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Abstract
This study analyzes whether subjective well-being can explain the populist vote in the 
Netherlands. Using data on voting intention and subjective well-being for over 7700 indi-
viduals from 2008 to 2019—a period during which populist parties became well-estab-
lished in the Netherlands—we estimate logit and multinomial logit random effects regres-
sions. We find evidence of an association between decreased subjective well-being and the 
probability to vote for a populist party that goes beyond changes in dissatisfaction with 
society—lack of confidence in parliament, democracy and the economy—and ideological 
orientation. At the same time, we find no evidence for a relationship between subjective 
well-being and voting for other non-incumbent parties other than populist parties.

Keywords  Subjective well-being · Voting · Populism · The Netherlands

1  Introduction

Populist ideology is on the rise in the Western world (Caiani & Graziano, 2019; March, 
2011; Zaslove, 2008). One can think here of the vote for Trump in the United States 
(USA), the Brexit campaigns in the United Kingdom, and the rise of radical right- and 
left-wing parties in many European countries. Populism can be defined as “an ideology 
that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’’ (Mudde et al., 2004). Despite the fact 
that populism act as a remedial to malfunctioning democratic regimes (Levitsky & Loxton, 
2012), it is by many seen as a threat to stability because it would transform contemporary 
democracies into ochlocracies or more authoritarian democracies in which the masses are 
under the influence of demagogues and the protection of minorities by rule of law is in 
jeopardy (Hasanović, 2015). In Poland, judicial reforms by the PiS party is threatening 
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judicial independence and the separation of powers (Kovács & Scheppele, 2018), where 
the erosion of the rule of law seems to harm women and LGBTQ + rights. In Hungary, the 
Fidesz party of Victor Orbán has been accused of curtailing free speech and freedom of 
press and depicting immigrants as a threat to inner security (Halmai, 2018). In the United 
States, Donald Trump initiated the building of a wall between the USA and Mexico and 
protectionist and anti-globalization economic policies under the flag of “America First’ 
(Löfflman, 2019).

The surge in populism has led many to wonder what motivates this voting behavior. The 
rise of populism has generally been associated with dissatisfaction with current democ-
racy, where the electoral process is still democratic but political institutions are believed to 
be unable to unwilling to fulfill the needs and demands of citizens (Berman, 2019, 2021; 
Hasanović, 2015). Some studies have focused on other factors explaining voting behavior 
such as status threat due to unemployment and inequality (Guriev, 2018), globalization and 
trade competition (Colantone & Stanig, 2018) and the retreat of the welfare state (Kriesi, 
1998). Others have attributed the rise of populism in the West not to economic insecu-
rity but to a cultural backlash and a reaction of once-dominant parts of the population to 
progressive viewpoints about ethnic minorities, women, and the LGBTQ + community 
(Inglehart & Norris, 2017). At the same time, there also seems to be no consistent profile 
of populist voters across different countries (Rooduijn, 2018). Populist parties, as well as 
their drivers of increasing support, can be very heterogeneous (Colantone & Stanig, 2019). 
Ivarsflaten (2008) even argues that the populist parties in the West do not have anything in 
common except for their anti-immigration policies.1

Despite differences in the underlying reasons for the rise of populism, Ward et al. (2021) 
argue that political, cultural, economic, and social factors that affect subjective well-being 
– also known as happiness or life satisfaction (Veenhoven, 2000)—of people predict popu-
list voting. The central argument of Ward et  al. (2021) based on the retrospective voter 
hypothesis (Kramer, 1971; Fiorina, 1978) is intuitive: if one is dissatisfied, this provides a 
signal that one’s current circumstances should be changed, resulting in a vote for the non-
incumbent party. Along these lines, voters punish the incumbent parties in a democracy if 
their experienced welfare worsens as they blame the incumbent party for this deterioration.

The populist vote can be perceived as a special case of the non-incumbent vote, where 
citizens feel unrepresented by the ruling elite (incumbent parties and traditional opposition 
parties) and would like radical change in the political system because they lost in the cur-
rent one. Nai (2021) argues in this regard that the often emotional and negative tone of pop-
ulist leaders2 speaks particularly to those citizens who feel less happy and hold the political 
system (partly) accountable for this. Hence, the populist vote goes beyond mere dissatis-
faction with society and is also associated with voters’ (personal) subjective well-being, 
where unhappiness, grievances and frustrations can turn into populist support when voters 
feel unheard. Several empirical papers have now found an association between decreases 
in subjective well-being and populist voting in Europe and North America (Algan et al., 

1  Even different explanations are provided for Trump’s win of the 2016 US Presidential election. Knuckey 
and Hassan (2022) associate the vote for Trump with anti-immigration sentiment and racial prejudice. 
Meanwhile Dorn et al. (2020) credit job losses related to computerization and globalization as factors for 
Trump’s success, with clear differences in responses among different ethnic and racial groups. Along these 
lines, status threat can be perceived as an important explanation for the Trump vote (Mutz, 2018).
2  In this regard, Hameleers et al. (2017, p. 870) argue that messages by populist parties are ‘generally char-
acterized by assigning blame to elites in an emotionalized way’.
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2018; Nowakowski, 2021; Ward et al., 2021), although it remains unclear to what extent 
dissatisfaction with society rather than dissatisfaction with personal circumstances drives 
populist support (Giebler et al., 2021; Burger et al., 2022).

