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The janus-faced nature of radical voting:
Subjective social decline at the roots of
radical right and radical left support

Diane Bolet
University of Zürich, Zürich, Switzerland

Abstract
This study advances the decline of Parent-Relative Subjective Social Status (PRSSS) as a reconciling factor among radical
right and radical left supporters. While self-employed workers, men and rural residents perceive socioeconomic decline
relative to their parents and support the radical right, the well-educated, urbanites and low-income individuals are likely to
feel similar decline given the rising levels of unemployment and social inequality. These structural changes may push the
latter to support a party which stresses income inequality, a catchcry of the radical left. Using a 2017 Eurobarometer
Survey, logistic regressions show positive associations between low PRSSS (versus equal or high PRSSS) and support for
right- and left-wing radicalism in 28 European countries. The traditional attitudes of each group magnify the PRSSS effects
on radical support: it is reinforced by anti-immigrant support for the radical right and by preference for redistribution for
the radical left.
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Introduction

The rapid rise of radical right and radical left parties has led to a
wave of public and scholarly interest in recent decades. While
there has been a wealth of research studies on the electoral
fortunes of radical right parties (Ivarsflaten, 2008), few ana-
lyses focus on the growth of radical left parties. Yet, the Left
Bloc in the governing coalition in Portugal (until 2022), Syriza
in Greece, and the breakthrough of Jean-Luc Mélenchon in
France, to name a few, are all signs of radical left emergence.

The studies that compare the radical right and radical left
together often place them in opposition. The radical right
ideologies1 embrace nativism, rejecting non-native indi-
viduals who pose a threat to the nation (Mudde, 2007),
whereas the radical left ideologies focus on the egalitarian
interests of the common working man against the interests
of the business elite (March, 2011). The rare articles that
align radical left and radical right together have looked at
their common characteristics. These parties share Euro-
sceptic (De Vries and Edwards, 2008), nationalist (Burgoon,
2013), anti-elitist (Mudde, 2007) and populist traits in
which they represent the ‘virtuous and unified population’
against the corrupt political establishment (Mudde, 2007).

Meanwhile, the literature on the radical right has largely
devoted its attention to debating the economic versus

cultural drivers behind its electoral success. The economic
anxiety thesis advances that globalisation and technological
change have created economic losers who later express their
economic fear by casting a radical right ballot (Malhotra
et al., 2013). The cultural backlash argument posits that the
recent and rapid surge of immigration has threatened the
alleged homogeneity of the nation and its cultural heritage
which is eventually translated into radical right support
(Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2010).

While no consensus over these determinants has been
found, a growing literature is now turning to the psycho-
logical phenomenon of subjective social decline to over-
come the dilemma (Gest et al., 2018; Gidron and Hall, 2017;
Kurer, 2020; Engler and Weisstanner, 2021). It states that
absolute material hardship does not matter as much as the
relative deprivation of the current status individuals is
entitled to. This fear of status decline is characterised by the
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perceived shift of the once-dominant white working class
and the self-employed, the radical right supporters, to the
periphery of the social order in comparison to the emerging
ethnic groups. It is eventually translated into anti-immigrant
attitudes and radical right voting support. Yet, this sub-
jective sense of social decline can also be felt among another
voting group. Individuals with low income may perceive
status anxiety since the present economic and social cir-
cumstances are not as favourable as past ones. Rising levels
of unemployment, social inequality and declining income
may eventually push this group to turn their back on the
mainstream left and support a party that embodies such
concerns: the radical left.

Reconciling the radical left and radical right into a
unifying theoretical framework that goes beyond the
‘economic versus cultural’ dichotomy, this paper draws on
the under-studied psychological factor of status anxiety that
is commonly shared by radical leftists and radical rightists.
My theory builds on and incorporates existing approaches
from political psychology and social hierarchies to for-
mulate an individual-level theory of perceived relative
deprivation to explain radical left and radical right support. I
argue that individuals who experience status decline relative
to their parents feel that they have been disadvantaged by
comparison to their most relevant reference group, i.e. their
parents, and this disappointment is translated into radical
right and radical left support. Using a 2017 Eurobarometer
Survey, I run logistic regressions to show that having a
lower social status relative to one’s parents (versus having
an equal or higher status) is associated with supporting
radical left and radical ideologies in 28 European countries.
The radical right sympathisers tend to be older, men, living
in rural areas and self-employed whereas the radical left
supporters are mainly highly educated, urbanites, and those
who come from the poorest strata of society. Moreover,
traditional attitudinal determinants of each voting group –

anti-immigrant attitudes for the radical right, and pro-
redistribution attitudes for the radical left – reinforce the
effect of declining subjective social status for each radical
ideology. My results are unique to these radical ideologies
and robust to a variety of alternative specifications (using
support for radical right and radical left parties, social
placement in general, or comparing between Eastern and
Western Europe) and modelling choices (OLS and multi-
nomial models).

The contribution of this paper is threefold. Firstly, it
sheds light on a rarely studied concept, i.e. status anxiety.
While the concept has been explored in qualitative eth-
nographic studies (Walsh, 2012; Hochschild, 2016), evi-
dence of its use in comparative politics, and especially in
relation to parents’ status, is still scarce. This cross-sectional
study uses an original measure to broaden the scope and
understanding of the impact of relative social deprivation to
a large set of Western and Central European countries.

Secondly, I show the strong sociodemographic character-
istics of each radical ideology. While there has been an
abundance of studies on men who live in more marginalised
areas as important sympathisers for the rise of the radical
right, the political affiliation of the well-educated individ-
uals to the radical left has been understudied (exceptions
include Ramiro, 2016 or Gomez et al., 2016). Finally, by
incorporating the nascent literature on subjective social
status into an analysis of radical left support, I show sim-
ilarities between the radical right and radical left supporter
bases. The structural effects of de-industrialisation, glob-
alisation and automation can also lead to subjective social
decline among the well-educated, urbanites, and those with
lower income. As the source of radical support is common,
solutions to limit its ever-growing appeal may require
similar policy and social reforms.

