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Abstract Over the last few decades, radical right populist (RRP) parties have been
electorally successful in different European countries. The success of some of these
parties has, however, not been stable. Some RRP parties have indeed been successful at
some elections but experienced substantive electoral losses in subsequent elections. The
aim of our study is to test the extent to which changes in political attitudes during an
electoral cycle relate to the likelihood of voters to switch their voting intentions from
any party to a RRP party and from a RRP party to any other party. Taking advantage of
Dutch panel data (LISS) collected in 2007, 2010 and 2012 (N = 1,494 for 2007–2010;
N = 2,126 for 2010–2012), our binary logistic regression analyses indicate that growing
sympathy for the party leader (Geert Wilders) initiates a move to the PVV while
decreasing sympathy for Geert Wilders relates to a shift away from the PVV. Changes
in attitudes towards immigrants, Euroscepticism and political inefficacy and distrust, do
not seem to matter when mean levels for these attitudes are controlled for.
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Introduction

Radical right populist (RRP) parties have become major political players in many

Western industrialized nations, making it highly relevant to investigate in detail what
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drives people to shift their party preference to and from RRP parties. While the growth

of the RRP party family has been reflected in a large number of studies assessing

which citizens tend to vote for these parties, less is known about voters’ motives to

change their party preference in favour of RRP parties, and even less is known about

voters’ motives to shift away from the RRP party to any other party. Indeed, most

existing studies have been concerned with explaining the successes of RRP parties

rather than their losses (Pauwels, 2011). Yet, various RRP parties have experienced

both electoral successes and losses. Of course, this is not unique to RRP parties.

Research has provided striking evidence of increasing electoral volatility in

industrialized societies during the past few decades (Andeweg, 1982; Bartolini and

Mair, 1990; Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000; Gallagher et al, 2006; Pedersen, 1979). As

bonds between voters and parties have weakened, voters have become ‘‘adrift’’. They

are less guided by partisanship and more likely to change their voting pattern from

election to election, resulting in less stable electoral outcomes for parties over time.

The main goal of our study is to investigate the link between attitudinal changes

and a switch in party preference towards and away from the Dutch RRP Party for

Freedom (PVV). Thus, rather than taking a static approach as is done in most

studies on volatility (Kuhn, 2009; Lachat, 2007; Van der Meer et al, 2012), we look

at changes in attitudes between two elections and investigate how such changes in

attitudes relate to changes in party preference. Ultimately, attitudes are not

constant. They change over time as a result of possible life cycle changes, social

interactions, media influence and so on, and such changes are expected to influence

party preference. In particular, we focus on the effect of changes in assessments of

the RRP party leader and in attitudes which are known to relate to radical right-

wing populist voting (e.g. Lubbers et al, 2002; Mudde, 2007; Norris, 2005;

Rydgren, 2007; Van der Brug et al, 2005): negative attitudes towards immigrants,

Euroscepticism, political distrust and political inefficacy. Taking insights from

theories on volatility, political leadership and RRP voting, we argue that an

increase in sympathy for the party leader, in feelings of political distrust and

inefficacy, in Euroscepticism and in negative attitudes towards immigrants during

an electoral cycle will be positively related to a change in party preference from

any party to a RRP party. By contrast, a decline in sympathy for the RRP party

leader, in feelings of political distrust and inefficacy, in Euroscepticism and in

negative attitudes towards immigrants, is expected to be positively associated with

the likelihood of voters changing their party preference away from a RRP party.

In sum, the research question motivating our study has been asked rarely and is:

To what extent do changes in attitudes towards the RRP party leader, immigrants

and European integration and in feelings of political distrust and inefficacy relate

to the likelihood of voters changing their voting intentions to or away from the RRP

party? To answer our research question, we take advantage of Dutch panel data

(LISS – Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences) from 2007, 2010 and

2012. In particular, we perform two binary logistic analyses. The first analysis
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investigates a change from any other party to the RRP party between 2007 and

2010 (N = 1,312). The second analysis investigates a change away from the radical

right between 2010 and 2012 (N = 1,715). The analyses reflect the pattern of the

electoral success of the Dutch RRP party PVV (Party for Freedom). While the party

grew substantially between the 20061 and 2010 elections (from 5.9 per cent to 15.4

per cent), it lost 5.2 per cent of its voters between 2010 and 2012. Having known an

electoral rise and fall, as well as an experience as a party supporting a minority

government, the PVV offers an interesting case to study shifts in RRP voting

preferences over time. Moreover, the Netherlands offers an interesting context to

study changes in voting behaviour as it experienced some of the most volatile

elections in post-war Europe during the past few decades (Aarts and Thomassen,

2008; Mair, 2008; Vossen 2010, 2011).

Theory

Attitudes and Radical Right-Wing Populist Voting

During the past few decades, RRP parties have become increasingly popular in

many Western industrialized societies and have become major political players in

different European countries, including the Netherlands. Extensive research

investigating the support for RRPs has found that social and political attitudes

are crucial explanations for RRP voting behaviour. Attitudes known to correlate

strongly and positively with RRP voting include negative attitudes towards

immigrants, Euroscepticism, political distrust and political dissatisfaction (Ivars-

flaten, 2005; Lubbers et al, 2002; Mudde, 2007; Norris, 2005; Rydgren, 2007; Van

der Brug et al, 2000, 2005; Werts et al, 2013). Negative attitudes towards

immigrants relate to the main issue of RRP parties’ discourse. Since migration is

the raison d’être of the RRP parties, they attract voters who perceive immigrants as

a cultural or economic threat and who defend upholding national borders and

traditional norms (Kriesi et al, 2006; van den Berg and Coffé, 2012).

Most RRP parties take anti-EU stances and see the European Union as a similar

threat to a supposed homogeneous society as the presence of immigrants (Werts

et al, 2013). In essence, the process of European integration contradicts the core

idea of the RRP parties that Europe exists of sovereign nations with unique

traditions that need to be preserved (Rydgren, 2007). Previous research (Ivarsflaten,

2005; Van der Brug et al, 2005; Werts et al, 2013) has confirmed that

Euroscepticism increases the likelihood to vote for a RRP party.

