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Precarity is often evoked in discussions about the rise of populism, but there is a dearth of systematic operationalization of the 
sociological concept of insecurity in populist research. This study fills this gap by theorizing about and empirically linking work- 
related and financial insecurity to populist outlook and voting in ten European countries. We propose a theoretical framework 
that links insecurity, respectively, to populist attitudes (symbolic link) and to populist voting (instrumental link). Our empirical 
investigation of 10 European countries finds a positive association between work and financial insecurity and populist outlook 
(people-centrism and anti-elitism, in particular) in all our case study countries. Precarity explains votes for Radical Populist Right 
and Radical Populist Left in all cases except populist right voting in Poland, Hungary, and Italy. Among the dimensions of precarity, 
financial insecurity and insecurity of work conditions show a particularly significant association with populist attitudes and voting, 
while the insecurity of tenure provides mixed results. These results suggest that insecurity may have an effect on the diffusion 
of populist attitudes and populist voting. It also indicates that populist outlook and voting should be investigated by not simply 
examining the insecurity of tenure but also using measures of insecurity that capture the conditions of work and financial inse-
curity of individuals.

Introduction
Seeking to understand the rising support for populist 
political parties in Europe has led scholars to mobilize 
the sociological concept of precarity (Gidron and Hall, 
2017; Azmanova, 2020). Yet, despite the attention 
paid to this ‘new politics of insecurity’ on both sides 
of the Atlantic (see Rosenbluth and Weir, 2021), only 
limited attempts have been made to transpose the var-
ious measures of insecurity and precarity developed in 
sociology onto populist voting (e.g. Gidron and Hall, 
2017; Antonucci et al., 2021). Not only have meas-
ures of subjective insecurity been under-used in voting 

research (Marx and Picot, 2020), the frequently evoked 
sociological concepts of ‘precarity’ and insecurity have 
been transposed onto the investigation of political atti-
tudes and voting in a limited way (i.e. in relation to the 
type and length of the work contract).

This article conducts a large-N comparative analy-
sis of insecurity, populist outlook, and voting across 
10 countries in Europe: Austria, France, Germany, 
Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, 
Romania, and Sweden. Using online panels weighted 
to improve the representativeness of our sample vis-à-
vis the total voting-eligible population, we were able 
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to test innovative measures of precarity and assess 
feelings of work-related insecurity among workers and 
financial insecurity in the general population. The first 
two dimensions of precarity relate to work, namely, 
insecurity in the tenure of one’s contract (precarity 
of tenure) and insecurity in working conditions (pre-
carity at work). It seems important to introduce this 
latter dimension into the political realm because the 
literature on the sociology of work in Europe indicates 
that, while there has not been a widespread diffusion 
of temporary contracts, there are pernicious forms of 
insecurity emerging from the declining quality of work 
(issues of autonomy, work–life balance, job intensifica-
tion, etc.) (see Gallie, 2017; Lopes, Lagoa and Calapez, 
2014; Gallie et al., 2017). The third dimension, finan-
cial precarity, merits attention for two reasons: First, 
it is an important component of economic insecurity 
that, being distinct from its work-related components, 
has different political effects. Second, financial precar-
ity can be experienced by those out of work; we can, 
thus, use the indicators of financial precarity to observe 
precarity in cases where work-related insecurity cannot 
be measured.

Our study further advances research into the rela-
tionship between precarity and populism in two 
regards. First, it analyses subjective insecurity in rela-
tion to the populist outlook, namely attitudes towards 
the elite and the beliefs embedded within populist ide-
ologies (as per the ideational approach to populism). 
This allows us to truly compare our case study coun-
tries despite the variation in the political availability of 
populist options in our 10 countries. Second, it offers a 
large-N analysis of the relationship between precarity 
(both work related and financial) and populism voting 
for the Radical Populist Right (RPR) and the Radical 
Populist Left (RPL) to find potentially generalizable 
patterns.

Our findings show a general positive association 
between voters’ work-related and financial precarity, 
and their populist outlook. This association translates 
into a positive relationship between precarity and vot-
ing for populist parties in all but a few countries where 
populist parties were in power. We also found that not 
all dimensions of precarity have the same association 
with populist outlook and voting. Populist voting has 
significant associations with financial precarity and 
precarity in working conditions (our broad measures 
of precarity), but we found only mixed evidence of the 
effects of the precarity of tenure although it is the most 
common, albeit limited, operationalization of insecu-
rity in the literature on voting.

The article is structured as follows. First, we dis-
cuss the limitations of investigating the link between 
socio-economic insecurity and populist voting in pre-
vious studies. Second, we present a framework linking 

work and financial precarity to both populist outlook 
and populist voting. Third, we discuss our methodol-
ogy, our hypotheses of how insecurity is linked to vot-
ing, and our data from the European Voter Electoral 
Study (EVES). The main findings of our study are then 
presented, and the cross-national results are discussed 
in relation to the type of party and the dimension of 
precarity. The conclusion positions our findings in the 
current literature, highlighting how both the enlarged 
conceptualization of insecurity and the exploration of 
populist voting and populist outlook contribute to our 
understanding of populism.

