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Are populist attitudes too thin to matter for populist support? Received 3 September 2022
Considering their interplay with thick nativist attitudes, we argue Accepted 29 July 2024
that both populist attitudes and their subdimensions play a key

rolelin the .propensity to vote for. eac.h of thg main populist Populist attitudes; voting
parties within the 2021 Czech legislative election. The results behaviour; Czech politics;
from our survey (N = 2009) show that populist attitudes and their populism; radical right;
subdimensions are notable predictors whose role is not fully nativist attitudes
conditioned by thick nativist attitudes. Furthermore, the unique

effects of subdimensions tend to reflect the emphasis that

populist parties place on the corresponding components of

populist ideology in their communication.
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Introduction

For several decades the world has been experiencing a populist surge. The increasing
electoral success of populist parties is often associated with voters’ strong populist atti-
tudes. Despite their thin nature, populist attitudes have been shown to significantly con-
tribute to electoral support for populist parties in various contexts (see Akkerman, Mudde,
and Zaslove 2013; Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser, and Andreadis 2020). However, some
studies indicate that the bond between populist attitudes and populist support is not
always so solid. Specific policy preferences or political attitudes can outperform the
impact of populist attitudes on populist support (see e.g. Castanho Silva, Fuks, and
Tamaki 2022; Stanley 2011).

Considering the activation of populist attitudes thesis (Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser, and
Andreadis 2020), our article tackles these opposing findings by addressing populism sim-
ultaneously at the general level (i.e. as a whole) and the level of its core components. We
specifically argue that these opposing findings can be in part explained by voters’ interest
in specific components of populist ideology. Based on the findings from recent exper-
imental studies indicating such interest (see Castanho Silva, Neuner, and Wratil 2022;
Neuner and Wratil 2020), we assume that individual subdimensions of populist attitudes
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can have their unique effects on populist support and propose that these unique effects
arise from the strong emphasis on the corresponding components of populist ideology in
political communication.

When exploring to what extent populist support is driven by subdimensions of
populist attitudes rather than populist attitudes as a whole, we also consider their
thin nature and thus examine their interplay with thick policy preferences reflecting
the host ideology to which populism is attached in a particular context. We integrate
diverging findings concerning this interplay (compare Andreadis et al. 2019; Loew and
Faas 2019) and propose that in the conditions of salient populist cleavage, populist
attitudes and their subdimensions encourage populist support not only among
those who share but also among those who do not (fully) share a populist party’s
thick policy preferences.

We apply our assumptions to the context of the 2021 Czech legislative election, par-
ticularly to explain electoral support for two main populist parties, ANO and SPD. We
expect electoral support for ANO to be driven by populist attitudes, anti-elitism attitudes,
and people-centrism, since ANO strongly emphasised anti-elitism and people-centrism in
its communication. As SPD also placed a strong emphasis on demands for popular sover-
eignty, we expect its electoral support to be additionally driven by a belief in popular
sovereignty. Given that populism bonded well with nativism in the electoral campaigns
of both populist parties, we assume populist attitudes and their subdimensions to
shape electoral support for each party among individuals holding strong nativist atti-
tudes. As a result of the salience of populist cleavage within the context of the 2021 elec-
tion, we, nevertheless, expect populist attitudes and their subdimensions to also
contribute to electoral support for each populist party among individuals with weak to
moderate nativist attitudes.

To test our hypotheses, we conducted multi-group SEM analyses across nativist atti-
tudes groups on the original public opinion survey data (N =2009). Our results indicate
that populist attitudes, and to some extent their subdimensions, are important predictors
of the propensity to vote for both populist parties. The unique effects of subdimensions
tend to reflect the emphasis which populist parties place on the corresponding com-
ponents of populist ideology in their political communication. Furthermore, populist atti-
tudes, and to some extent their subdimensions, operate as both a contingent mechanism
and a motivational substitute. However, they do not necessarily perform these roles sim-
ultaneously in the propensity to vote for each populist party. While populist attitudes are
connected with the propensity to vote for ANO among individuals with weak nativist atti-
tudes, they contribute to the propensity to vote for SPD among individuals holding strong
nativist attitudes. Only a belief in popular sovereignty performs the contingent and the
motivational role simultaneously, particularly in the propensity to vote for SPD.

The role of populist attitudes in populist support

The recent success of populist parties has resulted in an immense amount of work aiming
to identify factors which drive their electoral support (Rooduijn 2019). Contributing to
these existing endeavours, our article is grounded in the ideational approach which per-
ceives populism as a thin-centred ideology whose ideological core consists of three inter-
related parts: anti-elitism, people-centrism, and demands for the restoration of popular
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sovereignty (Hawkins et al. 2019; Mudde 2004). Within this approach, we particularly
follow the strand of research which argues that populist parties find their support
among individuals holding populist attitudes (see e.g. Akkerman, Mudde, and Zaslove
2013; Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser, and Andreadis 2020).

The proposed relationship between populist attitudes and populist support has,
however, been disputed (see Marcos-Marne, Gil de Zuhiga, and Borah 2023). For
example, in their study of the 2018 Brazilian presidential elections, Castanho Silva, Fuks,
and Tamaki (2022) point to the negligible role of populist attitudes in electoral support
for the populist far-right candidate Jair Bolsonaro. Instead, Bolsonaro’s support derives
from extreme right-wing ideological self-placement and illiberal and anti-democratic atti-
tudes. A similar pattern has been observed in Austria (Griindl and Aichholzer 2020), Slo-
vakia (Stanley 2011), Germany (Neuner and Wratil 2020) or in the US (Castanho Silva,
Neuner, and Wratil 2022). Overall, these studies indicate that populist attitudes may be
too thin to provide a solid foundation for populist support.

The unclear role of populist attitudes in populist support has been addressed by the
activation of populist attitudes thesis which argues that the mere presence of voters’
populist attitudes does not ensure their salience in voters’ decision-making. In order to
translate into votes, these populist worldviews must be activated. Their activation
requires a context in which “a conspiring elite exists and the system is not fully responsive
to the popular will” (Andreadis et al. 2019, 238) so that voters perceive traditional parties
as failing to provide strong representation and blame widespread failures of democratic
governance on them (Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser, and Andreadis 2020). Furthermore, pol-
itical parties must strongly advocate individual components of populist ideology in their
political communication (Andreadis et al. 2019; see also Druckman, Jacobs, and Osterme-
ier 2004; Hameleers et al. 2021).

