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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 

TALKING LIKE A POPULIST? EXPLORING POPULISM IN SIX WESTERN 
DEMOCRACIES 
 

Aaron Matthew Stuvland, Ph.D. 

 
George Mason University, 2021 
 

Dissertation Chair: Dr. Mariely López-Santana 
 
 

 
This dissertation focuses on when and why political parties ‘talk like 

populists’—or use populist ideas, concepts, and frames to appeal to voters. 

By analyzing the campaign speeches and party manifestos of all parties 

contesting elections since 2002 in Austria, France, Germany, Sweden, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States, I find that parties’ use of populism 

is substantively linked to outsider or challenger status and does not appear 

to be a useful rhetoric for governing. Overall, I find that mainstream parties 

have not increased their populism in the last two decades while populist 

parties have decreased their reliance on populism in response to electoral 

success.  
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CHAPTER 1: POPULISM: IDEAS, PARTIES, AND RHETORIC 
 
 
 
Introduction 

 
Populist parties have made significant inroads in both Western and non-

Western countries the last few decades (Wolinetz and Zaslove 2018). While 

these advances initially appeared uneven in the 80s and 90s (as illustrated 

by durable populist parties in France and Austria, for example), populist 

parties with seats in parliament are now common in European politics since 

2010 (Betz 1994; Mudde 2007). More recently, the Brexit vote in the UK and 

the election of Donald Trump in the US, demonstrated the potency of 

populist appeals. Additionally, populist parties have become part of ruling 

coalitions in Austria (1999-2002 and 2017-2019) as well as coming to power 

outside Western Europe in Poland, Hungary, and Brazil.  

 A significant scholarly effort to understand populism has followed 

(Gidron and Bonikowski 2013; Pappas 2016; De Cleen et al. 2018). This body 

of work is divided into two broad inquiries: 1) those who investigate the 

causes of populism, and 2) those who assesses its impact. This first line of 

work investigates either the demand for populism among publics or the 
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supply of populist politicians and parties (Ignazi 1992; Betz 1994; Norris 

2005; Kitschelt 2007). The second strand considers the implications of 

populism for the norms and institutions of democratic governance. For 

instance, a common question is whether populism is a threat or a corrective 

to democracy (Minkenberg 2001; Williams 2006; Abts and Rummens 2007; 

Mudde and Kaltwasser 2012).  

 This dissertation contributes to both of these research agendas. It 

focuses on when and why parties employ populist appeals in order to 

discuss the implications of populism for parties and party systems in liberal 

democracies. I presuppose that understanding how populism affects the 

opportunities and constraints faced by political parties is necessary to 

coherently address populism’s implications for democratic governance. 

Indeed, the rise of populism in the last decade, brings a certain urgency to 

understand its implications. Evidently, populism is not an aberration from 

‘normal’ democratic politics but instead represents a sustained trend in 

most Western democracies (Kratsev 2016; Mudde 2016; Müller 2016).  

 This research is situated within the ideational approach to populism. 

This approach is most useful here because it defines populism as a set of 

political ideas and normative claims concerning who the true people are and 

who best represents them (Pappas 2016; Müller 2016). Moreover, the 
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ideational approach represents a broader consensus that populism is most 

usefully distilled from an analysis of what parties and politicians say. 

Building on earlier theories, the ideational approach asserts that populism 

may be employed strategically to woo voters and/or it may manifest as a set 

of beliefs about how politics should operate. Most importantly though, 

populism does not map neatly onto traditional ideological dimensions and 

most likely represents a separate dimension of party competition (Rooduijn 

2019; Meijers and Zaslove 2021). In the following section, I explain how I 

use the ideational approach to analyze this new dimension of party 

competition by focusing on the rhetorical claims of parties and politicians in 

six advanced democracies.  

 As Jan-Werner Müller claims, populism amounts to a rhetorical 

repertoire that may be adopted by any party in the context of campaigns 

(2016). He notes, however, the important distinction in how parties may 

choose to engage populist ideas. One option is simply not to engage on the 

level of populist ideas. This choice does not accept the populist framing of 

political problems. The second option is to engage in a manner that adopts 

and, in turn, validates populist ideas and frames. Thus, there are two 

choices for parties and politicians contending with populist forces: not 

engaging or engaging; talking to or talking like populists.  
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 The motivating question for this dissertation centers on explaining 

when and why parties choose to engage populist ideas by talking like 

populists — i.e., by adopting populist ideas, concepts, and frames to attract 

voters, articulate policies, and otherwise compete in electoral space. Equally 

valuable, as well, is the question of why parties may choose not to engage 

populist ideas. I propose answering these two questions with a systematic 

analysis of both campaign speeches and party manifestos. These two 

sources offer samples of a party’s direct campaign appeals (speeches) and 

how party’s frame issues (manifestos). To date, no cross-national 

comparative research explores populism in both campaign speeches and 

party manifestos. This allows me to compare how parties use populism in 

campaign appeals and how parties use populism to frame issues. I select six 

cases to study and collect data over several elections in: Austria, France, 

Germany, Sweden, The United Kingdom, and the United States.  

The remainder of this chapter makes the case for populism being best 

understood as a set of ideas operating at the party level and most 

discernible in their campaign rhetoric. To do this, I discuss three features of 

populism: populism as a set of ideas, populist mobilization in political 

parties, and prioritizing campaign rhetoric over issue positions and ideology 
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in studying populism. I conclude the chapter by outlining the chapters and 

arguments to follow.  

 
Populism: The Ideational Approach 
 
The ideational approach to populism builds on and improves several earlier 

theories populism primarily by shifting analytical focus. The shift in focus is 

where it acquires its name ‘ideational’, which simply corresponds to its 

emphasis on ideas rather than structures or individual actors (Aalberg et al. 

2016). In this section, I briefly outline three of these earlier theories of 

populism and discuss where my approach fits among them. 

 Laclau (2007) and Mouffe et al. (2013) put forward the most common 

structural approach to populism. They claim it originates during the 

formation of mass societies during the process of industrialization and 

urbanization. These processes dislocate and alienate people from traditional 

identities where they become subject to elite manipulation and exploitation 

in a Marxian sense. Populism offers an alternative political identity around 

which the masses may organize against the elite. A more recent corollary of 

this theory is that neoliberal globalization has the same dislocating effect on 

publics such that they feel left out of the political process and may turn to 

identities that resonate (Inglehart and Norris 2016). While an ideational 
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approach agrees here that identities can and do mobilize people, it does not 

see the absence of identities (alienation) as a pressing problem. The 

creation of populist identities is only one of several common identities 

around which to organize for democratic reform.  

 Another theory of populism centers on individual values as the key 

causal variables. Certain sets of values favor moral clarity and order, as in 

the so-called ‘authoritarian personality’ thesis put forward by Adorno 

(1950) to make sense of the rise of fascism and Nazism in the 1920s and 

1930s. Stenner (2009) expands this theory to argue that a preference for 

moral clarity and order are more common in unskilled workers and among 

citizens of underdeveloped countries. These same individuals are disturbed 

by the spread of secular, post-materialist values that emphasize moral 

relativism and tolerance. Populism represents a backlash against this trend. 

A certain set of values may partially explain support for populist 

mobilization on the right but they do not offer a meaningful explanation for 

populist parties on the left. Furthermore, pointing to a set of values may 

explain support for ideological content but it does not explain the specific 

form that support takes, that of framing politics as a struggle between the 

elite and the people.   
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 A final theory used to explain populism is based in rational choice 

theory. Individuals wish to maximize their material self-interest and so cast 

votes for the party most likely to provide more material benefits (Dowding 

2006).1 When established parties stop delivering material benefits, voters 

opt for populist parties. Globalization is a key factor here driving 

mainstream parties further from their constituencies’ material interests.  

 All three of these theories are useful but limited. A major reason is 

that each theory opts to either focus on structure (context) or actors 

(individual values, ideology) in explaining populism. The first school of 

thought posits that economic class serves as the primary structural 

explanation for populism coalescing as a viable identity opposite the elite. 

The second body of work conceives of populism as a ‘thick’ ideology or set of 

values, supposing populism is an innate characteristic of actors. The third  

claims that populism’s appeal is the same as any opportunistic political 

party’s appeal, largely due to its delivery of material benefits when 

competing parties fail to do so. Individuals certainly make rational 

calculations about which party they support but reducing individual 

preferences only to their material self-interest leaves no room for the 

 
1 I rely here on Dowding (2006) for a summary of the debate between William Riker and 

Gerry Mackie on the rational choice defense of populism. See also: Riker (1988).  
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normative or ‘values’ concerns that characterize populist forces. Indeed, a 

growing body of research indicates that populist attitudes are closely 

connected to both cultural and status anxiety (Van Hauwaert et al. 2020). 

Most importantly, all three theories are limited because they focus on either 

actor-centered or structural explanations. Doing so neglects that both can be 

informative for understanding populism.  

 
Populism: Anyone’s Frame 
 

Instead of thinking about populism as describing either actors or structural 

arrangements, this project acknowledges that both elements may contribute 

to the presence of populism. To account for both elements, the analytical 

lens is shifted to the ideas or concepts espoused by different types of 

political actors, regardless of context or ideological commitments. So, actors 

employing populist appeals does not necessarily trace back to a commitment 

to populist values just as the presence of populist appeals does not 

necessarily conclude populist structural incentives. As some scholars have 

noted, one can either think of ‘populist actors as communicators’ or 

‘political actors as populist communicators’ (Aalberg et al. 2016). The 

difference lies in what is being described as populist: the actors, contexts, 

or the ideas espoused. In such a way, both actors and structural contexts are 
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not defined a prior as populist. Rather, populism is instead de-linked from 

both and defined as a set of ideas, concepts, or frames that any party or 

politician may adopt. Table 1.1 outlines these relevant differences between 

prior approaches and the ideational approach employed here, especially 

how it reorients the study of populism. 

 

 

 
  
 
 

Actor-centered or structural 

approaches
Ideational approach

Starting point for 

analysis

Identifying the strategies or 

structural incentives of 

populist political actors

Identifying the 

characteristics of populist 

political ideas or 

communication

Main focus of 

analysis

Actors or institutional 

contexts defined as populist

Ideas or themes defined as 

populist

Empirical object 

of analysis

Actors or institutional 

contexts defined as populist
All relevant political actors

Conception of 

populism

Populism as not neccesarily 

linked to how political 

actors communicate

Populism is a 'thin' ideology 

determined by the political 

ideas and claims of actors

Table 1.1: Approaches to Studying Populisma

a
Adapted from: Aalberg, et al. 2016. Populist Political Communication in Europe. Routledge.
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 Treating populism as a set of ideas, concepts, and frames available to 

any political actor, not only allegedly populist parties or politicians, 

characterizes the core feature of my approach and as mentioned, builds on 

the structural and the actor-centered explanations. It allows for structural 

explanations of populism by noting that certain contexts, such as the 

opportunity for parties to deliver material goods, can create incentives to 

mobilize support on the basis of populist ideas. Importantly however, it 

does not confine populism to be only a strategic choice by aspiring 

politicians or parties. Rather, it holds that politicians and parties employing 

populism may also actually believe in its core ideas about how politics 

should operate. But what are these ideas? 

 
What is Populism? 
 

Three core ideas distinguish populism. The first is that populists are united 

by a shared way of seeing the world, particularly as a Manichean or moral 

struggle between the will of the common people and an evil, conspiring elite 

(Mudde 2007). The second is that populists regard the ‘people’ as a 

homogeneous and virtuous community — homogeneous in a sense that their 

desires and interests are uniform and discernible by the proper (populist) 

leader. A useful corollary here is Rousseau’s notion of the ‘general will’, 
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where citizens are said to hold a common notion of the good where 

individual and collective interests align such that citizens cannot express 

interests that do not conform to the aggregate general interest of the body 

politic. A third core idea is that the elite is a corrupt and self-serving entity 

and is positioned opposite that of the virtuous people (Hawkins et al. 2018). 

Importantly, these three components of populism – Manicheanism, people-

centrism, and anti-elitism – comprise core ideas about politics but are not 

considered a full ideology. Instead, populism is considered a ‘thin-centered’ 

ideology, meaning it takes on the deeper and more substantive 

commitments of its host ideologies (Freeden 1996; Mudde 2007). 

 Following from these three core ideas extends three common ways in 

which political problems are framed in populist terms. One, elites frame 

political problems through a dispositional attribution of blame. Specifically, 

they blame perceived government failure on the intentional action (or 

inaction) of knowing elites. Importantly, the elites can vary based on 

context to include domestic business leaders, political insiders, 

establishment politicians, or a transnational group or movement. Two, 

elites cast politics as a competition between an in-group and an out-group, 

the in-group often represent the majority of democratic citizenry and the 

out-group is viewed as those ruling against the wishes of the majority. 
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Often this framing takes the form of government failures affecting the 

norms of citizenship that define a community including immigration 

debates or membership in a supra-national organization such as the EU. 

Third, elites rely on fear and anger to activate populist attitudes, exploit 

negative emotions, and punish a scapegoat. Typically, the scapegoat takes 

the form of the perceived out-group or that object of that group’s policies.  

In sum, defining populism as a set of ideas builds on and improves 

earlier theorizing. Populism amounts to a set of assumptions about how 

politics operates and should operate, organized by three core themes: 

Manicheanism, people-centrism, and anti-elitism. In addition, three framing 

mechanisms are used frequently by populists that further reveal how the 

simple binary of ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ function as a way to mobilize 

political support. But what organizational or institutional form does the 

mobilization of populist ideas take?  

 
The Party Nexus 
 
Elites play an important role in activating populist attitudes by providing 

context for political problems and framing those problems in populist 

terms. But, without the capacity for concerted action toward a credible goal, 

citizens with activated populist attitudes will find no outlet for political 
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action. Hawkins et al. (2018) notes that populist elites face two collective 

action problems in organizing populist forces: cooperation and 

coordination. Populist forces must be large enough to win absolute control 

of government, but the larger the group gets, the less agreement there is on 

policy. Thus, the larger the group, the greater the social heterogeneity, the 

more cooperation becomes difficult (Olson 1971). Second, even though 

populism holds that citizens should be actively involved in the cause, it also 

maintains that these citizens should rule and govern directly. Thus, 

populists tend to be skeptical of permanent, hierarchical organization that 

are required for coordinating election campaigns and policy positions in 

large communities. To overcome the collective action problems of 

cooperation and coordination, populist elites construct vehicles that serve to 

mobilize, organize, and sometimes institutionalize populist sentiment. 

These vehicles take the form of an institutionalized political party, social 

movement, or charismatic leaders.  

 Institutionalized political parties are the most common form of 

populist organization. Often times, these amount to small parties that 

compete on the peripheries of multi-party systems, focus on a small set of 

issues, and usually settle for a minority stake in the government (Zaslove 

2008). But notable exceptions exist in the last decade where populist 
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parties have performed better in elections than in decades past (Bossetta 

2017; Wolinetz and Zaslove 2018). In general, however, they occupy an 

outsider presence and focus on a small set of issues that satisfies their 

electorate (Meyer and Miller 2013). Underdeveloped in the literature, 

however, is the role of populist forces that may transform non-populist 

parties. This is particularly important for institutional contexts that do not 

allow for small, niche parties to have any representation in government, 

namely countries with single member districts or other majoritarian 

constraints.  

 Populist forces may also organize as social movements. These groups 

are typically poorly organized due to their distaste for hierarchies but are 

likely more common than the literature suggests (Kaltwasser et al. 2017). 

These groups, predecessors of parties, do not compete for office but may 

influence party agendas if the movements achieve large scale visibility or 

media exposure or influence new politicians who are perceived to be closer 

to the people. Two examples of such movements are the Tea Party and the 

Occupy Wall Street movement in the US, both arguably influencing 

mainstream parties that, in turn, have at least partially incorporated some 

populist elements.  
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  A network style organization united around a charismatic leader is a 

less common, and relatively antiquated, form of populist organization. 

Historically, these forms of populist organization were found primarily in 

Latin America, for example Juan Perón in Argentina or Hugo Chávez in 

Venezuela. More recently, the Italian Five Star Movement party offers a 

good example of charismatic populism in its leader, Beppe Grillo. In some 

cases, these personalistic movements gain enough momentum to win 

elections and influence policy. Because of their linkage to charismatic 

leaders however, they are only loosely institutionalized and suffer from 

poor coordination and organization, especially once they assume power. 

Additionally, this form of populist organization tends to find success where 

institutionalized forms of democratic governance are weak, such as the rule 

of law, entrenched parties corresponding to social cleavages, or an 

independent media landscape.  

  Distilling these three forms of populist organization — parties, social 

movements, and charismatic leaders — reveals that institutionalized 

populist parties are more likely to appear in programmatic party systems. 

For instance, Hawkins et al. (2018), notes that populist organizing in 

Europe translated to parties organized around platforms and policies. The 

programmatic basis of party competition in these countries means that 
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ideological positions are generally more important to create and maintain. 

In these contexts, there is also generally less demand for populism that 

operates outside of the party system by delegating power to a charismatic 

leader. In programmatic party systems, populist parties may emerge on the 

left and/or right to politicize specific issues that remain unaddressed by 

mainstream left or right parties (Belanger and Meguid 2008; Petrocik 

1996). Whereas citizens in contexts lacking the clear ideological positions of 

parties are more concerned with whether a party will deliver tangible 

material benefits.  

 The dynamics of populist mobilization in programmatic party systems 

also reveals the logic behind the two common definitions of political parties. 

Generally speaking, parties are conceived of in two ways. First, parties are 

endogenous institutions created by political elites in order to gain political 

power, typically referred to as the formal theory approach (Aldrich 2011). 

Second, parties form from social and cultural differences within society, 

often referred to as social cleavages (Lipset and Rokkan 1967). But defining 

populism as a set of ideas posits that both bottom-up populist attitudes and 

top-down populist mobilization may occur in tandem. Indeed, focusing 

primarily on populist mobilization in the form of political parties 

acknowledges both the importance of elites in mobilizing populist sentiment 
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for the purpose of acquiring power and the relevance of populist 

sensibilities existing in mass publics. For these reasons, political parties 

take center stage as arenas that include both the political-strategic 

calculations of party elites and the corresponding social value differences at 

the mass level.  

To conclude, populist mobilization most often takes the form of 

political parties, especially in programmatic party systems. Additionally, 

focusing on parties provides a useful way to explore demand-side 

explanations of populist appeal and supply-side explanations for parties and 

politicians to make populist claims. Stepping back a bit further to observe 

party systems allows one to explore how populism operates between parties 

during. Too often, scholars studying populism as an aspect of party 

competition rely on ideological scaling and issue positions to identify 

whether parties change in relation to other parties. This strategy limits 

useful theorizing by conflating populism with particular ideological 

positions. Analyzing the populist ideas, concepts, and frames of parties and 

politicians in their own words, I argue, is a more promising strategy.   
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The Focus on Rhetoric 
 
Scholars have considered the impact of populism on political parties along 

with other core institutions of liberal democracy (Krouwel 2012; Rooduijn 

et al. 2014; Roberts 2017). Most of these efforts measure the impact of 

populism by noting whether the issue positions of mainstream parties shift 

over two or more elections (Bale et al. 2010; Schumacher and Kersbergen 

2014). A key starting point is why populist parties have become increasingly 

successful and precisely how that success impacts other parties. Williams 

(2006) puts forward a theory of peripheral party impact on party systems 

by noting the ability of small parties or niche parties to highlight policy 

issues that would otherwise be neglected by the mainstream parties. 

Minkenberg (2001) and Spoon (2011) also find that the effect of small 

parties on party systems is contingent on how mainstream parties and small 

parties interact.  

 Other research highlights the impact of populist parties as peripheral 

or niche parties. This research trajectory singles out the specific content—

ideologies, issue-based appeals, and discourse—of small parties and how 

that impacts mainstream political parties. This distinction is important as it 

highlights programmatic differences among small parties that help explain 

their impact on party systems. Meguid (2005) employs Downs’ theory of 
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spatial issue dimensions and mainstream parties responding to new 

challenger parties by either converging or diverging from a rival party’s set 

of issue positions. Because of the extreme positions or discourse often 

employed by populist parties, Meguid finds that mainstream parties feel 

obligated to respond. She and others have found that when mainstream 

parties accommodate challenger parties by shifting closer to their positions, 

regardless of being electorally threatened, this effectively diminishes the 

support of the challenger party (Petrocik 1996; Heinisch et al. 2019). More 

recent research. however, has found that this strategy of accommodation 

actually seems to undermine the support of mainstream parties by 

prioritizing debate on issues that challenger parties feel that they own 

(Abou-Chadi 2016; Abou-Chadi and Krause 2018).  

 Other work supplements Meguid’s analysis by assessing whether 

populist parties have a ‘contagion effect’ on the platforms and policies of 

mainstream parties. For instance, van Spanje (2010) considers whether 

mainstream parties adapt their issue positions based on the electoral 

success of a populist party. Spanje’s findings run contrary to the Downsian 

expectation that the parties closer in proximity to the right-wing party will 

shift their issue positions to the right. Rather, the success of right-wing 

anti-immigrant parties impacts the whole party system, not just the parties’ 
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closest on an issue dimension. Other findings suggest that successful 

populist parties — parties that have seen increased vote share the last few 

years — seem to be pushing mainstream political parties to adopt more 

extreme positions and employ more populist discourses in party manifestos 

while the media remains chaste in its usage of populist discourses (Manucci 

and Weber 2017). 

Addressing the notion of contagion further, others single out the role 

of populist rhetoric among parties that may not correspond to issue 

positions or programmatic commitments. For example, Mudde (2004) 

argues that a ‘populist zeitgeist’ is affecting the rhetoric of all types of 

parties in Europe, even among mainstream parties on the left and right. 

Attempts to study the zeitgeist thesis more systematically have yielded 

mixed results.2 What is keen in this research is the focus away from 

ideology or issue positions and on the discursive dimension of populism. In 

doing so, several of these researchers use the ideational definition of 

populism as a thin-centered ideology and of populism’s tendency to adopt 

the issue positions and commitments of “host” ideologies. Some scholars 

claim that studying populism by focusing on issue positions or ideological 

 
2 For instance, Rooduijn et al., (2014) finds no evidence of a systematic ‘spiraling down’ 
toward more populist claims in party manifestos in Germany, France, Italy, The 

Netherlands, or The United Kingdom. 
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commitments is misguided (Rooduijn 2019; Norris 2020; Meijers and 

Zaslove 2019). Because populism may be found anywhere along a typical 

left-right ideological spectrum, focusing on ideology or issue positions does 

little to enhance theorizing about populism.  

 
 

 
Figure 1.1: Classification of populist parties compared with other non-
mainstream party families: Euroskeptic, Challenger, Far-left, and Far-right 
parties. Parties mapped here include Left Ecology Freedom (SEL), Lega Nord 
(LN), and Five Star Movement (M5S) in Italy; Golden Dawn, Communists 
(KKE), National Patriotic Alliance (ANEL), and SYRIZA (SYR) in Greece; and 
France Unbowed (FI). Adapted from: Rooduijn, 2019. “How to Study 
Populism and Adjacent Topics.” European Journal of Political Research 58 

(1): 362-372.  
 
 

Figure 1.1 illustrates the risk of conflating populism with issue positions or 

a left-right ideological dimension. The three overlapping rectangles in the 
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figure represent parties that span the typical left-right ideological spectrum 

by focusing on single issues or different dimensions of conflict. The circles 

designate the poles in a left-right orientation, the far-left and the far-right. 

The “Populism” rectangle overlaps with both far left and far right parties, 

demonstrating that both are known to employ populist appeals. 

Furthermore, populism can also be found in centrist parties (FI, M5S), as 

well as far left (SYR) or far right (LN). Populism also overlaps with the two-

party categories that also do not map neatly onto the left-right ideological 

spectrum, “Euroskeptic” or “Challenger” parties. As a thin centered 

ideology, populism operates similarly to these categories of parties noted by 

rectangles. These parties are operationalized according to their challenger 

status or Euroskepticism more generally and not according to traditional 

ideologies (De Vries and Hobolt 2020). This distinguishes populism from the 

left-right ideological cleavages that have structured politics in Western 

democracies in the post-War era (Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Katz and Mair 

1994). Instead, populism becomes one of several ways in which parties are 

increasingly competing in a multidimensional space (De Sio and Weber 

2014). Scholars of European politics in particular note that a second and 

third dimension be added to the traditional economic dimension of cleavage 

theory, most commonly grouped as conflicts over cultural issues, matters of 
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law and order, immigration, and environmental politics (Hooghe et al. 

2002; Inglehart 1990; Kriesi 2012).  

 
 

 
 
 

 
In Table 1.2, Norris and Inglehart (2019) provide a useful way to 

conceptualize this separate dimension of party competition and one where 

populist claims are at odds with liberal and pluralist claims. They assert 

that populism is best characterized as a rhetoric about legitimate authority 

and where power should rightfully lie. They distinguish this dimension as a 

conflict over ‘first-order’ principles, arguably ones considered settled in 

First order 

principles

Left-Right economic values: the 

role of the state v. markets in 

managing the economy, 

welfare, and redistribution

Conservative-liberal social 

values: the role of the state in 

managing social order, foreign 

relations, and moral issues

Socio-economic cleavages: 

linked to socioeconomic class, 

income, wealth, powerty, local 

community and human 

development

Cultural cleavages: Linked to 

generation, education, race-

ethnicity, religiousity, urban-

rural, nation/region/localities

Second order 

principles 

(typical left 

right conflict 

dimension)

Legitimate authority and decision making processes: Who should 

decide policy issues. The role & powers of leaders, elected 

representatives, and the people. 

Table 1.2: Major Cleavages in Party Competition
a

aAdapted from: Pippa Norris, 2019. Cultural Backlash . Cambridge. 
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liberal democratic theory (Canovan 1999; Dryzek and Berejikian 1993). 

Table 1.2 lays out this dimension against ‘second order’ principles, or the 

more typical dimensions of party competition over the last few decades. 

  The two populist claims that structure competition as belonging to 

the ‘first order’ are: 1) that the only legitimate authority flows directly from 

the people, and by contrast 2) the enemy of the people are the 

‘establishment’ who are corrupt, out of touch, and self-serving (Norris 

2020). Exactly who the people and the elite are remains fuzzy and 

malleable, an example of how populist ideas are adaptable to a variety of 

ideological contexts. Nonetheless, because populism politicizes questions of 

legitimacy and governance that do not map onto other conflict dimensions, 

the ideal manner to discern populist content is in the rhetorical claims of 

parties and party leaders. As Norris and Inglehart (2019) argue, populism 

does not contain substantive or programmatic claims about what should be 

done that are unique to populism itself. Rather, it amounts to a discourse 

about governance that can be adopted by actors across any society.  

 

Two related themes are clear from this section. The first is that populism is 

commonly examined through the prism of issue positions that map onto a 

typical left-right ideological spectrum. This research, while useful, is limited 
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only to certain types of populist parties, i.e., nativist right or the radical 

left. Moreover, its causal explanations usually owe more to a populist 

party’s host ideology and issue positions than to its populism. In short, they 

mostly neglect the rhetorical domain of party competition — the words, 

concepts, and frames used by parties in their appeals to voters. The second 

theme is the remedy. I analyze populist ideas, concepts, and frames using 

the rhetorical appeals of parties, or focusing on what parties say. This 

assumes that populism represents its own dimension of conflict, one that 

politicizes so-called ‘first order’ principles and, as such, contributes to the 

increasingly multidimensional nature of party competition.   

 
Summary of the Dissertation 
 
In this chapter, I argued that the ideational framework offers the most 

useful account of populism. Furthermore, studying populism as a set of 

ideas requires examining political parties, the core representational feature 

of democracy. However, most research on the impact of populism on parties 

looks for changing issue positions or shifting ideological commitments. I 

argue that this is largely unhelpful in understanding populism itself or the 

impact of populism on parties and party systems. Throughout this 

dissertation, populism is characterized along its own conflict dimension, 
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one that frames politics as competition over first order principles. Thus, I 

focus on the rhetorical domain of party competition —  ideas, concepts, and 

frames used by parties and politicians. The remainder of this dissertation 

builds a case for better understanding and capturing populism as a dynamic 

component of the rhetorical domain of party competition.  

 The next four chapters proceed as follows: In Chapter Two, I extend 

the literature review from this chapter and discuss the conceptualization 

and measurement of populism. Then, I discuss my research design, 

including case selection, data collection/sampling, methods, and 

measurement validity/reliability. I analyze six cases— Austria, France, 

Germany, Sweden, United Kingdom, and the United States-- which allows 

me to draw conclusions that could be applicable to other Western liberal 

democracies. To determine the level of populism across countries’ elections 

as well as within campaigns, I combine automated text analysis and hand 

coding of speeches and manifestos.  

 In Chapter Three, I explore the populism reflected in the rhetoric 

(speeches) of mainstream parties and political parties’ issue positions 

(manifestos) across the six cases. I present and discuss the findings from 

the content analysis of both political speeches and party manifestos, 

drawing attention to variations across countries, elections, and party types. 
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The data reveal that populism takes on two substantively different 

expressions. The more recognizable expression is rhetorical and stylistic 

(campaign populism) and the other is used to frame issues in party 

manifestos (programmatic populism). I also find that populist parties 

appear to tone down their populism in response to increased electoral 

success and that no perceptible change (increase or decrease over the two 

decades analyzed) is noticeable from the descriptive data.    

 In Chapter Four, I build on my descriptive findings and use OLS 

regression to test several hypotheses aimed at understanding variation in 

levels of populism among parties in the six cases under consideration. I 

examine the so-called “zeitgeist” hypothesis, that populism has increased 

among party systems the last few decades. I find no evidence in support of a 

general increase among all parties or an increase among only mainstream 

parties. In addition, I test whether parties’ use of populism is influenced by 

either gaining or losing seats in parliament in the prior election or in 

response to the success of a competitor populist party. The evidence 

suggests that mainstream parties have resisted using more populism in their 

appeals to voters in response to either losing seats or increased populist 

success. Instead, the data reveal that populist parties have responded to 

increased success – both in terms of seats and electoral vote share – by 
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toning down their campaign populism (speeches) but enhancing their 

programmatic populism (manifestos). I argue that this divergence is 

evidence of an incongruency effect in campaign speeches, where populist 

parties view populism’s anti-establishment appeals as incompatible with 

their increased vote share or seats gained in the legislature. The opposite 

trend, that of increased populism in party manifestos, points to evidence of 

an issue ownership effect, where populist parties signal control of the 

debate on certain issues with increased use of populist concepts and frames. 

