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Introduction 

The link between political populism and the welfare state has been attracting 
increasing research attention. However, most studies focus on the demand side 
— i.e. the voters (e.g. Greve, 2019; Mudde, 2007; Spruyt et a l v 2016). Previous 
supply-side studies have concluded that populist parties are placing increasing 
emphasis on welfare issues (see below). Given the electoral success that Czech 
populist parties have had in recent years, it is important to investigate their wel­
fare agendas. Consequently this article contributes to the discourse on populism 
by analysing the welfare ideology of a strong centrist-populist party showing 
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how it differs from a right-wing populist party and non-populist centre-right and 
centre-left parties. 

Scholars argue that populist parties emerge when voters do not think the 
main parties represent their views. When social-democratic and democratic left­
ist parties start implementing austerity policies, left-leaning voters are likely to 
turn to both left-wing and right-wing populist parties (e.g. Afonso, 2015; Ennser-
Jedenastik, 2016; Ramiro, 2016; Swank & Betz, 2003; Schumacher & van Kersber-
gen, 2016). 

While there has been an increasing number of studies on left-wing and 
right-wing populist parties, little has been written about centrist populist parties. 
Yet, centrist populist parties have become important political players in many 
countries. In the Czech case, the centrist-populist A N O (Action of Dissatisfied 
Citizens) has become one of the largest parties, leading the government from 2017 
to 2021 and representing the junior partner in the coalition government from 2014 
to 2017. According to Heinisch and Saxonberg (2017) and Saxonberg and Hein-
isch (2022), many Czech voters have social-liberal values, but they have not had 
any viable social-liberal parties to vote for, which left an opening for a centrist-
populist party like A N O to emerge. They define social liberalism as support for a 
generous welfare state and centrist socio-economic values combined with a pref­
erence for private rather than public provision of welfare services, cash rather 
than services and market solutions rather than welfare issues. 

In the 2013 Czech elections, two populist parties came into the Czech Par­
liament: (1) the centrist-populist party A N O , which received 18.7% votes in and 
joined the coalition government, and (2) the right-wing populist party U P D 
(Dawn of Direct Democracy, later SPD or Direct Democracy Party), which re­
ceived 6.9% of the votes.1 After the 2017 elections, A N O became the leading gov­
ernment coalition party, with 29.6% of the votes. Together with Social Democrats, 
it formed the government with the tacit support of the Communist party. Mean­
while, SPD has remained an opposition party, although it increased its votes to 
10.6% in 2017. Thus, the Czech case shows that centrist-populist parties can be­
come the largest parties under some circumstances, making it imperative to bet­
ter understand what kind of welfare appeals such parties make. 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to analyse whether A N O and UPD's/ 
SPD's welfare agendas helped them get voters' support. Rather than concentrate 
on the demand side, which would require an article in itself based on survey 
data, this article concentrates on the equally important supply side, conducting a 
qualitative content analysis of the election manifestos of four Czech political par­
ties from the election years 2013 and 2017. We include two populist parties: the 
centrist-populist A N O and the right-wing populist UPD/SPD. We compare the 
key aspects of welfare state agendas of the populist parties with two traditional 
centre-left and centre-right parties in the Czech Republic. 

Regarding the classification of the Czech populist parties, see the fol lowing section. 
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The article is structured as follows: In the next section, we theorise about 
two key welfare dimensions: (1) the populist parties' welfare state objectives and 
(2) their deservingness criteria. Based on this discussion, we develop several hy­
potheses. Then, we explain our data and method of analysis, and in the fourth 
section, we present the findings. In the final section, we discuss the results and 
conclude the article. 

Political populism and welfare state 

The welfare state as a political card for populist parties 

This article follows previous studies in defining populism as (1) a frame that sees 
people as a homogenous and pure entity (Mudde, 2007), (2) who suffer under 
a corrupt elite (Mudde, 2007), (3) during a period in which they claim a serious 
societal crisis exists (Rooduijn, 2014). 

Supporters of right-wing populist and left-wing populist parties tend to 
come from the portions of the working class that are the losers of modernisation 
and globalisation processes (Betz, 1994; Kriesi et al., 2006; Kriesi, 2014; Spruyt et 
al., 2016). Meanwhile, centrist-populist supporters mostly come from the middle 
class (Heinisch & Saxonberg, 2017). Regardless of left-right orientation, populist 
voters tend to be concerned with the welfare state performance, although for dif­
ferent reasons. While losers of modernisation are interested in the redistributive 
programmes/functions of the welfare state, typical users of public social insur­
ance schemes and public services comes from the middle class (e.g. H i l l , 2003). 
Or, from the perspective of old versus new social risks challenges (e.g. Taylor-
Gooby, 2004), the losers of modernisation support consumption/redistribution-
oriented welfare, while the newly educated middle class supports social invest­
ment programmes (Abou-Chadi & Markus, 2019; Enggist & Piggera, 2021). 

Some scholars also find that political disaffection with government poli­
cies increases support for populist parties (e.g. Mudde, 2007; Greve, 2019). Other 
studies conclude that contemporary populist parties in Western Europe want to 
maintain a generous welfare state, at a time when many mainstream parties ad­
vocate austerity measures (Afonso, 2015; Ennser-Jedenastik, 2016). 

These factors imply that populist parties have incentives to emphasise their 
welfare agendas. Cenrist-populist parties declare themselves to be non-ideologi­
cal (Pop-Eleches, 2010) and address a broader spectrum of voters than right-wing 
populist or left-wing populist parties by advocating generous social policies for 
distinct groups in different policy fields. 