The link between feelings of political distrust and dissatisfaction and RRP voting

can be explained by the RRP parties’ anti-establishment and populist discourse.

RRP parties present an image of themselves as being in opposition to the political

class and contend that society is divided into two homogeneous groups: the ‘pure’

Understanding shifts in voting behaviour away from and towards radical right populist parties
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ordinary people and the ‘corrupt’ elite (Kriesi et al, 2006; Mudde, 2007; Rydgren,

2007; Schumacher and Rooduijn, 2013).

Common among RRP parties is also the prevalence of charismatic leadership,

and such leadership has been suggested as an important explanation for the success

of RRP parties (Eatwell, 2003; Van Holsteyn and Andeweg, 2010). While some

empirical research on radical right-wing populism minimizes the effect of

leadership on the electoral results of RRP parties (Pauwels, 2011; Van der Brug

and Mughan, 2007), there is an ongoing trend in contemporary Western

democracies (including the Netherlands) towards personalization in politics and

political candidates and leaders playing an important role in voting behaviour

(Bittner, 2011; Dalton, 2008; Garzia, 2011a, b; McAllister, 2007; Schumacher and

Rooduijn, 2013). Indeed, as the link between voters and parties has weakened,

voters have substituted their partisanship with other factors in their electoral

decision-making process, with the assessment of party candidates and leaders being

an important substitute (Dalton, 2008; Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000).2

Of course, voters’ evaluations of political leaders or candidates are likely to

relate to party identification and voters tend to like leaders of parties they like

(Holmberg and Oscarsson, 2011; Tverdova, 2011). Yet, it has been suggested that

leader image can have an impact separate from party image, and numerous voters

seem to be more preoccupied with personal attributes of political leaders than with

issue stances or party platforms (Brown et al, 1988; Evans and Andersen, 2005).

Understanding Changes in Support for RRP Parties Between Elections

While the existing research offers valuable insights into the characteristics of the

supporters of RRP parties, it has left the question of what motivates voters to

change their party preference in favour of radical right-wing populism almost

unexplored. Moreover, very little is known about voters’ motives to shift away

from the RRP parties to any other party. Yet, various RRP parties have experienced

both electoral successes and losses. Of course, this is not unique to RRP parties.

Research has provided striking evidence of increasing electoral volatility in

industrialized societies during the past few decades (Andeweg, 1982; Bartolini and

Mair, 1990; Dalton and Gallagher et al, 2006; Pedersen, 1979). Indeed, during the

past few decades, many Western industrialized nations have witnessed weakening

bonds between voters and parties, resulting in increasingly unstable electorates and

fewer loyal voters (Bartolini and Mair, 1990; Dalton and Wattenberg, 2000;

Roberts and Wibbels, 1999; Tavits, 2005, 2008; Tóka and Gosselin, 2010). While

voters traditionally held strong ties towards their favourite party and were likely to

vote for that preferred party at each election, weakening bonds between voters and

their party have resulted in a more volatile voting pattern, with voters changing

their party choice between successive elections and abandoning their previous party
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preference. As a consequence, parties’ electoral results are less predictable and can

differ greatly between elections.

Studies looking at shifts in party preference at the individual level have been

mainly concerned with describing the profile of switching voters overall. They

indicate that voters with lower levels of political efficacy and satisfaction and who

distrust political parties tend to be more likely to switch party preference (Dalton

and Weldon, 2005; Dassonville, 2012; Van der Meer et al, 2012; Zelle, 1995).

They do, however, leave aside voters’ motivations to switch between particular

parties. Here, we focus specifically on changes towards and away from RRP

parties. Furthermore, the attitudes of voters change over time as a result of social

interactions, life cycle changes, as well as political experiences, assessments and

campaigns (Dassonville, 2012; Searing et al, 1976). Therefore, changes in the

attitudes characteristic of RRP parties’ electorate are expected to influence the

likelihood that a voter may change his/her party preference in favour of or away

from the RRP party.

Starting from this idea that voters’ attitudes change over time and that such

changes will influence the likelihood to a voter will change his/her party

preference, and considering the attitudes known to influence radical right-wing

populist voting, we propose the following hypotheses which will be tested in our

analyses below.

Hypothesis 1a: The more negative voters become towards immigrants during the

electoral cycle, the more likely they will be to consider changing

their party choice to the radical populist right.

Hypothesis 1b: The less negative voters become towards immigrants during the

electoral cycle, the more likely they will be to consider changing

their party choice from the radical populist right to any other

party.

Hypothesis 2a: The more Eurosceptic voters become during the electoral cycle,

the more likely they will be to consider changing their party

choice to the radical populist right.

Hypothesis 2b: The less Eurosceptic voters become during the electoral cycle,

the more likely they will be to consider changing their party

choice from the radical populist right to any other party.

Hypothesis 3a: The more politically distrustful voters become during the

electoral cycle, the more likely they will be to consider

changing their party choice to the radical populist right.

Hypothesis 3b: The less politically distrustful voters become during the electoral

cycle, the more likely they will be to consider changing their

party choice from the radical populist right to any other party.

Understanding shifts in voting behaviour away from and towards radical right populist parties
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Hypothesis 4a: The more politically inefficacious voters become during the

electoral cycle, the more likely they will be to consider changing

their party choice to the radical populist right.

Hypothesis 4b: The less politically inefficacious voters become during the

electoral cycle, the more likely they will be to consider changing

their party choice from the radical populist right to any other

party.

Hypothesis 5a: The more positive voters become about the radical right-wing

party leader, the more likely they will be to consider changing

their party choice to the radical populist right.

Hypothesis 5b: The less positive voters become about the radical right-wing

party leader, the more likely they will be to consider changing

their party choice from the radical populist right to any other

party.

The Radical Right-Wing Populist Party in the Netherlands, 2006–2012

The RRP Party for Freedom (PVV) was found in the summer of 2005 by Geert

Wilders, a former MP of the mainstream right-wing party VVD (People’s Party for

Freedom and Democracy). Wilders claimed that his party would be a broad

people’s movement and campaigned primarily on immigration and integration (De

Lange and Art, 2011).