 In Chapter Five, I address two limitations from Chapter Four. The 

first is that reducing populism in each campaign to one data point may miss 

important within campaign variation. The second is that only considering 

explanatory factors from prior elections—such as seats gained or lost or 

competitor party success—does not capture whether parties change during 

campaigns. To address these limitations, I offer a focused case comparison 

between the United States and France that analyzes populist claims within 

campaigns. After exploring patterns of within campaign populism, I argue 

that multi-party and two-party competition in France and the United States 

translates to different strategic incentives to employ populism during 

campaigns. The data suggest that parties in France are more likely to 

employ populism when their appeals reach a larger audience and as the 
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election gets closer. Parties in the United States, by contrast, do the 

opposite. Treating populist claims as off-putting for the median voter, 

parties in the United States reduce their populist appeals in front of larger 

audiences and as the election gets closer.  

Finally, the conclusion offers a summary of the prior chapters that 

highlights the main findings, methodological limitations, and avenues for 

future research. I review the framework for the study and how its design 

and contributions can be leveraged in future research. Taken together, by 

focusing on the ideational dimension, this dissertation provides a better 

understanding of populism by capturing when and why different types of 

parties opt to use populism. 
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CHAPTER 2: CASE SELECTION, CONCEPTUALIZATION, AND 
MEASUREMENT 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 

This chapter extends the definitional discussion from Chapter One by  

conceptualizing and operationalizing populism and discussing the case 

selection, data collection and sampling strategies. I select six cases: Austria, 

France, Germany, Sweden, the UK, and the US, with the goal of generalizing 

my findings to Western, liberal democracies.  Next, I summarize the several 

methods of measuring populism. I explain why a dictionary approach that 

combines human coding and automated text analysis offers the best option 

to measure populism. As with any automated text analysis approach, 

validation is key. I outline how the hand coding of texts is used to help 

generate the dictionary of populist words and phrases and to validate the 

results from the automated text analysis. Lastly, I discuss my two methods 

of measurement validation: human coding and comparing my automated 

dictionary results to two separate expert surveys fielded recently, POPPA 

(Meijers and Zaslove 2021) and the Global Party Survey (Norris 2019).    
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Populism: Definition and Conceptualization 
 
The proposed framework for studying populism shifts the focus from actors 

(agency) or structures to the ideas espoused by parties and politicians in 

appeals to voters. I claim that populism comprises a separate dimension of 

party competition where so-called ‘first order’ principles — mainly about 

legitimacy and decision-making — are contested. Here, I extend the 

discussion to establish clear definitional and conceptual boundaries.  

 In Chapter One, I discussed populism against three competing 

theories. These actor-centered and structural theories of populism also offer 

varying definitions of populism. As explained, the structural definition is 

based on the understanding that populism is best understood as a regime 

type where strong leaders build heterogeneous class alliances that favor 

excluded sectors (Oxhorn 1998). Strong leaders do this primarily through 

state run economic models that co-opt otherwise excluded populations 

through a combination of economic incentives and charismatic leadership. 

The structural definition’s main weakness is its exclusive use to describe 

Latin American countries in the 1940s and 1950s.3 

 
3 For example, Juan Perón of Argentina and Getúlio Vargas of Brazil (see Cardoso and 

Faletto 1979).   
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 Second, based on the socio-economic definition,  populism amounts to 

a set of economic policies favored by certain political leaders that 

emphasizes growth and income distribution while deemphasizing the risks 

of inflation and deficit finance (Acemoglu, et al. 2013). Usually, leaders 

make sure they maintain popular appeal for their policies in the short term 

but, in turn, damage long term economic prospects. This definition suffered 

from an overemphasis on left-wing populist variants while ignoring right-

wing populist variants.  

 Third, a political-strategic definition of populism describes a manner 

of gaining power through direct, unmediated, and uninstitutionalized 

support from large number of unorganized followers (Weyland 2001). In 

this manner, populist leaders are able to appeal directly to the popular 

legitimacy in an effort to circumvent the institutions of the state. While this 

definition accounts for both right and left variations of populism, its focus 

solely on leadership fails to address how parties, organizations, or publics 

may mobilize around populist ideas. In addition, it does not consider why 

some politicians or substantial portions of some societies consistently 

believe in populist ideas or frames.  

 Much like the exclusive focus on either actor-centered theories or 

structural theories, these three definitions are limited in how well they 
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apply across countries/time and how accurately they describe a distinct 

phenomenon. Building on all three and incorporating its emphasis on ideas, 

I use Mudde’s (2016) definition of populism: 

 
A thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately 
separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the pure 
people and the corrupt elite and which argues that politics should be an 
expression of the general will of the people. 

 

  
The three core components of populism mentioned earlier derive from this 

definition: 1) politics is a moral, or Manichean, struggle between good and 

evil; 2) the people are homogeneous and virtuous; and 3) an evil elite exists 

opposite the virtuous people.  

 Prior definitions of populism disagree on whether populism is a full, 

comprehensive ideology or merely a type of discourse. Under the ideational 

approach adopted in this project, populism is defined instead as a ‘thin-

centered’ ideology. This notion is borrowed from Freeden (1996) who 

claims that thin-centered ideologies do not offer adherents solutions to all 

problems confronting a society. Instead, thin-centered ideologies attach to 

full ideologies—such as liberalism, socialism, and conservatism. Neither 

does populism offer clear definitions of ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’, arguably 

the most important distinction in understanding how populism manifests in 
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a given context. These fuzzy boundaries are clarified by the host ideology. 

For instance, left wing populism is typically attached to a socialist/social-

democratic host ideology and defines the people and the elite largely in 

socio-economic terms. Alternatively, right wing populism attaches to a 

nativist host ideology to delineate the ethnic boundaries of ‘the people’ (us 

vs. them) and typically casts politicians and policies geared toward supra-

national bodies, such as the EU, as the ‘elite’.  

 While most scholars agree on this definition of populism, there is still 

some disagreement. Some assert that populism is not an ideology at all but 

simply a ‘style’ or type of ‘discourse’ employed routinely or strategically by 

politicians of all political or ideological persuasions (Moffit 2017; Aalberg et 

al. 2017). The importance of the elite-mass relationship across most 

scholarship on populism is one reason some argue against conceiving of 

populism as an ideology. For instance, Freeden (2017) contends that while 

populist sentiment is said to cohere as an attitude apart from other political 

attitudes it is not ‘consciously held.’ Similarly, Bornschier (2017) notes that 

populist attitudes among publics do not always translate into action and 

thus must be activated, operating more like a latent trait. The role of elites 

in this regard is crucial to the activation of populist attitudes as elites 

typically provide the context and the framing for large-scale swings in 
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populist sentiment and, in turn, bolster support for populist politicians and 

parties (Hawkins et al. 2018). One such context is the idea that an elite 

conspiracy exists against the people whereby the ordinary way of doing 

politics is rendered ineffective or out of touch with ordinary citizens’ 

desires. Presenting politics as usual as corrupt or not representative of 

popular demands are the two most popular modes of providing context for 

populist attitudinal change. If representational failure makes populism seem 

like a sensible interpretation then framing political problems as more than 

mere policy failures that require minor reform provides the catalyst for 

large scale activation of populist attitudes. Significantly then, elites do not 

necessarily create populist attitudes but rather activate already latent 

tendencies present in people’s attitudes. 

 In response to this debate, most scholars conclude, that populism—

conceptualized as a ‘thin-centered’ ideology or as a discourse—only 

marginally influences the scope or strategies of researchers investigating its 

causes, effects, and characteristics (Aslanidis 2015). Both definitions treat 

populism according to the same core set of three ideas mentioned above 

that have important political implications and are studied using similar 

methods of data collection and analysis (Hawkins et al. 2018). Arguably, the 

distinction between ideology and style is important only for epistemological 
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reasons. Treating populism as an ideology, even a thin-centered one, allows 

for more robust scientific analysis and hypothesis testing. For instance, 

political leaders do not just strategically use populist appeals to gain power 

but actually make policies that correspond to a populist worldview once in 

office. In this manner, populism takes on a more consequential role and 

populist ideas a more positivist, ideological dimension.   

 Finally, Sartori (1970) offers a method for evaluating this definition 

and conceptualization of populism. A well-defined and developed concept 

must have opposites. In this case, elitism and pluralism are populism’s 

clearest opposites. Elitism thinks of the people as a dangerous and irrational 

mob and the elite as a superior minority. Pluralism, in contrast, views 

society as a composite of different individuals and groups and that popular 

sovereignty (i.e., the will of the people) is an open-ended process and thus 

refuses the idea of a ‘true’ will of the people. Scholars have considered 

whether a minimal definition of populism exists, defined as a set of core 

ideas that are employed across time and contexts to measure some 

phenomenon. Rooduijn (2014) arrives at four essential characteristics of 

populism: people centrism, elite criticism, people as homogeneous, and 

crisis framing (i.e., Manichean). All four components of this ‘minimal 

definition’ correspond to the ideational definition and conceptualization.    
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Research Design: Case Selection 
 
Avoiding selection bias is the most common concern in designing small-n 

case studies. King, at al. (1994) maintain that a key source of selection bias 

in small-n studies is selecting on values of the dependent variable. The 

authors caution that doing so can lead to researchers missing variation in 

the dependent variable and neglecting to consider or explain cases where 

the dependent variable takes on values outside of the observed range. They 

argue that “any selection rule correlated with the dependent variable 

attenuates causal effects on average (130).”  

 In one sense, King et al. present a conundrum: the dependent variable 

must adequately vary but case selection must not proceed on this basis. 

Geddes (1990) offers an application of this advice tailored to researchers in 

comparative politics: she demonstrates that selecting cases with extreme 

values on the dependent variable leads to biased estimates of causal effects. 

This implies that some knowledge of the dependent variable is necessary in 

order to ensure the full scope of variance on the dependent variable and 

avoid “complexification” rather than simplification — where new 

explanations are introduced to explain only extreme cases.  

 Others have encouraged more flexibility in case selection, noting that 

King et al.’s approach relies too heavily on a particular understanding of 
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selection bias drawn from large-N statistical research. For instance, George 

and Bennett (2005) claim that some case study research designs benefit 

from considering cases selected on the values of the dependent variable. 

They note that selecting on the dependent variable may be well-suited to 

determine necessary or sufficient causes of some outcome. The authors 

mention that while selection bias ought to be guarded against, selecting 

cases with some prior knowledge of the dependent variable also strengthens 

small-n research design by allowing researchers to explore theory 

confirming cases, theory infirming cases, or theory testing cases.  

So, how should one proceed with case selection? King et al.’s primary 

concern, that of selecting exclusively on values of the dependent variable, is 

well founded. The most straight forward way to guard against this misstep 

is to select cases without full knowledge of the values of the dependent 

variable. I adopt that strategy here. My six cases were selected prior to 

measuring the dependent variable — the level or extent of populism of 

parties or party systems. To guard against selecting a set of extreme cases 

however, I do consider what prior research reveals about my dependent 

variable and, in this manner, attempt to ensure adequate variation. One way 

to ensure this is by specifying a ‘generalizable set’ of cases or, limiting the 

universe of cases to which one’s causal inferences apply. Here, I follow 
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Collier and Mahoney (1996) in acknowledging the problem of selection bias 

but guarding against it without sacrificing scientific rigor. I discuss more 

precisely my generalizable set of cases a bit later.  

 After navigating the methods minefield of case selection bias, how 

should one select cases? In place of selecting exclusively on the dependent 

variable, George and Bennett (2005) offer alternative criteria for selecting 

cases. They argue that selecting on explanatory or control variables is a 

viable selection strategy in case study research. Such a method causes “no 

inference problems since the selection criteria does not predetermine the 

outcome of the study” (137). Control variables that are conceptualized as 

antecedent or conditional variables to a proposed relationship are therefore 

appropriate variables on which to select cases. I adopt this strategy and use 

possible antecedent or control variables as a viable selection criteria for 

cases. These variables are largely derived from the literature and comprise 

a set of factors that are theorized to explain variation in why some parties 

adopt populist rhetoric and other do not. 

 Broadly speaking, my generalizable set of cases are advanced, 

Western democracies. The cases I select for analysis are: Austria, France, 

Germany, Sweden, the UK, and the US. The goal of my research here is to 

infer from these six cases to this larger, although also limited, set of cases. 
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To determine my sample of six cases, I started with a set of countries 

sharing this broad cultural orientation, institutional legacy, and experience 

with democracy. I am interested in only those party systems with well-

established mainstream parties. This limits selection primarily to Western 

Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand and perhaps Japan. These 

party systems have remained relatively stable in the postwar era and most 

systems have featured two mainstream parties, a center-left and center-

right party, tracing back to the dominant social cleavages noted by Lipset 

and Rokkan (1994).4  

 
Research Design: Structural Variables 
 
The dependent variable in this study is the level of populism in campaign 

speeches and party manifestos. Selecting my cases also requires 

conceptualizing the factors that I suspect may, more generally, influence 

party behavior. Party behavior, in this case, is conceived of as the structure 

parties operate in and their set of limitations and incentives generated by 

 
4 Two notable exceptions to this group are the more fragmented multi-party systems of The 

Netherlands and Belgium. Relatively small parties and coalition governments are the norms 
in these two contexts. Furthermore, there is recent evidence to suggest a re-alignment of 

parties, especially center-right parties in Western Europe (Roberts 2017; Eatwell and 
Goodwin 2018). Since this process is ongoing and in flux, I do not factor this supposed re-

alignment in a few countries into my case selection strategy here.     
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competition with other parties in the system. Put simply, party behavior 

refers to the rules of the game and the characteristics of actors in the game.  

 First, we must discuss the rules. The scholarship on parties and party 

competition suggests that two interrelated structural factors may influence 

party behavior more generally: electoral system and party competition 

(Meguid 2005; van Spanje 2010; Spoon 2011; Schumacher and Kersbergen 

2014). First, parties may face varying incentives and constraints brought 

about by varying electoral rules (Aldrich 2011; Kriesi 2012). For instance, 

single member district rules generally producing two-party dominant 

systems or proportional representation systems being associated with 

multi-party systems (Duverger 1990). Electoral rules, such as varying 

thresholds for entry into parliament, also condition the extent to which 

small parties gain notoriety and, in turn, influence the messaging and 

positioning of mainstream parties (Spoon 2011). Noting the impact of 

electoral rules, I selected my six cases in an effort to maximize variation 

and thus control for their effects on variation in populism, my outcome of 

interest. Table 2.1 lists my six cases and presents variation across three 

structural features, or rules: party system, electoral system, and electoral 

threshold. 
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 Second, we must discuss characteristics of actors. Research on parties 

also suggests that party behavior is importantly conditioned by other 

parties in a given party system, the durability of those competing parties, 

and the relative success of those parties (Strom 1990; Hooghe and Marks 

2004). For instance, mainstream parties may face levels of competition 

from their ideological flank; center-left parties from left wing parties and 

Electoral system Party system

Electoral 

Threshold

Austria
Two round, 

Party list PR
Multi party 4%

Francea
Two round, 

majoritarian
Multi party 12.5%

Germany
Dependent 

Mixed
Multi party 5%

Sweden Open list PR Multi party 4%

United 

Kingdom
SMD, plurality Multi party No threshold

United States SMD, plurality Two party No threshold

Table 2.1: Case Selection: Party System and Electoral Rules

aIn France, there are two total vote thresholds, one for first round winners of absolute majorities 

(25%) and a second for parties to proceed to the runoff round (12.5%). I list the smaller here due 

to most constituency elections proceeding to a runoff round. 
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center-right parties from right wing, or radical right parties (Meyer and 

Miller 2013; Wagner and Meyer 2017). To account for this well-established 

trend in the literature, I choose cases where the success of populist parties, 

radical left, and radical right, has been heterogeneous and where the 

presence of populist parties has been both durable over time and varied 

over time.  

 To cite two extremes, the French party system features one of the 

most durable populist parties in Europe in the National Front (now National 

Rally, NR). Historically, the NR has drawn support from a consistent portion 

of the electorate for several election cycles going back to the late 1990s. 

Austria is similar to the French case, as the FPO joined the center-right 

ruling coalition during Kurz’s first government from 2017 to 2019. Under a 

party competition model and based only on FPO’s high level of success, 

Austria represents a case where mainstream parties seem the most likely to 

make more populist claims and politicians to use more populist rhetoric.  

 Conversely, the success of the United Kingdom’s UKIP party has 

varied quite drastically, peaking during the Brexit vote of 2016 but now 

having no MPs in parliament and very little popular support. Additionally, 

the AfD in Germany and the Sweden Democrats are two populist parties that 

have gained a steady and significant vote share in the span of just two 
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elections cycles and, contrary to the ups and downs of UKIP or the Brexit 

Party in the UK, they appear  relevant.  

 Given the heterogeneous success of populist parties in my cases, 

other parties may face a variety of incentives.  Thus, both the electoral rules 

and the characteristics of party competition serve as structural variables 

built into the research design of this study. Selecting cases that seek to 

maximize variation in these two broad areas strengthens the ability to make 

causal inferences from a small set of cases. Table 2.2 lists my six cases along 

with three measurements that capture the success of populist parties in that 

country. As mentioned, Austria contains the most populist success from an 

electoral perspective while the two-party dominant system in the US 

effectively limits populist mobilization on a party basis.  
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 These five core European cases of Austria, France, Germany, Sweden, 

and the UK are supplemented by the United States as a ‘shadow case’. The 

designation of a shadow case admits significant differences in the US 

context that limits comparisons. But its inclusion recognizes the value of 

analyzing it on its own merits and as a way to test the external validity of 

these five European cases. Moreover, the US case also offers insight into 

populism’s effect on mainstream parties and party systems for two reasons. 

One, the US diverges from the five other cases in type of electoral system, 

maintaining a SMD plurality arrangement that translates to a two-party 

Populist success

Populists in 

Power Gain/Loss

Austria High (26%)
1999-2002, 

2017-2019
(-9.8)

France Moderate (13%) No (-0.4)

Germany
AfD-Moderate, (12.6%); Linke-

Moderate (9.2%)
No

AfD (+7.9); 

Linke (+0.6%)

Sweden Moderate, growing (17.5%) No (+4.67)

UK Low (2.0%) No
UKIP to Brexit 

(+0.2%)

US
Non-party based mobilization 

(Tea Party, Occupy)
NA NA

Table 2.2: Case Selection: Populist Party Success
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dominant system. In this manner, it is most similar to the UK with the 

significant exception that the UK’s parliamentary system – rather than 

presidential – makes for a much more intuitive comparison with the other 

European cases. Relatedly, there is no populist party competing for seats in 

the US. Largely because of the more restrictive electoral system and the 

dominance of the two main parties, populist mobilization is decidedly non-

party based. Two broad examples include the Occupy Wall Street movement 

and the Tea Party movement. Thus, analyzing the US as a shadow case 

provides for a more broad-based inquiry into non-party based populist 

mobilization and its effect on mainstream parties.   

 Lastly, selecting these six cases also addresses several weaknesses in 

the literature. One, research on populism suffers from very few mid-level 

theory building or mixed-methods research designs. A small number of 

studies attempt large-N designs but are too general and often gloss over 

case specific details in order to provide descriptive accounts of populism. In 

contrast, single case studies and comparing 2-3 cases abound in the 

literature. These typically offer a more in-depth analysis but remain limited 

in their generalizability. Missing from the literature is mid-level theory 

building; comparative studies that are able to generalize to a limited but 

still relevant population (i.e., regional). Furthermore, most research selects 
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cases on the basis of whether a country contains a populist party or not. 

This limits the scope of possible cases considerably and, more importantly, 

assumes that mainstream parties will only adopt populist rhetoric if they 

are competing against a populist party. 

 
Data Collection and Sampling 
 

Studying populism in political parties typically relies on one of three 

approaches: expert surveys, analyses of party rhetoric, or analyses of party 

issue positions. This project adopts the second approach. To be sure, where 

one ‘looks’ for populism in a party’s statements, publications, or statements 

matters (Manucci and Weber 2017, Rooduijn and Pauwels 2011). Different 

domains of party activity yield substantively different types of text data 

and, consequently, different levels of populism. 

 Speeches offer an informal, unstructured window into a party’s 

rhetorical claims and voter appeals. And, although less geared toward 

campaign appeals, manifestos offer a window into a party’s rhetoric on an 

organizational basis, especially in how parties generate and articulate 

policies and positions. Since party manifestos are typically gleaned for issue 

positions and ideological scaling (i.e., Manifesto Project), two features that 

do not generally map well onto populism, they are second to speeches in 
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terms of the type of text data they generate. In short, focusing on what 

parties say offers the best approximation of my concept of interest: namely, 

to capture “campaign rhetoric” from parties. Thus, I selected text data from 

parties in the form of party campaign speeches and party manifestos.5  

 For political speeches, I selected at least two campaign speeches 

during each general election in each country over the last 4-5 elections. 

These speeches comprised a sample of a party’s campaign rhetoric, that is, 

their appeals to voters during national elections. Notably, this deviates 

intentionally from most research using political speeches to measure 

populism. Often, political speeches are gathered in a way that maximizes 

variation in the context or type of speech being delivered.6 Often, these 

speeches are gathered from political leaders currently in power rather than 

competing for power. More importantly, this strategy presumes that 

populism is a trait of politicians rather than a characteristic or strategy of 

political parties. I assert the latter and argue for the merits of 

 
5 For my six cases, I gathered all party manifestos from parties who achieved at least 5% of 
the vote during elections over the last 20 years. This corresponded to 4-5 election cycles 

depending on the case. Manifestos were primarily gathered from the Manifesto Project 
database (Volkens et al. 2021) and transformed to retain only the relevant text data. A few 

parties not available in the Manifesto Project database were gathered from individual party 
websites. 
6 For example, selecting speeches that are not connected to an election or a campaign is 
relatively common, such as a ribbon-cutting speech, an international speech, or a “famous” 

speech (Hawkins 2009). 
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conceptualizing populism as primarily a characteristic or strategy of parties 

rather than politicians, especially in liberal democracies.   

 I gathered speeches from all contesting parties in national elections 

who reached their countries electoral threshold for seats in parliament. 

Research suggests that, given certain parameters, two or more samples of 

text (speeches) is sufficient to draw inferences from a sample to a 

population (Sudweeks et al. 2004). However, my data collection of speeches 

was open ended to allow for as many speeches that fit my selection criteria 

as available.7  

 The last step in data collection was to transcribe and translate both 

speeches and manifestos in order to get all data in text format and in 

English for analysis.8 Once all my data (both campaign speeches and 

manifestos) were in the form of text files, I translated the German, 

 
7 The rationale for gathering as many speeches as possible is to analyze variation of 
populism within campaigns, across time and contexts, rather than assigning only one score 

to each party for every election (Chapter 5). Most research using speech or manifesto text, 
by contrast, relies on a static score assigned to parties during campaigns (Hawkins and 

Silva, 2016). But I want to analyze when and why parties deploy populism within 
campaigns. 
8 Data collection yielded either downloaded text files (~65%) or video links (~35%). Most 
downloaded text files were in the form party speech transcripts, along with a small number 

of interview transcripts. And most video links were campaign speeches (often in more 
informal contexts than the transcripts) with a few video sources of TV interviews and at 

least one party debate in Austria. To transform the video content to text content, I hired 
native language transcribers to transcribe relevant content into text data.  
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Austrian, Swedish, and French content into English.9 The results of the data 

collection process is summarized in Table 2.3.  

 
  

 
 
 
 
 Notable in Table 2.4 is the variation in number (availability) of 

speeches across my six cases. During data collection, gathering campaign 

speeches was the ideal form of campaign rhetoric and I achieved my 

minimum threshold of speeches in all cases except for Austria. For every 

 
9 The sheer amount of text I had to translate (about 2 million words) warranted a more 
streamlined or automated approach. Fortunately, recent research suggests that the 

automatic translation of text for the purpose of automated text analysis (or ‘bag of words’ 
approaches) yields substantively the same results as human translation (Windsor et al. 

2019; de Vries et al. 2018). With this in mind, I used the subscription based translation 
program called DeepL, considered to be the best translation software on the market due to 

its reliance on neural networks and artificial intelligence technology. 

Election 

Cycles

Election 

Range Manifestos

Word 

count Speeches a

Word 

count

Austria 5 2006-2019 27 449,845 36 86,539

France 4 2002-2017 23 405,551 102 525,143

Germany 5 2002-2017 26 919,176 50 189,089

Sweden 5 2002-2018 38 277,474 67 261,752

UK 5 2005-2019 30 572,298 69 222,658

USA 5 2004-2020 10 315,169 149 620,449

Totals 29 154 2,939,513 473 1,905,630

Table 2.3: Scope of Data Collection

aMissing speeches: NEOS 2013, Greens 2017 (Austria); Greens 2007 (France)
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Austrian election except the most recent (2019), campaign speeches were 

simply not available for every party. In those cases, a sample of party 

rhetoric was taken from transcripts of debates or long form TV interviews. 

Although these do not map as neatly onto the concept of interest, they were 

treated no differently than campaign speeches as the audience in these 

contexts can reasonably be assumed to be voters.  

 
Measurement 
 

The next step is deciding on how to measure populism. Because ideas are 

routinely expressed in the form of natural texts (i.e., text derived from 

words spoken in a natural setting such as speech, interview, or press 

conference), studying populism amounts to determining what a corpus of 

‘populist’ words or phrases looks like or what ideas count as evidence of 

populism. Thus, some form of content analysis is the most common 

technique of gathering data, coding for the presence of populist ideas, and 

testing the causes and consequences of these ideas (Hawkins, et al. 2018; 

Poblete 2015). Table 2.4 organizes the four most common methods of 

content analysis derived from the literature and their different attributes.  
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 The first two types make either partial or exclusive use of computer 

aided text analysis (automated). Supervised and unsupervised models 

typically involve a training set of hand coded texts that are ‘read’ by a 

computer algorithm to detect features of texts that map onto the hand coded 

parameters. Once the hand coded parameters are ‘learned’ with a 

reasonable degree of accuracy (which varies greatly depending on how 

latent the parameters are), researchers are then able to analyze large 

quantities of similar texts very quickly.  

The second automated approach entails researchers determining a 

priori either characteristics about the text (word counts) or about strings of 

text (semantic text analysis) to develop a word bank associated with 

Collection strategy Unit of Analysis Data source

Automated (supervised 

or unsupervised)

Words and N-

grams
Any text source

Automated (dictionary)
Words and N-

grams

Speeches, manifestos, 

newspapers

Human coding Quasi-sentence Manifestos

Human coding Paragraph Speeches and manifestos

Holistic 

Grading
Human coding Whole documents Speeches and manifestos

Table 2.4: Analyzing Political Texts

Quantitative 

Text Analaysis



 

54 
 

populist claims (Aslanidis 2015). Others have created word banks of 

populist terms from case-specific literature to identify those words or 

phrases in large numbers of texts (Jagers and Walgrave 2007) or used 

computer algorithms to detect populist language through an iterative 

process (Bossetta 2017; Gidron and Bonikowski 2016). Regardless of the 

specific approach, scholars agree that any level of automated text analysis is 

best when it is supplemented by some form of human coding or post-hoc 

tests for validity. And all advise against making inferences based exclusively 

on computer aided text analysis (Pauwels 2011; Grimmer and Stewart 

2013). 

 The third approach to quantitative text analysis uses the Comparative 

Manifesto Project process of breaking texts into quasi-sentences that are 

coded as containing populist themes are not (Volkens et al. 2013). The 

identification of populist ideas is usually guided by indicators tracing back 

to the three core ideas of the ideational approach. And the level of populism 

is conceptualized as a proportion of each text’s number of quasi-sentences 

or distinct positional statements (Manucci and Weber 2017). The human 

coding of texts is a time consuming and labor-intensive process. But the 

substantially higher number of data points generated using the quasi-

sentence as the unit of analysis does make more sophisticated data analysis 
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possible. Franzmann (2016) cautions that this technique only yielded valid 

results when measuring the anti-elitism dimension of populism in 

manifestos (and not the Manichean or people-centrism). 

 A fourth approach is very similar to the third and only differs by 

focusing on a slightly larger unit of analysis – rather than separating texts 

into quasi-sentences it assigns codes to paragraphs based on whether they 

contain populist claims or characterizations (Rooduijn 2014). This approach 

relies on research in writing that argues that paragraphs represent the best 

way to determine discontinuities in text data (Koen et al. 1969; Ji 2008). 

Although relatively rare in the literature, this approach seems to offer a 

balance between coding the whole text and grading quasi-sentences. This is 

also a method used across a wide range of data sources, speeches, 

manifestos, press releases, and others. One notable critique is that breaking 

speeches into paragraphs may amount to a more arbitrary process versus 

the formal mode of writing found in party manifestos and press releases. 

 A fourth and final technique is the most common in the ideational 

literature. A form of qualitative text analysis called ‘holistic coding’ 

considers the text as a whole on a three-point scale where coders are asked 

to identify where the speech lands on an interval scale of 0 to 2 in half (0.5) 

increments where 0==not populist, 1==some populism, and 2==full 
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populism (Hawkins 2009). Although this scale appears to be an ordinal 

ranking it is actually conceptualized as interval in most of the literature, 

ostensibly to detect variation within categories and generate average scores 

based on several coders (Hawkins and Kaltwasser 2017). Scholars adopting 

this technique use a similar training instrument, a battery of political 

speeches and a detailed scoring rubric, to demonstrate how to differentiate 

populist themes and assign an overall grade to the text.10 Coders are also 

asked to summarize the text in a few sentences at the end of the grading 

process, a chance to justify a numeric score assigned to the text. Two crucial 

steps in the holistic approach are the training of coders and ensuring inter-

rater reliability throughout the coding process. This technique has been 

used for analysis of political speeches and manifestos, although speeches 

are the most common source of text (Hawkins and Silva 2016). This process 

typically yields fewer data points but usually defends this by noting 

research from educational testing that 2-3 examples of text are sufficient 

for identifying populist themes (Sudweeks et al. 2004). Some have also 

claimed that assessing whole documents or speeches is the best way to 

account for how populist themes may be concentrated in certain areas of a 

 
10 Appendix A includes the training guide I produced and used to train my coders.  
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speech or text and not others, something not reflected in measurements that 

rely on proportional measures of populist ideas (Hawkins and Silva 2016).   

 Common to all these measurement strategies is an understanding that 

populism is best conceptualized along a continuous dimension. Thus, 

measurement techniques are geared to measure populism as a matter of 

degree or magnitude rather than as an either/or phenomenon (Pauwels 

2011). Some have argued that one cannot hold populist and non-populist 

ideas and therefore advocate for a categorical technique of measuring and 

classifying populism (Müller 2017). However, most scholars agree that 

populism is best conceived of as a continuous variable that ranks the extent 

of populism on an interval scale (Hawkins et al. 2018). This also recognizes 

that populism, as discussed prior, may be employed in some contexts but 

not in others among politicians or may be switched on or off among publics 

depending on context or framing of certain political realities.  