Studies have shown that disaffection, coupled with a lack of trust in tradi­
tional political parties in Central European post-communist countries, predicts 
support for populist parties (Havlík, 2019a; Hloušek et al., 2020). Pop-Eleches 
(2010) argues that protest voting is crucial for understanding the post-communist 
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electoral dynamic: In third-generation elections, which occur after at least two 
different ideological camps have governed in the post-communist era, voters face 
a shortage of untried mainstream alternatives and turn to populist parties, which 
typically come from the centre. Thus, populism may be a more general feature of 
certain political systems, particularly in contexts in which trust in political elites 
is low, such as in European post-communist countries, where confidence in tra­
ditional parties suffered because of political scandals, or where there is a general 
antipathy towards centralised and big governments (van Hauwaert & van Kessel, 
2018, p. 70). Consequently, the anti-political technocratic discourse has become a 
common feature of Central and East European party systems. 

Some populist parties claim that they can achieve better results for society 
by managing the state as a business, guaranteed by a non-party, non-political, 
competent administration. For this reason, some scholars have labelled these 
populist parties technocratic populist parties (Buštíková, 2019; Hanley & Vachu-
dová, 2018; Havlík, 2019b; Vachudová, 2019). Others have labelled them entrepre­
neurial populists, claiming that the leaders do not base their arguments on the 
notion that they are the best-qualified technocrats; rather, they claim that since 
they are able to run a business efficiently, they would also be able to manage the 
state efficiently (Brunnerová, 2019; Hloušek et al., 2020; Heinisch & Saxonberg, 
2017; Saxonberg & Heinisch, 2022). Although such populist parties declare them­
selves to be anti-political, they can still be classified based on their ideological 
stances (e.g. Rooduijn et al., 2019). In the Czech case, although both populist par­
ties are entrepreneurial (Hloušek et al., 2020), scholars have labelled A N O as cen­
trist populist (e.g. Havlík, 2019b; Saxonberg & Heinisch, 2022; Vachudová, 2019) 
and UPD/SPD (radical) as right populist (Rooduijn et al., 2019). 

Welfare state dimensions: Populist accounts 

We suggest that two welfare state dimensions related to political populism de­
serve the most attention: welfare state objectives and deservingness criteria. Some 
studies apply a similar approach for analysing the populist welfare agenda in 
that they focus on the principles of social justice (Ennser-Jedenastik, 2018) or 
which groups receive benefits (Ennser-Jedenastik, 2016). Our dimensions seem 
more suitable because policy objectives and deservingness criteria represent key 
policy choices in social policy (see the discussion below). At the same time, policy 
objectives are more concrete than social justice principles, while deservingness 
criteria imply that different groups wi l l have different degrees of access to wel­
fare provisions. 

In conceptualising the potential welfare state objectives, we follow Barr 
and Whynes (1993), who distinguish several domains of objectives: (1) protection 
against social risks (including poverty alleviation, protection of living standards 
and income smoothing over the individual life cycle); (2) the elimination of social 
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Table 1. Welfare state objectives 

Social objectives 

1 Risk protection (protection against social risks, protection of accustomed l iv in g 
standard i n the case of sickness, maternity, unemployment, o ld age, income smoothing 
over the life cycle) 

2 Poverty alleviation (protection against fall ing below the recognised l iv in g standard) 

3 Equal opportunities (equal access to institutions that leverage life opportunities, 
such as education, health care and employment) 

4 Reducing inequalities (vertical and horizontal redistribution) 

5 Social integration - risk sharing (building collectivity of risk, participation i n 
one collective system of social protection, where people w i t h h igh risks are 
included) 

6 Social integration - targeted support for marginalised people; social inclusion 

Economic and administrative objectives (instrumental objectives) 

7 Economic efficiency: 

Economic macro-efficiency (an efficient proportion of G D P allocated to social policy) 

Economic micro-efficiency (efficient distribution of resources across pol icy fields 
corresponding to the urgency of needs) 

8 Efficiency incentives: 

Avoid ing/minimis ing adverse incentives to work, to save to protect situations such as 
o ld age, illness 

9 Administrative feasibility: intelligibility/smartness of the system (easy for citizens to 
understand the system, easy to administer the system), control over resources, effective 
use of resources (no wasting) 

Source: Authors ' o w n model based on Barr and Whynes (1993) and other literature cited 
above. 

inequalities (vertical and horizontal redistribution); (3) social integration; (4) eco­
nomic efficiency (which includes macro- and micro-efficiency and preserving in­
centives) and (5) administrative feasibility (which includes intelligibility/smart­
ness and control over resources). 

For our analysis, we have adapted Barr and Whynes's classification as fol­
lows: First, we treat poverty alleviation as a distinct objective, separate from risk 
protection, because poverty alleviation is the prime welfare state objective and 
the main criterion of welfare state effectiveness (Ringen, 1987). Second, we have 
included the objective of equal opportunities in our model since it represents 
one of guiding principles of social justice (Rawls, 1980) and is distinct from the 
objective of reducing inequalities through redistribution. Third, we have split the 
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social integration objective into two: risk sharing 2 (e.g. Baldwin, 1990) and social 
inclusion. 