The paper is structured as follows. After reviewing the
literature on status anxiety, radical right and radical left
support, I outline the hypotheses and present the data,
models and variables. I then comment on the estimation
tables and finally draw conclusions.

Similarities: Status anxiety, radical right
and radical left support

Cultural and economic changes have produced uneven
development trajectories within European states. Despite
the wide range of studies on their political consequences for
the rise of radical right voting, there is still an ongoing
debate about the radical right’s electoral success. The lack of
consistent evidence in favour of economic explanations and
the dominance of seemingly cultural drivers in experimental
analyses have led some to claim that ‘it’s not the economy
stupid’ (Mudde, 2007). However, more recent studies called
for a reconceptualisation of economic factors with a closer
look into the regional and local dynamics of trade and ethnic
competition (Bolet, 2020; Colantone and Stanig, 2018).
Economy and culture cannot simply be regarded as inde-
pendent and competing explanations of radical right voting
since individuals use intertwined frames of economic and
cultural explanations to interpret the social world which
surrounds them (Walsh, 2012; Hochschild, 2016).

A growing literature is suggesting an approach that goes
beyond the debate between economic and cultural factors,
and instead focuses on anxiety about social status (Engler
and Weisstanner, 2021; Gest et al., 2018; Gidron and Hall,
2017; Kurer, 2020). Drawing on the psychology and social
status literature, this understudied concept refers to the
subjective positioning of a person within the social hier-
archy. Individuals subjectively rank their level of social
esteem or respect that society is according to them. Sub-
jective social status is a relational variable because it
measures where people stand in comparison to the full
social order. Status comparisons are closely linked to the
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relative deprivation construct (invented by Stouffer et al.
(1949) and later developed by Runciman (1966), amongst
others), which is defined as people’s sense of frustration
from feeling disadvantaged by comparison to a relevant
referent.

Initially advanced by Lipset (1981) and relayed by Gest
et al. (2018) and Gidron and Hall (2017), ‘social status
anxiety’ forms the conceptual basis for a compelling
theoretical argument to explain support for radical right
parties. There are two main reasons why ‘social status
anxiety’ is linked to radical right support. The first is
instrumental. Individuals who feel that their social status
has suffered along with their material circumstances are
more inclined to support the radical right. Working-class
workers and small business owners who experienced
some economic downturns are more likely to feel relative
status decline vis-à- vis other socioeconomic groups (e.g.
socio-cultural professionals, immigrants) who appear to
have made economic gains. And because these individuals
desire an alternative to the parties that have altered their
socioeconomic conditions, the anti-establishment appeals
that radical right leaders make may be especially attractive
to these voters (Gidron and Hall, 2017). The second
reason why ‘social status anxiety’ boosts radical right
support is emotional. Since threats to an individual’s
social status evoke feelings of hostility to outgroups,
individuals who feel that their social status is threatened
may be sensitive to the anti-immigrant discourse of radical
right parties. Appeals that evoke threats to the status of
men for more gender or racial equality may have parallel
power. Hence, working-class men and the self-employed
who perceive a loss of social status are especially drawn to
the radical right (Gidron and Hall, 2017; Gest et al., 2018;
Bolet, 2021).

Gest et al. (2018) demonstrate that greater perceived
threat of relative deprivation, which they call ‘nostalgic
deprivation’, explains radical right voting better than
absolute economic deprivation. They qualify nostalgic
deprivation as ‘the discrepancy between individuals’
understandings of their current status and their percep-
tions about their past’. Individuals’ status comparisons
could be made in relation to their past economic cir-
cumstances, their glorified view of the past, but also in
relation to the reference group that best represents their
past, that is, their parents. Individuals are known to
evaluate their own achievements according to their par-
ents’ socioeconomic attainments (Hill and Duncan, 1987).
They see their parents as the most salient reference group
when forming ideas about socioeconomic positions and
status expectations and are eventually expected to surpass
the social standing of their parents. That is why I spe-
cifically focus on parent-relative subjective social status.
Individuals who experience status decline relative to
parents would perceive that they have been denied the

opportunity to get the status they had come to expect, and
would then translate this disappointment into radical
voting.

I explore the relevance of status anxiety relative to
parents to radical right and radical left supporters. Radical
right supporters are nostalgic about a unified and ethnically
homogeneous heartland that their parents experienced.
They are attracted by the radical right discourse which
promotes the values of an idealised past where blue-collar
workers, small business owners and the self-employed used
to be valued as crucial pillars of society. Yet, there is no
theoretical reason to uniquely associate nostalgic depriva-
tion to the radical right. Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser
(2018) argue that almost all political parties, and especially
populists, use nostalgic rhetoric to sell their political ideas.
Their discourses often construct a cherished and mystified
heartland where uncomplicated and non-troublesome pol-
itics cohabit. Radical left supporters could also be nostalgic
of a socialist past with larger welfare spending and eco-
nomic equality. Some studies have already linked left-wing
radical voting with greater support of economic equality
(Akkerman et al., 2017). European countries have experi-
enced increased levels of unemployment, precarity, eco-
nomic inequality and declining income in recent years.
These kinds of trends may contribute to the sense of relative
deprivation among left-wing radical supporters in relation to
the previous generation. The identification of these trends in
the rhetoric of radical left parties across Europe, moreover,
may attract individuals who perceive their subjective status
declining alongside their economic situation. This leads to
my first hypothesis:

H1: Individuals who perceive subjective social de-
cline compared to their parents have a higher probability
of supporting radical right or radical left ideologies
(parties).