The activation of populist attitudes thesis, however, does not suffice to fully explain the
unclear role of populist attitudes in populist support. Recent research indicates that the
presence of opportune conditions and the strong emphasis on populist ideology may
be necessary, but are not sufficient for populist attitudes to play a key role in populist
support (Castanho Silva, Neuner, and Wratil 2022; Neuner and Wratil 2020). Building on
these findings, we propose a supplementary explanation for the unclear role of populist
attitudes. We specifically argue that their unclear role in part arises from not considering
populism simultaneously at the general level (i.e. as a whole) and the level of its core com-
ponents in explaining populist support, especially at the demand side. Given that populist
attitudes are a multi-dimensional concept, measured scores on populist attitudes items
include not only variance associated with populist attitudes as a whole (the domain-
specific variance) but also subdimension-specific variances. Unless we employ an opera-
tionalisation strategy which ensures separation of these variances, and thus allows us to
simultaneously evaluate the effect of populist attitudes and the unique effects of their
subdimensions, we cannot be sure to what extent any observed effect of populist atti-
tudes reflects the effect of populist attitudes as a whole rather than the effect of some
of their subdimensions (see Chen et al. 2012).

Addressing the unclear role of populist attitudes by considering populism simul-
taneously at the general level (i.e. as a whole) and the level of its core components is
essential for two more reasons. First, existing research indicates that voters do not give
equal weight to individual components of populist ideology in their decision-making
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(see Castanho Silva, Neuner, and Wratil 2022; Neuner and Wratil 2020). Voters seem to
care not only about populist ideology as the whole package, but also about its com-
ponents. Accordingly, we assume that individual subdimensions of populist attitudes
have their unique effects on populist support.

Second, in their communication, populist parties place an unbalanced emphasis on
individual components of populist ideology (e.g. Rooduijn and Pauwels 2011; Wieseho-
meier 2019). We address these empirical variations in populism at the supply side by
linking them to the unique effects of subdimensions of populist attitudes on populist
support. We specifically argue that the unique effects of individual subdimensions arise
from the strong emphasis on the corresponding components of populist ideology in
political communication. In this regard, we build on the experimental study conducted
by Hameleers et al. (2021) in 15 European countries which reveals that short-term
exposure to a single message emphasising a specific component of populist ideology
results in the activation of both populist attitudes and the corresponding subdimen-
sion. While we acknowledge that short-term exposure may not be sufficient for the sal-
ience of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in voters' decision-making (but see
e.g. Richey 2012), we argue that repetitive exposure to populist rhetoric over a longer
period can bring populist attitudes and their strongly emphasised subdimensions to
the fore in voters’ minds. Once highly accessible, populist attitudes and their subdi-
mensions can become salient in voters’ decision-making (Hart 2013). Consequently,
we propose that:

H1: The stronger an emphasis on a particular component of populist ideology in political
communication of a populist party, the stronger the effects of populist attitudes and their
corresponding subdimension on electoral support for that party.

According to this logic, anti-elitism attitudes are a key predictor of electoral support for a
populist party which strongly targets the (political) elite in its communication, while one’s
belief in popular sovereignty drives electoral support for a populist party which strongly
encourages the introduction of referenda and other instruments of direct democracy. This
logic has not been followed in any of the experimental studies which question the role of
populist attitudes in populist support (Castanho Silva, Neuner, and Wratil 2022; Dai and
Kustov 2023; Neuner and Wratil 2020). In examining this relationship, these studies do
not consider the unique effects of subdimensions of populist attitudes. Furthermore,
they all approach populism among voters and candidates at different levels — the
general level versus the level of the core components. Had the proposed logic been fol-
lowed, we might have observed that within the US context candidate’s anti-elitist appeals
win votes of those who hold strong anti-elitism attitudes rather than those who hold
weak anti-elitism attitudes. The same applies to the relationship between the candidate’s
people-centric political priorities and voters’ perceptions of the people as a pure and
homogeneous group (people-centrism) in the German context. Furthermore, the lack
of consideration of the unique effects of populist attitudes, accompanied by the mismatch
between the levels, could also explain why Dai and Kustov (2023) do not observe any
differences in preferences for individual components of populist ideology among
people with different levels of populist attitudes. The negligible role of populist rhetoric
in the extent to which a candidate appeals to voters in the authors’ study thus does not
disprove the proposed logic linking the emphasis on individual components of populist
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ideology to the effect of populist attitudes and the unique effects of the corresponding
subdimensions on populist support.

Although the proposed logic concerns populist parties, we assume that it applies to
non-populist parties as well. Such applicability is essential since some non-populist
parties put a long-term emphasis on part of the components of populist ideology
(Engler, Pytlas, and Deegan-Krause 2019) or adopt full populist rhetoric, for example,
when pressured by the success of competing populist parties (Mudde 2004; but see Roo-
duijn, de Lange, and van der Brug 2014; see Schworer 2021 for a review). The proposed
logic may be used to explain electoral support for a non-populist party in either case.
While in the latter case, the logic may operate in the same way as when applied to popu-
list parties, in the former case it may need to be modified. A stronger emphasis on a par-
ticular component of populist ideology may not enhance the effect of populist attitudes
as a whole but only the effect of their corresponding subdimension.

Overall, for both populist and non-populist parties the proposed logic implies that the
unique effects of individual subdimensions of populist attitudes arise from the emphasis
on the corresponding components of populist ideology. According to this logic, subdi-
mensions, however, do not necessarily play a stronger role in electoral support for popu-
list parties rather than non-populist parties. In the context where, for example, anti-elite
rhetoric is more strongly emphasised by a non-populist party, the proposed logic allows
anti-elitism attitudes to have a stronger effect on electoral support for that non-populist
party.