 In sum, holistic grading and using an automated dictionary seem to 

be the most common approaches. Holistic grading offers the highest level of 

validity due to trained coders reading through speeches and assigning a 

score based on the entire document. But this method is extremely time 

consuming and costly on a large scale and requires frequent reliability 

checks of the raters. Automated approaches such as supervised and 
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unsupervised models offer high levels of reliability (the same algorithms 

applied universally) but require some level of validation in order to draw 

meaningful conclusions. Recent attempts to use these models have largely 

been unsuccessful. As Bonikowski (2019) argues, these supervised learning 

models set up with the intention of measuring populism end up detecting 

more conventional ideological dimensions such as right-wing or nativist 

rhetoric or a nationalist vs. globalist dimension. This is understandable 

given that many allegedly populist parties also fit into the category far right 

or nativist, resulting in an over-representation that tips the model off to this 

dimension of conflict. Thus, while ideological scaling via supervised models 

(i.e., wordfish) show promising results, measuring populism in this manner 

is yet to be successful.    

 Another popular method, the dictionary approach, combines the high 

level of reliability offered by the computer processing of large amounts of 

text data and the ability to detect the often nuanced and contextual presence 

of populism in texts through holistic grading. A dictionary approach counts 

words or phrases that have been determined in advance to be populist in 

nature or that correspond to the known presence of populism in a political 

text. Several scholars have developed dictionaries of populist keywords or 

phrases or that correspond to the presence of populist rhetoric (Rooduijn 
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and Pauwels 2011, Rooduijn 2013, Bonikowski and Gidron 2016). This 

approach seems to achieve a balance between the high cost (time and 

money) of relying only on hand coding and the streamlined approach of 

using only automated analysis with very little external validity. Moreover, 

the dictionary approach allows one to cater dictionaries to specific contexts 

(countries or elections) and allows researchers to measure populism on a 

continuous scale by the proportion of populist words or phrases in a given 

document. Another balance is achieved in validating, usually through hand 

coding or expert surveys, that what your dictionary is measuring is indeed 

what you intend to measure. For these reasons I adopt a dictionary 

approach to text analysis and use holistic grading for measurement 

validation.  

 

Operationalization and Coding: The Dictionary Approach 
 
A key step in the dictionary approach is constructing the dictionary of 

keywords or phrases that form the basis for measuring the extent of 

populism in a given corpus. Several scholars have developed and validated 

dictionaries to study populism in speeches, manifestos, and party press 

releases (Rooduijn 2013; Bonikowski and Gidron 2016). I started with the 

dictionary developed and validated by Rooduijn and Pauwels (2011) in their 
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comparative study of The Netherlands, Italy, The United Kingdom, and 

Germany.11  

 Short, et al. (2010) and Donohue et al. (2014) maintain that the 

construction of a dictionary for automated text analysis should include both 

inductive and deductive components. The deductive process suggests 

developing a concept of interest from prior research, ensuring that the 

concept is grounded in theory, and then developing a list of keywords or 

phrases that correspond to the concept. I had the advantage of starting from 

the dictionary list developed by Rooduijn and Pauwels (2011), which had 

undergone development and validation. Nonetheless, I ensured that each 

term or phrase in the dictionary connected to some dimension of populism. 

Here, I used the three sub-dimensions of populism discussed prior: (1) 

“Manichean”, (2)“people-centrism”, and (3)“anti-elitism”. These three 

dimensions are well established and have been scrutinized through 

significant refinement and tests of construct validity using exploratory 

factor analysis. For instance, Meijers and Zaslove (2021) reveal that these 

 
11 This dictionary contained both core terms or phrases applied across cases and several 

contextual terms for each case. The authors concluded that their dictionary performed 
moderately well but that human coding offered a better way to detect populism in political 

texts. Knowing the high costs of human coding, the authors suggest combining the 
dictionary approach with human coding as a way to leverage the benefits of each method. 

This is the strategy I employed here. 



 

61 
 

sub-dimensions of populism all load on a single factor (populism) and that 

each measures a separate dimension of populism. Then, I added similar 

words and phrases to this list with the requirement that each new term 

needed to connect in some way to populism. The end result was a list of 

core words that meaningfully connected to the idea of populism.  

 The inductive portion of dictionary construction refined the deductive 

list first according to which terms or phrases actually appeared in the 

speeches. Terms or keywords that had theoretical justification for inclusion 

but that were not used by parties or politicians were discarded. The 

inductive process then centered on generating keywords and phrases from 

the hand coding process.12 I used this list to generate potential key words or 

phrases that could be considered populist themselves (such as ‘direct 

democracy’ ‘political class’ or ‘globalist’) or key words or phrases that 

merely corresponded to the presence of populist rhetoric (such as ‘tricolor’ 

‘real politics’ ‘technocrats’). In most cases, these keywords or phrases were 

contextual and added specificity to the analysis of each country’s corpus of 

campaign rhetoric. 

 
12 During the holistic coding process (discussed in the following section), words or phrases 
that were generally considered populist by the coders where highlighted and later 

extracted from the speeches into a separate corpus for analysis. 
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 Significantly, the terms generated inductively through the hand 

coding process also had to fit within one of the dimensions of populism, 

either directly or by virtue or how the term is used. The number of context 

words varied among cases, with the Austria dictionary having the most, at 

13 terms or phrases, and Germany having the least, at only 2. A general 

trend here is that larger numbers of context words were present when the 

core terms did not seem to detect populism adequately. And very few 

context terms were needed when the core terms proved a good instrument 

in detecting the presence of populism. (See Appendix B for full dictionary.) 

Table ## lists the final dictionary of core terms and how each core terms 

maps onto one of the three dimensions of populism.  

 

 

Three sub-dimensions of 

populism
Manichean People-centrism Anti-elitism

deceit* consensus* elit*

deceiv* undemocratic* corrupt*

shame* referend* propagand*

scandal* betray* politici*

dishonest* truth*
establishm*

ruling

bFor a full list of the dictionary's core terms and context terms, see Appendix A

Table 2.5: Mapping Dictionary Terms to Three Dimensions of Populism

Core dictionary terms 

(stemmed)a

aStemmed terms are shortened to a 'stem' so several variations on that word are selected. For 

instance, the term 'elit' will flag the terms elite, elitism, elitist, elitism .
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 Several examples illustrate how keywords and phrases in campaign 

rhetoric connect to the three populist themes. First, the Manichean 

dimension captures the extent to which politics is portrayed using both 

dualistic and moralistic language. The discussion of issues, for instance, 

uses binary categories such as right and wrong, good and evil, no nuance or 

shades of gray. Put simply, politics is understood as a struggle between good 

and evil. A few examples include:  

“The authorities have not stopped this drift, but they have cooperated 

with the subversive enterprise by giving it the support of the Law. 
This is the forgery! From servants of the Common Good, our 
“authorities” have become the mercenaries of Evil!” 

 
--Marine Le Pen, National Front (France), May 2002 

 
 

“The property tax is an immoral proposal; filled with rot, rats and 
radon. It should be demolished and replaced.” 
 

--Göran Hägglund, Christian Democrats (Sweden), July 2006 
 
 

“The CSU is simply pleased about how cosmopolitan and tolerant our 
society has become. Only this has nothing to do with the reality of 
life. Ladies and Gentlemen! Muslim gangs, Muslim gangs are literally 
hunting homosexuals in the middle of Germany. This is a scandal!” 

 
--Alice Weidel, Alternative for Germany (AfD), September 2017 
 

The good versus evil dualistic language is evident in these three quotes, as 

is the moralizing dimension. Framing policies in moral terms and especially 
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invoking certain policies or decisions as “scandals”, “shameful”, or 

“deceitful” injects a binary, moral tone into politics. 

 The second dimension of populism is people-centrism. Candidates 

whose speech is people-centric may use majoritarian or democratic ideas 

such as “will of the people” or “majority rule” but often associate the 

majority or the “the people” as being homogenous and indivisible. 

Moreover, candidates may ascribe a kind of unchanging essentialism to the 

will of the people, rather than letting it be whatever 50 percent of the 

people want at any moment. Along with this essentialism comes a tendency 

to romanticize the common or ordinary citizen as embodiments of the 

national ideal. We see this in the Sarkozy quote below:  

“Because for me there is only one people who is the French people. 
There is only one France which is the common good of all French 
people. As there is only one history of France that belongs to all 

French people.” 
 
--Nikolas Sarkozy, Union for a Popular Movement (France), April 
2007 

 
Similarly, an aspect of people-centrism is closely linked to sidestepping 

institutions or procedural checks on popular sovereignty, often invoking 

direct democracy or referendums. This dimension of populism captures its 

majoritarian but illiberal characteristics, favoring a majority’s role in 



 

65 
 

governing without guaranteeing minority protections. Pearson exemplifies 

this here: 

“Ladies and gentlemen there is one other big idea whose time has 
come: direct democracy, something like the Swiss system of binding 
national and local referendums. Of course, our political class hates it 
but I see it as perhaps the only way now for power to be returned to 
the people. We need to get our sovereignty back from the EU.” 
 
--Malcolm Pearson, UKIP (UK), March 2010 

 

 The third dimension of populism is anti-elitism. While anti-elitism is 

relatively common in political discourse, the anti-elite nature of populism is 

unique in that who the elite are varies considerably by context. For 

populists on the left, an economic elite or oligarchy is often the target. 

Jeremy Corbyn, Labour leader in the UK from 2015-2020, often uses this 

type of language, as does center-left leader Christian Kern in Austria. For 

example: 

“They are yesterday’s rules, set by failed political and corporate elites 
we should be consigning to the past. It is these rules that have 
allowed a cozy cartel to rig the system in favor of a few powerful and 
wealthy individuals and corporations.” 
 
--Jeremy Corbyn, Labour Party (UK), April 2017 

 
“We have fought in the past against the excesses of capitalism and 
today we are fighting against the special rights and privileges of 
international corporations per se, who want to become the new rulers 
of the world.” 
 

--Christian Kern, Social Democratic Party (Austria), August 2017 
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Alternatively, anti-elitism on the right often targets an ethnic or cultural 

minority. This variation is commonly known as ‘nativist’ or ‘ethnic’ 

populism and connects to a wider literature on the radical right in Europe 

(Mudde 2017). Norbert Hofer of the Freedom Party (FPO) in Austria 

highlights this strategy well in his singling out of Islam: 

 

“My dear people, Islam is a recognized religious community. By the 

way, so are the Jehovah's Witnesses. But Islam is not part of our 
history. It is not part of our culture. And it will never be part of our 
history and our culture.” 

 
--Norbert Hofer, Freedom Party (Austria), September 2019 
 

 
In the European context, supra-national leadership such as the EU is a 

common source of anti-elite sentiment or corporate influence. The 2016 

referendum in the United Kingdom to leave the EU is perhaps the best 

example of populist mobilization against the EU, a common source of anti-

elitism among several other parties in Europe. As these quotes demonstrate, 

the elite are always positioned as against the homogenous will of the people 

and nearly always are comprised of a minority. The ability to identify an 

elite or an out-group that serves as the good, homogenous people’s opposite 

is a critical aspect of populism. Moreover, in anti-elitism one sees most 

clearly the populist strategy of dispositional attribution of blame. The elite 



 

67 
 

are always positioned as an illegitimate force in politics and their innate 

corruption is usually the generic reason. This framing of political conflict 

contrasts sharply with the pluralist notion of parties accepting the 

legitimacy of other parties even if they are in the “loyal opposition” outside 

of government.  

 

Hand Coding and Reliability 

 
As the prior section describes, the bulk of my data analysis is automated 

using a dictionary approach to quantitative text analysis. This process 

ultimately relies heavily on portion of the corpus being hand coded by 

trained readers. One purpose of hand coding speeches is to extract words or 

phrases deemed populist by the readers. These words or phrases are then 

used to generate a more sensitive and accurate dictionary. Additionally, 

hand coding speeches is a crucial step in validating the results of the 

dictionary approach. If the results of the dictionary correspond reasonably 

well with the hand coded results, one can conclude that the dictionary 

measures what it intends to measure.  

 The hand coding of speeches followed the most common strategy in 

the ideational literature, that of holistic grading. 13 The approach asks 

 
13 This approach to textual analysis is borrowed from the educational psychology literature 

(Sudweeks et al. 2004). It was adapted to study populism by Hawkins (2009) and, since 



 

68 
 

coders to assign a score to the whole text (thus ‘holistic’) after learning and 

applying the rubric and forming an overall impression of the text. This 

approach was chosen because it is widely believed to be the best suited for 

diffuse, latent attributes or constructs in text. Latent constructs are 

concepts that are not directly measurable but rather measured by 

identifying several corresponding indicators. Importantly, the holistic 

approach is meant as a quantitative measure to determine how much of an 

idea is present.  

 I recruited and trained14 two coders to hand code 121 political 

speeches (about 25% of the total corpus of speeches). The political speeches 

for hand coding were sampled first on the basis of establishing sufficient 

coverage across parties, elections, and cases. So, I selected one speech from 

each party and election in each country (when available).  

 The grading scale for holistic grading is typically measured at the 

ordinal level. Since I added increased specificity by including tenth score 

 
then, developed further by scholars of populism to measure populism in speeches 

(Melendez and Kaltwasser 2017; Hawkins and Kaltwasser 2017). 
14 Once trained, the coding proceeded by country, with a debrief conversation after each 

country to discuss any questions or discrepancies. Focusing on one country at a time was 
advised since populism takes on unique characteristics and idiosyncrasies in each electoral 

context. After each group of speeches was coded, I compared the scores between the two 
coders for every speech. If the discrepancy was greater than 0.5, I coded the speech and 

added my grade to the average score. My score was added to the average score on about 
20% of the speeches. (See Appendix A for the full training manual for coders including a 

detailed rubric.) 
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increments between 0.0 and 2.0, I transformed the 6-point scale into a 20-

point scale and changed the level of measurement to interval, especially 

since the final score was a composite of two and sometimes three scores. 

Given the interval level of measurement, my primary method for checking 

inter-rater agreement was a Pearson correlation coefficient between the 

two raters. For the six countries, inter-rater reliability varied between 0.85 

and 0.98 and averaged 0.90 overall for all 121 of the hand coded speeches. 

In addition to Pearson’s r, I also tested inter-rater reliability using 

Krippendorff’s alpha. At 0.8954, Krippendorff’s alpha confirmed a high level 

of agreement between the two coders and verified that both coders were 

agreeing on what comprised populism in the speeches.15  

 
Dictionary Validation 
 

The coding of speeches and party manifestos needs to be valid. That is, it 

measures what I intend for it to measure and corresponds to other scholars’ 

understanding of the concept. To address validity concerns, I focus on what 

Adcock and Collier (2001) call “divergent/discriminant” validity or the 

degree to which these measurements of populism correlate with other 

measures of populism in the literature. Moreover, since I rely primarily on 

 
15 See Appendix C for tables explaining measures of reliability in more detail. 
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an automated text analysis tool to measure populism, validation of these 

measurements against established metrics is the most important process in 

making meaningful inferences (Grimmer and Stewart 2013).  

 To test the validity of my automated dictionary, I developed a two-

tier process. The first tier was comparing the results of the dictionary 

against a hand coded sample of speeches for each country. As mentioned, 

the hand coding process was also used during dictionary construction and 

featured two coders who were trained on the holistic grading strategy. In 

addition to comparing the results of the dictionary to my own hand coded 

results, I also used two additional sources for hand coded campaign 

speeches and party manifestos.16 The second tier of validation compared the 

dictionary results from my corpus of speeches and party manifestos to two 

recent expert surveys, the Global Party Survey, or “GPS” (Norris 2019) and 

the Populism and Political Parties Expert Survey, or “POPPA” (Meijers and 

Zaslove 2021). Generally speaking, my measurement of populism correlated 

very well against hand coded speeches (my own and others) and the two 

expert surveys.17  

 
16 Hawkins (2018) collected and hand coded speeches from the United States’ primary and 
general election campaigns in 2016. And March (2017) collected and hand coded party 

manifestos from election years 2005, 2010, and 2015 in the United Kingdom. 
17 See Appendix D for a discussion of validation results and further details about how each 

survey measures populism and how each survey was used here.  
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Conclusion 
 
To summarize, I am interested first and foremost in why and when political 

parties in Western democracies employ populist rhetoric in seeking to 

attract voters, articulate policies, and otherwise compete in the electoral 

market. The next three chapters build on what the first two chapters 

established: that populism is best conceived as a set of ideas and is most 

usefully measured in how parties’ appeal to voters in speeches and frame 

issues in party manifestos. Chapter Three presents and discusses the overall 

results from my analysis of campaign speeches and party manifestos. I 

highlight several trends in how parties use populism that are then more 

thoroughly scrutinized in chapters Four and Five.   
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CHAPTER 3: OVERALL TRENDS IN POPULISM: CHANGE AND CONTINUITY 
ACROSS COUNTRIES, ELECTIONS, AND PARTY TYPES 

 
 

Introduction 
 

In Chapter One, I argued that the best way to define and study populism is 

to focus on its ideas, concepts, and frames—captured by the ideational 

approach. I claim that populism may be strategically adopted by any party 

or politician as a way to appeal to voters. A key distinction of this approach 

is distilling populism from what parties and politicians say rather than their 

ideological or issue positions. I posit that populism is best studied as a 

dynamic feature in the rhetorical domain of party competition. In Chapter 

Two, I outlined the methodology for operationalizing and measuring 

populism using campaign speeches and party manifestos.  

 In this chapter, I rely on the validated dictionary of populist words 

and phrases to better understand when and whether parties employ 

populism in their campaign speeches and party manifestos. I build a 

descriptive account of populism and discern any notable trends in my six 

cases. To do this, populism scores are tabulated by country and party; I also 
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include a party’s average level of populism and net change in populism 

across elections (increase/decrease). To tease out trends, results are broken 

down into three categories for discussion: observing differences by country, 

party type, and election cycles. And finally, to visualize cross-temporal 

trends within countries, I generate graphs depicting each party’s level of 

populism across elections.  

 The descriptive results reveal both expected and unexpected trends. 

As expected, populism varies predictably by party type, with populist 

parties consistently employing populism more often than other parties. 

Somewhat surprising is the variation in overall measures of populism across 

countries. Germany and Austria stand out here: Germany’s consistently low 

levels of populism contrasts sharply with Austria’s consistently high levels 

of populism. Not anticipated as well is the high level of variability – or 

volatility – of populism within countries and across time. While the German 

parties are an exception, parties use of populism fluctuates across elections 

in both campaign appeals and party manifestos, sometimes quite 

dramatically. In line with expectations, populism is more common in 

campaign speeches than party manifestos. Moreover, populist parties do 

appear to react to electoral success by toning down their populism in 

subsequent elections, or a so-called “cost of success” effect. And finally, the 
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data also reveal no obvious temporal trends in populism, overall and within 

countries and party types.  

 
Overall Trends: Country, Party Type, and Cross-Temporal Variation 
 
A discussion of the descriptive data benefits from clear expectations derived 

from chapter one and chapter two: whether and when parties employ 

populism and how best to operationalize and measure populism. A core 

implication of understanding populism as a set of ideas, concepts, and 

frames is that any party may employ populism in any election. Thus,  

• I expect to find populist words and phrases in most parties’ campaign 

speeches and party manifestos.  

• Deriving from the dynamic nature of populism, I also expect that 

parties may fluctuate in their use of populism from election to 

election. This expectation runs contrary to research on populism that 

asserts populism is an innate trait of some leaders, such that they 

cannot do politics without resorting to populism.  

• I also expect party type to be an important predictor of populism.  

• Owing as well to varied electoral systems and different experiences 

with populist parties or politicians, I also expect populism to vary 

somewhat between countries.  
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• Finally, a core contention of the methods discussion in Chapter Two is 

that populism will be more readily found in the campaign speeches of 

parties rather than the issue positions of party manifestos.   

  

 Tables 3.1 and 3.2 organize the measures of populism, from left to 

right, by country, party, and party type. Within countries, party lists are 

ranked according to party type, with mainstream parties listed first, 

followed by non-populist, non-mainstream (NPNM) parties, then populist 

parties.18 The party list is comprised of all parties relevant during any of the 

elections analyzed. To compare across elections from 2002 to 2020, each 

country’s elections are organized by number – first, second, third – rather 

than the exact year the election took place.19 Finally, each number 

corresponds to the percentage of populism in either the sample of campaign 

 
18 Party type is adapted from a basic, three category typology from Rooduijn, et al. (2019) 

that divides parties into: 1) mainstream, 2) non-populist and non-mainstream, or NPNM, 
and 3) populist. Importantly, this typology is not derived from my own measurements of 

populism. Instead, I rely on prior scholarship. What determines a mainstream party and a 
populist party is generally agreed on among scholars of political parties (De Vries and 

Hobolt, 2020; Bernhard and Kriesi 2019; Rooduijn et al. 2019) while the NPNM party type 
represents a residual category. Typically, NPNM parties are a combination of Euroskeptic, 

green, single-issue, or niche parties. Since this party type is defined mostly in terms of not 
being populist or mainstream, some ideological or issue heterogeneity here is acceptable. 

For a list of parties sorted into each category, see Appendix E. For a codebook of all 
variables used in the data analysis in chapters 3, 4, and 5, see Appendix F.  
19 Each country held five elections in the period 2002-2020 with the exception of France 
that only held four elections. For the purposes of data analysis later, I create a slightly 

different election variable that organizes all observations into four election cycles.  
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speeches (Table 3.1) or that party’s election manifesto (Table 3.2). The raw 

populism scores range from 0 to 1.04 for party campaign speeches and 0 to 

0.80 for party manifestos.20 

 The last two columns in each table (Average and Net change) offer a 

measure of each party’s average level of populism across elections and each 

party’s net change in populism between the first election and the last 

election. These two columns serve as a general point of comparison between 

parties and party types both within and across countries. The net change 

measurement provides an initial glimpse into whether parties’ use of 

populism has increased, decreased, or stayed the same over the last 4-5 

elections, while observing a party’s populism score in each election provides 

more detail of change over time (i.e., increasing, decreasing, or constant 

overall or fluctuating between elections). The structure of the data is 

evident in the tables. Political parties are nested in the six countries but 

each country/party dyad repeats across several elections. These three points 

of reference, or levels, of country, party, and election are referenced several 

times throughout this chapter and the next.  

 
20 These raw populism scores measure the exact percentage of populist words and phrases 

contained in speeches and manifestos (e.g., number of populist words or phrases/total 
word count of document). These raw scores are standardized for boxplots and data analysis 

later.   
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1 2 3 4 5

OVP Mainstream 0.27 0.12 0.00 0.11 0.30 0.16 0.03

SPO Mainstream 0.12 0.20 0.00 0.46 0.25 0.21 0.13

Greens NPNM 0.68 0.27 0.30 0.32 0.39 -0.36

NEOS NPNM 0.43 0.16 0.30 -0.27

BZO Populist 0.28 0.35 0.32 0.07

FPO Populist 1.04 0.50 0.77 0.69 0.62 0.72 -0.42

Pilz Populist 0.41 0.41

Stronach Populist 1.04 1.04

LREM Mainstream 0.07 0.07

MoDem /UDF Mainstream 0.08 0.16 0.21 0.15 0.13

PS Mainstream 0.07 0.11 0.08 0.16 0.11 0.09

Rally/UMP /LR Mainstream 0.08 0.16 0.20 0.19 0.16 0.11

Greens NPNM 0.17 0.20 0.19 0.03

Left Front /FI NPNM/Pop 0.12 0.24 0.18 0.12

National Front Populist 0.40 0.24 0.51 0.49 0.41 0.09

CDU-CSU Mainstream 0.10 0.07 0.09 0.07 0.00 0.07 -0.10

FDP Mainstream 0.09 0.14 0.07 0.06 0.09 -0.03

SPD Mainstream 0.05 0.09 0.08 0.03 0.09 0.07 0.04

Greens NPNM 0.00 0.14 0.09 0.08 0.04 0.07 0.04

PDS/Left NPNM/Pop 0.08 0.08 0.19 0.09 0.20 0.13 0.12

AfD Populist 0.37 0.26 0.32 -0.11

Centre Mainstream 0.12 0.12 0.03 0.10 0.14 0.10 0.02

Liberal Mainstream 0.24 0.11 0.12 0.39 0.17 0.21 -0.07

Moderate Mainstream 0.37 0.16 0.15 0.10 0.18 0.19 -0.19

Soc Dem Mainstream 0.06 0.13 0.03 0.12 0.15 0.10 0.09

Greens NPNM 0.26 0.13 0.00 0.12 0.26 0.15 0.00

KD NPNM 0.37 0.39 0.30 0.21 0.29 0.31 -0.08

Left NPNM 0.13 0.16 0.10 0.18 0.27 0.17 0.14

SWD Populist 0.87 0.52 0.78 0.72 -0.05

Cons Mainstream 0.32 0.10 0.15 0.09 0.21 0.17 -0.11

Labour Mainstream 0.32 0.07 0.20 0.32 0.36 0.25 0.04

LibDems Mainstream 0.23 0.10 0.15 0.40 0.22 0.22 -0.01

DUP NPNM 0.29 0.33 0.14 0.11 0.22 -0.18

Greens NPNM 0.26 0.26

SNP NPNM 0.24 0.20 0.36 0.10 0.22 0.22 -0.02

UKIP/Brexit Populist 0.65 0.84 0.42 0.54 0.44 0.58 -0.21

Democrat Mainstream 0.10 0.10 0.05 0.04 0.09 0.08 -0.01

Republican Mainstream 0.06 0.17 0.05 0.48 0.20 0.19 0.14

Table 3.1: Populism in Campaign Speeches

Austria

France

Germany

Election Cycle

Country Party Party Type Average Net Change

Sweden

UK

USA
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1 2 3 4 5

OVP Mainstream 0.09 0.12 0.28 0.12 0.14 0.15 0.05

SPO Mainstream 0.10 0.16 0.12 0.07 0.22 0.13 0.12

Greens NPNM 0.11 0.20 0.18 0.22 0.13 0.17 0.02

NEOS NPNM 0.12 0.08 0.00 0.07 -0.12

BZO Populist 0.30 0.54 0.42 0.24

FPO Populist 0.21 0.27 0.80 0.27 0.41 0.39 0.20

Pilz Populist 0.80 0.80

Stronach Populist 0.40 0.40

LREM Mainstream 0.08 0.08

MoDem /UDF Mainstream 0.18 0.10 0.09 0.07 0.11 -0.11

PS Mainstream 0.07 0.11 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.01

Rally/UMP /LR Mainstream 0.06 0.12 0.06 0.13 0.09 0.07

Greens NPNM 0.12 0.11 0.16 0.13 0.04

Left Front /FI NPNM/Pop 0.12 0.16 0.14 0.04

National Front Populist 0.29 0.20 0.27 0.27 0.26 -0.02

CDU-CSU Mainstream 0.05 0.10 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.00

FDP Mainstream 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.03 0.06 -0.05

SPD Mainstream 0.10 0.09 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.06 -0.06

Greens NPNM 0.12 0.10 0.07 0.08 0.05 0.08 -0.07

PDS/Left NPNM/Pop 0.10 0.07 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.07 -0.02

AfD Populist 0.10 0.12 0.11 -0.02

Centre Mainstream 0.14 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.12 0.10 -0.02

Liberal Mainstream 0.39 0.30 0.17 0.18 0.16 0.24 -0.23

Moderate Mainstream 0.20 0.16 0.06 0.11 0.16 0.14 -0.04

Soc Dem Mainstream 0.18 0.08 0.00 0.11 0.07 0.09 -0.11

Greens NPNM 0.12 0.09 0.00 0.08 0.07 0.07 -0.05

KD NPNM 0.16 0.48 0.13 0.15 0.19 0.22 0.03

Left NPNM 0.33 0.12 0.03 0.23 0.20 0.18 -0.13

SWD Populist 0.38 0.41 0.28 0.36 -0.10

Cons Mainstream 0.11 0.17 0.12 0.10 0.13 0.13 0.02

Labour Mainstream 0.10 0.08 0.09 0.10 0.13 0.10 0.03

LibDems Mainstream 0.20 0.13 0.11 0.14 0.07 0.13 -0.13

DUP NPNM 0.06 0.06 0.08 0.09 0.05 0.07 -0.01

Greens NPNM 0.06 0.06

SNP NPNM 0.08 0.17 0.09 0.10 0.15 0.12 0.07

UKIP/Brexit Populist 0.18 0.32 0.16 0.20 0.34 0.24 0.16

Democrat Mainstream 0.08 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.05 -0.03

Republican Mainstream 0.06 0.13 0.10 0.16 0.16 0.12 0.10

Election Cycle

Table 3.2: Populism in Party Manifestos

Country Party Party Type Net changeAverage

USA

Austria

France

Germany

Sweden

UK
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Divergent Cases 
 
Initially, what stands out in Table 3.1 and 3.2, is the variation among 

countries in average levels of populism. Austrian parties exhibit the highest 

average levels of populism and also the most variability across elections 

than all other countries. By contrast, German parties appear the least 

populist overall and also contain what appears to be the least variability 

between parties. Figure 3.1 captures this variation across countries for both 

speeches and manifestos.  

 The differences between Austria and Germany are striking and 

appear in both speeches and manifestos while the France, Sweden, the 

United Kingdom, and the US distributions are consistent across domains. 

Notable especially in the German case is the constrained inter-quartile 

range in speeches and the very narrow overall range in manifestos. On 

average then, across parties and elections, Germany and Austria contrast 

sharply for each party system’s use of populism.   
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Figure 3.1: Populism in campaign speeches and party manifestos by                                                              

country.   
 
 

Campaign Speeches vs. Manifestos 
 
Exploring this variation between countries further, Table 3.3 (next page) 

lists overall levels of populism by country and party type for both speeches 

and manifestos. First, comparing the overall columns for speeches and 

manifestos reveals interesting variation in aggregate levels of populism 

across countries. As mentioned, Austria contains the highest average 

amount of populism of any other country in both speeches (0.39) and 

manifestos (0.24), but it also contains the highest number populist parties 

over the last five elections (Team Stronach, Peter Pilz List, FPO, and BZO). 

Austria is followed by the United Kingdom speeches (0.28), Swedish 

manifestos (0.17), and Swedish speeches (0.22). And again, as depicted in 

the overall graphs, Germany appears to have the lowest levels of populism 
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on average for speeches (0.10) and manifestos (0.07) and also contains 

much lower variability across speeches and manifestos and party categories 

than the other countries. Thus, introducing party types clarifies both overall 

differences and also party type differences within countries.  