Socio-economic insecurity, precarity, and 
populist voting
Earlier socio-economic explanations of populism 
investigated the consequences of economic crises and 
globalization, theorizing that they breed resentment 
towards the elite and increase the appeal of populists 
by bringing about material hardships, unemployment, 
and/or decline in the socio-economic status of signifi-
cant portions of the labour force (see Margalit, 2019). 
However, populist voting does not seem to be associ-
ated with socio-economic disadvantage according to 
the number of people unemployed or receiving welfare 
benefits (Rooduijn, 2018; Norris and Inglehart, 2019). 
Rather, the most recent studies have shown that the 
risk of material hardships and unemployment, not the 
presence of these conditions per se, are better predictors 
of populist voting than the classic measures of disad-
vantage (Cohen, 2017; Rovny and Rovny, 2017; Mutz, 
2018; Abou-Chadi and Kurer, 2021). Thus, feelings of 
insecurity explain populist support more successfully 
than the measures of disadvantage traditionally used to 
define those ‘left behind’ (Antonucci et al., 2017, 2021; 
Kurer and Palier, 2019).

Expanding on this, we have operationalized the soci-
ological notion of precarity that was popularized by 
Standing (2011) and is now widely used in sociologi-
cal research (Parfitt and Barnes, 2020) to examine the 
potential effect of precarity on populist voting, where 
precarity refers to ‘a generalized set of social conditions 
and an associated sense of insecurity’ (Arnold and 
Bongiovi, 2013: 6). While this concept originates in the 
field of the sociology of work, its relevance and impli-
cations are far broader given the intersections between 
work and financial insecurity that individuals face in 
current times (Parfitt and Barnes, 2020).

This exploration of precarity broadens our opera-
tionalization of insecurity in relation to voting beyond 
the present understanding. For example, the ‘dualiza-
tion of the labour market’ theory, which postulates 
different voting behaviours for labour market ‘out-
siders’ (i.e. unemployed people and individuals with 
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3PRECARITY AND POPULISM

temporary/part-time contracts) and the majority of 
labour market ‘insiders’ (i.e., individuals in full-time 
permanent work), examines work insecurity in purely 
objective terms and with a focus on the tenure or type 
of contract1 (Emmenegger, Marx and Schraff, 2015; 
Rovny and Rovny, 2017; Schwander, 2019).

This conceptualization of insecurity focuses exclu-
sively on labour market outsiders (unemployed indi-
viduals or those working with precarious contracts), 
a small minority of the electorate. Work-related inse-
curity is, however, a much broader concept in the soci-
ology of work that reflects an understanding of rising 
work intensity and declining quality of work that indi-
viduals are facing—in addition to the risk of losing 
their job (see Gallie et al., 2017; Kalleberg, 2018). In 
fact, the literature on precarity and on the sociology of 
work offer two important contributions to the debate 
linking insecurity and populism occurring in political 
sociology. First, they broaden the concept of precar-
ity to include dimensions far beyond insecurity in the 
tenure of contract, including adequate income from 
work (what Standing calls labour market security, see 
Standing, 2011: 10), autonomy (Standing, 2011: 130), 
work–life balance (Standing, 2011: 143), and other 
dimensions of work quality such as upward mobil-
ity. These are not just aspects of the quality of work 
(Leschke and Watt, 2014), but have been consistently 
included in the literature on insecurity (see Kalleberg, 
2018).

Second, another relevant contribution from the soci-
ology of work literature is that, despite the pessimis-
tic views on the diffusion of short-term and insecure 
contracts, there has not been a widespread diffusion of 
precarious tenure contracts in Europe since the 2008 
crisis (Gallie, 2017) and the most relevant trend to note 
relates to what Gallie et al. (2017) call the hidden face 
of job insecurity, namely, the current fears that work-
ers face about changes to the way they work, such as 
losing their autonomy. Accordingly, comparative stud-
ies in this field report a decline in various dimensions 
of job quality in several European countries, includ-
ing work–life balance, autonomy, and intensification 
(Lopes, Lagoa and Calapez, 2014; Gallie, 2017).

Our conceptualization of precarity substantially 
expands the prevalent understanding of insecurity in 
studies on its effects on voting, which is currently lim-
ited to the precarity of tenure. For example, a recent 
paper by Sipma, Lubbers and Spierings (2023) exam-
ines objective and subjective insecurity among working- 
class voters but only in relation to the risk of  
unemployment. While Antonucci et al. (2021) made an 
initial attempt to transpose those indicators onto the 
exploration of populist voting, this study was limited 
to the Netherlands and France and did not consider 
precarity outside work. In contrast, this concept of 

precarity extends beyond work-related insecurity and 
has a financial dimension. In particular, Standing’s ‘pre-
carity trap’ (2011: 48) refers explicitly to the combined 
effect of work and financial insecurity to define the 
condition of precarity and discusses how work-related 
precarity has a knock-on effect on individuals’ finan-
cial security. The combined effect of work and finan-
cial precarity is one of the emerging themes in precarity 
studies (Parfitt and Barnes, 2020), which incorporates 
measures of financial precarity into the discussion of 
work precarity (see Barnes and Weller, 2020). By look-
ing at financial insecurity, we are also able to investi-
gate the political effects of precarity among those who 
are not at work (e.g. unpaid workers, self-employed 
individuals, and students) and are generally excluded 
from the classic, work-focused measures of insecurity 
in studies on voting. Thus, this expanded understanding 
of precarity allows us to consider the political effects of 
the pressure on the financial lives of Europeans, par-
ticularly in relation to lower-middle-income groups 
and ordinary families (Jenkins et al., 2013; Whelan, 
Nolan and Maitre, 2017) that are referred to behind 
the recent populist momentum (Antonucci et al., 2017; 
Kurer and Palier, 2019).