The party participated for the first time in elections in the national, parliamentary

elections of 2006 and gained 5.9 per cent of the votes. Gaining 17 per cent of the

Dutch votes in the European Parliament elections held in 2009, the party’s broad

electoral potential became clear and was confirmed at the subsequent national

election in 2010 when it attracted 15.4 per cent of the votes. While this increase in

electoral support in favour of the PVV was somewhat unexpected given the

economic focus of the campaign (Van Holsteyn, 2011), the PVV’s strategy to focus

on the issue of the integration of ethnic minorities which Wilders directly linked to

Islam and the danger of the Netherlands becoming dominated by Muslims was

found to be effective. The PVV mainly attracted voters who had voted for the VVD

and Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA) in 2006 (Van der Meer et al, 2012). After

the elections, the VVD and CDA formed a minority government with support from

the PVV. This government fell in April 2012 when the PVV refused to support the

austerity measures the government wanted to introduce. These measures were said

to be necessary to deal with the financial crisis and to comply with the three per

cent budget deficit rule of the European Union (Van Kessel and Hollander, 2012).

In line with his consistent anti-European discourse, Geert Wilders argued that ‘‘the
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elderly (who were alleged to particularly lose out from the proposed measures)

were not supposed to suffer the consequences from the senseless dictates from

‘Brussels’’’ (Van Kessel and Hollander, 2012: 2). The economy and, in particular,

the need for austerity measures in response to the financial crisis were the major

issues in the 2012 campaign. Europe also played an important role in the campaign,

including issues around ‘‘handing over sovereignty to the European level and bail-

outs for Greece and other troubled Mediterranean countries’’ (Van Kessel and

Hollander, 2012: 1).

On election night, the PVV lost 5.4 per cent of its votes compared with the 2010

election. The mainstream left-wing (Labour Party, PvdA) and right-wing (VVD)

parties were the main winners of the elections. Their vote share increased,

respectively, with 5.2 per cent and 6.1 per cent compared with 2010. A study

conducted by TNS (2012) revealed that the last election debate among the leaders of

the main parties, which was broadcast by public television the night before the

elections, had a significant and positive impact on voting intentions for the PvdA and

VVD, whose leaders (incumbent Prime Minister Mark Rutte (VVD) and Diederik

Samsom (PvdA)) were seen as the winners of the debate (Van Praag, 2013). Rutte’s

(VVD) strong performance in the debate has also been suggested as an explanation

for the loss of the PVV in favour of the VVD (TNS, 2012). In addition, and even

though it did not seem to harm the party’s success initially, the voters’ perceptions of

Geert Wilders as being responsible for the government’s breakdown and the early

election, as well as several internal struggles and splits within the PVV, did not

improve the party’s popularity (Van Kessel and Hollander, 2012).

As is typical of RRP parties, the issues of immigration and integration are the

PVV’s main focus. Geert Wilders particularly emphasises the ‘Islamization’ of the

Netherlands and the need to protect Western liberal values against Islam (Vossen,

2011). In line with most RRP parties’ positions against supranational institutions

and cooperation, the PVV adopts an explicit Eurosceptic position (Van Kessel,

2013; Vossen, 2011). While, as said above, Wilders’ Eurosceptic attitudes and his

opposition to strengthen EU powers came particularly to the forefront at the 2012

elections, Geert Wilders was one of the main actors in the referendum campaign

against the European Constitutional Treaty, which resulted in a significant vote

against the Treaty (De Lange and Art, 2011; Van Kessel, 2013).

As many populist parties (Albertazzi and McDonnell, 2008; Taggart, 2000), the

PVV claims that the government should reflect the general will of the people and

that the current political elite corrupts politics and deprives the people of power for

the sake of their own. The party’s populist rhetoric and ideology are exemplified in

the reference that Wilders commonly makes to the ‘‘common people’’ who are fed

up with criminality, Islamization and politics, his strong aversion to the left-wing

elite, calling them ‘‘Church of the Left’’, and his support for direct democracy with

referendums and direct elections of mayors, police commissioners and even judges

(Vossen, 2011).

Understanding shifts in voting behaviour away from and towards radical right populist parties
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While charismatic leadership is seen as a core feature of RRP parties (Taggart,

2000; Mudde, 2007), whether Wilders can be seen as charismatic is a matter of

debate (Vossen, 2010). What is obvious, however, is that Wilders is the one who is

followed, rather than his party (Vossen, 2010). The PVV has also only one

member, being Geert Wilders. Indeed, in order to avoid internal conflicts and strive

typical for many new parties, Wilders decided to restrict the number of party

members to just one (Vossen, 2010, 2011). Wilders is also the person planning the

party’s strategy, articulating and presenting the party’s programme and ideology. In

other words, Wilders is the PVV, and the PVV is Wilders. A Dutch study (van

Holsteyn and Andeweg, 2010) has shown that PVV voters seem to have a strong

bond with the party’s leader and that personalization is slightly more important

with regard to the leaders of populist parties compared with other parties. Most

commentators also suggest that Wilders’ leadership plays a crucial role in his

party’s success (e.g. Fennema, 2010), and PVV activists and representatives are

known to strongly identify with the party and its leader (De Lange and Art, 2011).

Data and Measurements

A panel study is the most appropriate and best vehicle to answer our research

question as it allows an investigation into changes in voting behaviour and attitudes

over time without having to rely on recall questions. Therefore, in order to test our

hypotheses, we use data from a Dutch Internet panel survey, Longitudinal Internet

Survey for the Social Sciences (LISS). This panel is based on a random probability

sample of individuals drawn from the population register by CBS (Statistics

Netherlands) and is representative of the Dutch population. Respondents are aged

16 or above.3 Detailed information about the survey, sampling procedures and any

deviations is available on the survey’s website www.lissdata.nl.

We use wave 1, wave 4 and wave 6 of the Politics and Values round which is

organized annually within the LISS panel. These surveys were conducted after the

2006, 2010 and 2012 elections, respectively. The data for wave 1 were collected

between December 2007 and January 2008. In total, 6,355 respondents participated

in this wave. Data collection for wave 4 took place between December 2010 and

January 2011. In this wave, a total number of 5,149 respondents participated.4 The

survey for wave 6 was conducted in December 2012 and January 2013.

