play an important role,

for instance, in shifting blame, re-enforcing group identities, or gaining legitimacy. However,

the size and direction of these effects, as well as their relevance for persuasion and candidate

evaluation, central tenets of electoral politics, remain unclear. Here, we explore whether pop-

ulist arguments can alter persuasion and candidate evaluation effects. As we have no unequiv-

ocal ex ante expectations about the direction of these effects, the main aim of our experiment

is to create many different situations under which populist arguments could potentially make a

difference. The persuasion literature presented in the following guides us in this endeavour.

3.3 Persuasion and Candidate Re-Evaluation

Political scientists and political practitioners have long been interested in the extent to which

arguments made by politicians are successful in changing voters' preferences on political issues

and evaluations of the politicians themselves. For political scientists, this primarily matters for

explaining the formation of public opinion, whereas politicians want to understand what argu-

ments make candidates and policies appealing to voters. Previous research on public opinion

and candidate choice has identi�ed a variety of factors that explain why some arguments are

more persuasive with respect to the issues they address and why some make candidates more

appealing than others.

Candidate Support Effects

One widely held view in the literature on the ef�cacy of elite messaging is that the extent to

which citizens update their issue preferences is in�uenced by the source of the respective cue

and their relationship to it (Arceneaux, 2008; Arceneaux and Kolodny, 2009; Bisgaard and

Slothuus, 2018; Druckman, 2001; Lupia, 1994; Mondak, 1993; Kam, 2005; Nicholson, 2011;

Slothuus and Bisgaard, 2021). Citizens are more likely to accept and follow messages sent

by elites they support. For example, politicians might frame policies in response to a global

pandemic as a necessity to protect the vulnerable or alternatively as an inappropriate limitation

of personal freedoms, but to a large extent which view citizens will eventually adopt depends

upon which explanation the politicians they approve of support (Carsey and Layman, 2006;

Kam, 2005; Mondak, 1993; Slothuus and De Vreese, 2010; Zaller, 1992). Especially in the US,

this argument is made in the context of partisan identities but there is evidence that such effects

exist in the absence of party labels (Campbell and Cowley, 2014). These �ndings suggest that an

argument made by a politician who receives strong support by a voter should be more powerful
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in changing this voter's preferences than an argument by another politician who receives less

support, all else equal.

Attitude Strength Effects

The potential of an argument to change citizens' opinions is also moderated by the substan-

tive policy the cue deals with. Previous research on issue voting and framing effects suggests

that people respond to elite cues differently based on the extent to which they have strong or

weak prior beliefs for a speci�c issue. Such priors include information about the speci�c issue

(Lecheler et al., 2009) as well as the ability of citizens to link arguments made about that issue to

their economic or moral core values (Carmines and Stimson, 1980; Pollock et al., 1993). These

prior beliefs, which can be a consequence of biased information seeking, have been shown to

alter voters' reactions to new information signi�cantly (Druckman et al., 2012; Druckman and

Leeper, 2012). Carmines and Stimson (1980) use abortion in the US as an example of such a

“strong-priors issue”. Abortion is relatively easy to understand, can be linked easily to moral

core values, and voters receive strong elite cues for it on a regular basis. Voters will thus be

reluctant to change their opinion on abortion because of a single elite cue, whereas they will be

more inclined to update their preferences on an issue they are less familiar with. Against this

backdrop, voters' preferences on issues that are familiar and salient should be more stable and

harder to manipulate than their preferences on issues that are unfamiliar and not salient (ceteris

paribus).

In direct contrast, regarding candidate evaluations, we expect that respondents will update

their evaluations more when the argument they are confronted with deals with an issue that

they have strong priors on and less for an issue that they have weak priors on (Bélanger and

Meguid, 2008; Fournier et al., 2003; Howe and Krosnick, 2017; Rabinowitz et al., 1982). On

an issue where a participant does not have a strong view, there is less reason for that participant

to re-evaluate a candidate who takes one versus the other position. Hence, we do not expect

respondents to update as much on candidates based on statements about such issues (ceteris

paribus). We expect the strength and direction of this effect to be moderated by the alignment of

preferences and the argument made, so that respondents will update their candidate evaluations

positively if the candidate makes an argument that is aligned with their issue preferences and

negatively if the argument is not aligned with their preferences.

65



Preference Alignment Effects

Finally, there is a long-lasting scholarly debate – essentially starting with Downs (1957) —

about the relationship between the policy positions that candidates promote and voters' re-

sponses to them. Tomz and van Houweling (2008), and many other studies, show that most

voters prefer candidates who promote policy positions that align with their own preferences.

Against this backdrop, voters, on average, will re-evaluate a candidate more positively if that

candidate makes an argument they agree with and re-evaluate a candidate more negatively if

that candidate makes an argument they do not agree with (ceteris paribus).

Thus far, we have discussed well-known mechanisms from the literatures on persuasion and

candidate support. To summarise: We expect elite messaging to be particularly successful in

changing voters' issue preferences if arguments are made by candidates that voters approve of or

deal with issues that voters do not have strong priors for. For candidate re-evaluation, we expect

voters to prefer candidates who make an argument that they agree with, and we expect voters to

change their evaluation of a candidate more if that candidate makes an argument about an issue

they have strong priors on. These hypotheses are summarised in Table 3.1. The main purpose of

this study is to investigate whether populist rhetoric changes persuasion and evaluation effects

on average, as well as any of the aforementioned conditional effects.

Persuasion
Effects

Candidate Re-Evaluation
Effects

Candidate Support
Effect

More Candidate
Support
Stronger Persuasion Effect

Preference
Alignment Effect

Alignment of
Preferences and
Argument!
Positive Candidate Re-Evaluation

Attitude Strength
Effect

Weak Issue Priors
! Stronger
Persuasion Effects

Attitude Strength
Effect

Weak Issue Priors!
Weaker Candidate Re-Evaluation
(Moderated by Alignment)

Table 3.1: Hypothesised conditional Persuasion Effects in the Absence of Populist Arguments

3.4 Research Design

Analysing whether populist arguments follow a different logic than non-populist arguments is

dif�cult using observational data, as the occurrence of populist arguments in the real world is

usually confounded by expressing certain policy positions, addressing certain issues, or arguing

based on certain ideologies (Hunger and Paxton, 2022; Neuner and Wratil, 2020). Moreover,

voters might self-select into exposure to populist arguments, e.g. through news consumption.

To overcome these challenges, we conduct a pre-registered single-pro�le vignette survey ex-
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periment on a nationally representative sample of voters in the UK (n = 8890) including 36

different arguments randomised across 9 issues by 2 argument directions by 2 levels of populist

vs. non-populist argumentation. The survey was administered as part of YouGov's standard

political omnibus in the UK in March 2022.

The UK is a particularly suitable case to study the effects of populist arguments due to

their widespread presence in recent political discourse (J. Scotto et al., 2018). In particular,

there is a “high propensity of `Mainstream Populism'” (March, 2017, 283) in the UK. Both,

Labour and the Conservatives regularly engage in populist rhetoric (Alexandre-Collier, 2022;

Bale, 2013; Watts and Bale, 2019). In the recent past, both parties were led by politicians

– Jeremy Corbyn and Boris Johnson - who are widely seen as examples of populist leaders

(Alexandre-Collier, 2022; Demata, 2020). This allows us to credibly assign populist vs. non-

populist arguments to �ctitious political candidates. It makes it less likely that respondents

will instantly associate populist arguments with one political party, which could potentially bias

results. If instead we conducted a similar experiment in the US, for example, one concern would

be that populist rhetoric might be perceived more credible when coming from a GOP politician,

or might signal that an unlabeled politician was from the GOP. Similarly, in other European

countries respondents would foremost associate populist statements with radical left or right

parties when seeing populist statements. Against this backdrop, we argue that by conducting the

experiment in the UK context we can increase the external validity of our �ndings, as presented

vignettes will strike respondents as realistic and will provide weak signals regarding the party

of unlabeled politicians.

3.4.1 Pre-Treatment

First, respondents are asked a three-question populist attitudes battery originally developed by

Silva et al. (2018). We follow their recommendation and pick three of their suggested sur-

vey items (the one most strongly associated with each subdimension of the scale) to measure

populist attitudes among voters in its conceptual breadth. The order of these questions is ran-

domised.

Next, participants are asked for their preferences on one randomly selected political issue

from a set of 9. All issues were selected based on three different criteria: First, they were

chosen to create variation in the strength of prior attitudes across issues. We rely upon previous

survey experimental work on issue stability and issue-voting to identify which issues are strong,
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medium and weak prior issues (Hanretty et al., 2021). These authors have conducted a three-

wave survey to estimate within-individual opinion stability for different issues. They �nd, for

instance, that foreign aid is an issue that voters have very stable preferences for. We take this as

evidence that respondents' preferences on this issue are harder to change than, for example, their

preferences on a subsea electricity cable to Iceland. While the former has been a salient issue in

the UK, the latter is de facto absent from political competition so that people will tend to have

weaker priors. The second criterion is that it is plausible for candidates from various parties

to make arguments for and against each issue statement. Neither is one of the issues typically

considered as “owned” by one of the two big parties, nor is one of the issues linked to recent

populist movements and parties. This is to ensure that we do not introduce possible biases into

the experiment that could result from participants associating certain positions or arguments

with one of the major parties. Finally, we also ensured that on each issue it is conceivable for

candidates to make arguments for and against all these issue-statements. The issues are listed

in Table 3.2, including our pre-registered assessment of people's average attitude strength on

them. Respondents rate the respective issue-statement on a standard �ve-point agree-disagree

scale.

Issue-Statement Strength
The minimum sentences for knife crimes
and carrying a knife should be increased.

Strong priors

The amount of money spent on foreign aid
should be reduced signi�cantly due to the covid crisis.

Strong priors

Vaccinations against the novel Coronavirus (Covid-19)
should become mandatory in the UK.

Strong priors

Zero hour contracts should be illegal. Medium priors
Immigrants moving to the UK should
have to pay an annual surcharge for using the NHS.

Medium priors

The construction of a high-speed rail network
should be prioritised over other infrastructure investments.

Medium priors

The production of essential food in this country
(�our, eggs, butter, milk, etc.) should be subsidised.

Weak priors

A special tax (“sugar tax”) should be introduced for
products that are harmful when consumed in excess,
such as soft drinks or chocolate.

Weak priors

A subsea electricity cable to connect with Iceland's
geothermal power supplies should be constructed.

Weak priors

Table 3.2: Issue-Statements used and their pre-registered Strength.
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Afterwards, participants are introduced to a hypothetical candidate pro�le and asked to eval-

uate the candidate on a �ve-point scale.2 The pro�les contain a brief description of the candidate

and a picture to induce variation in the extent to which respondents support the candidate and

to increase the ecological validity of our �ndings. Two such pro�les are presented in Figure

3.1. The information respondents receive in these pro�les is similar to what voters might learn

about a candidate from a campaign lea�et or a brief TV interview; namely, the candidate's

name, gender, age, family background, profession, political experience and cues about their

ethnicity. Similar stimulus material was used, for instance, by Kirkland and Coppock (2018)

to assess which attributes voters pay attention to in non-partisan elections. We construct these

pro�les by randomly combining different text elements with pictures of real political candi-

dates from regional elections in Canada. In total, the candidate pro�les broadly resemble the

distribution of candidates present in reality (Lamprinakou et al., 2017) so that the ratio of, for

example, male/female or white/minority candidates shown in the experiment are similar to their

distribution in the real world.

3.4.2 Treatment – Operationalisation of Populist Arguments

Next, participants are shown an argument made by the respective candidate, for which we

randomise whether the respective argument is populist or not as well as its direction (for/a-

gainst). All arguments contain populism's three core elements: people-centrism, anti-elitism

and a Manichean worldview (Mudde, 2004, 2007). One of the key challenges when testing

populist rhetoric in a survey experiment is to develop arguments that meet the academic cri-

teria for being considered suf�ciently populist while also being realistic and not revealing the

purpose of the study. We read speeches and campaign materials from politicians of all British

parties to identify the most common forms of populist arguments present in political discourse

and include arguments that are common across the party spectrum.

People-centrism – operationalised through references to “British”, “hard-working”, “ordi-

nary” and “honest people” – is extremely common across the entire party spectrum in the UK

(March, 2017). Demata (2020) shows that terms such as “British” and “Britain”, which one

might associate with the political right, are also among the most used terms in the discourse

of the Labour party and their former leader Jeremy Corbyn. The author concludes that the

combination of populism and nationalism is an important manifestation of populism in British

2The scale reaches from “This is the kind of candidate I would never want to vote for” to “This is the kind of
candidate I would de�nitely want to vote for.”
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politics on both sides of the political spectrum. Hence, taking heed of the UK context, our pop-

ulist arguments contain plausibly realistic people-centric appeals with references to “the British

people”, irrespective of the party of a candidate. This choice also re�ects Halikiopoulou and

colleagues' (2012) �nding that nationalism is the “common denominator” that “cuts party lines”

on the radical left and the radical right in many European countries (504).

Similarly, UK parties also display striking similarities in their use of anti-elitist rhetoric:

Jeremy Corbyn, for instance, used to speak about “taking down the establishment”, while Nigel

Farage (former Brexit and UKIP party leader) frequently said that his party “[does] not trust

the establishment” (Hyde, 2019), and Boris Johnson engaged in an “anti-parliament narrative”

in which “parliamentarians were not [. . . ] portrayed as representatives but as enemies of the

people” (Alexandre-Collier, 2022, 538). Even prime ministers did not shy away from using

anti-elite rhetoric, like Theresa May, when she attacked “international elites” and “citizens of

nowhere” (May, 2017), or Liz Truss, who created the image of an abstract, evil elite formed by

“militant unions, vested interests, [. . . ] talking heads, [and] Brexit deniers [. . . ]” (Truss, 2022).

In combination with the people-centric elements of our arguments, these narratives form what

populism scholars refer to as “Manichean worldview”, an understanding of politics as struggle

between good and evil, “the people” versus “the elites”.

In the experiment, we present “elites” such as “politicians” or “bureaucrats” as “interna-

tional”, “useless” and “out-of-touch” — terms frequently used on both sides of the political

spectrum in the UK. Not least since Brexit, scholars have pointed out an existing “Nationalist-

Globalist policy divide” in the UK. J. Scotto et al. (2018), for instance, argue that “nationalist

viewpoints, when juxtaposed against Globalist outlooks, are salient [. . . ], encompass left-right

economic concerns and may portend a new era in British political culture” (38). Thus, the

anti-elite components of our populist arguments are – again – designed to increase the external

validity of our �ndings. However, we acknowledge that our focus on external validity for the

UK context may negatively affect another form of external validity, namely the generalisability

of our �ndings to other country cases, where the manifestations of populist rhetoric may differ

(e.g. in Southern Europe or Latin America).

We incorporate the populist elements in the �rst and third parts of the candidate's state-

ment. The second part is kept constant across rhetorical types, providing a clear statement as

to whether the candidate is making the case for or against something (i.e. the direction of the

argument). Our stimulus material for the NHS surcharge issue is presented in Table 3.3; the
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material for all issues is in Appendix 7.4.

Pro Contra

Populist

Our beloved NHS does not bene�t from
immigration. Hard-working British people
built the NHS, and immigrants get to use
it immediately when they come here.

Therefore, immigrants should have
to pay a surcharge to use the NHS.

Heartless, lazy bureaucrats and
out-of- touch politicians must start
listening to ordinary people. Take our
taxpayers' concerns seriously!

Our beloved NHS bene�ts from immigration.
Immigrants contribute to it immediately when
they come here through their taxes, just like
hard-working British people.

Therefore, immigrants should not have to pay
a surcharge to use the NHS.

Heartless, lazy bureaucrats and out-of-touch
politicians must stop
playing politics on the back of ordinary
people's lives!

Non-
Populist

Overall, the NHS does not bene�t from
immigration. Immigrants impose an
additional burden on the NHS from the
moment they arrive in this country.

Therefore, immigrants should have
to pay a surcharge to use the NHS.

The government should design an
immigration regime that avoids harm
for taxpayers and the NHS to secure
the future of the health sector.

Overall, the NHS bene�ts from immigration.
Immigrants contribute to
the NHS through their taxes from the moment
they start working in this country.

Therefore, immigrants should not have to pay
a surcharge to use the NHS.

The government should design an immigration
regime that avoids harm for immigrants and the
NHS to secure the future of the health sector.

Table 3.3: Example Arguments presented to Respondents on the NHS surcharge

3.4.3 Post-Treatment

After the treatment, respondents are again asked for their opinion on the respective issue and

prompted to evaluate the candidate in the light of the argument made. These questions use the

same wording and scales as the pre-treatment questions. We randomise whether respondents are

�rst asked about their opinion on the issue or their opinion on the candidate. While asked these

questions, respondents could still see the candidate pro�les and the arguments. A screenshot

for one candidate and one of the outcome questions is displayed in Figure 3.1.

71



Figure 3.1: Screenshot of the Main Survey Page

3.4.4 Estimation Strategy

We elicit voters' candidate evaluations and their position on the issue before and after the state-

ment to assess the effect of the populist argument (pre/post design). We thus have two outcome

variables: First, we are interested in the persuasion effects of populist arguments, i.e. the within-

individual change in issue preferences from pre- to post-treatment. Second, we are interested

in the candidate re-evaluation effects of populist arguments, i.e. the within-individual change

in candidate evaluations from pre- to post-treatment. For both outcomes we are interested in

the relative effect of populist statements in comparison to non-populist statements, holding con-

stant the substantive issue the argument deals with and which side of that issue the argument

presented was on. The statement as main treatment thereby randomly varies in whether it con-

tains populist rhetoric and in the candidate's position on the issue.

Our estimation strategy follows the recommendation by Gerber and Green (2012) to model
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the post-treatment outcome with the pre-treatment outcome being a control variable in a simple

regression analysis. This approach produces more precise estimates than a simple “difference

in means” estimator that neglects information about the pre-treatment outcome as well as the

“difference in differences” estimator that uses the difference between post-treatment and pre-

treatment outcome as dependent variable. Repeated measures designs like ours are rarely used

in survey experiments, as some scholars worry about their propensity to create demand effects

or consistency pressures. However, Clifford et al. (2021) �nd very little evidence that these fears

are valid, concluding that “conventional wisdom has been too conservative” (1061) in regard

to survey experiments using repeated measures. By including the pre-treatment outcome as a

right-hand-side variable, we enable the regression models to �exibly determine their importance

for predicting the outcomes (i.e., we do not constrain their regression parameter to 1 as the “dif-

ference in differences” estimator would). This is particularly important given that our outcome

variables are measured on limited scales, where some regression to the mean is inevitable as

pre-treatment outcomes at the scale extremes cannot become more extreme post-treatment. We

refer to this strategy as analysing average “changes” and “shifts”. What we mean by this are

changes, net of the general pattern of regression to the mean, that we observe by conditioning

on the pre-treatment measures of the same variable. Since we include arguments for nine dif-

ferent issues in this experiment, the observations in our data are clustered. We present jackknife

standard errors by policy issues to account for potential issue-level heterogeneity.

3.5 Results

3.5.1 Persuasion Effects

First, we inspect whether our survey prompts provoked the responses we predicted in the ab-

sence of populist rhetoric, which serves as a manipulation check. From pre- to post-treatment,

respondents' issue preferences on average changed 0.49 units on a �ve-point scale (ranging

from -2 to 2) in either direction. The standard deviation of the change is 0.84. Participants did

not simply repeat their pre-treatment responses. As the left panel in Figure 3.2 shows, we �nd

that higher pre-treatment candidate support predicts greater persuasive power of an argument

(holding the argument direction �xed) (see Table 7.1 in the Appendix). However, we �nd little

evidence that arguments on issues that we expected respondents to have strong priors on are

less persuasive than arguments on issues that we expected respondents to have weak priors on

holding the argument direction constant (right panel Figure 3.2, see Table 7.2 in the Appendix).
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Figure 3.2: The average Effects of Candidate Support and Attitude Strength across Treatment
and Control. The argument direction is �xed at 1. Predictions of post-treatment issue prefer-
ence based on models 7.1 and 7.2 in the Appendix; 95% con�dence intervals as shaded areas,
constructed from standard errors Jackknifed by policy issue

Next, we consider the persuasion effects of populist rhetoric (i.e. their ability to change

respondents' issue preferences). We do not �nd a statistically signi�cant difference between

populist and non-populist arguments. Averaging across all issues and all candidates, we observe

that populist arguments are equally successful in changing respondents' issue preferences. In

Table 3.4 below, theArgument Directioncoef�cient captures the baseline persuasion effect for

non-populist arguments and the interaction effect ofTreatment*Directionreveals the additional

effect of an argument being populist rather than non-populist. This interaction coef�cient is

close to zero and statistically insigni�cant: populist and non-populist arguments have similar

persuasive effects on issue positions.

(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Treatment * Direction 0.001
(0.029)

Argument Direction 0.091�

(0.039)
Issue Preferences t0 0.669���

(0.016)
Intercept 0.007

(0.043)
N 8890
R2 0.463
adj. R2 0.462
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 3.4: The Persuasion Effect of Populist Arguments
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Next, we assess whether the populist argument effect varies conditional on pre-treatment

candidate support. We want to assess whether candidates who are supported by respondents

pre-treatment are more successful in changing their issue preferences when employing populist

arguments than equally liked candidates who make non-populist arguments. Indeed, we do �nd

evidence for heterogeneity conditional on pre-treatment candidate support (see left panel of Fig-

ure 3.3). Populist arguments made by candidates who receive strong pre-treatment support are

more persuasive than non-populist arguments made by equally supported candidates and pop-

ulist arguments made by candidates who receive little pre-treatment support are less persuasive

than non-populist arguments (ceteris paribus). By using populist rhetoric, candidates appear to

particularly persuade voters that already support them, whereas they are less persuasive with

voters that do not already support them, compared to using non-populist rhetoric (see Table 7.3

in the Appendix).