The study presented here examines the relation between subjective well-being and 
populist voting in the Netherlands, a country with a multi-party system that experienced a 
strong surge of populism in the 2000s (Schumacher & Rooduijn, 2013). In the period under 
study (2008–2019), the right-wing Partij voor de Vrijheid (Freedom Party) and Forum 
voor Democratie (Forum for Democracy) and the left-wing Socialistische Partij (Socialist 
Party) were the largest populist parties in this country, typically accounting for 20–25% of 
the popular vote.3 In this light, several studies have examined the reasons why people sup-
port Dutch populist parties. Van der Waal and De Koster (2018) find that protectionism and 
political distrust is associated with support for both left-wing and right-wing populist par-
ties. At the same time economic egalitarianism predicts the intention to vote for left-wing 
populists, while ethnocentrism predicts the intention right-wing populism support. In this 
regard, Savelkoul and Scheepers (2017) found that lower educated people are more likely 
to cast their vote for Geert Wilders’ freedom party because of higher levels of perceived 
ethnic threat, anti-Muslim attitudes and authoritarianism. Other studies have looked at spa-
tial differences in populist voting in The Netherlands. Ouweneel and Veenhoven (2016) 
attribute populist voting in the city of Rotterdam to personal vulnerability in terms of edu-
cation, income and health. Van Wijk et al. (2020) find a disproportionate degree of right-
wing voting by native populations living in neighborhoods a large share of migrants or 
in neighborhoods that are surrounded by neighborhoods hosting many migrants. Tubadji 
et al. (2023) also find that citizens in Dutch municipalities with lower cultural expenditures 
and a relative decline of the Dutch population have a higher propensity to vote for populist 
right-wing parties.

The vote for populist parties can also be understood as a form of political protest. Schu-
macher and Rooduijn (2013) find that both protest attitudes—measured by discontent with 
politicians in general—and evaluations of party leaders are associated with support for 
populist parties in the Netherlands. In a panel study of Swiss households, Lindholm (2020) 
finds that low subjective well-being encourages intentions to engage in political protest in 
the form of boycott, striking or demonstrating (see also Witte et al., 2020). The same may 
apply to protest voting for populist parties in the Netherlands.

This study aims to contribute to the existing literature in several ways. First, using vot-
ing preferences data over a period of 12 years, this is one of the first studies that examines 
the effect of subjective well-being on populist voting behavior using panel data.4 By uti-
lizing panel data methods, we can account for many individual characteristics that poten-
tially confound the relationship between subjective well-being and populist voting. Utiliz-
ing fixed effects models, we show that the relationship between subjective well-being and 
voting behavior goes beyond dissatisfaction with society. Second, because we are examin-
ing subjective well-being and voting behavior in a multiparty system with a low electoral 
threshold, we are also better able to distinguish the non-incumbent vote from the populist 
vote.

3  Good discussions on the programs of Dutch populist parties can be found in Otjes and Louwerse (2015) 
and Vossen (2016)
4  See, for example, the work by Liberini et al. (2017) that focuses on happiness and non-incumbent voting.
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The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the data and 
methodology. Section  3 presents the empirical results. Concluding remarks follow in 
Sect. 4.

2 � Context, Data and Methodology

2.1 � Context

In the Netherlands, there is a multi-party system where a single party has never won the 
majority of votes. Therefore, several parties need to work together to form a coalition gov-
ernment. Although the Netherlands has a bicameral system, there are only direct national 
elections for the House of Representatives (Tweede Kamer),5 which is comprised of 150 
members who are elected for a period of four years. In case of a dissolution of the House of 
Representatives, new elections take place. The candidates for the House of Representatives 
are selected from party lists through a proportional representation system based on the total 
number of valid votes. The minimum threshold for a party to participate is 1/150th of the 
total valid votes.