In addition to addressing populism simultaneously at both levels, one needs to con-
sider populism’s thin nature when examining electoral support for populist parties. As
a thin-centred ideology, populism rarely stands alone (Mudde 2004; Stanley 2008; but
see Ucen 2004). It rather interacts with a particular thick (host) ideology which gives
meaning to the categories of the people and the elite, otherwise empty signifiers
(Laclau 2005; see also Moffitt 2020). In political communication, populist ideology is
woven into, for example, anti-immigration or Eurosceptic positions (e.g. Kriesi 2008;
Mudde 2007a). The resulting weave is reflected at the demand side. Many voters hold
both strong thin populist attitudes and strong thick attitudes corresponding to the
host ideology to which populism is attached (e.g. Tsatsanis, Andreadis, and Teperoglou
2018; Wettstein et al. 2020; see also “thin-thick populists” in Neuner and Wratil 2020).
When examining the role of populist attitudes in populist support, we thus need to con-
sider the interplay between these thin and thick attitudes (see also Hunger and Paxton
2021).

In this regard, populist attitudes have been proposed to play two distinct roles in popu-
list support. Given their thin nature, populist attitudes have been assigned the role of a
contingent mechanism whose functioning is conditioned by thick policy preferences.
Accordingly, populist attitudes drive populist support only when individuals’ thick
policy preferences are congruent with those of a populist party. If voters reject the
party’s thick policy visions, their populist attitudes do not translate into populist votes
(e.g. Castanho Silva, Fuks, and Tamaki 2022; Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser, and Andreadis
2020; Van Hauwaert and Van Kessel 2018; see also Marcos-Marne, Gil de Zuiiga, and
Borah 2023).

Although theoretically compelling, this contingent role of populist attitudes does not
always find empirical support (but see Andreadis et al. 2019). Results of multiple studies
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suggest that populist attitudes do not (significantly) contribute to populist support when
the congruence requirement is fulfilled. Populist attitudes rather act as a motivational
substitute and kick in as an important driver of populist support when the match
between voters’ and a party’s thick issue positions is poorer (see e.g. Marcos-Marne,
Plaza-Colodro, and Freyburg 2020; Van Hauwaert and Van Kessel 2018). Voters do not
even need to partly share a party’s thick policy visions to cast a vote in its favour. Populist
attitudes drive populist support even among those who moderately disagree with the
party’s thick policy visions (see the results in Loew and Faas 2019; see also Van Hauwaert
and Van Kessel 2018).

We integrate these findings and argue that once activated, populist attitudes (their
subdimensions included) can act both as a contingent mechanism and a motivational
substitute. However, the motivational role is conditioned by the salience of populist clea-
vage in party competition. The salience of populist cleavage ensures that populist atti-
tudes are at the fore in voters’ minds and thus can be used in their decision-making. If
populist cleavage is not salient, voters can perceive other issues as more pressing. Conse-
quently, populist attitudes only perform the contingent role (see e.g. Edwards, Mitchell,
and Welch 1995).

Performing only the contingent role, however, does not imply that populist attitudes
are a secondary predictor of populist support. We argue that populist attitudes are an
important predictor of populist support even when they contribute to this support
only among those who share a populist party’s thick policy preferences. Given their
thin-centred nature, it would be overly ambitious to expect populist attitudes to intrinsi-
cally have a stronger effect than thick policy preferences or to shape populist support
independently of these preferences. On the other hand, it would be misleading to use
the thin-centred nature to treat the effect of populist attitudes among those who share
a populist party’s thick policy preferences as less important or negligible compared to
the effect of thick policy preferences (but see Art 2022). In this regard, our approach rep-
resents the middle ground.

Even the contingent role of populist attitudes, however, assumes that populism is
attached to a particular host ideology. Recent experimental studies which do not find
support for the contingent role of populist attitudes do not seem to fully consider this
assumption. Both Neuner and Wratil (2020) as well as Castanho Silva, Neuner, and
Wratil (2022) fully address the interplay between populism and the host ideology only
at the demand side. While their findings indicate to what extent subgroups of voters
with varying levels of thin populist attitudes and thick policy preferences are attracted
to a candidate advocating either a thin or a thick populist priority, they do not reveal
to what extent these subgroups of voters are attracted to candidates advocating a thin
populist priority but holding varying positions on the thick host ideology (or vice
versa). While Dai and Kustov (2023) address this issue, they do not consider the interplay
between populist attitudes and thick policy preferences, and thus do not even consider
that populist attitudes may operate as a contingent mechanism.

The 2021 Czech legislative election as a test case

Our article unpacks the role of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in the 2021
Czech legislative election. We argue that the election embodies an ideal case for such
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examination due to both opportune conditions for the activation of populist attitudes and
the salience of populist cleavage.

Within the context of the election, the country was facing a democratic downswing,
partly resulting from the ongoing covid pandemic (Bustikova and Babo$ 2020; Petrov
2020). Around the time of the election, Czech society was marked by a decrease in politi-
cal trust, growing dissatisfaction with the political situation, and by deepening of the
belief that the implemented covid precautions were inefficient (Cervenka 2021, 2022).
The context of the 2021 Czech legislative election thus embodied an ideal breeding
ground for the activation of populist attitudes (for a comparison, see e.g. Hawkins,
Rovira Kaltwasser, and Andreadis 2020; Rico, Guinjoan, and Anduiza 2017; Silva and
Wratil 2021)."

The election was also characterised by the prominent position of populist cleavage in
party competition. In an attempt to defeat populist forces and secure the majority in the
Chamber of Deputies, mainstream political parties formed two pre-election coalitions: the
Together coalition (the coalition of ODS, TOP 09 and KDU-CSL) and the Pirates and Mayors
coalition (see also Havlik and Lysek 2022). Strong criticism of populism was vividly man-
ifested throughout their election campaigns. The Together coalition, for example, created
a website with “a generator of unfulfilled promises of Andrej Babis”, the leader of populist
ANO and prime minister at that time, portraying him as a threat to the country, and accus-
ing him of making irresponsible economic policy, deceiving the people and stealing from
them (see also Havlik and Kluknavska 2022).

This criticism presented populist ANO with countless opportunities to separate itself
from the mainstream parties and defame them. It also allowed Babi$ to portray himself
as an authentic representative and guardian of the ordinary people. Such attempts
were apparent especially in a series of campaign spots in which Babi$ proclaimed that
he would protect the ordinary people and sovereignty of the Czech nation “to the last
breath”. Populist appeal was thus a strong element in the political communication of
ANO during the election race.”