Dissimilarities: Two different voting groups

Despite sharing status anxiety in relation to the previous
generation, radical right and radical left supporters belong to
different sociodemographic groups. Although the radical
right is traditionally known to attract low-skilled workers
and those who are more vulnerable to the rise of unem-
ployment, its electoral base also includes middle class
groups. The majority of studies usually defend the per-
ception that typical radical right sympathisers are the most
marginalised individuals in economic and social terms who
are most vulnerable to de-industralisation and globalisation
processes (Arzheimer, 2009).

However, radical right parties have also attracted other
segments of the population who are part of the middle class
(Halikiopoulou and Vlandas, 2016). The electorate is now
considered a conglomerate of voters with diverse socio-
economic backgrounds such as the ‘petite bourgeoisie’,
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that is, the small employers, business owners and the self-
employed, who have a higher median income and are
situated a few rungs higher up (Halikiopoulou and
Vlandas, 2016; Bolet, 2020). This wider coalition of
radical right supporters can be explained as a consequence
of economic and cultural developments. While the
transformation of the economy has contributed to the
gradual increase of highly skilled employees with higher
education at the expense of low-skilled jobs in
manufacturing sectors (Gidron and Hall, 2017), small
business owners have also suffered from outsourcing,
cheap labour and low-priced products that come into
Europe from the US, China or Africa (Ivarsflaten, 2005). In
the meantime, demographic changes from successive and
rapid waves of immigration have fuelled a sense that both
the working class and the self-employed must compete
with immigrants over scarce economic and welfare re-
sources (Bolet, 2020; Lancee and Pardos-Prado, 2013).
Technological change and global economic competition
have relegated manual and small business workers to the
fringes of the social order.

Both the working class and the ‘petite bourgeoisie’ are
likely to experience relative decline in their status compared
to the previous generation. Loss of status inspires a diffuse
cultural resentment against those perceived to have dis-
placed them in the social hierarchy. This resentment is
channelled into a radical right support, since the working
class and the self-employed are responsive to the nation-
alistic and protectionist radical right rhetoric which
scapegoats immigrants and takes their side.

Concerning the sociodemographic characteristics of the
radical left electorate across European countries, there is a
growing consensus that those who are urban, highly ed-
ucated and with low disposable income are more sensitive
to the radical left discourse in Southern Europe (Vezzoni
and Mancosu, 2016 in Italy; Orriols and Cordero, 2016 in
Spain). This study will include Eastern and Northern
European countries to assess whether this hypothesis is
tenable across a larger number of European countries. The
aftermath of the economic crisis has created higher levels
of unemployment and declining incomes which have
mainly affected those in vulnerable economic situation
(March and Mudde, 2005). It has pushed them to endorse
riskier career trajectories with self-employment jobs and
short contracts (e.g. bartenders, Deliveroo bikers, etc.).
Their precarious situation has led them to feel worse off
than their parents’ generation whose lives were synony-
mous with economic mobility, the rise of the middle class,
and a wave of political cohesiveness in the second half of
the 20th century. As a result, radical left parties appeal to
individuals in the most disadvantaged labour-market po-
sitions because they focus on problems of social inequality
and welfare cuts while providing anti-neo-liberal eco-
nomic policies (March and Mudde, 2005). These parties

campaigned on anti-austerity policies, like expanded
welfare and public spending, which were ignored or tri-
angulated away by the centre left or the Greens. By
contrast, workers a few steps up the economic ladder
would prefer the radical right, especially if their jobs seem
threatened by outsourcing or automation (Engler and
Weisstaner, 2021).

Additionally, radical left parties are attractive to highly
educated urbanites who are less prone to blame immigrants
for the decline in their social status, unlike radical right
supporters. A study has shown that high education has
socialised the values of equality and democracy to students
and has contributed to the cosmopolitan embrace of egal-
itarian treatment of immigrants (Cavaillé and Marshall,
2018). Highly educated individuals might also feel less
economic threat with foreign workers because technological
advances have increased demand for highly skilled jobs in
advanced economies while reducing the demand for low-
skilled jobs.

Finally, one particular sociodemographic feature that
radical right and radical left supporters share is that men are
more likely to vote for radical parties than women (Mayer,
1995). Gidron and Hall linked status anxiety and gender by
arguing that the rise of women’s status in society and in the
workplace contributed to the declining subjective social
status of men, which is eventually translated into radical
right support (Gidron and Hall, 2017). One explanation that
could justify the predominantly male radical right and
radical left electorate relates to a gendered nature of radical
support. Mudde (2007) has argued that the radical or even
extreme image of the parties may explain the gender gap in
radical right and radical left parties. Since women often
have lower levels of political efficacy and lower levels of
political interest, they are more likely to support ‘established
parties’.

Additive attitudinal effects on
status anxiety

Attitudinal determinants that are traditional characteristics
of each radical ideology (party) should be expected to re-
inforce the effects of declining social status. While the
radical right and radical left share economic vulnerabilities,
they are expected to express the sentiments associated with
their respective mainstream counterparts with respect to
(non)-egalitarian and (non)-altruistic values (Rooduijn
et al., 2017). Anti-immigrant attitudes are usually associ-
ated with radical right support (Ivarsflaten, 2008;
Arzheimer, 2009) whereas preferences towards redistribu-
tion are linked to radical left support (March and Mudde,
2005). Such socio-political attitudes are known to strongly
determine ideological preferences and different socio-
demographic composition for the radical right and radical
left (Rooduijn et al., 2017).
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As a result, I posit that:
H2: The probability of supporting radical right ideolo-

gies (parties) is magnified when individuals’ declining
social status compared to the previous generation is com-
bined with anti-immigrant attitudes.