Thus, we distinguish the following welfare state objectives: (1) poverty allevia­
tion, (2) risk protection, (3) equal opportunities, (4) reducing inequalities, (5) so­
cial integration/risk sharing, (6) social integration/social inclusion, (7) economic 
efficiency, (8) efficiency-incentives and (9) administrative feasibility. We consider 
the economic and administrative objectives (7, 8 and 9) to be instrumental ones; 
they underlie the effective achievement of the (main) social objectives. Our clas­
sification of the core welfare state objectives largely corresponds to recent debates 
on the fundamental policy choice between consumption-oriented policies (ben­
efits) and social investments (education, employment policies, caring services) 
(see above). In our view, objectives 1, 2, 4 and 5 fall under consumption-oriented 
policies, while objectives 3 and 6 fall under social investments. 

We summarise the welfare state objectives in Table 1. 
Our second dimension is deservingness. In principle, there is a key policy 

choice between universalism (where welfare is a social right provided to all citi­
zens3) and selectivism (where welfare is provided to groups that, according to 
some criteria, deserve it) (e.g. Esping-Andersen, 1990). When there is universal 
access to public goods, services and benefits, there are no deservingness criteria 
because everyone deserves the services and benefits; when access to services and 
benefits is selective, the distribution of these benefits and services is based on de­
servingness criteria. In our study, we employ the following deservingness criteria 
suggested by Van Oorschot (2006): 

1) reciprocity: assessing people's level of contribution and whether they 
have earned support: the higher the contribution, the more deserving; 

2) control: assessing people's control over their neediness and whether they 
are responsible for it: the less control, the more deserving; 

3) need: the greater the need, the more deserving; 
4) identity: the closer welfare claimants are to 'us', the more deserving; 
5) attitude: assessing people's attitude towards support: the more compli­

ant/ docile welfare claimants are, the more deserving. 
Enggist and Pinggera (2021) argue that universalism and particularism/se­

lectivism comprise an essential dimension of populist voters' stances on the wel­
fare state. They also associate universalism with support for social investments, 
while they associate particularism/selectivism with the backing for redistribu­
tion because redistribution implies the application of selectivist criteria.4 

2 Collective protection against social risks (building community of risks). 
3 This may include preferential support i n access to welfare targeted at disadvantaged 
groups. 
4 Thus, there is apparently some correspondence between deservingness criteria and wel ­
fare state objectives. Since this is a complex issue, it is not a focus of this paper. 
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Studies suggest that the attitudes of the public toward deservingness shape 
support for different social groups (Ennser-Jedenastik, 2018; van der Waal et 
a l v 2013). Deservingness criteria matter the most to right/wing populist parties 
since these parties espouse an exclusionary ideology: They are explicitly nativist 
and authoritarian, and they want to exclude non-natives, 'ree riders' and those 
who do not meet certain criteria from welfare benefits (e.g. Afonso, 2015; Ennser-
Jedenastik, 2016, 2018). The right-wing populist party supports welfare chauvinism 
(Burgoon et al., 2019; Greve, 2019; Rooduijn & Burgoon, 2018), which promotes 
the interests of the 'modal' citizen over 'outsiders' and the 'undeserving/lazy 
poor' and seeks to restrict welfare benefits to 'deserving' natives (Burgoon et al., 
2019). However, for right-wing populist supporters, welfare state issues are sub­
ordinated to the cultural dimension and competition (e.g. Spruyt et al., 2016) and 
the general refusal to accept and support immigrants and ethnic minorities. 

So far, little has been written about how centrist-populist parties design 
their WS objectives, policy measures, deservingness criteria and target groups. 
Heinisch and Saxonberg (2017) and Saxonberg and Heinisch (2022) argue that 
centrist-populist parties hold the political centre by combining leftist ideas (e.g. 
increased social benefits) with rightist ideas (e.g. capping tax rates). However, 
they further argue that in the Czech case, their catch-all style appeals to new mid­
dle-class voters (whom they define as professionals and clerks) with social-liberal 
attitudes. These voters would have preferred a social-liberal party, but in the ab­
sence of a viable social-liberal alternative, the centrist-populist party's centrist 
image appeals to them. To attract these voters, centrist-populist parties, unlike 
right-wing populist parties, do not single out specific social groups (e.g. immi­
grants or ethnic minorities) as 'undeserving'. While right-wing populist parties 
claim that they can improve economic efficiency because they are not corrupt 
like the traditional elite, centrist-populist leaders assert that they can improve ef­
ficiency because they could reform the bureaucracy to make state administration 
perform better. 

Hypotheses 

First, we expect that populist parties (especially centrist-populist) wi l l emphasise 
the welfare state objectives of administrative feasibility and economic efficiency. 
Indeed, this strategy may be an important political tool used in accusing the rul­
ing political elites for crises and ineffective policy-making: the policy efficiency hy­
pothesis (HI). 

If studies are correct in stating that centrist-populist parties appeal to mid­
dle-class, social-liberal voters (Heinisch & Saxonberg, 2017) or to a broad spec­
trum of voters (Brunnerova, 2019; Pop-Eleches, 2010), we can hypothesise that the 
Czech centrist-populist party w i l l emphasise a range of societal policy objectives 
that address a broad spectrum of voters. This includes social integration through 
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risk sharing and social inclusion, risk protection and equal opportunities. Fur­
ther, we expect the RWP party to support less encompassing policy objectives 
while favouring benefits for the traditional working class and the self-employed: 
the centrist-populist encompassing objectives hypothesis (H2). 