We selected respondents who participated in both pairs of waves of the Politics

and Values round (thus wave 1–wave 4, and wave 4–wave 6) and for whom data on

the variables included in our analyses were available in both pairs of waves.

Table 1 provides an overview of the sample attrition across the three waves. This

overview contains the number of respondents (with complete information on all our

variables and scales, and excluding loyal PVV voters) who are present in each

wave and the number of respondents who have fallen out of the panel over time. As

Coffé and van den Berg
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shown in Table 1, 2,012 respondents completed information in wave 1. Complete

information is present for 3,029 respondents in wave 4 and 3,467 for wave 6.

Eventually, if the respondents are selected with all information from both wave 1

and wave 4, we end up with a sample of 1,494 respondents. This amounts to 2,126

respondents for wave 4 and wave 6.

Dependent Variable

Our dependent variable measures a change of party preference away from and to

the RRP party PVV. It is based on the question: ‘Which party would you vote for if

elections were held today?’ Hence, the intended party choice is measured rather

than the actual party choice.5 While it is unfortunate that we do not have data on

actual voting behaviour at elections, the data on voting intentions do reflect the

growing electoral success of the PVV between the 2006 and 2010 elections and the

electoral loss between 2010 and 2012.6 Table A1 in the Appendix offers an

overview of the number of respondents with an intention to vote for the PVV in

each survey used in the current study.7 They reflect the overall pattern of electoral

success of the PVV: the party gained significantly between 2006 and 2010, but lost

a substantial number of voters between 2010 and 2012.

Respondents who declined to answer the questions on voting intention, those

who did not name any preferred party, those who intended to cast a blank vote,

those who did not intend to vote at all, or those who were not eligible to vote are

not included in our analyses. Changes in attitudes and party choice were measured

separately between wave 1 and wave 4, and wave 4 and wave 6.

Our first dependent variable, switching to the RRP party, is a dichotomous

variable with value 1 for respondents who did not consider voting for the PVV in

2007 (wave 1), but did so in 2010 (wave 4) and value 0 for respondents who have

not changed their likelihood to vote for a party in favour of the radical populist

right in 2010. Hence, the latter category includes voters who remain loyal to their

own party (with the exception of loyal PVV voters) or voters who changed their

party preference, but not in favour of the PVV. Our second main dependent

variable, switching away from the RRP party, has the value 1 for respondents who

considered voting for the RRP party in 2010 (wave 4) but not in 2012 (wave 6).

Table 1: Sample attrition across wave 1 and wave 4, and across wave 4 and wave 6

Wave 1, 2007 Wave 4, 2010 Wave 6, 2012

Wave 1, 2007 2,012 1,494

Wave 4, 2010 1,494 3,029 2,126

Wave 6, 2012 2,126 3,467

Data Source: LISS politics and values, 2007, 2010 and 2012.
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Similar to the analysis examining a switch to the RRP party, loyal PVV voters are

not included in the analysis.

Independent Variables

Five attitudes which are known to influence radical right-wing populist voting are

introduced in the models below: negative attitudes towards immigrants, Euroscep-

ticism, political inefficacy, political distrust and sympathy for the RRP party leader

(Geert Wilders).8 We expect an increase in these attitudes to be positively related to

the likelihood to move towards the RRP party and to be negatively linked to the

likelihood to move away from the RRP party.

In order to measure an increase in negative attitudes towards immigrants, we

constructed a sum scale consisting of four items: (1) ‘Where would you place

yourself on a scale from 1 to 5, in which 1 means that immigrants can retain their

own culture and 5 that immigrants should adapt entirely to Dutch culture?’; (2) ‘It

is good if society consists of people from different cultures’; (3) ‘It should be made

easier to obtain asylum in the Netherlands’ and (4) ‘There are too many people of

foreign origin or descent in the Netherlands’. Items 2 to 4 were originally scored

from (1) ‘fully disagree’ to (5) ‘fully agree’. We recoded the second and third items

in such a way that a higher value refers to a negative attitude towards immigrants.

For each comparison, the respondents’ score in the less recent year was subtracted

from the respondents’ score in the most recent year. Hence, a higher value means

an increase in negative attitudes towards immigrants between the two points of

measurement. Thus, for the 2007–2010 analysis, the respondents’ score in 2007

was subtracted from their score in 2010. As such, a higher value on the variables

refers to more negative attitudes towards immigrants in wave 4 (2010) compared

with wave 1 (2007). When it comes to the analysis comparing change between

2010 and 2012, the score in 2010 was subtracted from the score in 2012. The

reliability of the scale, measured by Cronbach’s Alpha, is .80 for the 2007–2010

analysis and .79 for the 2010–2012 analysis.

Increase in Euroscepticism was measured by asking where the respondent would

place him/herself on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 means the European unification

should go further and 5 means it has already gone too far. To measure an increase

in Euroscepticism, the respondents’ score in wave 1 (2007) was subtracted from

their score in wave 4 (2010). In a similar vein, the respondents’ score in 2010 was

subtracted from their score in 2012 for the 2010–2012 comparison.

Increase in political inefficacy was measured by means of a sum scale consisting

of three items: (1) ‘Parliamentarians do not care about the opinions of people like

me’; (2) ‘Political parties are only interested in my vote and not in my opinion’ and

(3) ‘People like me have no influence at all on government policy’. The answer

categories consisted of (0) ‘That is true’ and (1) ‘That is not true’. The items were

recoded in such a way that a higher value on the scale implies greater feelings of
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political inefficacy. To measure an increase in political inefficacy, the respondents’

score in wave 1 (2007) was subtracted from their score in wave 4 (2010). For the

2010–2012 comparison, the respondents’ score in 2010 was subtracted from their

score in 2012. Cronbach’s Alpha is .77 for the 2007–2010 comparison and .78 for

the 2010–2012 comparison.