In the Dutch House of Representatives, the number of parties has fluctuated between 
7 and 18 since 1946. However, populist parties were only marginally represented in the 
Dutch political landscape until the 2000s. Before this period, the Dutch system can be best 
described as pillarized, where voters were closely connected with political elites through 
networks of ideological organization (e.g., church or labor unions). However, Dutch society 
gradually depillarized and voters became less loyal to political parties (Lucardie, 2008). 
This process was accelerated by the decrease in ideological distances between political par-
ties (Volkens & Klingemann, 2002) and the disappearance of ties between political par-
ties and media outlets (mainly through the introduction of commercial TV) in the 1990s 
(Lucardie, 2008). This opened opportunities for new populist parties on both side of the 
left and right side of the political spectrum (Thomassen, 2000), which also profited from 
discontent within society and voters that did not feel represented anymore by the traditional 
parties. In particular, voters felt that the traditional incumbent parties did not listen to their 
voter base and had neglected issues important to them such as immigration concerns, street 
crime, teacher shortages, and hospital waiting lists (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2003). This dis-
content started the rise of the populist movement in the Netherlands and the establishment 
of political parties such as the Socialist Party, Pim Fortuyn List, Party for Freedom, and 
Forum for Democracy. In the period under study (2008–2019), particularly the Socialist 
Party and Party for Freedom were large populist parties.

2.2 � Data

To examine the relationship between subjective well-being and voting behavior, we used 
the Dutch Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS) panel for the years 
2008–2019. In the LISS survey, individuals report on several aspects of their life, including 
their political preferences, satisfaction with society and how satisfied they are with their 

5  The Senate is indirectly elected by provincial councillors on the basis of proportional representation at the 
provincial elections.
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lives. Our baseline sample for the logit estimations included 7,717 unique adult respond-
ents who answered the question on political voting intention at least once and who on aver-
age filled out all relevant questions in 3.7 (out of 11) waves.6 Although 57% of the respond-
ents filled out the survey 3 times or less, almost 15% filled out the survey 8 times or more. 
Please note, however, that in the LISS panel not every respondent fills out every question-
naire every year. Moreover, Knoef and De Vos (2009) have shown that the LISS panel is 
generally representative of the Dutch adult population (individuals that are dropped out 
are replaced by people like them). Also when we compare the stated voting behavior with 
regard to the elections of 2012 with the results of the 2012 election (see Table 1), we can 
see that the LISS sample voted quite similarly compared to the general population and 
deviations are within an acceptable range.

2.3 � Classifying Political Parties

We capture voting intention based on the following question: “If parliamentary elections 
were held today, for which party would you vote?”, where we distinguish initially between 
two different outcomes: (1) intention to vote on a right-wing or left-wing populist party 
or (2) intention to vote on another party or to abstain from voting (including blank votes). 
In a subsequent analysis, we further distinguish between (1) intention to vote on one of 
the right-wing populist parties, (2) intention to vote on the left-wing populist party, (3) 
intention to vote on one of the incumbent parties, (4) intention to vote on one of the other 
non-incumbent parties, and (5) intention not to vote or to vote blank if elections were held 
today.

Table 1   Comparison of voting behavior by LISS panel with actual voting behavior in the Netherlands

Note: only parties that won seats in parliament in 2012 are displayed

% vote in Dutch 
elections of 2012 
(%)

% in LISS panel that stated they voted on this 
party at Dutch elections in 2012 (N = 4,551)

VVD (People’s Party for Freedom 
and Democracy)

26.6 25.4%

PvdA (Labour Party) 24.8 24.7
PVV (Party for Freedom) 10.1 7.7
SP (Socialist Party) 9.7 11.3
CDA (Christian Democratic Appeal) 8.5 9.1
D66 (Democrats 66) 8.0 8.4
CU (ChristianUnion) 3.1 3.4
GL (Green Left) 2.3 2.7
SGP (Reformed Political Party) 2.1 1.8
PvdD (Party for the Animals) 1.9 1.7
50PLUS 1.9 2.8
Other parties 0.9 0.6
Blank 0.4 0.4

6  Political party members (2–3% of Dutch population in period under study) are included in the analysis.
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To classify right-wing and left-wing populist parties, we follow the PopuList 2.0 clas-
sification by Rooduijn et al. (2019), who base their classification on the definition of pop-
ulism provided by Mudde et al. (2004). A detailed classification of parties can be found in 
Appendix A. In this taxonomy, political parties are classified by experts as ‘populist’ when 
they endorse the set of ideas that society is ultimately separated into two homogeneous 
and antagonistic groups, “the pure people” versus “the corrupt elite,” and which argues 
that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people 
(Rooduijn et al., 2019).7 Where the list of Rooduijn et al. (2019) only focuses on populist 
parties that received at least 2% of the popular vote, we also added smaller (mostly split-
offs) populist parties that participated in elections.8 In the PopuList 2.0 taxonomy, most 
political parties can be clearly classified as being populist or not in that experts agree about 
their status. In the case of the Netherlands, only the classification of the Socialist Party 
(the only left-wing populist party) was ambiguous in that experts held different opinions 
whether it should be classified as populist or not. In our study, we therefore distinguish 
between the left-wing and right-wing parties and consider the Socialist Party a borderline 
case of a populist party.