A framework for understanding the link 
between precarity and populist voting in 
Europe
In our analysis, we separate populist outlook from 
the populist vote (see an outline of our framework in 
Figure 1). Following the ideational definition of pop-
ulism, we interpret individual-level populism as a set 
of populist attitudes, as a particular political mindset, 
which, when activated, manifests as electoral support 
for populist parties and politicians (e.g., Hawkins, 
Rovira Kaltwasser and Andreadis, 2020). The idea-
tional definition of populism conceptualizes populism 
in minimal terms, as a unique set of ideas based on the 
antagonistic relationship between ‘the people’ and ‘the 
elites’ whereby populists seek to restore popular sover-
eignty (or the ‘will of the people’) for both parties and 
voters (Mudde, 2004). On the voter level, ideational 
scholars understand populism as a set of attitudes and 
ideas among ordinary citizens that are activated by 
external political, cultural, or socio-economic factors 
(Castanho Silva et al., 2020). Voters are viewed as hav-
ing a populist outlook if they endorse the following 
ideas (Castanho Silva et al., 2020): a Manichaean out-
look on society (namely a dualist view of Good and 
Evil); a homogenous view of ‘the people’ as virtuous; 
and a negative view of ‘the elite’ as a uniformly corrupt 
and self-serving group.

Building on Gidron and Hall (2017), our theoretical 
framework postulates a symbolic and instrumental link 
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between work-related (precarity of tenure and precar-
ity at work), financial insecurity (broadly referred to as 
‘precarity’), and populism. If, as for Gidron and Hall 
(2017), this is driven by a perceived position of the 
individual relative to others, we suggest that insecurity, 
conceptualized as an individually perceived financial 
and work-related condition, is the main driver. Gidron 
and Hall refer to a symbolic process that pushes voters 
towards populist options in the presence of heightened 
insecurity. We build on this idea and postulate that 
more insecure voters are going to be drawn to populist 
views because populist views enhance the representa-
tion of the individual by offering a narrative in which 
‘the people‘, in contrast to the secure elites, are affected 
by shared experiences of insecurity. Populist views 
emphasize the will and value of the people (people- 
centrism); offer a symbolic way out through common 
antipathy towards the elites (anti-elitism); and empha-
size the dualization of reality (a Manichaean outlook). 
As explained in the previous section, we understand 
that work-related and financial precarity have similar 
but independent effects and, for voters who work, gen-
erate a self-reinforcing effect between the two dimen-
sions of precarity (Barnes and Weller, 2020; Parfitt and 
Barnes, 2020). Insecurity then becomes a common 
factor among ‘the people’, and populism is perceived, 
symbolically and instrumentally, as a solution to close 
the gap between the secure elite and the insecure peo-
ple. The link between precarity and voting is not just 
symbolic, there is also an instrumental process linking 
insecurity to populism and, in this case, to voting spe-
cifically. Andreadis et al. (2018: 238) argue that ‘popu-
list attitudes will not translate into political behaviour 
without activation’. In our framework, we postulate 
that populist ideas can be activated into voting through 
an instrumental pull-in process according to which the 
voter perceives RPR and RPL agendas as responding to 

their subjective work and financial insecurity (see also 
Antonucci et al., 2021).

Indeed, the agendas of RPR and RPL parties in 
Europe both contain elements that address insecurity 
and may, therefore, potentially activate populist atti-
tudes and influence voting behaviour. RPR parties pro-
pose a chauvinistic labour market protection for native 
citizens (see Ivaldi, 2015; Harteveld, 2016), while RPL 
parties typically have an expansionary labour market 
protection agenda (Bale and Dunphy, 2011; March, 
2011; March and Rommerskirchen, 2015). This nar-
rative also seems to hold in Eastern Europe, where ‘the 
ability of right-wing populists to present themselves 
as champions of the welfare state has contributed to 
their success’ (Berman and Snegovaya, 2019: 14). The 
relationship between precarity, populist outlook, and 
voting is also mediated by strategic and institutional 
contexts. For example, there is evidence that the sup-
port populist parties receive from voters with anti-elite 
attitudes is conditional on their incumbency status: 
Voters tend to oppose populist parties in power (Hieda, 
Zenkyo and Nishikawa, 2021; Jungkunz, Fahey and 
Hino, 2021). Furthermore, more permissive electoral 
systems make it easier for populist parties to be suc-
cessful and for voters to vote for them (Golder, 2003).

In summary, the examination of the individual forms 
of insecurity experienced by voters could be a signif-
icant exploratory factor (using Margalit, 2019) for 
the prevalence of both populist attitudes and voting 
behaviours.

Methodology
Hypotheses
Based on the framework illustrated above, we test two 
hypotheses regarding the relationship between precar-
ity (as a subjective feeling of insecurity) and populism:

Figure 1 The conceptual framework linking precarity and populism in Europe
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5PRECARITY AND POPULISM

Hypothesis 1: People experiencing work and/or 
financial precarity are more likely to have populist 
attitudes.

Hypothesis 2: People experiencing work and/or 
financial precarity are more likely to vote for RPR 
and RPL parties.

We hypothesize a double precarity effect for workers 
who replied to both sets of questions and a precarity 
effect on voting for those who are not at work and only 
replied to the financial precarity questions.