Increase in political distrust was operationalized as a sum scale consisting of

four items measuring how much confidence respondents have in the Dutch

government, Dutch Parliament, politicians and political parties. The original

answer categories, which ranged between (0) ‘no confidence at all’ and (10) ‘full

confidence’, were recoded in such a way that a higher value refers to a higher level

of distrust. Similar to the construction of the other scales, the respondents’ score in

wave 1 (2007) was subtracted from their score in wave 4 (2010) for the 2007–2010

comparison. The respondents’ score in wave 4 (2010) was subtracted from their

score in wave 6 (2012) for the 2010–2012 comparison. The reliability of the scale

(Cronbach’s Alpha) was .94 for the 2007–2010 comparison and .96 for the

2010–2012 comparison.

Increase in sympathy for the RRP party leader was operationalized with the

question: ‘What do you think of Geert Wilders (PVV)?’ with answer categories

ranging from (0) ‘very unsympathetic’ to (10) ‘very sympathetic’. In order to

determine any changes in attitude towards Geert Wilders (PVV), the score in wave

1 (2007) was subtracted from the score in wave 4 (2010) for the 2007–2010

comparison and the score in wave 4 (2010) was subtracted from the score in wave 6

(2012) for the 2010–2012 comparison.9

In addition to the changes in the five attitudes introduced in our hypotheses, we

also include a control variable measuring economic attitudes. While the economy is

a secondary feature in the discourse of RRP parties (Coffé 2008; Mudde 2007) and

economic attitudes are not crucial explanations for radical right voting behaviour

(Norris 2005), changes in economic attitudes may help to understand why voters

would switch their party preference, for example, in favour of mainstream left or

right-wing parties. Increase in egalitarian attitudes was measured by a scale

ranging from 1 to 5, where 1 means differences in income should increase and 5

differences in income should decrease. Also for this scale, the respondents’ score in

wave 1 (2007) was subtracted from their score in wave 4 (2010). For the

2010–2012 comparison, the respondents’ score in 2010 was subtracted from their

score in 2012.

All scales measuring a change in attitude have been recoded to range between

-1 and +1. A score higher than 0 means an increase in attitude between 2007 and

2010 and a score lower than 0 indicates a decrease in attitude.

In order to investigate the net link between changes in attitudes and the

likelihood to change towards or away from the RRP party, irrespective of overall

levels on these attitudes, we also include mean values of these attitudes in our

analyses (mean value for wave 1 (2007) and wave 2 (2010) for the 2007–2010
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comparison, and mean values for wave 4 (2010) and wave 6 (2012) for the

2010–2010 comparison). All variables are similar to those presented above and

have all been rescaled to range between 0 and 1.

In addition to (changes in) political attitudes, the models presented below include

different socioeconomic characteristics known to relate to RRP voting and/or

electoral volatility. Education is represented by a variable with three categories.

Value 1 stands for respondents whose highest level of educational attainment is

elementary school or lower secondary education (lbo/vmbo), value 2 for those whose

highest educational level is senior secondary education or junior vocational education

(havo/vwo, mbo) and value 3 for graduates from higher vocational colleges or

university. The first group is the reference group in our analyses. Gender is a dummy

variable in which 0 stands for female and 1 for male respondents. Age is a continuous

variable.10 Level of urbanization is a continuous variable measuring the respondents’

character of their place of residence. The answer categories range between (0) ‘not

urban’ and (5) ‘extremely urban’. Married is a dummy variable in which 0 stands for

non-married and 1 for married respondents. Employment status has been coded into

three categories: (1) doing paid work, (2) retired and (3) other. The last category

includes the unemployed, those taking care of household affairs or doing voluntary

work and students. Being currently employed is the reference category. Occupational

status is a categorical variable: (1) higher service, (2) middle service and (3) skilled

manual. Skilled manual is the reference category in the analyses.

Table A4 provides an overview of the descriptive statistics for all variables

included in our analyses.

Analytic Strategy

Since our dependent variable is a dichotomous variable, binary logistic regression

analysis is used as the statistical method.11 Two models are presented below. The

first model examines the shift from any other party to the PVV between 2007 and

2010. The second model investigates the shift from the PVV to any other party

between 2010 and 2012.

All models have been tested for multicollinearity by means of the Variance

Inflation Factors (VIF). None indicated problematic collinearity.

Results

Descriptive Analyses

Before turning to our multivariate analyses, Table 2 depicts the percentage of

respondents who changed their attitude and those who did not change their attitude

during the two periods of our study.12
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As shown in Table 2, attitudes towards the RRP party leader and immigrants,

feelings of political inefficacy, and – to a lesser extent – feelings of political

distrust, economic attitudes and Euroscepticism, change among a substantial

percentage of respondents during the periods considered in our study. This confirms

the starting point of our analyses and our argument that voters’ opinions and

attitudes change, making it relevant to see how these changes in attitude relate to

changes in voting behaviour in favour of the radical populist right.

Looking at our dependent variables, our data reveal that 15 per cent of the

respondents who did not consider voting for the RRP party in 2007 did consider

voting for the RRP party in 2010. When focusing on the 2010–2012 comparison,

the data demonstrate that 23 per cent of the respondents who considered voting for

the RRP party in 2010 did not do so in 2012.

Multivariate Analyses

Having illustrated that people’s attitudes and feelings change during an electoral

cycle, we now turn to our multivariate analyses. Table 3 shows the analysis

investigating the likelihood of voters to move to the radical populist right between

2007 and 2010.

As shown in Table 3, growing sympathy for the RRP party leader substantially

relates to the likelihood to change party preference in favour of the RRP party. The

probability of considering voting for the RRP party increases about 84 percentage

points with each unit increase (above 0) in sympathy for the party leader between

2007 and 2010. Hence, our data support the leadership hypothesis (Hypothesis 5a)

presented above and thus the argument that RRP party leaders play a major role in

their party’s electoral success. In addition to a change in sympathy for the RRP

party leader, the mean level in sympathy for the leader relates significantly and

Table 2: Percentage of respondents with (un)stable attitudes between 2007 and 2010 and between 2010

and 2012

Negative

attitudes towards

Immigrants

Euroscepticism Sympathy

RRP party

leader

Political

inefficacy

Political

distrust

Egalitarian

attitudes

2007–2010

(N: 1,494)

Unstable 24.6 19.7 47.3 56.3 23.2 24.1

Stable 75.4 80.3 52.7 43.7 76.8 75.9

2010–2012

(N: 2,126)

Unstable 30.6 23.0 15.8 31.7 16.7 19.4

Stable 69.4 77.0 84.2 68.3 83.3 80.6

Data Source: LISS politics and values, 2007, 2010 and 2012.
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positively to the likelihood to move towards the RRP party. This offers further

proof of the importance of the RRP party leader for the success of RRP parties.