2.4 � Measuring Subjective Well‑being

According to Veenhoven (2009), people can use two sources of information when evaluat-
ing their own subjective well-being: their emotions and their thoughts. People can evalu-
ate how they are feeling most of the time but can also compare their current life to the 
best and worst life they can imagine. To this end, we use a subjective well-being index 
based on three questions. First, we include a more 11-point scale general subjective well-
being measure asking: “How satisfied are you with the life you lead at the moment? 0 being 
equal to ‘not satisfied at all’ and 10 being equal to ‘completely satisfied”, which has been 
commonly utilized in the economics of subjective well-being literature (Veenhoven, 2009). 
Second, we use questions provided in the LISS data that capture more explicitly the emo-
tional and cognitive components of subjective well-being. The more emotional assessment 
is captured using a 11-point scale of happiness in response to the question, which provides 
a more emotional assessment: “On the whole, how happy would you say you are? 0 being 
equal to ‘totally unhappy’ and 10 being equal to ‘totally happy’”. The more cognitive 
component is captured using the 11-point Cantril-ladder (Cantril, 1965) question: “Please 
imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to 10 at the top. The top of 
the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents 
the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say you personally 
feel you stand at this time?”. Cronbach’s alpha (0.85) indicated that the subjective well-
being index comprised of these three variables is internally consistent. Yet, in an additional 
analysis, we examine the effect of the individual subjective well-being components on vot-
ing intention.

7  https://​popu-​list.​org/​about/
8  Particularly, these include Trots op Nederland (Proud of the Netherlands; TON) and VoorNederland (For 
the Netherlands; VNL).

https://popu-list.org/about/
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2.5 � Control Variables

In our analysis, we included several (exogenous) control variables that could confound the 
relationship between happiness and voting intention, including gender, age, marital status, 
number of children, level of education, and location of residence. In addition, we include 
dummy variables indicating the government term in which survey was held. During the 
period under study (2008–2019), there were four different governments: Balkenende IV 
(CDA, PvdA, CU), Rutte I (VVD and CDA), Rutte II (VVD and PvdA), and Rutte III 
(VVD, CDA, D66 and CU),9 which can be classified as centre to centre-right governments. 
Please note that none of the populist parties have been incumbent for the period under 
study.10 Appendix B provides an overview of all variables included in our baseline analy-
ses, while Appendix C provides descriptive statistics.

2.6 � Estimation Strategy

In line with the broader literature on voting behavior in multiparty elections (e.g., Whitten 
& Palmer, 1996), we analyze the relationship between subjective well-being and voting 
behavior using logit and multinomial logit random effects model. In the random effects 
logit model – which we use as baseline model—we use a dummy variable that takes the 
value one if the respondent has the intention to vote on a right-wing or left-wing populist 
party. In the random effects multinomial model a dependent variable with five outcome 
categories: (1) intention to vote on one of the right-wing populist parties, (2) intention to 
vote on the left-wing populist party, (3) intention to vote on one of the incumbent parties, 
(4) intention to vote on one of the other non-incumbent parties, and (5) intention not to 
vote or to vote blank if elections were held today. We use intention to vote on one of the 
other non-incumbent parties as baseline category.

Our baseline regressions that will be presented in Tables 2 and 3 give us an answer to 
the question whether lower subjective well-being increases the intention to vote for popu-
list parties. In robustness checks, we further explore whether this finding is robust to politi-
cal orientation and dissatisfaction with society variables. The findings presented in Table 4 
help us to better understand whether the subjective well-being effect is driven by dissat-
isfaction with personal circumstances or by dissatisfaction with politics and society. The 
variables added to Table 4 also help to overcome potential omitted variable bias. To further 
account for this problem, we present fixed effect estimations in Table 5 and 6. We address 
another source of endogeneity in Table 7, where we examine to what extent our results are 
subject to reverse causality problems.

3 � Empirical Results

In this study, we are primarily interested in testing the hypothesis that subjective well-being 
is associated with the intention to vote for a right-wing or left-wing populist party (on aver-
age, 25% of the respondents for a populist party in the period under study). Table 2 pre-
sents the baseline estimates of the logit random effects estimations, where the coefficient 

9  See Appendix A for a more detailed classification of these parties.
10  In the period 2010–2012, Wilders’ PVV was ‘tolerating’ the VVD/CDA government, but not part of it.
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table shows the odds ratios. In line with earlier work by Nowakowski (2021) on support for 
populist parties in Europe, we find that female, higher-educated and younger people have 
a significant lower intention to vote for populist parties. The finding that married people 
are more likely to vote than people who have never married can be explained that married 
people are bearers of more traditional values that may feel alienated by more liberal poli-
cies (Inglehart & Norris, 2017). Turning to our main variable of interest, we see that if the 
subjective well-being increases by 1 point, the odds to vote a right-wing or left-wing popu-
list party (versus voting on the incumbent party) decrease by 20%. Replacing the subjec-
tive well-being index by the different subcomponents of the index (Table 2; Columns 2–4) 
yield similar results, although the effect is slightly less pronounced.