Data
To investigate the relationship between insecu-
rity and voter support for populism, we use survey 
data produced by the EVES (Krouwel, Kutiyski and 
Thomeczek, 2019) with over 75,000 responses in 
total and over 60,000 complete responses in Austria, 
France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Romania, 
Spain, and Sweden.2 A breakdown of the responses by 
country is included in Supplementary Appendix. There 
are a minimum of 2,500 respondents for each country, 
including at least 1,000 employed people per country. 
This survey was administered in 2018 before the EU 
parliamentary elections and has already been used in 
published research on populism (Imhoff et al., 2022). 
Our cases cover Eastern, Western, Northern, and 
Southern Europe, various welfare state models (with 
the notable exception of a Liberal welfare model, such 
as the United Kingdom), and various populist parties 
(left and right, in opposition and in power). The survey 
was administered in multiple languages, and the core 
questions were carefully translated by experts in all 
national sub-surveys.

The participants of the EVES were primarily recruited 
among users of Voting Advice Applications, with a 
small share of respondents recruited on Facebook. 
Online panels such as this are increasingly being used 
in studies on representation and political behaviour 
(Garzia and Marschall, 2012; van der Linden and 
Vowles, 2017). In addition to producing a considera-
ble volume of data at a low cost, online panels reach 
more potential radical and populist voters than classic 
surveys (Hooghe and Tepee, 2007; Wall et al., 2009). 
Data generated online also facilitate the application of 
new methods that can be more effective than stand-
ard government tracking polls in predicting electoral 
results (e.g. Linzer, 2013; Wang et al., 2015).

However, it is important to stress that the raw 
VAA-recruited data may be non-representative of 
the general population as such data are affected by 
a twofold self-selection bias (Pianzola, 2014). The 
respondents must first opt into VAA usage and then 
opt into follow-up studies. The unweighted EVES data 

overrepresent males, individuals with higher education, 
and those currently employed (note that these are also 
key characteristics for people interested in politics who 
turn out to vote).3 To address this issue, we used rak-
ing weights based on the respondents’ age group, edu-
cation, sex, and region and the distributions of these 
variables among the adult population of the countries 
under investigation. We used the recalled vote choice 
as an additional criterion for generating raking weights 
for the analysis of vote choices. The aggregates pro-
duced using these weights are significantly closer to the 
benchmark proportions (see Supplementary Figures 
D.1 and D.2 in Supplementary Appendix), and we are 
confident that this adjustment has increased the inter-
nal validity and generalizability of our estimates. With 
such adjustments, analyses of the relationships between 
variables using opt-in online panels have been shown 
to produce estimates that are sufficiently close to those 
obtained with probability samples, particularly when 
it comes to the relationships between variables (Bytzek 
and Bieber, 2016; Dassonneville et al., 2020; Pasek, 
2016; Stephenson and Crête, 2011). Furthermore, 
the valid use of VAA-generated survey data is being 
increasingly recognized in the literature (see Toshkov 
and Romeijn, 2021) and a growing number of studies 
are using this type of data to test new measures of pop-
ulist voting in sociology specifically (see Antonucci et 
al., 2017, 2021).

Measuring populism
Our dependent variables include both the measures 
of respondents’ populist outlook and their support 
for populist parties as measured through voter inten-
tion (note that we repeated our analysis using vote 
propensity (PTV) scores instead of voting inten-
tion and our findings were broadly confirmed). Our 
operationalization of populism is based on Mudde’s 
(2004) ideational definition: a party is considered 
populist if it portrays society as ultimately split into 
two antagonistic and heterogenous groups, the peo-
ple and the elite, and argues that politics should fol-
low the general will of the people. Respondents are 
treated as having a populist outlook to the extent to 
which their political attitudes and views agree with 
these ideas.

Accordingly, we measured three dimensions of 
each respondent’s populist outlook: people-centrism, 
anti-elitism, and ‘Manichaean outlook’ and computed 
a combined populist outlook score. People-centrism is 
defined as the degree to which the respondent views 
the will of the people as the primary source of author-
ity for policymaking. Anti-elitism is a negative attitude 
towards political and other elites. A Manichaean out-
look refers to the tendency to perceive politics as a con-
flict between two antagonistic groups.
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These measures were obtained by conducting con-
firmatory factor analyses using the questions identi-
fied by Castanho Silva et al. (2020), who validated the 
scale in several countries. The questions are listed in 
Table 1 and the standardized loadings in Section B of 
Supplementary Appendix. The geometric mean of these 
three measures is used to identify the respondents who 
carry all three types of attitudes, that is, those who 
view politics as a conflict in which the elites are on the 
opposite side to the people (in using this metric, we are 
following Mohrenberg, Huber and Freyburg, 2021). 
This quantity takes on the value of zero if any of the 
components is zero.

As we classify parties into populist and non-populist, 
we use the PopuList (Rooduijn et al., 2020). This pro-
ject applies the ideational definition to list all populist 
parties, from 31 European countries, that have been 
represented in parliament or have won at least 2 per 
cent of the votes in an election since 1989. Conversely, 
parties that are not included in the PopuList but have 
won more than 2 percent of the votes or had legisla-
tive representation at any point since 1989 are con-
sidered non-populist. We used the ParlGov database 
(Döring and Manow, 2021) to identify such parties. 
To classify any smaller parties still unaccounted for, 
we use the expert-based continuous measures of pop-
ulism by POPPA (Meijers and Zaslove, 2020), VDem 
(Lührmann et al., 2020), GPS (Norris, 2019), and TAP 
(Timbro, 2019).