H3: The probability of supporting radical left ideologies
(parties) is magnified when individuals’ declining social
status compared to the previous generation is combined
with preferences towards redistribution.

Data

Parent–relative subjective social status as a measure
of status anxiety

The theoretical understanding of subjective social status is
operationalised by constructing a measure of status anxiety
from the Eurobarometer Survey. This survey, entitled the
2017 Fairness, Inequality and Inter-Generational Mobility
Survey, includes a question on social status: individuals’
social position relative to their parents in their country
(‘Where would you place your parents on this ladder in
comparison to you in your country?’)2. This measure,
which I call Parent-Relative Subjective Social Status
(PRSSS), tests how people are doing compared to the
standard of living of their parents’ generation for radical
right and radical left support. Three options are offered to
respondents: they can say that they consider themselves to
be in a lower, an equal or a higher position than their
parents. I hypothesise that individuals who assign them-
selves a low social status in comparison to their parents, as
opposed to those who position in an equal position to their
parents, will be more susceptible to support radical right or
radical left ideologies and parties. In Table 3.7 of
Appendix C, I replace the PRSSS variable into a binary
variable where those who rank themselves in a lower
position than their parents are coded as 1 and the rest is
coded as 0 (which includes those who are in an equal or
higher position than their parents) to test whether those
with low PRSSS are more likely to support radical right or
radical left ideologies, by comparison to others. This
PRSSS measure offers more cross-national comparability
and greater independence from political context than al-
ternate measures that ask respondents to identify as part of
the working or middle class.

Table 1 displays the percentage of each category of the
PRSSS variable in the 28 countries. More people place
themselves in the middle of this social ladder relative to their
parents (e.g. 43.78%), which proves that this is a good
measure as the majority of people would position them-
selves in the middle of society in comparison to their
parents. There is also a significant number of people who
report lower subjective social status relative to their parents
(e.g. 21.52%), and my premise is that those who place
themselves on lower rungs of this ladder believe that they
have a lower social position relative to their parents than
those located higher up on it.

It is important to observe the relationship between the
Parent–Relative Subjective Social Status (PRSSS) variable
and standard objective socioeconomic status indicators to
validate this measure as an indicator of status anxiety. In
Table 2, Model 1 reports the results of an ordered logistic
regression clustered at the country level. The dependent
variable is our PRSSS ordinal measure of status anxiety,
coded as 0 for individuals who position themselves in a
higher position than their parents, as 1 for those who rank
themselves in an equal position to their parents and as 2 for
those who place themselves in a lower position than their
parents. The main independent variables are the

Table 1. The percentage of each category of parent–relative
subjective social status across the full sample.

Parent–Relative Subjective Social Status Percentage (%)

Equal Position than Parents 43.78
Lower Position than Parents 21.52
Higher Position than Parents 34.70

Table 2. Predictors of parent–relative subjective social status
measure.

(1)

Status decline relative to parents

Age �0.0183*** (0.00192)
Female 0.0384 (0.0267)
Higher education 0.016 (0.044)
Rural-Urban scale (0 = rural area or village)
Small or Middle-sized town 0.0795* (0.0392)
Big city 0.127* (0.0548)

Income �0.215*** (0.0237)
Occupation (0 = self-employed)
Managers �0.176* (0.0734)
Other white collars 0.0302 (0.0860)
Manual workers 0.0497 (0.0817)
House person 0.0106 (0.102)
Unemployed 0.487*** (0.0972)
Retired 0.178* (0.0775)
Students 0.344*** (0.0944)

Intercept (equal position) �1.897*** (0.177)
Intercept (higher position) 0.0292 (0.195)
N countries 28
N individuals 21.610
R-squared 0.026
AIC 44924.8
BIC 45052.5

Standard errors in parentheses +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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respondents’ income decile, level of educational achieve-
ment and occupational class. Income is the strongest pre-
dictor of PRSSS as expected: the odds of feeling subjective
social decline relative to your parents (versus no decline or a
higher status) are 0.22 percentage points lower as indi-
viduals move to a higher income quintile. People’s pro-
fessional status can also affect their social position relative
to parents. Subjective social decline relative to parents is
lower among managers as opposed to self-employed
workers but it is higher for students, retired people and
unemployed (by comparison to self-employed workers).
Age and place of residence also predict subjective social
decline relative to parents. Getting one year older increases
the log odds of PRSSS decline by 0.02 percentage points.
Individuals are more likely to feel subjective social decline
if they live in towns or big cities as opposed to villages. By
contrast, higher educational attainment does not show any
correlation with PRSSS. These results indicate that together
the two standard components of socioeconomic status
(income and occupational class) explain only a limited
amount of the variance in subjective social status, as shown
with the relatively low pseudo R-squared. The PRSSS
measure is not simply a proxy for objective socioeconomic
status variables but it also captures more subjective features.

Dependent variable

Given the absence of a behavioural question on party
support in the Eurobarometer Survey, the dependent vari-
able is based on the ideological left-right self-placement (on
a scale of 1 to 10). I combine scores from 7 to 10 to represent
respondents who place themselves on the radical right of the
political spectrum and scores from 1 to 3 to capture re-
spondents who place themselves on the radical left. This
categorisation follows the identification of radical right
parties by Mudde (2007) and radical left parties by March
(2011)3,4. Based on the Eurobarometer Survey, 19.83% of
respondents regard themselves as radical leftists compared
to 25.25% of respondents who place themselves on the
radical right.