Hence, populist arguments are “polarising” as they have more varied effects depending on

how voters perceive the politician who makes the populist argument. This suggests that the

power of populist arguments lies in mobilising and appealing to their own supporters rather

than persuading other voters. The importance of this �nding becomes particularly apparent

when comparing it to the heterogeneity in treatment effects based upon populist attitudes among

voters, which we measure through the pre-treatment populist attitudes battery (see right panel

of Figure 3.3). To do so, we interact an equal-weights index of our measure with the treatment.

We do not observe any heterogeneity conditional on the presence of populist attitudes in voters

(see Appendix section 7.1.4). Even among voters who tend to share populist views, populist

arguments are not more persuasive, when marginalising over different levels of pre-treatment

candidate support. This suggests that the persuasive power of populist arguments is primar-

ily a function of voters' approval of the politician making the argument, rather than varying

propensity to respond to populist rhetoric across the population.

Finally, we inspect whether the persuasion effects of populist arguments are moderated by

the familiarity and salience of the issue the argument deals with. Holding all else constant,

we do not �nd evidence that the persuasion effects of populist arguments vary conditional on

the strength of prior attitudes (strong, medium or weak as operationalised in our Pre-Analysis

Plan) that respondents have on the respective issue (see Table 7.5 in the Appendix). The treat-

ment effects appear constant across all issues included in this experiment (see Table 7.6 in the

Appendix).
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Figure 3.3: The Effects of pre-treatment Candidate Support and Populist Attitudes. The argu-
ment direction is �xed at 1. Predictions of post-treatment issue preference based on models 7.3
and 7.7 in the Appendix; 95% con�dence intervals as shaded areas, constructed from standard
errors Jackknifed by policy issue

In summary, we do �nd evidence for a link between candidate support and the persuasive

power of populist arguments. Candidates who are supported pre-treatment are more successful

in changing respondents' issue preferences when making an argument in a populist way while

unliked candidates are particularly unsuccessful in changing respondents' preferences when

talking in populist terms. The persuasive power of populist arguments therefore seems to be

a function of candidate support. While we do not �nd much evidence that would suggest that

candidates can persuade large parts of the electorate by engaging in populist rhetoric, they might

be able to build support for their issue positions by persuading those who already view them

favourably.

3.5.2 Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects

The second, direct route for populist arguments to in�uence candidates' electoral performance

is by changing a candidate's appeal. Whereas populist arguments might not be particularly

successful in changing voters' preferences about issues, they might affect how voters' view the

politician making a populist argument. We conceptualise this route as candidate re-evaluation

effects. Averaging across treatment and control conditions, we observe stronger candidate re-

evaluation effects than persuasion effects in this experiment. On average, respondents change

their opinion on a candidate by 0.75 units on a 5-point scale in either direction. Given a pre-

treatment standard deviation of 0.89 this average movement between pre-treatment and post-

treatment is large. One likely reason that the candidate re-evaluation effect is greater than the
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persuasion effect is that the arguments in our experiment deal with a real political issue while

the candidates are hypothetical. Respondents should be more willing to change their evaluation

of a hypothetical candidate than their preference on a real issue.

We �nd that candidates who make an argument that is aligned with respondents' preferences

get re-evaluated positively while candidates who make arguments that are not aligned with re-

spondents' preferences get penalized (left panel Figure 3.4, Appendix Table 7.9). This serves

as a manipulation check and shows that respondents correctly link candidates with issue state-

ments and update their candidate preferences in a sensible manner. As with persuasion effects,

we do not �nd evidence that arguments on issues that respondents have strong priors for make

respondents change their candidate evaluations more than arguments on issues that respondents

have medium or weak priors for (right panel Figure 3.4, Appendix Table 7.10).

Figure 3.4: The average Effects of Preference Alignment (argument direction * pre-treatment
issue preferences) and Attitude Strength. Predictions of post-treatment candidate evaluations
based on models 7.9 and 7.10 in the Appendix; 95% con�dence intervals as shaded areas,
constructed from standard errors Jackknifed by policy issue

Our main interest is to assess whether populist arguments have systematically different can-

didate re-evaluation effects than non-populist arguments. Averaging across all conditions, we

�nd that candidates who make a populist argument are re-evaluated more negatively than can-

didates who make a non-populist argument. TheTreatmentcoef�cient in Table 3.5 shows that

while this effect is relatively small (-0.06), it is signi�cant. This demonstrates that populist ar-

guments are a risky strategy for candidates and that employing such rhetoric can hurt candidates

on average. While the results from some previous studies have indicated that populist rhetoric

may only have positive effects on subgroups of voters (Bakker et al., 2016, 2021; Bos et al.,

2013), in our design, even the average effect across the entire voting population is signi�cantly
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negative. This resonates with some recent work on the populist supply side that investigates un-

der what conditions politicians engage in populist rhetoric and stresses the considerable risks of

the populist rhetorical strategy (Dai and Kustov, 2022b; Gennaro et al., 2019; Levy et al., 2022).

This literature argues that some parts of the electorate are demobilised by populist rhetoric be-

cause they shy away from candidates who engage in such rhetoric. Our results provide further

evidence for such a mechanism showing that populist arguments can back�re electorally.

(1)
Candidate Evaluation t1

Treatment -0.066�

(0.027)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.489���

(0.020)
Intercept 0.037

(0.042)
N 8890
R2 0.197
adj. R2 0.197
Standard errors jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 3.5: Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects of Populist Arguments

Next, we explore whether this average negative effect of populist rhetoric varies conditional

on the alignment between the position advocated for in the argument and the pre-treatment pref-

erences. One might think that voters are willing to tolerate populist arguments if they propose a

policy that they agree with. Or, vice versa, it seems plausible, that voters are particularly willing

to penalise a candidate who uses populist arguments to advocate for a policy that they do not

agree with. However, we do not �nd evidence for such an interaction. This indicates that pop-

ulist rhetoric is indeed a potentially problematic strategy that even under otherwise favorable

conditions is not particularly useful for improving candidate re-evaluation (see Table 7.10 in the

Appendix).

Next, we assess whether the effect of populist arguments on candidate re-evaluation is mod-

erated by whether respondents typically hold strong or weak attitudes on the issue. We seek

to understand whether issues that we assume voters to have strong priors on (those that are

salient and familiar) are more suitable for populist arguments than issues that we assume voters

to have weak priors on (those that are unfamiliar and technical). However, when using the pre-

registered classi�cation of issues, we do not �nd any evidence for heterogeneity by assumed
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attitude strength (see Table 7.11 in the Appendix) or across the different issues tested (see Table

7.12 in the Appendix).

Finally, we analyse heterogeneity in treatment effects conditional on respondents' populist

attitudes. Given that populist arguments – on average – were shown to have negative candi-

date re-evaluation effects, we seek to understand whether these effects vary between different

segments of the electorate. We �nd that the effect of populist arguments on respondents' can-

didate re-evaluation is indeed moderated by the extent to which the respective respondent holds

populist beliefs (see Table 7.13 in the Appendix). Candidates who make populist arguments

get penalided the most by respondents with less populist attitudes whereas respondents with

pronounced populist attitudes do not penalise candidates for making populist arguments (see

Figure 3.5). In fact, the conditional effects for candidate re-evaluation among those with very

strong populist attitudes (approx. 18% of the sample) are estimated as slightly positive under

the linear model we use. These results should be interpreted with caution: they show that vot-

ers with less populist attitudes clearly and substantially penalise candidates who make populist

arguments, but there is some uncertainty whether those with strong populist attitudes slightly

reward or are neutral with respect to populist versus non-populist arguments.

Figure 3.5: Heterogenous Re-Evaluation Effects for Candidates making Populist Arguments
conditional on Populist Attitudes of Respondents. Predictions of post-treatment candidate eval-
uations based on model 7.13 in the Appendix. 95% con�dence intervals as shaded areas, con-
structed from standard errors Jackknifed by policy issue
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3.6 Discussion

The core �ndings from this survey experiment are that the persuasion and candidate re-evaluation

effects of populist arguments are limited and conditional. On average, across the various con-

ditions tested, populist arguments have neither stronger persuasion nor stronger candidate re-

evaluation effects than non-populist arguments. The persuasion effects of populist arguments

vary substantially by candidate support. Candidates with high pre-treatment support are the

most successful in changing respondents' preferences by talking populist, candidates with little

support are the least successful. We conclude that populist arguments are somewhat “polaris-

ing” along the lines of candidate support. They have different effects depending on how voters

perceive the politician who makes the populist argument. We interpret this as evidence that the

power of populist arguments is to mobilise and appeal to supporters rather than to persuade new

voters.

At the same time, the results with respect to candidate re-evaluation indicate that candi-

dates who make populist arguments get penalised by most respondents. We observe important

variation in these effects conditional upon the extent to which the respective respondent holds

populist attitudes: Candidates making a populist argument are primarily penalised by respon-

dents who hold less populist attitudes while those with strong populist attitudes do not penalise

them and might even reward them. So, even if politicians should fear being penalised by most

voters for using populist arguments, they might be able to appeal to a certain subset of the elec-

torate by engaging in populist rhetoric. This demonstrates that populist arguments are certainly

not a one-size-�ts-all solution for candidates to improve their electoral fortunes, they are rather

useful for appealing to particular subsets of the electorate at the risk of alienating the majority.

These results make three important contributions to the understanding of the role of populist

arguments in populist candidates' success. First, previous scholarly work has found populist

arguments, amongst other factors, to matter for blame attribution, group identities, and societal

outgroups. While these factors undoubtedly have downstream effects on the electoral success

of populist candidates, we contribute by showing a more direct link between populist arguments

and the electoral performance of political candidates. Second, by showing that populist attitudes

moderate the appeal of populist arguments, we also contribute to the literature that is concerned

with the measurement of populist attitudes in voters (Akkerman et al., 2014; Silva et al., 2018;

Castanho Silva et al., 2020). The results of this experiment demonstrate that populist attitudes
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of citizens matter for candidate evaluation — but not issue persuasion — and that measuring

these attitudes is thus an important endeavor. To the best of our knowledge, we are the �rst ones

to show that populist attitudes matter for voters' perceptions of candidates who make populist

arguments and thus add to a literature that so far was primarily concerned with how certain

character traits, such as low agreeableness, moderate the effects of populist messages. Third, our

results matter for observational research on the presence of populist rhetoric in elite discourse

too. Recent work has argued that politicians engage in populist rhetoric selectively (Dai and

Kustov, 2022b) due to the (assumed) serious risks associated with such rhetoric (Gennaro et al.,

2019; Levy et al., 2022). We show that such risks exist and that politicians ought to be careful

when and how they engage in populist arguments. We show that for most voters, populist

arguments are either equally or less persuasive and appealing than non-populist arguments. This

may also demonstrate why populist rhetoric in most countries is particularly present among the

discourse of smaller radical parties and less common among the discourse of mainstream parties

which appeal to wide electorates.

Although our experimental design allows us to isolate the effects of populist arguments and

to identify some mechanisms of populist arguments, our design choices naturally involve lim-

itations. We randomise, for example, the attributes of the candidates who make populist ar-

guments. However, populist candidates in reality are more likely to have some attributes than

others. Similarly for issues and positions: we present populist arguments on various issues al-

though in practice populist arguments will be more common for some of these than for others.

We also do not manipulate how radical the positions promoted in the arguments are. To us, the

bene�ts of isolating the effects of populist rhetoric or “thin populism” from these factors that

they are enmeshed with in real life outweigh the potential disadvantages for the purposes of this

study. While political scientists could assess the combined effects of populist arguments and

radical positions on certain issues observationally, it is impossible to separate these different

elements without an experiment. We therefore see the isolation of populist rhetoric from its

potential confounders as a strength of this research design rather than as a shortcoming.

Several directions for future research are suggested by our results, or by considering alter-

native design choices that we did not adopt. First, given that the persuasion effects of populist

arguments vary conditional on pre-treatment candidate support, it is worth asking if there are

speci�c attributes that enable candidates to persuade with populist arguments. In addition to

those tested here, future research should investigate whether there is something like a populist
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archetype due to party membership, the pro�le of a politician as an “outsider”, or the adop-

tion of radical policy positions. Second, the heterogeneity in treatment effects for candidate

re-evaluation based on populist attitudes raises the question of what causes such populist atti-

tudes. Tracing populist attitudes back towards their possible political, economic, cultural, or

psychological roots will help understand where the demand for populism in democratic party

competition comes from. Third, this experiment has tested the effects of “thin populism”. While

this is the core de�ning feature of populist arguments, it is certainly not the only element that

makes populist rhetoric stand out. Previous research has described populist rhetoric for instance

as particularly emotional and aggressive (Widmann, 2021), simple (McDonnell and Ondelli,

2022) and backwards oriented (Elçi, 2022). It is thus important to assess how these elements

interact with “thin populism” in the rhetoric of populist politicians.

82



Through “Thick” but not through “Thin” – The Irrelevance of

Populist Rhetoric when Accommodating the Radical Right

Abstract

Populist radical right parties win over mainstream party voters by combining radical policy

positions with populist rhetoric. This sparked a debate whether mainstream parties should

accommodate their challengers by adopting similar positions. How mainstream parties

can respond to the rhetorical dimension of these challenges is hitherto unknown though.

Do mainstream parties bene�t from using populist rhetoric themselves? I conduct a pre-

registered vignette survey experiment in Germany (n� 4,000) to understand how voters

react when mainstream parties engage in populist rhetoric and adopt radical positions. The

results show that voters evaluate mainstream parties conditional on the alignment between

the party's position and their own policy preferences. Whether mainstream parties engage

in populist rhetoric does not affect voters' evaluation of a mainstream party. These results

demonstrate the relevance of classic, spatial party behaviour for the competition between

mainstream and populist radical right parties.

4.1 Introduction

Populist radical right (PRR) parties across Europe are increasingly successful. Since the 1960s,

they have more than doubled their average vote-share in national and European parliamentary

elections and tripled their total seats in European legislatures (Inglehart and Norris, 2017). PRR

parties promote radical policy programmes; especially, anti-immigration, eurosceptic, and anti-

globalisation positions (Mudde, 2007). They combine these “thick” elements of populism with

a “thin ideology” that depicts politics as an endless struggle between corrupt and evil political

“elites” and “the people” (Mudde, 2004). This thin populist ideology commonly manifests in

parties' and politicians' rhetoric. The success of PRR parties has sparked a rich academic (e.g.

Krause et al., 2022; Abou-Chadi, 2016; Abou-Chadi and Krause, 2020; Bale et al., 2010; Han,

2015; Schumacher and Van Kersbergen, 2016) and public debate (Economist, 2019; Piser, 2019;

The Pre-Analysis Plan for this experiment can be accessed via: https://osf.io/pru6y and in Appendix section
8.4. In line with UCL's Research Ethics Framework, this project was exempt from ethical review.
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Reitz, 2020; Merkel and Schroeder, 2017) as to what the extent mainstream parties (should)

respond to the success of PRR challengers by adopting anti-immigration, eurosceptic, and anti-

globalisation positions themselves.

Existing scholarly work is predominantly concerned with the effects of these issue-based

strategies in response to PRR success. It neglects the role of discursive, non-issue-based strate-

gies – such as populist rhetoric – in party competition between mainstream and PRR parties.

Ignoring this is problematic because populist rhetoric can be a powerful communicative strat-

egy affecting a series of relevant outcomes like blame-attribution and out-group perceptions

(e.g. Busby et al., 2019; Bos et al., 2013, 2020; Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017; Hameleers

et al., 2018; Sheets et al., 2016). It is also problematic because there is robust qualitative evi-

dence that mainstream parties actually engage in such populist rhetorical strategies when facing

successful PRR challengers. Well-known examples include, for instance, the British Conserva-

tive Party (e.g. Baldini et al., 2020; Bale, 2018, 2023), the Austrian People's Party under the

leadership of former chancellor Sebastian Kurz (e.g. Wodak, 2018), and Germany's Christian

Democratic parties in the post-Merkel period (e.g. Rzepka, 2022; Fiedler and Monath, 2023).

In this paper, I argue that mainstream and PRR parties compete with each other in two di-

mensions: First, there is classic Downsian, issue-based competition over which party's position

comes closest to voters' ideal points (Downs, 1957). In this dimension, mainstream parties can

react to PRR success throughpositional accommodation. That is, by emphasising their chal-

lengers' issues and adopting more radical positions themselves (Meguid, 2005, 2008). Second,

there is discursive, non-issue-based competition (Van Spanje and De Graaf, 2018), in which

mainstream parties can engage inrhetorical accommodation. Rhetorical accommodation de-

scribes a phenomenon in which mainstream parties adopt a rhetoric that is similar to the one

of their PRR challengers. The core goal of this article is to test the effects of these two strate-

gies independently and in combination. In other words, I ask:Do mainstream parties bene�t

from talking populist themselves?Differentiating between these two types of accommodation

strategies is an important theoretical contribution because it sheds light on a previously unex-

plored dimension of party competition which matters for a series of important outcomes like

the quality of democratic discourse, representation, and pluralism (Müller, 2016, 2017).

Disentangling the effects of positional and rhetorical accommodation with observational data

is dif�cult because parties enmesh positions and rhetoric with different issues, ideologies, and

policy platforms (Hunger and Paxton, 2022; Neuner and Wratil, 2020). Hence, I conduct a
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survey experiment on a representative sample of the German voting population (n� 4,000) to

identify the causal effects of rhetorical and positional accommodation on voters' party pref-

erences. I use a 2 x 2 factorial vignette experiment presenting respondents with a scenario

in which real German mainstream parties respond to the challenge of the PRRAlternative f̈ur

Deutschland(AfD). The vignettes describe �ctitious debates in which the AfD challenges a

mainstream party using populist rhetoric in the German Bundestag. The scenario is manip-

ulated in the extent to which the mainstream party accommodates the AfD positionally and

rhetorically. In addition, the issue debated (immigration, war in Ukraine, or in�ation) and the

mainstream party (Germany's centre-right Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU) or the centre-left

Social Democrats (SPD)) vary randomly. The outcome of interest is the propensity to vote for

the respective mainstream party.

This experimental design contains three novel features aimed at increasing the external valid-

ity of its results. First, it is the �rst survey experiment that tests the effects of populist messages

of political parties in connection with real party labels. Second, it is also the �rst experiment that

explicitly describes a mainstream party's “response” to a PRR challenge. And, third, it includes

vignettes that describe three different issues and include different formulations of populist and

non-populist rhetoric to ensure that potential effects are actual results of using populist rhetoric

and not of talking about a speci�c issue or using a certain formulation (Fong and Grimmer,

2021; Blumenau and Lauderdale, 2022).

The results demonstrate that mainstream parties' ability to accommodate populist chal-

lengers by engaging in populist rhetoric is extremely limited. Voters penalise or reward a

mainstream party for policy positions conditional on their own issue preferences but do not

react to different types of rhetoric. While PRR voters and voters with pronounced populist

attitudes credit mainstream parties for accommodating the AfD positionally, these effects are

outweighed by mainstream party voters and voters with less populist attitudes who penalise the

mainstream party for positional accommodation. However, none of these groups are particu-

larly susceptible to populist rhetorical accommodation. This is despite the fact that respondents

clearly identify the rhetoric as populist, as demonstrated by the included manipulation checks.

There is no evidence that would suggest heterogeneity in these effects for different issues or the

two different mainstream parties.
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4.2 Populist Radical Right Strategies in Party Competition

Competition between mainstream parties and PRR parties takes place in two dimensions: Issue-

based and non-issue-based competition (Van Spanje and De Graaf, 2018). The �rst dimension

consists of classical, Downsian party competition (Downs, 1957) (competition on which par-

ties' positions are closest to voters' ideal points), and issue-competition (“competition about

which issues should dominate the party political agenda” (Carmines et al. (1993) in Green-

Pedersen (2007), 607)). The second dimension describes parties engaging in non-issue-based

strategies. Non-issue-based party competition encompasses various party strategies including,

for instance, de-legitimisation and ostracism (Van Spanje and Van Der Brug, 2007; Van Spanje

and Van der Brug, 2009; Van Spanje and De Graaf, 2018), group cues (Nicholson, 2012; Druck-

man et al., 2013), and valence competition (Green, 2007; Green and Jennings, 2012, 2017). One

domain of such non-issue-based strategies are discursive elements of party competition like pop-

ulist rhetoric (e.g. Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016a; Dai and Kustov, 2022b), anti-establishment

rhetoric (e.g. De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b; Barr, 2009, Thesis Paper 1), or moralising rhetoric

(Bos and Minihold, 2022; Simonsen and Bonikowski, 2022) that parties use to gain an elec-

toral advantage. Previous research has argued PRR parties to leverage a novel combination of

issue-based and discursive political strategies when engaging in party competition. PRR parties

mobilise new, “cultural” issues (especially, immigration and globalisation) through the adop-

tion of extreme policy positions, and use distinctive populist and anti-establishment rhetoric to

undermine mainstream parties' legitimacy and competence (Mudde, 2007; Mudde and Kalt-

wasser, 2013; De Vries and Hobolt, 2020a,b).