We classified parties as left, centre, or right 
using the following sources (in hierarchical order): 
PopuList (Rooduijn et al., 2020), CHES (Bakker 
et al., 2019), POPPA (Meijers and Zaslove, 2020), 
VDem (Lührmann et al., 2020), GPS (Norris, 2019), 
ParlGov, EES Voter Study (Schmitt et al., 2016), and 
TAP (Timbro, 2019). All continuous left–right meas-
ures were rescaled to range from 0 to 1, and all parties 
with a score below 0.42 were classified as left parties. 
All parties with a score above 0.65 were classified as 
right parties and the remaining parties were classified 

as centrist. Accordingly, each respondent in our sam-
ple can be classified as voting for a populist left, non- 
populist left, non-populist centrist, populist centrist, 
non-populist right, or populist right party (see Section 
C of Supplementary Appendix for the resulting classi-
fication of parties). We used voter intention—the party 
for which the respondent would vote ‘if the national 
election were held today’—to assign these values to the 
respondents.

Measuring precarity
Our main explanatory variable is precarity, and we 
measured its three dimensions. The first measure, which 
we label ‘financial insecurity’, refers to different forms 
of insecurity related to people’s personal finances. We 
use a selection from among the classic deprivation 
items developed by Peter Townsend (see Guio et al., 
2016) that can be applied to both those ‘left behind’ 
and to broader segments of the population. These items 
(see Table 2) refer to the financial insecurity that indi-
viduals face, including obtaining necessary household 
items, having savings to cover unexpected expenses, 
accessing dental work, and having the capacity to 
replace essential goods. In line with the interpretation 
of items in the deprivation literature, we consider those 
who report wanting but not being able to afford these 
items to be in a financially precarious position. Further 
information regarding the construction of this measure 
is included in Section A of Supplementary Appendix.4

We also measured work-related precarity for the 
respondents who reported being employed. We used 
a multidimensional measure of precarity that includes 
indicators pertaining to the subjective insecurity in the 
tenure of work that are generally used to operation-
alize insecurity in voting (items PT1; PT2; PT4; PT4 
in Table 2), as well as relevant measures of insecurity 
in working conditions as identified in the literature on 
job quality and precarity (Standing, 2011: 32; Leschke 
and Watt, 2014). These measures include autonomy at 
work (PW1), work–life balance (PW2), and perceived 

Table 1 Measures of populist attitudes

Measure Items/questions

People-centrism Agree/disagree: Politicians should always listen closely to the problems of the people.
Agree/disagree: Politicians do not have to spend time among ordinary people to do a good job.
Agree/disagree: The will of the people should be the highest principle in this country’s politics.

Anti-elitism Agree/disagree: The government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking out for 
themselves.

Agree/disagree: Government officials use their power to try to improve people’s lives.
Agree/disagree: Quite a few of the people running the government are crooked.

Manichean outlook Agree/disagree: You can tell if a person is good or bad if you know their politics.
Agree/disagree: The people I disagree with politically are not evil.
Agree/disagree: The people I disagree with politically are just misinformed.
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adequacy of income (PW3). Autonomy at work (PW1) 
is an operationalization of the fear of the worker vis-
à-vis employers/managers, measured as a proxy of 
control (Standing, 2011: 32). Work–life balance (PW2) 
is an indicator of work–life balance that features in 
Standing’s (2011: 82) discussion of precarity, as well as 
being key to operationalize work insecurity (Kalleberg, 
2018). Perceived adequacy of income (PW3) features 
in the discussion of income precarity (Standing, 2011: 
10) and in work-insecurity literature (Kalleberg, 2018).

Using a similar list of indicators and explora-
tory factor analysis, Antonucci et al. (2021) identi-
fied two dimensions of work-related precarity in the 
Netherlands and France that correspond to precarity 
of tenure and precarity at work. This study tested this 
result in a larger 10-country dataset, we checked the 
cross-country invariance of our measurement model 
and used confirmatory factor analysis to produce 
respondent-level estimates.

In another validation step, we explored the corre-
lations among the three aspects of precarity and their 
potential predictors. Precarity depends on the respond-
ents’ personal circumstances, including their current 
activity status, local unemployment risks, education, 
and income; however, their precarity cannot be reduced 
to their circumstances. As Section A in Supplementary 
Appendix shows, we can only explain about 27 per 
cent of the variation in financial precarity, 14 per cent 
in precarity of tenure, and 11 per cent in precarity at 
work.

The three aspects of precarity reflect three differ-
ent ways in which a person may experience insecu-
rity. Indeed, while our measures are correlated among 
themselves and depend on similar covariates, the coef-
ficients for the same predictors vary significantly across 

the models explaining different aspects of precarity. For 
instance, the local unemployment rate is most closely 
correlated with precarity of tenure, while income and 
home ownership seem to have the strongest link to 
financial precarity (see Section A in Supplementary 
Appendix).