Although other dimensions have been advanced to de-
scribe political ideology (e.g. the authoritarian-libertarian
dimension (Middendorp, 1991)), left-right self-placement is
considered an appropriate measure of political choice
(Huber, 1989). There is strong empirical evidence of a very
close relationship between left-right placement and party
choice in the literature (Knutsen, 1997; Van der Brug and
Fennema, 2007). Nonetheless, I test the validity of our
results by replacing the left-right self-placement with an
outcome variable that measures party choice in the ro-
bustness section. Combining individual-level survey data
from the eighth and ninth rounds of the European Social
Survey (2016–2018) with data on individuals’ PRSSS
provided by the Eurobarometer Survey, I test whether

PRSSS predicts respondents’ support for radical right or
radical left parties and find similar results (see the analysis in
Appendix D).

Other variables

Classic sociodemographic variables from the Euro-
barometer Survey need to be added in my analysis as they
are liable to influence individuals’ subjective social status.
Age is included since the social comparison relative to
parents is likely to be affected by age. I also control for
gender since I expect a larger support of men for the radical
right and radical left, as explained previously, (Mudde,
2007; Gidron and Hall, 2017) despite the recent decline
of the gender gap. Objective measures of social status like
education, professional status and income confer certain
positions within a social hierarchy (Gidron and Hall, 2017).
Lower levels of educational attainment, lower incomes and
people with routine jobs usually convey a lower level of
‘objective’ status within society. Finally, I include a cate-
gorical variable that captures whether people live in rural
areas, small towns or cities since rural inhabitants are more
likely to have lower levels of subjective status than urban
residents (Jennings and Stoker, 2019)5

Attitudinal determinants are also strongly linked with
radical right or radical left support. There is consensus in the
literature that anti-immigrant attitudes are associated with
radical right support (Ivarsflaten, 2008; Arzheimer, 2009)
whereas redistribution and social equality are associated
with radical left support (March and Mudde, 2005). The
binary predictor of radical right support that measures anti-
immigration attitudes in the Eurobarometer Survey asks
whether respondents think immigration into their country is
a good thing (coded as 0) or not (coded as 1). The best
attitudinal predictor of radical left support is respondents’
opinions on redistribution. It asks whether the government
should take measures to reduce income differences (coded
as 1) or not (coded as 0). Those in favour of redistribution
are likely to lean more to the radical left. I therefore use
these two variables as proxies for the main attitudinal de-
terminants of each respective radical ideology and party.

When appropriate weights are applied, each survey
provides a representative sample of the adult population,
usually based on around 1200 respondents for each country,
but the sample size varies from 502 to 1592 respondents. 28
countries fromWestern and East Central Europe available in
the Eurobarometer Survey are included in my analysis (see
more information on the variables, summary statistics and
countries in Appendix A).

Empirical strategy

I use the Eurobarometer Survey to test whether individuals’
Parent-Relative Subjective Social Status (PRSSS) is linked
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to radical right or radical left support. I estimate a series of
logistic regressions with country fixed effects. My baseline
specification is

PðRadicalPartyicÞ ¼ Fðαic þ β1PRSSSic þ Lic þ sicÞ (1)

where i indicates individual respondents and c countries.
The PRSSS ordinal variable takes value 0 if individual i in
country c answers that she considers to be in an equal
position to their parents. It takes value 1 if individual i places
herself in a lower position than her parents and value 2 if
individual i considers herself to be in a higher position than
her parents. In a robustness check (see Table 3.7 in
Appendix C), I recode this variable into a binary variable
where those who position themselves in an equal or higher
position than their parents are coded as 0 and those who rank
themselves in a lower position are coded as 1. The de-
pendent variable is an indicator variable which takes value 1
if individual l places herself on the radical right or radical
left in the left-right placement. I run separate regressions for
the radical right supporters and the radical left supporters. In
respect of the radical right regressions, the indicator variable
takes value 1 if the individual i places herself on the radical
right, and value zero if the individual places herself else-
where (including on the radical left). In respect of the radical
left regressions, the indicator variable takes value 1 if in-
dividual i places herself on the radical left, and value 0 if the
individual positions herself elsewhere (including on the
radical right). Multinomial models, where I recode the left-
right placement into a radical right category (coded as 1), a
radical left category (coded as 2) and other ideologies
(coded as 0), are displayed in Table 2.4 of Appendix B. Lic is
a vector of individual variables that account for gender, age,
education, the urban-rural scale, income and occupation. sic
is an error term. Standard errors are corrected for
heteroscedasticity.

I then move on to detect whether social decline relative to
parents and attitudinal determinants of each respective
ideology (party) are linked to support for each radical
ideology (party). My second and third hypotheses are tested
with the following equation

P ðRadicalPartyicÞ ¼ F ðαic þ β1PRSSSic ×Xic þ Lic

þ sicÞ
(2)

where β1PRSSSic×Xic represents the interaction terms be-
tween the PRSSS ordinal variable and attitudinal deter-
minants of each respective ideology (party) for each
individual i in country c. I test whether people’s lower
position in the social ladder relative to their parents and anti-
immigration attitudes (pro-redistribution preferences) lead
to more radical right ideology (radical left ideology) than
those with similar low social position but pro- immigration

attitudes (anti-redistribution preferences). The rest of the
equation is similar to equation (1).

Results

Table 3 reports results from the estimations of radical right
and radical left support. In line with my expectations, it
shows that individuals’ lower sense of PRSSS (as opposed
to an equal PRSSS) is associated with support for radical
right and radical left ideologies. The models that include
PRSSS as a binary variable (Table 3.7 in Appendix C), as
well as the OLS and multinomial models in Appendix B
show similar results. Additionally, the effects are unchanged
when I test it on electoral support for radical right or radical
left parties with the European Social Survey (see Appendix
D). The social decline effect on radical left support is only
significant at 0.1 confidence level, but it is also statistically
significant under other model specifications (as shown with
the OLS model in Table 2.3 and the multinomial model in
Table 2.4 of Appendix B). This provides support for hy-
pothesis 16.