There is a rich literature that has shown that PRR parties in Europe bene�t from a variety

of macro-economic (e.g. Kriesi et al., 2006; Walter, 2021) and cultural developments (e.g. In-

glehart and Norris, 2017; Norris and Inglehart, 2019) induced by globalisation, the �nancial

crisis and the increasing salience of immigration. More recently, scholars began to assess how

challenger parties' (many ofthem being populist) exploit these developments through a combi-

nation of policy and rhetorical strategies (e.g. De Vries and Hobolt, 2020b,a, Thesis Paper 1).

De Vries and Hobolt argue that challenger parties do so by introducing new issues into party

competition and adopting policy positions that are substantially more radical than those of their

mainstream competitors (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020a; Hobolt and de Vries, 2015). Populism

scholars refer to these radical positions (which are often linked to ideologies like nativism and

nationalism (Mudde, 2007)) as “thick populism” (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2013; Neuner and
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Wratil, 2020). The issues that PRR parties adopt these positions for are wedge issues (e.g.

Van de Wardt et al., 2014; Hillygus and Shields, 2009) which “cannot easily be subsumed by

the dominant dimension of contestation [and have] the potential to bring about rifts in party plat-

forms that can destabilize a governing party or a government coalition” (Van de Wardt et al.,

2014, 987). Mainstream parties, traditionally supported by broad voting coalitions, are torn

between promoting more anti-immigration and pro-immigration measures, between support-

ing and opposing further European Integration, and between consolidating national budgets or

increasing public spending (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020a). Mobilising these issues therefore

allows populist challengers to split mainstream party electorates and attract voters from various

competitors.

In addition to these differences regardingwhatparties compete over, PRR parties also stand

out in terms ofhowthey communicate. PRR parties use arguments that are characterised by ap-

peals to “the people”, strongly worded criticism of “the elites” and depict politics as an endless

struggle between “the people” and “the elites” (Mudde, 2004). These arguments are a conse-

quence of PRR parties' thin populist ideology (Stanley, 2008) that manifests in their political

rhetoric.

Journalists and pundits frequently link populist parties' success to their distinctive political

rhetoric (e.g. Healy and Lenz, 2014; Fisher, 2017). Previous academic work has found populist

rhetoric to matter for a variety of relevant outcomes that undoubtedly have downstream effects

for electoral performance. There is rich experimental work by Hameleers, Bos and colleagues

(Hameleers and Schmuck, 2017; Sheets et al., 2016; Hameleers et al., 2018; Bos et al., 2020,

2013) showing that populist messages do have different effects to non-populist messages. This

literature tests the effects of populist media cues (on- and of�ine) on a variety of outcomes �nd-

ing that populist arguments change how voters' attribute blame to international organisations,

governments, and out-groups. Bos et al. (2020) argue that populist rhetoric is a type of group

cue that matters for “populist identity framing”, a strategy they �nd to be particularly successful

among the poor. There is also some experimental evidence that using populist language might

improve a party leader's perceived legitimacy (Bos et al., 2013). Busby et al. (2019) conduct an

experiment in the US context arguing that framing policy problems in a populist manner can in-

crease support for certain presidential candidates. And, �nally, research in political psychology

shows that the effects of populist claims are particularly strong among respondents with cer-

tain character traits like low agreeableness and political cynicism (Bakker et al., 2016, 2021).
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Notwithstanding the signi�cant contributions that these authors have made, the academic evi-

dence for a direct causal link between populist rhetoric and electoral success is still missing (Dai

and Kustov, 2022a, Thesis Paper 2). Moreover, most previous research has neither tested pop-

ulist statements as elements of political rhetoric, nor has it assessed its effects in combination

with real party labels or as statements advanced by mainstream parties.

4.3 Mainstream Party Responses to Populist Success

The success of PRR parties has sparked a debate how mainstream parties should react to their

competitors. Politicians and pundits alike frequently argue that mainstream parties – both,

centre-left and centre-right – should adopt more radical policy positions and emphasise the is-

sues of their challengers (e.g. Economist, 2019; Piser, 2019; Reitz, 2020; Merkel and Schroeder,

2017). These arguments follow a traditional Downsian logic of spatial party competition: If

mainstream parties moved to the right, there would be “no space” for PRR parties and voters

with radical policy preferences would return to mainstream parties.

While this appears compelling at �rst sight, the actual evidence for this logic is (at best)

mixed. In her seminal work, Meguid (2005) differentiates between three different strategies

that mainstream parties can choose from when responding to a challenger party. First, a dismis-

sive strategy in which parties do not act and basically ignore the challenger; second, an accom-

modation strategy in which mainstream parties “move towards” the challenger; and third, an

adversarial strategy in which mainstream parties “move away” from the challenger. The lion's

share of scholarly work is concerned with the effects of accommodation strategies, which is also

empirically the most common response strategy. This literature asks to what extent mainstream

parties adopt the positions of radical right challengers (e.g. Abou-Chadi, 2016; Abou-Chadi and

Krause, 2020; Bale et al., 2010; Han, 2015; Schumacher and Van Kersbergen, 2016) and how

voters respond to such changes in policy positions (Chou et al., 2021; Hjorth and Larsen, 2022;

Dahlstr̈om and Sundell, 2012; Krause et al., 2022).

Although it appears to be widely accepted that mainstream parties do react to PRR success

with accommodation, the ef�cacy of such accommodation strategies is disputed. Speaking in

terms of the aforementioned spatial logic, the core challenge for mainstream parties is to bal-

ance a trade-off between keeping those voters who prefer moderate policy positions – i.e. those

in the “center” – while appealing to those who prefer more radical positions. This problem

becomes particularly apparent in Chou and colleagues' work (2021). The authors conduct a
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series of conjoint experiments in Germany showing that the German Christian Democrats could

– in theory – win back radical right voters if they adopted extreme anti-immigration positions.

However, this positive effect would be outweighed signi�cantly by the negative effects of losing

voters who prefer more moderate positions. Analysing vote-switiching data from 13 countries

and 70 elections, Krause et al. (2022) conclude that “positional accommodation is fruitless in

the best case, and can be detrimental in the worst case” (2). In line with Dahlström and Sundell

(2012), these authors also express concerns that positional accommodation is not only elec-

torally disadvantageous but also risks legitimising radical positions – a process with potentially

worrying long-term consequences for party competition and democracy. While the overall take

of the literature on accommodation strategies is therefore fairly skeptical, it is important to ac-

knowledge that under some conditions – for instance in a Block party system like Denmark

(Hjorth and Larsen, 2022) or in combination with ostracism (Van Spanje and De Graaf, 2018)

– accommodation strategiesmightreduce the electoral support of PRR parties.

4.4 The Case for Populist Rhetorical Accommodation

Notwithstanding the contributions of this literature, existing work on accommodation attempts

neglects the role of discursive and other non-issue-based strategies1 – despite these being un-

doubtedly of enormous relevance for party competition (De Vries and Hobolt, 2020a) and the

quality of democracy (M̈uller, 2016, 2017). This is particularly problematic given the qualita-

tive evidence that mainstream parties increasingly mimic the rhetoric of their PRR challengers.

Well-known examples for this trend are the British Conservative Party, which has a track-record

of engaging in a populist style of politics in response to the electoral threat of parties like UKIP,

the Brexit Party and Reform UK (e.g. Baldini et al., 2020; Bale, 2018). As Bale (2023) points

out, populism has become an essential feature of the rhetoric of many senior Tories and can

even be found in the discourse of conservative Prime Ministers like Boris Johnson or Lizz

Truss. Another example is the Austrian People's Party which (especially, under the leadership

of former Chancellor Sebastian Kurz) regularly employed populist arguments and even entered

into a coalition with the PRR Freedom Party (Wodak, 2018). More recently, journalists and

pundits have pointed out a similar tendency in the rhetoric of Germany's Christian Democratic

party in the post-Merkel period (e.g. Rzepka, 2022; Fiedler and Monath, 2023).

Recent scholarly work has underpinned these qualitative �ndings with analyses of populist

1For an important exception see the literature on Ostracism (Van Spanje and Van Der Brug, 2007; Van Spanje
and Van der Brug, 2009; Van Spanje and Weber, 2019).
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rhetoric in elite discourse (e.g. Gennaro et al., 2019; Levy et al., 2022; Dai and Kustov, 2022b).

These authors argue that politicians strategically decide to engage in populist rhetoric based

upon cost-bene�t analyses weighing up the assumed risks and rewards of engaging in such an

argumentative style. Gennaro et al. (2019) argue that populist appeals can “(de)mobilise” parts

of the electorate by “trading off the support of voters who value competently chosen policies for

a stronger appeal to those who value distance from the elite” (1). Levy et al. (2022) argue in a

similar vein by making the case that voters who value thought-through and rigorous arguments

will probably be less attracted by populist statements. Against this backdrop, Dai and Kustov

(2022b) refer to populist rhetoric as a “campaign gamble” which involves serious risks that

politicians are only willing to take when they perceive that they are losing ground electorally

and to maintain some chance of succeeding. De Bruycker and Rooduijn (2021), Breyer (2022)

and the �rst chapter of this thesis show that factors such as issue-salience, polarisation, the

electoral cycle and election results matter for politicians when deciding whether to engage in

populist rhetoric. Against this backdrop, I argue (1) that parties engage in cost-bene�t analyses

when deciding whether to engage in populist rhetoric; (2) that they will face trade-offs com-

parable to those described for positional accommodation when making this decision; and (3)

that the success of PRR challengers has changed these cost-bene�t considerations increasing

the probability that mainstream parties engage in populist rhetoric.

This argument calls for an analysis of mainstream parties' responses to PRR success on

two levels: �rst, the issue-based dimension including classic Downsian party competition, in

which mainstream parties can engage in apositional accommodationstrategy by putting an

increased emphasis on the issues that their challengers campaign upon and by adopting positions

that are more similar to those of the challengers; second, the non-issue-based dimension of

discursive party competition, which offers the possibility of a strategy that I refer to asrhetorical

accommodation. In rhetorical accommodation, mainstream parties mimic the populist rhetoric

of their challengers. Given that these two strategies are not mutually exclusive, mainstream

parties can also engage in a combination of positional and rhetorical accommodation that I

refer to asfull accommodation. Finally, there is also the absence of these two strategies, i.e. the

mainstream party neither changes its position nor does it adopt populist rhetoric, which in this

study I refer to asno accommodation. This logic is visualised in Table 4.1 below. Consequently,

the core goal of this article is to test the effects of these two different accommodation strategies

on voters' support for mainstream parties.
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Based on the introduced literature on the costs and bene�ts of populist arguments, I argue

that such rhetoric is likely to be more appealing to some voters than to others. This is under-

pinned by previous experiments (e.g. Bos et al., 2013; Bakker et al., 2016, 2021) which found

important heterogeneity in the effects that populist messages have on voters. Against this back-

drop, I am interested in the effects of the different accommodation strategies on three relevant

parts of the electorate: Voters who hold populist attitudes, those who prefer radical policy po-

sitions, and PRR voters. Understanding whether the effects of the different accommodation

strategies vary conditional on respondents having populist attitudes is important because this

would hint at a mechanism according to which voters with pronounced populist attitudes are

particularly susceptible to populist arguments. Previous research on this question has produced

mixed results with most studies not �nding any evidence for such a relationship (e.g. Neuner

and Wratil, 2020; Silva et al., 2022) whereas the second paper of this thesis has found evidence

that voters with populist attitudes tend to prefer candidates who make populist arguments.

Another possibility is that the effects of the different accommodation strategies are moder-

ated by the extent to which respondents actually prefer policies that are similar to those ad-

vocated for by the radical right. Especially for positional accommodation, the distribution of

policy preferences in the voting population should be predictive of its ef�cacy. If most voters

preferred a more radical position, this should make the positional accommodation strategy par-

ticularly successful. Vice versa, if most voters preferred the status quo (or potentially even a

more moderate position) this should affect the ef�cacy of positional accommodation negatively.

It is also possible that the effects of rhetorical accommodation could be moderated by respon-

dents preferences for a radical position, and the effects of positional accommodation also by

respondents' populist attitudes. I argue that this is a reasonable assumption for two reasons:

First, it might be that parties can signal a more radical position by engaging in populist rhetoric.

Second, it might also be that populist attitudes in respondents correlate with preferences for

more radical policies.

Finally, I am interested in testing the electoral viability of these different accommodation

strategies. Therefore, I am interested in investigating whether the effects of the different strate-

gies vary between voters of mainstream parties and those of PRR parties – a question of enor-

mous political relevance.
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Position

Moderate Radical

R
he

to
ric Non-Populist No Accommodation Positional Accommodation

Populist Rhetorical Accommodation Full Accommodation

Table 4.1: Overview of possible Accommodation Strategies

4.5 Research Design

Disentangling the effects of different party strategies with observational data is dif�cult. This

is because positional or rhetorical accommodation are enmeshed with a variety of issues, politi-

cians or parties in the real world (Hunger and Paxton, 2022; Neuner and Wratil, 2020). More-

over, voters' perceptions of these strategies will be strongly affected by individual information-

seeking efforts and are thus subject to various biases (Leeper and Slothuus, 2014; Druckman

et al., 2012). To isolate the causal effects of a change in the rhetoric or a policy position, I

thus conduct a 2 x 2 factorial, single-pro�le, between-subjects, vignette survey experiment on

a politically representative sample of the German adult population (n = 4042). The survey was

administered as part of the political omnibus of the survey companyYouGovin November 2022.

Testing the effects of these different accommodation strategies in the German context pro-

vides several advantages. Both mainstream parties, the social-democrats (SPD) and the Chris-

tian / Social Democratic Union (CDU/CSU), have been challenged by a new competitor, the

AfD, over the last years (Arzheimer, 2015; Arzheimer and Berning, 2019). As a result, both

parties have experienced serious intra-party disagreements about how to respond to this emerg-

ing radical right challenger, with some factions arguing for an accommodative approach and

others for an adversarial approach (Dilling, 2018). This makes Germany a typical case of com-

petition between populist challengers and mainstream parties. While neither populist rhetoric

nor positions similar to those of the AfD are extremely common in both parties, they are also not

unheard of. This provides an important advantage making the vignettes realistic, thus increasing

external validity.

To begin, participants are asked a three-question battery to capture their populist attitudes.2

I use a version of Castanho-Silva and colleagues' questions (2018) relying on three of their sug-
2The order of these questions is randomised. For the full questionnaire please consult Appendix 8.2, for a list

of all vignettes please consult Appendix 8.3.
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gested survey items, creating an equal-weights index averaging across respondents' answers.

Then, I ask respondents for their preferences on immigration, in�ation, or military support for

Ukraine. These issues were selected as they were among the most salient in Fall 2022 and stand

at the core of political competition between mainstream parties and the AfD in Germany. This

is important because accommodating the radical right makes sense only for contentious issues

which voters might base their voting decisions on. I acknowledge that, except for the immigra-

tion issue, these are not issues that political scientists have traditionally suspected to stand at the

core of competition between PRR and mainstream parties (Mudde, 2007). One might even ar-

gue that the war in Ukraine and in�ation are traditional left issues. However, I claim that due to

their enormous salience and their character as a “crisis”, which is widely argued to provide ex-

cellent breeding ground for populist parties (Mof�tt, 2015; Schneiker, 2020; Stavrakakis et al.,

2018), they are a useful re�ection of issues that PRR and mainstream parties compete over at

the moment.

For the actual treatment, participants are presented with a vignette which resembles a typical

news item. The vignette describes the content of a �ctitious parliamentary debate dealing with

one of the three aforementioned issues. An introductory paragraph informs participants that

the debate described is �ctitious, there is thus no deception happening. For each issue, the �rst

paragraph is held constant and describes a debate, in which the AfD criticises mainstream par-

ties' actions employing typical populist tropes (“being out of touch with the people's interests

and only doing politics for the establishment”), and promotes its own radical policy position.

These positions were derived from the AfD's manifesto and recent press releases.

The second paragraph is then manipulated in two dimensions: First, I randomise whether

the respective mainstream party is the CDU/CSU or the SPD, and second, I manipulate the

mainstream party strategy which can be either (1) No Accommodation, (2) Positional Accom-

modation, (3) Rhetorical Accommodation, or (4) Full Accommodation. The statement of the

mainstream party is presented as the speech of “a spokesperson” to ensure that respondents per-

ceive the statement as the party's position rather than just the position of an individual politician.

Using real party labels, as well as averaging across different and issues and different formula-

tions of populist and non-populist arguments is of particular importance to ensure that potential

�ndings are actually a result of parties engaging populist rhetoric and not a consequence of

parties talking about a speci�c issue or using a certain formulation in a vignette (Blumenau and

Lauderdale, 2022; Fong and Grimmer, 2021). These features of the experimental design were
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thus included to increase the external validity of the results.

In the “moderate - non-populist” condition, the real position of the two mainstream parties

on the given issues is used. These position are presented in non-populist rhetoric, emphasising

classic pluralist ideals like balancing competing interests and �nding compromises. The “rad-

ical - non-populist” condition uses the same non-populist rhetoric but promotes a position that

is more similar to the demands of the AfD. While these radical proposals are certainly not rep-

resentative of the party's median positions, there are factions and individual members who have

publicly advocated for such policies in the past. The arguments will therefore appear plausible

to participants. The “moderate - populist” condition promotes the original, moderate policy

position but frames the policy using populist rhetoric. Populist rhetoric here contains all three

elements of populism as a thin ideology: an overtly positive appeal to a �ctitious, homoge-

neous group of “the people”, a strongly-worded critique of “the elites”, as well as an extremely

simpli�ed, dualistic worldview of politics as a constant struggle of “the people” versus “the

elites” (Mudde, 2004). The “radical - populist” condition combines a radical policy position

with populist rhetoric. Throughout all populist conditions, I refrain from using the term “Volk”

when talking about “the people” as it includes a certain ethno-nationalist connotation (Meijers

and van der Velden, 2022). Instead, I use the term “Bürger” (citizens). One example for the

moderate, populist condition is presented in Figure 4.1 below.3

3The English translation reads as follows: “The [SPD-CDU/CSU] wants to support refugees who are in danger
because they face discrimination in their home countries. To do so, we want a fair and European mechanism for
distributing newly arriving refugees. We reject a complete stop of immigration. We take the will of the people
seriously and stand up for the interests of the German people. We turn against the naive ideas of naive ideologues,
who only care for their own advantage. Politics is about enacting the will of the people.”
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Figure 4.1: Screenshot of Main Survey Page (Moderate, Populist Condition)

One core challenge for this design is to ensure that respondents engage with the vignettes

cognitively. Respondents thus had to stay on the page with the vignette for at least 30 seconds.

Furthermore, the survey contains two reinforcement questions.4 One of the questions uses

“spatial language” that is commonly used in the media when talking about party positions and

asks respondents whether they think that the mainstream party (as presented in the vignette)

has “moved towards the AfD”. The other question avoids such spatial references and instead

asks respondents explicitly to think about whether the mainstream party's “choice of words

resembles the choice of words of the AfD”. These questions also serve as manipulation checks

to test whether respondents have actually perceived the vignettes in the intended way.

4The order of these two questions was randomised.
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Including these two questions into the survey design is not without trade-offs. One plausible

concern is that these reinforcement questions create demand effects so that respondents infer

the goal of the study and therefore adjust their responses. I consider this unlikely to be a

problem in this survey experiment as Mummolo and Peterson (2019) show that demand effects

are almost nonexistent in online survey experiments even when using �nancial incentives to

provoke them. Furthermore, the two questions ask about the rhetoricandthe position. It should

thus not be straightforward to infer for respondents what the purpose of the experiment is.

Another concern might be that the treatment effects observed here are likely to be arti�cially

stronger than they would have been without priming respondents to pay special attention to

the mainstream parties' positions respectively their choice of words. I argue though that this

nudge is not necessarily unrealistic because journalists and political commentators (at least, in

the German context) regularly talk about mainstream party positions in such form and discuss

to what extent mainstream parties “move towards the AfD” or “talk like the AfD” (for examples

of such reporting see (Steppat, 2022; Henkel, 2023)). In this light, the advantages of including

the two reinforcement questions here outweigh their potential caveats.

The outcome of this experiment is the propensity to vote for the respective mainstream party.

I measure these preferences by asking respondents to consider the vignette and evaluate how

likely it is that they would vote for that party on an eleven-points scale. This is not the standard

vote intention question used in German public opinion surveys, which normally asks respon-

dents which party they intend to vote for. However, it seems unrealistic to expect respondents

to change their actual vote intention based upon a brief vignette that describes a hypothetical

scenario. Especially, because the vignette also only mentions one mainstream party and does

not provide information about other mainstream parties. While this prevents me from analysing

whether voters would switch to a different party, the 11-points version of the question included

here is more likely to offer insights into how respondents think about the presented scenario.

4.6 Results

Following the Pre-Analysis Plan, I begin by analysing the average treatment effects of rhetor-

ical, positional and full accommodation averaging across all respondents, all issues, and both

mainstream parties. Figure 4.2 visualises the means in the propensity to vote for the respective

mainstream party in all four treatment categories. The plot clearly shows that, on average, there

are no statistically signi�cant differences between these categories. The results of Model 1 in
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Table 4.2 con�rm this �nding. Holding constant the issue and the mainstream party, neither a

change in the rhetoric from non-populist to populist, nor a change in the position from mod-

erate to radical, nor a combination of these two affect the propensity to vote for the respective

mainstream party signi�cantly.