Increasing negative attitudes towards immigrants do not significantly relate to

the likelihood to change voting intention in favour of the radical right-wing

populism at the conventional levels of significance (p\ .05). Similarly, a change in

Euroscepticism, and political inefficacy and distrust do not influence the likelihood

to move to the radical populist right, ceteris paribus. Therefore, it is not possible to

confirm Hypotheses 1a, 2a, 3a and 4a presented above. The mean level of negative

Table 3: Logistic regression analysis switch towards the radical right-wing populist party between 2007

and 2010 (N = 1,494)

B Sign. Std. error D Prob.a

Increase negative attitudes towards immigrants .547 .499

Increase in Euroscepticism .531 .539

Increase sympathy RRP party leader 4.443 *** .610 .84

Increase in egalitarian attitudes 1.797 .710

Increase political inefficacy -.268 .546

Increase political distrust -.168 .567

Mean negative attitudes towards immigrants .736 ** .261 .31

Mean Euroscepticism -.099 .143

Mean sympathy RRP party leader .698 *** .085 .28

Mean political inefficacy -.152 .159

Mean political distrust -.216 * .091 .11

Mean egalitarian attitudes .387 .142

Education (ref. low)

Middle .433 .466

High -.191 1.12

Male -.208 .267

Age .000 .011

Level of urbanization -.737 .414

Married -.037 .271

Employment status (ref. employed)

Retired .017 .389

Other -.357 .490

Occupation status (ref. skilled manual)

Higher service -.154 .335

Middle service .286 .448

Constant -7.863 *** 1.710

Pseudo R squared .439

Data Source: LISS panel, 2007 and 2010.

Sign. *p\ .05, **p\ .01, ***p\ .001 (one-tailed).
aThis column shows how the probability of a RRP party vote is estimated to change as the independent

variable goes from its minimum to its maximum, with all other independent variables set to their means.

We only report the probabilities for significant coefficients. The probabilities were computed by the

converted odds ratios via the unstandardized b-coefficients at the latent level.
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attitudes towards immigrants does, however, matter significantly. Those with

higher overall negative attitudes towards immigrants were significantly more likely

to move to the radical right party between 2007 and 2010 compared with those with

more positive overall attitudes towards immigrants. Once controlled for changes

and mean levels of various political attitudes, mean levels of political distrust relate

marginally negatively to the likelihood to move to the radical right party.

We now turn to the analysis looking at the shift from the PVV to any other party

between 2010 and 2012.

The analysis demonstrates that growing sympathy for the party leader is

negatively associated with the likelihood to move away from the PVV, supporting

our leadership hypothesis (Hypothesis 5b). The less positive respondents became

about Geert Wilders between 2010 and 2012, the more likely they were to move

away from the PVV. More precisely, the probability of considering to vote for the

RRP party decreases about 81 percentage points with each unit increase (above 0)

in sympathy for the party leader between 2010 and 2012. This link holds even when

controlling for mean levels of sympathy for Geert Wilders, indicating that a change

in sympathy for Geert Wilders plays a substantial role, irrespective of the overall

level of sympathy for Geert Wilders. The mean level of sympathy also significantly

relates to the likelihood to move away from the RRP party between 2010 and 2012.

The higher the levels of overall sympathy for Geert Wilders, the lower the

likelihood to move away from the RRP party.

Growing negative attitudes towards immigrants and increasing levels of

Euroscepticism, and political inefficacy and distrust do not significantly relate to

the likelihood to change voting intentions away from the PVV when mean levels of

these attitudes are controlled for. Our results therefore do not confirm Hypotheses

1b, 2b, 3b and 4b presented above. Similar to the analysis investigating a shift

towards the RRP party, it is clear from the results presented in Table 4 that

socioeconomic characteristics hardly matter for a change towards or away from the

RRP party once attitudes and changes in attitudes are controlled for.

Conclusion

The primary goal set forth in this paper was to assess to what extent changes in

attitudes towards immigrants, sympathy for the RRP party leader, and feelings of

Euroscepticism, and political distrust and inefficacy relate to voters’ likelihood to

change their intended party choice to a RRP party or from a RRP party to any other

party between elections. As such, our study was a rare effort in gaining a better

understanding of the extent to which changes in a variety of attitudes within an

electoral cycle make people switch their party choice to or away from the radical

populist right. With this focus, our study adds to different streams of empirical

research.
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First, by looking both at a shift towards and away from radical right-wing

populism, our study contributes to the scarce literature focusing on electoral losses

of RRP parties. Indeed, given the trend of growing success of RRP parties in

Europe, most research has concentrated on investigating the successes of RRP

parties, leaving aside electoral losses of these parties.

Second, our study improves existing research on electoral volatility by taking a

dynamic perspective and considering changes in attitudes and how these relate to a

change in party preference. As it turned out, voters’ attitudes towards immigrants

Table 4: Logistic regression analysis switch away from the radical right-wing populist party between

2010 and 2012 (N = 2,126)

B Sign. Std. error D Prob.a

Increase negative attitudes towards immigrants -.451 .516

Increase Euroscepticism .786 .614

Increase sympathy RRP party leader -3.557 *** .582 .81

Increase political inefficacy .486 .588

Increase political distrust .963 .525

Increase in egalitarian attitudes -1.170 .656

Mean negative attitudes towards immigrants -.331 .243

Mean Euroscepticism -.007 .160

Mean sympathy RRP party leader -.052 *** .069 .23

Mean political inefficacy -.082 .158

Mean political distrust -.099 .078

Mean egalitarian attitudes -.346 * .143 .13

Education (ref. low)

Middle .253 .409

High -.074 .519

Male .129 .257

Age -.003 .010

Level of urbanization -.386 .420

Married .016 .254

Employment status (ref. employed)

Retired .128 .358

Other .060 .306

Occupation status (ref. skilled manual)

Higher service -.055 .437

Middle service -.086 .482

Constant -7.334 *** 1.665

Pseudo R squared .337

Data Source: LISS panel, 2010 and 2012.