Figure 1 corroborates the hypothesis by showing in-
creasing predictive values of radical right and radical left
ideological support for those with a lower PRSSS as op-
posed to an equal or higher PRSSS. The probability of
embracing a radical right ideology increases by around three
percentage points for those with a lower subjective social
status than their parents as opposed to those with an equal or
higher status relative to their parents. The probability of
adopting a radical left ideology increases by around two
percentage points for those who have a lower social status
relative to their parents as opposed to those with an equal or
higher status relative to their parents. As in all models, the
effect is bigger for radical right support.

Table 3.6 (see Appendix C) demonstrates that higher
levels of social status with no reference point to parents are
negatively associated with support for radical left and
radical right ideologies. This is further evidence that sub-
jective social decline is related to radical right and radical
left support, which is in line with previous findings (Gidron
and Hall, 2017; Gest et al., 2018).

The results also hold (and are even stronger) when I
exclude Eastern European countries, which have more
extreme right parties than radical right parties7, or when I
exclude the Scandinavian countries, which are likely to have
more generous welfare systems (see Tables 3.8 and 3.9 of
Appendix C).

Despite similar levels of status anxiety in relation to their
parents, some socioeconomic features differentiate radical
right and radical left sympathisers. Table 3 confirms that
radical right supporters are more likely to be men, older, or
from rural areas or villages than big cities, as evidenced in
previous studies (Rooduijn et al., 2017). Interestingly, self-
employed workers are more inclined to embrace radical
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Table 3. Status anxiety, radical right and radical left ideology.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Radical right ideology Radical left ideology

Status relative to parents (0 = Equal)
Lower status relative to parents 0.119** (0.0402) 0.113** (0.0411) 0.0930+ (0.0500) 0.0974+ (0.0509)
Higher status relative to parents 0.0659 (0.0474) 0.0676 (0.0483) 0.0174 (0.0439) 0.0273 (0.0446)

Anti-immigration attitudes 0.421*** (0.0391) �0.359*** (0.0438)
Pro-redistribution preferences �0.654*** (0.0441) 0.757∗∗∗ (0.0587)
Age 0.00503** (0.00163) 0.00496** (0.00166) 0.00324+ (0.00176) 0.00350+ (0.00179)
Female �0.216*** (0.0360) �0.177*** (0.0368) 0.0180 (0.0387) �0.0122 (0.0394)
Higher education �0.00461 (0.0415) 0.00507 (0.0426) 0.210*** (0.0445) 0.189*** (0.0453)
Rural-Urban scale (0 = Rural area or village)
Small or Middle-sized town �0.0532 (0.0436) �0.0413 (0.0446) 0.102* (0.0484) 0.0877+ (0.0491)
Big city �0.136** (0.0487) �0.117* (0.0498) 0.354∗∗∗ (0.0524) 0.336*** (0.0533)

Income 0.0933*** (0.0155) 0.0794*** (0.0159) �0.0926*** (0.0171) �0.0814*** (0.0174)
Occupation (0 = Self-employed)
Managers �0.329*** (0.0785) �0.301*** (0.0804) 0.235* (0.0935) 0.208* (0.0948)
Other white collars �0.303*** (0.0770) �0.277*** (0.0787) 0.0818 (0.0936) 0.0692 (0.0947)
Manual workers �0.388*** (0.0736) �0.356*** (0.0752) 0.0805 (0.0892) 0.0515 (0.0904)
House person �0.223* (0.113) �0.247* (0.116) �0.135 (0.135) �0.123 (0.137)
Unemployed �0.448*** (0.104) �0.439*** (0.107) 0.336** (0.112) 0.324** (0.113)
Retired �0.440*** (0.0771) �0.416*** (0.0789) 0.271** (0.0915) 0.240** (0.0928)
Students �0.559*** (0.125) �0.545*** (0.127) 0.483*** (0.127) 0.481*** (0.129)

N countries 28 28 28 28
N individuals 17,865 17.497 17,865 17.497
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Aic 19398.3 18688.6 17297.9 16717.0
Bic 19523.0 18828.5 17422.5 16856.9

Standard errors in parentheses +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Figure 1. Predicted values of social distance relative to parents on support for radical right and radical left ideologies.
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right ideologies than any other workers, and income is
positively correlated with support for radical right ideolo-
gies. This result can appear surprising given that working
class voters are known to be typical radical right supporters
(Bolet, 2021) and there is a strong relationship between low
income and radical right support in the literature (Engler and
Weisstanner, 2021)8. However, as mentioned earlier, the
’petite bourgeoisie’, that is, self-employed workers, is as
much of a core constituency of radical right parties as the
working class (Mayer, 1995), and this group has a higher
median income than working class individuals. Self-
employed workers showed a high economic risk and loss
of social status due to their exposure to market forces and
vulnerability to economic shocks (Ivarsflaten, 2005). Their

appeal to anti-immigrant radical right ideologies can be
explained by the fact that they have more status to defend
from groups that are considered socially subordinate, for
example, immigrants. They have more status to lose than
those who are located at the bottom of the socioeconomic
ladder, especially as they do not enjoy institutional safety
nets that people employed in large organisations enjoy.

Concerning the sociological profile of the radical left
supporters, men, urban and those with a higher education
are more inclined to be leaning to the radical left. Being
older only seems to marginally affect the support for radical
left ideologies. Students or unemployed as opposed to self-
employed workers, as well as those with lower income are
also more likely to support radical left ideologies. These

Table 4. Interaction effects.