Given their centrist position and reliance on social-liberal, middle-class vot­
ers, in addition to their support for some amount of universalism in access to wel­
fare benefits and services, we also expect the centrist-populist party to support 
some deservingness considerations, based on liberal and neo-liberal notions of 
deservingness, such as reciprocity and possibly control. This is because centrist-
populist parties turn to the median voter, who rejects support for alleged 'free 
riders' and other undeserving groups. Since centrist-populist parties also appeal 
somewhat to left-wing voters, we expect the centrist-populist party to strongly 
emphasise the need criterion, along with equal/universal access to some welfare 
provisions: the centrist-populist compromised deservingness hypothesis (H3). 

Last, we expect right-wing populist party to favour a generous welfare state. 
However, they w i l l want to limit social benefits to the insider groups, like natives, 
traditional families and working people, while excluding outsiders: the right-wing 
populist exclusionism hypothesis (H4). 

Method and data 

Our research question is as follows: What types of social policies do the different types 
of populist parties (centrist-populist and right-wing populist) propose in the Czech Re­
public, and how do their proposals differ from those of the main non-populist parties? 

To answer this question, we conducted a qualitative content analysis of the 
election programmes of four political parties that took part in the Czech elections 
in 2013 and 2017. Previous studies have already classified A N O , UPD/SPD as 
populist (Rooduijn et al., 2019). We compared the centrist-populist party A N O 
with the social democratic party (CSSD), which is the leading centre-left party in 
the country, because these parties compete for voters close to the political centre. 
Then, we compared the right-wing populist party UPD/SPD to the liberal-con­
servative ODS, which is the leading non-populist right-wing party in the country. 
We view election manifestos as diagnostic frames of social demands with strate­
gic framing through which the voter can identify with the party (Caiani & Porta, 
2012; Tsatsanis, 2011). Election manifestos give a clear overview over where a par­
ty stands at a certain point of time. Further, election manifestos are reasonably 
comparable across countries and over time (Rooduijn & Pauwels, 2011). For this 
reason, we did not include other sources, such as speeches or press releases. Our 
approach is novel in that we examined the welfare state agenda of the populist 
parties in-depth while focussing systematically on two welfare state dimensions: 
objectives and deservingness. This allowed for a more systematic examination 
than the Party Manifesto Dataset, which only captures three general issues: WS 

574 



Articles 

expansion of expenditure on the specified policy fields, equality in terms of pro­
tection of underprivileged groups and education expansion. 

As noted in our theory section, we divided the policy dimensions into nine 
categories for objectives and six categories for deservingness criteria. We coded 
the proposals on social policy measures in each election programme and linked 
them to the pre-defined categories. Thus, each sentence in the election mani­
festo containing social policy proposal(s) was attributed to the specific policy 
objective(s) and deservingness criteria. In some cases, the policy proposal was 
attributed to more than one social policy objective and more than one deserving­
ness criterion. Then, we counted the relative number of sentences (from all sen­
tences) in which the specific social policy objectives and deservingness criteria 
appeared. We treated each sentence as a data unit of equal relevance. Thus, we 
did not subjectively assess the 'strength' of the statements to safeguard the reli­
ability of our findings. Instead, in several cases we illustrated the wordings of the 
specific objectives and deservingness statements. We also performed a quantita­
tive text analysis of the frequency of words associated with the central deserving­
ness category universalism in the sentences on social policy proposals in order to 
discover the substance/contents of this category. The method of coding sentences 
according to pre-selected categories is common and has also been used in several 
studies exploring the profile of social policy in election manifestos of the populist 
parties, with categories including policy areas, social justice principles and tar­
geted groups (e.g. Ennser-Jedenastik, 2016, 2018). 

We conducted the analysis using axial coding, guided by the key dimensions 
and categories of the welfare state (see above). In total, we coded 4,001 sentences. 
To ensure the external validity of the coding, we had a second researcher involved 
in our project check the coding of the key sentences. In case of diverging views on 
coding the sentences, we discussed and agreed upon appropriate solutions. 

The welfare agenda of Czech populist parties 

Although the centre-left CSSD emphasised welfare issues more than centrist-
populist A N O in 2013 (19% of the sentences in its programme included social 
policy proposals compared to 16% for A N O ) , by 2017, social policy issues became 
more salient for A N O , with 21.5% of the sentences covering social policy propos­
als, compared to only 16% in CSSD's programme. One reason for this shift could 
be that, in 2013, the opposition party emphasised more typical populist issues 
targeting the allegedly corrupt elite in 2013. After the elections, A N O joined the 
government coalition as the second largest party in terms of votes. It thus entered 
the 2017 race as one of the incumbent parties, which prompted it to emphasise 
socio-economic rather than anti-elite issues. 

Surprisingly, the right-wing populist party (UPD) mentioned welfare poli­
cies more often (in 32% of sentences) than the centrist-populist party A N O and 
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the centre-left ČSSD in 2013 as well as the centre-right ODS party. In 2017, the per­
centage dropped to 18% of all sentences in the election programme of the succes­
sor party SPD, but it still slightly exceeded the centre-left CSSD in this year. The 
right-wing populist party also clearly ranked higher than the non-populist right-
wing ODS, with 32% compared to 13.5% of welfare-related sentences in 2013 and 
18% compared to 10.5% of sentences in 2017, respectively. 

HI: The policy efficiency hypothesis 

The specific feature of the welfare state agenda of centrist-populist A N O that con­
nects social policy proposals with populism is the strong emphasis on adminis­
trative feasibility and economic objectives based on the entrepreneurial populist 
notion that if one can run a business successfully, then one can run the country ef­
ficiently like a business (Saxonberg & Heinisch, 2022). Second, we may associate 
this feature with anti-elitism, particularly with a strong critique of the allegedly 
incompetent traditional political parties and elites. Thus, the party's main slogan 
in the 2013 election campaign was 'We are not like the politicians: we work!' 