Figure 4.2: Means of Propensity to Vote for Mainstream Party in the four Treatment Categories
with 95% Con�dence Intervals

The results of Model 2 in Table 4.2 show that this null-result is a consequence of positive

and negative effects cancelling each other out. Interacting the treatment variables with the pre-

treatment measure of issue preferences, I �nd that those respondents who prefer policy positions

similar to those advocated for by the AfD – i.e. less immigration, no further military support

for Ukraine, and more �nancial aid to deal with the cost of living crisis – are signi�cantly more

likely to vote for a mainstream party if this party adopts a position similar to the AfD's. On

the other hand, voters with preferences very different from the policies promoted by the AfD

are signi�cantly more likely to vote for the mainstream party if that party promotes a moderate

position. I visualise these interaction effects in Figure 4.3 below. The results for the two panels

in Figure 4.3 look very similar, the respective lines are almost parallel. Although, the intercepts

for populist arguments (i.e. the right panel) seem to be a little higher (as indicated by the gray
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dashed lines added to ease comparison across panels), these differences are not signi�cant (p =

0.08). And, even if they were, the effects of the populist rhetoric would be much smaller than

those observed for changes in the mainstream parties' positions. This indicates that the match

between voters' issue preferences and a party's position is much more predictive of how voters

make electoral decisions, than the framing of a position in populist compared to non-populist

rhetoric.

Model 1 Model 2

Populist Rhetoric 0:18 0:29�

(0:15) (0:17)
Radical Position � 0:07 � 0:51��

(0:15) (0:17)
Populist Rhetoric * Radical Position � 0:05 � 0:18

(0:22) (0:24)
Issue Preferences � 0:79���

(0:08)
Issue Preferences * Populist Rhetoric � 0:08

(0:11)
Issue Preferences * Radical Position 0:69���

(0:11)
Issue Preferences * Pop. Rhetoric * Rad. Position 0:11

(0:16)

R2 0:00 0:05
Adj. R2 � 0:00 0:05
Num. obs. 4042 4042
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1. Controlling for Issue and Mainstream Party

Table 4.2: Main Effects and Effects of both Accommodation Strategies conditional on pre-
treatment Issue Preferences
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Figure 4.3: Effects conditional on Voters' Preferences for more Radical Positions (based on
Model 2, Table 4.2

When assessing the differences conditional on the prevalence of populist attitudes among

respondents (Model 1, Table 4.3) and based upon past voting behaviour (Model 2), the results

follow the same pattern. Voters with pronounced populist attitudes are somewhat more likely

to reward mainstream parties for positional accommodation whereas voters with weak populist

attitudes tend to penalise mainstream parties when these adopt more radical positions. Similarly

when looking into the effects conditional on past voting behaviour: Respondents who voted

for the AfD in the 2021 federal elections are signi�cantly more likely to vote for the respective

mainstream party when this party accommodates the AfD's demands, whereas mainstream party

voters are less likely to reward a mainstream party for accommodating the AfD's position.5 The

results of both models demonstrate that none of these groups are particularly susceptible to

5Note that for reasons of statistical power, this model uses a dummy capturing past vote for the AfD. Table 8.4
in the Appendix looks into differences between voters of all parties showing that voters of the Greens and the Left
disapprove of positional accommodation the most. The effects for rhetorical accommodation are essentially the
same for voters of all other parties.
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populist rhetoric. This questions the alleged appeal and persuasiveness of populist rhetoric.

Model1 Model 2

Populist Rhetoric 0:22 0:18
(0:81) (0:16)

Radical Position � 1:49� � 0:18
(0:82) (0:16)

Populist Rhetoric * Radical Position 0:32 � 0:03
(1:17) (0:22)

Past AfD Vote � 3:17���

(0:37)
Past AfD Vote * Populist Rhetoric � 0:02

(0:52)
Past AfD Vote * Radical Position 1:42��

(0:51)
Past AfD Vote * Pop. Rhetoric * Rad. Position � 0:35

(0:74)
Populist Attitudes � 1:06���

(0:16)
Populist Attitudes * Populist Rhetoric � 0:02

(0:23)
Populist Attitudes * Radical Position 0:41�

(0:23)
Populist Attitudes * Pop. Rhetoric * Rad. Position � 0:09

(0:33)

R2 0:03 0:05
Adj. R2 0:03 0:05
Num. obs. 4042 4042
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1. Controlling for Issue and Mainstream Party

Table 4.3: Effects conditional on Populist Attitudes and Past Voting for the AfD

Another �nding that stands out is that throughout all analyses, none of the interaction effects

between rhetoric and policy position are signi�cant. This is surprising, given that one might

have assumed that radical positions could be presented more credibly using populist rhetoric.

However, this is clearly not the case. This indicates that voters attribute far more importance

to how mainstream parties respond to PRR challengers positionally than rhetorically. Equally

remarkable is the lack of heterogeneity that the evidence reveals. In the appendix, I present the

results for all three issues (Table 8.2 and Figure 8.2) and for the two mainstream parties (Table

8.3 and Figure 8.3) separately. I do not �nd any evidence which would suggest that rhetorical

or positional accommodation work better for a speci�c party or when talking about a speci�c
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issue. What this suggests is that the results described above are not driven by a speci�c issue

position or formulation of an argument. Instead, the respective mechanisms seem to play out

very similarly across issues and political parties.

A concern that one might have regarding these results is that respondents did not perceive the

populist rhetoric and the radical position as such. To tackle this challenge, I included two ma-

nipulation checks prompting respondents to think about the vignettes in detail and asking them

whether they perceived the “choice of words” and the “position” of the mainstream parties in

the respective vignettes to resemble those of the AfD. The left panel of Figure 4.4 below shows

that respondents recognised the radical positions as more similar to those of the AfD. Crucially

for this experiment, they did not mistake populist rhetoric for a radical position, there are no

differences between the two moderate conditions and the two radical positions visualised in the

left panel. The right panel reveals that respondents (as intended) perceived the populist condi-

tions as more similar to the AfD's choice of words. However, respondents perceived the radical

conditions to be somewhat more similar to the AfD's choice of words too. In other words,

while respondents did perceive the rhetorical differences as distinct from the positional ones,

the positional differences are still relatively more important in their perception of what is being

said. Given the dif�culty of �nding a question wording that made respondents engage with the

parties' rhetoric without giving away too much about the purpose of the questions, this problem

was probably unavoidable. Overall, these results are nevertheless re-assuring. They are also un-

derscored by a pre-test in which respondents were asked to describe these vignettes using their

own words. Participants' responses to the rhetorical accommodation vignettes were remarkable

as they frequently described the mainstream parties' language as “aggressive”, “polemic”, and

“populist”. All in all, what the evidence of these manipulation checks demonstrates is that re-

spondents did perceive the vignettes as intended and that the missing effects of populist rhetoric

are therefore likely to be genuine null-results.
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Figure 4.4: Means of Manipulation Checks (0-5) in the Four Treatment Categories with 95%
Con�dence Intervals

4.7 Conclusion

The core empirical contribution of this article is to demonstrate that mainstream parties'

attempts to accommodate PRR challengers by engaging in populist rhetoric do not affect voters'

propensity to vote for mainstream parties. While voters penalise or reward a mainstream party

for shifts in policy positions – i.e. for positional accommodation – conditional on their own

issue preferences, they do not react to rhetorical accommodation. Moreover, the results show

that while mainstream parties might receive credit for accommodating a PRR challenger from

radical right voters and voters with populist attitudes, these effects might be outweighed by

mainstream party voters and voters with weak populist attitudes penalising the respective party.

The extent to which positional accommodation is “succesful” will thus be determined by the

distribution of issue preferences in the public. However, even among those sub-groups of the

electorate which one might assume to be particularly susceptible to populist rhetoric, rhetorical

accommodation does not have meaningful effects.
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These �ndings make an important contribution to the academic debate surrounding the al-

leged link between populist rhetoric and electoral performance. In line with recent work by

Silva et al. (2022), Neuner and Wratil (2020), and the evidence presented in the second paper

of this thesis, the results question the (assumed) persuasiveness and appeal of “thin populism”

manifesting in politicians' rhetoric. On the contrary, they suggest that “thick populism”, i.e. rad-

ical policy positions, is more relevant for explaining parties' electoral success. In other words,

voters base their decision on whether to vote for a mainstream or a PRR party based upon the

relation between parties' positions and their issue preferences – whether a party presents these

positions using populist rhetoric does not seem to matter for voters' electoral decision-making.

One might interpret this as a �nding that bears good news for democracy because it indicates

that voters' base their decisions on actual positions rather than on purely rhetorical features of

a party platform.

It is important to highlight though that these results do not imply that populist rhetoric does

not play a role in party competition at all. It might be, for instance, that (unlike mainstream

parties) PRR parties can bind and mobilise their voters' by talking populist. Alternatively, it

is also possible that populist rhetoric does not operate through improving one's own electoral

fortunes but rather by reducing the support of political competitors, for example, through the

attribution of blame – an effect similar to those of negative campaigning. Finally, it seems

possible that there might be sub-groups of the electorate that respond positively to populist

rhetoric but that these sub-groups are not de�ned by past voting behaviour or populist attitudes

as operationalised here. One might think for instance about certain psychological factors (e.g.

Bakker et al., 2016, 2021), or economic (e.g. Bos et al., 2013) and historic grievances (e.g.

Elçi, 2022) that politicians can exploit using populist rhetoric. Future research should thus

assess these alternative pathways for populist arguments to affect electoral performance and

explore whether there are other elements in the discourse of populists that affect voters' party

preferences.

Finally, two words of caution: First, Germany (like Austria, Denmark, France, the Nether-

lands, Sweden, and Finland) is a country in which most voters will associate populist arguments

with speci�c political parties and in which populist attitudes in the society are relatively rare

(e.g. Wuttke et al., 2023). This is likely to affect the appeal of populist rhetorical accommo-

dation. In other European countries (like Turkey) or in Latin America, where populist rhetoric

is also commonly used by mainstream parties and where populist attitudes are more prevalent
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in the society, rhetorical accommodation might play out differently. Extending the geographic

scope of research concerned with the effects of populist arguments is therefore an important task

for the future. Second, there might be other forms in which mainstream parties can accommo-

date PRR challengers rhetorically. One could think, for instance, about so called “dog-whistle

politics” (e.g. Bonikowski and Zhang, 2023; Albertson, 2015) in which political parties try

to engage in coded language to appeal to some parts of the electorate without alienating oth-

ers. Another thinkable alternative could be to use “tough talk” (e.g. Lutz, 2021) to appeal to

PRR voters without actually changing their substantive policy positions. Against this backdrop,

future research ought to develop the literature on non-issue-based party strategies further by

developing a more comprehensive theoretical and empirical understanding of the consequences

of these and other forms of discursive party competition.
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Conclusion

In this PhD thesis, I have analysed the role of populist rhetoric in party competition and scruti-

nised its effects on voters. I have pursued the following research questions: When and how do

politicians use populist rhetoric in party competition? Are populist arguments more persuasive

or appealing than non-populist arguments? And, can mainstream parties win back voters from

populist radical right challengers by adopting populist rhetoric themselves? To answer the �rst

research question, I have studied challenger party strategies in the European Parliament through

an automated analysis of parliamentary discourse. To answer the second and third question, I

have conducted pre-registered survey experiments on nationally representative samples of vot-

ers in the UK and Germany.

In this �nal part of the thesis, I summarise the core �ndings of the three papers and stress their

core contributions. Next, I elaborate on the implications of these �ndings on debates concerned

with vote choice, public opinion, and party competition, the conceptual debate surrounding

populism, and the ongoing academic controversies regarding its normative implications. I also

discuss the practical implications for people working in politics, campaigning and the media

that arise from these �ndings. I then move on to discuss scope conditions and limitations that

result from the case selection as well as the methodological, epistemological and conceptual

choices made throughout the project. I conclude with a brief outline of potential alternative

mechanisms and develop suggestions how future research could address these.

Summary of Core Findings & Contributions

Most of the existing literature on populist rhetoric in party competition focuses on differences

betweenparties (e.g. De Vries and Hobolt, 2020a; Meijers and Zaslove, 2021; Pauwels, 2011;

Di Cocco and Monechi, 2022; Zehnter, 2021; Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016a,b; Dai, 2020). The

conclusions from this stream of research suggest that populist rhetoric is primarily a feature of

parties at the fringes of the political spectrum, populist parties, and parties in opposition. Previ-

ous research does neither take the institutional environments of party competition nor potential

differenceswithin parties into account (for exceptions see Breyer, 2022; Decadri and Boussalis,

2020; Bonikowski and Gidron, 2016a). The�rst paper addressed these gaps in the literature

by analysing approximately 300,000 speeches given in the European Parliament between 1999

and 2016 using a combination of word embeddings and bespoke dictionaries (Rice and Zorn,
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2019). It investigated party competition through the lens of challenger parties and zoomed in

on anti-establishment rhetoric and issue-emphasis to analyse when and how politicians adjust

their communication and policy strategies in parliament.

The core argument of this paper builds upon a rich literature on competing party incen-

tives according to which parties need to balance of�ce-, vote-, and policy-seeking goals (Strøm,

1990, 1997; M̈uller et al., 1999). I have argued that challenger parties – and, to some extent,

also mainstream parties – use anti-establishment rhetoric as a vote-seeking strategy and, thus,

in anticipation of electoral returns. Consequently, challenger party parliamentarians are argued

to use these strategies in particular when they are likely to be transmitted by the media to vot-

ers. As outsiders in the party landscape who are not bound by coalition dynamics, the prospect

of government, or collective policy- and of�ce-seeking goals, challenger party politicians have

more leeway to pursue these strategies. I tested this argument by looking into the effects of

the electoral cycle and changes in issue salience. I found that anti-establishment rhetoric is

particularly prevalent in the run-up to elections – an indication that it is indeed a vote-seeking

communicative strategy. I also found evidence that challenger party politicians are more re-

sponsive to changes in the salience of issues that are at the core of their policy platforms.

These �ndings make important contributions �rstly to the literature concerned with the pres-

ence of populist, respectively anti-establishment rhetoric, in elite-discourse. More generally,

they advance the scholarly understanding about how politicians decide whether to engage in a

certain rhetorical (or policy) strategy. Several recent publications have argued that politicians

engage in populist rhetoric strategically based upon cost-bene�t considerations (Gennaro et al.,

2019; Levy et al., 2022; Dai and Kustov, 2022b). However, this work does not show what ex-

actly these strategies are, how politicians make these trade-offs, and how these considerations

affect actual party communication. Consequently, we know very little about the situational dy-

namics surrounding populist rhetoric. This paper thus adds to the literature by showing that

politicians use populist rhetoric as part of vote-seeking behaviour and conditional on strategic

considerations about when these vote-seeking strategies are likely to pay off. This indicates

that politicians are aware that there might be conditions which moderate the effects of talking

populist or emphasising a certain issue.

The paper also advances the literature on party competition between challengers and domi-

nant parties: In their recent book, De Vries and Hobolt (2020a) argue that it is the lacking gov-

ernment experience (i.e. the core criterion of challenger parties) that allows challenger parties
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to engage in certain policy and communicative strategies that dominant parties cannot engage in

themselves. In this paper, I show not onlythat these differences also exist in democratic insti-

tutions but also that these differences determinehowpolitical parties (can) respond to changes

in contextual factors. The �ndings therefore also demonstrate the usefulness and relevance of

differentiating between challenger and dominant parties. Challenger parties – despite all their

programmatic and organisational differences – seem to share a common understanding of poten-

tially bene�cial exogenous conditions resulting in them using similar strategies. In other words,

there are indeed systematic and observable differences between challenger and dominant party

behaviour and these differences go beyond the simple differences of being in opposition versus

being in government.

The second paperthen turned towards the voters' side and asked whether populist argu-

ments are more persuasive or make political candidates more appealing than non-populist ar-

guments. While there is some work that tests the effects of different incarnations of populism

experimentally, I have identi�ed two important gaps in the literature: First, the existing studies

focus on populism as ideological stance and not as an utterance of a politician in political com-

munication (Neuner and Wratil, 2020; Silva et al., 2022; Busby et al., 2019; Bos et al., 2013;

Hameleers et al., 2017, 2019; Sheets et al., 2016). Second, this literature mostly looks into out-

come variables that are only indirectly linked to electoral success. Studies have looked into the

effects of populist rhetoric on group identities (Bos et al., 2020), blame attribution (Hameleers

et al., 2019) or voters' perceptions of out-groups (Hameleers and Fawzi, 2020; Hameleers and

Schmuck, 2017) for example. And, while all these variables undoubtedly have down-stream

effects for electoral behaviour, the effects of populist arguments on candidate and issue prefer-

ences remain unexplored.

In answer to this question, I have conducted a pre-registered survey experiment on a nation-

ally representative sample of 8000 voters in the UK. The experiment allowed me to examine

two different pathways through which populist arguments can affect electoral outcomes: An

indirect route via issue preferences and one directly via candidate evaluations. For each of

these dependent variables, I was interested in the relative size of the effects for populist vs.

non-populist arguments. I also explored the effects of several potential moderators. I found

that populist and non-populist arguments, on average, are equally persuasive. Populist rhetoric

persuades respondents who are already supportive of a certain candidate but works much less

well on respondents who do not support the candidate pre-treatment. For candidate evaluation
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effects, I found that populist arguments, on average, make candidates appear less appealing to

voters. Again, there is important heterogeneity: Respondents without populist attitudes punish

candidates signi�cantly more for using populist arguments than respondents with pronounced

populist attitudes. The latter do not penalise candidates for making populist arguments at all

and tend to reward them.

These �ndings advance the literature concerned with the effects of populist rhetoric. To the

best of my knowledge, this is the �rst experiment that provides evidence that the hypothesised

risks (see the work by Gennaro (2019), Levy (2022), Dai (2022a) and colleagues discussed in

greater detail in the paper) are indeed real and that candidates can diminish their own electoral

viability when talking populist. For most voters, populist arguments are either equally or less

persuasive and appealing than non-populist arguments. This also demonstrates that while pop-

ulist arguments might play a role in mobilising supporters or consolidating existing opinions,

they are probably disadvantageous when reaching out to new voters. This is also the �rst experi-

ment to show that populist attitudes (and, in particular, the absence thereof) moderate the effects

of populist arguments. Previous work is primarily focused on the effect of certain psychological

attributes (Bakker et al., 2016, 2021) but has failed to establish a connection between populist

attitudes and the effects of populist arguments. Taken together, these �ndings help understand

why populist rhetoric in many countries is particularly present among the discourse of smaller

radical parties with very speci�c electorates and relatively rare in the rhetoric of mainstream

parties which appeal to a wide range of voters.

The third paper then set out to connect the research on populist rhetoric as a party strat-

egy with the literature concerned with its effects on voters by assessing whether mainstream

parties competing with radical right challengers can bene�t electorally from engaging in pop-

ulist rhetoric themselves. Previous scholarly work on party competition between mainstream

and populist radical right parties is primarily concerned with traditional positional accommoda-

tion (Abou-Chadi, 2016; Abou-Chadi and Krause, 2020; Krause et al., 2022; Bale et al., 2010;

Han, 2015; Schumacher and Van Kersbergen, 2016). Positional accommodation describes a

strategy in which mainstream parties adopt similar positions to those of their challengers (e.g.

Meguid, 2005, 2008). Consequently, this literature neglects the role of party competition in

the discursive dimension. Against this backdrop, this paper introduced the idea of rhetorical

accommodation, a strategy in which mainstream parties imitate the rhetoric of their populist

radical right challengers without or in combination with accommodating them positionally.
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I tested the effects of this strategy using a pre-registered vignette survey experiment on a na-

tionally representative sample of approximately 4000 voters in Germany. The �ndings demon-

strate that mainstream parties cannot win back voters by mimicking the populist rhetoric of

their challengers. While voters penalise or reward mainstream parties based upon their own

position on the respective issue, they do not react to changes of the rhetoric. Although voters

of the populist radical right and those with strong populist attitudes reward mainstream parties

for adjusting their positions, these positive effects are likely to be outweighed by mainstream

party voters and voters with less populist attitudes who penalise the mainstream party for such

positional accommodation. Crucially, none of these groups is found to be susceptible to pop-

ulist rhetorical accommodation. Like the results of the second paper, these �ndings question

the alleged connection between populist rhetoric and electoral performance. The �ndings chal-

lenge the assumption that populist rhetoric is a particularly persuasive or appealing way of

communicating political positions. Instead, they demonstrate the relevance of classical spatial

competition over political issues between radical right and mainstream parties. Table 5.1 below

summarises the discussed contributions.

Paper Core Contributions

1

Politicians engage in cost-bene�t analyses when considering which rhetorical
and policy strategies to adopt
The status of a party as challenger determines how parties and their representatives
(can) respond to exogenous conditions that they assume to be bene�cial

2
The (previously hypothesised) risks of engaging in populist rhetoric are real because
most voters will not reward candidates for talking populist
The effects of populist arguments are moderated by (the absence of) populist attitudes

3
Voters do not reward mainstream parties for engaging in populist rhetoric, instead
they base their decision on mainstream parties' policy positions

Table 5.1: Overview of Core Contributions

Implications for...

... the Literature on Vote Choice and Public Opinion

These �ndings bear important implications for the literature on vote choice and public opinion.