The same applies to the populist Freedom and Direct Democracy party (SPD). In its
campaigns, the party presented itself as the defender of the Czech nation. While position-
ing itself as the true voice of the common people, fighting for their interests, SPD accused
mainstream parties of sympathising with the EU and acting in the pursuit of their interests
(Havlik and Wondreys 2021).

Based on the opportune conditions for the activation of populist attitudes and the pro-
minent position of populist cleavage in party competition, we expect that populist atti-
tudes played a key role in populist support in the 2021 election. However, rather than
evaluating to what extent populist attitudes contributed to casting a populist over a
non-populist vote, we explore their effects on electoral support separately for each of
the main populist parties, ANO and SPD. Our main motivation is to consider differences
in the emphasis which these parties placed on individual core components of populist
ideology in their political communication.

Different shades of populism in Czech politics: the case of ANO and SPD

Populist ideology has been a prominent feature in the political communication of both
ANO and SPD. In the 2018 Populism and Political Parties Expert Survey (Meijers and
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Zaslove 2018), SPD scored over 8 on a 0-10 scale in all components of populist ideology
but general will (7.9). SPD is the 11th most populist party in the dataset. Its overall popu-
lism score (9.12) is comparable to the overall scores of other well-known populist parties
such as the Alternative for Germany (9.44) or the Freedom Party of Austria (8.90).

Based on the overall populist score, ANO is less populist than SPD, particularly as a
result of its lower emphasis on the demands for popular sovereignty.> Despite the
lower emphasis on this component of populist ideology, populism constitutes an impor-
tant attribute in the ANO’s political communication. Its overall populist score (6.75) is
similar to that of, for example, the Slovak Ordinary People and Independent Personalities
party (7.00) or the United Kingdom Independence Party (6.99), both of which are con-
sidered populist parties (see Rooduijn et al. 2023).

The differences in the embrace of populist ideology between ANO and SPD indicate
that electoral support of each party may be shaped by populist attitudes and their indi-
vidual subdimensions to a different extent. To specify these effects in the 2021 Czech leg-
islative election, we rely on the 2020-2021 Political Representation, Executives, and
Political Parties Survey (Wiesehomeier et al. 2022), since this survey includes expert evalu-
ations of the prominence of the core components of populist ideology in political com-
munication of the main political parties gathered a few months before the election.

Mean expert scores reveal that the emphasis on populist ideology is significant in the
political communication of both ANO and SPD. Each party strongly emphasised all core
components of populist ideology directly evaluated in the survey, with anti-elitism and
people-centrism receiving slightly more attention than the Manichean view of politics
(see Figures 1-4). The demands for popular sovereignty are not directly evaluated in
the survey. We argue that these demands are strongly emphasised only by SPD, based

Anti-elite rhetoric

TOPO09

STAN
seo H——
Pirates U f Party type

oDs L 1 . populist

KSCM ¢ y non-populist

Party label

KDU-CSL

CSSD
avo I ———————————

12 3456 7 8 91011121314 151617 18 19 20
Mean expert score (does not target elite)

Figure 1. The prominence of anti-elite rhetoric in political communication of the main Czech political
parties. Experts evaluated the prominence of anti-elite rhetoric on a 1-20 scale (1 = specifically targets
elite groups with derogatory rhetoric, discrediting their standing and legitimacy in society, 20 = does
not target elite groups with derogatory rhetoric).
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Vilify opponents
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Mean expert score (treats opponents with respect)

Figure 2. The prominence of vilification of opponents in political communication of the main Czech

political parties. Experts evaluated the prominence of vilification of opponents on a 1-20 scale (1=
demonizes and vilifies opponents, 20 = treats opponents with respect).

Manichean view of politics

TOP09

STAN

spp NS ———————
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Party type
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KSCM . i non-populist

Party label

KDU-CSL

¢ssD
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12 3456 7 8 91011121314 151617 18 19 20
Mean expert score (politics not viewed in moral terms)

Figure 3. The prominence of the Manichean view of politics in political communication of the main
Czech political parties. Experts evaluated the prominence of the Manichean view of politics on a 1-20
scale (1 =treats politics as a moral struggle between good and evil, denying the possibility of natural
and justifiable differences of opinion, 20 = does not treat politics in moral terms, but acknowledges
the possibility of natural, justifiable differences of opinion).

on the different positions which the two parties hold on the popular initiative. While SPD
strongly supports citizens having the authority to activate a popular vote on laws via the
collection of necessary signatures, ANO holds an ambiguous position towards this
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People-centrism
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Mean expert score (citizens with different interests)

Figure 4. The prominence of people-centrism in political communication of the main Czech political
parties. Experts evaluated the prominence of people-centrism on a 1-20 scale (1 =refers to the
common people as an authentic and homogeneous unit, 20 =refers more generally to citizens
with their different interests and values). Parties scoring low on this dimension acknowledge that
the people have a unified political will, one common interest that should guide all political action.

measure (see Figure 5). Accordingly, we expect a belief in popular sovereignty to drive
only the electoral support for SPD. Anti-elitism attitudes and perception of the people
as a pure and homogenous group (people-centrism), i.e. subdimensions of populist atti-
tudes corresponding to the remaining core components of populist ideology, are
expected to drive electoral support for both parties.

When specifying the role of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in electoral
support for ANO and SPD, we also consider the interplay of populist attitudes and their
subdimensions with thick attitudes reflecting the host ideology which these parties
combine with populism in their political communication. Within the context of the
2021 Czech legislative election, populism was compatible particularly with nativism
(see also Dvorak 2022). This bond was well apparent in the political communication of
both parties throughout their campaigns. ANO as well as SPD claimed to stand up for
the Czech people and to protect them against alien influences, especially (illegal)
migrants from non-European countries, particularly countries with large Muslim popu-
lations (SPD 2021; see also Havlik and Kluknavska 2022).