An overview of the analysis
In our first step, we focused on the relationship between 
voters’ insecurity and voters’ populist attitudes. As 
these attitudes are precursors of voting and abstract 
from country-specific variations, they are better suited 
for cross-national comparisons than behaviour-based 
measures. All models used in this step were linear 
and controlled for age, a binary indicator for women, 
respondents without a bachelor’s degree, respondents 
with a doctorate, home ownership, and their quan-
tile of income distribution. In addition, the models 
for financial insecurity controlled for objective labour 
market status. We estimated the parameters of these 
models in country-specific samples and as a pooled 
sample, with the latter also including country-fixed 
effects. We removed all cases with missing values and, 
to make the estimates comparable across countries, 
scaled and centred both dependent and independent 
variables prior to estimation.

In our second step, we used voter intention to test 
whether the relationship found between insecurity 
and populist attitudes was confirmed during voting. 
We estimated multinomial logistic regressions based 
on the respondents’ vote intentions, classifying them 
into the six groups (outlined above in the section 
‘measuring populism’), using the same control varia-
bles. We excluded Romania from this analysis because 
this country sample does not include respondents who 

Table 2 Measures of financial precarity and work-related precarity (precarity of tenure and precarity at work)

Measure Items/questions

Financial precarity During the next year, how likely is it that there will be some periods when you don’t have enough 
money to cover the necessary expenses for your household? (FI1)

I don’t have savings for unexpected financial expenses and cannot afford them (FI2)
I do not have enough money to do all the recommended dental work (FI3)
I do not have enough money to replace or repair broken electrical goods such as refrigerator or 

washing machine (FI4)

Precarity of tenure How anxious are you about being dismissed without good reason? (PT1)
Agree/disagree: I fear I might be fired in the near future (PT2)
Agree/disagree: My total hours of paid employment are likely to decrease in the next six months 

(PT3)
How likely it is that during the next year you will be unemployed and looking for
work for at least a month? (PT4)

Precarity at work Agree/disagree: I have freedom to take decisions in my work (PW1)
Agree/disagree: I have a satisfactory balance between work and other activities in
my life (PW2)
Agree/disagree: My salary is fitting with my responsibilities (PW3)
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report their intention to vote for populist parties. As 
before, we removed observations with missing values, 
including the respondents who did not state their vote 
intentions.

Findings
Insecurity and populist attitudes
Figure 2 illustrates the cross-national and cross- 
regional distribution of the measures of populist atti-
tudes, financial insecurity, and precarious employment. 
On a descriptive level, it is interesting to note that the 
higher insecurity values occur in Southern and Eastern 
Europe, which, as the figure reveals, is also where the 
highest average levels of populism are found.

On the individual level, we estimate several linear 
regressions with populist outlook (the attitudes typi-
cally associated with the populist vote) as the depend-
ent variables. Such analyses allow us to test whether 
people experiencing precarity—especially with higher 
financial precarity and/or work-related precarity—are 
more likely to have a populist outlook, which may 
or may not translate into voting for populist parties 
(Hypothesis 1) (Figure 3).5

There is a positive significant association between 
financial insecurity and all dimensions of populist 
outlook across our case study countries, although this 
link is somewhat weaker for the Manichaean out-
look. For example, while the average coefficient of the 
effect of financial insecurity on people-centrism, anti- 
elitism, and combined populism score is about 0.25 
(one standard deviation difference in financial inse-
curity is associated with approximately 0.25 standard 
deviation difference in the dependent variables), it is 
only about 0.07 for the Manichaean outlook.

The estimates also show a significant, albeit weaker, 
association between populist outlook and precarity at 
work when we consider both dimensions of precarity 
(precarity at work and precarity of tenure) in the same 
equation. If we only use one aspect of work precarity at 
a time, they both have significant positive coefficients. 
Once we control for precarity at work, the estimated 
effect of precarity of tenure becomes negligible. Our 
additional estimates with the interaction between pre-
carity at work and precarity of tenure (see Section E in 
Supplementary Appendix) suggest that while the main 
effect of precarity of tenure is negligible, it tangibly 
reinforces the association between precarity at work 
and populist outlook and seems to weaken the associa-
tion between financial insecurity and populist outlook. 
This suggests that while employment-related precarity 
affects populist attitudes, the insecurity of work con-
ditions appears to have a stronger effect than the inse-
curity of one’s tenure. Overall, these findings confirm 
a positive and strong association between subjective 

insecurity (in particular, financial precarity, and precar-
ity at work) and the populist outlook of voters.

The effect of precarity on populist voting
In the second step of the analysis, we explored whether 
populist outlook, when linked to subjective insecurity, 
translated into populist voting. To this end, we built 
and estimated models based on the measures of vot-
ing behaviour (voter intention) as dependent variables. 
These analyses helped determine the possible implica-
tions of financial precarity and individual work-related 
precarity for populist voting (Hypothesis 2).

To analyse vote choice, we built and estimated mul-
tinomial logistic regressions. As described earlier, we 
classified all political parties as populist left, populist 
centre, populist right, non-populist left, non-populist  
right, or non-populist centre (see Section C of 
Supplementary Appendix for details).

The complete estimate tables for these regressions 
can be found in Section F of Supplementary Appendix, 
while we here present out-of-sample predictions for 
these models (Figure 4) and the average marginal effects 
of financial insecurity on the probability of voting for 
a particular group of parties (Figure 5). These figures 
show a positive significant association between finan-
cial insecurity and the probability of voting for popu-
list parties in all countries except Poland and Hungary. 
According to our estimates, a difference between the 
first quartile of the distribution of financial insecurity 
and its third quartile, all else being equal, corresponds 
to approximately 17–20 percentage point difference, 
in the probability of casting a populist party vote in 
Germany, France, and Sweden. For reference, the two 
leading parties in these countries were separated by 
approximately 8–12 per cent of the valid votes. The 
effect is weaker, albeit still significant, in Austria, Italy, 
Spain, and the Netherlands. This difference in financial 
insecurity corresponds to approximately 4–10 percent-
age point difference in the populist party vote.