In the overarching introduction, I discussed the literature that is concerned with how voters' is-

sue preferences map onto electoral behaviour and frequently questions the importance of issue

preferences for electoral decisions (Converse, 2000; Campbell et al., 1980; Lewis-Beck et al.,

2009; Riker et al., 1986; Zaller, 1992). I made the case that populist rhetoric might be a useful,
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alternative heuristic for voters when making electoral decisions and that this shortcut should

work in particular for voters with pronounced populist attitudes. In the light of the aforemen-

tioned results, the evidence for this hypothesis is, at best, mixed. Most voters clearly do not

seem to use populist arguments as a shortcut when forming issue preferences or when deciding

whom to vote for. On the contrary, the results indicate that for many voters, populist rhetoric

might be a shortcut when deciding whom they donot want to vote for. Having said that, the

�rst experiment has also uncovered two important exceptions to this overarching �nding. First,

for voters who are already inclined to support a candidate, populist arguments are successful in

swaying their opinions. This speaks to a rich literature concerned with the moderating effects

of source cues (Arceneaux, 2008; Arceneaux and Kolodny, 2009; Bisgaard and Slothuus, 2018;

Druckman, 2001; Lupia, 1994; Mondak, 1993; Kam, 2005; Nicholson, 2011; Slothuus and Bis-

gaard, 2021; Slothuus and De Vreese, 2010). It is a widely-held view that citizens are more

likely to accept and follow messages sent by elites they support. More generally, this raises the

interesting question to what extent voters are engaging in motivated reasoning when politicians

they approve of engage in populist rhetoric (e.g. Taber et al., 2009; Taber and Lodge, 2006). In

other words, they suggest that voters might be willing to tolerate rhetorical strategies that they

would normally reject as long as the rhetoric comes from a source they approve of. What this

suggests is that populist rhetoric might be an important strategy when it comes to mobilising

and binding own supporters. In the light of these results, it appears unlikely though that populist

rhetoric works in persuading or attracting new voters.

Another interesting implication concerns the role of populist attitudes as a moderator of per-

suasion and candidate evaluation. While the second chapter demonstrates that populist attitudes

are an important moderator of candidate evaluation, it does not �nd any moderation effect when

it comes to the persuasive power of populist arguments. The third chapter also does not �nd ev-

idence for an effect of populist attitudes on how voters react to populist rhetoric by mainstream

parties. To what extent the prevalence of populist attitudes matters for voters' decision-making

thus remains puzzling – adding to a series of papers that has struggled to �nd a clearly identi-

�ed mechanism through which these attitudes matter (e.g. Wuttke et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2022;

Neuner and Wratil, 2020; Silva et al., 2018; Castanho Silva et al., 2020; Akkerman et al., 2014).

One the one hand, one might argue that the moderation effect of populist attitudes discovered

in chapter 2 underscores the importance of such attitudes for understanding political behaviour.

On the other hand, one needs to have in mind that even among those respondents with very
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strong populist attitudes (about 20% of the sample), the candidate evaluation effects were not

signi�cantly positive in absolute terms; they were just relatively more positive than for voters

without populist attitudes. One might argue therefore, that it is not the presence of populist

attitudes that makes voters evaluate candidates who use populist arguments more positively but

rather the absence of populist attitudes that makes voters evaluate such a candidate negatively.

Future research should thus spell out more carefully how and why it expects these attitudes to

affect populists' success.

Taken together, what the �ndings of this thesis imply for the literature on vote choice and

public opinion is that populist arguments largely follow the same logic as non-populist argu-

ments. The research project has not found evidence which would suggest that populist ar-

guments function systematically different from non-populist for the voting population. And,

although the thesis has identi�ed some situations in which populist rhetoric might be a heuris-

tic for some voters, its effects are likely to be small and, as the evidence presented in paper

3 suggests, less important than parties' or candidates' issue positions when making electoral

decisions.

... the Literature on Non-Issue-Based Party Strategies

These results also speak to scholarly work concerned with party strategies beyond the classi-

cal, spatial form of party competition. Non-issue-based party strategies can be thought of as

an umbrella term encompassing a wide range of potential strategies including de-legitimisation

and ostracism (Van Spanje and Van Der Brug, 2007; Van Spanje and Van der Brug, 2009;

Van Spanje and De Graaf, 2018), group cues (Nicholson, 2012; Druckman et al., 2013), moral-

ising rhetoric (Bos and Minihold, 2022; Simonsen and Bonikowski, 2022) and competition over

which parties' and candidates' voters perceive as particularly competent for certain policy ar-

eas (valence issues) (Green, 2007; Green and Jennings, 2012, 2017). And although this PhD

thesis is only concerned with one particular form of non-issue-based competition, namely pop-

ulist rhetoric, I claim that the results matter for our understanding of non-issue-based strategies

in party competition more generally. One important implication is that scholars ought to con-

sider and scrutinise the importance of such non-issue-based strategies in comparison to more

traditional forms of competition about issue positions. The results of the survey experiment in

chapter 3, for instance, suggest that even if the effects of populist rhetoric had been signi�cant,

they would have been relatively small and much weaker than those found for positional strate-
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gies. This is underscored by the small effect sizes observed in chapter 2 and by the fact that

anti-establishment rhetoric, for instance, was found to be much more rare in parliamentary dis-

course than issue-emphasis. Against this backdrop, I claim that the literature on non-issue-based

strategies would pro�t from articulating more clearly how it expects non-issue-based strategies

to work, for whom it expects them to work, as well as from comparing the effect sizes to those

of issue-based strategies. This would also allow a more coherent picture of whether one should

view such strategies as another independent dimension of party competition or simply as an

appendage of classic, Downsian competition.

... the Conceptual Debate surrounding Populism

From the outset, this PhD thesis – like most of the recent literature on populism – has built upon

the ideational understanding of populism. It has looked into the manifestation of the populist,

thin ideology (formed of people-centrism and anti-elitism, resulting in a worldview of politics

as a struggle of good vs. bad (Mudde, 2004; Hawkins and Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017; Mudde,

2007; Hawkins et al., 2019)) in political communication. The crucial advantage of using this

approach when studying the persuasiveness of populist rhetoric is that one can scrutinise the

connection between populist appeals in political texts and populist attitudes held by voters.

Other conceptual approaches would make analysing a connection between rhetoric and attitudes

much more dif�cult or would question the existence of populist attitudes altogether.

When looking back at the �ndings though, one might question whether those elements of

populism that the ideational view emphasises are actually its most relevant features – at least

when being interested in the manifestation of populism in political communication and its ef-

fects. Bearing in mind that even among those participants with very strong populist attitudes –

i.e. those people whom one would expect to be extremely susceptible to populist arguments –

the effects of populist rhetoric were fairly small, it is worth discussing whether the manifesta-

tion of the populist worldview in political communication is actually the most relevant feature

that can be observed in the rhetoric of populists. In other words, it might be that those elements

in the rhetoric of populists that make it particularly persuasive are different from those elements

that scholars employing the ideational approach consider to be populist.

There is a rich literature concerned with other characteristic elements of populist communi-

cation like emotive rhetoric (Widmann, 2021; Valentim and Widmann, 2021), simple language

(McDonnell and Ondelli, 2022; Decadri and Boussalis, 2020; Bischof and Senninger, 2018), or
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bad manners (Theye and Melling, 2018; Lacatus and Meibauer, 2022). This literature tends to

view populism as a predominantly performative element (Mof�tt and Tormey, 2014; Mof�tt,

2019). Although it seems dif�cult to link these elements of populist rhetoric to a coherent set

of beliefs in voters, which raises the question why one should expect them to be particularly

persuasive, the �ndings of this PhD thesis cannot rule out that these stylistic features of populist

rhetoric matter more to voters than most political scientists have previously thought. What the

results imply for the debate concerned with populism as a concept is that future research should

not only systematically analyse political communication to �nd other characteristic rhetorical

elements of populists, one should also explore whether these rhetorical elements are actually

more in�uential than those that scholars using the ideational approach consider to be populist.

... the Normative Debate about Populism

In the overarching introduction to this thesis, I summarised two lines of thought that dominate

the discussion surrounding the normative implications of the increasing success of populist

parties. One of them views populism as anti-pluralist and thus at odds with the principles of

liberal democracy (e.g. M̈uller, 2016, 2017), the other one treats it as an important corrective

pointing out failures of adequate political representation in modern democracies (e.g. Mouffe,

2005, 2018; Canovan, 1999, 2002). Depending on the position that one adopts in this debate,

the normative implications of the �ndings vary.

If one thinks that populist arguments have negative implications for the quality of democ-

racy because they increase polarisation, deteriorate the quality of democratic discourse, and

diminish trust into public institutions by separating society into “the people” and “the elite”,

then the results of this PhD thesis are good news. They demonstrate that such rhetoric is rela-

tively rare, mostly constrained to some speci�c actors at the fringes of the political spectrum,

and that the populist worldview is neither particularly persuasive nor appealing to most voters.

In addition, the �ndings of the third chapter, namely that voters' value policy positions more

than political rhetoric when considering whom to vote for appears desirable from this point of

view. One might even think that if the cultural and economic drivers that lead to such issue

preferences were addressed adequately by mainstream parties, one could reduce the appeal of

populist challengers altogether.

However, if one believes that populist arguments rightly point out failures of political rep-

resentation in the democratic institutions of liberal democracy and that populists succeed by
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mobilising and exploiting real economic and cultural grievances, thus being an important cor-

rective to mainstream parties, then these results are worrying. They show that most voters

neither �nd arguments that point these alleged shortcomings out particularly convincing nor do

they tend to reward candidates who advance such arguments. If one sees the rise of populism

thus as a warning signal for worrying societal developments indicating that some groups do not

feel adequately represented and heard in society, one ought to think about how candidates and

parties can point out these shortcomings of political systems in a more compelling way.

... Politics, Campaigning, and the Media

I also argue these results to speak to ongoing political debates about how politicians, campaign-

ers, and the media should react to populist challenges. I derive four important implications for

people working in these �elds.

First, when running as a candidate for a mainstream party or when being asked to develop a

campaign for such a candidate, the results of this PhD thesis suggest it is unlikely that adopting

populist rhetoric in a campaign will positively affect electoral performance. This is because

most mainstream party voters will probably not hold suf�ciently strong populist attitudes for a

populist campaign to have a bene�cial effect. On the contrary, if one tries to appeal to an elec-

torate in which populist attitudes are particularly weak, one risks being penalised for engaging in

populist rhetoric. This is particularly true because only 20 per cent of most electorates (Wuttke

et al., 2023) hold strong populist attitudes which populist arguments might appeal to. Weighing

up the costs and bene�ts of adopting populist rhetoric carefully is thus of utmost importance for

political campaigns.

Second, when considering whether to make a populist argument in a certain speech, one

ought to consider carefully whom one expects to be the audience. While populist rhetoricmight

be a useful strategy when speaking to a group of supporters with the goal to mobilise and bind

them, the results suggests that populist arguments are unlikely to persuade an audience that is

not yet inclined to support a candidate or even opposes her. The results of the �rst paper indicate

that politicians are somewhat aware of these dynamics already, which is why they adjust their

rhetorical and policy strategies depending on exogenous conditions that they anticipate to be

bene�cial. Thinking of recent advances in micro-advertising and online targeting, it appears

plausible that if one wanted to run a populist campaign, one should carefully consider whom to

target with this campaign.
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Third, when being challenged by a populist, mainstream actors ought not to fall for the

temptation to accommodate their challengers by adopting populist rhetoric too. The evidence

presented in the third paper suggests that this strategy is likely to be fruitless while parties risk

to legitimise such arguments (Dahlström and Sundell, 2012; Krause et al., 2022). When decid-

ing whether to accommodate a challenger positionally, mainstream parties should �rst carefully

think about the distribution of issue preferences in the electorate. Depending on how this dis-

tribution is shaped, positional accommodation is more or less likely to pay off. In this context,

parties should also think about which issues they traditionally own, where their competitors

stand, and where their voter potentials actually lay – all these factors are likely to affect whether

positional accommodation will have the desired effects.

Finally, the results of this thesis also have implications for the media and journalists covering

party competition between populist challengers and mainstream parties. The special role that

the media plays in transmitting populists' messages to the voting public has attracted a lot

of attention by scholars of political communication and journalism (for useful overviews see

Krämer, 2014; Mazzoleni, 2008). The argument put forward and the evidence gathered in the

�rst paper shows that challenger party politicians anticipate media attention when they decide

whether to engage in anti-establishment rhetoric or emphasise a certain issue. They expect

that the media will devote more attention to their speeches when certain issues are salient or

during election campaigns. Journalists therefore ought to be aware that populist challengers

might behave in a certain way in anticipation of receiving media attention. This implies that

journalists ought to re�ect critically whether a certain speech or quote is actually news-worthy

or a deliberate attempt to get media attention. This speaks to a much bigger debate among

practitioners concerned with how the media ought to cover such political actors without jumping

through every hoop dangled in front of them (e.g. Beckett and Brenneman, 2018; Katz Marston,

2021; Ihlebæk et al., 2021).

Scope Conditions & Generalisability

The �rst important set of scope conditions naturally arises from thecase selectionmade in this

thesis. The �rst paper analyses elite discourse in the EP. Choosing the EP as a case allowed me

to analyse the communicative and policy strategies of more than 200 parties from 28 European

countries which, despite variation in their ideology, their policy positions, and their organisa-

tional structure, are held to the same agenda in the EP. This case selection therefore allowed
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me to eliminate various confounders and is consequently the crucial advantage of choosing

the EP over a traditional, comparative research design assessing the effects in several differ-

ent national parliaments. Moreover, I have argued that recent changes in the institutional rules

(Sorace, 2021) and relatively low party discipline (Hug, 2016; Cherepnalkoski et al., 2016; Hix,

2002) make the EP a useful case for learning about individual politicians' motives and strategies

(Brack, 2015, 2017; Kantola and Miller, 2021).

The obvious question arising from this case selection is how well the �ndings would travel

to other, national parliaments. It seems possible that some challenger party strategies might

play out differently in national parliaments, for instance, because their issues are not automat-

ically as salient on the national level as they are on the European level or because they hold

an elected government instead of the European Commission accountable. However, there is

no reason why the core argument of the �rst paper – namely, that challenger parties have dif-

ferent incentive structures and that these structures allow individual politicians more leeway in

exploiting potentially advantageous exogenous conditions – should not travel to the national

level. Investigating the role of challenger parties with regards to other democratic institutions

such as courts and supranational institutions like the EU or NATO is therefore an important av-

enue for future research. Scholars should thereby not only look into the role of legislatures but

also consider other institutional settings in which challengers might affect democratic competi-

tion through their rhetoric and policy initiatives, such as, for instance, local political institutions

(e.g. Paxton, 2020; Jankowski et al., 2022).

Although both survey experiments assess the effects of populist rhetoric in advanced democ-

racies in Western Europe, I argue that the UK and Germany are actually very different cases

when it comes to the effects of populist rhetoric. In the UK, candidates and leaders of both main-

stream parties regularly engage in populist rhetoric (March, 2017; Alexandre-Collier, 2022;

Bale, 2013; Watts and Bale, 2019) – the British Conservatives cultivated that populist style

even when they were in government (Bale, 2023). In Germany, the situation is very different:

Populism is clearly associated with the radical right AfD and, to a much lesser extent, with the

left party “Die Linke”. Mainstream party rhetoric, in particular while being in government, is

normally absolutely non-populist. It is thus quite remarkable that the survey experiments in

both settings yield similar results: Neither in the UK nor in Germany is populist rhetoric found

to be a particularly persuasive rhetorical strategy. New research using candidate experiments

in the US (Silva et al., 2022; Dai and Kustov, 2022a) suggests that this is also true for other
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geographic contexts. This underscores that the persuasion effects of populist rhetoric in estab-

lished democracies are probably indeed limited. However, one might think that this is different

in authoritarian systems like Russia (Burrett, 2020) or defect democracies such as Hungary,

Turkey, or India (Elçi, 2022; Aytaç et al., 2021) where populism not only has a long tradition

in politics but also correlates with various authoritarian tactics and charismatic leadership on

the elite level. On the mass level, politicians using populist rhetoric might be able to exploit

dissatisfaction with democracy, ethnic con�icts and economic hardship more effectively than

in established democracies in Western Europe. Future research should thus address this gap by

extending the geographic scope of experiments looking into the effects of populist arguments.

A set of limitations that is related to these concerns about case selection is that this disserta-

tion has studied the effects of populist rhetoric only in the context of representative democracies.

Given that referenda and other elements of direct democracy feature quite prominently in many

populist parties' platforms, one might think that populist rhetoric functions differently (and,

perhaps, better) in the context of referenda or in connection to issues related to representation,

direct democracy and �ghting corruption. However, while it is certainly in the realm of pos-

sibility that populist arguments only persuade voters when they are employed in the context

of direct democracy, there is no strong theoretical reason that makes such a pathway appear

plausible. This is particularly true given recent research which shows that supporters of direct

democracy and citizens with populist attitudes are actually two distinct and only partially over-

lapping groups in European societies (Mohrenberg et al., 2021; Manucci and Amsler, 2018;

Ackermann et al., 2021). More generally, one could question the extent to which such a mech-

anism would matter empirically given that issues related to referenda and direct democracy are

not particularly salient in most countries.

Another dimension of scope conditions arises from themethodological approaches(quanti-

tative text analysis in the �rst paper, survey experiments in papers two and three) adopted in this

thesis. In their seminal piece, Grimmer and Stewart (2013), argue that automated text analysis

can only “augment humans, but not replace them” (4). They continue saying that text-as-data

tools do not “eliminate the need for careful thought by researchers nor remove the necessity of

reading texts. Indeed a deep understanding of the texts is one of the key advantages of the social

scientist in applying automated methods” (ibid.). And, although, the �rst paper has followed

this advise seriously – and, probably, more closely than many other recent publications using

text-as-data – it is a fair criticism that one might be able to generate more or different insights
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from analysing populist party communication using qualitative methods and/or conducting in-

depth case studies. To address this concern, all three papers have cited and engaged carefully

with such qualitative work on populist rhetoric (e.g. Reisigl and Wodak, 2005; March, 2017;

Mof�tt, 2019; Bale, 2023). More generally, I argue that the contributions made here comple-

ment the insights generated by scholars employing a more qualitative approach to the study of

populist rhetoric and its effects.

From a methodological stand point, survey experiments are sometimes criticised for a lack

of external validity (Findley et al., 2021; Mullinix et al., 2015; Kreps and Roblin, 2019). And,

although it is certainly true that connecting the results of survey experiments to real cognitive

processes and thus to existing political or social phenomena is challenging, the survey exper-

iments presented here take external validity very seriously. Following recommendations put

forward by Fong and Grimmer (2021) and Blumenau and Lauderdale (2022), both experiments

test the effects of populist arguments in various different incarnations and for different political

issues. I am thus con�dent that the results presented in the two survey experiments are exter-

nally valid with regards to other formulations of the same arguments and arguments on different

issues.

I also acknowledge that this methodological criticism is related to theepistemological ap-

proach adopted in this thesis. This dissertation offers a very positivist take on the effects of

populist rhetoric. One might worry that those cognitive processes that lead to voters being per-

suaded by populist arguments are better understood using more interpretivist and ethnographic

accounts of voting and public opinion. Bearing Arlie Hochschild's (2016) work on the tea party

movement in the US, and Katherine Cramer's (2016) seminal book on the role of rural con-

sciousness in mind, one could argue that those processes that lead to voters being persuaded by

a certain argument or candidate are very dif�cult to understand using a survey experiment. Or,

to put it more pointedly, one could criticise that those voters who are most likely to be suscep-

tible to populist arguments are maybe not part of a YouGov panel but can rather be found in

a Diner in Wisconsin, a Pub in North England, or a post-communist block in East Germany.1

And although this is certainly a fair criticism of the type of research that this thesis uses, I argue

that, as a discipline, the most comprehensive understanding of why and how populists' succeed

is reached by combining different methodological and epistemological approaches.

1Actually, the 2019 British television drama “Brexit: The Uncivil War” offers a pop-cultural account attributing
the success of the Brexit campaign to insights generated by such interpretivist and qualitative research.
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Alternative Mechanisms & Avenues for future Research

The �rst paper has shown that challenger party politicians strategically adjust their rhetorical

and policy strategies when engaging in parliamentary speech making and contributing to demo-

cratic discourse. One natural research puzzle that arises from these insights is to explore how

mainstream party politicians respond to challenger parties' rhetorical and policy strategies. Is

populist rhetoric contagious? And, how does democratic discourse change once a populist chal-

lenger becomes successful? Future research on populist rhetoric ought to explore how certain

frames and narratives of radical challengers travel trough democratic discourse and eventually

enter the mainstream. This would allow to assess the consequences of this rhetorical main-

streaming for party competition and democratic discourse. Up until recently, these and related

questions were dif�cult to answer for scholars interested in the application of text-as-data ap-

proaches due to the serious measurement challenges they involve. However, recent innovations

with regards to word embeddings, Large Language Models and various off-the-shelf classi�ers

should enable researchers to overcome these obstacles more quickly and thus turn towards the

substantively interesting challenges of studying the effects of populist rhetoric on other elites

with observational (or experimental) data.

Both survey experiments have found that engaging in populist rhetoric does not automat-

ically lead to improved electoral fortunes thus questioning whether there actually is a direct

causal link between populist rhetoric and electoral success. However, there are of course other

potential mechanisms through which populist rhetoric might affect electoral performance. Pre-

vious work on media populism has found that populist messages are particularly successful

in changing voters' evaluations of political institutions (e.g. the EU) (Hameleers et al., 2017)

and societal out-groups (like immigrants) (Bos et al., 2020). More generally, populist frames

seem to matter for how voters perceive political problems (Busby et al., 2019). This suggests

that populist rhetoric might operate not by improving one's own electoral performance (an idea

advanced and tested in this thesis) but rather by reducing the electoral fortunes of one's com-

petitors. In other words, populist rhetoric might be a sub-form of of negative campaigning (for

an overview of the literature see Lau and Rovner, 2009). When investigating to what extent this

hypothesis is true, future research ought to differentiate the effects of populist blame attribution

or populist negative campaigning from other, non-populist forms of attributing blame. This

will not only result in a more comprehensive understanding of the effects of populist rhetoric

but also enable researchers to assess whether populist parties are actually simply using existing
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campaign strategies or whether there is something unique to populists' political communication.