Sign. *p\ .05, **p\ .01, ***p\ .001 (one-tailed).
aThis column shows how the probability of a RRP party vote is estimated to change as the independent

variable goes from its minimum to its maximum, with all other independent variables set to their means.

We only report the probabilities for significant coefficients. The probabilities were computed by the

converted odds ratios via the unstandardized b-coefficients at the latent level.
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and the RRP party leader, as well as their feelings of political distrust and

inefficacy, change over time. Our analyses revealed that in particular a change in

sympathy for the RRP party leader is relevant when it comes to understanding

shifts towards and away from the RRP party.

Third, through the inclusion of the assessment of the party leader, the current

study relates to the growing consensus among scholars to also consider supply side

factors such as the party leader when examining RRP parties’ successes (Coffé,

2005; De Lange and Art, 2011; Kitschelt, 2007). Of course, the importance of the

party leader for party choice is not exclusive for RRP parties. An increasing

number of scholars recognizes the importance of leaders on party choice in general

(Aarts et al, 2011; Bittner, 2011; Dalton, 2008; Dalton and Wattenberg 2000;

Garzia, 2011a, b; McAllister, 2007; Schumacher and Rooduijn, 2013). Our study

confirms this importance of the party leader for supporting the PVV, a relatively

young party which is – as is common among RRP parties – strongly built around its

leader. More importantly, it expands the existing literature on personalization by

showing the relevance of changes in assessment of the party leader during the

electoral cycle. While not studied here, an interesting avenue for future research

would be to investigate what makes (RRP) candidates become more or less

attractive during an electoral cycle.

Furthermore, whereas the current study investigated explanations for shifts

between a RRP party and any other party, future research could explore whether

these explanations are similar among voters coming from or moving to different

parties. For example, do mainstream left-wing voters move to the RRP party for the

same reason as mainstream right-wing voters? Are the explanations for a move

away from the RRP party to the mainstream right-wing party the same as those for

a move away from the RRP party to the mainstream left-wing party? A Dutch study

by van den Berg and De Beer (2013) has also indicated that volatile voters have a

‘habitual’ party preference. They tend to switch back to one particular party after

having supported other parties at two to three elections. This notion of a ‘habitual’

party among volatile voters may be an interesting topic for future studies that link

RRP party voting and electoral volatility. For example, one could explore to what

extent a switch away from the RRP party means a shift towards the RRP party in

the (near) future and what explains those shifts back.

Finally, the current study focused on one RRP party, the PVV. The PVV offered

an interesting case as it has experienced both electoral success and failure and

operates in a political context characterized by high levels of volatility. At the same

time, however, the PVV is a specific case. In particular, while RRP parties tend to

be run by strong personalities, the PVV is a particular highly personalized party,

which may influence our findings. Therefore, future research could usefully explore

to what extent our conclusion that changes in sympathy for the party leader relate

significantly to moving towards or away from the PVV also hold for other RRP

parties, and – given the overall trend towards personalization in politics in
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contemporary Western democracies (Bittner, 2011; Dalton, 2008; Garzia, 2011a, b;

McAllister, 2007; Schumacher and Rooduijn, 2013) – in other (non-RRP) parttes.
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Notes

1 The first wave of the LISS data was collected in 2007. Hence, we do not have data for 2006 but

instead use the information regarding vote intentions collected in 2007.

2 The extent to which party leader effects have increased over time is, however, a matter of ongoing

debate. Holmberg and Oscarsson (2011), for example, find no indication of a substantial increase of

party leader effects over time (see also Aardal and Binder, 2011). Holmberg and Oscarsson (2011)

do, however, confirm that party leaders have a noticeable effect on party choice.

3 Only respondents aged 18 and above were included, given that the voting age is 18 in the

Netherlands.

4 The response rates were 83 per cent in wave 1, 76.6 per cent in wave 4 and 85 per cent in wave 6.

5 The LISS panel has several modules including measures on voting. However, we chose to use the

Politics and Values module. This module is part of the LISS Core Study and repeated each year,

allowing longitudinal analysis. Moreover, the Politics and Values module includes some variables

important for our study, such as attitudes towards immigrants, Euroscepticism and political trust and

efficacy. As a consequence, we can rely on the same module to measure voting intentions and

relevant attitudes. The Politics and Values module also has the advantage to have a relatively high

number of respondents in the net sample.
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6 In the first wave (2007), data collection took place more than 1 year after the 2006 elections (which

were held on 22 November 2006). Data collection in 2010 took place 7–8 months after the 2010

elections (held on 9 June 2010). The 2012 data collection was conducted three to four months after

the elections (held on 12 September 2012).

7 Of course, some voters did not follow the pattern of PVV’s overall electoral success, meaning that

some switched away from the PVV between 2007 and 2010 or towards the PVV between 2010 and

2012. We decided, however, to focus on the larger group following the pattern of PVV’s electoral

success and thus investigate those who moved towards the PVV between 2007 and 2010, and those

who moved away from the party between 2010 and 2012. Since these groups are much larger than the

groups showing the opposite patterns of change in a PVV party choice, they allow a more robust test

of our hypotheses. We nevertheless ran an analysis investigating a shift from the PVV to any other

party between 2007 and 2010 (30 respondents did so), and an analysis investigating a change from

any other party to the PVV between 2010 and 2012 (54 respondents did so). The additional analyses,

introduced in Table A2 and A3 in the Appendix, reveal similar findings for our main explanatory

variables as those presented below and confirm the major role that a change in sympathy for the party

leader plays in voters’ decisions to move to or away from the radical right party.

8 A Principle Component Factor analysis with Varimax rotation including all items measuring political

efficacy and political trust revealed two factors with each an Eigenvalue above 1: one factor

including all items referring to political trust (Eigenvalue: 3.71), the other factor referring to political

efficacy (Eigenvalue 1.53). Hence, they are introduced as separate measures in our analyses.