Most importantly, as shown in Figure 1, A N O increased its emphasis on 
economic efficiency (18% of sentences in the election programme in 2017 include 
relevant proposals on social policy issues compared to 6.5% in 2013). While the 
percentage of sentences dealing with economic efficiency increased for A N O , it 
decreased for the CSSD, which devoted 8% of its sentences on social policy to 
dealing with economic efficiency in 2013 (slightly more than A N O ' s 6.5%), de­
creasing to 5% in 2017 (which is less than 1/3 as much as A N O ' s 18%). 

Regarding administrative feasibility, a similar picture emerges. A N O in­
creased its emphasis from 13% of all sentences dealing with social policy in 2013 
to 26% in 2017. In comparison, ČSSD's emphasis on administrative feasibility was 
similar to A N O ' s in 2013 at 12.5%, but it decreased slightly to 11% in 2017, which 
is much less than half of A N O ' s total for that year. 

Similar to centrist-populist A N O , the right-wing populist UPD/SPD gave 
increasing attention to the objectives of efficiency and administrative feasibility in 
its electoral programme. The welfare state objective that the SPD mentioned the 
most in 2017 was economic efficiency (in 34.5% of all sentences on social policy), 
mainly by strengthening economic incentives (31% of sentences on social policy). 
Administrative feasibility was another aim of the proposals: both in 2013 and 
2017,14% of all sentences on social policy in the UPD/SPD election programmes 
addressed administrative feasibility or smartness. Interestingly, the SPD took the 
agenda of economic efficiency from ODS, especially in supporting economic in­
centives, which is a traditional right-wing issue. 

Meanwhile, ODS increased its emphasis on economic efficiency from 10% 
of all sentences containing social policy proposals in 2013 to 19.5% in 2017. How­
ever, this was still only slightly more than half of SPD's total. It also increased 
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Figure 1. Social policy objectives (ANO and CSSD) 
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Source: Authors ' analysis of the election manifestos. 
Note: In per cent of al l sentences dealing w i t h social policy. 
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Figure 2. Social policy objectives (UPD/SPD and ODS) 
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its emphasis on administrative feasibility. In 2013, 15% of sentences containing 
social policy proposals dealt with administrative feasibility, which was slightly 
more than UPD/SPD. However, in 2017 this increased to 29%, more than twice 
as much as the right-wing populist party. This reflects the right-wing promise to 
slim down the state and increase efficiency (see Figure 2). 

SPD connects economic efficiency and administrative feasibility objectives 
with the other welfare state objectives to protect the 'common people'. According 
to the U P D (2013), 'We don't want an expensive and non-functional social system 
but a system supportive to all clean-living/well-mannered people: seniors, fami­
lies with children, physically handicapped and children at risk of poverty.' 

The policy efficiency hypothesis holds somewhat. The emphasis on economic 
and administrative feasibility increased the most for the right-wing ODS (to 48.5% 
of all sentences on social policy) and right-wing populist UPD/SPD (to 48% of all 
sentences). Centrist-populist A N O was slightly behind (at 43.5%), clearly outpac­
ing ČSSD (16.3%). It seems that right-wing ideology matters somewhat more than 
populist appeals regarding the promises of an efficient and effective welfare state. 

H2: The centrist-populist encompassing objectives hypothesis 

Comprehensive coverage of social welfare state objectives is a unique feature of 
centrist-populist A N O ' s election programme. This comprehensive coverage is re­
flected in the party's emphasis on social integration through risk sharing (15% 
of all sentences on policy proposals in 2013 and 21.5% in 2017), social integration 
through social inclusion (15% of sentences on social policy proposals in 2013 and 
11% in 2017), risk protection (25.5% of all sentences in 2013 and 12% in 2017) and 
equal opportunities (13% of sentences in 2013 and 8% in 2017). Thus, in 2017, 
three social objectives scored above 10%, and one of them was above 20%. In 
2017, ČSSD placed greater emphasis than A N O on these: Risk protection com­
prised 26% of social policy sentences compared to 12% for A N O ; social inclusion 
through risk sharing comprised 26% of all social policy sentences compared to 
21% for A N O ; and equal opportunities comprised 11% compared to 8% for A N O . 
Meanwhile, support for social integration through social inclusion accounted for 
11% of all social policy sentences for both parties in 2017. Thus, in 2017, for ČSSD, 
five social objectives scored above 10%, and two of them were above 20% (see 
Figure 1). However, A N O placed greater emphasis on social objectives than either 
UPD/SPD or ODS. ODS constantly emphasised risk sharing (13% of sentences 
in 2013 and 19% in 2017) and risk protection (8% of sentences in 2013 and 16% in 
2017). Meanwhile, the party decreased its emphasis on social integration through 
social inclusion, falling from 10% of sentences in 2013 to 3% in 2017. Thus, only 
two social objectives scored above 10% in 2017. 

As expected, right-wing populist UPS/SPD was more concerned with so­
cial objectives than right-wing mainstream ODS. Meanwhile, SPD focussed on 
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social consumption-related redistributive objectives. Consequently, it increased 
its emphasis on poverty alleviation from 7% of sentences in 2013 to 14% in 2017. 
Meanwhile, its objective of reducing inequalities remained stable at 14% of sen­
tences. The objective of risk protection dropped from 28% of sentences in 2013 
to 10% due to its increased emphasis on the instrumental objectives; three of the 
social objectives scored 10% or more in 2017 (see Figure 2). 