Scholars of political behaviour and public opinion overwhelmingly agree that the source of a

cue is strongly predictive for voters' reactions to that message (Arceneaux, 2008; Arceneaux and

Kolodny, 2009; Bisgaard and Slothuus, 2018; Druckman, 2001; Lupia, 1994; Mondak, 1993;

Kam, 2005; Nicholson, 2011; Slothuus and Bisgaard, 2021; Slothuus and De Vreese, 2010) –

an effect that I replicate in the �rst experiment. This makes it appear plausible that there might

be something unique to the identities of the senders of populist messages that moderate their

effects. In other words, there might be something special about populist politicians that allows

only them to use populist arguments successfully. The �rst experiment has done some �rst steps

in testing this hypothesis by exploring the effects conditional on the sender's race, gender, and

experience – without �nding any heterogeneity though. In addition to these attributes, future

work should thus explore whether there is something like a “typical populist archetype” that

results from being a candidate of a certain political party, from the perception of a politician as

an “outsider”, or from promoting radical policy positions.

The results of this PhD thesis also imply that political scientists concerned with the effects of

populist rhetoric should make more efforts to incorporate the role of the media into their theories

and analyses of the rise of populist challenger parties. While there is a rich literature on media

populism in communication sciences (Krämer, 2014; Mazzoleni, 2008), most of the political

science literature on populist parties tends to neglect the role of the media. One particularly

pressing question with regards to populist rhetoric is whether the news media (or, potentially,

social media algorithms) reward politicians for engaging in populist rhetoric. An increased

media presence of candidates using populist rhetoric might lead to voters being more familiar

with the respective candidate and their positions which, in turn, can affect electoral fortunes

positively. This potential mechanism also hints at the importance of increasing personalisation

of political competition and its consequences for the effects of populist rhetoric.

This discussion of (some) alternative mechanisms allows two different conclusions with re-

gards to future research concerned with populist rhetoric. The �rst one being that – assuming

one wanted to continue studying the effects of populist rhetoric – scholars should turn towards

investigating alternative, indirect mechanisms through which populist rhetoric can affect demo-

cratic competition. Essentially, such a research agenda ought to answer the question why politi-

cians engage in populist rhetoric, despite it being potentially detrimental to their own electoral

performance. I hope that recent improvements in the availability of textual data, innovations
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concerned with the analysis of such unstructured data, and a soaring interest in the usage of

experimental methods will allow political scientists to answer this question. Another possible

conclusion is that one should not study populist rhetoric further. Overall, this thesis has shown

that populist rhetoric does not seem to contribute much to the electoral success of candidates and

political parties. On the contrary, among most voters the effects are likely to be negative or null.

This is an important contribution because it reduces the number of possible explanations for

populist politicians' success by challenging a widely-held assumption about populist rhetoric.

Some of the results instead point towards the importance of voters' attitudes on immigration,

globalisation, and other divisive issues as drivers of populist challengers' success. Future re-

search concerned with party competition between mainstream parties and populist challengers

thus ought to strengthen its efforts to understand how such attitudes are formed, how they are re-

lated to party preferences, and what political elites can do to convince voters of more moderate

positions.
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Appendix Paper 1

6.1 The European Parliament in the News

To constitute the link between parliamentary discourse and the voting public, I have conducted

a media analysis on a pilot data set assessing the presence of the EP in the news. I picked two

broadsheets from six different member states each and searched for references to the EP and

the respective National Parliaments between 2014 and 2017 using the Mediacloud API. I chose

four countries from Western Europe and two from Eastern Europe for which the Mediacloud

API provides suf�cient data to do this analysis. Wherever possible, I chose the two most in�u-

ential broadsheets, one leaning towards the left and another leaning towards the right, from the

respective countries. The time-frame was chosen so that it contains one year with a European

Parliament election. A full list of countries, media outlets and search terms can be found in

Table 6.1 below.1

Media Outlets Search Terms

Germany
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung
Sueddeutsche Zeitung

”EU-Parlament”
”Bundestag”

France
Le Monde
Le Figaro

”l'Assemblee nationale”
”Parlament europeen”

Spain
El Mundo
ABC

”Parlamento Europeo”
”Congreso”

United Kingdom
The Guardian
Daily Mail

”European Parliament”
”House of Commons”

Poland
Fakt
Gazeta prawna

”Parlament Europejski”
”Sejm”

Romania
Adevarul
Curierul National

”Parlamentul European”
”Parlament*” AND ”Name of
Romanian Party”
”Camera Deputatilor”

Table 6.1: Overview of Countries, Media Outlets, and Search Terms used in the Analysis

I �nd that, on aggregate, the European Parliament receives almost as much coverage as the

respective national parliaments over time (see Figure 6.1). On average, each newspaper men-

tioned the European Parliament in 10 articles per month, compared to 14 references to the

1Note that Romanian Media refers to the Camera Deputatilor mostly as “Parlament”. To reduce measurement
error, I therefore searched for the term “Parlament” and the names of the Romanian national parties avoiding news
relating to other, non-Romanian parliaments.
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respective national parliaments, although there is signi�cant heterogeneity between newspa-

pers with those in Western Europe covering the European Parliament much more often than

their Eastern European counterparts (Table 6.2). For a detailed analysis of the results for the

individual media outlets please consult Table 6.3 below.

Country
Ratio
EP : National Parliament

Germany 1.25 : 1
France 1 : 1
Spain 1 : 1.5
UK 1 : 2.1
Poland 1 : 5
Romania 1 : 1.5

Table 6.2: Ratio of Articles mentioning the European Parliament and the respective National
Parliament

Media Name Parliament Mentions
ABC EU 553
ABC National 714
Adevarul EU 456
Adevarul National 816
Curierul National EU 208
Curierul National National 190
Daily Mail EU 133
Daily Mail National 235
elMundo EU 306
elMundo National 577
Fakt EU 72
Fakt National 350
FAZ EU 764
FAZ National 536
Gazeta prawna EU 157
Gazeta prawna National 805
Le Monde EU 278
Le Monde National 144
Le �garo EU 281
Le �garo National 424
sueddeutsche EU 770
sueddeutsche National 682
the Guardian EU 242
the Guardian National 586

Table 6.3: Articles mentioning the European Parliament and the respective National Parliament
per Media Outlet

123



Figure 6.1: Aggregate Trends in Media Coverage of European Parliament and National Parlia-
ments

6.2 Data Collection

The data set in this paper covers approximately 300,000 speeches given by circa 1200 MEPs

from roughly 200 parties. It covers the time from the 5th to the 8th parliamentary term of the

European Parliament. Unlike other parliaments that currently increase their efforts to make their

recordings and data more accessible, the EP's data infrastructure is comparatively scattered.

More precisely, there are two main challenges when analysing speeches given in the EP with the

�rst challenge being its multilingual nature. Parliamentarians are free to deliver their speeches in

any of�cial EU-language. During the debate, other MEPs can hear live translations provided by

professional translators via headphones. Until the end of 2012, the minutes of all parliamentary

debates also got translated into English. In an attempt to reduce costs, the EP stopped translating

the records of the parliamentary debates in the beginning of 2013. This means that scholars

interested in analysing debates of the EP will have to either translate the speeches or employ

multilingual text analysis tools. The second, much more severe, problem is that the EP's own

database and website often mistakenly display the original speeches as English even though the

text is in a different language. In some rare instances the database also links speeches to the

wrong speakers respectively speakers to the wrong parties. This makes web-scraping the texts

from the Parliament's website extremely complicated. A �nal, minor language-related issue
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when analysing speeches from the EP is that sometimes MEPs change the language they speak

in during a speech, for instance, because they want to stress something or appeal to another

MEP from a different country. These instances are hard to �nd when using automatic language

detection tools but should not cause problems as these rare non-English words get removed

when pre-processing the texts.

Against this backdrop, I combine two existing data sources for this project: First, the UCD's

Corpus of debates of the European Parliament (Greene and Cross, 2017), and second, data

from theTalk of EuropeProject (Van Aggelen et al., 2017). Greene and Cross' corpus con-

tains 210,000 speeches that were given either in English or translated by the EP's translators

between 1999 and 2014. However, given that parliament stopped providing translations in the

beginning of 2013, I only use their data until this cut-off. For all speeches given after that date,

I use the data collected by Van Aggelen and colleagues and translate non-english speeches into

English using the softwareDeepL. The automated translation of texts into English is a common

approach in the text-as-data literature. De Vries et al. (2018) show the usability of Google's

translation API for such purposes. When they conducted their validation analyses, most auto-

mated translation software were not yet using neural network-based translation algorithms. This

means that their positive evaluation of automated translation is a conservative estimate and the

quality of translations is even better today than it was at the time of writing their article. Unfor-

tunately, this data base suffers from the same problems as the EP's website with some speeches

being wrongly classi�ed as English. Also, there seem to be issues with the metadata available

for texts written in non-latin alphabets (Bulgarian, Greek, Cypriotic Greek) and speeches given

by parliamentarians from Croatia. Consequently, speeches given by MEPs from these coun-

tries are inadequately represented in the data used in this article. Hence, while this data set

certainly includesmostspeeches given in the EP it certainly doesnot coverall speeches. All

results should thus be interpreted bearing these shortcomings in mind. Unfortunately, little can

be done about this until the EP improves its transparency mechanisms or a team of researchers

has the resources to �x all these issues manually.
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Figure 6.2: Corpus Statistics
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6.3 Seed Dictionaries

6.3.1 Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

absurd, arrogant, corrupt, undemocratic, shameful, anti-grassroots, grassroots, imperial-

ist, unelected, admit, elite, bureaucrats, short-sighted, unaccountable, unacceptable, cynical,

authoritarian, anti-democratic, disgraceful,anti-grass, grass-roots, domination, frankly, elites,

technocrats, cynical, prematurely, incomprehensible, shameful, dictatorial, technocratic, dread-

ful, reactionary, classes, renationalisation, unaccountable, admitted, circles, lobbyists, one-

sided, ridiculous, unilateralism, non-transparent, appalling, struggle, illusory, accountable, dis-

appointed, club, decision-makers, mistaken, utterly, short-sighted, incompetent, �awed, embar-

rassing, obsession, technocratic, dictates, foolish, scandalous, outrageous, unacceptable, unjust,

frustrating, dishonest, inef�cient, hypocritical, complacent, immoral, ineffective, inappropriate,

arrogance, irresponsible

6.3.2 Austerity

austerity, debts, crisis, greece, eurozone, unemployment, euro, bailout, debt, in�ation, ecb,

budgetary, recession, troika, de�cit, de�cits, currency, monetary, �scal, macroeconomic, macro-

economic, discipline, banks, rate, rates, lending, liquidity, imf, budgets, budget, speculation,

bailout, markets

6.3.3 Immigration

dublin, migration, illegal, asylum, immigrants, migrants, refugees, seekers, migratory, inte-

gration, deportation, schengen, in�ux, displaced, frontex, repatriation, foreigners, dublin, euro-

dac, irregular, arriving, lampedusa, �eeing, mass, asylum-seekers

6.3.4 European Integration

integration, democratic, powers, parliament, union, eu, institutions, parliamentary, constitu-

tion, citizens, rights, parliaments, citizens, legitimacy, fundamental, community, constitutional,

accountability, united, participation, elected, representatives, state, accountability, strengthen,

transparency, responsibility, dialogue, institutional, organisations, mandate, citizenship, mem-

ber, council, decision-making, commission, reform, lisbon, law, legislation, community
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6.4 Validation

Following a recommendation by Grimmer and Stewart (2013), I validate these measures care-

fully, �rstly, by comparing the measures created against a gold standard of human coding, and

secondly, by inspecting the face validity of sentences and documents that score highly on the

respective measures. In order to compare the text-as-data measures to human coding, I develop

four separate tasks (one for each outcome) for Amazon's crowdsourcing platform Mechanical

Turk. Before being allowed to work on the validation task, the workers had to pass a test in

which their coding was compared against a gold standard developed by myself. Only workers

who coded more than 90% of this test correctly were permitted to work on the validations. In

addition, workers had to ful�l some additional criteria such as living in an English speaking

country, having an approval rate of more than 95% and having done at least 500 tasks on Mturk.

Before working on the actual texts, crowd workers had to pass a test in which I compare their

work on a few sentences to a gold standard coded by myself. Only workers who coded more

than 90 % of the sentences correctly were allowed to take part in the actual validation task.

For each outcome variable I took a strati�ed random sample of 100 sentences. I over sampled

sentences with a higher outcome score to ensure that there were enough sentences who actually

deal with the respective issues / contain anti-establishment rhetoric in the sample. Workers

were asked to classify based upon simple coding rules (see example below). Each sentence was

coded by three different workers. I chose such a classi�cation approach over a more detailed

(and more complicated) scaling approach to increase inter-coder reliability. For each sentence,

workers received 0.15$ which, assuming that one sentence took them 30 seconds to code, would

have amounted to an hourly salary of 18$ which is more than the minimum salary in most

countries.

The results of these validation tasks are reassuring: The correlation coef�cients between

the measures and the human coding range between 0.4 for the European Integration measure,

approx. 0.6 for the immigration and austerity measures and 0.85 for the measure of anti-

establishment rhetoric. The inter-coder reliability is overall good: Cronbach's alpha is con-

sistently greater than 0.75 which is widely regarded as acceptable. The circumstance that the

European Integration measure tends to perform less well than the other measures is probably

related to the dif�culty of the coding task: European Integration is a rather abstract concept

and even when breaking it down into a coding rule that asks whether a sentence deals with
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“European political institutions” this is relatively dif�cult. On the other hand, whether or not a

sentence contains anti-establishment rhetoric is much easier to say. Evidence for this assump-

tion comes from the fact that inter-coder agreement is lower for this measure too. It should also

be noted that coming up with coding rules for crowd workers differs from developing coding

rules for trained research assistants. Coding rules for crowd workers need to be easy to grasp

and short. In this case, for instance, I asked workers to assess whether a text contained “overtly

negative and critical rhetoric” when validating the measure of anti-establishment rhetoric. To

ensure that this maps well onto the actual academic concept of interest, crowd workers were pre-

sented with examples of texts that the researcher selected to be representative of the respective

concepts before beginning the task.

Figure 6.3: Screenshot MTurk Validation
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Cronbach's Alpha Krippendorf's Alpha Point-Biserial Correlation

Anti-Estab. 0.94 0.83 0.85

Austerity 0.91 0.75 0.59

Immigration 0.76 0.49 0.59

EU-Integration 0.77 0.53 0.4

Figure 6.4: Overview of Correlations between Hand Coding and the different Outcome Mea-
sures
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Selection of speeches scoring high on the measurements

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

”I �nd the positions advocated in the resolution analysing the situation in Iraq, Syria and

the Isis offensive unacceptable and unbalanced, which is why I did not vote in favour of

it.”

”I voted against this resolution. Indeed, I formally contest the role of the European

Economic and Social Council, which is an undemocratic, useless and costly institution.”

”I am always reluctant to put a question to Mr Helmer, because I am afraid a lot of

nonsense will come out again, but we have to stop this guy. Mr Helmer, you should feel

ashamed for the victims of the recent events in Sardinia. You should feel ashamed for the

victims of recent events in the Philippines. Climate change is happening and what you

are doing is cynical and irresponsible.”

”Mr president, thank you very much for taking the point of order. This is about the third

massive voting list that we have had, for a parliament which is at the very end of its

mandate. I would put it to you that this is wholly undemocratic but fully in keeping with

the wholly undemocratic approach of this parliament.”

”While I wholly support a call for democracy in Guinea Bissau and also condemn the

recent military coup, I do not permit the European Union as a wholly undemocratic and

largely unelected body to be the arbiter of such judgements on the global stage.”
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Austerity Emphasis

”The next item is the debate on prevention and correction of macroeconomic imbal-

ances; excessive de�cit procedure; requirements for budgetary frameworks of member

states; budgetary surveillance in the Euro area; surveillance of budgetary positions and

surveillance and coordination of economic policies; and enforcement measures to correct

excessive macroeconomic imbalances in the Euro area.”

”We need to create effective instruments to combat speculation on sovereign debt. I

support the process of strengthening mutual budgetary surveillance and macroeconomic

convergence. However, �scal discipline and austerity measures must be accompanied in

all circumstances by a greater degree of solidarity at EU-level.”

”I voted against the report on the surveillance of budgetary positions and the surveil-

lance and coordination of economic policies, as it forms part of a legislative package on

economic governance whose measures concentrate almost exclusively on austerity and

sanctions, which will have extremely negative consequences for the European economy

and the European public. Austerity alone will not solve the crisis in the Euro area. There

is a need for policies to consolidate public �nances which promote smart growth, so-

cial cohesion and jobs, and which provide, speci�cally, for the creation of a system of

Eurobonds and a �nancial transaction tax.”
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Immigration Emphasis

”I voted in favour of the new European programme for the resettlement of third-country

refugees, which will provide additional funding for member states that wish to resettle

refugees �eeing from war, famine or persecution. I supported this programme, which, in

cooperation with the united nations high commissioner for refugees, seeks to strengthen

the European Union's role in providing international protection. Consequently, in 2013,

the `priorities' will be Iraqi refugees in Turkey, Syria, Lebanon and Jordan, Afghan

refugees in Turkey, Pakistan and Iran, Congolese refugees in Burundi, Malawi, Rwanda

and Zambia, Somali refugees in Ethiopia, Burmese refugees in Bangladesh, Malaysia and

Thailand, and Eritrean refugees in eastern Sudan. The Europe I defend is also the Europe

that protects vulnerable people, children and women at risk, unaccompanied minors and

people with serious medical needs.”

”According to �gures from the United Nations high commissioner for refugees, there are

currently almost 2 million Syrian refugees who have crossed Syria's borders to escape the

�ghting. Of the refugees, 76% are women and children, and of these children, 410,000

are of primary school age. There are also over 4 million internally displaced persons.

Faced with such a situation, it is absolutely crucial that the European Union, the world's

largest donor of humanitarian aid, continue its efforts to meet the needs of refugees and

internally displaced persons. I therefore supported the text adopted by parliament which,

among other things, calls on the European Union to organise a humanitarian conference

on the Syrian refugee crisis and to prioritise measures for the countries in the region

hosting these refugees.”
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European Integration Emphasis

”I consider it important that, in the context of fundamental European values, all member

states fully respect the rights of the European Union in their legislative practices, by

respecting democratic principles, the rule of law and fundamental rights.”

”I believe that the reform of parliament's electoral procedure must aim to strengthen the

democratic and transnational dimension of European elections and the democratic legit-

imacy of the decision-making process within the union, give substance to the concept of

citizenship of the union, increase the legitimacy of the work of the European parliament

and strengthen the principles of electoral equality and equal opportunities, increase the

effectiveness of the system applied in the conduct of European elections and bring mem-

bers of the European parliament closer to their voters, especially the youngest among

them. I support the idea that the list of candidates for elections to the European par-

liament should ensure gender equality.” ”I support the commission's initiative, since it

ensures the security of the sources of European Union law, aims to simplify and increase

ef�ciency, and guarantees the full exercise of powers of democratic control and the pro-

vision of clear and transparent information to all interested parties.”
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6.4.2 Valdiation keyATM

This section is concerned with the validaiton of the keyAtm (Eshima et al., 2023) which is used

to measure the topics of the debates in the European Parliament. Unfortunately, the debate titles

are not available for all dates and are often also not very meaningful. Thus, leveraging the titles

to learn about the debate content is dif�cult. Instead, I implement a keyATM with 25 topics, for

21 of these I pre-de�ne keywords based upon the coding scheme of the Comparative Agendas

Project. The remaining topics are supposed to capture the remaining variance. Below, I �rstly

present the top words for each topic – these have a very good face validity for the vast majority

of topics created. As a further validation check, I conduct very basic dictionary analyses using

the keywords from the keyATM as dictionaries and correlate the monthly averages of these

dictionary scores with the monthly averages of the topic scores. For the lion's share of topics

these scores are remarkably high which suggests that the model outputs really capture the topics

they were supposed to measure. Finally, it is important that these scores are only used as control

variables in the regressions – the individual topics that were identi�ed by the model are therefore

not that important because they are supposed to �lter out noise when used collectively.