At the same time, the subjective well-being may provide a more accurate assessment of 
an individual’s subjective well-being, incorporating both cognitive and emotional assess-
ment. Because the three measures perform similarly, we will use the combined subjective 
well-being index, we decided to use the subjective well-being index.

3.1 � Subjective Well‑Being Associated with Both Left‑Wing and Right‑Wing Populist 
Voting

Table 3 presents the estimates of the multinomial logit random effects estimations, where 
the coefficient table shows the relative risk ratios. If subjective well-being increases by 1 
point, the relative risk to vote a right-wing populist and left-wing populist party (versus 

Table 3   Factors associated with incumbent, right-wing populist, left-wing populist and not voting com-
pared to other non-incumbent voting – multinomial logit random effects estimation

Standard errors in parentheses. #p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. All coefficients are relative risk ratios. 95% 
Confidence intervals between parentheses

Vote for Other Non-
Incumbent Party 
versus:

Incumbent Party Right-Wing populist Left-Wing populist Not voting

Subjective well-being 1.04 (0.99–1.09)# 0.81 (0.75–0.87)** 0.76 (0.70–0.81)** 0.79 (0.73–0.86)**
Net income (ln) 1.19 (1.10–1.28)** 1.00 (0.86–1.18) 0.77 (0.66–0.90)** 0.83 (0.71–0.98)*
Female 0.97 (0.87–1.09) 0.32 (0.25–0.41)** 1.02 (0.79–1.31) 1.42 (1.10–1.83)**
Age 0.99 (0.99–1.00)* 0.98 (0.97–0.99)** 1.00 (0.99–1.00) 0.96 (0.95–0.97)**
University education 0.74 (0.66–0.83)** 0.08 (0.06–0.11)** 0.30 (0.22–0.40)** 0.14 (0.10–0.19)**
Children in house-

hold
1.07 (1.01–1.13)* 0.98 (0.88–1.10) 1.07 (0.96–1.19) 1.13 (1.01–1.26)*

Civil status
- Never married Reference Reference Reference Reference
- Married 1.39 (1.20–1.61)** 1.93 (1.39–2.69)** 1.06 (0.76–1.48) 1.03 (0.75–1.41)
- Divorced/Separated 1.15 (0.93–1.41) 2.25 (1.46–3.46)** 2.73 (1.79–4.16)** 1.78 (1.16–2.73)**
- Widow/Widower 1.44 (1.12–1.85)** 0.96 (0.54–1.73) 0.92 (0.53–1.61) 0.97 (0.54–1.74)
Rural environment 1.10 (1.06–1.14)** 1.00 (0.92–1.10) 0.95 (0.87–1.04) 1.03 (0.94–1.12)
Term of office 

controls
YES

Observations 28,913
Number of individu-

als
7,717
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voting on another non-incumbent party) decrease by 19% and 24% respectively. Re-esti-
mating the model using incumbent party as baseline category shows that an increase in 
subjective well-being decreases the intention to vote on a populist party vis-à-vis an 
incumbent party. Decreased subjective well-being is also associated with the propensity to 
abstain from voting in that a 1-point increase in subjective well-being increases the odds to 
not vote (versus voting on the incumbent party) by 21%. At the same time, we do not find a 
significant effect of an increase in subjective well-being on the odds to vote for the incum-
bent party (vis-à-vis another party). These findings signify that – at least for the Nether-
lands – lower subjective well-being is associated with voting for populist non-incumbent 
parties, but not non-populist non-incumbent parties.

3.2 � Voting not Only Associated with Dissatisfaction in Society 
but also with Dissatisfaction with Other Domains in Life

It is interesting to know whether the effect of unhappiness on populist voting behavior is 
solely driven by dissatisfaction with own circumstances or dissatisfaction with society at 
large. For this reason, we include several political control variables related to confidence 
in democracy and parliament, confidence in economy, and political (ideological) orienta-
tion in our robustness checks. Confidence in democracy, political parties, and the economy 
were answered on a 11-point scale (0 = No confidence at all; 10 = Full confidence) – see 
also Appendix B.