 

 

  

Another notable distinction evident in comparing the two Overall columns in 

Table 3.3 is that party manifestos consistently register lower populism 

scores across countries than campaign speeches. This overall difference is 

expected and does confirms what several scholars have theorized (Aslanidis 

2018; Kaltwasser et al. 2017). Namely, that the more informal and direct 

communication between politicians and potential voters in the form of 

campaign speeches is a more likely domain for populist appeals. More 

recent scholarship demonstrates this by showing that campaign speeches 

Mainstream NPNM Populist Overall Mainstream NPNM Populist Overall

Austria 0.18 0.36 0.63 0.39 0.14 0.13 0.44 0.24

France 0.13 0.16 0.38 0.20 0.09 0.13 0.24 0.13

Germany 0.07 0.07 0.10 0.10 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.07

Sweden 0.14 0.21 0.72 0.22 0.14 0.16 0.36 0.17

UK 0.21 0.23 0.58 0.28 0.11 0.09 0.24 0.13

USA 0.13 0.13 0.09 0.09

Campaign Speeches Party Manifestos

Table 3.3: Average levels of populism by country and party type
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are more populist than other types of political speeches, such as, ribbon 

cutting, international, or famous speeches (Jenne et al. 2021).  

 Manifestos, on the other hand, are written by parties collectively and 

are not intended foremost as a way to relate to potential voters during 

campaigns. Important to note however, the margin of difference between 

speeches and manifestos does vary across country. The smallest margin 

between speeches and manifestos is Germany (0.03), which also contains 

the least variation in populism across party types as well. In contrast, 

Austrian speeches (0.39), on average, contain about 60 percent more 

populism than manifestos (0.24). 

 

Party Type as Reliable Predictor of Populism 
 
Table 3.3 also depicts trends in populism separated by party type for each 

country. Generally speaking, populist parties exhibit higher average levels 

of populism in both campaign speeches and party manifestos. Although 

unsurprising, this confirms the party categories derived from prior research 

and my measurement technique in detecting populism in both manifestos 

and speeches.  

 Figure 3.2 depicts levels of populism for all countries combined 

sorted by party type. On average, populist parties use more populist 
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language than do both mainstream and NPNM parties. While the clear 

differences between mainstream and populist parties is expected, the 

similar levels of populism between mainstream and NPNM parties is 

somewhat surprising. The NPNM party type includes a variety of small or 

niche parties from a variety of ideological backgrounds. Most commonly, 

this includes green parties and regional parties, but also captures a variety 

of protest parties and single issue parties that, on account of their status as 

non-mainstream parties, may have an added incentive to employ populism 

in their campaign appeals and party platforms.  

  

      
Figure 3.2: Populism in campaign speeches and manifestos by party type.  

 
 

The two cases of the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS) in Germany and 

the Left Front (FDG) in France provide important context to this trend, 
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however. Both parties are classified as ‘NPNM’ in earlier elections but shift 

to the ‘Populist’ party type in later elections, with Germany’s PDS 

rebranding in 2007 as ‘The Left’ and France’s Left Front (FDG) electoral 

alliance becoming ‘France Unbowed’ in advance of the 2017 elections. Both 

parties took on a much more populist approach after re-branding and both 

parties are now widely viewed as populist by most scholars (Bernhard and 

Kriesi 2019; Meijers and Zaslove 2021). Both cases indicate that NPNM 

parties’ populism scores on par with mainstream parties is partly by design, 

as parties in this grouping try a variety of tactics to appeal to voters and 

compete with both populist and mainstream counterparts.  

 Also noteworthy, populist parties appear to exhibit higher levels of 

variability in their use of populism than do both mainstream and NPNM 

parties, noted by the larger interquartile range, overall range, and outliers. 

And, similar to comparing levels of populism across countries, the populism 

exhibited in manifestos, even among populist parties, appears more 

subdued compared with the populism of campaign speeches.  

 

Increase in Populism Over Time? 
 
Building on party type and country comparisons, Table 3.4 separates overall 

levels of populism by election for each country. Here, a country’s overall 
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trend in populism is observable from election to election, going top to 

bottom within each column. In general, it appears that campaign speeches 

in Austria and the UK become less populist and France, Germany, Sweden, 

and the US become slightly more populist. The same trend does not hold for 

manifestos however, with less variability over elections and less variation 

between countries. The total column indicates that no discernible increase 

or decrease in populism is readily apparent in these six countries across 

elections.    

 

 
 

Speeches Austria France Germany Sweden UK USA Total

Election 1 0.48 0.16 0.06 0.22 0.34 0.08 0.24

Election 2 0.29 0.17 0.10 0.17 0.27 0.14 0.20

Election 3 0.42 0.22 0.10 0.20 0.24 0.05 0.22

Election 4 0.42 0.23 0.13 0.22 0.26 0.26 0.25

Election 5 0.33 0.11 0.28 0.29 0.15 0.24

Manifestos

Election 1 0.16 0.14 0.09 0.22 0.12 0.07 0.15

Election 2 0.26 0.13 0.09 0.19 0.16 0.09 0.16

Election 3 0.32 0.13 0.05 0.11 0.11 0.07 0.14

Election 4 0.26 0.13 0.06 0.17 0.12 0.10 0.15

Election 5 0.18 0.06 0.16 0.13 0.11 0.13

Table 3.4: Average levels of populism by country and elections
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Similarly, Figure 3.3 separates average levels of populism by party type and 

depicts boxplots for each of the four election cycles. For speeches (top) and 

manifestos (bottom), differences between party types persist across election 

cycles, with mainstream and NPNM parties employing less populism than 

populist parties on average. Of note in both speeches and manifestos, the 

populism of populist parties is more variable, indicated clearly by larger 

inter-quartile ranges (boxes) across elections. Otherwise, mainstream and 

NPNM parties appear relatively consistent in terms of variability and 

average levels across elections.  

 Figure 3.3 depicts the contrast between speeches and manifestos once 

again, with lower average levels of populism in manifestos and less 

variability. Here again we see a key expectation, that of an overall increase 

in populism over time, not supported, at least, based in these descriptive 

data. Indeed, neither an overall trend in more populism the last four 

elections (total column in Table 3.4) nor noticeable trends up or down 

among specific party types appear in these data.21  

 
21 To capture change across elections, I also sort all populism scores by a net change value. 
This value is included in the original tables (3.1 and 3.2) and is simply the difference 

between a party’s first and last election. I include the sorted tables in Appendix G. In these 
tables as well, no pattern suggests an increasing or decreasing trend over time. Rather, the 

net change in levels of populism appear scattered across the elections for all party 
categories — populist, mainstream, and NPNM parties and across countries.  

 



 

87 
 

Figure 3.3: Populism in campaign speeches (top) and party manifestos 
(bottom) by  party type over four election cycles.  
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Populism as a Dynamic Feature of Party Systems 
 
A more detailed way to explore trends in populism is by tracing each party’s 

populism over time within countries. Visualizing each party system’s 

populism in this manner provides a good overall picture of how parties 

employ populism across elections. It also confirms several of the 

expectations mentioned earlier: namely, that any party may employ 

populism and that populism fluctuates considerably from election to 

election within countries. Indeed, the graphs reveal populism as a dynamic 

feature of party systems. Also evident in the line graphs are features of the 

data already mentioned: the importance of party type in making sense of 

differences in levels of populism and variation across countries in levels of 

populism.  

 The line graphs in Figures 3.4 through 3.15 are organized by country 

and map the level of populism (Y axis) across elections (X axis) for both 

campaign speeches and party manifestos.22 Most importantly, they provide 

 
22 In each figure, solid lines represent mainstream parties and dotted or dashed lines 
represent non-mainstream parties, both populist and NPNM. Parties contesting in just one 

election are noted by a single data point and label. When several data points overlapped in 
one election, individual values were ‘jittered’ to visualize the data points and the 

connecting trendlines more clearly. To capture continuity when parties merge or re-brand 
(especially in France), parties are grouped by party family in order to observe change (i.e., 

left, center-right, centrist). 
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election year snapshots of a country’s populism divided by party and depict 

change from election to election.  

 

Populism in Austria 
  
Figures 3.4 and 3.5 illustrates populism in Austria’s campaign speeches and 

party manifestos across five elections between 2002-2019. In line with the 

populist parties consistently register higher levels of populism than the 

mainstream parties. Two trends stand out in the campaign speeches: the 

precipitous decline of populism in the Austrian Freedom Party between 

2006 and 2008 followed by a rebound another slight downturn; and the 

increase in populism among the two mainstream parties, OVP increasing 

consistently from 2013 to 2019 and SPO increasing between 2013 and 2017 

only to decline sharply in the 2019 elections. 
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Figure 3.4: Populism in Austrian campaign speeches, 2006-2019.  

 

 
Figure 3.5: Populism in Austrian party manifestos, 2006-2019.  
general trend, speeches are more populist than manifestos overall and the  

Team Stronach

Peter Pilz List

0.00

0.20

0.40

0.60

0.80

1.00

1.20

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

P
o
p

u
li

sm

SPO

OVP

Greens

FPO

BZO

NEOS

Team Stronach

Peter Pilz List

0.00

0.15

0.30

0.45

0.60

0.75

0.90

2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

P
o
p

u
li

sm

SPO

OVP

Greens

FPO

BZO

NEOS



 

91 
 

 The context for the first trend is likely the presence of populist 

parties in governing coalitions. From 1999-2006, the Freedom Party (FPO) 

and later the Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZO), joined the center-

right People’s Party (OVP) in a governing coalition. Due to internal divisions 

in the FPO prior to the 2002 elections, the party’s share of the vote declined 

from 26% to 10%. The FPO remained in the governing coalition thanks in 

part to increased support for OVP. In 2005, BZO was formed by the former 

leader of FPO Jorg Haider and replaced the FPO as a junior coalition partner. 

As the FPO struggled to rebound and attract new votes under new 

leadership in 2008, it markedly decreased its reliance on populism from the 

year prior (while BZO’s populism increased slightly). By the 2013 legislative 

elections, the FPO, under Heinz-Christian Strache, had regained vote share 

and also increased its populist messaging (especially in manifestos). The 

FPO again joined a governing coalition with the OVP in 2017 and again faced 

a scandal within its party that precipitated an early election in 2019.  

The second trend seems to suggest mainstream parties experimenting with 

populist themes in both speeches and manifestos. During the FPO’s 

resurgence after 2013, the speeches of both mainstream parties employed 

more populist messaging, although in alternating cycles. The SPO increased 
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its populism in speeches in 2017 and the OVP increased its populism 

between 2017 and 2019.  

Populism in France 
 
Figures 3.6 and 3.7 depict the populism of campaign speeches and party 

manifestos in France between 2002 and 2017. The expected distinctions are 

evident here between the higher levels of populism detected in the National 

Front (FN), as the sole populist party until 2017, and the consistently lower 

levels of populism in mainstream parties. On average, the mainstream 

parties appear to employ little populism in both campaign speeches and 

party manifestos. 

 

 
Figure 3.6: Populism in French campaign speeches, 2002-2017.  
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Figure 3.7: Populism in French party manifestos, 2002-2017.  
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commentators have pegged Emmanuel Macron’s new centrist Republic on 

the Move Party (LREM) as both centrist and populist but no evidence 

supports that claim here, as LREM registers quite low in their use of 

populism in both campaign speeches and party manifestos. 

 

Populism in Germany 
 

The populism of German campaign speeches and party manifestos between 

2002 and 2017 are depicted in figures 3.8 and 3.9. As mentioned, Germany 

stands out for its low levels of populism and lower variability. This is 

especially evident in both y-axes scales.  

 

Figure 3.8: Populism in German campaign speeches, 2002-2017.  
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Interestingly, the Green party employed the most populism in its manifestos 

in Germany until the arrival of the AfD in 2013, even more than the left-

wing populist Party for Democratic Socialism (PDS)/The Left. Notably, the 

populist AfD party relied heavily on populism when it first contested 

elections as a new party in 2013 (winning 4.7% of the vote, just below the 

parliament threshold). In the following election (2017), they appear to tone 

down populist appeals in campaign speeches and do considerably better 

than the election prior (winning 94 seats and 12.9% of the vote). 

 
 

 
Figure 3.9: Populism in Germany party manifestos, 2002-2017.  
 
  

0.00

0.02

0.04

0.06

0.08

0.10

0.12

0.14

2002 2005 2008 2011 2014 2017

P
o
p

u
li

sm

CDU-CSU

FDP

Greens

SPD

PDS/Left

AfD



 

96 
 

 The AfD toning down their populism in speeches during this time 

coincided with both the rival populist party on the left (The Left) and the 

center-right Social Democratic Party (SPD) appearing to increase their 

reliance on populism. The data also suggest that the arrival of the AfD in 

2013 as a populist party appears only in AfD’s speeches rather than 

manifestos. Indeed, especially given the small scale, it seems there was 

nothing decidedly populist about the AfD’s 2013 party manifesto compared 

with other manifestos. 

 

Populism in Sweden 

 
Figure 3.10 and 3.11 reveals the populism of Sweden’s parties across 

elections between 2002-2018. The four mainstream parties appear to 

eschew populism pretty consistently in campaign speeches with the 

exception of the Liberal party in 2014. The Christian Democrats (KD), 

sometimes classified as a populist party, have slightly higher levels of 

populism in speeches and manifestos but are eclipsed in both by the arrival 

of the Sweden Democrats (SWD) in the 2010 election. Relevant context here 

is the Christian Democrats role as a minority coalition partner with the 

Moderate Party (M) between 2006 and 2014.  
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Figure: 3.10: Populism in Swedish campaign speeches, 2002-2018.  

 
 
 

 
Figure 3.11: Populism of Swedish party manifestos, 2002-2018.  
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 Observing the levels of populism among party manifestos, it appears 

an increase in populism for the KD in 2006 corresponded to higher vote 

shares and a place in the government. In the years after however, it appears 

the KD party toned down the populism in party manifestos considerably. 

 The ‘U’ shaped trend in the speeches of the SWD between 2010 and 

2018 allows for an interesting contrast with the nearly opposite trend in 

their manifestos. It appears the SWD relied on populism to win its first 

seats in parliament in 2010 (20 seats and 5.7% of the vote) only to decrease 

their use of populism in speeches in the 2014 election. More subdued 

populist appeals in campaign speeches in 2014 corresponded to a more than 

doubling of their vote share (to 12.9%) and 29 additional seats. In 2018, 

more gains (to 17.5% of the vote and 13 more seats) corresponded with 

another increase in populism. Meanwhile, employing less then more 

populism in its speeches, the SWD’s manifestos have become steadily less 

populist during the same period, although they still register higher than any 

other parties’ manifestos in 2018.  

 

Populism in the United Kingdom 
 
Figures 3.12 and 3.13 map the populism in the campaign speeches and party 

manifestos of the United Kingdom. UKIP, the populist UK Independence 
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Party (and in 2019 the Brexit Party), exhibit higher levels of populism than 

other parties. These include the mainstream Conservative, Labour, and 

Liberal Democrat parties. The Democratic Unionist Party and the Scottish 

Nationalist Party, both non-mainstream regional parties, seem to track 

more with the mainstream than with populist parties in their use of populist 

rhetoric in manifestos. In contrast, they seem to deviate more from both 

mainstream and populist parties in their campaign speeches. 

 

 

 
Figure 3.12: Populism in UK campaign speeches, 2005-2019. 
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Figure 3.13: Populism of UK party manifestos, 2005-2019.  
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appears much more likely to employ renewed populist appeals in its party 

manifesto as the re-branded Brexit Party.  

 

Populism in the United States 
 
Figure 3.14 and 3.15 offers a marked contrast to the other five cases. The 

two dominant parties, the Republicans and Democrats, face no rival populist 

parties but have contended with an increase in populist rhetoric within the 

parties themselves over the last few elections (Hawkins and Silva 2016). 

 

 
Figure 3.14: Populism in US campaign speeches, 2004-2020.  
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Figure 3.15: Populism in US party manifestos, 2004-2020.  
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manifestos appear to have been influenced in a more durable manner.23 

Perhaps most notable in the Republican speeches is the abrupt increase in 

2016, with Trump’s candidacy, followed by a precipitous decline during his 

losing re-election campaign of 2020. A plausible explanation here is that the 

2016 Republican campaign’s populism was mostly of an anti-establishment 

variety, which the party (and incumbent candidate) modified to 

accommodate for having been in power the last four years. Owing partly to 

a strong party, at least at the national level, the influence of decidedly 

populist currents within the Democratic party since 2008 has not really 

translated to more populist rhetoric in campaign speeches or in the party’s 

manifesto.  

 
Summary of Overall Trends 
 

To conclude, these descriptive data reveal both expected and unexpected 

patterns in populism. Table 3.5 summarizes some of the notable trends from 

the discussion. First, as expected, populism is more commonly employed by 

populist parties compared to mainstream and NPNM parties. Observing this 

trend across countries and election cycles lends credence to both the 

 
23 This indication of durability is somewhat misleading however since the GOP did not 
publish a new manifesto for its 2020 election. Instead, it simply used its party manifesto 

from 2016.  
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instrument used to measure populism in speeches and manifestos 

(dictionary approach) and reinforces the classification into mainstream, 

NPNM, and populist party types from prior scholarship.  

 

 

 Second, there is considerable variation in overall (party system) 

levels of populism among the six countries analyzed. The first column in 

Table 3.5 (“Overall Averages”) reveals the widest gap in party system 

populism is Austria (with the highest levels) and Germany (with the lowest 

levels)—a recurring trend across analytical dimensions. Populism is simply 

more prevalent in the Austrian party system than it is in the German party 

Speeches

Overall 

Averages

Variability
a 

Across Elections

Difference in 

Speech/Manifesto

Increase or 

Decrease

Austria 0.39 0.27 +0.15 -0.15

France 0.20 0.13 +0.07 +0.08

Germany 0.10 0.08 +0.03 +0.05

Sweden 0.22 0.18 +0.05 +0.04

UK 0.28 0.17 +0.15 -0.05

US 0.13 0.16 +0.04 +0.07

Manifestos

Austria 0.24 0.20 -0.15 +0.02

France 0.13 0.07 -0.07 -0.01

Germany 0.07 0.03 -0.03 -0.03

Sweden 0.17 0.11 -0.05 -0.06

UK 0.13 0.07 -0.15 +0.01

US 0.09 0.04 -0.04 +0.04

Table 3.5: Summary of Overall Trends in Populism

aVariability is measured using the standard deviation of all scores for a country. 
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system, with the other four cases offering more comparable levels of 

populism on average. Plausible explanations may include different electoral 

thresholds for representation, differences in how the two countries’ party 

systems tolerated more extreme parties post-WWII, a longer history of 

more durable populist success (i.e., Austria’s populist parties being party of 

two governing coalitions), and variation in the level of populist appeal 

among voting publics. 

  Third, more unexpected, is the considerable variation—and 

volatility—of populism across time regardless of party type. The second 

column in Table 3.5 (“Variability Across Elections”) measures each 

country’s variability in populism using the standard deviation of populism 

scores for speeches or manifestos. While average differences persist 

between party types across elections, a consistent theme is that populism 

fluctuates considerably between elections in several cases and contexts. 

Considering each measurement relative to other parties and across 

elections, there is interesting cross-temporal variations. For example, 

comparing the 2015 and 2019 election manifestos in the UK—2015 saw little 

variation between all parties, including UKIP, in the populism of manifestos, 

only to change quite dramatically by 2019. Or the Liberal Party and 

Christian Democrat Party in Sweden (a mainstream and NPNM party), in 
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2002 and 2006, scoring on par with the Sweden Democrat Party in 2014 and 

2018, widely regarded as a right wing populist party. Less change over time 

is also evident among mainstream parties in particular. In France and 

Austria, for instance, the mainstream parties register little differences in 

their use of populism across elections. And in these same contexts, populist 

and NPNM parties are notable for their consistently higher scores.  

 Fourth, the third column in Table 3.5 (“Difference in 

Speech/Manifesto”) reveals higher levels of populism in party speeches 

compared with party manifestos. This trend was expected based both on 

prior research that noted functional differences between speeches and 

manifestos and on my own data collection process detailed in Chapter Two. 

I argued that the nature of populism itself, being primarily about “first 

order principles” or ideas about governing and legitimacy rather than about 

particular policy positions, is more likely to be found and accurately 

measured in the campaign appeals to voters rather than a party’s positions 

outlined in a manifesto. This difference also highlights earlier theorizing 

about efforts to measure populism using party manifestos. Although there 

appears to be general symmetry between the populism of speeches and 

manifestos (r=0.579), speeches seem to be a more intuitive source for 

assessing a party or a candidate's populism. Thus, I propose a substantive 
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distinction between two types of populism: the more common type of 

populism, campaign populism, is more readily observable in campaign 

speeches, i.e., direct appeals to voters by party leaders. The second type, 

programmatic populism, is less common overall but describes the use of 

populism to frame a party’s issue positions. 

 Furthermore, observed differences between campaign and 

programmatic populism may be emblematic of larger changes in how 

parties appeal to voters. Exploring the data so far, parties appear more 

subdued in their use of populism in manifestos and more likely to employ 

populism in campaign speeches. And, at least among some countries 

(France, Germany, and Sweden), the gap between programmatic and 

campaign populism appears to be widening. This trend may be linked to 

another shift noted in the party literature, that of parties relying more on 

emotional appeals during campaigns to woo voters (Rico et al. 2017; 

Osnabrügge et al. 2020; Crabtree et al. 2020). Most consider these appeals 

to take the place of more substantive or policy-based campaigning. 

Compared to a party's manifesto, speeches are direct appeals to voters, and 

more likely to be inflected with emotion. Thus, the higher levels of populism 

and increasingly common use of populism in speeches versus manifestos 
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may reflect a trend toward style and brand at the expense of policy and 

program.  

 Fifth, and rather unexpected, the data reveal an interesting trend 

between the use of populism by populist parties and electoral success, 

measured by either vote share or seats in parliament. Although there are 

some exceptions, the success of populist parties appears to correspond to 

less populism in subsequent elections. In Austria and Sweden for instance, 

populist parties that gained seats in parliament curtailed their populism in 

the next election. Austria’s FPO reduced its populism following both its 

stints as coalition partner in government, in 2006 and in 2019. Although the 

decrease in populism between 2006 and 2008 appears more drastic than 

2017 and 2019, the party appeared to distance itself from populist appeals 

on account of their past success and their role in government coalitions. In 

Sweden, the Sweden Democrats’ success in 2010 was followed by a 

downtown in their usage of populism in campaign speeches in 2016. In 

France and the US as well, higher levels of vote share for the populist party 

translate to less populism in the subsequent election. For instance, the GOP 

re-election campaign in 2020 employed far less populism than in 2016, 

ostensibly due to its position as protester of the establishment in 2016 then 

defender of the establishment in 2020. This apparent relationship, in the 
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form of a “cost of success” hypothesis, is scrutinized more thoroughly in the 

next chapter.  

 A sixth and final trend is that there is no obvious evidence of an 

overall increase or, for that matter, a decrease in populism appearing in the 

data. The last column in Table 3.5 (“Increase or Decrease”) lists the net 

change between the first and last election in each country, showing no clear 

increase or decrease across all cases. As shown earlier, parsing these results 

in terms of party type, election, or country did not indicate a clear trend up 

or down either. How the descriptive data were summarized, however, is 

somewhat limited. Indeed, details are necessarily lost in using averages to 

compare across countries, party types, and elections. But this trend was 

expected given the number of scholars who make claims, some 

substantiated but most anecdotal, of overall increases in populism over the 

last two decades. Indeed, often the term ‘contagious’ is used to describe 

populism’s apparent appeal for any party wishing to remain electorally 

relevant. These more specific claims of a populist zeitgeist will be more 

thoroughly scrutinized in the following Chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4: TALKING LIKE A POPULIST? MAINSTREAM RESISTANCE AND 
POPULIST DIVERGENCE 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The descriptive results in chapter three confirmed several expectations 

from chapters one and two. Defined as a set of ideas, concepts, and frames, 

populism appears across party types and countries as a dynamic feature of 

both campaign speeches and party manifestos, or “campaign” and 

“programmatic” populism. The descriptive results also confirmed that party 

type is an important predictor of populism but that the use of populism 

fluctuates considerably among all parties from election to election.  

 Furthermore, average levels of populism vary between countries: the 

Austrian parties contain the most populism overall and exhibit more 

variability while German parties contain the lowest level and very little 

variability. Chapter three also provided evidence that populism is more 

common in campaign appeals to voters rather than in the issue positions of 

party manifestos. And while the descriptive summary suggests that 

mainstream parties have not increased their populism over the last two 
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decades, it does point to populist parties toning down their populism in 

response to increased electoral success.  

 In chapter four, I explore these last three trends in greater depth 

using OLS regression. After discussing my measurement strategy and 

variables, I first examine the so-called zeitgeist hypothesis. Mirroring the 

descriptive results, I find no evidence to suggest an overall increase in 

populism nor do I find significant increases or decreases in populism by 

party type.  

Second, I test whether gaining or losing seats and the success of 

competitor (populist) parties explain why parties may vary in their use of 

populism. The results suggest that mainstream parties have resisted 

adopting populism in response to both seat loss and the success of populist 

parties. Intriguingly, the results also suggest that populist parties respond 

to seat gains and increased electoral share by toning down the populism in 

their campaign speeches and increasing the populism in the policy positions 

of party manifestos. I argue this divergence is evidence of an incongruency 

effect in campaign speeches, where populist parties view populism’s anti-

establishment appeals as incompatible with their increased vote share or 

seats gained in the legislature. The opposite trend, that of increased 

populism in party manifestos, points to evidence of an issue ownership 
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effect, where populist parties signal control of the debate on certain issues 

with increased use of populist concepts and frames.  

 
Variables and Measurement 
 
To determine whether populism has increased over the last two decades  

requires measurements of time. I generate two variables for to measure 

time. The first is an election cycle variable used to control for each of the 

four election cycles’ fixed effects in an OLS model.24 This variable ensures 

that no significant differences exist between the baseline model and 

subsequent election cycles. The second variable treats time as a continuous 

variable in the OLS models to determine whether an increase in years 

corresponds to an increase or decrease in populism. To be sure, this 

strategy is an imperfect method of testing for a significant increase or 

decrease over time.25 Measuring time this way in OLS risks violating 

both/either the assumption of linearity (if the impact of time is not linear) 

 
24 Over 2002-2020, the first three election cycles were divided into five year segments with 

the fourth including four years (2017-2020). The goal is to include at least one election 
from each country in each cycle. For a table describing how this variable was generated, 

see the table in Appendix H.  
25 In most cases, using time series analysis is the typical strategy to determine the effects of 

time on some outcome of interest. But, because there are at least two levels in the data, i.e., 
parties are nested in elections and countries, there are several observations that co-occur. 

The best way to capture time given this structure to the data is by organizing the 29 
elections sequentially in time from the first in 2002 (France) to the last in 2020 (USA). I do 

run a time-series model and the results do not differ from the OLS regression.   
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or the assumption of independence that may lead to serial autocorrelation 

(where each measurement is necessarily dependent on the last observation 

in a sequence). Diagnostic tests for both violations of either linearity and/or 

autocorrelation were conducted and resulted in no violations. Thus, I 

proceeded with this variable and measurement strategy recognizing both 

the limitations of this method but also its potential utility.   

 To explore whether parties adjust their appeals in response to their 

performance in the prior election, I measure whether parties gained or lost 

seats since the last election. Here I rely on election data from “ParlGov” 

database (Döring and Manow 2020). Generating the seats gained or lost 

variable first requires the difference between a party’s number of seats in 

the last election and the election prior. Since the size of each country’s 

legislative assembly varies, I divide the number of seats gained or lost by 

the total number of seats in the legislature. The final variable is the 

percentage of seats gained or lost in the last election weighted by total 

number of seats in the legislature at that time.  

 To consider whether variation in a party’s level of populism is 

affected by increased populist party success, I rely again on the “ParlGov” 

election database in determining the vote share for populist parties. For 

each election, I tabulate the percentage of votes going to populist parties. 
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Importantly, this analysis excludes the United States due to its two-party 

dominant system, with two mainstream parties and no populist party 

achieving a meaningful share of votes. The other five countries had at least 

one populist party receiving a share of the votes in each election. Moreover, 

the populist party vote share is tabulated regardless of a country’s electoral 

threshold and the variable includes all populist parties contesting 

elections.26  

 The dependent variables, as outlined in Chapter Two, measure 

populism in two different sets of text data: party campaign speeches and 

party manifestos. For the purposes of interpreting the results of the OLS 

regression models, I standardize the populism measures for both speeches 

and manifestos by dividing each observation by the highest value in the 

distribution.27 The resulting scale runs from 0 – 1 and is conceptualized 

simply as going from 0 (least populist) to 1 (most populist).  

 Finally, I include several variables in the analysis that serve as 

control variables when considering the relationship between my 

 
26 I relied on the ParlGov database of election results to sum electoral vote share for all 

relevant populist parties (Döring and Manow 2020). 
27 The original variables measure the percentage of populist words or phrases in a given 

text document (such as one campaign speech or a party manifesto). For speeches, I divided 
each observation by 1.08; for manifestos, I divided each observation by 0.80. The 

distribution of both dependent variables is provided in Appendix I.   
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independent and dependent variables. Some of these distinctions are 

already explained, such as party type, election cycle, and country.28 As 

mentioned, the zeitgeist variable includes the 29 elections ordered from 

earliest to most recent to consider whether populism is increasing over the 

last two decades. Additionally, dummy variables are generated to isolate 

whether a party is populist or NPNM (mainstream is the reference 

category), mainstream party in opposition, and dummy variables 

distinguishing between ‘far-right’ or ‘far-left’ populist parties.  

 I used ordinary least squares regression models to determine whether 

my hypothesized relationships are supported in the data. OLS offers the best 

technique due to all my variables being conceptualized at the continuous or 

dichotomous level. I estimate the models using robust standard errors to 

address the possibility of heteroskedasticity.29  In what follows, I introduce 

each set of hypotheses by discussing the theoretical expectations from the 

 
28 The OLS models include the election cycle variable to control for the four election cycles 
while interpreting explanatory variables. I also estimate the same models with clustered 

standard errors by country, acknowledging that there may be important differences 
between countries; these models revealed the same patterns in the data so were not 

directly included (Appendix J). 
29 At least one diagnostic tests revealed heteroskedasticity with the populist success 

variable (Breusch-Pagan test). I used robust standard errors to account for this while being 
cognizant of model misspecification (King and Roberts 2015; Aronow 2016). Doing so 

relaxes both OLS assumptions of independence and linearity in my models and produces 
unbiased standard errors for OLS coefficients. Additional details about the OLS models are 

included in the Table footnotes.  
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literature. After introducing each set, I conduct the hypothesis tests and 

discuss the findings. For each of the three sets of hypotheses, I include two 

OLS tables: one for speeches and another for manifestos. I offer an overall 

summary of the findings to conclude the chapter.     