The results for the effect of work-related precarity 
are similar but weaker than those for financial precarity 
(the corresponding statistics are negative in Hungary 
and Poland; in other cases, they range between 0 and 
4 percentage points for precarity of tenure and 1.5 and 
12 for precarity at work). Please note that these two 
variables were included in the same regression and, as 
they are positively correlated, we may underestimate 
their full effects. As with the analysis of populist out-
look, we estimate additional models with interaction 
terms. The models suggest that precarity of tenure 
reinforces the association between precarity at work 
and populist voting, most visibly in Austria, Italy, and 
Sweden.

An examination of the average marginal effects con-
firms our conclusions (see Figure 5). These statistics 
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Figure 2 Geospatial distribution of economic insecurity and populist attitudes (weighted averages)
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Appendix for the complete set of estimates.
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were produced by averaging the partial effects of pre-
carity in the sample and, thus, represent the typical 
effects of these variables in the data. The estimated 
average marginal effect of financial insecurity on the 
vote for populist parties—left, right, and centre—is 
positive and statistically significant in almost all cases.6 
As before, the main exceptions to this general trend 
are Poland and Hungary, where the estimates are sig-
nificant but negative. Given that there is, regardless, a 
positive relationship between populist attitudes and 

precarity in these countries, we speculate that the dif-
ferent results in the analyses of vote choice occur due 
to peculiarities on the supply side of the political sys-
tems: the major populist parties (PiS in Poland, and 
Fidesz and KDNP in Hungary) were in government in 
their respective countries.

The association between the populist vote and 
insecurity is consistent across RPR and RPL parties, 
except in Italy, where the average marginal effect of 
financial insecurity on the vote for the populist right 
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Figure 5 Average marginal effect of precarity on the probabilities of voting for populist parties
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(Lega and Fratelli d’Italia) seems to be around zero. A 
cursory examination of the correlations between the 
vote choice and financial insecurity by region suggests 
that the major contributor to this non-effect is Lega’s 
regional stronghold in the Northwest, where higher 
financial insecurity is associated with a slightly lower 
vote probability for Lega. However, other factors may 
also affect this relationship. Italy has the highest num-
ber of nationally relevant populist parties, which are, 
nevertheless, ideologically very dispersed. In fact, Italy 
is the only country that has two relevant non-radical 
populist parties (FI and M5S), which we believe affects 
party competition. The presence of RPL parties may 
have had a similar effect on the average marginal effect 
of populist parties in Spain, but it is hard to make a 
similar argument about Germany, France, and the 
Netherlands, where RPR parties also face competition 
from RPL parties.

Finally, we can make some observations about the 
estimated coefficients for other covariates. Consistent 
with Rooduijn et al. (2017), our estimates suggest that 
populist left voters are more similar to other left vot-
ers than populist right voters and that populist right 
voters are more similar to other right voters than pop-
ulist left voters. The estimates show that female voters 
are more likely to vote for populist left parties than 
for populist right parties and that well-educated vot-
ers—with higher education or, more so, with advanced 
degrees—are more likely to vote for the populist left, as 
are students. Furthermore, the lower a voter’s income 
is, the higher the probability they will vote for RPL 
than for RPR. The same differences are observed in 
the profiles of those who vote for non-populist left and 
right parties.

Discussion
Research into populist voting is increasingly concerned 
with exploring the effect of labour market insecurity 
on a subjective level and attempting to account for 
the insecurity of broader segments of the population 
beyond the classic ‘left behind’ groups (Gidron and 
Hall, 2017; Kurer and Palier, 2019; Antonucci et al., 
2021). In this article, we have discussed the proposi-
tion that precarity could explain both populist outlook 
(Hypothesis 1) and voting choices (Hypothesis 2) in 10 
European countries. Overall, our research shows that 
precarity, conceptualized as work and financial subjec-
tive insecurity, influences, at least partially, both popu-
list outlook and voting for RPR and RPL parties. Thus, 
the article makes several contributions to the debate on 
insecurity in voting clarifying which type of insecurity 
is associated with populist views (symbolic link) and 
populist voting (instrumental link).

First, this study tests a multidimensional oper-
ationalization of precarity that builds on the 

sociological literature (Standing, 2011) and operation-
alizes work-related and financial precarity to explore 
populist support: both in the form of populist outlook 
and voting for broad segments of the population. Our 
investigation contains a multidimensional measure 
of precarity that addresses the lack of indicators for 
subjective insecurity in voting (Marx and Picot, 2020). 
We also included two dimensions of work-related pre-
carity (precarity of tenure and precarity at work) and 
one of financial precarity that was, until now, entirely 
missing. The introduction of these indicators reflects 
the need to transpose sociologically relevant issues  
into the political realm, including insecurity emerging 
from the quality of work (issues of autonomy, work–
life balance, intensification, etc.) (see Gallie et al., 2017) 
and the independent and combined roles that financial 
insecurity has in the precarity of Europeans.