In summary, the centrist-populist encompassing objectives hypothesis partly 
holds when comparing centrist-populist A N O (and right-wing UPD/SPD) to the 
right-wing ODS. Centre-left CSSD emphasised social objectives the most due to 
its ideological position. 

H3: Centrist-populist compromised deservingness hypothesis 

Regarding deservingness, A N O strongly emphasised universal access to welfare 
state provisions and services in 2017 (in 52% of sentences dealing with social poli­
cy proposals), which was even more than in its 2013 election programme (43.5%). 
Its emphasis on universal access, particularly on the provision of public goods 
(see below), was stronger than CSSD's in 2017 (52% for A N O compared to 41% for 
CSSD), which is surprising since social democratic parties are usually the main 
advocates of universalism. At the same time, A N O applied a selective approach 
to welfare state provisions to some extent, although it did not use exclusionist cri­
teria. Instead, A N O often used the deservingness criterion of need, for example, 
in its proposals to improve specialised services for the disabled and foster care for 
endangered children (in 26% of sentences on policy proposals in 2013 and 28.5% in 
2017). In contrast, it decreased its emphasis on reciprocity between 2013 and 2017 
(from 30.5% to 9.5% of sentences on social policy proposals) in proposals like the 
guarantee of a minimum pension for individuals who contributed and financial 
advantages rewarding childcare in the pension system, with an emphasis on con­
trol (from 22% of sentences on social policy proposals to 7%). In contrast, CSSD's 
2017 election programme was less orientated than A N O ' s on universal provision 
(CSSD's mentioning of universalism decreased from 62% to 41% between 2013 and 
2017). Instead, it aimed more at the 'needy' groups in society (see Figure 3). 

Similar to A N O , CSSD strongly stressed the need criterion (in 24% of sen­
tences on policy proposals in 2013 and 31% in 2017). But, in contrast to A N O , it did 
not prioritise reciprocity, mentioning it in only 3% of sentences on policy propos­
als in 2013 and 2% in 2017. This was considerably less than A N O (10%). In contrast 
to what we would expect from a social-democratic party, CSSD increased its em­
phasis on control from 13.5% of sentences on policy proposals to 24.5% between 
2013 and 2017, applying it even more frequently than the right-wing populist 
UPD/SPD and centre-right ODS (see Figure 4). In conclusion, A N O seems to have 
a more even balance than CSSD between universalism and selectivism, which ena­
bles the party to gain support from centrist, left-wing and right-wing voters. 
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Figure 3. Deservingness i n the po l i cy proposals (ANO and C S S D ) 
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Source: Authors ' analysis of the election manifestos. 
Note: In percent of a l l sentences dealing w i t h social policy. 

A N O ' s increased emphasis on universalism in 2017 represented a signif­
icant shift in the party's election programme. We analysed specific aspects of 
A N O ' s universalism using quantitative text analysis (in WordStat) and identi­
fied the most frequent words in sentences coded as associated with universalism 
in the A N O ' s and CSSD's election programmes (see Annex) and their patterns. 
A N O ' s universalism seems to be all-encompassing. First, A N O effectively cov­
ers some of the key traditional centre-left social democratic issues. It stresses the 
provision of public goods by the state using words like 'services', 'care', 'health­
care' and 'education'. A N O associates universalism with the role of the state and 
with streamlining the system. At the same time, A N O ' s universalism is related to 
managerial competence promises, as indicated by words such as 'development', 
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'financing', 'management', 'investment', 'state' and 'system'. This pattern was 
similar in 2013. However, in 2017 it increased its emphasis on management and 
investment. Briefly, A N O addresses themes that appeal to centrist voters with 
social-liberal preferences by emphasising its competence in managing, financing 
and developing a social system that can become more generous without raising 
taxes. Yet, at the same time, the party supports the centre-left theme of state re­
sponsibility for providing public goods. 

CSSD is also somewhat supportive of universalist policies, but not as much 
as A N O . Additionally, CSSD is much less concerned about the issue of manage­
rial competency. Rather, it focusses more closely on specific subsystems related 
to public goods provision. Left-wing values are indicated by the words 'work', 
'wages', 'growth', 'quality (of services)', 'housing' and 'taxes.' In 2013, the pat­
tern was similar; only the party's stress on the quality of social services increased, 
while its stress on financing decreased in 2017. This means that A N O , more than 
the centre-left CSSD, aims to address the middle-class preference for an efficient 
welfare state based on effective management, financing and social investments 
as well as accessibility of public goods and services for all, while CSSD is more 
concerned with services than making the welfare state more efficient. A N O is less 
concerned with all left-wing topics, such as work accessibility and conditions, 
wages, housing and quality of services. However, it appeals to left-wing voters by 
promising universal access to public goods (see Table 1 in Annex). 

A somewhat surprising finding is that in 2017, centrist-populist A N O had a 
greater emphasis than the centre-left CSSD on universalism. The reason might be 
that A N O saw an opportunity to gain left-wing oriented CSSD supporters when 
the social democrats started imploding. This assumption is consistent with Sax-
onberg and Heinisch's (2022) suggestion that entrepreneurial populist parties do 
not have a clear ideology but look for political openings. In the Czech Republic, 
this opening was in the centre in 2013, and in 2017 it also included parts of the 
centre-left. 