 
Populism on the Rise? The Zeitgeist Hypothesis   
 

Perhaps the most common expectation in the scholarly and popular 

literature is that populism is on the rise globally, and especially among 

Western democracies (Berezin 2009; Kitschelt and McGann 1995; Norris 

2005). This trend was detected in the 1990s and early 2000s especially 

among scholars studying the radical right in Europe. Despite variations in 

definitions and conceptualization, the main contention is that populism is 

no longer a distinctive feature of outsider or protest parties but is now 

flourishing in the lexicons and appeals of all party types.30 As early as 2004, 

Cas Mudde and others contend populist discourse is increasingly accepted at 

the party level and increasingly employed by mainstream parties (Mudde 

2004). The so-called “contagion” or “zeitgeist” hypothesis holds that 

populism is now commonplace in the rhetoric of election campaigns and the 

 
30 Populism’s increase over this time period gets somewhat conflated with the success of all 
outsider parties from the right. Later research makes this distinction and also includes the 

now common designation of left-wing populist parties.   
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party programs of all parties. Although these claims define populism 

somewhat differently, the core of populism is broadly the same: general 

notions of good and evil, references to the good people and the corrupt elite, 

and antagonistic toward politics as usual.   

 These claims have only been partially scrutinized. For instance, 

Rooduijn (2014) finds no evidence of a general increase in populism among 

France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, and the UK from the early 1990s 

through 2008. Furthermore, March (2017) assesses party manifestos in the 

UK over a 25 year period from the mid 1980s to 2010. The author finds no 

evidence of a general increase in populism in the UK mainstream parties: 

the Conservative, Labour, or Liberal Democrat parties. Presenting a more 

nuanced portrait, Manucci and Weber (2017) analyze both party manifestos 

and the presence of populism in newspaper articles in five European 

countries from the 1970s to the 2010s. They find no linear increase in 

populism in either source. The authors also compare aggregate populism 

scores by decade and offer limited evidence that populism may follow a 

cyclical rather than linear pattern in manifestos.  

 Importantly, all these studies rely exclusively on party manifestos to 

measure populism. At best, this strategy offers only an incomplete 

assessment of parties’ use of populism in appeals to voters. This 
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discrepancy is more obvious considering the original zeitgeist claims were 

primarily about campaign rhetoric rather than party programs. As some 

scholars argue, there is likely a substantive link between a party’s voter 

appeals and their issue positions and ideological placement in party 

manifestos (Wolinetz and Zaslove 2018). To date however, no research 

measures campaign populism (speeches) and programmatic populism 

(manifestos) simultaneously and compares these measures. As such, I 

formulate the following hypotheses to test two variations of the zeitgeist 

hypothesis, one looking at party specific increases and one at overall 

increases:  

 
H1: Political parties have increased their levels of campaign and 

programmatic populism over the last two decades.   

 

H2: Mainstream parties have increased their levels of campaign and 

programmatic populism over the last two decades.  

 

H1 and H2 are tested below; Table 4.1 measures the populism of political 

speeches and Table 4.2 measures the populism of party manifestos. 

Observing Table 4.1, model 1 determines whether there is a relationship 

between party type (mainstream, NPNM, and populist) and populism while 
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controlling for election cycles. As expected, both populist and NPNM parties 

have significantly higher levels of populism than mainstream parties 

(reference category is mainstream parties). This verifies what was 

noticeable in the descriptive data, that party type is a significant predictor 

of populism and that levels of populism do not vary significantly between 

election cycles. Populist party speeches correspond to a 0.35 point increase 

in populism and NPNM parties correspond to a 0.06 point increase in 

populism. 

 
  

 
 

SEa SE SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.348 *** 0.05 0.344 *** 0.049 0.40 ** 0.18

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.058 * 0.023 0.059 *** 0.022 0.08 * 0.05

Election Cycleb

     Second -

     Third -

     Fourth -

Zeitgeist (Change) 0.001 0.001 0.002 * 0.0013

Populist * Zeitgeist (Change) -0.003 0.006

NPNM * Zeitgeist (Change) -0.001 0.002

N 149 149 149

F Statistic 12.93 *** 20.84 *** 12.49 ***

Constant 0.15 0.12 0.11

Adj. R2 0.437 0.441 0.440

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

a
All Reported Standard Errors are Robust

bOnly significant election cycle coefficients are listed

Model 1 Model 2

Party Type/Cycle

Model 3

b

Zeitgeist (Change)

Table 4.1: Populism in Campaign Speeches by Party Type, Election, and Zeitgeist

b b
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Models 2 and 3 consider the zeitgeist hypothesis. Model 2 mirrors the 

descriptive data indicating no overall change across all three party types. 

This suggests that the claim of an overall increase in campaign populism is 

not supported by the data. To bolster this claim, model 3 interacts party 

type dummy variables with the zeitgeist variable. The two interaction 

coefficients for populist and NPNM parties are not significant while the 

baseline zeitgeist coefficient is significant at p<0.10.31 Because this result 

may indicate a significant interaction effect of mainstream parties (the 

baseline in the model), I interact mainstream in the same model but this 

also yields no significant impact. This suggests that neither an overall 

increase of populism is observable in these cases and that there is no 

increase or decrease over time among any of the three party types.  

 Even with non-significant results however, the scatter plot of change 

over time reveals an interesting pattern. In Figure 4.1 below, a scatterplot 

with fitted OLS lines for each party type indicates how mainstream parties 

(blue dash) have increased their populism while populist and NPNM parties 

appear to be slightly decreasing their use of populism in campaign speeches. 

While not significant, these diverging patterns between mainstream parties 

 
31 The significant coefficient in model 3 of Table 4.1 indicates the impact of the zeitgeist 
variable on the dependent variable for all party types but filtering out the separate effect of 

the two interaction terms.  
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and populist/NPNM parties suggest that more datapoints or a longer time 

interval may reach more conclusive results.  

 
 

 
Figure 4.1: Scatterplot of campaign populism by elections (ordered) with 
fitted  lines for each party type. 
 
 

 
 Table 4.2 mirrors the setup and models from Table 4.1 and reports 

results from the analysis of political party manifestos. Models 1 reports the 

results of party type and election cycle on level of populism while also 

controlling for election cycles. As before, party type is a good predictor of 
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populism in manifestos. The manifestos of populist parties score 0.23 points 

higher, on average, than the manifestos of mainstream parties. As observed 

in the descriptive data and in Table 4.1, the levels of populism for NPNM 

and mainstream parties are quite similar, with model 1 showing no 

statistically significant differences between mainstream and NPNM.  

 

  

 
 
 
 
Models 2 and 3 consider the zeitgeist hypothesis, or whether there is 

significant change detected in the populism of party manifestos since 2002. 

SEa SE SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.232 *** 0.05 0.23 *** 0.05 0.15 * 0.08

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.016 0.018 0.017 0.018 0.03 0.04

Election Cycleb

     Second -

     Third -

     Fourth -

Zeitgeist (Change) -0.001 0.001 -0.001 0.001

Populist * Zeitgeist (Change) 0.005 0.005

NPNM * Zeitgeist (Change) -0.001 0.002

N 154 154 154

F Statistic 6.53 *** 9.94 *** 6.04 ***

Constant 0.15 0.15 0.15

Adj. R2 0.301 0.304 0.304

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

aAll Reported Standard Errors are Robust
bOnly significant election cycle coefficients are listed

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Table 4.2: Populism in Party Manifestos by Party Type, Election Cycle, and Zeitgeist 

Party Type/Cycle Zeitgeist (Change)

b b b
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Both models 2 and 3 reveal no significant coefficients, either for the overall 

increase or decrease in populism over time in manifestos or for increases or 

decreases in populism over time for individual party types (interaction 

model).  

 The scatter plots reveal distinctive patterns of change over time for 

programmatic (manifestos) compared to campaign (speeches) populism. 

While the change over time is not significant, Figure 4.2 below shows that, 

when it comes to manifestos, the populism of populist parties is increasing 

over time while the populism of both NPNM and mainstream parties is 

decreasing. This is the opposite of what we observed in the same analysis of 

campaign speeches. Again, although not significant, this pattern suggest 

further data points and a larger time frame may reveal conclusive results.  
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Figure 4.2: Scatterplot of programmatic populism by elections (ordered) 
with fitted lines for each party type.  
 
 
As illustrated in Tables 4.1 and 4.2, we do not find support for our first or 

second hypothesis, that of an overall increase in populism the last two 

decades or that mainstream parties are increasing their use of populism 

compared with populist and NPNM parties. Both party speeches and party 

manifestos reveal no significant increase or decrease in populism over the 

last two decades. This finding runs contrary to some scholarly and 

anecdotal expectations but corresponds with other research that more 

rigorously scrutinizes this presumed relationship. 
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Two Determinants of Party Populism 
 
Building on the zeitgeist hypotheses, I now shift to consider the “why 

question” more closely—why parties may adopt populism in either campaign 

speeches or party manifestos. I conjecture that parties are more likely to 

adopt populism if they have lost seats in the prior election or if a competitor 

populist party increases its vote share over the last election.  

 Admittedly, these two explanatory variables represent a complex 

array of factors influencing why parties may change in the broader sense. 

These factors are largely based in expectations derived from Downs (1957). 

Parties are assumed to be rational actors seeking to maximize votes and will 

change tactics or messaging to match voter preferences. These changes 

commonly include a party’s policy positions, organizational structure, or 

shift in voter appeals in the context of elections. Additionally, as subsequent 

scholars note, parties resort to imperfect sources of information, or 

‘signals’, to determine whether to change positions or tactics (Budge 1994). 

Research since Downs clarifies where these signals come from by arguing 

that parties may shift in response to a variety of internal and external 

factors, such as performance in elections (Somer-Topcu 2009), public 

opinion (Adams et al. 2006), voter issue priorities (Klüver and Spoon 2016), 

and, more recently, the behavior of other parties (Williams 2015).  
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 Since the goal here is to explain populism, defined primarily as a set 

of ideas about governance and legitimacy (first order principles) that is 

most obvious in the rhetorical domain of party competition, I focus mainly 

on two plausible sources of change in a party’s voter appeals. For instance, I 

am less interested in a party’s ideological positioning or organizational 

structure. Party positions, as shown in chapter Two and the present 

chapter, are not an ideal domain for measures of populism, especially as I 

define and conceptualize it. And while the organizational structure of 

parties does tend to vary based on party type (Wagner and Meyer 2017), no 

research identifies a particular type of organizational structure as being 

more or less prone to use populism.  

 The two variables I operationalize, electoral gain/loss and populist 

success, capture several of the relevant factors noted in the larger literature 

on party change. If parties change in response to public opinion and 

electoral performance, for instance, these are effectively included into the 

gain/loss variable from individual elections. Public opinion is most 

consequential for parties around elections and election results serve as a 

more accurate reflection of public opinion than polling. Similarly, the 

populist success variable is a more detailed way to determine whether the 

behavior of other parties or the nature of party competition during an 
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election impacts the level and extent of populism. Thus, both variables 

incorporate key theoretical insights from the party change literature in 

order to test whether and parties may adopt populism in either their party 

manifestos or campaign speeches.   

 

Electoral Gain or Loss Hypotheses 
 

As explained above, the first set of hypotheses considers the impact of 

electoral gain or loss on the level of populism employed by parties. The 

reason for this expectation is based in the theory that parties are, in 

general, conservative organizations, and only change when they face 

pressure to do so (Harmel and Janda 1994). That pressure can be internal, 

such as leadership changes or re-organization, but most commonly comes 

from forces external to parties such as loss of seats or electoral vote share 

or the rise of new parties (Harmel and Janda 1994; Harmel and Svasand 

1997). Specifically, scholars have shown that electoral losses often prompt 

party change. Schlesinger (1984) notes the trial and error approach parties 

adopt from election to election, responding to an often time shifting 

political market. Because of imperfect information in their relationship with 

voters, parties respond to electoral losses by changing their strategy until 

losses are recouped. While losses imply a change in strategy, electoral gains 
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are typically seen as evidence that some strategy is working and do not lead 

to substantive change.  

 Contrary to this expectation, Rooduijn (2014) finds that electoral 

losses did not influence levels of populism in several Western European 

contexts between the early 1990s and 2010, even controlling for whether a 

party was populist, mainstream, or neither. In this case again however, 

populism was only measured using party manifestos and only included 83 

party/election units. To date, no research considers measurements of 

populism derived from party campaign speeches as more intuitive domains 

for voter appeals. Moreover, no research generates measures of populism in 

both speeches and manifestos in order to compare across domains. Because 

electoral losses may entail both rhetorical and programmatic changes in a 

party’s approach, I theorize that mainstream parties will change both their 

programmatic and campaign populism in an effort to recoup losses in prior 

elections. That is, I expect mainstream parties to employ more populism in 

campaign appeals and increase their use of populism in articulating issue 

positions in party manifestos.  

 
H3: Mainstream parties will respond to seats lost from the prior election by 

increasing their use of campaign and programmatic populism.  
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Two follow-up relationships based on the electoral gain or loss variable are 

also hypothesized (H4 and H5, below): that only mainstream parties in 

opposition will respond to seats lost by employing populism, and that 

gaining seats will incur a cost of success for populist parties and correspond 

to a decrease in their use of populism. For the first, I generate a variable 

that measures whether a mainstream party is in opposition or whether they 

are contesting an election as an incumbent, either solely in power or part of 

a coalition government. This allows us to determine if the impact of seat 

gains or losses is conditioned by incumbency or opposition.  

 This first expectation is derived from research by Velden et al. (2017). 

The authors argue that parties change in response to the prospect of loss 

based primarily on the prior election rather than more recent poll numbers 

or surveys. They claim parties are ‘backward looking’ rather than ‘forward 

looking’ in their orientation to change. Velden et al. also find that only 

parties in the opposition (i.e., not in government or part of a coalition) 

respond to electoral losses by changing their strategies. To incorporate the 

condition of opposition noted by Velden et al. (2017), that only mainstream 

parties in opposition will change their strategies in response to electoral 

loss from the prior election, I compare the mainstream parties who are not 

part of government at time of the election with the mainstream parties who 
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are in government, either as a majority or part of a ruling coalition. The 

goal here is to assess the prior relationship — mainstream parties 

responding to electoral loss by increasing their populism — by controlling 

for whether the mainstream party is contesting an election as an opposition 

or incumbent. So, I hypothesize the following:  

 

H4: Mainstream parties in opposition will respond to electoral loss from the 

prior election by increasing their campaign and programmatic populism.  

 
 For the second follow-up hypothesis, I merely respecify the initial 

hypothesis in terms of populist parties, testing whether populist parties 

incur a “cost of success” and tone down their populism. This second follow-

up expectation is derived from both the descriptive results in chapter three 

and from the party competition literature. As noted in chapter three, 

populist parties appear to react to increased success by toning down their 

populism. This trend appeared most clearly when parties gained seats in the 

legislature but was also evident when measuring success in terms of 

electoral share.  

 Success presents a conundrum for parties that rely on anti-

establishment or anti-system sentiment in their appeals to voters. This is 

especially the case if success is in the form of seats in parliament and not 
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just electoral vote share. Indeed, seats in parliament, as a measure of 

success, is a function of a country’s electoral rules. Nonetheless, as scholars 

note, seats bestow on parties both tangible and symbolic benefits, campaign 

funds from the state, for instance, and a role to play in policy making and 

debate (Abou-Chadi and Krause 2020). But in France, the UK, and the US, 

where electoral rules either preclude or drastically limit official 

representation to third parties, populist appeals also tend to show up more 

subdued after periods of increased success. This implies that both electoral 

vote share and seats in the legislature may influence a populist parties’ 

hesitancy to rely on populist appeals.   

 An important corollary to this trend is noted in the party literature. 

Scholars of party competition have argued that parties contesting elections 

while in government incur a “cost of governing” in their electoral 

performance (Powell and Whitten 1993; Stevenson 2002). Three theories 

are offered to explain the dynamics of why voters seem to punish parties in 

power up for re-election.32 Applying this framework to multi-party systems, 

van Spanje (2011) argues that different kinds of parties incur different 

levels of costs based, in part, on their ideological profile. Anti-establishment 

 
32 The three theories, all presuming a two-party system, are: coalition of minorities, the 
median gap theory, and the grievance asymmetry theory. For an overview of these theories, 

see Coffé et al. (2007). 
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parties in particular, van Spanje claims, incur an additional cost associated 

with losing the purity of their message on account of being perceived to 

cooperate with other parties in coalitional governments. Bolstering his 

argument, van Spanje rules out both lack of experience and policy 

compromises as potential explanations for an additional cost of governing 

impacting anti-establishment parties in particular.  

 Linking the strategic choices faced by populist parties to this broader 

trend noted by several scholars is intuitive. Populist parties, by definition, 

are known to capitalize on anti-system sentiment and to incorporate anti-

establishment appeals. If populist parties are more successful, either in 

terms of electoral share or seats gained a legislature, one can reasonably 

expect a decrease in anti-establishment rhetoric. Thus, based both on the 

descriptive results that suggested this trend in the data and the scholarship 

on the cost of governing, I theorize that populist parties will respond to seat 

gain by toning down their populism in both speeches and manifestos: 

 
H5: Populist parties will respond to seats gained in the prior election by 

reducing their campaign and programmatic populism.  

 
H3-H5 are tested below in party campaign speeches; Table 4.3 depicts the 

results for populism of political speeches and Table 4.4 captures the results 
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for  populism of party manifestos. Models 4 and 5 in Table 4.3 test whether 

a party’s level of populism changes based on gaining or losing seats in the 

prior election controlling for the impact of the first two variables, party 

type and election cycle.  

 

 
 
 
 

SEa SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.348 *** 0.051 0.360 *** 0.050

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.057 ** 0.022 0.057 ** 0.023

Election Cycleb

     Second - -

     Third - -

     Fourth - -

Electoral Gain or Loss -0.001 0.002 0.001 0.001

Populist * Electoral Gain or Loss -0.014 + 0.011

NPNM * Electoral Gain or Loss -0.0001 0.006

N 149 149

F Statistic 11.35 *** 8.20 ***

Constant 0.15 0.15

Adj. R2 0.433 0.450

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

aAll Reported Standard Errors are Robust
bOnly significant election cycle coefficients are listed

Table 4.3: Populism in Campaign Speeches by Electoral Gain or Loss

b

Electoral Gain or Loss

Model 4 Model 5

b
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Model 4 reports a negative coefficient for the electoral gain or loss variable, 

which is the hypothesized direction of the relationship, but the coefficient is 

not significant. Model 5 interacts the election gain or loss variable with 

party type for both populist and NPNM parties. The coefficient for the 

populist and electoral gain or loss interaction term appears marginally 

significant (p<0.2) and indicates, in line with our theory, that populist 

parties tone down their populism after gaining seats in the legislature. 

Further, it appears only populist parties react to an increase in seats by 

changing the level or extent of their populism. For every additional 

percentage of seats gained in the legislature, populist parties decrease their 

level of populism by 0.014 points on the 0-1 scale.  
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Figure 4.3: Profile plot showing the predicted relationship between 
campaign populism and gaining seats in the legislature for populist parties 
compared with non-populist parties (mainstream and NPNM).  
 
 
 

Figure 4.3 uses a profile plot to show the relationship between populist 

parties and non-populist parties (mainstream and NPNM combined) 

interacted with electoral gain or loss on predicted levels of campaign 

populism. A decrease in populism among populist parties (black line) is 

contrasted with non-populist parties (blue line). Here, the relationship 

between populist parties and increased success is very apparent. As populist 
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parties gain seats in the legislature, they tone down their use of populism in 

campaign speeches.  

 Returning to all three hypothesized relationships, based in models 4 

and 5 (Table 4.3), I do not find support for H3, namely, that mainstream 

parties would be influenced to adopt more populism in their campaign 

appeals in response to losing seats. Rather, no overall relationship exists 

between seats gained or lost in the prior election and an increase in levels 

of populism. This finding is contrary to what we expected based on the idea 

that populist concepts and frames may represent a compelling option for 

parties who are losing electoral support. Rather, parties do not appear more 

likely to resort to populist rhetoric on account of losing seats in the prior 

election. To be clear, this specific result does not disprove the more general 

theory that parties are more likely to re-assess strategies, positions, and 

voter appeals when they lose seats. Indeed, the research is relatively clear 

on this point. Rather, these data suggest that opting to employ more 

populism in campaign speeches is not one of those changes parties (or 

certain party types) make in response to losing seats.  

 Although not reported in Table 4.3, the condition of whether 

mainstream parties are in opposition or incumbent (H4) was tested 

separately but this condition does not influence the relationship between 
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seat gain or loss on populism. However, we do find support for our 

contention that populist parties incur a cost of success (H5). This cost of 

success dynamic is evident in Figure 4.3, suggesting that that populist 

parties tone down their populism in campaign appeals (speeches) as they 

gain seats in the legislature.    

 Table 4.4 and models 4 and 5 offer results from the electoral gain or 

loss variable in party manifestos. Again, the hypothesized relationship and 

expectations are the same for manifestos as for speeches: that parties would 

increase the populism employed in manifestos if they lost seats in the prior 

election.  
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Model 4 (Table 4.4) indicates the overall impact of the electoral gain and 

loss variable is not significant. In model 5 however, interacting party type 

(populist and NPNM) with the electoral gain or loss variable indicates that 

only populist parties respond to seat gains by increasing their programmatic 

SEa SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.230 *** 0.050 0.220 *** 0.040

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.015 0.018 0.057 ** 0.020

Election Cycleb

     Second - -0.044 * 0.026

     Third - -

     Fourth - -

Electoral Gain or Loss 0.0005 0.001 -0.0003 0.001

Populist * Electoral Gain or Loss 0.012 + 0.008

NPNM * Electoral Gain or Loss 0.001 0.005

N 154 154

F Statistic 5.55 *** 4.44 ***

Constant 0.15 0.16

Adj. R2 0.300 0.310

Table 4.4: Populism in Party Manifestos by Electoral Gain or Loss

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

aAll Reported Standard Errors are Robust

bOnly significant election cycle coefficients are listed

Model 4 Model 5

Electoral Gain or Loss

b b
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populism (exactly the opposite relationship theorized in H5 and found in 

party speeches). The other two relationships (H3 and H4), that of 

mainstream parties (in opposition and not), are not supported in the data.  

 Thus, model 5 offers results that again run partially contrary to the 

theoretical expectations from the literature.33 Whereas populist parties tone 

down the populism in campaign speeches in response to gaining seats, the 

evidence suggests they increase their use of populist concepts and frames in 

party manifestos. Figure 4.4 below presents the relationship from model 5, 

demonstrating the predicted increase in the populism of populist parties as 

they gain seats. So, while we do not find support for the hypothesis (H5), a 

more surprising relationship does appear in the data that suggests a 

strategic divergence for populist parties. In response to gaining seats, 

populist parties appear to increase the populism of party manifestos while 

toning down the populism of appeals to voters in campaign speeches. 

   
 

 
33 Model 5 does contain a significant election cycle coefficient which should be mentioned 

when considering this model. The second election cycle is significantly different than the 
other election cycles. Analyzing the model 5 relationship only in the second election cycle 

reveals two unique features of the second election cycle that could explain this coefficient. 
The sample size for the second election cycle appears to be lowest of the four election cycle 

(at 31 observations) and it also appears that this election cycle saw the only time populist 
parties, on average, gained seats while mainstream and NPNM both lost seats. Most 

important for the overall model, the relationship between electoral gain or loss is still 
evident in the second election cycle.   
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Figure 4.4: Profile plot showing the predicted relationship between 
programmatic populism and gaining seats in the legislature for populist 
parties compared with other parties.    
 
  
 

Populist Success Hypotheses 

 
Just as a party losing or gaining seats in the legislature may prompt a re-

evaluating of campaign tactics or issue positions, the external pressure of 

the rise and relative success of new parties in a given party system may 

push established parties to change. For example, Mudde (2007) argues that 

mainstream parties may feel pressure to compete with populist parties 

especially when populist parties are increasing their vote share. That 



 

141 
 

pressure, however, may or may not involve any adjustment to mainstream 

strategies or campaign appeals in an effort to counter populist electoral 

gains. Here, research suggests that mainstream parties opt for either 

accommodation or resistance.  

 In her extended treatment of party system dynamics between 

established and new parties, Meguid (2010) argues that when challenger or 

niche parties do not increase vote share and remain marginalized, 

mainstream parties are not inclined to adjust their strategy or engage the 

issues those marginalized parties highlight. Conversely, Meguid claims, 

when challenger parties do increase their vote share they exert pressure on 

mainstream parties to respond by either shifting to accommodate or 

effectively ignoring the challenger party. Accommodation may involve 

simply engaging the issues or debates the challenger parties highlights or 

actually shifting positions on issues in the direction of the challenger party. 

Based in data from 1980s through the 1990s, Meguid suggests that 

established parties accommodating challenger parties in this manner 

actually diminishes the electoral appeals of challenger parties, effectively 

attracting supporters back from the challenger party. Subsequent scholars 

find similar trends but also note how an accommodation strategy by 

mainstream parties, while decreasing support for challenger parties, may 
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also normalize or ‘mainstream’ more extreme position shifts in the process 

(Minkenberg 2913; Schumacher and Kersbergen 2014).  

 In contrast, other research demonstrates that mainstream efforts to 

ignore or exclude rather than accommodate challenger parties sometimes 

works to limit or diminish a challenger party’s appeal (van Spanje and van 

Der Brug 2009). Both van Spanje and van Der Brug find that institutional 

factors such as electoral threshold determines when accommodation works. 

Exploring this pattern further, other research finds a positive impact of 

accommodation on challenger parties rather than a negative one. For 

instance, mainstream parties shifting their positions on immigration toward 

the challenger party actually backfires as this issue is effectively “owned” 

by the challenger party (Abou-Chadi 2016; Han 2015; van Spanje and De 

Graaf 2017). Moreover, recent scholarship aims to more carefully isolate 

whether mainstream shifts on issues such as immigration are the result of 

the success of a challenger party or either a response to vote share or shifts 

in public opinion (Abou-Chadi and Krause 2020). Using a novel research 

design, the author finds that mainstream parties shifting positions on 

immigration is in response to the success of challenger parties rather than 
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public opinion or voter preference.34 While intuitive, this finding bolsters 

the idea that parties are strategic in how they respond to other parties.    

 An important limitation of the literature summarized is the exclusive 

reliance on issue positions to measure party change. Admittedly, parties 

shifting positions in response to new challenger parties or in response to 

shifts in electoral support are important inquires. But no research considers 

these questions of accommodation or resistance by measuring populism 

using the rhetoric of campaign appeals in speeches or the populist framing 

of issues in party manifestos. Specifically, if parties consider the manner in 

which populist parties frame political problems or highlight specific issues 

is responsible for their electoral increases, they may adopt similar populist 

appeals or and use populist ideas to frame issues (Meny and Surel 2002). 

Similar to the research summarized on issue positions, this expectation is 

essentially Downsian. It assumes that mainstream parties behave rationally 

when they adopt populist framing of political problems in campaigns or use 

populism to frame issues in party manifestos in order to be more electorally 

competitive. Thus, I propose the following hypothesis expecting that 

 
34 Abou-Chadi’s research design here is what allows this specific findings, adopting a 
regression discontinuity approach that isolates the impact of challenger parties who win 

seats in parliament versus challenger parties that may narrowly miss winning seats in 
parliament. These findings confirm that parties may shift positions strategically in 

response to other parties in the system.  
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mainstream parties will respond to an increase in populist success by 

adopting more populist rhetoric in both their party manifestos and 

campaign speeches. 

 
H6: Mainstream parties will increase their campaign and programmatic 

populism in response to the increased success of populist parties.  

 

 Both the seat gain or loss variable and the populist success variable 

purport to measure two aspects of how parties change in response to 

dynamics of party competition. As such, two follow-up hypotheses are 

derived from the same expectations as the seat gain or loss variable. First, 

that only mainstream parties in opposition will respond to increased 

populist success by adopting more populism in their speeches and 

manifestos. And second, that populist parties will respond to the increased 

success, this time in terms of electoral vote share, by toning down their 

populism in campaign appeals and party manifestos.  

 
H7: Mainstream parties in opposition will respond to populist success from 

the prior election by increasing their campaign and programmatic populism. 
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H8: Populist parties will respond to populist success in the prior election by 

reducing their campaign and programmatic populism. 

 

H6-H8 are tested below in party campaign speeches; Table 4.5 measures the 

populism of political speeches and Table 4.6 measures the populism of party 

manifestos.  

 

 

SEb SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.34 *** 0.05 0.302 *** 0.09

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.057 ** 0.023 0.033 0.030

Election Cyclec

     Second - -

     Third - -

     Fourth - -

Populist Success 0.003 + 0.002 0.001 0.002

Populist * Populist Success 0.003 0.006

NPNM * Populist Success 0.003 0.003

N 139 139

F Statistic 11.12 *** 8.40 ***

Constant 0.15 0.16

Adj. R2 0.450 0.440

cOnly significant election cycle coefficients are listed

Table 4.5: Populism in Campaign Speeches by Populist Successa

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

a US not included in Models 6 & 7 due to no populist party
b
All Reported Standard Errors are Robust

b

Populist Success

Model 6 Model 7

b
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 Models 6 and 7 in Table 4.5 tests whether the success of populist 

parties increases the likelihood that parties will employ populist rhetoric in 

campaign speeches. Model 6 reveals a significant relationship between the 

success of populist parties and the use of populism by parties. Model 7 adds 

an interaction term between party type (populist and NPNM) and populist 

success to determine whether the impact of populist success on populism is 

conditioned by party type. Neither interaction term is significant and adding 

the interactions to the model renders the overall coefficient for populist 

success from model 6 insignificant.  Therefore, we cannot claim support for 

our last three hypotheses pertaining to campaign speeches (H6, H7, and 

H8).35 

 Table 4.6 and models 4 and 5 offer results from the populist success 

variable in party manifestos. These tests considering whether the success of 

populist parties is related to whether parties are, on average, more likely to 

use populist words or phrases in their manifestos.  

