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This research note picks up on the notion that populist voters may want more rather than less 
democracy. It does so by bringing measures of democratic support together with measures of 
preferences regarding the nature of democratic representation. These data were collected 
during the 2024 European elections via nationally representative samples in France, Germany 
and Italy. The data show that many populists want a form of “stealth democracy”2 in which a 
strong leader enacts the political will of the majority. Populists are more satisfied with 
democracy than those who prefer authoritarian government. And yet, similarly to their 
authoritarian counterparts, they prioritize economic growth over democracy. Frustrations 
with their place in society, as individuals and as a social group seem to fuel populist sentiment.  

 
 

Populist parties, especially those on the right, are on the rise in the west3. The 
recent victory of right-wing populist parties in the 2024 European Elections 
confirm this trend4. One interpretation of the rise in populism over the past 
decade is that it reflects an erosion in support for democracy and a desire for 
autocratic government5. This interpretation is bolstered by the fact that once 
elected, populist politicians seek to consolidate their power by removing the 
guardrails of liberal democracy and establishing autocratic political 
institutions6. 
 
Cas Mudde offers another interpretation, which is that populism is an illiberal 
response to what he calls “undemocratic liberalism”7. The key aspect of 
undemocratic liberalism is the use of liberal democratic institutions to fashion 
a technocratic form of policy-making in which a broad coalition of politicians 
from the centre-left to the centre-right adopt similar economic and cultural 
policies that advance a neo-liberal economic order (e.g., free trade, open 
borders, and pro-immigration policies). According to Mudde, consensus among 
established political parties is clearest at the level of the European Union and 
policies toward European integration: “From the centre-left to the centre-right, 
fundamentally political decisions were depoliticized by the essentially anti-
political argument that ‘there is no alternative’”. To the extent that a majority 
would prefer an alternative that does not seem to exist within the framework 
of European consensus, it is entirely understandable that many view the 
product of liberal democratic political institutions as anti-majoritarian.  
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With this idea as a backdrop, populism - and its “thin-centred” ideology that 
frames politics as a conflict between the monolithic good people (e.g., “the 
silent majority”) and the corrupt elite, who unjustly ignore the majority8 - is a 
logical antidote to there-is-no-alternative consensus politics, as it promises to 
follow the will of the people at the expense of the out-of-touch elites. Right-
wing populist parties combine this thin-centred ideology with a thick-centred 
one that defines ‘good’ people in a nativist fashion. They thus emphasize the 
need to recentre politics on the nation by supporting policies that give 
preference to citizens over non-citizens. These parties tend to attract support 
from less educated voters who tend to be young, working class, and male, and 
who see immigrants as an economic and cultural threat9. While populism poses 
a threat to liberal democratic institutions10, it is not inherently authoritarian, as 
it seeks a form of government that is more responsive to ‘ordinary’ citizens11. 
In fact, voters who subscribe to populist ideas are often disappointed with how 
democracy works, as opposed to being less supportive of democracy in 
principle12. In consistence with populist ideology, they want popular 
democracy, as opposed to liberal democracy13. Why should this be so? As the 
survey results show, the answer to this question is rooted in the social 
psychology of interpersonal and intergroup comparisons. The issue for those 
who favour populist government is less about their absolute conditions (e.g., in 
terms of economic well-being or social status), but rather their condition 
relative to others: they feel that they have been made worse off by politics as 
usual. 
 

Data and Measures 
 

The two-wave CEVIPOF-Bocconi European Election Study (CBEES) provided the 
basis for this analysis. CBEES recruited a nationally representative sample in 
France, Germany and Italy around the European Parliamentary Elections that 
took place between 6 and 9 June 2024. The survey research group, OpinionWay, 
recruited 8,953 respondents (France = 2,971; Germany = 3,050; Italy = 2,932) in 
the first wave (interviews took place from 31 May 2024 to 7 June) and 
successfully recontacted 6,501 (France = 2,234; Germany = 3,026; Italy = 2,241) 
in the second wave (interviews took place from 12 June to 2 July). The survey 
design oversampled youth voters (defined as respondents aged 18-34), and 
thus all the analyses reported below weight the sample by age.  
 