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Radical right ideology Radical left ideology

Status relative to parents (0 = Equal)
Lower status relative to parents �0.0192 (0.0655) �0.0128 (0.102) �0.107 (0.146) 0.132* (0.0625)
Higher status relative to parents 0.106+ (0.0542) 0.219** (0.0827) 0.00234 (0.119) 0.00424 (0.0547)

Anti-Immigration Attitudes 0.374*** (0.0588) 0.419*** (0.0392) �0.359*** (0.0438) �0.361*** (0.0654)
Lower Status Relative to Parents × Anti-

Immigration Attitudes
0.191* (0.0962) �0.0991 (0.106)

Higher Status Relative to Parents × Anti-
Immigration Attitudes

0.0137 (0.0817) 0.0686 (0.0928)

Pro-Redistribution Preferences �0.654*** (0.0442) �0.617***(0.0693) 0.696*** (0.0922) 0.758***(0.0587)
Lower Status Relative to Parents × Pro-

Redistribution Preferences
0.104(0.115) 0.233+ (0.156)

Higher Status Relative to Parents × Pro-
Redistribution Preferences

�0.142 (0.0947) 0.0278 (0.128)

Age 0.00487** (0.00167) 0.00488** (0.00167) 0.00346+ (0.00179) 0.00356* (0.00179)
Female �0.176*** (0.0368) �0.178*** (0.0368) �0.0128 (0.0394) �0.0125 (0.0394)
Higher education 0.00500 (0.0426) 0.00351 (0.0426) 0.188*** (0.0453) 0.189*** (0.0453)

Rural-Urban scale (0 = Rural area or village)
Small or Middle-sized town �0.0421(0.0446) �0.0409 (0.0446) 0.0878+ (0.0491) 0.0882+ (0.0491)
Big city �0.118* (0.0498) �0.117* (0.0498) 0.335*** (0.0533) 0.336*** (0.0533)

Income 0.0792*** (0.0159) 0.0798*** (0.0159) �0.0813*** (0.0175) �0.0812***(0.0174)

Occupation (0 = Self-employed)
Managers �0.302*** (0.0804) �0.301*** (0.0804) 0.209* (0.0949) 0.209* (0.0949)
Other white collars �0.277*** (0.0787) �0.275*** (0.0787) 0.0700 (0.0947) 0.0690 (0.0947)
Manual workers �0.357*** (0.0752) �0.354*** (0.0752) 0.0532 (0.0904) 0.0525 (0.0904)
House person �0.247* (0.116) �0.246* (0.116) �0.121 (0.137) �0.122 (0.137)
Unemployed �0.443*** (0.107) �0.440*** (0.107) 0.324** (0.113) 0.328** (0.113)
Retired �0.416*** (0.0789) �0.413*** (0.0789) 0.242** (0.0928) 0.240** (0.0928)
Students �0.543*** (0.127) �0.541*** (0.127) 0.485*** (0.129) 0.479*** (0.129)

N countries 28 28 28 28
N individuals 17.497 17.497 17.497 17.497
Aic 18688.2 18687.5 16718.5 16718.6
Bic 18843.6 18842.9 16873.9 16874.0

Standard errors in parentheses +p < 0:1, *p < 0:05, **p < 0:01, ***p < 0:001.
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findings go in line with the sociodemographic traits of
radical left sympathisers from earlier studies (Vezzoni and
Mancosu, 2016 in Italy; Orriols and Cordero, 2016 in
Spain). Radical left supporters are facing the most difficult
economic circumstances whereas the radical right sup-
porters enjoy slightly better economic conditions.

Table 3 also shows the divergent ideological attitudes of
radical right and radical left supporters. While anti-
immigrant attitudes are strongly associated with a radical
right ideology, support for a more egalitarian system largely
predicts radical left support. Both effects are large and
statistically significant. Radical left support is negatively
associated with anti-immigrant attitudes, as found in pre-
vious studies (March, 2011; Rooduijn et al., 2017). How-
ever, anti-redistribution preferences are also linked to
radical right support. This can be justified on the grounds
that the radical right electorate of our study, the ’petite
bourgeoisie’, is known to be anti-state and supportive of
laissez-faire policies that oppose redistribution, taxation,
and welfare expenditures (Kitschelt, 1995)9.

These findings corroborate previous studies which have
shown that status position, attitude and economic situation
condition whether people turn to the radical right or the
radical left (Engler and Weisstaner, 2021). The socio-
demographic and attitudinal profile of radical right sup-
porters may explain why their subjective sense of declining
status is translated into radical right support. Their position
as self-employed men, or from rural areas makes them more
sensitive to the racialised discourses of radical right parties

who construct this category of ‘losers of globalisation’ in
opposition to the emerging ethnic diversity of their society.
The myth of the long-lost golden age of sovereign nation-
state with cultural and racial homogeneity from past gen-
erations resonates with members of this class with some
status to defend, making them more likely to cast a radical
right ballot as a result.

By the same token, the sociological and attitudinal por-
trayal of the radical left supporters may explain how the
subjective sense of declining status relative to previous
generation is eventually expressed through a radical left vote.
Highly educated urbanites with low income and egalitarian
attitudes who feel a decline in their social status are more
responsive towards the radical left political rhetoric of rising
social and income inequality and a shrinking welfare state.

Table 4 presents the interaction terms between subjective
social status and attitudinal determinants for each party. The
columns 1 and 3 show the reinforcing effect of traditional
attitudes of each respective radical party family when
combined with declining social status. This supports hy-
potheses 2 and 3. The interaction effect between low PRSSS
(versus equal PRSSS) and redistribution preferences on
support for radical left ideologies is only strong at the 0.1
confidence level, but it is more statistically significant under
other model specifications (OLS and multinomial models in
Tables 2.3 and 2.4 of Appendix B) and when the PRSSS
measure is recoded as a binary variable (Table 3.7 of
Appendix C). Moreover, the multilevel mixed models that
test status decline relative to parents and attitudinal

Figure 2. Interaction effects of attitudinal factors and social placement on support for radical right and radical left ideology.
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determinants on radical right and radical left support with
the European Social Survey also show strongly significant
results (see more in Appendix D).