Even though both parties combined populist ideology with nativism, nativism consti-
tutes the core element only in the ideological profile of SPD which has been mobilising on
radical right issues for many years. While SPD clearly belongs to the populist radical right
party family (see also Rooduijn et al. 2023), ANO excels at ideological fluidity (see also Bus-
tikova and Babos 2020). So far, ANO has been described as the technocratic populist party
(Bustikova and Guasti 2019; Havlik 2019) or the centrist populist party (Havlik and Voda
2018). In the 2021 election, ANO seemingly shared the populist radical right identity
with SPD. Throughout its campaign, ANO claimed to protect the ordinary people
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Figure 5. The position of the main Czech political parties on popular initiative. Experts evaluated the
position on popular initiative on a 1-20 scale (1 = strongly supports citizens having the authority to
activate a popular vote on laws, enacted or not, via the collection of necessary signatures, 20 =
strongly rejects citizens having the authority to activate a popular vote on laws via the collection
of necessary signatures).

against the vision of “the multicultural, ecologically fanatic Pirates-state” (CTK 2021). The
combination of populism and nativism, however, merely reflects a strategic decision
which smoothly follows the party’s earlier self-seeking pronouncements on minority
rights and the Czech nation (see Hanley and Vachudova 2018). In the election, ANO
opportunistically connected populism with nativism only to defame and weaken its pol-
itical opponents, particularly the Pirates.

Although the populism-nativism union has constituted the identity of each party to a
different extent over time (see also Haughton and Deegan-Krause 2020), it was prominent
in the election campaigns of both ANO and SPD. Consequently, we consider the interplay
between populist attitudes and nativist attitudes in electoral support for both parties (see
also Dvorak 2022). Given the thin-centred nature of populist ideology, we expect nativist
attitudes to condition the effect of populist attitudes and their subdimensions on elec-
toral support for both parties. More specifically, we expect populist attitudes and their
subdimensions to translate into populist votes among individuals with strong nativist atti-
tudes. Nevertheless, due to the salience of populist cleavage in the election, we expect
populist attitudes and their subdimensions to kick in as an important driver of populist
support also among individuals with weak to moderate nativist attitudes. Overall, we
thus propose that:

H1a: Populist attitudes, anti-elitism attitudes, and people-centrism drive the electoral support
for ANO among individuals with all levels of nativist attitudes.

H1b: Populist attitudes, anti-elitism attitudes, a belief in popular sovereignty, and people cen-
trism drive the electoral support for SPD among individuals with all levels of nativist attitudes.
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Since all components of populist ideology are more prominent in the political communi-
cation of SPD than ANO, we also expect that:

H1c: Populist attitudes and their subdimensions are stronger positive predictors of the elec-
toral support for SPD than the electoral support for ANO.

The Czech context is pertinent to the evaluation of the role of populist attitudes and
their subdimensions not only due to the differences in emphasis on populism
between the two populist parties, but also between the main non-populist parties
(see Figures 1-5 above). While the majority of the main non-populist parties emphasise
pluralism (the opposite of populism, see Akkerman, Mudde, and Zaslove 2013) in their
political communication, populism is moderately present in the political communi-
cation of the Czech Communist Party (KSCM). KSCM even places a stronger emphasis
on all components of populist ideology than populist ANO. The only exception is
anti-elite rhetoric, particularly vilification of opponents, which is more prominent in
the political communication of ANO (see Figure 2).

While the moderate emphasis on individual components of populist ideology in politi-
cal communication of KSCM may be in part explained by the party’s anti-establishment
nature (see Abedi 2002, 556-557 for common features of populist and anti-establishment
parties), it seems more strongly connected to its far-left nature. KSCM first and foremost
challenges economic inequality advocated by the elite as the basis of existing political
and social arrangements, and advocates a major redistribution of resources from the
elite (Havlik 2012; see also Rooduijn et al. 2023). KSCM is thus rightly located closer to
the populist rather than the pluralist endpoint on individual rating scales designed to
measure the prominence of individual components of populist ideology in political com-
munication. Given its far-left nature, its scores on the populist endpoint, however, have a
substantially different — non-populist - meaning. Consequently, we cannot clearly link the
party’s emphasis on individual components of populist ideology to the unique effects of
corresponding subdimensions.”

As for the remaining non-populist parties, the proposed logic linking the emphasis on
individual components of populist ideology to the effect of populist attitudes and the cor-
responding subdimensions is not clearly applicable to explaining their electoral support
either. Their emphasis on pluralism is beyond the scope of the proposed logic. We thus
primarily focus on the role of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in the electoral
support for the populist parties.

Method

To evaluate the role of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in the electoral support
for ANO and SPD within the context of the 2021 Czech legislative election, we use the
structural equation modelling (SEM) technique. For each party, we specify a separate
full SEM model of electoral support (see Figure 6). The two models differ only in the elec-
toral support variable since this variable is party-specific. To address the interplay
between populist attitudes and nativist attitudes, we run each of these models across
groups with different levels of nativist attitudes. In other words, we conduct two multi-
group SEM (MGSEM) analyses with nativist attitudes as the grouping variable. Nativist atti-
tudes are therefore not directly included in the full SEM models of electoral support.
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We also specify a model of electoral support for each of the main non-populist parties.
These models additionally include nativist attitudes as a predictor of electoral support
since non-populist parties did not combine populist ideology or any of its components
with nativism in their political communication. When examining the role of populist atti-
tudes and their subdimensions in electoral support for individual non-populist parties, we
therefore do not address the interplay between populist attitudes and nativist attitudes.

Even though some of the non-populist parties were part of the pre-election coalitions,
we focus on individual parties rather than these coalitions, since these parties sought to
maintain their own identities in political communication. To some extent, this translates
even to their emphasis on pluralism. Although all these parties strived to defeat populism,
they differ in their emphasis on pluralism in individual rating scales, particularly the anti-
elite rhetoric scale (see the differences between STAN and Pirates in Figure 1) and the
popular sovereignty scale (see the differences in the parties’ positions on popular initiat-
ive in Figure 5).