 
 

 

 
35 Once again, even though it is not included in the table, I test the conditional impact of 

oppositional status of mainstream parties and find no relationship.  
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 In model 6 (Table 4.6), the populist success variable is a significant 

predictor of programmatic populism across parties.36 Model 7 adds 

 
36 Model 6 and 7 also contains significant coefficients for election cycle dummy variables, 

the second and fourth election cycles in model 6 and the fourth election cycle in model 7. 
This indicates that the overall relationship depicted here may be unique to or influenced by 

these two election cycles. Diagnostic plots and cross-sectional regressions reveal that the 
second and fourth election cycles contain both lower sample sizes and higher values of the 

explanatory variable (populist success). But the general pattern between the independent 

SEb SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.21 *** 0.04 0.058 0.07

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.012 0.02 0.02 0.030

Election Cyclec

     Second -0.050 * 0.03 -

     Third - -

     Fourth -0.080 ** 0.03 -0.060 ** 0.026

Populist Success 0.004 ** 0 0.002 + 0.001

Populist * Populist Success 0.012 ** 0.006

NPNM * Populist Success -0.001 0.002

N 144 144

F Statistic 5.75 *** 6.09 ***

Constant 0.14 0.16

Adj. R2 0.330 0.403

Table 4.6: Populism in Party Manifestos by Populist Successa

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

a US not included in Models 6 & 7 due to no populist party
b
All Reported Standard Errors are Robust

cOnly significant election cycle coefficients are listed

b

Model 6

Populist Success

Model 7

b
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important context to model 6, however. The two interaction terms in model 

7 for populist and NPNM parties reveal that the overall significance noted in 

model 6 is likely driven by only populist parties in response to increased 

populist vote share. As such, there is no evidence to support either H6 or 

H7. Mainstream parties (in opposition and not) do not respond to increased 

populist success by adopting more populism.  

 However, the populist party type and populist success interaction 

term (p<0.05) predicts that for every additional percentage point of 

populist vote share, populist parties will increase their populism by about 

0.012 points in party manifestos. Similar to populist parties responding to 

seat gains by adopting more programmatic populism, it appears that 

populist parties also respond to increased electoral share in the same 

manner. This is exactly the opposite direction we hypothesized (H8) but 

does mirror the finding in model 5. Populist parties response to both seat 

gains and increased success by increasing their programmatic populism and 

decreasing their campaign populism.  

 Further, while party type variables have been significant predictors in 

every model prior, the two dummy variables for populist and NPNM are not 

 
and dependent variables persists across election cycles. Nonetheless, it is possible that the 
greater differences in these two elections is driving the overall significance. 
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significant in model 7 with the interaction terms present. This combined 

with the higher adjusted R2 (0.40 in model 7, 0.33 in model 6) suggests 

model 7 offers the most compelling account of variation in programmatic 

populism. Figure 4.5 highlights the predicted change in populism (black 

line) for populist parties compared with non-populist parties (blue line, 

NPNM and mainstream predictions combined). The clear uptick in populism 

that corresponds to increased populist vote share is evident.  

 

 

Figure 4.5: Profile plot showing the predicted relationship between 
programmatic populism and populist success for populist parties compared 
with other parties.  
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 Generating a similar plot based on interacting mainstream parties 

with populist success highlights that mainstream parties respond to 

increased populist success by decreasing their use of populism in party 

manifestos. Figure 4.6 singles out the mainstream party and populist 

success interaction (blue line) compared against non-mainstream (black 

line, NPNM and populist parties combined). The decrease in populism is 

visible and corresponds to about 0.01 point decrease in populism for every 

percentage point increase populist vote share.  
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Figure 4.6: Profile plot showing the predicted relationship between 
programmatic populism and populist success for mainstream parties 
compared with other parties.   
 
 

 
Re-thinking the Zeitgeist: Mainstream Resistance, Populist Divergence 

 
To summarize and conclude, the hypothesis tests reveal interesting patterns 

in the data, as well as relationships. Table 4.7 re-states the eight hypotheses 

and lists whether each is supported in either campaign speeches or party 

manifestos. From the table, it is clear the overall pattern is one of null 

findings; most of the hypothesized relationships derived from the literature 

do not find support in the data Even so, three distinct stories emerge from 
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the data and offer a novel take on whether and when parties employ 

populism over the last two decades.  

  

 
 
 
 First, the zeitgeist hypothesis (H1) conjectures that all parties are 

employing more populism over the last few decades, namely, that an 

increase in populism is seen at the party system level. But, neither the 

Speeches Manifestos

H1
Political parties have increased their levels of campaign and programmatic 

populism over the last two decades.  
No No

H2
Mainstream parties have increased their levels of campaign and 

programmatic populism over the last two decades. 
No No

H3
Mainstream parties will respond to seats lost from the prior election by 

increasing their use of campaign and programmatic populism. 
No No

H4
Mainstream parties in opposition will respond to electoral loss from the 

prior election by increasing their campaign and programmatic populism. 
No No

H5
Populist parties will respond to seats gained in the prior election by 

reducing their campaign and programmatic populism
Yes

Opposite 

relationship

H6
Mainstream parties will increase their use of campaign and programmatic 

populism in response to the increased success of populist parties. 
No No

H7
Mainstream parties in opposition will respond to populist success from the 

prior election by increasing their campaign and programmatic populism.
No No

H8
Populist parties will respond to populist success in the prior election by 

reducing their campaign and programmatic populism.
No

Opposite 

relationship

Supported in the Data?
Hypothesis

Table 4.7: Results of Hypothesis Tests
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descriptive data nor the OLS models indicated any overall increase or 

decrease in populism across our six countries. To be sure, most of the 

scholarship regarding increased populism the last two decades is mostly 

concerned with populism’s impact on mainstream parties. But this 

contention is not supported in the data either; mainstream parties have not 

increased their use of populism over the last two decades in either 

campaign speeches or party manifestos (H2). Moreover, there are no 

increases or decreases in populism by party type evident in the data. These 

results contrast sharply with the common zeitgeist refrain over the last 

several years; instead of a zeitgeist, they tell a story of populism’s limited 

appeal and utility among not only mainstream parties but perhaps all 

parties.    

 Even though a significant trend across time is not detected overall or 

by party type, ordering the data by election does tell an interesting story. As 

noted, mainstream parties and populist parties exhibit opposite trends over 

the last two decades in campaign speeches compared with party manifestos. 

Mainstream parties have increased their use of populism and populist 

parties have decreased their use of populism in campaign speeches. In party 

manifestos, the exact opposite trend is observable: mainstream parties have 

decreased their populist framing of issue positions while populist parties 



 

154 
 

have increased their populist framing issue positions in party manifestos. 

While the overall trends are not significant, given the OLS models, the 

descriptive evidence of clear differences in how mainstream and populist 

parties have come to employ populism differently in these two domains is 

worthy of further research.  

  Hypotheses 3, 4, 6, and 7 assert that mainstream parties (or 

mainstream parties in opposition) will adopt populist ideas, concepts, and 

frames in response to both seat loss or populist success. But both models 

essentially tell the same story about mainstream parties across speeches 

and manifestos: mainstream parties are firmly resistant to employing more 

populism in response to electoral losses or the success of populist parties. 

Contrary to the expectations from the literature, both loss of seats and 

copying the rhetoric and appeals of increasingly successful populist parties 

do not explain why mainstream parties may adopt more populism. As noted, 

these findings do not contradict the general Downsian expectation that 

parties are rational and will seek to maximize voter appeal, but does add 

important nuance to the types of changes mainstream parties are willing to 

make in response to losing seats or in response to facing an increasingly 

successful competitor. And it confirms the important context of party type 

when considering whether or to what extent parties change positions or 
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shift campaign appeals. Indeed, while mainstream parties may change their 

strategies, positions, or appeals in response to lost seats, the evidence here 

suggests these changes do not include an increased likelihood to adopt 

populist concepts or frames in either campaign speeches or manifestos.  

 Hypotheses 5 and 8 present the most surprising results based in the 

expectations from prior research. Research on the behavior of populist 

parties, especially when and whether they use populism in their appeals or 

issue positions, is relatively mixed. Most research assumes populist parties 

will employ populism and, as such, most research gravitates toward 

questions about populist parties’ impact on other parties or on party 

systems. As theorized however, the anti-establishment dimension of 

populist appeals present populist parties with a conundrum: how much to 

rely on populist appeals once they achieve a modicum of success. Both 

hypotheses expected populist parties to follow a “cost of governing” 

calculus and tone down their populism in both speeches and manifestos. 

Based in these data, populist parties respond to both measures of success, 

seats gained in the legislature and increased electoral vote share, with a 

divergent strategy: tone down campaign populism but increase 

programmatic populism. Although realizing a cost to increased success in 

their appeals to voters in campaign speeches, populist parties appear to 
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bolster the populism used to frame issue positions in party manifestos. This 

divergence also lends credence to the idea that parties use populism 

differently in speeches versus manifestos. Populist parties in particular may 

be more comfortable couching issue positions they believe they own in 

populist terms rather than appealing directly to voters using anti-

establishment ideas potentially out of sync with the party’s track record.  

 The descriptive data and the hypothesis testing discussed in this 

chapter reveals interesting insights about populism. But there are two 

notable limitations. One, this analysis relies on static assessments of 

populism in each election year and for each party. Although parties generate 

several speeches each campaign, these speeches are combined and 

measured as one data point to determine the percentage of populist words 

and phrases. But a core implication of how I conceptualize populism 

emphasizes its dynamic and strategic aspects, that any party may employ it 

and do so in a variety of contexts. And two, the explanatory variables 

introduced in the OLS models — electoral gain or loss and populist success — 

are both derived from prior elections. As noted, there is good theoretical 

justification to think prior elections matter. But parties undoubtedly update 

their campaign strategies based on more than just prior election results. 

Indeed, campaigns and elections are hardly single data points; parties may 
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adapt their campaign appeals in the course of campaigns just as they adopt 

new strategies and positions between campaigns. Thus, treating campaigns 

and elections as static events and considering only the influence of prior 

elections on a party’s level of populism would present an incomplete 

picture. I account for both in the next chapter by focusing more closely on 

the two cases of France and the US. 
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CHAPTER 5: STRATEGIC AND STRUCTURAL DETERMINANTS OF WITHIN 
CAMPAIGN POPULISM IN FRANCE AND THE UNITED STATES 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 

This chapter builds on the analysis offered in the prior chapter by looking 

more closely at when and why parties employ populism in the context of 

campaigns. The goal is to address the two limitations noted at the end of 

Chapter Four. First, that only one measurement of populism for every 

campaign may obscure important variation within campaigns. And second, 

that only considering explanatory factors from prior elections, such as seat 

gain or loss and populist success, presents an incomplete picture of when 

and why parties may resort to populism.  

 A closer look at how parties use populism within campaigns is also 

directly related to how populism is defined and conceptualized in this study. 

Rather than treating populism as a stable ideological trait or aligned with 

certain issue positions, I argue that populism is best understood as a set of 

ideas about how politics work, or ‘first order principles’. As noted earlier, 

populism amounts to a set of ideas, concepts, and frames that may be 
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employed by any party—populist, mainstream, or others—in the context of 

campaign speeches or party manifestos. The data analyzed in Chapters 

Three and Four largely comport with this notion of populism. As discussed, 

some level of populist ideas or frames are present in most parties analyzed 

and populism appears to fluctuate in all parties from election to election. In 

short, what distinguishes populist parties seems to be a matter of degree 

rather than the presence or absence of populist claims. If populism is not a 

stable ideological trait, the follow-up inquiry becomes what are the 

mechanisms that influence parties’ strategic decisions to use populism. 

While Chapter Four considered this question by looking at variables derived 

from prior elections on parties’ use of populism, this chapter focuses within 

campaigns and considers both structural and strategic reasons why 

populism may vary within campaigns.  

 Throughout this chapter, as in Chapter Three, I rely on the validated 

dictionary of populist words and phrases detailed in Chapter Two to 

measure populism at the political party level. Owing to the focused case 

study design, I offer case-specific details for both France and the US 

whenever they aid in interpreting trends in the data and statistical results. I 

organize the chapter around three questions:  
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• Does populism vary within campaigns in the US and France? 

• Do party system differences in the US and France explain why 

parties may vary in their use of populism? 

• Do parties vary their use of populism on the basis of audience 

numbers (reach), incumbency/challenger status, or location?   

 

To answer these questions, I offer a focused case comparison between the 

United States and France that analyzes campaign populism (campaign 

speeches) within rather than across campaigns. The first question is 

answered primarily with descriptive data. The second question introduces a 

structural difference between the US and France — two-party versus multi-

party competition — that may explain variation in how parties use 

populism. The third question considers a set of contextual variables 

common between the two countries. These variables measure proximity to 

the election, audience numbers, incumbency, and location. I explore 

whether these contextual variables correspond to an increase or decrease in 

a party’s populist appeals during campaigns.     

 First, I discuss case selection, data collection, and measurement of the 

variables used throughout the chapter. The larger corpus and more speeches 

per election and per party in France and the US allows for more granular 
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analysis. Based in the initial analysis of variation within campaigns, I find 

several themes. Notably, the use of populism among parties in the US and 

France varies considerably within campaigns. French mainstream parties 

demonstrated an increase in their use of populism as the election neared 

while populist parties showed the opposite. Furthermore, I find that 

populism in the US is a bipartisan phenomenon within campaigns in 2004, 

2008, and 2012, and is consistently quite low. Populism figured prominently 

in the 2016 GOP campaign (Donald Trump) however, with a clear pattern of 

increased populism as the election neared. In 2016 and 2020 both, the use 

of populism became decidedly more nativist in defining the “true people” 

and was used primarily by the GOP, with the democratic party’s levels 

remaining on par with the earlier elections.   

 In comparing the influence of structural differences between the two 

countries, I find that populism is more common in the French multi-party 

system than the US two-party system; however, US parties tone down their 

populism as the election nears while French mainstream parties increase 

their populism. These findings suggest that the number of parties competing 

in an election—namely, two-party versus multi-party—creates different 

structural incentives for parties in these two contexts. Two party 

competition generates incentives for more broad based appeals toward the 
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median voter while multi-party competition generates incentives for parties 

to appeal to centrist and peripheral voters. Lastly, I find support that 

increased attendance at campaign speeches is correlated with lower 

populism in the US and higher levels of populism in France. In addition, a 

party’s incumbent status is a predictor of lower levels of populism.  

 

Case Selection 

 
Aside from data availability, France and the US are selected for a focused 

case comparison because they share several important features. Both 

countries have an established history of populist movements and 

mobilization. As Frances Lee (2019) argues, populist movements and 

candidates have been a recurring feature of US presidential politics since 

the early 19th century. Other scholars note that populism manifests in left-

wing, right-wing, and centrist forms in the US (Kazin 1998; Lowndes 2017). 

Similarly, populist movements and mobilization in France are often 

regarded as among Europe’s first and, especially with the National Front 

(FN), a sort of progenitor to other European populist parties on the right 

(Mudde 2017; Ivaldi 2018).  

 Moreover, the common historical experience of populist movements 

in both France and the US rarely translates to an organized populist 
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presence in government. Both countries fall into what Gallagher and 

Mitchell (2005) describe as ‘single member constituency systems’ (5). In the 

US, single member district plurality electoral rules make it difficult for third 

parties to mount viable campaigns against the two main parties 

(Rosenstone, Behr, and Lazarus 1984). Similarly, single member majority 

rules in France require candidates to receive a majority of the votes to gain 

a seat in the National Assembly (if not in the first round then between the 

two top candidates in the second, runoff round). Importantly, majority 

runoff elections in France do produce greater incentives for long-shot 

candidates and multiple parties to enter elections than the US system with 

single round plurality rules (Shugart and Carey 1992). Nonetheless, the 

French electoral system’s combination of single member districts (e.g., low 

‘district magnitude’) and majority rules results in disproportional 

representation in favor of the two most dominant parties or coalitions.    

 A similar history of populist movements and mobilization combined 

with a high threshold for entry into the legislature isolates a remaining key 

difference between the US and France: the number of viable parties 

competing in elections. Even though both countries’ electoral rules limit the 

opportunities for populist parties to win seats in the legislature, the number 

of viable parties contesting elections importantly varies. In the US, the two 
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main parties compete in a two-party system, while in France multiple 

parties (typically 4-5) compete in a multi-party system.37 Thus, analyzing 

the use of populism by parties in the US and France offers a useful context 

to consider how the number of parties competing may affect the use of 

populism.  

 

Data and Methods 

 
Data collection for both France and the United States followed the same 

process discussed in Chapter Two. For the six cases, I had a minimum 

number of three speeches for each party in each election. In both the US and 

France, party speeches were more readily available, especially in text 

format or easily transformed to text format.38  In both contexts, most of the 

speeches were gathered from single archives or repositories. In the US, the 

University of Santa Barbara’s “American Presidency Project” collects and 

catalogs a variety of text-based data on the presidency. Part of that 

collection contains each presidential campaign’s speeches and campaign 

documents. In France, the Direction de l'information légale et administrative 

 
37 I rely on the discussion of party systems in Lijphart (2012). Lijphart updates Sartori’s 
measurement technique based on a measurement of the ‘effective’ number of parties  

(1976, 122-123).  
38 Austria and Sweden proved the most difficult for finding, translating, and transcribing 

party speeches while the US and France proved the least difficult. Campaign speeches in 
Germany and Sweden were not difficult to locate but yielded very few elections with more 

than the minimum number of speeches. 
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(Legal and Administrative Department) collects text-based records from 

public life the last fifty years. These include many presidential and 

legislative speeches, including campaign speeches from the presidential 

elections.  

  Speeches from the US and France were overwhelmingly campaign 

speeches directed at an audience of voters. In the US, all speeches gathered 

were from campaign stops through the US during the three month period 

prior to the election. The one exception to this rule in the US was each 

party’s nomination acceptance speech at the party convention. These 

speeches are also considered campaign speeches but are typically more 

formulaic and intended primarily for decided voters and party leadership. In 

France, the overwhelming majority of speeches gathered were also 

campaign speeches directed at voters. On a few occasions, journalists, 

politicians, and union representatives were present and explicitly 

referenced in the text of the speech. The bulk of French campaign speeches 

were gathered in the three-month lead up the first round of the presidential 

election. 39   

 
39 Less than five percent of the speeches from the two candidates (and parties) that 

proceeded to the run-off round were gathered in the intervening two-week period between 
the first and second round. Due to this small number, I did not categorize or code these 

speeches differently for analysis.  
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 Table 5.1 breaks down the campaign speeches analyzed in the US and 

France using a number of specific characteristics. Recalling the corpus of all 

six countries from Chapter Three, the most notable contrast here is the 

number of speeches and word count totals. The six cases analyzed in 

Chapter Three totaled around two million words and 473 speeches total. In 

Table 5.1, the totals for just France and the US comprised more than half of 

that, at about 1.1 million words, and more than half of the total number of 

speeches, at 251 speeches. The election ranges are similar for both 

countries, spanning from 2002 through 2020 respectively. France held only 

four elections during this time period while the US held five elections.  

 
 

 
 

Election 

Cycles

Election 

Range

Number 

of 

Speeches

Speeches per 

election/party 

(average)

Average 

word count 

per speech

Total Word 

Count

France 4
2002-

2017
103 5.15 5033 525,143

US 5
2004-

2020
148 15 3749 620,449

Totals 9 19 years 251 1,145,592

Table 5.1: Data collection in France and United States
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More US speeches were gathered overall which resulted in a higher average 

number of speeches per election. These higher numbers are also a function 

of only two parties, Democrat and Republican, contesting elections, 

compared with France’s five to six parties per election. Lastly, even though 

fewer speeches were gathered overall and on average per election in France, 

the word count average for French speeches (5033) was well above the US 

average (3749). 

 

Variables and Measurement  
 
Measuring populism within campaigns in France and the US is based on the 

same technique explained in Chapter Two and used in Chapters Three and 

Four. This validated dictionary of populist words and phrases comprises the 

dependent variable here. Similar to prior analysis, I standardize this 

measurement.40 To make sense of variation in a party’s use of populism 

during campaigns, I gathered contextual data for each speech in France and 

the US. Besides the standard information of date, party, party type, and 

speaker, I gathered information on speech length (word count), location of 

 
40 The original populism score measured the percent of populist words and phrases over 
the total word count. I divide each measurement by the highest value in the dataset of 

French and US speeches. As before, this yields a score from 0 to 1, where 0 is 
conceptualized as containing the least populist words or phrases and 1 is conceptualized as 

containing the most. The distribution of the dependent variable is displayed in Appendix K. 
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the speech, estimates of audience size, and whether the speech was from an 

incumbent party or challenger party. In addition, I captured the difference, 

in days, between the date of the speech and the date of the election for a 

given campaign year. This variable is used to measure whether parties may 

increase or decrease their use of populism as the election gets closer.  

 To generate a useful location variable, I took the specific speech 

locations and organized them into larger geographic and political regions 

commonly used in each country. In France, I sorted all the speeches into 

France’s 13 metropolitan regions (and 5 overseas territories) that follow the 

18 administrative regions of France. The regions are large enough to allow 

for some general findings but also small enough to pinpoint where second 

round presidential candidates expect higher levels of support. For instance, 

in the 2017 French election, Marine Le Pen won three regions in France that 

accounted for a large percentage of her electoral share: Grand Est, Hauts-

de-France (both in the north/northeast of France) and Provence (south).  

 In the US, I sorted all speeches into the four census designations of 

South, Midwest, Northeast, and West. Both methods simplify the location 

specific data but, in turn, allow for more generalized comparisons of 

whether parties and politicians may adapt their appeals to suite different 

regional audiences. Maps of the regions for both France and the US are 
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included in Appendix L. In the US, I used the location data to generate a 

dichotomous variable that captures whether the speech was given in a 

swing state. Because both parties focus primarily on swing states during the 

campaign, 77 percent of all the speeches were from these states. Still, I use 

this variable to test whether the perceived competitiveness of a state may 

correspond with an increase or decrease in populism.41  

 To measure audience numbers for speeches, I relied on estimates 

provided by either the published speech itself, references to the speech in 

media, or estimates based on the capacity of the building where the speech 

was delivered. In a few rare cases, estimates were not found in which 

audience numbers were inferred from footage or pictures of the speech. 

Lastly, a dichotomous party status variable was determined for each speech. 

If the party was campaigning from a position of incumbency, it was coded 

“1” and if the party was campaigning as a challenger party, the speech was 

coded “0”. 

 
Patterns of Within Campaign Populism 

 
The first task is to determine what variation in populism looks like within 

campaigns in France and the US over the last two decades. Populism, as 

 
41 What states were considered swing states during each election analyzed is displayed in 

Appendix M. 
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discussed in Chapters One and Two, is best conceived as a set of ideas about 

governance and legitimacy (first order principles). An implication of this 

ideational definition is that any party may adopt populism as a way to 

appeal to voters or to frame issues. The broader analysis of six cases in 

Chapter Three and Four confirmed that populism fluctuates among party 

types, across countries, and across elections. A reasonable expectation is 

that it also fluctuates within campaigns. 

 To better understand whether similar trends exist within campaigns 

in the context of the US and France, I first break up the data into elections 

for observation. As noted in Table 5.1, there are nine elections to observe 

between 2002 and 2020, 5 elections in the US and 4 in France. The US 

elections only compare two parties and have the added advantage of better 

coverage during the three month pre-election campaign window. By 

contrast, France’s multiple parties make for slightly more complex line 

graphs and finding fewer speeches for a few parties makes for more 

staggered comparisons (especially in 2017).   

 
Populism in the US, 2004-2012: Bipartisan and Rare 
 
Figures 5.1 through 5.3 illustrate populism within campaigns in the first 

three US elections analyzed: 2004, 2008, and 2012. The most notable 
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feature during the first three elections between 2008 and 2012 (Figures 5.1-

5.3) is the relatively common use of populism by both parties. Although 

these elections contained low levels of populism overall, the Democrats and 

Republicans both employed populism in their campaign appeals at 

comparable levels.  

 

 
Figure 5.1: Populism in 2004 US Campaign Speeches 
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Figure 5.2: Populism in 2008 US Campaign Speeches 
 

 
 

 
Figure 5.3: Populism in 2012 US Campaign Speeches 
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2004: Bush vs. Kerry 
 
 These general trends in the US provide a useful start, but exploring 

how populism is used in each election allows for more detailed 

comparisons. First, observing the populism scores across the 2004 

campaign (Figure 5.1), both John Kerry (Dem) and George W. Bush (GOP) 

have similar scores from the beginning of the campaign to the end. The one 

exception here is Kerry giving a more populist speech (0.25) early in the 

campaign (Aug 24). This speech, given about nine weeks from the election, 

was at Cooper Union in New York City. The high score reflects two populist 

themes recurring throughout the speech: portraying the Bush 

administration as dishonest and corrupt and maintaining that he is on the 

side of the real Americans or the middle class. “Every step of the way,” 

Kerry argues, “[Bush] has put the narrow interests of the few ahead of the 

interests of most Americans.” The contrast between the Bush 

administration’s policies takes a more Manichean and anti-elitist turn later 

in the speech when Kerry aligns Bush’s decisions and policies as corrupt and 

dishonest, asserting that he will “tell the truth instead of lying to the 

American people.”  

 Although this speech by Kerry stands out in this sample for its high 

levels of populism, it also highlights the specific nature of Kerry’s populism 
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as being primarily anti-elitism. Breaking up each speaker’s average level of 

populism during the 2004 election reveals that the Democratic challenger 

(Kerry) is much more likely to employ anti-elitist appeals, while the 

Republican incumbent (Bush) relies more exclusively on Manichean and 

people centric appeals. For instance, in several speeches from late 

September to early October, Bush’s higher scores in overall populism are 

due mostly to invoking more Manichean language and people centrism 

while defending the decision to invade Iraq, drawing attention to the danger 

posed to American values—and “way of life”—by radical Islamic terror. 

Although not used in large amounts, emphasis on the Manichean and 

people-centric dimensions of populism accounts for most of Bush’s populism 

as the incumbent. Overall, while Kerry’s speeches contain more populism 

(0.10) on average than Bush’s (0.06), about eighty percent of Bush’s 

populist appeals during the 2004 election are Manichean and people-centric 

appeals rather than anti-elitism. Kerry, on the other hand, employs 

populism more often and about seventy percent is categorized as anti-elitist.    

 

2008: McCain vs. Obama  
 
Overall populist ideas, concepts, and frames being employed in the 2008 

and 2012 campaigns also appears to be a bipartisan affair. In the 2008 
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election (Figure 5.2), for instance, the populism of John McCain (GOP) and 

Barack Obama (Dem) tracked relatively evenly throughout the campaign. 

Obama’s scores were more consistent throughout the campaign while 

trending lower as election day neared. McCain’s scores were more variable 

largely due to several speeches in the middle of the campaign that scored 

quite high on the populism scale (mid-September through mid-October).  

 Exploring each candidate’s speeches more closely, the higher levels of 

populism in McCain’s mid-campaign speeches were largely linked to the 

2007 financial crisis and McCain’s efforts to respond in a way that would 

make clear distinctions between himself and Obama, but also maintain some 

continuity with the outgoing Bush administration. The populism in these 

three speeches from McCain contain one predominant populist theme, that 

of the corruption of Wall Street at the expense of Mainstreet.42 Although 

McCain sometimes casts this difference in very stark and Manichean terms, 

this mostly comes across as anti-elite discourse. Importantly, this anti-

elitism is directed not at the party in power per se—e.g., the corrupt 

politicians—but rather against an unruly, selfish, and wealthy corporate 

sector that is pitted against not just the economic interests of the middle or 

 
42 On several occasions, McCain also maligns Obama as corrupt and not capable of telling 
the truth, referring several times that if he needed advice about truthfulness he would not 

ask a “Chicago politician.” 
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lower classes but against their values and way of life. This demonstrates the 

flexibility of anti-elitism as a component of populism. The economic crisis 

gave McCain an opportunity to channel the public’s ire away from the GOP 

incumbent and on the nefarious wealthy minority.  

 This same opportunism is revealed in Obama’s speeches around the 

same time in the election but with a key difference. The target for some of 

Obama’s more populist speeches in late September is likely meant to 

channel the same anti-Wall Street sentiment but with no mention of Wall 

Street, bankers, or wealth. Rather, Obama’s target is the political corruption 

of both parties in their lack of regulations for Wall Street. Here, he brings 

up ear marks, ties between lobbyists and politicians, and tax loopholes. To 

further burnish his outsider status, much of Obama’s populism in response 

to the economic crisis of 2007 is not directed at one party but relies heavily 

on his repeated reminder that he is not part of the Washington 

establishment. Although McCain uses more populism overall (0.17) 

compared to Obama (0.10) throughout the campaign, anti-elitist appeals 

account for about eighty percent of both candidates’ populism. McCain is 

more keen to direct his anti-elite rhetoric toward Wall Street while Obama 

implicates the political establishment for their lack of oversight and 

regulation.  
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2012: Romney vs. Obama  
 
What stands out in the 2012 election (Figure 5.3) is very low levels of 

populism from both Obama (Dem) and Mitt Romney (GOP), each at 0.05. 

Further, the populism of both candidates oscillated back and forth nearly in 

tandem across the campaign, with the candidates diverging slightly at the 

end of the campaign. Comparing both candidates across the three 

dimensions of populism reveals that Romney, even though he was the 

challenger, used very little anti-elite rhetoric. The rare populist appeals he 

did make usually centered on trade issues that invoked Manichean language 

about China taking advantage of the US and complicity politicians who have 

helped rigged the system in China’s favor. Obama being the incumbent in 

2012 seems to have dampened his populist appeals from the prior election 

(about 10 points lower) but curiously, the populist appeals he did make in 

2012 were mostly leveraging his outsider status from the prior election. For 

example, in a speech late in the campaign, Obama recalls he ran to fight the 

corruption in Washington but that the “special interests, lobbyists, and 

protectors of the status quo” had been his enemies that last four years every 

step of the way.  

 One way to make sense of the interparty differences in populism over 

the 2004, 2008, and 2012 campaigns in the US is to think in terms of left-
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populism and right-populism. Scholarship based primarily in Europe has 

identified commonalities among parties’ use of populism derived primarily 

from their host ideologies, whether they fall on the left or the right 

(Rooduijn and Akkerman 2017). For instance, invoking a more general 

category of “the good people” has replaced more class based appeals from 

the left and an anti-elitism that is more often critical of an economic rather 

than political elite. Populism on the right, on the other hand, relies more on 

nativist or ethnic distinctions of “the good people” and is more fond of 

Manichean language in casting politics as a moral struggle. These general 

parameters seem to apply in these first three elections in the US. An 

important exception is a decided lack of nativist or ethnic understanding of 

“the good people”. During these first three elections, the populism on the 

right (GOP) is instead usually Manichean, casting politics as a simple 

struggle between good and evil, with no ethnic or nativist frames nor 

skepticism toward liberal democracy. The absence of these types of claims 

from 2004-2012 make their sudden rise and salience in Trump’s 2016 and 

2020 campaign all the more noteworthy.  
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Populism in the US, 2016-2020: Partisan, Frequent, and Nativist 
 
Figures 5.4 and 5.5 illustrate populist appeals throughout the course the 

2016 and 2020 campaigns in the US. In Figure 5.4 and 5.5 we see the 

marked contrast between the three prior elections and the 2016 and 2020 

elections. Not surprisingly, the 2016 election contained much more populist 

appeals than prior elections, noted by the scale change in the Y-axis in 

Figure 5.4 and 5.5. The insurgent candidacy of Donald Trump is primarily 

responsible for this trend, as he routinely used populism in campaign 

speeches well above prior levels for both parties.  