H4: The exclusionism hypothesis5 

We would expect right-wing populist parties to be much more exclusionist than 
mainstream or centrist-populist parties, particularly because of their tendency 
toward welfare chauvinism. Right-wing populist UPD/SPD has moved in an in­
creasingly market-liberal direction in its social policy proposals. Whereas 73% of 
its sentences on social policy proposals in 2013 promoted universalist policies, 
in 2017, an even greater percentage (75%) promoted selectivist policies. Among 
selectivist proposals, need was previously the most important, but it has recently 
been surpassed by reciprocity. Need was the guiding criterion for 27% (2013) and 

5 Excluding 'undeserving' outsider groups from welfare (see the theoretical assumptions). 
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Figure 4. Desevingness in the policy proposals (UPD/SPD and ODS) 
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50% (2017) of sentences on social policy proposals (remember that some sentenc­
es contained more than one welfare objective, which is why the total is more than 
100%). The following is an example of the SPD's emphasis on need: 

We w i l l significantly increase the lowest pensions. We w i l l ensure regular indexati­
on of the m i n i m u m wage, depending on average wage growth. . . We w i l l . . . prepare 
an act that w i l l retrospectively release citizens from the port ion of their debt accu­
mulated by usury/loan-sharking. (SPD 2017) 

Reciprocity radically increased from 0% of sentences on social policy propos­
als in 2013 to 58% in 2017: 'Money to working families and pensioners. We sup-
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port decreasing the retirement age depending on the number of properly raised 
children' (SPD 2017). In contrast, the control criterion only appeared in 8-9% of 
sentences on social policy proposals in both 2013 and 2017. The attitude criterion 
did not appear in any sentences on social policy proposals in 2013 and in only 8% 
of sentences in 2017. Actually, SPD social policy proposals represent a mixture of 
selective and universalist measures to support disadvantaged population groups 
based on the need criterion, but combined with the criteria of reciprocity and/or 
control (see Figure 4). 

There are no measures based on nativism evidenced in UPD/SPD's social 
policy proposals, although this is one of the main features of right-wing pop­
ulism. The reason for this is probably that the U P D / SPD does not need to employ 
welfare chauvinism since the party promises to halt all illegal immigration. The 
UPD/SPD welfare policies are not strongly exclusionary. The explicit exclusion 
of outsider groups based on the criteria of identity and control rarely appears 
related to the objectives of economic efficiency and administrative feasibility 
(see hypothesis 1). In 2013, the socially excluded—a term that is mainly linked to 
Roma in public policy discourse in the Czech Republic—were the subject of one 
exclusivist proposal, based on the identity criterion: 'We reject enforced social 
inclusion: the same money invested in the socially excluded children must also 
be invested in gifted children' (UPD 2013). In SPD's 2017 election programme, 
one proposal was exclusionary, based on the control criterion, targeting the un­
employed who do not genuinely seek a job (SPD 2017). 

ODS has placed greater emphasis on selectivism than UPD/SPD. In 2013, 
ODS devoted 58.5% of its sentences on social policy proposals to selectivism, 
compared to 27% for U P D . In 2017, the percentage increased to 69% for ODS, 
compared to 58% for the SPD (a successor of UPD). ODS has also paid much 
less attention than UPD/SPD to need, devoting 17% of sentences on social policy 
proposals to this criterion in 2013, compared to 27% for U P D . By 2017, it only 
increased its emphasis slightly to 19%, which was much less than SPD's 50%. 
Meanwhile, control was more important for ODS than for UPD/SPD in 2013, ac­
counting for 17% of all sentences on social policy proposals, compared with only 
8-9% for the UPD/SPD. However, its importance for ODS declined to 6% in 2017, 
thus dropping below the level of importance assigned to it by UPD/SPD (for 
whom it remained stable at 8-9% of sentences). In contrast, reciprocity became 
much more important for ODS policy proposals6, increasing from 10% to 31% of 
sentences on social policy proposals, although still behind UPD/SPD (see above). 
ODS appears to be more neo-liberal when we also use the criterion of attitude 
(14% of sentences on policy proposals in 2013 and 12.5% in 2017) (see Figure 4). 

6 L ike tax relief and direct rewards for informal carers related to the elderly and the pos­
sibility to contribute from pension social insurance payments to one's parent's pension. 
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Conclusions and discussion 

Our findings partly confirm hypothesis 1: centrist-populist A N O places substan­
tial weight on both administrative feasibility and economic efficiency objectives 
compared to the centre-left ČSSD, which could be an expression of entrepreneuri­
al populism. In 2017, right-wing populist SPD out-scored A N O when it increased 
its focus on instrumental objectives by placing greater emphasis on economic 
efficiency. However, the mainstream right-wing ODS emphasises instrumental 
objectives as much as SPD. This corresponds to the right-wing ideology of a lean 
and cheap state. 

Hypothesis 2 holds partly as well. In its programme, the centrist-populist 
A N O advocates comprehensive coverage of welfare state objectives. It emphasises 
redistributive measures less than does the centre-left ČSSD, but, similar to ČSSD, 
it also emphasises social integration through risk sharing and social inclusion as 
well as equal access/opportunity. It does so to attract voters from the political 
centre—including those on the centre-left. A N O thus addresses all social groups 
when emphasising instrumental objectives. Moreover, its coverage of social ob­
jectives is more comprehensive than that of right-wing populist UPD/SPD and 
the right-wing ODS. Meanwhile, UPD/SPD emphasises poverty alleviation and 
the reduction of inequalities more than ČSSD, as the right-wing populism targets 
voters from the lower classes and those dissatisfied with current social policies. 