Data and measurement

We run all SEM analyses on the original data from the second wave of our public opinion
survey entitled “Contemporary Political Attitudes of Czech Voters” (N = 2009). The second
wave of data collection was conducted in October 2021, shortly after the 2021 Czech leg-
islative election. Data was collected online through a professional survey company. Indi-
viduals registered in the Czech National Panel, a commercial online access panel, were
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invited to complete our online questionnaire using quotas for age, sex, education, region,
and settlement size. Respondents with homogeneous answer patterns were dropped
from the initial sample. Exclusion of respondents did not significantly distort sample
representativeness. Overall, the resulting sample (N=1886) is representative of the
national voting-age population on gender, age, education, settlement size, and region,
suffering from only a slight overrepresentation of more educated and older voters (see
Appendix for further details).

Measurement of populist attitudes

In the debate concerning the nature of populist attitudes (see e.g. Huber, Jankowski, and
Wegscheider 2023 for further discussion), our article follows scholars who perceive popu-
list attitudes as comparable to an inherent personality trait (e.g. Busby, Gubler, and
Hawkins 2019; Hawkins, Rovira Kaltwasser, and Andreadis 2020). More specifically, build-
ing on the personality research in psychology (see e.g. Costa and McCrae 1995), we con-
sider populist attitudes as a broader trait which contains three facets: anti-elitism
attitudes, a belief in popular sovereignty, and perception of the people as a pure and
homogenous group (people-centrism).

We thus treat populist attitudes as a compensatory construct. We do not consider indi-
viduals as populist only if they simultaneously hold strong anti-elitist views, strongly
believe in unrestricted popular sovereignty, and strongly perceive the people as a pure
and homogeneous group. We rather acknowledge that there are different ways of
being populist. Some may particularly strongly perceive the elite as an evil, untrustworthy
homogenous group, pursuing its own interests. Others may particularly strongly believe
that the general will should be the absolute principle guiding political decision-making,
even to such an extent that they advocate that the most important policy decisions
should be made directly by the people.

This compensatory approach to populist attitudes offers a more accurate insight into
the match between populist supply and populist demand. It allows us to explore how
variations in populism at the individual level match empirical variations in populism
among populist parties. More specifically, we can examine to what extent a strong
emphasis on particular components of populist ideology in political communication of
a populist party translates into the unique effects of the corresponding facets (subdimen-
sions) of populist attitudes on its electoral support.®

To operationalise populist attitudes as a trait, we employ the reflective measurement
model in which observed measures (scores) are perceived as reflections of the unobser-
vable concept (Coltman et al. 2008). We specifically employ the bifactor model in which a
response to each item proceeds from two separate incentives (factors) — in our case popu-
list attitudes and one of their subdimensions (see Figure 7). Even though all factors are
uncorrelated, items across subdimensions of populist attitudes are mutually related,
since measured scores on each item are, at least to some extent, comprised of the var-
iance associated with populist attitudes (the domain-specific variance).”

Given the multi-dimensional nature of populist attitudes, measured scores on populist
attitudes items intrinsically include not only the domain-specific variance but also the
subdimension-specific variances. Unlike any other commonly adopted operationalisation
strategy of multi-dimensional compensatory concepts, the bifactor model ensures the
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Figure 7. The bifactor model of populist attitudes. Populist attitudes are the general factor. Anti-
elitism, Sovereignty and People-centrism are all specific factors. The acquiescence (Acq) factor is
the method factor. Manifest scores on each indicator (represented by rectangles) are comprised of
variance associated with populist attitudes (domain-specific variance), subdimension-specific var-
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iance. The only exceptions are scores on items sov5R and sov6R which do not load on any specific
factor. Scores on these items thus do not consist of subdimension-specific variance. These items
are augmenting indicators which give meaning to Populist attitudes. Since these indicators capture
all subdimensions of populist attitudes, the Populist attitudes factor captures populist attitudes as
a whole. Specific factors represent pure subdimensions without contamination from populist atti-
tudes. Anti-elitism captures anti-elitism attitudes. The sovereignty factor captures one’s belief in
popular sovereignty. The people-centrism factor captures one’s perception of the people as a pure
and homogeneous group. For further details concerning model specification see Figure A.1 in the
Appendix.

separation of these variances (Chen et al. 2012). If the domain-specific variance and sub-
dimension-specific variances remain unseparated, we cannot be sure to what extent any
observed effect of populist attitudes reflects the effect of populist attitudes as a whole
rather than the effect of some of their subdimensions. The same applies to the effect
of individual subdimensions. Unless we separate the two variances, we cannot decide
to what extent any observed effect of a particular subdimension reflects the unique
effect of that subdimension rather than the effect of populist attitudes as a whole. Sep-
aration of the two variances by adopting the bifactor model approach enables us to
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overcome these limitations, and thus to evaluate to what extent populist attitudes matter
in populist support rather than their individual subdimensions (for further explanation see
Aichholzer, Danner, and Rammstedt 2018; Chen et al. 2012; Zhang et al. 2020).

Consequently, the bifactor model approach enables us to preclude misinterpreta-
tion of the role of populist attitudes in existing research. As a result of employing
operationalisation strategies which do not ensure the separation of the domain-
specific and the subdimension-specific variances (compare Chen et al. 2012; Wuttke,
Schimpf, and Schoen 2020), the effect of populist attitudes in existing research can
be misinterpreted in two ways. The first way assumes that voters care about individual
components of populist ideology rather than populism as a whole, and, as a result,
populist support is linked to individual subdimensions of populist attitudes (rather
than populist attitudes). Consequently, the effect size of populist attitudes on populist
support is strongly determined by how many components of populist ideology voters
are interested in. Within the context where voters care only about one component, we
then likely observe the weak or even null effect of populist attitudes on populist
support. On the contrary, when voters are interested in multiple components of popu-
list ideology, populist attitudes may be a more prominent predictor of populist
support.

The second way in which the role of populist attitudes can be misinterpreted pre-
sumes that voters care about populism as a whole. The effect size of populist atti-
tudes then derives from the proportion of the domain-specific variance to the
subdimension-specific variances in measured populist attitudes scores. For populist
attitudes to strongly shape populist support, the measured scores need to consist
mostly of the domain-specific variance. If voters also care about some component(s)
of populist ideology, the variances associated with the corresponding subdimensions
can then strengthen the role of populist attitudes (see Chen et al. 2012, 227 for
further discussion concerning possible misinterpretation of the effect of a core con-
struct).® The simultaneous evaluation of the role of populist attitudes and their subdi-
mensions through the bifactor model approach allows to us to address either way of
misinterpretation.’