 

 
Figure 5.4: Populism in 2016 US Campaign Speeches 
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Figure 5.5: Populism of 2020 US Campaign Speeches 

 

Also noteworthy, the 2016 election marked a break with populism being 

employed more or less equally by both the Republican and Democratic 

parties during campaigns. 

 

2016: Trump vs. Clinton 

  
The considerable uptick in populism in Trump’s 2016 campaign speeches 

stands out against the low populism scores of Clinton (Dem) but also the 

populism of both parties over the prior three elections. As illustrated in 
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candidates offer studies in contrast. Clinton rarely uses populist appeals 

but, when populism does appear in her speeches, it is more or less evenly 

distributed across the three dimensions, Manichean, people-centrism, and 

anti-elitism. More typical of populism on the left, Clinton’s populism is 

often framed in economic terms. In a speech in early October in Toledo, 

Ohio, for instance, several times Clinton casts the middle class as ordinary 

Americans and fundamentally different than those “who get rich by cheating 

everyone else.” An earlier speech in late August in Reno, Nevada, on the 

other hand, demonstrates that the scarce use of populist appeals in Clinton’s 

speeches are sometimes very contextual. In this speech, Clinton focuses 

nearly entirely on Trump, singling Trump out as the manifestation of a 

radical fringe in the Republican Party. Some Manichean language is evident 

in the speech but most of the populist words or phrases are used with 

reference to Trump, his supporters, and similar right wing populist 

movements in Europe (e.g., Nigel Farage).  

 Trump’s use of populism in 2016 (Figure 5.4) dwarfs prior candidates 

over the last few decades from both parties. Notable as well, and as 

discussed below, whereas all other candidates decrease their populism as 

the election nears, Trump increases his use of populist appeals as the 

elections nears. Trump’s first speech, in late July 2016, registers on par with 
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the highest levels of populism for GOP candidates the three elections 

(McCain’s 0.35 in 2008). From late July through the election his populism 

steadily increases. Breaking down Trump’s populism into the three 

dimensions reveals that anti-elitist claims comprise over half of Trump’s 

populism in 2016: 0.31 percent anti-elitist claims compared with an overall 

populism score of 0.48 percent. As Trump is running against an incumbent 

as a challenger, this is largely expected. For example, in a speech in late 

August, Trump paints Clinton as “the corrupt defender of a rigged system 

and a failed status quo.”  

 Although more subdued in 2016, the Manichean and people-centric 

dimensions of Trump’s populism are present (Manichean, 0.14; people-

centric, 0.05). Often times however, Trump relies on both reified notions of 

the people combined with anti-elitist frames. In a speech just before the 

election in 2016, for example, Trump combines the two dimensions in 

discussing a vote for him: 

   
  “When you step into that voting booth tomorrow, there is one  

  core question for you to ask: do you want America to be ruled  
  by the corrupt politicians? Or do you want American to be ruled 
  by you, the people?”  
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Positioning the good for virtuous people opposite a corrupt and self-serving 

elite is a common refrain from Trump’s 2016 speeches. But references to the 

people using both Manichean and nativist terms also characterize Trump’s 

populism. As noted, prior candidates from both parties did not invoke 

nativist or ethnic definitions of “the people”. Indeed, Trump made use of 

hardline immigration positions and crude characterizations of immigrants 

to specify who belonged to “the people”. Showing how flexible the notion of 

anti-elitism is in the populist imagination, Trump would often scapegoat 

immigrants to blame for social or economic problems either directly—rising 

crime, unemployment—or indirectly as an effect of the corrupt and self-

serving policies of the political class.   

 In Trump’s 2016 campaign speeches, three of the most commonly 

used populist words were “corrupt,” “establishment,” and “politician”. 

Indeed, the anti-elitist and anti-establishment rhetoric of Trump’s 2016 

appeals are unique by virtue of their quantity compared to candidates from 

both parties in the past. Combining that anti-elitist frame with nativist 

appeals in defining who “the people” were and why they were pitted against 

the elite, however, seems unique to Trump.  

 The perceived inauthenticity of using anti-establishment rhetoric 

while the sitting president, however, appears to have chastened Trump’s 
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populism in the 2020 election (Figure 5.5). Although still averaging more 

populism than Joe Biden (Dem) overall, Trump’s campaign speeches as an 

incumbent in 2020 are a clear departure from his challenger status in 2016, 

averaging about one and a half times the populism in 2016 compared with 

2020 (Trump in 2016, 0.48; Trump in 2020, 0.20). Moreover, breaking 

down Trump’s 2020 speeches into the three dimensions of populism reveals 

a considerably subdued use of anti-elitist rhetoric. In fact, his anti-elitism is 

on par with his Manichean language, both scoring 0.09. This is followed by 

a lower people-centrism score from 2016 as well (0.03). Reading through 

Trump’s 2020 speeches reveals that the anti-elitism he does use is no longer 

a vague notion or concept, such as “corrupt political class” or “drain the 

swamp”. Rather, the anti-elitism in Trump’s 2020 speeches are targeted 

toward the opposing party and candidates, Joe Biden, or Hunter Biden, or 

the FBI Director are “corrupt”. When more generic notions of the 

Washington establishment are used, it is often times Trump referring back 

to his 2016 candidacy as an outsider and the remaining work needed in a 

second term to “clean up Washington.”  

 In addition to his more targeted anti-elitism, Trump’s preferred 

populist phrase in the 2020 election that does not appear in the 2016 

election is “radical left” which falls squarely into the Manichean dimension 
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of populism. That phrase is used more commonly than any other populist 

phrase for Trump in 2020, painting the opposition as dangerous, morally 

bankrupt, and poised to subvert the values of ordinary Americans. 

 Trump’s more chaste populism in 2020 is still contrasted with Joe 

Biden’s (Dem) lower average level of populism (0.09). Interestingly, Biden 

is more fond of populist appeals in his speeches than Clinton in 2016 (0.04). 

Breaking down Biden’s use of populism reveals that most of his populism 

falls into the anti-elite category, which, as the challenger candidate and 

party, is unsurprising. A closer read of Biden’s speeches however reveals a 

similarity with Clinton’s 2016 speeches, where some of the Manichean and 

people-centric frames were directed at Trump as the dangerous candidate 

for the American people. Further, the anti-elitism present in Biden’s 

speeches followed the largely left wing template—most were references to 

ordinary working class people with value that typify what it means to be 

American, juxtaposed with wealthy elites who have gained from a corrupt 

system.    

  To sum up, the data from within campaigns in the US reveals that 

populism is commonly used by both parties but generally at a low level. The 

five elections discussed here are neatly divided into pre-2016, when 

populism is bipartisan but underemphasized, and 2016 and beyond, when 



 

186 
 

populism increases considerably but only in the GOP. Figure 5.6 summarizes 

the elections and candidates discussed in the US from 2004-2020 by 

mapping their level of populism.  

 

 
Figure 5.6: Populism in US sorted by candidates.  

 

Two prominent shifts occur with Trump’s candidacy in 2016: one, populism 

becomes much more commonly used in his speeches and is largely anti-

elitist and anti-establishment in nature. And two, Trump breaks with both 

parties from the prior three elections in introducing nativist and ethnic 

frames when defining “the people”.  
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 Moreover, the populism of Trump’s re-election campaign speeches in 

2020, offers a fascinating contrast between the populism of his 2020 

speeches. Predictably, Trump’s populist appeals in 2016 were primarily 

anti-elitist and anti-establishment. The use of these same themes were 

either significantly subdued in 2020 or specifically targeted against his 

opponents. This contrast demonstrates how difficult it is for populist 

candidates to translate a mobilizing or campaign strategy into a governance 

strategy.   

 
Populism Within Campaigns in France, 2002-2017 

 
Figures 5.7 through 5.10 show the within campaign populism in French 

campaigns between 2002 and 2017.43 Again, the dates shift from election to 

election based on the dates of speeches gathered. Similar to the US, the bulk 

of all French campaign speeches fall in a three month period prior to that 

year’s election. And similar to the line graphs from Chapter Three, the 

dotted or dashed lines are non-mainstream parties, the solid lines are 

mainstream parties. For continuity between elections, parties that rebrand 

 
43 For the most recent French election in 2017, I only obtained one speech for two parties, 
one for France Unbowed (FI) and one for the Socialist Party (PS). Limited speech data for 

the 2017 election is the exception, however. For the other three elections, I have at least 
four speeches for every other party contesting elections. Even with limited data points, I 

include a line graph from the 2017 French election, Figure 5.9. 
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are noted by hyphenated names in the prior election. For instance, the 

center-right in 2002, Rally for the Republic (RPR) would become Union for a 

Popular Movement (UMP) in 2007 and then Republicans (LR) by 2017. 

 
 

 
Figure 5.7: Populism in 2002 French Campaign Speeches 
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Figure 5.8: Populism in 2007 French Campaign Speeches 
 

 

 
Figure 5.9: Populism in 2012 French Campaign Speeches 
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Figure 5.10: Populism in 2017 French Campaign Speeches 

 

 
 
 At first glance, these four elections contrast noticeably with the five 
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is one reason for that as well as more parties competing in each election.44 
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44 From a data collection standpoint, it was difficult to get good coverage across the three 
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NPNM) are characterized by higher levels of variability within elections as 

well as across elections. A second trend consistent across the four French 

elections is that the right-wing populist National Front (FN) appears to 

maintain mostly distinct levels of populism over the course the elections 

compared with other parties, especially in the 2002 and 2017 elections. The 

nascent left-wing populist Left Front party (FDG) indicates a more subdued 

populism in 2012, and in 2017, even after rebranding as France Unbowed 

(FI) and adopting a much more obvious populist pitch, still rank among 

mainstream parties in terms of populist rhetoric. A more in-depth look at 

each election allows for more points of comparison.  

 

2002: Chirac vs. Le Pen 

  
In 2002, the campaign speeches of Jean-Marie Le Pen (FN) and his populist 

National Front party got steadily more populist as the election neared, going 

from a modest 0.10 in late January to 0.55 in early May. The center-right 

parties RPR (Rally for the Republic) and UDF (Union for French Democracy), 

while using some populism, stayed relatively subdued throughout the period 

observed. Lionel Jospin’s Socialist Party (PS) tracked very closely to the two 

center-right parties in 2002, exhibiting little populism in contrast to the 

separation created by Le Pen’s speeches later in the campaign. Although a 
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challenger party, the Greens did not employ any more populist appeals than 

mainstream parties in the 2002 election.  

 Breaking down each populism score along its three dimensions 

reveals that the National Front’s populism is composed of about two-thirds 

anti-elitist claims (0.19), followed by equal parts people-centrism and 

Manichean language (0.06). Reading the progression of populism in Jean-

Marie Le Pen’s speeches from the beginning of the campaign towards the 

end, reveals virulent anti-elitism combined with nativist and nationalistic 

understandings of the people. Le Pen also adds a significant conspiratorial 

tone to his anti-elitism. In a speech late in early May, for instance, he 

claims, in reference to immigration policy, that:  

   
  “The French have been lied to for years on this subject, and it is 
  absolutely despicable, while the people of the Establishment,  

  sheltered from their pretensions, did not suffer the   
  consequences of the policies they put in place.” 
 

Le Pen’s speeches in 2002 employ several different elites around which the 

people ought to be organized, including a political establishment that does 

not offer people choices, an economic elite responsible for “globalist” 

policies, and a cultural elite that remains distant from the preferences of the 

ordinary people. Nativist scapegoating is used prominently as well, blaming 
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economic and social malaise among the French on an influx of immigrants. 

Le Pen’s own understanding of his role in France’s “insecurity crisis” 

reveals the cultivation of himself as “the one whom the People have 

designated to be the challenger”. Here, Le Pen recalls a more charismatic 

form of populist movement that relies on the rhetorical flourishes of its 

leader for mobilization.  

 The clear populist appeals of Le Pen in 2002 are contrasted sharply 

with the decidedly low level of populist appeals among both mainstream 

parties on the left and the right, Lionel Jospin (PS) and Jacques Chirac 

(RPR). Although some populist claims are used throughout each candidates’ 

speeches, both score low in their use of populism (0.07 and 0.06). One 

difference among the two mainstream party candidates, however, is that 

each characterizes “the people” differently. Jospin takes care to 

acknowledge the variety of political views that people hold, avoids a 

conspiratorial tone, but does invoke the people using cultural and class-

based imagery. On the other hand, Chirac (RPR) uses a romanticized 

conception of French history to glorify the will of the people. Chirac is also 

more prone to infusing his speeches with Manichean language about good 

and evil, although often times “the evil” in this characterizations are 

extreme right candidates or the National Front party itself. Both 
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mainstream parties’ speeches, however, remain quite pluralist, deferential 

to rule of law, democratic procedures, and inclusive.   

 

2007: Sarkozy vs. Royal 
 
The 2007 and 2012 elections (Figure 5.9 and 5.9) both contain slightly more 

variability in the use of populism among both non-mainstream and 

mainstream parties. In 2007, while the populist FN fluctuates considerably 

in their use of populism between speeches, both Ségolène Royal’s Socialist 

Party and François Bayrou’s centrist UDF-MoDem party use populism at a 

consistently low level in both elections. Breaking down the FN’s average 

populism scores in 2007 reveals a mix of two-thirds anti-elitism (0.13), 

followed by Manichean language (0.07), and people-centrism (0.04); the 

same proportions of each dimensions were found in the 2002 campaign 

speeches. Further, all three mainstream counterparts to Le Pen’s FN—the 

center-right (UMP), centrist (UDF-MoDem), and left-wing (PS) parties—

register nearly identical average populism scores between all three, 

between 0.14 and 0.16. More intriguing, all three mainstream candidates 

contained similarly high averages of anti-elitism, accounting for at least half 

to two-thirds of each party’s populist appeals. While seeming 

counterintuitive, this trend actually makes sense. The 2007 incumbent party 
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and candidate (RPR, Chirac) was not running for reelection. And Chirac’s 

embattled RPR party was rebranded as the Union for a Popular Movement 

(UMP) under the leadership of Nicolas Sarkozy. Thus, all three mainstream 

parties had legitimate claims as outsiders to the political establishment, 

making this a more credible campaign pitch.  

 One apparent anomaly in 2007 was one speech by Sarkozy in late 

March (the spike in the UMP’s trendline in Figure 5.8). His speech used 

notable populist themes, including repeatedly casting the election in 

Manichean terms and calling out the left for “moral bankruptcy”. Although 

this speech by Sarkozy was the exception among his other speeches and 

other mainstream party speeches, he does use some similar rhetorical 

claims and devices to Le Pen’s populist FN party. For example, the content 

of the speech centers around two themes: national identity and public order. 

Both topics were most likely made salient by the populist FN party 

throughout the 2007 campaign. Sarkozy continues his history of 

romanticizing French history, claiming that France invented human rights, 

did not come up with the Final Solution, and has fought the most for 

freedom. In this speech in particular, in reference to cultural identity, 

Sarkozy also draws attention to “a political class that is provoked to 

hysteria when any question of national identity is brought up.” While 
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national identity is discussed in broad terms, for the most part, Sarkozy is 

adamant about his desire to “tell the truth” to the French people about a 

“moral crisis” that is about both failed policies but also “people who detest 

France rather than love her.” Even though the speech closes on a more 

pragmatic and pluralist, it stands out as an example of how a mainstream 

party may co-opt populist appeals, albeit less caustically, in an effort to 

capitalize on a perceived public demand for such appeals.  

 

2012: Hollande vs. Sarkozy  
 
Populism in the 2012 election is very similarly structured to 2007, but will 

less populism across parties, especially the populist National Front (FN), 

and less overall variability. Notably, the National Front (FN) was more 

subdued in its populism in 2012, with most of their mid- and late-campaign 

speeches on par with the other parties in the system. The only clear 

exception being Le Pen’s speech of late March that scored quote high (0.62). 

The 2012 election in France also marked the first election where Jean-Marie 

Le Pen’s daughter, Marine Le Pen, formally took over for her father as 

leader of the National Front. This leadership transition coincided with an 

effort by Marine Le Pen to distance the party from some of her father’s 

more incendiary remarks, specifically remarks about immigration and anti-
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Semitism along with what many regarded as his increasingly conspiratorial 

tone. This public relations move, officially termed a “de-demonization” of 

the party, was an effort to detoxify the party’s extremist reputation and 

enhance its credibility to increase its appeal to moderate voters (Ivaldi 

2016). This process proved slow and did not formally culminate until 

Marine expelled her father from the party in 2015.  

 This shift in party leadership and party messaging however is 

effectively reflected in the 2012 election data. Breaking down the 2012 

campaign speeches of FN into the three dimensions of populism reveals that 

anti-elitist claims account for about three-quarters of the party’s populist 

appeals. Jean-Marine Le Pen’s incendiary populist rhetoric mostly cast 

politics as a cosmic struggle of good versus evil and defined the French 

people in nativist and ethnic terms. Moving on from his leadership in 2012, 

Marine Le Pen appears to have shifted the party to dwell more exclusively 

on anti-elitist and anti-establishment rhetoric.  

 Important as well in 2012, the FN faced another non-mainstream and 

emerging populist party in 2012. The Left Front (FDG) coalition, formed by 

several disparate left-wing parties to contest European elections in 2009, 

also ran during the 2012 election as an outsider. Although not typically 

regarded as populist in 2012, Jean-Luc Mélenchon channeled some of the 
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left-wing populist themes from the coalitions constituent parties, including 

significant tax increase for more wealthy citizens, a maximum wage, and 

lower retirement age. These populist themes are picked up in the speeches 

analyzed here, with the FDG increasing their populism consistently leading 

up to the election. The last speech from early May represents Mélenchon’s 

reified notion of French history along with his insistence that he is fighting 

against the propaganda of the establishment. Mélenchon paints the FDG as 

the engine bringing progress to the Left while Le Pen’s party are “dark and 

evil forces”. By most standards, Jean-Luc Mélenchon underperformed in the 

2012 election, according to pre-election polls, but returned with a decidedly 

more left-wing populist agenda in his France Unbowed (FI) party for the 

2017 elections.  

 Comparing the three dimensions of populism across parties in 2012 

reveals similar trends to the prior two elections. The Left Front (FDG), as 

mentioned, contains about equal parts anti-elitism and Manichean language 

(0.09), typical of left-populist appeals: economic and financial elites, 

including references to failed globalist or neo-liberal policies. As another 

challenger party in 2012, the Greens’ populist appeals are mostly anti-

elitist, keen to emphasis how the political establishment does not prioritize 

ecology. The Socialist Party (PS) contains the lowest and most consistent 
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populism scores of the 2012 election, even scores across the three 

dimensions for an average score of 0.07. The centrist Democratic Movement 

(MoDem) and the incumbent Sarkozy’s center-right Union for a Popular 

Movement (UMP) both contained similar levels of populism, although the 

UMP employed more anti-elitist appeals primarily directed at the Socialist 

Party’s labor policies.   

 

2017: Macron vs. Le Pen 
 

The French elections of 2017 (Figure 5.10) compares most readily with the 

2002 election, especially in judging by the larger and more sustained gap 

between the populist FN and the rest of the parties (an average gap of about 

0.20 points). Data are limited for this election, as mentioned, but the 

perceptible downward trend among mainstream parties as the election 

neared is offset by the increase in populism by the FN. Only one speech was 

gathered for both the Socialists (PS) and the (now fully populist) France 

Unbowed (FI) party of Jean-Luc Mélenchon.  

 Breaking down Marine Le Pen’s 2017 speeches reveals much more 

emphasis on people-centrism, accounting for about half of FN’s populism, 

with Manichean language (0.09) and anti-elitism (0.11) taking a more 

subdued role. Reading Le Pen’s speeches over this election reveals a much 
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more strident nationalism that more or less supplants her prior anti-elitism. 

French identity, liberty, and democracy are all threatened by the 

establishment, by globalization, and by Islamism but more attention is paid 

to defining who the people are than on specifying or elaborating on the 

threat. For Le Pen, “the people” are presented as “truly human” as well as 

“truly French patriots” as opposed to representatives of ideologies that have 

disappeared in “the system”.   

 Both the Socialist Party (PS) and Emmanuel Macron’s newly 

established centrist Republic on the Move (LREM) register the lowest levels 

of populism in 2017. As challenger candidates, both Benoît Hamon (PS) and 

Macron (LREM), when they do employ populism, exhibit mostly anti-elitism. 

Although the populism they do employ is subdued and often times in the 

context of pluralist commitments to democracy, elections, and the rule of 

law. The center-right Republican Party (LR), formally the UMP, continued a 

trend from the 2007 election of scoring higher in average populism than any 

other mainstream party (0.21). As candidate, François Fillon (LR) attempted 

a similar balancing act to Sarkozy, employing some of the same populist 

appeals centered on a relatively vague notion of cultural threat or identity 

crisis for French people. Also similar to Sarkozy, Fillon uses equal parts 

anti-elitist and Manichean frames in his speeches with only a few references 
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to a homogenous people. As with the two other mainstream parties 

however, Fillon tempers some of these populist themes with pluralist 

commitments to democratic values and pro-Europeanism.  

 With a slightly higher average score to the Republicans but a much 

more strident populism (0.24), Jean-Luc Mélenchon’s rebranded France 

Unbowed (FI) occupied a decidedly left-wing populist position in the 2017 

election. Mélenchon’s speech relies on all three dimensions of populism, 

with special emphasis on a homogenous and pure people, embodying 

goodness and liberty, often oppressed, pitted against a nefarious economic, 

political, and financial elite. Here, Mélenchon breaks cleanly with the more 

pro-EU stance of the FDG, aligning it with a globalist cabal of self-serving 

capitalists. Evidence of his people-centrist claims, Mélenchon infuses his 

speech with patriotic and nationalist references, even claiming the tricolor 

flag as a symbol of the sovereign people, invoking the “homeland”, aligning 

the current president with a “corrupt presidential monarchy”. All themes 

present in the following line from a Mélenchon speech in April 2017:    

  
  “We have come here, from everywhere, to propose to our  
  people to put an end to the presidential monarchy and its  
  collusion with the money powers that subjugate and   
  dominate it!" 
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To sum up, the French elections seem to indicate two overall trends. One, 

mapping individual speeches for all parties within campaigns (but 

especially populist parties) adds important context to the sometimes high 

levels of variability. For example, it appears populist parties vary their 

populist appeals considerably, increasing it or decreasing it based on a 

variety of potential factors. A second trend is that mainstream parties in 

France are quite consistent in their use of populism. While more sporadic 

populism is evident in the center-right parties generally, the centrist and 

center-left parties in France do not seem to rely on populist appeals. Indeed, 

while most mainstream parties employ some populist themes, the frequency 

of populist appeals remains quite modest overall. To visualize the foregoing 

discussion of within campaign populism, Figure 5.11 illustrates each 

candidate’s populism score, along with party and election year.  
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Figure 5.11: Average Populism in France Sorted by Party  

 

Furthermore, breaking down each party’s level of populism using the three 

dimensions reveals how parties rely on different types of populist appeals. 

Center-right parties in France (RPR, UMP, LR) consistently score higher 

overall in populism but are more fond of using Manichean language, 

whereas center-left parties gravitate more toward people centrism and anti-

elitism. There are similar differences among the right-wing and left-wing 
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populist parties analyzed (FN and FI). Especially the re-imagined National 

Front, after Marine Le Pen taking over in 2011, places much more emphasis 

on anti-elitism in 2012 that transitions to more people-centrist claims based 

in cultural and nationalist terms. Similar people-centrism permeates Jean-

Luc Mélenchon’s populist FI party in 2017, except the people are largely 

defined against the corrupt financial and political elite and in class terms 

rather than cultural terms.  

 

What Explains Within Campaign Populism? 
 
Measuring populism within US and French election campaigns reveals 

interesting variation. Mapping individual speeches adds improved context 

to the aggregate data from Chapter Three and Four. For instance, it appears 

that populist parties vary quite considerably from speech to speech. 

Furthermore, observing which of the three dimensions of populism each 

party is more likely to rely on provides insight into how populist claims are 

used across the political spectrum and among a variety of party types. The 

data also reveal more details about the several speeches where mainstream 

parties employed high levels of populism. Indeed, several speeches noted in 

both the US and France by mainstream politicians included distinctly 

populist ideas, concepts, and frames.   
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 A more detailed look at how populism is used within campaigns in 

both the US and France also prompts further questions. Namely, what other 

factors may help explain parties’ use of populism during campaigns? To 

address this question, the next two sections consider both structural and 

strategic explanations for variation in populism in the US and France. First, 

I situate an important structural difference between the US and France, the 

nature of multi-party versus two-party electoral competition. Because the 

variation in number of parties creates different dynamics of party 

competition, I expect populist appeals to be employed differently in each 

country. Second, I consider several contextual factors that parties may 

strategically weigh when they deploy populism on the campaign trail, 

including the number of people in the audience, the location of the speech, 

and incumbency status.  

 

Party System Differences in the US and France 
 
As discussed in Chapter One, populist forces are often found in the form of 

institutionalized political parties that compete with other parties for 

electoral support. Parties are the most readily available vehicle for populist 

mobilization in most contexts, especially democratic systems. How 

competition between parties is structured in democracies, however, creates 
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different incentives and constraints for parties. Generally, the number of 

parties competing in a given system influences the incentives and 

constraints faced by parties as they compete for votes. Moreover, the 

number of parties competing in elections also influences the choices offered 

to voters. Lijphart (1999) argues that a two-party system has two structural 

effects. The first is that two-party systems typically offer voters a clear 

choice between alternative sets of policies. A second is that two-party 

systems have a moderating influence because the two main parties have to 

compete for the swing votes in the center of the political spectrum and have 

to advocate moderate, centrist policies (Lijphart 1999, 61). Importantly, 

Lijphart notes that research on these two trends holds even for societies 

with fewer voters clustered in the center, as in more ideologically polarized 

societies. Here, parties may lose voters positioned at the two ends of the 

political spectrum, whose only other alternative is to abstain or vote for a 

minor party. But from the party’s perspective, a vote gained in the center, 

and thus ‘taken’ from the competing party is still twice as valuable as one 

lost to abstention.  

 Thus, the number of parties competing in elections matters for 

understanding the incentives and constraints faced by parties. France’s 

multi-party system and the US two-party systems structure competition 
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differently. Although majoritarian rules persist (two round voting rules), 

France is a multi-party system that historically sees 5-6 parties comprising 

parliament, with frequent coalitional parties and occasional confidence and 

supply agreements to form governments.45 The US, however, sees only two 

meaningful parties competing in most districts and two parties occupying 

seats in the legislature. As Lijphart suggests, the literature on spatial 

models of voting in two-party systems suggests that competition between 

two parties will be primarily for the median voter.46 Thus, parties in two-

party systems will moderate their proposals to attract voters in the middle. 

 In France’s multi-party system, structural incentives for parties to 

appeal to the median voter are more complicated. Building off of Downs 

(1957) and others, the research that applies the median voter theorem to 

multi-party systems is somewhat less conclusive about how the number of 

parties affect the incentives of parties in determining positions and 

 
45 This party system difference usually traces back to more basic differences between single 
member district, first-past-the-post representation and proportional representation, e.g., 

“Duverger’s Law” (Duverger 1964). In the US and France however, two round run-off 
majoritarian rules in France’s multi-party system effectively produce similar punishments 

for small parties to that of the US two-party system. France’s requirement that candidates 
muster at least a majority of votes in both local and national elections typically reduces 

small parties’ representation in parliament. However, more regionally-based parties in 
France and smaller departments (districts) create more opportunities for less dominant 

parties to win majorities.   
46 Credited to both Harold Hotelling (1929) and Duncan Black (1948), the median voter 

model is extended and applied most notably in Downs (1957). Two assumptions need to be 
satisfied: parties/candidates can be placed on a two-dimensional spectrum and voters’ 

preferences are single-peaked.  
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appealing to voters. Nonetheless, most research suggests that more parties 

competing in elections adds incentives for parties to take positions and 

appeal to voters who occupy more extreme positions away from the middle 

of the political spectrum. For instance, Cox (1990) divides electoral systems 

as either containing primarily centripetal tendencies (movement toward the 

center) and centrifugal tendencies (movement toward the extremes) and 

finds that the more parties compete, the more likely that centrifugal forces 

will outweigh centripetal forces. Other research builds on this general 

finding. Green-Pedersen (2004) finds that the presence of centrist parties 

typically indicates centrifugal tendencies in a given party system but is 

contingent on the size of the centrist party. Large and established centrist 

parties may exert a centripetal effect on other parties in the system. 

Moreover, Calvo and Hellwig (2011) find that centripetal incentives are 

more likely for parties that are favorably biased by electoral rules (e.g., 

mainstream or dominant parties) and that small parties that have lost vote 

share are more likely to appeal to more extreme voters.  

 To summarize, the number of parties competing in elections 

influences the positioning and appeals of parties in attracting voters. The 

literature on this dynamic points to a general trend: as the number of 

parties increases from two effective parties, parties face fewer incentives to 
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attract median voters in the middle and more incentives to cater to voters 

on the periphery (Sartori 1976). Two party systems, in effect, push parties 

to moderate toward the middle whereas multi-party systems encourage 

movement away from the middle. In this sense, French political parties can 

attract voters (or face competition) from both flanks of their voter base 

whereas US parties can focus on the middle without as much concern for 

their extremes. 

   

Populism in Multi-Party versus Two-Party Systems 
 
Does the number of parties competing in elections in the US and France 

influence whether and when parties employ populist appeals? Populism, as 

discussed as in the prior section, undoubtedly makes use of anti-

establishment claims and, in its framing of political problems using so-

called first order principles, seeks to question the legitimacy of how 

political competition is organized. Although being employed in varying 

levels by different parties in different contexts, anti-elitist appeals are 

common in France, especially among parties with a credible claim to 

challenger status. If party competition in France’s multi-party system 

contains incentives for parties to stake out positions and make appeals to 

voters away from the center, one would expect the use of populism in 
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France to be more common than in the US. 47 As mentioned, because two-

party systems contain no viable competitor party at the extremes, the two 

mainstream parties are pushed to attract voters from the middle. In the US, 

although populist forces may organize outside of the institutionalized 

parties or exert influence on either or both of the mainstream parties, the 

two mainstream parties will be more guided toward the center and away 

from employing populism. Thus, our first hypothesis seek to test a basic 

version of this expectation, whether France contains higher levels of 

populism, on average, than the US.  

 
H1: France will contain higher levels of populism on average than the US. 
 