Hypothesis 3 holds well: centrist-populist A N O balances universalist meas­
ures that address most of the population with selective measures that target spe­
cific population groups. A N O stresses the criteria of need and reciprocity while 
giving less focus to the criterion of control, and it does not advocate excluding 
some groups from welfare provisions. Rather, it wants to make welfare policies 
more effective (through better management, improving incentives and eliminat­
ing the misuse of public finance). In 2017, A N O increased its emphasis on uni-
versalism and social policy issues in general, which it linked to its managerial 
competence. This strategy probably developed by identifying a political oppor­
tunity to attract former ČSSD voters when the social democrats imploded. The 
other reason might be that A N O entered the government coalition in 2013, so 
being part of government made it more difficult to promote an anti-elitist or anti-
system attitude. Therefore, the party highlighted welfare issues more in 2017. 

Hypothesis 4 partly holds. Right-wing populist SPD's welfare state agenda 
is exclusivist to some extent, as it distinguishes between the deserving and unde­
serving based on the criteria of reciprocity, control and attitude. However, con­
trary to expectations, welfare chauvinism does not appear in its programme. It 
also focusses on aid for disadvantaged and deserving groups of citizens based on 
the need criteria. 

In summary, in the 2013 and 2017 elections, both populist parties pushed 
their welfare state agendas forward and linked them to their populist appeals. 
They achieved more balance between the instrumental objectives of economic 
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efficiency and administrative feasibility on the one hand and social objectives on 
the other hand, compared to the mainstream left-wing and right-wing parties. 
Centrist-populist A N O also out-scored the centre-left CSSD in the universalism 
category. Our findings support Saxonberg and Heinisch's (2022) assumption that 
the entrepreneurial populist A N O saw a political opening in the centre in the 
Czech Republic and tried to appeal to voters with social-liberal welfare attitudes. 

Meanwhile, UPD/SPD accentuates the need criterion while avoiding ex-
clusionism. The right-wing populist party turned to the losers of modernisa­
tion, emphasising the principle of need. It combined need with the objectives 
of efficiency (mainly economic incentives) and reciprocity, which are tradition­
ally right-wing stances. The party seeks support from modernisation losers with 
rightist views. Thus, Czech populist parties try to address broader segments of 
voters than their mainstream competitors, although they do not necessarily score 
higher in addressing the voters in any single dimension or subdimension (objec­
tives—instrumental, social; deservingness).7 

We have found that populist parties strongly emphasised the welfare agen­
da in their election programmes in 2013 and 2017. In 2017, this emphasis was 
stronger than for the centre-left CSSD and right-wing ODS. During these years, 
there was a considerable flow of voters from left-wing parties to populist parties. 
According to Škop (2017), 360,000 ČSSD voters and 200,000 Communist party 
voters switched to A N O during the 2017 elections. Similarly, around 120,000 vot­
ers switched from the Communists, and around 70,000 voters switched from the 
Social Democrats to the SPD between 2013 and 2017. Left-wing parties suffered 
considerable losses to populist parties (see also Brunnerová, 2019). More research 
is necessary to determine the role of the welfare state agenda in populist parties 
gaining electoral support. 

Since this article only analyses one country, further studies are needed to 
ascertain the extent to which our findings can be generalised to centrist-populist 
and right-wing populist parties cross-nationally, especially since the ideologies 
and programmes of populist parties vary depending on the national context. We 
are considering writing a follow-up article, which would include the 2021 elec­
tions, where A N O lost to a coalition of centre-right parties. A N O remained the 
single largest party in this election, and the SPD succeeded in keeping its position 
in parliament, in contrast to both the CSSD and Communist Party, which failed 
to reach the 5% threshold. 

7 O n the importance of multidimensionality i n understanding popul i sm, see Wutke, 
Schimpf, and Schoen (2000). 
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Annex 

Table 1. Occurrence of 20 most frequent words associated with the category 
'universalism' (absolute and relative count of words in sentences associated 
with universalism, weighted percentage) 

ČSSD Count 
Weighted 

percentage 
(%) 

A N O Count 
Weighted 

percentage 
(%) 

Work 32 0.39 Development 47 0.31 

Social 30 0.36 Services (genitive 
case) 46 0.30 

Qual i ty (adjective) 29 0.35 State 43 0.28 

Care (genitive case) 27 0.33 Care (genitive case) 40 0.27 

Services (genitive 
case) 26 0.31 A l l (genitive case) 36 0.24 

Development 25 0.30 Financing 34 0.23 

Wages 23 0.28 State (genitive case) 34 0.23 

System 23 0.28 System (genitive 
case) 29 0.19 

People 22 0.26 Healthcare 28 0.19 

Care 
(accusative case) 21 0.25 Services 27 0.18 

Healthcare 21 0.25 A l l (accusative 
case) 27 0.18 

To all 20 0.24 Work 25 0.17 

Life (adjective) 20 0.24 System 25 0.17 

G r o w t h 19 0.23 Management 25 0.17 

A l l (accusative 
case) 19 0.23 Chi ldren 23 0.15 

State 18 0.22 State (adjective) 23 0.15 

Health (adjective) 18 0.22 Investments 23 0.15 

H o u s i n g 17 0.20 Education 22 0.15 

Taxes 16 0.19 Culture 20 0.13 

Services 16 0.19 Citizens 
(accusative case) 20 0.13 

Source: CSSD and A N O election programmes, o w n coding and computations. 
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