The battery of populist attitudes employed in our dataset (see Table 1) is based on the
ideational approach to populism (Hawkins et al. 2019; Mudde 2004). It combines items
from several existing scales designed to measure populist attitudes, namely from the
inventory of populist attitudes (Schulz et al. 2018), the scale proposed by Castanho
Silva et al. (2019), the scale employed by Oliver and Rahn (2016), and the CSES populist
attitudes scale (Hobolt et al. 2016). The battery consists of 17 items, with 5 to 6 items
per each subdimension. Items capturing anti-elitism attitudes refer to the perception of
the political elite as the untrustworthy homogeneous group which pursues its own inter-
est, thus disregarding the needs and demands of the ordinary people. ltems designed to
measure a belief in popular sovereignty reflect the belief that the general will should be
the absolute principle guiding political decisions. In these items, the ordinary people are
thus portrayed as fully capable of making political decisions, even directly. Iltems captur-
ing people-centrism then refer to the perception of the ordinary people as a pure and
homogeneous group whose members share the same interests and values (see Appendix
for further information).
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Table 1. The battery of populist attitudes.

Subdimension Item Wording
Anti-elitism attitudes antielitism1 MPs in Parliament very quickly lose touch with ordinary people.
antielitism2* People like me have no influence on what political elites do.
antielitism3 Politicians talk too much and take too little action.
antielitism4R* Politicians use their power to try to improve people’s lives.
antielitism5R Most politicians are trustworthy.
antielitism6R Not all politicians are the same. Some genuinely care about what the
people want.
Unlimited sovereignty of  sovereignty1 The people should have the final say on the most important political
the people issues by voting on them directly in referendums.
sovereignty2 The people should be asked whenever important decisions are taken.
sovereignty3R* The politicians, not the people, should make our most important
policy decisions.
sovereignty4 The politicians in Parliament need to follow the will of the people.
sovereignty5R Ordinary people are unable to make the correct decisions about the
future of our country.
sovereignty6R* Ordinary people can really use someone’s help to understand
complicated political matters.
People-centrism peoplecentrism1R*  Ordinary people do not all pull together.

peoplecentrism?2 Ordinary people are of good and honest character.

peoplecentrism3 Ordinary people share the same interests.

peoplecentrism4 Although the Czechs are very different from each other, when it
comes down to it they all think the same.

peoplecentrism5R  Ordinary people are divided by many different values.

R denotes negatively worded items. The star symbol (*) indicates items with adjustments in wording. Respondents indi-
cated their level of (dis)agreement with individual items on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =strongly agree, 5= strongly
disagree).

Measurement of nativist attitudes

Nativist attitudes refer to the belief that there is only one official national culture which
those who do not belong to the nation need to embrace (Mudde 2007a). Whether one
is a rightful member of the nation or an immigrant depends on their embrace of the nati-
vist identity. This identity is constructed not only around a shared sense of territory, time
and space, but also around native values (George-Betz 2017).

Since the 2015 European refugee crisis, non-European origins, particularly Muslim
roots, have been used by politicians as the criterion for excluding an individual from
the Czech nation (Wondreys 2021)."° Islamic values and cultural practices were deemed
as incompatible with the traditional (Christian) values, and thus posed a threat to the
Czech identity.""

To operationalise nativist attitudes, we use items designed to measure immigration
attitudes (see e.g. Kokkonen and Linde 2023 for the same approach). Even though
these items capture both economic and cultural impacts of immigration, they do not
contain explicit references to Muslim immigrants. Instead, they refer to immigrants gen-
erally or to non-European immigrants. Nonetheless, within the Czech context, these items
capture respondents’ nativist attitudes. In response to politicising Muslim immigration
and diverting attention away from other immigrant groups inhabiting the Czech territory,
the Czech public has associated negative perceptions of immigrants mainly with Muslims
(Wondreys 2021). We thus take the mean of scores on these items to create the index of
nativist attitudes for each respondent, and then use this nativist attitudes index to create
the grouping variable for our MGSEM analyses (0 = weak nativist attitudes, 1 = strong nati-
vist attitudes).
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Besides populist and nativist attitudes, our full SEM models include socio-economic
and socio-cultural preferences as predictors of electoral support, since these are com-
monly considered important drivers of voting behaviour within the Czech context (Chy-
tilek and Eibl 2011; HlouSek and Kopecek 2008; Linek and Lyons 2013). We also add age,
sex, education, and household income, as these are typical control variables in voting
behaviour models. Finally, we control for attitudes to the EU, the perceived personal econ-
omic hardship, subjective well-being, and satisfaction with democracy, since each of these
variables has been linked to the electoral support for the populist (radical right) parties in
the existing research (see e.g. Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2018; Nowakowski 2021;
Santana, Zagérski, and Rama 2020).

Electoral support is represented in our full SEM models by the propensity to ever vote
for a party (0 = hardly likely, 10 = highly likely). This operationalisation strategy allows us
to evaluate the role of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in electoral support for
ANO and SPD individually, and therefore is convenient for our research goals. Using the
vote choice variable to operationalise electoral support would not allow us to empirically
test the proposed logic linking the strong emphasis on individual components of populist
ideology to the unique effects of corresponding subdimensions of populist attitudes on
electoral support. Further details concerning the operationalisation of variables as well as
their descriptive statistics are available in Appendix.