Macro Civil Health Agriculture Labour Education Environment Energy

budget (KEY) rights health (KEY) �sheries (KEY) writing women environmental (KEY) energy (KEY)

�nancial (KEY) human products farmers (KEY) workers (KEY) education (KEY) environment (KEY) climate (KEY)

year freedom (KEY) food (KEY) agricultural voted rights water (KEY) emissions

discharge country safety �shing (KEY) support people waste (KEY) nuclear (KEY)

budgetary turkey consumers food (KEY) fund children sea gas (KEY)

money (KEY) political consumer (KEY) agriculture (KEY) favour work maritime change

court (KEY) democracy use sector �nancial (KEY) social (KEY) natural renewable (KEY)

committee people research (KEY) production crisis equality protection industry (KEY)

auditors situation animals policy made gender directive ef�ciency (KEY)

agency democratic public (KEY) measures market men disasters global

control resolution human products globalisation discrimination

(KEY)

damage oil (KEY)

implementation respect information �sh (KEY) economic young pollution (KEY) power

funds death animal (KEY) producers measures equal use need

council law (KEY) protection common assistance (KEY) life resources environmental

(KEY)

institutions authorities patients support sector violence (KEY) disaster policy

Top words for Each Topic, Keywords Highlighted, keyATM with 25 Topics and 1500 Iterations
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Immigration Transport Law Welfare Housing Commerce Defense Technology

asylum (KEY) transport (KEY) rights social (KEY) development market russia market

immigration (KEY) safety data economic policy tax (KEY) security (KEY) services

refugees (KEY) road law (KEY) growth programme �nancial (KEY) peace research (KEY)

people air (KEY) crime (KEY) crisis regions companies war industry (KEY)

migration (KEY) vehicles protection employment

(KEY)

support consumers military (KEY) sector

borders (KEY) aviation (KEY) criminal policy funds consumer (KEY) international (KEY) innovation

schengen traf�c security (KEY) economy regional bank ukraine competition

border passengers justice need important markets situation access

immigrants rail (KEY) legal jobs funding single support new

illegal (KEY) system �ght people new banks region companies

policy railway citizens policies areas economic united small

citizens tourism (KEY) terrorism (KEY) strategy cohesion system israel smes

movement sector cooperation unemployment

(KEY)

cooperation rules government (KEY) service

visa airlines information public (KEY) projects internal con�ict technology (KEY)

migrants passenger fundamental measures strategy businesses foreign (KEY) internal

Top words for Each Topic, Keywords Highlighted, keyATM with 25 Topics and 1500 Iterations

Trade International Government Lands Culture Other1 Other2 Other3 Other4 Other5

agreement world (KEY) council voted cultural

(KEY)

question now committee policy vote

trade (KEY) aid (KEY) presidency favour culture

(KEY)

commissioner need rapporteur council debate

agreements international

(KEY)

government

(KEY)

proposal media council people group new take

economic people treaty regulation

(KEY)

internet ask think commissioner political members

negotiations

(KEY)

development citizens citizens sport subject want directive need place

cooperation africa political public (KEY) information time say proposal important group

international

(KEY)

government

(KEY)

people resolution citizens questions time council work procedure

relations poverty new legal important government

(KEY)

just work rights house

partnership developing

(KEY)

country rules people issue madam thank make amendment

development humanitarian minister vote languages whether said �rst way committee

china situation constitution text diversity case commissioner mrs issues closed

country country accession national language answer know behalf future rules

free million democracy therefore heritage matter many amendments treaty request

important resolution world (KEY) law (KEY) rights taken make now process thank

accession support today council world (KEY) thank debate important common minutes

Top words for Each Topic, Keywords Highlighted, keyATM with 25 Topics and 1500 Iterations
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Correlation Topic Names

0.40 Macro

0.56 Civil

0.55 Health

0.68 Agriculture

0.22 Labour

0.44 Education

0.55 Environment

0.74 Energy

0.87 Immigration

0.64 Transport

0.55 Law

0.45 Welfare

0.02 Housing

0.57 Commerce

0.43 Defense

0.28 Technology

0.55 Trade

0.69 International

0.41 Government

-0.17 Lands

0.54 Culture

Correlation between Dictionary and keyATM
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6.5 Descriptive Statistics

6.5.1 Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

Figure 6.5: Average scores of Anti-Establishment Rhetoric plotted against GAL-TAN and Pro-
EU - Anti-EU positions (Party Names of biggest Parties highlighted, Scales standardised and
centered around 0)
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Figure 6.6: Trends in using Anti-Establishment Rhetoric (LOESS regression incl. 95% Con�-
dence Intervals)

Variable N missing % Complete Mean SD 0 percentile 25 perc. 50 perc. 75 perc. 100 perc.
DV Anti-Establishment 0 1.00 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.36
DV Austerity 0 1.00 0.04 0.04 0.00 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.60
DV Immigration 0 1.00 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.53
DV EU-Integration 0 1.00 0.14 0.06 0.00 0.10 0.13 0.17 0.78
IV Salience Gov. Debt 187267 0.38 0.14 0.06 0.00 0.09 0.13 0.17 0.36
IV Salience Immigration 40472 0.86 0.12 0.12 0.00 0.03 0.09 0.17 0.76
IV Salience EU 216064 0.28 -0.11 0.48 -1.00 -0.39 -0.18 0.05 4.95
IV LR-Position 32806 0.89 5.68 2.18 0.22 3.82 6.17 7.22 10.00
IV EP-Opposition 0 1.00 0.39 0.49 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 1.00

Table 6.4: Summary Statistics (Independent and Dependent Variables)
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6.5.2 Variance Components Models

Anti-Establishment Austerity Immigration EU-Integration
Rhetoric

(Intercept) 0:04�� � 0:18��� � 0:04 � 0:06
(0:01) (0:05) (0:02) (0:03)

AIC 768009:34 669381:27 697193:24 729102:60
BIC 768083:13 669455:07 697267:03 729176:40
Log Likelihood � 383997:67 � 334683:64 � 348589:62 � 364544:30
Num. obs. 280022 280022 280022 280022
Num. groups: debate 17321 17321 17321 17321
Num. groups: mepids 1522 1522 1522 1522
Num. groups: partyid 220 220 220 220
Num. groups: country 28 28 28 28
Num. groups: year 18 18 18 18
Var: debate (Intercept) 0:12 0:29 0:34 0:26
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:02 0:03 0:02 0:04
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:02 0:01 0:01 0:01
Var: country (Intercept) 0:00 0:02 0:00 0:01
Var: year (Intercept) 0:00 0:02 0:01 0:01
Var: Residual 0:86 0:58 0:64 0:73
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1.

Table 6.5: Variance Components Models

6.5.3 Correlations

Anti-Establishment Immigration EU-Integration Austerity
Rhetoric

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric 1.00 -0.03 0.05 0.00
Immigration -0.03 1.00 0.02 0.06

EU-Integration 0.05 0.02 1.00 0.03
Austerity 0.00 0.06 0.03 1.00

Table 6.6: Speech-level Correlations

Anti-Establishment Immigration EU-Integration Austerity
Rhetoric

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric 1.00 0.12 0.09 0.06
Immigration 0.12 1.00 0.15 0.18

EU-Integration 0.09 0.15 1.00 0.21
Austerity 0.06 0.18 0.21 1.00

Table 6.7: Debate-level Correlations
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Anti-Establishment Immigration EU-Integration Austerity
Rhetoric

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric 1.00 0.19 -0.04 -0.18
Immigration 0.19 1.00 0.48 0.42

EU-Integration -0.04 0.48 1.00 0.52
Austerity -0.18 0.42 0.52 1.00

Table 6.8: Over-time Correlations

6.6 Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

6.6.1 Structural Differences

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

Challenger 0:09��� 0:04��

(0:02) (0:01)
LR-Position 0:01 0:02

(0:01) (0:01)
EP Opposition 0:06��� 0:06���

(0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:02�� 0:02��

(0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X
Year Fixed Effects X X
Country Fixed Effects X X
Random Slopes X X
Random Intercepts (Debates) X X
AIC 738771:46 730721:69
BIC 739600:52 731277:89
Log Likelihood � 369306:73 � 365307:84
Num. obs. 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:02 0:02
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:00 0:01
Var: party id challenge 0:02
Cov: partyid (Intercept) challenge 0:00
Var: Residual 0:93 0:86
Num. groups: debate 17171
Var: debate (Intercept) 0:12
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1 Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.9: Alternative Model Speci�cations using Multilevel Models
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Anti-Establishment Rhetoric Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Challenger 0:04 0:04 0:00 � 0:04
(0:04) (0:04) (0:04) (0:04)

LR-Position 0:03� 0:03� 0:06��

(0:01) (0:01) (0:02)
Challenge * Right 0:05�

(0:02)
Challenge * Left � 0:01

(0:02)
EP-Opposition 0:15��� 0:14��� 0:03 0:02

(0:03) (0:03) (0:02) (0:02)
Nat. Opposition 0:03� 0:03� 0:03� 0:02�

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X
EP-Group Fixed Effects X X X X
R2 0:02 0:04 0:04 0:04
Adj. R2 0:02 0:04 0:04 0:04
within.r.squared 0:01 0:03 0:02 0:02
Sigma 0:99 0:97 0:97 0:97
nobs 266854 266854 266854 266854
AIC 749697:92 743548:90 742762:21 742541:49
BIC 750212:15 744325:49 743643:74 743454:51
Log Likelihood � 374799:96 � 371700:45 � 371297:10 � 371183:75
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1 Clustered Standard Errors (National Party) in Parentheses

Table 6.10: Alternative Model Speci�cations using OLS

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

Dominant Party � 0:01
(0:02)

LR-Position � 0:01
(0:02)

EP-Opposition 0:04���

(0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:02��

(0:01)

Topic Controls X
Year Fixed Effects X
Party Fixed Effects X
AIC 739211:30
BIC 741855:90
Log Likelihood � 369353:65
Num. obs. 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:02
Var: Residual 0:93
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1 Random Intercepts for Parties

Table 6.11: Within-Party Differences in using Anti-Establishment Rhetoric
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6.6.2 Electoral Cycle Effects

Anti-Establishment Rhetoric Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

Challenger 0:05�� 0:05���

(0:02) (0:01)
Proximity to next EP-Election � 0:00 � 0:00

(0:00) (0:00)
Proximity to next National Election 0:00 � 0:00

(0:00) (0:00)
Challenger * Proximity to next EP-Election 0:00 0:00

(0:01) (0:01)
Challenger * Proximity to next National Election 0:02��� 0:01��

(0:00) (0:00)
LR-Position 0:02� 0:02

(0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition 0:06��� 0:06���

(0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X
Year Fixed Effects X X
Country Fixed Effects X X
Random Intercepts (Debates) X X
AIC 743324:34 730675:31
BIC 743733:62 731095:09
Log Likelihood � 371623:17 � 365297:66
Num. obs. 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:02 0:02
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:02 0:01
Var: Residual 0:94 0:86
Num. groups: debate 17171
Var: debate (Intercept) 0:12
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1 Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.12: Alternative Model Speci�cations without debate topic controls and incl. random
intercepts (Debates)
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Anti-Establishment Rhetoric

Challenger 0:04
(0:04)

Proximity to next EP-Election 0:01
(0:01)

Proximity to next National Election � 0:00
(0:00)

Challenger * Proximity to next EP-Election � 0:03
(0:02)

Challenger * Proximity to next National Election 0:02
(0:01)

LR-Position 0:03�

(0:01)
EP-Opposition 0:14���

(0:03)

Topic Controls X
Year Fixed Effects X
Country Fixed Effects X
R2 0:04
Adj. R2 0:04
within.r.squared 0:03
Sigma 0:97
nobs 266854
AIC 743559:08
BIC 744367:15
Log Likelihood � 371702:54
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1 Clustered Standard Errors (National Party) in Parentheses

Table 6.13: Alternative Model Speci�cations using OLS
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6.7 Issue-Emphasis

6.7.1 Structural Differences

Austerity Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Challenger 0:02 0:01 0:01 0:02
(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:02)

LR-Position � 0:02�� � 0:02�� � 0:04���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition � 0:01 � 0:01

(0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:02��� 0:02��

(0:00) (0:00)
Challenger * Left � 0:01

(0:01)
Challenger * Right � 0:01

(0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X
EP-Group Fixed Effects X X X X
AIC 646356:94 646364:16 646400:02 646421:26
BIC 647144:02 647172:24 647292:05 647365:76
Log Likelihood � 323103:47 � 323105:08 � 323115:01 � 323120:63
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:03 0:03 0:03
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:01 0:01 0:00 0:00
Var: Residual 0:65 0:65 0:65 0:65
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; cdotp < 0:1. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.14: Structural Differences between Challenger and Dominant Parties in emphasising
Austerity
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Immigration Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Challenger 0:05��� 0:04��� 0:03�� � 0:02
(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:02)

LR-Position 0:02�� 0:02��� 0:02�

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition 0:04��� 0:02�

(0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition � 0:00 0:00

(0:00) (0:00)
Challenger * Left 0:02�

(0:01)
Challenger * Right 0:04���

(0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X
EP-Group Fixed Effects X X X X
AIC 671330:97 671333:83 671376:44 671403:50
BIC 672118:06 672141:90 672268:47 672348:00
Log Likelihood � 335590:49 � 335589:91 � 335603:22 � 335611:75
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:01 0:01 0:01 0:01
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:00 0:00 0:00 0:00
Var: Residual 0:72 0:72 0:72 0:72
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; cdotp < 0:1.Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.15: Structural Differences between Challenger and Dominant Parties in emphasising
Immigration
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EU-Integration Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Challenger � 0:04�� � 0:02 � 0:02 � 0:08���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:02)
LR-Position � 0:02� � 0:02� � 0:02

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition � 0:04��� � 0:03��

(0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition � 0:01 � 0:01

(0:01) (0:01)
Challenger * Left 0:04���

(0:01)
Challenger * Right 0:03�

(0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X
EP-Group Fixed Effects X X X X
AIC 703208:33 703212:20 703240:27 703262:92
BIC 703995:42 704020:27 704132:30 704207:42
Log Likelihood � 351529:17 � 351529:10 � 351535:14 � 351541:46
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:03 0:03 0:03
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:01 0:00 0:00 0:00
Var: Residual 0:81 0:81 0:81 0:81
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; cdotp < 0:1. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.16: Structural Differences between Challenger and Dominant Parties in emphasising
EU-Integration
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Austerity Austerity Immigration Immigration EU-Integration EU-Integration

Challenger 0:02 0:01 � 0:03 � 0:03 � 0:10�� � 0:09���

(0:03) (0:02) (0:02) (0:02) (0:03) (0:02)
Challenger * Right 0:00 � 0:00 0:05��� 0:05��� 0:04� 0:04��

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:02) (0:01)
Challenger * Left � 0:02 � 0:01 0:02�� 0:03��� 0:04�� 0:04���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition � 0:01 0:00 0:03��� 0:03��� � 0:05��� � 0:05���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:01�� 0:01�� � 0:00 0:00 � 0:01 � 0:00

(0:00) (0:00) (0:00) (0:00) (0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X X X
Random Slopes X X X X X X
Random Intercepts (Debates) X X X X X X
AIC 646373:69 640167:55 671333:12 663174:87 703201:33 696185:75
BIC 647234:23 640755:24 672193:67 663762:56 704061:87 696773:44
Log Likelihood � 323104:84 � 320027:78 � 335584:56 � 331531:44 � 351518:66 � 348036:87
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:03 0:01 0:02 0:03 0:04
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:00 0:01 0:00 0:00 0:00 0:01
Var: party id challenge 0:01 0:00 0:02
Cov: partyid (Intercept) challenge � 0:00 � 0:00 � 0:01
Var: Residual 0:65 0:58 0:72 0:64 0:81 0:73
Num. groups: debate 17171 17171 17171
Var: debate (Intercept) 0:29 0:34 0:26
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; cdotp < 0:1. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.17: Alternative Model Speci�cations using Multilevel Models

Austerity Immigration EU-Integration

Challenger 0:01 0:03� 0:03
(0:02) (0:01) (0:03)

LR-Position � 0:01 0:02� � 0:01
(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)

EP-Opposition 0:02 0:06��� � 0:06�

(0:02) (0:01) (0:03)
Nat. Opposition � 0:00 0:01 � 0:02�

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X
R2 0:33 0:27 0:17
Adj. R2 0:33 0:27 0:17
within.r.squared 0:27 0:26 0:14
Sigma 0:82 0:85 0:92
nobs 266854 266854 266854
AIC 653549:13 673340:86 710714:92
BIC 654325:72 674117:45 711491:51
Log Likelihood � 326700:57 � 336596:43 � 355283:46
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1. Clustered Standard Errors (National Party) in Parentheses

Table 6.18: Alternative Model Speci�cations using OLS

150



Austerity Immigration EU-Integration

Dominant Party � 0:00 � 0:01 0:03
(0:02) (0:02) (0:02)

LR-Position � 0:04��� 0:03� � 0:01
(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)

EP-Opposition � 0:01 0:02� � 0:03�

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:02��� � 0:00 � 0:00

(0:00) (0:00) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Party Fixed Effects X X X
AIC 646844:71 671879:93 703676:48
BIC 649489:31 674524:53 706321:09
Log Likelihood � 323170:36 � 335687:97 � 351586:24
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:01 0:03
Var: Residual 0:65 0:72 0:81
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; : p < 0:1. Random Intercepts for MEPs

Table 6.19: Within-Party Differences in emphasising Austerity, Immigration, and EU-
Integration
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6.7.2 Effects of Issue Salience

Austerity Immigration EU-Integration

Challenger � 0:01 0:03� � 0:02
(0:04) (0:01) (0:03)

Austerity Salience � 0:00
(0:02)

Immigration Salience � 0:00
(0:01)

EU Salience � 0:01���

(0:00)
Challenger * Austerity Salience 0:02

(0:02)
Challenger * Immigration Salience � 0:01

(0:01)
Challenger * EU Salience 0:03�

(0:01)
LR-Position � 0:01 0:02� � 0:03���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP Opposition 0:03 0:05��� 0:01

(0:03) (0:01) (0:02)
Nat. Opposition � 0:02 0:00 0:01

(0:02) (0:01) (0:02)

Topic Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X
R2 0:37 0:28 0:13
Adj. R2 0:37 0:28 0:13
within.r.squared 0:34 0:27 0:12
Sigma 0:91 0:88 0:87
nobs 101077 233056 77276
AIC 267129:32 602362:52 198439:82
BIC 267719:78 603098:01 198911:84
Log Likelihood � 133502:66 � 301110:26 � 99168:91
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Clustered Standard Errors (National Party) in Parentheses

Table 6.20: The Effect of Changes in Issue Salience on Issue Emphasis (OLS)
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Austerity Austerity Immigration Immigration

Challenger 0:01 0:01 0:02� 0:02
(0:02) (0:02) (0:01) (0:01)

Monthly Unemployment 0:01 0:01
(0:02) (0:02)

Monthly Arrival Refugees � 0:03��� � 0:05���

(0:01) (0:01)
Challenger * Monthly Unemployment 0:07�� 0:06�

(0:03) (0:03)
Challenger * Monthly Arrival Refugees 0:03��� 0:04���

(0:01) (0:01)
LR-Positions � 0:03�� � 0:03�� 0:00 0:01

(0:01) (0:01) (0:00) (0:01)
EP-Opposition 0:01 0:02 0:04��� 0:04��

(0:02) (0:02) (0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:01 0:01 0:00 0:01

(0:02) (0:02) (0:01) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X
Debate Fixed Effects X X X X
R2 0:25 0:30 0:33 0:47
Adj. R2 0:25 0:25 0:33 0:44
within.r.squared 0:19 0:00 0:32 0:00
Sigma 0:85 0:85 0:91 0:82
nobs 86603 86603 100528 100528
AIC 218131:24 223234:75 265438:26 250673:15
BIC 218712:12 276938:38 266028:38 291553:78
Log Likelihood � 109003:62 � 105885:38 � 132657:13 � 121041:57
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05; cdotp < 0:1. Clustered Standard Errors (National Party) in Parentheses

Table 6.21: The Effect of Changes in Issue Salience on Issue Emphasis (OLS)
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Austerity Austerity Austerity Austerity Austerity

Challenger � 0:033 � 0:016 � 0:013 � 0:001 � 0:006
(0:027) (0:027) (0:026) (0:025) (0:024)

Austerity (Lead 15) 0:007
(0:008)

Austerity (Lead 30) 0:013
(0:008)

Austerity (Lead 60) 0:018�

(0:007)
Austerity (Lead 90) 0:031���

(0:007)
Austerity (Lead 180) 0:033���

(0:007)
Challenge * Austerity (Lead 15) 0:021

(0:013)
Challenge * Austerity (Lead 30) 0:016

(0:013)
Challenge * Austerity (Lead 60) 0:013

(0:013)
Challenge * Austerity (Lead 90) 0:005

(0:013)
Challenge * Austerity (Lead 180) 0:015

(0:012)
LR-Position � 0:002 � 0:003 � 0:004 � 0:005 � 0:006

(0:012) (0:012) (0:012) (0:011) (0:011)
EP-Opposition 0:001 � 0:006 � 0:005 � 0:006 � 0:000

(0:023) (0:023) (0:022) (0:022) (0:022)
Nat. Opposition 0:012 0:008 0:006 0:002 0:007

(0:014) (0:014) (0:013) (0:012) (0:011)

Topic Controls X X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X X
AIC 268876:979 274351:845 282772:351 291346:268 315246:872
BIC 269496:906 274973:081 283395:534 291970:842 315885:726
Log Likelihood � 134373:489 � 137110:922 � 141321:175 � 145608:134 � 157557:436
Num. obs. 102472 104556 107735 110065 118138
Num. groups: mepids 766 771 775 778 785
Num. groups: partyid 151 151 151 151 152
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:031 0:031 0:031 0:033 0:034
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:006 0:006 0:006 0:005 0:006
Var: Residual 0:797 0:797 0:798 0:816 0:834
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.22: The Effect of Changes in Salience of Austerity (leads in Days)
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Austerity Austerity Austerity Austerity Austerity

Challenger � 0:025 � 0:025 � 0:022 � 0:024 � 0:025
(0:028) (0:028) (0:029) (0:029) (0:031)

Austerity (Lag 15) 0:003
(0:008)