Following Aarts and Thomassen (2008), we include control variables related to three 
value orientations or policy motivations that define the Dutch electorate: socio-economic 
left–right dimension, socio-cultural libertarianism/authoritarianism dimension and the reli-
gious dimension. Following the theory of Downs (1957), sharing a common set of values 
(which are supposed to be relatively stable within voters over time) serves as a health base 
for stable relations between political parties and voters and, hence, stable voting behavior 
over time. As pointed out by the Aarts and Thomassen (2008), the original pillarized Dutch 
party system was characterized by a left–right and secular-religious dimension, where each 
political party could count on a loyal voter base that identified with their specific value 
orientations. As pointed out by Aarts and Thomassen, the socio-cultural libertarianism/
authoritarianism dimension became more important in the early 2000s, when a large coali-
tion of Dutch political parties had settled on some ethical issues and populist were able to 
make cultural issues the new battleground as these issues were traditionally ignored by the 
political elite, but highly important to the electorate Pellikaan et al. (2007). In this study, 
the socio-economic left–right orientation was surveyed using the question: “In politics, a 
distinction is often made between "the left" and "the right". Where would you place your-
self on the scale below, where 0 means left and 10 means right?. The socio-cultural liber-
tarianism/authoritarianism is measured by two opinion questions on anti-immigration and 
anti-European sentiment using a 5-point Likert scale (see Appendix B). Finally, the religi-
osity dimension was captured by a question on euthanasia and measured on a 5-point scale 
as well. Although we realize that these questions only capture part of the value orienta-
tions, we are here limited by the availability of data in the LISS.

When we estimate a model in which we add political controls for confidence in insti-
tutions and the economy and political orientations (Table  4), our main results hold, 
although the association between subjective well-being and populist voting behavior (vis-
à-vis incumbent voting) becomes less pronounced. This can be explained by the fact that 
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confidence in institutions (related to dissatisfaction with society) affect overall subjective 
well-being (Bjørnskov, 2008; Arampatzi et al., 2019), but only to a limited extent.

At the same time, lack of confidence in democracy and parliament and political orien-
tation are good predictors of voting populist parties. Specifically, as 1-point increase in 
confidence in parliament and democracy (on a 5-point scale) decreases the odds to vote 
on a right-wing or left-wing populist party by 27% and 11% respectively (vis-à-vis one 
of the other parties or non-voting). In addition, changes in the left–right orientation and 
specific political orientations are strong predictors of voting on a populist party. We do not 
find an association between confidence in the economy and intention to vote for a populist 
party. Respondents that intend to vote on a populist party are not only likely to be more 
anti-European and anti-immigration, but are also more likely to be pro-redistribution of 
income and non-religious. These findings are not surprising. First, although the right-wing 
Freedom Party of Geert Wilders is well-known to be an anti-immigration and anti-Islam 
party, it also presents itself as a party with a left-wing economic agenda (although it can 
be questioned it really has). Second, religious people are more likely to vote for one of the 
Christian political partis in the Netherlands. The significant coefficient for left–right orien-
tation signifies that most populist voters in the Netherlands are right-wing.

3.3 � Omitted Variable Bias and Reverse Causality Play Limited Roles

A critique on the above specifications is that they might suffer from endogeneity prob-
lems. One source of endogeneity is omitted variable bias. Although adding political con-
trols herewith accounting for ideological proximity to other parties in the last specification 
partly solves this problem (Ward, 2019), we also re-estimated out model using fixed effects 
logit and multinomial logit, in which only within-person variation over time is utilized. 
Table 5 presents transition matrices in voting intentions between time periods for the full 
sample, including the distinction between former incumbent and non-incumbent parties. 
Although many people do not switch parties over time, there remains enough variation 
within people to examine switches in voting preferences. With regard to right-wing popu-
list parties, it can be observed that 69.6% of the people who intended to vote for a right-
wing populist party when previously asked, will do so in the wave under study. Likewise, 
over 66.2% of the people who previously indicated they would vote for the left-wing popu-
list party will do in the wave under study. Based on the transition matrix, it can be assumed 
that populist parties tend to attract new voters from other non-incumbent parties and non-
voters. In contrast, people voting for incumbent parties in the past are likely to vote for 
incumbent parties but are not likely to switch to right-wing or left-wing populist parties.

The fixed effects estimations are presented in Table 6 and yield the same conclusions as 
our logit random effects and multinomial logit random effects estimations. Please note that 

Table 5   Transition probabilities 
for voting intention in the 
Netherlands

Percentages indicate transition probabilities (the change in one cate-
gorical variable over time)

From/to (1) (%) (2) (%) (3) (%) (4) (%) (5) (%)

(1) Incumbent 66.4 22.7 3.1 3.1 4.7
(2) Former incumbent 16.3 72.2 3.1 4.7 3.7
(3) Right-wing populist 9.4 10.4 69.6 3.5 7.0
(4) Left-wing populist 6.8 17.2 4.6 66.2 5.2
(5) Not voting 8.4 12.3 10.0 5.1 64.3
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in both a fixed-effects logistic regression and multinomial regression model, it is not pos-
sible to use observations that have no variation in voting intention. Hence, the number of 
observations in these models is much lower than in our baseline estimations. Because the 
fixed effects models remove omitted variable bias by focusing on changes within individu-
als across time (accounting for unknown personal characteristics), these models provide 
more conservative estimates of the association between subjective well-being and voting 
behavior. The fixed effects logit model shows that an increase in the subjective well-being 
index by 1 point decreases the chance of switching to a populist party (from not voting 
or voting on another party) by 8%. The multinomial fixed effects estimates show that if 
subjective well-being increases by 1 point, the odds to vote a right-wing populist and left-
wing populist party (versus voting on the incumbent party) decrease by 10% and 12% 
respectively.