Results

To evaluate the role of populist attitudes and their subdimensions in the propensity to
vote for ANO and SPD, we focus on the standardised estimates of regression coefficients
from our MGSEM analyses, and compare their values across the nativist attitudes groups
(see Figures 8 and 9). We proceed to the interpretation of the standardised estimates of
regression coefficients despite the poor global fit of both SEM models of electoral support
in our data (ANO: x2(676) = 2158.692, p =.000, SRMR =.088, RMSEA =.057, 90% Cl =.055
-.060, TLI=.737, CFl =.763; SPD: x2(676) = 2154.153, p = .000, SRMR = .090, RMSEA = .057,
90% Cl =.055 - .060, TLI =.742, CFl =.767). We do not aim to find the best-fitting model of
electoral support for our variables of interest. Instead, our goal is to evaluate the effect of
populist attitudes and their subdimensions on the propensity to vote for each populist
party using the model commonly employed outside the SEM framework in existing
research on populist voting. Our approach within the SEM framework differs only in
the operationalisation strategy of populist attitudes. We employ the bifactor model of
populist attitudes which allows us to simultaneously evaluate the effect of populist atti-
tudes and the unique effects of their subdimensions on the propensity to vote for each
populist party. These unique effects have not been addressed in existing research
(compare with Castanho Silva, Fuks, and Tamaki 2022; Hieda, Zenkyo, and Nishikawa
2021). We thus argue that the interpretation of the standardised estimates of regression
coefficients is valuable even in the conditions of the poor global fit, since this interpret-
ation provides insight into the unique effects of subdimensions of populist attitudes in
the propensity to vote for populist parties.'? '

In line with the existing research (Castanho Silva, Neuner, and Wratil 2022; Neuner and
Wratil 2020), our results suggest that in their decision-making voters care not only about
populist ideology as a whole, but also about some of its core components. Even though
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Figure 8. The dot-and-whisker plot with standardised estimates of regression coefficients from the
multi-group SEM analysis of the propensity to vote for ANO with nativist attitudes as the grouping
variable

none of the subdimensions of populist attitudes has a unique effect on the propensity to
vote for ANO, the propensity to vote for SPD is related to a belief in popular sovereignty
and people-centrism, specifically among individuals holding strong nativist attitudes. In
this nativist attitudes group, a belief in popular sovereignty and people-centrism are
equally important predictors of the propensity to vote for SPD as populist attitudes. Fur-
thermore, among individuals with weak nativist attitudes, the propensity to vote for SPD
is associated only with a belief in popular sovereignty. Neither populist attitudes nor the
remaining subdimensions contribute to the propensity to vote for SPD in this nativist atti-
tudes group.

These patterns, however, provide only partial support for our hypotheses. First, these
patterns do not fully correspond to the proposed logic linking the emphasis on individual
components of populist ideology in political communication to the unique effects of cor-
responding subdimensions of populist attitudes. Contrary to our expectations, neither
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PTV for SPD across nativist attitudes groups
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Figure 9. The dot-and-whisker plot with standardised estimates of regression coefficients from the
multi-group SEM analysis of the propensity to vote for SPD with nativist attitudes as the grouping
variable

anti-elitism attitudes nor people-centrism are associated with the propensity to vote for
ANO (H1a). The unique effects of subdimensions on the propensity to vote for SPD are a
better match to our expectations (H1b), with anti-elitism attitudes being the only excep-
tion. Subdimensions of populist attitudes are stronger predictors of the propensity to vote
for SPD than the propensity to vote for ANO. Contrary to our expectations (H1c), this
pattern does not hold for populist attitudes. Based on the effect size, populist attitudes
contribute to the propensity to vote for ANO to a similar extent as to the propensity to
vote for SPD.

Second, counter to our expectations, populist attitudes and their subdimensions do
not act as both a contingent mechanism and a motivational substitute in the propensity
to vote for each populist party (H1a, H1b). For each party, populist attitudes operate as an
important predictor in a different nativist attitudes group. While populist attitudes are
connected with the propensity to vote for ANO among individuals with weak nativist
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attitudes, they contribute to the propensity to vote for SPD among individuals holding
strong nativist attitudes. As to the role of individual subdimensions, subdimensions
operate neither as a contingent mechanism nor as a motivational substitute in the pro-
pensity to vote for ANO. Nevertheless, they play a much stronger role in the propensity
to vote for SPD, particularly a belief in popular sovereignty which is associated with the
propensity to vote for the party in both nativist attitudes groups. Within a single
context, populist attitudes and their subdimensions can thus act as both a contingent
mechanism and a motivational substitute, but not necessarily in the propensity to vote
for each populist party (compare with Van Hauwaert and Van Kessel 2018; and Andreadis
et al. 2019 who find populist attitudes to act only as the contingent mechanism; see also
Loew and Faas 2019 for the partial moderating role of populist attitudes).

Considering their thin-centred nature, our results suggest that both populist attitudes
and their subdimensions are important factors in to the propensity to vote for populist
parties. This applies particularly to the motivational role of populist attitudes in the pro-
pensity to vote for ANO and the motivational role of a belief in popular sovereignty in the
propensity to vote for SPD, since they contribute to the propensity to vote for the respect-
ive party among individuals who reject its thick nativist policy visions but share its pos-
ition on the state of political representation. Furthermore, these patterns suggest that
the linkage between populism and nativism has likely transformed. More specifically, a
new subgroup with strong populist and weak nativist attitudes might have emerged
within the Czech context (compare with Dvorak 2022).

Populist attitudes and their subdimensions are also connected to the propensity to
vote for most of the non-populist parties (see Figure A7 and Tables A28 to A34 in Appen-
dix). The negative associations of populist attitudes and anti-elitism attitudes likely reflect
the strong emphasis which parties placed on pluralism, resulting in part from their motiv-
ation to form pre-election coalitions in an attempt to defeat populist forces. Their willing-
ness to unite and cooperate in order to achieve this goal particularly explains the negative
associations of anti-elitism attitudes. These patterns do not apply to the propensity to
vote for KSCM. The missing connection between the propensity to vote for the party
and both populist attitudes and their subdimensions corresponds to the substantially
different meaning of the party’s moderate emphasis on individual components of popu-
list ideology, resulting from its far-left nature.'

Overall, the patterns in our data support the prominent position of populist clea-
vage in the 2021 Czech legislative election (see Havlik and Kluknavskd 2022). Even
though populism does not undermine the role of policy issues in voters’ decision-
making, considering populism’s thin-centred nature, its role is notable. In this
regard, our results do not match the findings of Havlik and Lysek (2022) which indicate
the negligible role of populist attitudes in the 2021 election. While the authors’
findings may in part arise from using the vote choice (rather than the propensity to
vote for a party) as the dependent variable, the negligible role of populist attitudes
is likely connected mainly to capturing populist attitudes only through a belief in
popular sovereignty and not considering their interplay with nativist attitudes. Given
their thin-centred nature, examining the effect of populist attitudes on populist
support without considering their interplay with thick policy preferen