Austerity (Lag 30) 0:004
(0:008)

Austerity (Lag 60) � 0:005
(0:008)

Austerity (Lag 90) � 0:005
(0:009)

Austerity (Lag 180) � 0:011
(0:009)

Challenge * Austerity (Lag 15) 0:024
(0:014)

Challenge * Austerity (Lag 30) 0:023
(0:014)

Challenge * Austerity (Lag 60) 0:030�

(0:015)
Challenge * Austerity (Lag 90) 0:021

(0:014)
Challenge * Austerity (Lag 180) � 0:019

(0:014)
LR-Position � 0:002 � 0:002 � 0:003 � 0:004 � 0:010

(0:012) (0:012) (0:012) (0:012) (0:012)
EP Opposition 0:004 0:004 0:008 0:008 0:010

(0:023) (0:023) (0:023) (0:023) (0:024)
Nat. Opposition 0:001 0:001 � 0:008 � 0:008 � 0:010

(0:015) (0:015) (0:015) (0:015) (0:015)

Topic Controls X X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X X
AIC 260196:361 260196:447 246764:767 246766:889 232148:412
BIC 260814:132 260814:218 247379:497 247381:620 232759:359
Log Likelihood � 130033:180 � 130033:223 � 123317:383 � 123318:445 � 116009:206
Num. obs. 99128 99128 94598 94598 89248
Num. groups: mepids 763 763 757 757 748
Num. groups: partyid 151 151 149 149 148
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:031 0:031 0:031 0:031 0:029
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:006 0:006 0:006 0:006 0:007
Var: Residual 0:797 0:797 0:784 0:784 0:778
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.23: The Effect of Changes in Salience of Austerity (Lags in Days)
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Immigration Immigration Immigration Immigration Immigration

Challenger 0:040�� 0:040�� 0:039�� 0:039�� 0:038��

(0:013) (0:013) (0:013) (0:013) (0:013)
Immigration (Lead 15) 0:002

(0:005)
Immigration (Lead 30) 0:002

(0:005)
Immigration (Lead 60) 0:003

(0:005)
Immigration (Lead 90) 0:002

(0:005)
Immigration (Lead 180) � 0:002

(0:005)
Challenge * Immigration (Lead 15) � 0:001

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lead 30) 0:000

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lead 60) 0:002

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lead 90) 0:004

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lead 180) 0:008

(0:008)
LR-Position 0:024��� 0:024��� 0:024��� 0:022��� 0:022���

(0:006) (0:006) (0:006) (0:006) (0:006)
EP Opposition 0:048��� 0:048��� 0:047��� 0:047��� 0:045���

(0:010) (0:010) (0:010) (0:010) (0:010)
Nat. Opposition � 0:005 � 0:005 � 0:005 � 0:005 � 0:005

(0:005) (0:005) (0:005) (0:005) (0:005)

Topic Controls X X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X X
AIC 602121:017 602120:826 603827:196 605608:772 610614:780
BIC 602887:781 602887:591 604594:200 606386:380 611393:163
Log Likelihood � 300986:508 � 300986:413 � 301839:598 � 302729:386 � 305232:390
Num. obs. 233674 233674 234432 235180 237622
Num. groups: mepids 1405 1405 1408 1411 1421
Num. groups: partyid 192 192 193 197 199
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:014 0:014 0:014 0:014 0:014
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:003 0:003 0:003 0:003 0:003
Var: Residual 0:764 0:764 0:763 0:763 0:758
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.24: The Effect of Changes in Salience of Immigration (Leads in Days)
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Immigration Immigration Immigration Immigration Immigration

Challenger 0:041�� 0:040�� 0:040�� 0:040�� 0:040��

(0:013) (0:013) (0:013) (0:013) (0:013)
Immigration (Lag 15) � 0:001

(0:005)
Immigration (Lag 30) � 0:002

(0:005)
Immigration (Lag 60) � 0:005

(0:005)
Immigration (Lag 90) � 0:006

(0:005)
Immigration (Lag 180) � 0:005

(0:005)
Challenge * Immigration (Lag 15) � 0:004

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lag 30) � 0:006

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lag 60) � 0:010

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lag 90) � 0:015

(0:008)
Challenge * Immigration (Lag 180) � 0:027���

(0:008)
LR-Position 0:024��� 0:023��� 0:023��� 0:023��� 0:024���

(0:006) (0:006) (0:006) (0:006) (0:006)
EP-Opposition 0:049��� 0:052��� 0:054��� 0:054��� 0:054���

(0:010) (0:010) (0:010) (0:010) (0:010)
Nat. Opposition � 0:006 � 0:005 � 0:004 � 0:004 � 0:004

(0:005) (0:005) (0:005) (0:005) (0:005)

Topic Controls X X X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X X X
AIC 600492:591 598845:313 597676:196 596245:470 593212:194
BIC 601259:091 599611:608 598442:318 597011:381 593977:688
Log Likelihood � 300172:296 � 299348:656 � 298764:098 � 298048:735 � 296532:097
Num. obs. 232839 232198 231654 230997 229695
Num. groups: mepids 1402 1399 1399 1397 1394
Num. groups: partyid 192 192 192 192 192
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:014 0:014 0:014 0:014 0:014
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:003 0:003 0:003 0:003 0:003
Var: Residual 0:766 0:766 0:766 0:767 0:768
��� p < 0:001; �� p < 0:01; � p < 0:05. Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.25: The Effect of changes in Salience of Immigration (Lags in Days)
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6.7.3 Electoral Cycle Effects

Austerity Immigration EU-Integration

Challenger � 0:01 0:04��� � 0:04��

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
Proximity to next EP-Election � 0:00 0:00 � 0:00

(0:00) (0:00) (0:00)
Proximity to next National Election � 0:00 0:00 � 0:00

(0:00) (0:00) (0:00)
Challenger * Proximity to next EP-Election � 0:01�� � 0:01�� 0:00

(0:00) (0:00) (0:00)
Challenger * Proximity to next National Election 0:00 � 0:00 0:01�

(0:00) (0:00) (0:00)
LR-Position � 0:02�� 0:02�� � 0:03���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
EP-Opposition � 0:03�� 0:04��� � 0:04���

(0:01) (0:01) (0:01)
Nat. Opposition 0:02��� � 0:00 � 0:01

(0:00) (0:00) (0:01)

Topic Controls X X X
Year Fixed Effects X X X
Country Fixed Effects X X X
AIC 646533:32 671369:78 703322:96
BIC 647204:97 672041:43 703994:61
Log Likelihood � 323202:66 � 335620:89 � 351597:48
Num. obs. 266854 266854 266854
Num. groups: mepids 1466 1466 1466
Num. groups: partyid 204 204 204
Var: mepids (Intercept) 0:03 0:01 0:03
Var: party id (Intercept) 0:01 0:00 0:00
Var: Residual 0:65 0:72 0:81

Random Intercepts for Parties and MEPs

Table 6.26: Issue-Emphasis conditional on the Electoral Cycle

6.8 Missing Data

I manually merged the data from the European Parliament with data from the Chapel Hill Expert

Survey (Jolly et al., 2022). Despite recent efforts to increase the scope of the CHES, not all

parties in the European Parliament are covered by it. This problem is particularly severe in some

smaller South-Eastern European countries and in traditional two-party systems where smaller

parties are only represented in the European Parliament. In addition, there is some missing

data in the meta-data retrieved from Van Aggelen et al. (2017) where party names where either
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missing, or could not be matched to parties in the CHES. The latter happens when MEPs get

elected into the Parliament for one party but then leave their party, change to another party, or

form a new party. Note that this type of missing data is different than the problems discussed in

the respective Appendix section on the data collection.

The following tables display the proportions of missing speeches by country and year.

Year N missing N present Prop. missing

1999 174 4099 4.07
2000 712 11170 5.99
2001 620 10694 5.48
2002 1006 8725 10.34
2003 1133 8791 11.42

2004 732 6582 10.01
2005 502 10771 4.45
2006 705 11974 5.56
2007 793 11432 6.49
2008 1035 13736 7.01

2009 728 11618 5.90
2010 1339 21573 5.84
2011 2208 31799 6.49
2012 2105 27153 7.19
2013 2184 34041 6.03

2014 1370 22802 5.67
2015 2103 20457 9.32
2016 1717 11077 13.42

Table 6.27: Number of Missing Speeches by Year
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Country N missing N present Prop. missing

Belgium 0 7655 0.00
Bulgaria 0 745 0.00
Denmark 0 2584 0.00
Germany 0 23427 0.00
Greece 0 6224 0.00

Lithuania 0 7950 0.00
Malta 0 1513 0.00
Romania 0 12055 0.00
Slovakia 0 10702 0.00
Sweden 0 5594 0.00

Netherlands 26 9701 0.27
Poland 70 15415 0.45
Finland 36 6047 0.59
Austria 95 11034 0.85
Italy 269 27318 0.98

Czech Republic 107 4816 2.17
Slovenia 20 805 2.42
Spain 594 20184 2.86
Estonia 65 1458 4.27
Latvia 241 1930 11.10

United Kingdom 4627 35945 11.40
Portugal 3978 23421 14.52
France 6074 29790 16.94
Luxembourg 231 958 19.43
Ireland 2069 5749 26.46

Cyprus 278 629 30.65
Hungary 1528 3393 31.05
Croatia 858 1452 37.14

Table 6.28: Number of Missing Speeches by Country

6.9 Opposition Controls

To control for whether a certain MEP is “in opposition” in the EP, I use a dummy variable

generated by analysing roll call data (Hix et al., 2022) capturing whether an MEP supported the

Commission in the beginning of each parliamentary term. For the Commission Barosso 1, I use

vote number 101, for Barosso 2, I use vote number 320, and for Juncker 1 I use vote number

87. Abstentions or absence were coded as not supporting the Commission. For the Commission

Prodi, I use membership in the EPP, the S&D, and the ALDE groups as a proxy for support. To

control for opposition on the national, I use ParlGov data (Döring and Manow, 2020).
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Appendix Paper 2

7.1 Additional Empirics and Robustness Checks

7.1.1 Candidate Support and Attitude Strength Effect

(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Candidate Support t0 * Direction 0.056��

(0.013)
Argument Direction 0.099�

(0.032)
Issue Preferences t0 0.669���

(0.015)
Intercept 0.009

(0.044)
N 8890
R2 0.465
adj. R2 0.465
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.1: The Effect of pre-treatment Candidate Support on Persuasion Effects across Treat-
ment and Control Group

(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Attitude Strength * Direction -0.017
(0.042)

Argument Direction 0.091�

(0.035)
Issue Preferences t0 0.669���

(0.016)
Intercept 0.007

(0.043)
N 8890
R2 0.463
adj. R2 0.463
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.2: The Effect of Attitude Strength on Persuasion Effects across Treatment and Control
Group
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7.1.2 The Candidate Support Effect for Populist Arguments

(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Treatment * Direction 0.011
(0.029)

Argument Direction 0.094�

(0.038)
Candidate Support t0 * Argument Direction 0.023

(0.016)
Candidate Support t0 * Treatment * Direction 0.066���

(0.013)
Issue Preferences t0 0.669���

(0.015)
Intercept 0.010

(0.044)
N 8890
R2 0.466
adj. R2 0.466
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.3: The Effect of pre-treatment Candidate Support on Persuasion effects for Populist
Relative to Non-Populist Arguments
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(1) (2) (3)
Issue Prefs. t1 Issue Prefs. t1 Issue Prefs. t1

Treatment * Direction 0.182 0.015 -0.053
(0.095) (0.094) (0.042)

Argument Direction 0.012 0.106 0.136�

(0.051) (0.068) (0.054)
White* Argument Direction 0.043

(0.027)
White * Treatment * Direction -0.098

(0.050)
Issue Preferences t0 0.669��� 0.669��� 0.669���

(0.016) (0.016) (0.016)
Male * Argument Direction -0.009

(0.041)
Male * Treatment * Direction -0.009

(0.057)
Candidate Experience * Argument Direction -0.018

(0.010)
Candidate Experience * Treatment * Direction 0.021

(0.013)
Intercept 0.007 0.007 0.007

(0.043) (0.043) (0.043)
N 8890 8890 8890
R2 0.463 0.463 0.463
adj. R2 0.463 0.462 0.462
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.4: The Effect of different Candidate Characteristics on Persuasion Effects for Populist
relative to Non-Populist Arguments
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7.1.3 The Attitude Strength Effect for Populist Arguments

(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Treatment * Direction 0.002
(0.029)

Argument Direction 0.091
(0.043)

Attitude Strength * Argument Direction 0.003
(0.049)

Attitude Strength * Treatment * Direction -0.039
(0.028)

Issue Preferences t0 0.669���

(0.016)
Intercept 0.007

(0.043)
N 8890
R2 0.463
adj. R2 0.463
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.5: The Effect of Attitude Strength on Persuasion Effects for Populist relative to Non-
Populist Arguments
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(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Treatment * Direction -0.094
(0.055)

Direction 0.240���
(0.039)

Knife crimes * direction 0.000
(.)

Foreign Aid (Covid) * Direction -0.167��
(0.055)

Mandatory Vaccines * Direction -0.283���

(0.055)
Immigration (NHS) * Direction -0.069

(0.056)
High-speed rail * Direction -0.334���

(0.055)
Zero hours contracts * Direction -0.003

(0.056)
Food subsidies * Direction -0.087

(0.057)
Sugar tax * Direction -0.215���

(0.056)
Subsea cable * Direction -0.164��

(0.056)
Knife crimes * Treatment * Direction 0.000

(.)
Foreign Aid (Covid) * Treatment 0.100

(0.078)
Mandatory Vaccines * Treatment 0.055

(0.078)
Immigration (NHS) * Treatment -0.023

(0.079)
High-speed rail * Treatment 0.231��

(0.078)
Zero hours contracts * Treatment 0.111

(0.080)
Food subsidies * Treatment 0.043

(0.079)
Sugar tax * Treatment 0.177�

(0.080)
Subsea cable * Treatment 0.163�

(0.079)
Issue Preferences t0 0.668���

(0.008)
Intercept 0.006

(0.010)
N 8890
R2 0.469
adj. R2 0.468
Standard errors in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.6: Heterogeneity in Persuasion Effects between different Issues
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Figure 7.1: Heterogeneity in Persuasion Effects between different Issues
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7.1.4 Heterogeneous Treatment Effects for Respondents with Populist Atti-

tudes

(1)
Issue Preferences t1

Treatment * Direction -0.038
(0.090)

Populist Attitudes * Direction 0.025�

(0.011)
Treatment * Direction * Populist Attitudes 0.011

(0.023)
Issue Preferences t0 0.669���

(0.016)
Intercept 0.007

(0.043)
N 8890
R2 0.463
adj. R2 0.463
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.7: Heterogeneity in Persuasion Effects conditional on Respondents' Populist Attitudes
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(1) (2) (3)
Issue Prefs. t1 Issue Prefs. t1 Issue Prefs. t1

Treatment * Direction 0.013 0.053 0.031
(0.080) (0.068) (0.047)

Pro-People Attitudes * Direction 0.020
(0.009)

Treatment * Direction * Pro-People Attitudes -0.002
(0.019)

Issue Preferences t0 0.669��� 0.669��� 0.669���

(0.016) (0.016) (0.016)
Anti-Elite Attitudes * Direction 0.022

(0.010)
Treatment * Direction * Anti-Elite Attitudes -0.012

(0.016)
Manichean Worldview * Direction 0.036�

(0.013)
Treatment * Direction * Manichean Worldview -0.012

(0.017)
Intercept 0.007 0.007 0.007

(0.043) (0.043) (0.043)
N 8890 8890 8890
R2 0.463 0.462 0.463
adj. R2 0.462 0.462 0.463
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.8: Heterogeneity in Persuasion Effects conditional on Respondents' Populist Attitudes
(individual dimensions)

7.1.5 Preference Alignment and Attitude Strength Effect

(1)
Candidate Evaluation t1

Alignment (Direction * Issue Preferences t0) 0.351���

(0.035)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.492���

(0.023)
Intercept -0.007

(0.031)
N 8890
R2 0.340
adj. R2 0.340
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.9: The Effect of Preference Alignment (issue preferences * argument direction) on
Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects across Treatment and Control
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7.1.6 Preference Alignment Effect for Populist Arguments

(1)
Candidate Evaluation t1

Treatment -0.073�

(0.023)
Alignment 0.343���

(0.035)
Tratment * Alignment 0.017

(0.022)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.492���

(0.022)
Intercept 0.030

(0.039)
N 8890
R2 0.341
adj. R2 0.341
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.10: The Effect of Preference Alignment (issue preferences * argument direction) on
Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects for Populist versus Non-Populist Arguments

169



7.1.7 Attitude Strength Effect for Populist Arguments

(1)
Candidate Evaluation t1

Treatment -0.074�

(0.025)
Attitude Strength -0.031

(0.062)
Alignment 0.346���

(0.034)
Treatment * Attitude Strength 0.037

(0.033)
Tratment * Alignment 0.017

(0.023)
Attitude Strength * Alignment -0.020

(0.045)
Treatment * Attitude Strength * Alignment 0.005

(0.034)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.491���

(0.022)
Intercept 0.030

(0.045)
N 8890
R2 0.342
adj. R2 0.341
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.11: The Effect of Attitude Strength on Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects for Populist
versus Non-Populist Arguments
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(1)
Candidate Evaluation t1

Treatment -0.085 (0.059)
Knife crimes 0.000 (.)
Foreign Aid (Covid) -0.206��� (0.059)
Mandatory Vaccines -0.230��� (0.058)
Immigration (NHS) -0.249��� (0.059)
High-speed rail -0.132� (0.058)
Zero hours contracts -0.198��� (0.060)
Food subsidies -0.038 (0.060)
Sugar tax -0.255��� (0.059)
Subsea Cable 0.038 (0.059)
Alignment 0.261��� (0.027)
Knife crimes * Treatment 0.000 (.)
Foreign Aid (Covid) * Treatment 0.096 (0.083)
Mandatory Vaccines * Treatment 0.002 (0.082)
Immigration (NHS) * Treatment 0.094 (0.083)
High-speed rail * Treatment 0.019 (0.083)
Zero hours contracts * Treatment -0.025 (0.085)
Food subsidies * Treatment -0.116 (0.084)
Sugar tax * Treatment 0.055 (0.084)
Subsea cable * Treatment -0.058 (0.084)
Treatment * Alignment -0.061 (0.039)
Knife crimes * Alignment 0.000 (.)
Foreign Aid (Covid) * Alignment 0.169��� (0.043)
Mandatory Vaccines * Alignment -0.072 (0.042)
Immigration (NHS) * Alignment 0.174��� (0.043)
High-speed rail * Alignment 0.122�� (0.044)
Zero hours contracts * Alignment 0.198��� (0.042)
Food subsidies * Alignment 0.027 (0.053)
Sugar tax * Alignment 0.070 (0.043)
Subsea cable * Alignment 0.004 (0.050)
Knife crime * Alignment * Treatment 0.000 (.)
Foreign Aid (Covid) * Alignment * Treatment 0.119� (0.060)
Mandatory Vaccines * Alignment * Treatment 0.170�� (0.060)
Immigration (NHS) * Alignment * Treatment 0.119 (0.061)
High-speed rail * Alignment * Treatment 0.009 (0.063)
Zero hours contracts * Alignment * Treatment 0.042 (0.059)
Food subsidies * Alignment * Treatment 0.147� (0.072)
Sugar tax * Alignment * Treatment 0.078 (0.062)
Subsea cable* Alignment * Treatment 0.067 (0.071)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.487��� (0.009)
Intercept 0.174��� (0.041)
N 8890
R2 0.358
adj. R2 0.356
Standard errors in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.12: Heterogeneity in Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects between different Issues
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Figure 7.2: Heterogeneity in Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects between different Issues
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7.1.8 Heterogeneous Treatment Effects for Respondents with Populist Atti-

tudes

(1)
Candidate Evaluation t1

Treatment -0.560��

(0.134)
Populist Attitudes -0.044

(0.022)
Treatment * Populist Attitudes 0.139��

(0.037)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.489���

(0.020)
Intercept 0.194�

(0.065)
N 8890
R2 0.199
adj. R2 0.199
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.13: Heterogeneity in Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects conditional on Respondents'
Populist Attitudes
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(1) (2) (3)
Candidate Eval. t1 Candidate Eval. t1 Candidate Eval. t1

Treatment -0.295�� -0.372�� -0.209�

(0.083) (0.087) (0.074)
Pro-People Attitudes -0.019

(0.018)
Treatment * Pro-People Attitudes 0.053��

(0.015)
Candidate Evaluation t0 0.489��� 0.488��� 0.489���

(0.020) (0.020) (0.020)
Anti-Elite Attitudes -0.047��

(0.014)
Treatment * Anti-Elite Attitudes 0.079��

(0.021)
Manichean Worldview 0.010

(0.017)
Treatment * Manichean Worldview 0.057

(0.031)
Intercept 0.119 0.217�� 0.012

(0.090) (0.051) (0.037)
N 8890 8890 8890
R2 0.198 0.199 0.199
adj. R2 0.197 0.198 0.199
Standard errors Jackknifed by policy issues in parentheses
� p < 0:05, �� p < 0:01, ��� p < 0:001

Table 7.14: Heterogeneity in Candidate Re-Evaluation Effects conditional on Respondents'
Populist Attitudes
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7.1.9 Descriptive Statistics

Figure 7.3: Histogram of Participants' average Changes in Issue Preferences

Figure 7.4: Histogram of Participants' average Changes in Candidate Evaluations
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