Another source of endogeneity and problem with the above specifications is that popu-
list voters might be less happy because their party is not in power, inducing a reverse cau-
sality problem. We lack good instruments to do a proper instrumental variables (2SLS) 
estimation. However, to explore to what extent reverse causality is a problem, we estimated 
linear fixed effects models in which the dependent variable is subjective well-being and the 
independent variable are voting intentions for right-wing and left-wing populist parties at 
earlier points in time. If past voting intention (using a one-year lag)11 is significantly asso-
ciated with subjective well-being we could have a reverse causality issue. Table 7 shows 

Table 7   The relationship between subjective well-being and populist voting intention– Reverse causality – 
linear fixed effects estimations

Standard errors in parentheses

(1) Subjective well-
being

(2) Subjective well-
being

(3) Subjec-
tive well-
being

Left-wing populistt-1 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)
Right-wing populistt-1 0.01 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02)
Socio-demographic controls NO YES YES
Political controls NO NO YES
Year controls YES YES YES
Number of Observations 20,727 20,727 20,727
Number of Individuals 6,087 6,087 6,087

11  Please note that in each LISS wave, the voting intention quesiton is usually asked at the end of the year, 
while the subjective well-being questions are asked in spring and summer (April-June) in the personality 
(life satisfaction and happiness) and work orientation (Cantril ladder) modules.
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the relevant parameter estimates of lagged voting intention for various specifications. 
These estimations indicate that a change in voting intention does not increase subjective 
well-being a year later. From this we conclude that reverse causality from voting behavior 
to subjective well-being is likely not a large issue.

3.3.1 � Moderation Effects

The average association between subjective well-being and populist voting intention may 
obscure substantial differences across different groups of people. In other words, the rela-
tionship between subjective well-being on the one hand and voting intention on the other 
hand can be considered heterogeneous since lower subjective well-being scores may only 
under some circumstances result in voting for a populist party. Accordingly, we run an 
exploratory analysis in which we examine this heterogeneity by focusing on the interaction 
between subjective well-being and the socio-demographic and political control variables. 
Overall, none of the interactions between the socio-demographic control variables and sub-
jective well-being index was statistically significant. With regard to the political control 
variables, we found that if people are unhappy and distrust parliament or democracy and/
or perceive that income differences should decrease (which is also very much linked to 
trust; see Uslaner & Brown, 2005), they are more likely to vote populist than when they are 
unhappy and do not distrust (see Fig. 1A, B).12

The explanation for this finding is straightforward. Voters can punish or reward the 
political elite for a deteriorated or improved personal situation, but they can also do so 
based on the standing of the country, irrespective of their own personal situation. However, 
when voters they still believe that the current political elite can solve issues, they are less 
inclined to vote for a populist party.

Fig. 1   A-B: Moderation effects

12  The figure for democracy moderation effect is available upon request.
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4 � Concluding Remarks

The aim of our study was to investigate the connection between voting intention and sub-
jective well-being using a vast database over a prolonged time frame (2008–2019). Our 
research discovered that a decrease in subjective well-being is linked to a higher likelihood 
of voting for a populist party, and this association remains even after considering other fac-
tors such as a decline in trust in political parties, democracy, and the economy, as well as 
political inclination. However, we found no indication of a relationship between subjective 
well-being and the intention to vote for non-incumbent parties other than populist ones. 
Our results are robust to reverse causality and omitted variable bias.

There are some limitations to these results. While the relationship between decreased 
subjective well-being and intention to vote for non-incumbent right-wing populist parties 
appears robust in our analyses, how much of this translates into actual votes for these par-
ties is unclear. Voters may in practice vote for a different party as a reaction to additional 
information encountered in an actual election, such as whether a party has a chance of win-
ning the elections, which parties are more likely to form coalitions, and the actual cost of 
physically participating in the election. This mismatch has been evident in the inaccuracy 
of political polls, even when conducted close to elections (Prosser & Mellon, 2018). It may 
be of interest for future research to investigate whether this relationship holds in actual 
elections as well.