Importantly, this study also offers a more holistic 
understanding of populist support that, in line with 
the framework outlined above, considers the symbolic 
link between insecurity and populist outlook, not just 
voting. Our analysis shows a positive significant asso-
ciation between financial insecurity and the dimensions 
of populist outlook across our case study countries, 
with a weaker association for Manichaean attitudes. 
We explain this discrepancy with reference to the fact 
that the ideology of insecurity described in our theo-
retical framework would be more directly connected 
to the elements of populist outlook pertaining to the 
divide between the elite and the people, rather than to 
a dualistic view of society. Work-related insecurity is 
also associated with a populist outlook, although we 
found mixed results on the effect of the precarity of 
tenure. The findings show that financial insecurity and 
precarity at work may promote the diffusion of popu-
list attitudes in the society.

Our dataset includes a selection of 10 European 
countries, with significant variation in the types of 
political systems and welfare state systems, although 
our case study’s selection is lacking a country from 
the Liberal welfare regime. Although the association 
between populist outlook and insecurity is consistently 
positive, its strength varies across countries and par-
ties. We also find positive and significant associations 
between precarity and voting for the RPR and RPL 
in almost all our cases (8 of 10). Financial precarity 
is clearly linked with populist voting. While work- 
related precarity is also linked with populist voting, the 
results for the same eight countries indicated that pre-
carity at work has a greater effect on populist voting 
than precarity of tenure. In most countries, the pos-
itive association between populist attitudes and pre-
carity translates into a positive association between 
the populist vote and precarity, although RPR parties 
in Poland, Hungary, and, to a degree, Italy are excep-
tions. One, albeit not the only, explanation for these 
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exceptions is that RPR parties have been in power for 
some time in these countries, all the while promoting 
neoliberal reforms and limiting social insurance. This 
is consistent with the idea that populist voters are less 
likely to support incumbent populist and non-populist 
parties, as evidenced in other studies (Hieda, Zenkyo 
and Nishikawa, 2021; Jungkunz, Fahey and Hino, 
2021). This finding suggests that the instrumental link 
between insecurity and voting is less pronounced than 
the symbolic link between insecurity and voting and 
that it depends on the political context. It also indicates 
that the link between precarity and populism could be 
missed if scholars examine only populist voting with-
out considering the ideational diffusion of populist 
views.

Insecurity about the tenure of work tends to attract 
significant interest in explorations of insecurity in pop-
ulism (Cohen, 2017; Rovny and Rovny, 2017; Mutz, 
2018; Abou-Chadi and Kurer, 2021; Sipma, Lubbers 
and Spierings, 2023). However, our results show that 
the biggest effect of insecurity in relation to both popu-
list outlook and voting comes from financial insecurity 
and insecurity in working conditions rather than the 
precarity of job tenure. The latter seems to have a con-
ditioning effect on the association between the other 
two aspects of precarity and populism, but its direct 
relation to populism is relatively weak. This is a highly 
relevant finding because it shows that the seeds of pop-
ulist support are to be found in the voters’ everyday 
experiences of insecurity in relation to their finances 
and, in particular, their working conditions, rather 
than in the more niche form of precarity concerning 
whether one will be able to keep one’s job. An impor-
tant limitation of our study relates to fact that our sur-
vey is online generated; despite the techniques utilized 
to improve the representativeness of our sample, we 
think that future studies using probability sampling 
datasets (e.g. the European Social Survey) are needed 
to confirm the trends we have found and we hope that 
our work contributes to the expansion of the measures 
of insecurity used in relation to voting in such datasets.

Furthermore, we suspect that the institutional 
changes in the labour market and welfare states across 
Europe since the 2008 economic crisis have influenced 
the financial insecurity of voters and their working 
conditions, a suggestion Gidron and Hall (2017) also 
made, which we could not explore in this article as 
this conjecture needs to be confirmed using multi-level 
studies factoring in the role of economic factors and 
welfare state institutions. Despite these limitations, 
our study indicates that future analyses should include 
broader interpretations and operationalizations of 
insecurity in relation to political factors that go beyond 
insecurity of tenure and that are relevant to poten-
tially large segments of society experiencing work and 

financial insecurity. Furthermore, future studies could 
build on the integration between sociological and 
political research on populism in this article by includ-
ing an investigation of not only the instrumental vot-
ing mechanism towards RPR and RPL but also of the 
symbolic link that connects socio-economic variables 
to people-centrism and anti-elite sentiments.

Notes
1. The four areas of objective labour market disadvantage 

used in Emmenegger, Marx and Schraff (2015) are as fol-
lows: unemployment, involuntary part-time work, tempo-
rary employment, and low-wage work.

2. Note that the original survey was also administered in 
Belgium, Denmark, and Portugal. but we removed these 
three case studies due to the lower sample size in these 
countries.

3. Supplementary Appendix includes a breakdown of our 
sample by major demographic group compared against the 
census benchmarks.

4. We used the ‘lavaan’ package in R (Rosseel, 2012).
5. Here, given the limited coverage of the work-related 

precarity questions, we use separate samples to estimate 
models with financial insecurity and those with work- 
related precarity. As a robustness check, we included all 
three dimensions of precarity in the same regressions and 
reported the estimation results (on a smaller sample) as 
models z1 and z2 in Sections E and F of Supplementary 
Appendix.

6. Section G in Supplementary Appendix contains figures 
with the marginal effects of precarity on the probabilities 
of voting for other parties.
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Supplementary data are available at ESR online.
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