The CBEES asked respondents to answer the three survey battery questions 
developed by Elchardus and Spruyt to measure populism14. It asks respondents 
to what extent they agree with a series of statements on a five-point Likert scale 
(The opinion of ordinary people is worth more than that of experts and 
politicians/People who have studied for a long time and have many 
qualifications do not really know what makes the world go round / Official 
government accounts of events cannot be trusted). Responses to these 
questions were summed up in an index. 
 
The post-election survey included questions to respondents asking them what 
they wanted from elected officials by presenting them with a list of opposing 
actions that they could take: talk and deliberate less/more; stick to their 
principles/compromise; listen less to ordinary people/listen more; pay less 
attention to experts/pay more attention; go with their gut when making 
decisions/do more research; have little political experience/have a lot15.  
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Respondents placed their responses on an 11-point scale where 0 reflected a 
strong preference for one option and 10 reflected a strong preference for the 
opposing option.  

 

What do populist want from their representatives? 
 
Figure 1 shows that Mudde’s analysis is mostly correct. Populist attitudes 
positively correlate with a preference for elected officials to have less political 
experience, to follow their gut more, and to listen less to experts and more to 
ordinary people (which should not be surprising since this particular sentiment 
is included in the measure of populist attitudes). Yet, in contrast to Mudde’s 
description of populists, those who score high in populist attitudes are no more 
or less likely to want politicians to deliberate more and are only slightly less 
likely to support compromise. If this finding is accurate, it suggests that rank 
and file populists might be just as open to these cardinal aspects of democracy 
as anyone else. 

 
Figure 1: The correlation between populist attitudes and representation 

preferences 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In the pre-election survey, we asked a standard question from the World Values 
Survey that measured the degree to which respondents wanted the country to 
have “a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliaments or 
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elections.” This allowed us to measure respondents’ preferences for a strong 
leader. They recorded their responses on an 11-point scale where 0 indicated 
that they were extremely unfavourable and 10 that they were extremely 
favourable. Figure 2 shows the relationship between the desire that 
representatives listen more (or less) to ordinary people and the desire for a 
strong leader. 
 
 
Figure 2: The overlap between preference for a strong leader and preference for a 

leader who listens to ordinary people 

 

 
Surprisingly, the two sentiments are uncorrelated (r=0.01). The red lines in 
Figure 2 refer to the mid-points of both measures. Above the mid-point, 
respondents indicate a preference for a strong leader and a preference for 
leaders who listen to ordinary people. This exercise creates four quadrants. In 
the lower-right quadrant are respondents that I call “Democrats” who do not 
want a strong leader and who want their elected officials to listen more to 
ordinary people (44% of the sample). In the upper-left quadrant are those who 
want a strong leader who listens less to ordinary people. I label these individuals 
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“Authoritarians” (10% of the sample). In the lower-left quadrant are those who 
do not want a strong leader, but they also want politicians to listen less to 
ordinary people, suggesting a support for what Mudde calls “undemocratic 
liberalism,” and which I label “Technocrats” (20.4% of the sample). Finally, in 
the upper-right quadrant are those who paradoxically prefer a strong leader 
who listens more to ordinary people. This seems to be what populists want: a 
strong leader who will listen to them but who will also act decisively, without 
allowing the mandarins to get in the way (25.6% of the sample).  
 
Attitudes toward democracy and the social psychological motivations for 
preferring populist government 

 

Figure 3 shows the correlation between leadership style preferences and, 
satisfaction with democracy, populist attitudes, and a willingness to prioritize 
economic growth over democracy. These correlations are adjusted by several 
control variables (age, gender, education, geography, ideology, and country). 
Autocrats are the reference category. The bottom panel shows that Democrats, 
Technocrats, and Populists are more satisfied with democracy than Autocrats. 
Consistent with recent research, Populists are less satisfied with democracy 
than Democrats, but they are not opposed to it. The middle panel of Figure 3 
shows that Democrats and Technocrats are less likely than Autocrats (and 
Populists) to express populist attitudes, while Populists (as one would expect) 
are more likely to express populist attitudes than Autocrats. The same is true 
for Democrats and Technocrats. The top panel shows that both Populists and 
Authoritarians are willing to sacrifice a democratic form of government for 
economic growth. In contrast, both Democrats and Technocrats are solidly 
opposed to making such a trade-off.  
 