Because not all unhappy people vote for populist parties, future research should look at 
the heterogeneity in the relationship between subjective well-being and populist voting in 
order to better understand the rise of populist parties. In other words, do particular kinds of 
people who attribute their decreased subjective well-being to societal circumstances switch 
to populist parties? In particular, it would be of interest if certain personality characteris-
tics, related to the Big 5 personality traits, locus of control, hope and self-efficacy moderate 
the relationship between subjective well-being and voting behavior.

For those who perceive populism as a threat to current society, this research shows that 
restoring confidence in politics and reducing inequality is probably the best way to go for-
ward (also given influencing personal subjective well-being is a more difficult way). In 
many Western societies people are currently disappointed with their leaders and outraged 
at a political elite that is out of touch with reality and self-serving. The Netherlands is not 
different. An old Dutch proverb states that trust arrives on foot and leaves on horseback, 
meaning it is difficult to gain and easy to lose. Hence, the populist movement is probably 
here to stay for a while. Following Kendall-Taylor and Nietsche (2020), to build trust, the 
existing political elite should try to avoid polarization, foster interactions between different 
groups in society, engage more with the ordinary citizen, and create a unifying, aspira-
tional, coherent and concise narrative. Other strategies include the use of comprehensible 
language to communicate policy positions, focusing on shaping norms, and connecting to 
citizens with common values. Which strategies are more conducive is unclear yet. How-
ever, this could be examined in future research.

Appendix A

See Table 8
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Appendix B

See Table 9

Table 9   Description of variables

Name variable Item

Populist If parliamentary elections were held today, for which party would you vote? 
Takes value 1 if voted for a populist party, 0 otherwise

Subjective well-being Index based on the questions: “How satisfied are you with the life you lead 
at the moment? 0 being equal to ‘not satisfied at all’ and 10 being equal to 
‘completely satisfied”, “On the whole, how happy would you say you are? 
0 being equal to ‘totally unhappy’ and 10 being equal to ‘totally happy’”, 
and “Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom 
to 10 at the top. The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for 
you and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. 
On which step of the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand 
at this time?”

Net income (ln) Net income in 1000 s of euros
Age Age of the respondent
Female Gender: female
Children in household Number of children in the household
University Takes value 1 if respondent attended ISCED 5–6 education program
Civil status Civil status answer categories: married, separated, divorced, widow or 

widower, and Never been married (reference)
Rural environment Continuous variable reflecting whether respondent lives in a rural environ-

ment, ranging from 1 (extremely urban—2,500) to 5 (not urban—less than 
500)

Confidence parliament Can you indicate, on a scale from 0 to 10, how much confidence you 
personally have in each of the following institutions? Parliament. 0 = no 
confidence at all; 10 = full confidence

Confidence democracy Can you indicate, on a scale from 0 to 10, how much confidence you 
personally have in each of the following institutions? Democracy. 0 = no 
confidence at all; 10 = full confidence

Confidence economy Can you indicate, on a scale from 0 to 10, how much confidence you person-
ally have in each of the following institutions? Economy. 0 = no confi-
dence at all; 10 = full confidence

Left–right orientation In politics, a distinction is often made between "the left" and "the right". 
Where would you place yourself on the scale below, where 0 means left 
and 10 means right?

Pro-income redistribution Some people believe that differences in income should increase in our coun-
try. Others feel that they should decrease. Still others hold an opinion that 
lies somewhere in between. Where would you place yourself on a scale 
from 1 to 5, where 1 means that differences in income should increase and 
5 means that these should decrease?

Religiosity Aside from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, how often do 
you attend religious gatherings nowadays? 1 (never) – 7 (every day)

Anti-immigration sentiment In the Netherlands, some people believe that immigrants are entitled to live 
here while retaining their own culture. Others feel that they should adapt 
entirely to Dutch culture. Where would you place yourself on a scale of 
1 to 5, where 1 means that immigrants can retain their own culture and 5 
means that they should adapt entirely?
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Appendix C

Descriptive statistics of baseline variable.
Figure  2 shows the distribution of the subjective well-being index in the Nether-

lands. In line with other studies on the Netherlands (Veenhoven, 2009), average subjec-
tive well-being in the Netherlands is high (7.5), where most respondents score between 
7 and 8. Table 10 shows descriptive statistics for the variables in the baseline regressions 
(N = 28,913). 

Table 9   (continued)

Name variable Item

Anti-European sentiment Some people and political parties feel that European unification should go 
a step further. Others think that European unification has already gone 
too far. Where would you place yourself on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 
means that European unification should go further and 5 means that it has 
already gone too far?

Term of office dummies Dummy variable indicating government term in which survey was held: 
(1) Balkenende IV (2008–2010), (2) Rutte I (2011–2012), (3) Rutte II 
(2013–2017), (4) Rutte III (2018–2019)

Fig. 2   Distribution of subjective well-being index. Source: LISS panel; N = 28,913
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