9 Evaluations of parties and their leaders are known to relate strongly (van Holsteyn and Andeweg,

2010). Our variable measuring sympathy for Geert Wilders indeed correlates strongly and positively

(.80) with sympathy for the PVV. People thus do not seem to make a strong distinction between their

sympathy for the party and their sympathy for the leader. Given such high correlation, it is not

possible to include both measures in one model as that would cause multicollinearity.

10 A squared value of age was also introduced to test for a possible curvilinear effect of age. Since the

squared value of age did not show any significant effects, it is not included in our final analyses

presented below.

11 Even though the LISS panel is a household panel survey, our sample includes only a small number of

individuals living in the same household (N = 9). We therefore decided to carry out straightforward

logistic regression analyses rather than multilevel analyses. Since our models do not include any

spurious relationships and since our dependent variables measure a difference between two time

points, a standard logistic regression, rather than a Markov chain model, is the appropriate model of

analysis (Allison 1990).

12 ‘Stable’ means that respondents have the same position (value) on the constructed attitude measures

between wave 1 and 4, or between wave 4 and 6.
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Appendix

Table A1: Number and percentage of respondents with a PVV voting intention in each wave

N Percentage

Wave 2007 132 6

Wave 2010 451 14

Wave 2012 429 11

Data Source: LISS panel, 2007, 2010 and 2012.
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Table A2: Logistic regression analysis switch away from the radical right-wing populist party between

2007 and 2010 (N = 1,494)

B Sign. Std. error D Prob.a

Increase negative attitudes towards immigrants -.955 1.064

Increase in Euroscepticism -.451 .302

Increase sympathy RRP party leader -4.630 *** 1.173 .76

Increase in egalitarian attitudes -.767 1.252

Increase political inefficacy -.767 1.252

Increase political distrust -1.997 1.040

Mean negative attitudes towards immigrants .285 .465

Mean Euroscepticism .451 .302

Mean sympathy RRP party leader -.467 *** .131 .31

Mean political inefficacy -.243 .287

Mean political distrust -.147 .182

Mean egalitarian attitudes .157 .245

Education (ref. low)

Middle .078 1.052

High 2.073 .752

Male -1.149 * .562 .23

Age -.030 .021

Level of urbanization -.932 .792

Married .183 .498

Employment status (ref. employed)

Retired -.483 .734

Other -.931 .792

Occupation status (ref. skilled manual)

Higher service -.062 .929

Middle service .787 1.001

Constant -10.857 *** 3.359

Pseudo R squared .353

Data Source: LISS panel, 2007 and 2010.

Sign. *p\ .05, **p\ .01, ***p\ .001 (one-tailed).
aThis column shows how the probability of a RRP party vote is estimated to change as the independent

variable goes from its minimum to its maximum, with all other independent variables set to their means.

We only report the probabilities for significant coefficients. The probabilities were computed by the

converted odds ratios via the unstandardized b-coefficients at the latent level.
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Table A3: Logistic regression analysis switch towards the radical right-wing populist party between

2010 and 2012 (N = 2,126)

B Sign. Std. error D Prob.a

Increase negative attitudes towards immigrants 1.191 .742

Increase Euroscepticism 2.233 * .875 .09

Increase sympathy RRP party leader 4.014 *** .779 .68

Increase political inefficacy .184 .750

Increase political distrust -.977 .690

Increase in egalitarian attitudes -1.102 .938

Mean negative attitudes towards immigrants .256 .353

Mean Euroscepticism .1466 .220

Mean sympathy RRP party leader .367 *** .088 .41

Mean political inefficacy .159 .215

Mean political distrust -.153 .113

Mean egalitarian attitudes -.765 .187

Education (ref. low)

Middle .248 .789

High -.277 .824

Male .169 .369

Age -.003 .015

Level of urbanization 1.657 .930

Married -.047 .521

Employment status (ref. employed)

Retired -.468 .945

Other .221 .626

Occupation status (ref. skilled manual)

Higher service .554 .912

Middle service .040 1.047

Constant -3.420 2.211

Pseudo R squared .337

Data Source: LISS panel, 2010 and 2012.

Sign. *p\ .05, **p\ .01, ***p\ .001 (one-tailed).
aThis column shows how the probability of a RRP party vote is estimated to change as the independent

variable goes from its minimum to its maximum, with all other independent variables set to their means.

We only report the probabilities for significant coefficients. The probabilities were computed by the

converted odds ratios via the unstandardized b-coefficients at the latent level.
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Table A4: Descriptive statistics for all dependent and independent variables (pooled) (N = 3,051)

Range Mean Standard

deviationa

Dependent variable

Switching towards RRP party between 2007 and 2010 0/1 -.02

Switching away from RRP party between 2010 and 2012 0/1 -.04

Independent variables

Increase in negative attitudes towards immigrants -1 to 1 .03 .01

Increase in Euroscepticism -1 to 1 .04 .21

Increase in sympathy RRP party leader -1 to 1 .08 .00

Increase in political inefficacy -1 to 1 .02 .00

Increase in political distrust -1 to 1 .05 .00

Increase in egalitarian attitudes -1 to 1 .02 .17

Mean negative attitudes towards immigrants 0 to 1 .61 .00

Mean Euroscepticism 0 to 1 .23 .02

Mean sympathy RRP party leader 0 to 1 .30 .01

Mean political inefficacy 0 to 1 .63 .00

Mean political distrust 0 to 1 .52 .01

Mean egalitarian attitudes 0 to 1 .34 .01

Education (ref. low)

Middle 0/1 .26

High 0/1 .31

Male 0/1 .46

Age 18 to 79 48 .28

Level of urbanization 1 to 5 3.12 .02

Married 0/1 .57

Employment status (ref. employed)

Retired 0/1 .13

Other 0/1 .14

Occupation status (ref. skilled manual)

Higher service 0/1 .18

Middle service 0/1 .09

Data Source: LISS panel, 2007, 2010 and 2012.
aStandard deviation is only presented for continuous variables.
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