 
Figure 3: Correlations between leadership style preferences and populist 

attitudes, satisfaction with democracy, and/or support for democracy 

 



  

Why would Populists, who report being more satisfied with the functioning of 
democracy than Authoritarians, be willing to trade it off for economic growth? 
An obvious explanation would be that individuals who subscribe to populist 
attitudes tend to be less well-off economically than non-Populists. While this is 
likely part of the explanation, it would appear that this willingness does not 
simply represent being less well-off in an absolute sense16. More meaningfully, 
it also reflects the perception that one is worse off than deserved when 
compared to others – a sentiment called Relative Deprivation (RD) by social 
psychologists. In many cases, RD has a more powerful effect on an individual’s 
feelings and attitudes than their absolute conditions. For instance, in their study 
of American soldiers during World War II, Stouffer and colleagues (who coined 
the term) noted that well-educated army officers were less happy about their 
chances for promotion than less well-educated soldiers17. Viewed in absolute 
terms, these findings are puzzling given that well-educated army officers were 
better off financially and promoted faster than their less well-educated 
counterparts. Yet, as Stouffer et al. explained, for educated soldiers, their frame 
of reference was not less well-educated soldiers, but rather their own peers. In 
this context, they often experienced disappointment and disillusionment when 
they saw so many others promoted while they waited, creating a sense of being 
deprived in a relative sense, if not in an absolute one.  
 
When people perceive that they are doing worse off than others and believe 
this to be unfair and unmerited, they become motivated to find a way to 
alleviate the problem18. Importantly, perceptions of RD can result from 
interpersonal comparisons (Individual Relative Deprivation, IRD) or intergroup 
comparisons (Group Relative Deprivation, GRD)19. Those that result from GRD 
are especially likely to influence collective responses, such as voting, as well as 
intergroup attitudes, such as prejudice20. Social groups are central to 
understanding how an individual forms political attitudes, as many people 
reason about politics in terms of which groups benefit from public policies21. 
Consequently, feelings of RD, and especially GRD, have the power to shape 
people’s political attitudes. Recent research shows that perceptions that one’s 
group is worse off relative to others motivates anti-immigrant attitudes and 
support for right-wing parties that promise to improve the conditions of native 
citizens relative to immigrants22.   
 
Feelings of RD, especially GRD, can result in adherence to populist attitudes. 
Populism takes as its foundation the notion that “ordinary people” are being 
taken advantage of by a corrupt elite. To the extent that those who experience 
RD see themselves as belonging to the category of “ordinary people,” populism 
attributes blame to corrupt elites for creating unfair outcomes and offers a clear 
solution to this problem: the empowerment and valorisation of those who have 
been made worse off by the corrupt elite. Indeed, the link between feeling that 
one is mistreated by others, and especially by authority figures, motivates 
adherence to populist attitudes - including among teenagers23.  
 
Two items from the CBEES designed to measure RD provide the data needed to 
test this explanation. Respondents were asked how much they agreed or 
disagreed with the statement that “I feel that my deserved place in society is 
being taken away from me”. Responses to this question provided a measure of 
IRD. They were also asked how much they agreed with the statement that “I 
feel that my group’s deserved place in society is being taken away from them”. 
Answers to this question provided a measure of GRD24. They placed their 
answers on a 7-point scale in which higher values indicate stronger levels of 
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agreement with perceptions of RD. The next step was to specify a multinomial 
logit model in which leadership style preference is the dependent variable and 
IRD and GRD are the independent variables. The model also included controls 
for age, gender, geographical location (urban, rural, suburban), education 
(third-level education or not), left/right ideology, egocentric economic 
perceptions, socio-tropic economic perceptions, indicators of perceived social 
class, and fixed effects by country. Controlling for measures of absolute 
deprivation (education, economic conditions, and social class) strengthens the 
interpretation that any correlation between measures of RD and leadership 
style preference reflects relative deprivation as opposed to absolute 
deprivation.   
 