The plots, shown in Figure 2, demonstrate the significant
effects of traditional attitudinal determinants for each radical
ideology and social decline on support for each radical
ideology. The size of the effects is strong and similar for
both party ideologies. Holding anti-immigrant attitudes and
experiencing social decline relative to parents increases the
individual’s probability to support a radical right ideology
from 0.36 to 0.48 as opposed to those with similar social
decline but who support immigration. Experiencing social
decline while having pro-redistribution preferences in-
creases the individual’s probability to support a radical left
ideology from 0.50 to 0.68, by comparison to those who
also experience social decline but oppose redistribution.
Interestingly, there are no differences in radical support
between those who hold similar PRSSS positions (equal or
higher PRSSS) but divergent attitudes of respective
ideologies, except for those who have high PRSSS but
opposing views on redistribution. This means that the at-
titudinal determinants (almost) only influence support for
each radical ideology among those with subjective decline
relative to their parents10.

Placebo tests, shown in columns 2 and 4 of Table 4 and
Figure 3, demonstrate that status decline and traditional
attitudes of the opposite radical party are not attributable to
more radical right and radical left support. They even show
that the traditional attitudinal determinant of the radical left

ideology decreases the overall support for radical right
party. While anti-immigration attitudes and status decline
have no effect on radical left support, pro-redistribution
attitudes and status decline decrease support for a radical
right ideology. This declining trend, which holds regardless
of status position, is explained by the fact that I find strong
anti-redistribution preferences among radical right sup-
porters. Nevertheless, these placebo tests further provide
evidence that the effect of social decline on radical right or
radical left support is only amplified under the traditional
attitudinal determinants of each radical party.

Conclusion

This paper shows the importance of considering individuals’
psychological experience of declining social status compared
with their parents as a common feature among the radical
right and radical left. By systematically examining the effect
of declining social status in 28Western and Central European
countries, I demonstrate that having lower levels of sub-
jective social status (as opposed to having equal levels of
status) is associated with support for radical right and radical
left ideologies. I also show that sociodemographic attributes
differentiate radical right and radical left supporters. The
former are more likely to be self-employed workers, men and
rural residents, as defended in the literature. The latter are
more inclined to be highly educated, urban, men and with
lower income. Finally, attitudinal determinants that are tra-
ditional to each respective radical party (and its core

Figure 3. Placebo tests.
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supporters) reinforce the effect of social decline. While anti-
immigrant attitudes increase the effect of status anxiety on
support for a radical right ideology, status anxiety boosts
radical left support when it is combined with pro-
redistribution attitudes. My findings do not hinge on the
exact specification of the dependent or independent variable
and are robust to various model specifications.

This paper has important implications for scholars,
policy-makers and pundits alike. It complements and en-
riches demand-side explanations behind radical support by
investigating the subjective social effect, perceived eco-
nomic and cultural threat in 28 European countries. Status
anxiety is a powerful measure with the potential to bridge
the seemingly large differences between supporters of
radical right and radical left ideologies and parties. Since
some of the roots of radicalism prove to be similar at both
ends of the political spectrum, patterns to counteract them
might require similar policy and societal responses.
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Notes

1. Ideologies and parties are used interchangeably because I use
these two variables in this paper and it was shown that
ideological placement and party choice are strongly correlated
(Knutsen, 1997; Van der Brug and Fennema, 2009).

2. The data has another measure linked to subjective social
status: individuals’ placement on social ladder (‘Where would
you place yourself on the social ladder in your country?’) but I
only include this in Appendix C because it does not fully
capture the social decline relative to the past generation

3. They took parties positioned between 0 and 3 on the left-right
scale of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems.

4. To have greater certainty that we are having radical right and
radical left sympathisers, I replicated the main models by
excluding category 7 for radical right supporters and category
3 for radical left supporters. The results, which are found in
Table 3.5 of Appendix C, remain unchanged.

5. Even though it is known that ethnic minorities are likely to
have lower levels of subjective social status (Gidron and Hall,
2017), I do not control for ethnicity because the variable is not
available in the Eurobarometer Survey. It is however included
in the analysis that uses the European Social Survey (see more
in Appendix D).

6. Interestingly, a higher sense of PRSSS (as opposed to an equal
PRSSS) has an insignificant effect on radical support, al-
though we may have expected that higher status would reduce
such support. While this is outside the scope of the paper, this
asymmetric effect should be further examined in future
studies.

7. Extreme right parties work outside the country’s political and
electoral system, can share some fascist lineage and intend to
tear down the current political system. By contrast, radical
right parties remain within the country’s electoral system and
express formal loyalty towards the democratic regime
(Mudde, 2007).

8. The cohort-level analysis shows that working class individuals
are more inclined to support radical right parties, which
highlights the other core constituency of this party family (see
more in Appendix D).

9. It is important to note that the other core clientele of the radical
right, the left-leaning working class, is more supportive of
redistribution preferences. Radical right parties have recently
adopted a protectionist economic agenda that is in favour of
government spending to increase social subsidies for natives
(Schumacher and Van Kersbergen, 2014). The most eco-
nomically insecure, low-skilled workers are sensitive to this
welfare chauvinist discourse (Halikiopoulou and Vlandas,
2016). In line with this logic, we find a positive association
between redistribution preferences and radical right support in
the cohort-level analysis (see Appendix D) given that the
working-class is more inclined to support radical right parties
in these models.

10. Of course, it is important to note that interacting the attitudinal
effects and PRSSS on radical support raises some endogeneity
issues given that prior preferences may strongly influence
support for these ideologies.
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