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Motivation

▶ Social protection and redistribution are frequently core elements of populists’
campaigns;

• Larger redistribution: PiS Family 500+ program in Poland; 5MS “Reddito di
cittadinanza” in Italy; Podemos (Spain) or Syriza (Greece) redistributive and
anti-austerity agendas;

• Exclusionary welfare: welfare should target exclusively natives (e.g. Danish DF; Dutch
PVV; French FN; Swedish SD; Austrian FPO; German AfD etc.)

▶ Populist parties can influence welfare state policy:
• Directly: shaping policy actions when in government or exploiting veto powers within

government coalitions (Guriev and Papaioannou, 2022);
• Indirectly: shifting established parties positions (Haegel and Mayer, 2018), even when

not in government.
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Background:

Populists and welfare state policy:

▶ Economic dimension: Overly expansive redistribution policies (Dornbusch and
Edwards, 1991; Mudde, Cas and Kaltwasser, 2017) and unconditional commitments
(Morelli et al., 2021)

▶ Cultural dimension (Welfare-chauvinism): Welfare state access should be
guaranteed only to natives and it should not bear the cost of non-natives’ social
protection (Andersen and Bjørklund, 1990; Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2013)

Mainstream parties’ adjustments to populists’ electoral success:

▶ Non-populist parties imitate populists’ platforms (Guiso et al., 2017);

▶ Anti-multiculturalism and anti-immigration positions of populist parties are
“contagious” (Abou-Chadi and Krause, 2020; Van Spanje, 2010; Wagner and Meyer,
2017);

▶ Associations between competition with a populist party and changes in mainstream
parties’ welfare state positions (Krause and Giebler, 2020);
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Research question

How mainstream parties respond to populists’ electoral success in terms of their
welfare state policy positions ?

Economic dimension: do parties respond with shifts favoring larger/smaller social
expenditure?

Cultural dimension: do parties respond with shifts favoring inclusive/exclusive welfare
state?

▶ Level of analysis: 23 European democracies national elections (1970-2020);

▶ Methodology: Regression Discontinuity Design;

▶ Variable of interest: programmatic shift of party positions across subsequent
elections

▶ Mainstream parties: All parties that participated in at least 3 elections with an
average vote share of 8%.

▶ Populists’ electoral success: a populist party passing the national electoral threshold
and obtaining representation
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Populist parties

Populism as a “thin ideology” (Mudde, 2004) encompassing four dimensions:

▶ A notion of the people as homogeneous and invisible;

▶ A unique general will among the people;

▶ Identification of a corrupt elite;

▶ Manichean confrontation between the elite and the people;

Populist parties: sourced from a combination of PopuList (Rooduijn et al., 2019) and
RFPOPI (Celico et al., 2024) datasets
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Why should mainstream parties shift their programmatic positions?

Demand side:

▶ The success and consolidation of a populist party is a signal of a change in public
opinion preferences (Downs et al., 1957);

Supply side:

▶ The entry of a new party can shift other parties’ positions per se, independently
from public opinion changes (Downs et al., 1957);

▶ A populist party obtaining parliamentary representation may constitute a threat to
mainstream parties:

• Representation provides parties with larger resources and media coverage (Abou-Chadi
and Krause, 2020), increasing their chances of survival within the party system (Dinas
et al., 2015), and pushing mainstream parties to adjust.
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Measuring shifts in parties’ positions

Objective: the shift in party positions between election t − 1 and election t

Inputs from CMP:

▶ per504 (Welfare state expansions);

▶ per505 (Welfare state limitations);

▶ per608 (Multiculturalism: negative)

∆Welfare sizei,t =
(
log per504+0.5

per505+0.5

)
i,t

−
(
log per504+0.5

per505+0.5

)
i,t−1

∆Chauvinismi,t =(
| log per504+0.5

per505+0.5
| × log(per608 + 0.5)

)
i,t

−
(
| log per504+0.5

per505+0.5
| × log(per608 + 0.5)

)
i,t−1

Summary statistics

Distribution by ideology
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Identification: close election RDD

The idea: Rule out public opinion effects by comparing mainstream parties that
competed with a populist party that closely failed to win a seat with mainstream parties
that competed with a populist that closely obtained a seat.

▶ Cut-off: national electoral thresholds Effective thresholds ;

▶ Assignment var.: difference between vote share and electoral threshold for a
populist party at t − 1 (xi );

▶ Treatment status: populist party presence in parliament after election t − 1 (Di );

∆Yi = α+ τDi + f (xi ) + Zi + ϵi ∀xi ∈ (−h, h) (1)

Identification assumptions:

▶ Continuity assumption: within a small interval around the cutoff parties are similar
except for their treatment status;

▶ Local randomization: mainstream parties cannot perfectly control or predict
populists’ electoral result: Manipulation test

• Electoral fraud;
• Threshold manipulation;
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Results: main RDD estimates

∆ Welfare size ∆ Welfare chauvinism

Figure: Mainstream parties’ positions adjustment
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Results: RDD estimates

Table: RDD local estimates

Further tests:
Cutoff Sensitivity

Placebo cutoffs

Robustness checks

Jackknife analyses
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Results: RDD estimates by ideology group

Table: RDD local estimates

Sensitivity
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Results: positional distances

Figure: Distances: Welfare size Figure: Distances: Welfare chauvinism

Table: Mainstream - populist positional distances
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Conclusions

▶ Populists success is a supply-side mechanism influencing party competition;

▶ After competing with a populist, mainstream parties’ positions shift in favor of
smaller and more exclusionary welfare state;

▶ After competing with a populist, positions distances between mainstream parties
and populists parties shrink (regarding social protection)

Caveats:

▶ The RDD in this paper captures the effect of “weak” populists;

▶ Literature and models of promissory representation suggest that parties will stick to
their electoral commitments, this paper can’t currently verify if parties’ positional
shifts translate into tangible policy actions.
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Bandwidth sensitivity

Figure: Alternative bandwidths sensitivity

Back

Celico (UNAV) Facing the populists: the effect of populist challengers on mainstream parties’ welfare state positionsMay 25th, 2024, Prague 14 / 14



Introduction Methodology Results Conclusions Additional materials

Placebo cutoffs

Figure: Placebo cutoffs

Back
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Robustness checks

Figure: Robustness checks
Back
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Manipulation test

Figure: Assignment variable’s manipulation test
Back

Celico (UNAV) Facing the populists: the effect of populist challengers on mainstream parties’ welfare state positionsMay 25th, 2024, Prague 14 / 14



Introduction Methodology Results Conclusions Additional materials

Jackknife analysis

Figure: Jackknife analysis - ∆ Welfare size

Back
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Jackknife analysis

Figure: Jackknife analysis - ∆ Welfare chauvinism

Back
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Effective thresholds of representation

From Taagepera (2002): “an average threshold of representation at which parties have a
50–50 chance to win their first seat.”

▶ The “effective” minimum national threshold of representation (T );

▶ The number of seats in the assembly (S);

▶ Number of electoral districts (E);

T =
75%[(

S
E
+ 1

)
×
√
E
]

Back

Celico (UNAV) Facing the populists: the effect of populist challengers on mainstream parties’ welfare state positionsMay 25th, 2024, Prague 14 / 14



Introduction Methodology Results Conclusions Additional materials

Variables’ descriptives

Summary statistics

Back
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Variables’ descriptives
Welfare size
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Back
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