The associations between measures of RD and leadership style preference are 
reported in Figure 4 where the y-axis represents the probability that 
respondents prefer a particular leadership style (Authoritarian, Democratic, 
Technocratic, Populistic) and the x-axis represents the level of RD. In line with 
expectations, as IRD and GRD increase, respondents are more likely to prefer 
populism - that is, a strong leader who listens to ordinary people - and less likely 
to prefer democracy or technocracy. Intriguingly, IRD is positively correlated 
with preferring authoritarianism (a strong leader who does not necessarily 
listen to ordinary people), whereas GRD is uncorrelated with a preference for 
authoritarianism. In any case, those who have a high score for both IRD and 
GRD remain much more likely to prefer populism to authoritarianism. 
Furthermore, it does not appear that age moderates the relationship between 
RD and populism. Feelings of RD correlate with a preference for populism 
among the young and less young alike (results available upon request). Figure 
5 confirms that both IRD and GRD correlate with populist attitudes, a 
preference for a strong leader, and a willingness to prioritize economic growth 
over democracy25. 
 

Figure 4: Relationship between relative deprivation and individuals’ leadership 
style preferences 
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The analysis up to this point is consistent with the hypothesis that RD motivates 
a preference for a populist form of government. And yet, it does not explain 
why previous research shows a correlation between RD and electoral support 
for right-wing populists. The fact that there is no obvious answer to this 
question points to an indeterminacy that is inherent in social comparison 
theory. The theory does not specify what the frame of reference should be. 
People are free to compare to whomever they wish. It is only once a comparison 
is made, that social comparison theory can make meaningful predictions26. 
While it is impossible to provide an explanation for why people make the 
particular comparisons that they do, other data in the CBEES shows that both 
IRD and GRD are associated with perceiving immigrants as a source of 
competition for resources. The panel in the lower right corner of Figure 5 shows 
that as both measures of RD increase, respondents are more likely to agree with 
the statement that “When immigrants make economic gains, it means that 
[French people/Germans/Italians] lose out economically”. It also shows that 
these relationships are robust in the face of controls for other explanations for 
this sort of zero-sum economic belief, such as left/right ideology, education, 
and absolute measures of deprivation. To the extent that those who feel 
relatively deprived see immigrants as those who benefit at their expense, it 
offers an explanation for why feelings of RD tend to push individuals toward 
right-wing (as opposed to left-wing) populists.  

Figure 5: Relationships between relative deprivation and populist attitudes, 
preference for a strong leader, willingness to prioritize economic growth over 

democracy and zero-sum economic attitudes toward immigrants 
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Conclusion 

The notion that economic and social marginalization leads people to support 
radical-right authoritarianism predates the rise of populism in European 
politics27. This research note illustrates that support for radical-right populism 
is not simply a reflection of absolute marginalization, but rather the perception 
that the individual or the individual’s group is doing less well relative to other 
groups and that the political system is responsible for their predicament. The 
solution to this problem lies not so much in a preference for authoritarian 
government, but rather in a form of democracy ensured by a strong leader who 
has the power to thwart the sort of technocratic, “there-is-no-alternative” 
politics that has come to define establishment politics in current day liberal 
democracies. With this in mind, populist voters may not be searching for a "lider 
maximo" as much as a government that is more effective and efficient, together 
with an economic regime that favours social mobility28. 
 
On one hand, it may seem that a preference for a sort of “stealth democracy” 
in which power is entrusted to a strong leader who is charged with being a 
delegate for “ordinary people” is a confused inconsistency. After all, the entire 
point of liberal democracy is to place constraints on leaders who may harm the 
various institutions that are designed to channel public opinion into public 
policy. So how can we have a system of strong-person rule with democracy? On 
the other hand, if we start from the perspective that liberal democracy, as it is 
practiced, systematically favours the interests of a minority (be it the rich and 
corporations or immigrants and ethnic minorities) at the expense of “ordinary 
people,” then it is possible to understand why one might come to believe that 
only a radical solution can solve the problem. From this point of view, populism 
has much in common with communist political philosophy of the late 19th and 
early 20th century, which held that the only way to arrive at a communist system 
in which society was organized peacefully and equitably by ordinary people 
required a period of dictatorship. The aim here is not to defend this point of 
view, but rather to point out that the preferences of populist voters should not 
be treated as necessarily ignorant or incoherent.
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