 
 In France, the party speeches between 2002 and 2017 (N=103) have 

an average populism level of 0.16 (SD=0.13). By comparison, the US 

speeches (N=148) measure a numerically smaller average populism level of 

0.11 (SD=0.15). To test the hypothesis that France contains higher levels of 

populism, on average, than the US, I used an independent samples t-test. As 

 
47 According to Gallagher and Mitchell (2005), the two-ballot plurality-majority system in 

France still contains incentives for parties to appeal to the center because of the second 
round of voting. This centripetal tendency is lessened however as extreme parties—such as 

the FN—gain more electoral support and pull parties away from the center.   
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evident in Figure 5.12, the two distributions do not distribute normally but 

the sample size is sufficient to relax this assumption.48  

 
 
 

 
Figure 5.12: Distribution of populism by country, France and US.  
 
 
 
The independent samples t-test is associated with a significant difference 

between France and the US, t(249)=1.36, p<0.08. The results indicate 

support for H1, that France contains more populism than the US system on 

 
48 Other assumptions that are satisfied include: DV measured as an interval scale, 

homogeneity of variance (Levene’s test), random samples, and sample size.  
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average. This finding offers preliminary support for the idea that party 

system differences between France and the US may influence when 

populism becomes more or less tenable as an electoral strategy. This 

suggests that parties in multi-party systems are more inclined to compete 

for votes on both fronts, voters closer to the center and voters drifting 

toward dimensional extremes.  

 An intuitive application of this party system difference is also to 

consider the extent to which challenger parties in multi-party systems have 

a greater impact on issue salience during the course of the campaign, 

namely what issues become debated at the elite level (Bate et al. 2010; van 

Spanje 2010). The ability of challenger parties in multi-party systems to 

influence the agenda through issue salience is decidedly more pronounced 

because of the threat to pull voters from the mainstream parties. Two-party 

systems do not feel the same pressure due to a much lower chance that lost 

voters on the extremes have any larger electoral consequence. Thus, 

populist parties could much more effectively pressure other parties in a 

multi-party system to address certain issues or to frame politics in populist 

terms. This dynamic varies markedly from two-party systems where 

populist sentiment can be relegated to a faction within either major party.  
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 Figure 5.13 displays the two sub-group distributions in a violin plot, 

showing a higher and wider distribution of populism in France compared to 

populism in the US. Notably, the US data do appear to have more populist 

outliers than the French, likely isolated to the 2016 election and Trump’s 

handful of quite populist speeches.49  

 

  

 
Figure 5.13: Populism in France and US party systems. 

 
49 To further scrutinize the link between populism and party systems in France and US, I 
test the alternate claim that in multi-party systems, mainstream parties may also ignore 

populist parties (Jagers and Walgrave 2007). Because France contains populist parties and 
other non-mainstream parties that offer an institutional channel for populist forces, one 

may conclude that mainstream parties in France effectively cede some electoral space to 
periphery parties. Conversely, in the US two-party system, parties’ efforts to be large, 

coalitions of multiple interests leads to efforts to both attract median voters but also tend 
to the party base and incorporate more fringe voters. If this is the case, one could plausibly 

find higher levels of populist claims in the US compared to the mainstream parties in 
France.  
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Populism as Election Nears 
 

Party system differences between the US and France may also influence 

when parties employ populism during the campaign. The literature on party 

system differences suggest that the two parties competing for votes in the 

US will likely moderate their appeals to attract the median voter as the 

election nears. Mainstream parties in France, on the other hand, may face 

incentives to increase their appeal among a party’s more extreme ranks as 

well as attract voters from the center.  

 Generally speaking, this expectation is likely related to the shifting 

audience during the campaigns. Early in campaigns, parties make more 

specific and targeted appeals to the party’s base. As elections near, 

mainstream parties in both France and the US cater their appeals to the 

broader electorate. However, here French mainstream parties may have an 

added incentive to employ populist themes to protect or shore up support on 

their ideological extreme while also attempting to appeal to the center. 

Parties in the US, lacking an electorally consequential threat on their 

extreme, will be less likely to employ populism in effort to strike more 

broad appeal among voters.  Two hypotheses are proposed: 

 
H2: Mainstream parties in France will increase their populism as the election 

nears  
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H3:. The two parties in the US will decrease their populism as the election 
nears.  
 
 To test both H2 and H3, I use OLS regression. For both relationships, I 

first plot a fitted line to observe the trends in each country. In Figures 5.14 

and 5.15, I use scatter plots to depict the relationship between days until the 

election (IV) and level of populism (DV) among parties in France (5.14) and 

the US (5.15).  

 
 

 
Figure 5.14: Increase in populism as election get closer, France.  
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Figure 5.15: Decrease in populism as election gets closer, US.  

 

In both scatterplots, the blue line depicts a fitted line based on the OLS 

model. Moving from left to right on the x-axis is moving backward in time, 

as the independent variable measures days until the election. Observing 

Figure 5.14, the hypothesized relationship for France is a negative 

relationship between the independent and dependent variable. It appears 

mainstream parties increase their populism as the election nears. Observing 

Figure 5.15, the hypothesized relationship for the US indicates an opposite 

trend, a positive relationship in the scatter plot and a corresponding 

decrease in the usage of populism among the GOP and Democratic parties.  
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 Table 5.2 reports the OLS results of H2 and H3.50 While both 

scatterplots indicate trendlines in the direction hypothesized, only France 

contains a significant relationship between mainstream parties’ proximity 

to the election and an increase in populist appeals. In the US, proximity to 

elections does not correspond to a decrease in populism. Even though the 

coefficient is in the direction hypothesized, it is not significant.51 In the case 

of France, the mainstream parties increasing their populism is contrasted 

with significant coefficients for populist and non-populist non-mainstream 

parties (NPNM) decreasing their populism as the election nears. As expected 

based on the dynamics of multi-party versus two-party competition, this 

relationship suggests that challenger parties on the periphery tone down 

their populism as the election nears while mainstream parties increase their 

populism. The small sample size among NPNM and populist parties here, 

however, limit the generalizability of these trends. 

  

 
 

 
50 Tests revealed slight heteroskedasticity in the data for both France and the US (Breusch-

Pagan) so I estimate robust standard errors for both models.   
51 Based in the election trends observed in the US, Trump’s 2016 and 2020 speeches appear 

unique for noticeably increasing in populism as the election neared. This trend was 
contrary from the other candidates across the elections whose populism either remained 

constant or decreased as the election neared. Omitting Trump’s speeches did not affect the 
overall results however, but regressing and plotting Trump’s speeches does reveal a clear 

and significant increase in populism leading up the elections (Appendix N). 
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Form these three hypothesis tests, we find support for the claim that the 

type of party system matters in understanding when and why parties 

employ populist appeals. The number of parties competing in elections 

appears to influence the overall likelihood that parties will adopt populism 

in their appeals to voters and when they are more likely to increase those 

appeals. Broader appeals are adopted to attract median voters in two-party 

systems and populism is eschewed as too extreme. In multi-party systems, 

parties are more likely to make more narrow or more extreme appeals 

targeting marginal voters in addition to appealing to the center.  

SEa SE

Populist (0, 1) 0.19 ** 0.043 -

Non-populist non-mainstream (0, 1) 0.053 * 0.029 -

Days until election -0.006 ** 0.003 0.003 0.004

N 103 148

F Statistic 7.02 *** 0.73

Constant 0.143 0.11

R2 0.28 0.01

b b

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01

aAll Reported Standard Errors are Robust

Country Models

France United States

Table 5.2: Populism Increasing or Decreasing by Days Until Election, US and France
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 A further implication of these findings is that populism—especially 

defined here as ideas the ‘first order’ principles of governance and 

legitimacy—is perceived by parties (and perhaps by voters as well) to have 

narrow or niche appeal. Populism, according to these data, appears 

anathema to more broad-based, moderate appeals. Indeed, in two-party 

systems, it implies something that needs to be abandoned to increase appeal 

as the election nears. Whereas, in multi-party systems, it seems more akin 

to a discourse that needs to be engaged in order to fend off the loss of voters 

at the extreme.  

 
Parties Strategic Use of Populism in Campaigns 
 
France and the US offer some insight into how the nature of party 

competition in multi-party versus two-party systems may explain parties’ 

use of populism. But are there additional factors that help explain when and 

why politicians resort to populist ideas, concepts, and frames? In what 

follows, I rely on data gathered on the context of speeches by both American 

and French political parties: audience numbers, incumbency status, and 

location. Focusing more closely on these contextual factors within 

campaigns aims to build a better understanding of the strategic use of 

populism by parties during the course of campaigns.  
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 Based in the findings so far, as a rhetorical campaign strategy, 

populism is likely employed as a way to connect more with partisan 

supporters rather than the general electorate. As shown, structural 

incentives for more broad-based appeals coincides with less populism in the 

aggregate. As noted, this may be partly conditioned by the nature of 

competition produced by a given party system, parties may have varying 

incentives to appeal to the center. This tendency to appeal to the extremes 

though, is partly due to the nature of populism itself, asserting a different 

dimension of conflict that seeks to upend the establishment’s hold on power 

and offer the true people access to the levers of power. Additionally, 

research suggests that speakers do consider the possible political 

heterogeneity of their audiences during campaigns; more diverse audiences 

are more likely elicit more inclusive and widely accessible rhetoric (Mische 

2003). Based in the findings so far, however, I hypothesize different 

directions for this relationship based in the US compared with France; 

different relationships based on the number of parties competing in 

elections. Higher audience numbers in the US will present a more intuitive 

context for broader appeals, and thus, less populism. Higher audience 

numbers in France will present a more intuitive context to also incorporate 
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more narrow or extreme appeals aimed at voters on the margins. Therefore, 

I propose that: 

 

H4: The use of populism by the two parties in the US will decrease as 

audience numbers increase. 

H5: The use of populism by parties in France will increase as audience 

numbers increase.  

 

 From prior chapters here and based in other scholarly research, 

populism is noted for its anti-establishment tones. Regardless of party 

system, it would seem, parties who are contesting elections as a challenger 

are more likely to use populism in their appeals to voters. This expectation 

is driven by the content of populism itself. The ideational definition notes 

that populism routinely divides politics into binaries, with one of these 

common binaries asserting that a nefarious establishment operates contrary 

to the true people. This discourse lends itself well to campaign appeals from 

the vantage point of a challenger but not as an incumbent, as we saw earlier 

in this chapter with Trump’s 2020 campaign.  
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H6: Incumbent parties will be less likely to use populism in their campaign 

appeals than challenger parties.  

 

 Parties may also consider populism a more useful campaign tactic 

when they are in historically favorable locations. Campaigning in different 

districts across both France and the US, parties may tailor their message to 

the audience they are addressing. In the US, Bonikowski and Gidron (2016) 

test this expectation using a larger corpus of speeches and extending back to 

the 1950s. Using the four US census regions, they find mixed support for the 

idea; more regional variation in the Democratic Party speeches while the 

GOP speeches are quite consistent across regions in their use of populism. 

In France, Mudde (2017) notes that the National Front’s electoral support is 

concentrated in the so-called French “rust belt” regions of Hauts-de-France 

and Grand Est (both in the northeast) and Provence (in the southeast).    

 

H7: Parties will use more populism when campaigning in regions electorally 

favorable to them. 

 

To test hypotheses H4, H5, and H6, I OLS regression. Keeping in mind the 

noted influence that country differences may have, including party system 
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dynamics mentioned earlier, I consider both individual country models and 

a combined model in the OLS table (Table 5.3). Slight heteroskedasticity was 

detected using a Breusch-Pagan test so I use robust standard errors.  

 
 
 

 
 

  

 The OLS results in Table 5.3 show some support for two of the three 

hypotheses. Looking at the individual country models and considering H4 

first, that parties will be less likely to use populism in front of larger 

audiences, parties in France and the US offer contrary trends. In the French 

model parties appear to increase their populism in response to larger 

audiences whereas in the US model, parties tend to use less populism in 

SEa SE SE

Audience 0.0004 + 0.0001 -0.0008 + 0.0001 0.0008 0.004

Incumbency -0.029 0.026 -0.07 ** 0.023 -0.06 *** 0.017

Location 0.0005 0.013 0.023 0.024 0.01 0.02

N 103 148 251

F Statistic 4.82 3.50 ** 4.63 ***

Constant 0.15 0.16 0.16

R2 0.02 0.07 0.05

+P < .2 *P < .1  **P < .05  *** P < .01
aAll Reported Standard Errors are Robust

b

Table 5.3: Populism in Campaign Speeches: Audience Numbers, Incumbency, and Location 

Combined ModelIndividual Models

France US

b b
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their campaign speeches.52 The two models are marginally significant at 

(p<0.2) and correspond to a very small unit change in populism for every 

increase in the value of the independent variable.53 Nonetheless, the 

diverging relationship in France and the US offers evidence that two-party 

and multi-party systems produce different incentives and constraints for 

parties. In France, mainstream parties do not face the same pressure to 

moderate their positions to attract the median voter. Rather, it appears they 

take opportunities in front of larger audiences to mobilize support using 

appeals aimed not just at the middle but at the extremes of the ideological 

spectrum. In the US however, the larger the audience, the less likely both 

parties will use populist appeals.  

 Figures 5.16 and 5.17 demonstrate that the relationship between 

audience size and populism mirrors the relationship between the use of 

populism as the election gets closer. Parties in France and parties in the US 

seem to react to both impending elections and the reach of their appeals in 

opposite ways.   

 

 
52 Because I suspected that party type, in the French case, may be conditioning this 
relationship, I also included dummy variables for party type as well as interaction terms. 

This additional analysis confirmed a significant relationship between audience numbers 
and level of populist appeals among mainstream parties in France. 
53  The main reason for a very small effect size is a large independent variable and small 
dependent variable. Audience numbers varying between 50 and 40k and the standardized 

populism scale varying between 0 and 1.0.  



 

225 
 

 
Figure 5.16: Populism and audience size among mainstream parties in 

France 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5.17: Populism and audience size in the US.  
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 The second relationship in Table 5.3 tests H5, or whether incumbency 

status influences a party’s tendency to use less populism in campaign 

appeals on a speech by speech basis. Observing the table, significant 

coefficients in the US model and the combined model demonstrate support 

for the hypothesis, that incumbency status is associated with lower levels of 

populism in campaign appeals in the US. According to the model, parties in 

power are associated with less populism (.07 points lower), on average, 

than challenger parties. There is not support for this hypothesis in the 

French model and but the coefficient indicates the same direction as the US; 

although not significant, incumbent parties in France are also associated 

with lower levels of populism compared to challenger parties. Figure 5.18 

depicts the relationship between incumbency status and populism in the US, 

with the higher level of populism among the challenger party clearly evident 

compared to the populism of the incumbent party.  
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Figure 5.18: Populism and incumbency in the US. 
 

 
 
 There is no statistical support for our final hypothesis (H6) that 

parties will employ more populism in their campaign speeches if they are 

campaigning in a region that has been electorally favorable to them in the 

past. In Table 5.3, the coefficients for the “location” variable are all positive, 

indicating that the relationship is in the direction hypothesized, even 

though not significant. In France, further analysis reveals only a slightly 

higher average among speeches delivered by parties in one of the three 

regions historically more favorable to the National Front, (0.165 populism 

score for more favorable, 0.15 populism score for less favorable). A small 

sample size of speeches in these three regions (N=23) compared to the rest 
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of France (N=80) could be one reason this difference is marginal. 

 Additionally, the three regions more favorable to populist appeals 

tend to be less electorally competitive and thus garner less campaign 

attention. In the US, the location variable is also not significant but it is in 

the direction specified, showing more populism concentrated in the South 

and Midwest regions than the West and Northeast on average. Notably, the 

coefficient in the US model does appear to be associated with a larger effect 

than the French model, though neither coefficients are significant. This 

difference could again be due to a higher sample of US speeches in 

electorally favorable regions (91 compared to 23 in France).54  

 
In sum, there is some statistical support for the claim that contextual 

factors play a role in explaining why and when parties use populism within 

campaigns. Hypotheses 4-7 test whether audience numbers, incumbency 

status, and location matter in understanding when parties in France and the 

US employ populism. The impact of audience numbers is conditional on the 

party system. Higher attendance at French speeches corresponds to an 

 
54 Exploring the notion of location influencing whether parties employ populism further, I 
generated a variable that captured whether speeches were delivered in swing states or not. 

Similar to the more generic location variable in the model, the relationship was not 
significant but was in the expected direction. Assuming that close elections generate a 

tendency by parties competing in a two-party system to make broad appeals, I expected 
parties in swing states to be less inclined to use populism in their appeals to voters.  
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increase in populist appeals by French candidates; higher attendance at US 

speeches corresponds to a decrease in populist appeals (and increase in 

broad-based appeals). Although incumbency status and location are two 

contextual variables theorized to influence whether and when parties use 

populism, only in the US do incumbent parties show a statistically 

significant decrease in populism. Furthermore, whether parties are 

campaigning in geographical locations that are more likely to support their 

party or candidacy is not supported in either France or the US models. Both 

the incumbency and the location variable, however, are in the direction 

specified, leading to the high likelihood of a type 2 error. Thus, more data 

are needed to decide on these hypotheses, in the form of additional speeches 

from more points in the campaign or data from elections prior to 2002 and 

2004 respectively. 
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Summary 
 
I began this chapter by asking three questions. The first was whether 

populism varies within campaigns. The within campaign graphs and 

discussion reveal notable variation in both the US and France. In both 

countries, populism is employed by all parties at some level throughout each 

campaign. In France, mainstream parties exhibit consistently low levels of 

Hypothesis
Supported in 

the Data?

H1
France will contain higher levels of populism on average than 

the US. 
Yes

H2
Mainstream parties in France will increase their populism as 

the election nears. 
Yes

H3
The two parties in the US will decrease their populism as the 

election nears. 
Yes

H4
The use of populism by the two parties in the US will 

decrease as audience numbers increase.
Yes

H5
The use of populism by parties in France will increase as 

audience numbers increase.
Yes

H6
Incumbent parties will be less likely to use populism in their 

campaign appeals than challenger parties. 
Yes/No

H7
Parties will use more populism when campaigning in regions 

electorally favorable to them. 
No

Table 5.4: Results of Hypothesis Tests
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populism throughout most campaigns, with a few notable exceptions. Non-

mainstream parties exhibit higher levels of populism in general, more 

variability within campaigns, and no discernible trend toward increase or 

decrease as the election nears. Furthermore, the three dimensions of 

populism—Manichean language, people-centrism, and anti-elitism—manifest 

differently depending on where a party is oriented on the left-right political 

spectrum, including left-wing and right-wing populist parties. Although 

aggregate differences between types of parties are still apparent, 

differentiation between party types is less clear at this more granular, 

campaign level.  

 In the US, how parties use populism can effectively be divided into 

pre-2016 and 2016-beyond. In the pre-2016 elections, both parties used 

populist appeals at a low level but nearly on par throughout elections, with 

a general decreasing trend observed as the election neared. Both parties 

contained systematic differences in the types of populism they employed: 

GOP candidates being more fond of moralizing language and strategically 

deployed anti-elitism when challenging an incumbent. The Democratic 

Party, more typical of left-wing populist appeals, tended to define the 

people in more class-based terms and more clearly pitted against a corrupt 

economic and political elite. In the post-2016 elections, Trump’s candidacy 
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marked a rhetorical shift for the GOP toward significantly increased use of 

populist appeals overall and infusing the GOP with more ethnic and nativist 

definitions of the people. Trump’s second campaign made clear the potential 

problem for candidates who are elected to office on populist, anti-

establishment claims and who seek to get re-elected. Although, Trump 

employed much less populism—and less anti-elitism in particular—as a 

candidate in 2020, he did re-direct his anti-elitism away from Washington 

and focused more attention on cosmic threat of the ‘radical left’, often 

couched in Manichean terms.  

 The second question considered whether party system differences in 

France and the US explained within campaign variation in populism. The 

evidence suggests that France’s multi-party system offers different 

structural incentives and constraints than the two-party system in the US. 

Electoral competition in the US is structured between two mainstream 

parties, providing incentives to stake out broadly supported positions and 

make broad-based appeals. In contrast, multi-party competition in France is 

more multi-dimensional and provides more viable openings for new parties, 

challenger parties, and party coalitions. Additionally, it creates incentives 

for parties to appeal to both centrist voters and voters on the extreme ends 

of the political spectrum.  
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 The third question considered whether parties strategically employ 

populism on the basis of audience numbers, incumbency, or location. The 

data suggest that parties in France and the US, most likely due to the 

number of parties competing in elections, respond differently to an increase 

in audience numbers for campaign speeches. US candidates tone down their 

populism as audience number go up in an effort to make broad-based 

appeals, while French parties increase their populism as audience members 

go up in an effort to shore up support from both the center and the 

periphery of the political spectrum. And lastly, while campaigning in a 

region that is favorable is not linked to increased populism, incumbency 

status in the US predicts parties will be less likely to employ populism in 

campaign appeals.  
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CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
Throughout this research, I claim that populism amounts to a rhetorical 

repertoire—ideas, concepts, and frames—that may be adopted by any party 

in the context of campaigns. Whether and when parties choose to adopt 

populist ideas ‘by talking like a populist’ is the motivating question. The 

potential and actual impact of populism on core features of democratic 

governance makes understanding how parties use populism in the context 

of campaigns both timely and important. In what follows, I offer a summary 

of my main findings by noting four broad implications of this research for 

the study of populism and also three methodological recommendations.  

  
Populism is Ordinary 
 
A central finding of this research is that populism is commonly employed by 

political parties, from the left and right of the political spectrum. In a sense, 

populist ideas, concepts, and frames are ordinary. This trend is clearly 

evident across the six cases analyzed. Furthermore, this finding is 

importantly linked to how I conceptualize and measure populism. In 
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Chapter One, I argued for a definition of populism that is ideational; a 

definition that treats populism as a set of ideas, concepts, and frames about 

who the people are and who best represents them. This definition builds on 

rather than supplants prior definitions but suggests analyzing populism in 

the rhetorical claims by actors rather than their ideological positions. I 

argue that populism is not a stable ideological attribute but more akin to a 

flexible political strategy, a dynamic rhetorical feature of the political 

claims made by parties. Defining populism in this manner allows for the 

possibility of observing more cross-national and cross-temporal variation in 

populism and exploring this variation more closely.     

 Since populism is present in most political claims, studying populism 

becomes a matter of degree. Indeed, even though populism is evident in the 

political claims of all parties does not mean that meaningful distinctions 

between parties is not possible. Instead, the degree to which populism 

varies within campaigns, among parties, and across countries is the central 

puzzle. The descriptive results in Chapter Three revealed variation in 

populism and pointed to trends by party type, with populist parties 

consistently employing populism more often than other parties. Also 

revealed was the high variability of populism within countries and across 

time. While the German parties are an exception, parties’ use of populism 
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fluctuates across elections in both campaign appeals and party manifestos, 

sometimes quite dramatically.  

 Chapter Four further demonstrated that populism, understood as a 

flexible political strategy, may be employed by any party. Here, the data 

reveal that populist parties have responded to increased success—both in 

terms of seats and electoral vote share—by toning down their campaign 

populism (speeches) but enhancing their programmatic populism 

(manifestos). I argue this divergence is evidence of an incongruency effect 

in campaign speeches, where populist parties view populism’s anti-

establishment appeals as incompatible with gaining seats and increasing 

support. The opposite trend, that of increased populism in party manifestos, 

points to evidence of an issue ownership effect, where populist parties 

signal control of the debate on certain issues by more frequently framing 

these issues using populism.  

 In Chapter Five, observing the within campaign trends in the US and 

France is the best example of how populism is best understood as a flexible 

political strategy and present, at varying levels, in most speeches during 

campaigns. In the US, the 2016 campaign (Trump vs. Clinton) marked the 

end of populism being used in a relatively subdued and bipartisan manner 

in the three prior elections. From 2016, populism has become more nativist, 
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more prevalent, and concentrated nearly exclusively in the GOP. In France, 

mainstream parties employ populism on a routine but consistently low level 

throughout most campaigns, with a few notable exceptions. Moreover, I find 

evidence to suggest that the parties’ propensity to employ populism is 

influenced by the number of parties competing in elections (multiparty 

versus two-party). These structural differences influence whether parties 

regard populist appeals as advisable strategies to attract voters through 

broad-based appeals (US) or appeals aimed at the political periphery 

(France). 

  
Discerning ‘Opportunist’ from ‘True Believer’  
 
Measuring populism by focusing on ideas, concepts, and frames—or the 

ideational approach—usefully combines prior efforts to study populism that 

focused on either defining it as a purely political strategy or as an ideology 

or a set of beliefs. In short, it allows for the possibly of both true believers 

and political opportunists. An important implication of both the ideational 

approach and the follow-up claim of populism being ‘ordinary’ is that this 

distinction between true believers and political opportunists is not 

necessarily solved. While populism may be more usefully described as 

ordinary, in that most parties employ it in certain circumstances, discerning 
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an actual populist from a political opportunist remains the critical question. 

This distinction becomes all the more important due to the widely held view 

that it is the true believers that threaten liberal, democratic norms and 

institutions. Populism can still be a threat to liberal democracy, in that, 

sincere populists, once in power, may not moderate their views or mitigate 

their claims. The cases and elections analyzed here suggests mostly political 

opportunism rather than sincerity, with a few exceptions. For instance, a 

prominent finding in Chapter Four is that populist parties tone down their 

populism in response to increased success. This suggests that populism is 

seen more as a tool for mobilizing support but not necessarily as a platform 

for governing.  

 A close analysis of Marine Le Pen’s populism reveals a probable case 

of a ‘sincere populist.’ This is due to a remarkably consistent message from 

the party over the last few decades, and no indication, even though she’s 

held elected office for several years, that she moderates her views or 

attempts to become a viable coalition partner in government. In contrast, 

the difference between Trump the insurgent candidate in 2016 and Trump 

the incumbent candidate in 2020 seems to indicate a political opportunist 

that finds limited use for populist claims from a position of power. Other 

scholars have noted this same trend between Trump the insurgent candidate 
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in 2016, promising to “drain the swamp”, and Trump the incumbent in 

power, who largely followed a policy playbook of standard Republicans 

(Pierson 2017; Lacatus 2019; Hacker and Pierson 2020). Indeed, some note 

that Trump’s prepared and scripted speeches were decidedly more populist 

than his unscripted ones on the campaign trail or while in office (Hawkins 

and Littvay 2019).  

  
No Populist Zeitgeist 
 

An explicit and implicit theme in much of the commentary about populism 

the last two decades is the so-called “populist zeitgeist”—the notion that 

populism represents a sort of contagion influencing how parties appeal to 

voters and how voters, in turn, express preferences. In 2004, Cas Mudde 

argued why populism was likely to increase around the globe but especially 

in Europe. Mudde points to long standing trends in European politics, such 

as political party cartelization, an increased perception of corruption among 

mainstream parties, and the perception that parties are increasingly distant 

from ordinary voters. The opening created by these dynamics, argues 

Mudde (2004), would undoubtedly lead to a supply of populist politicians 

eager to ride a populist wave of support to political office. Populism, Mudde 

concludes, is no longer a pathology but the new normal, ideas about 
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governing that have been picked up by all parties to increase their electoral 

appeal.  

 Scholars and pundits picked up this idea in earnest between 2010 and 

2016, with only a few studies scrutinizing the claim with scientific rigor. 

Press coverage of the Brexit vote, Trump’s win in the US in 2016, and Le 

Pen’s strong showing in the first round of the French 2017 presidential 

elections all seemed to confirm the trend noted by Mudde a decade earlier. 

Some single case studies confirmed the increased prevalence of populism 

while others cast doubt on the notion. As mentioned, many of these studies 

did not scrutinize the original claim made by Mudde, that of an increased 

opening for parties to campaign using populist ideas and frames. Rather, 

most of the research noted shifts in party’s issues positions.  

 But the research presented here suggests the idea of a populist 

zeitgeist was likely exaggerated. While populism is a common rhetorical 

strategy found in the appeals and positions of most parties, there is no 

evidence to suggest that all parties have increased the magnitude of their 

populist appeals the last two decades. On the contrary, mainstream parties 

appear relatively unconvinced that populist challengers require adopting 

more populist ideas to frame political problems or policies.  



 

241 
 

 Two important caveats are in order, however. Even though the data 

presented here does not support the general claim of a populist zeitgeist, it 

does reveal that mainstream parties’ demonstrate an increasing trend the 

last two decades while NPNM and populist parties’ demonstrate a 

decreasing trend. More datapoints would more convincingly rule out the 

zeitgeist hypothesis. The second caveat is that case selection, and thus 

generalizability, is limited to Western democracies. It is plausible that 

features more unique to Western democracies, such as established 

parties/party systems, institutions, electoral rules, have diminished the 

practical appeal of populist ideas. Absent these features, perhaps in non-

Western democracies, populism may still offer an increasingly useful source 

of electoral legitimacy.  

 

Populism and the Paradox of Governing 
 
Populism—defined as a set of ideas, concepts, and frames—is closely and 

substantively linked to outsider status; it does not seem to be an 

immediately useful rhetorical frame for governing. Evidence of this is quite 

convincing. Even though populism is found among all party types and in a 

variety of contexts, there seems to be a clear difference between populism 

employed by a challenger party and populism employed by an incumbent. In 
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this manner, populism presents something of a paradox for governing, 

especially for parties relying on populist claims of legitimacy or parties 

gaining power using anti-establishment or Manichean appeals.   

 Mainstream parties eschewing populism over the last two decades is 

perhaps the best example of this paradox. In Chapter Four, the data 

revealed that mainstream parties have not increased their populism the last 

two decades nor have they responded to electoral loss or populist success by 

adopting more populist appeals. Rather, populist parties responded to 

increased success with less populism, thus indicating an inverse relationship 

between proximity to power and a penchant for populist appeals. A similar 

trend was apparent in Chapter Five. In both France and the US, the nature 

of populism’s anti-establishment appeals seems functionally linked to a 

party or candidate’s outsider status. Notably, this trend seemed to persist 

across parties on the left and right of the political spectrum.   

 Further evidence of the paradox of governing with populist ideas is 

the substantive and widespread difference, detailed in Chapter Three, 

between a party’s level of populism in campaign speeches versus party 

manifestos. Manifestos are the product of party officials and committees, a 

joint statement articulating policy positions and priorities in office. The fact 

that parties’ are more hesitant to use populist appeals in manifestos versus 
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speeches undoubtedly has to do with their purpose as policy priorities in 

office. Speeches, on the other hand, are primarily about political 

mobilization rather than policy issues or policy promises.   

 
Studying Populism: Three Methodological Recommendations 
 
Populism has long been an elusive concept to both define and measure 

(Ionescu and Gellner 1970; Meny and Surel 2002; Pappas 2016;). But 

substantial conceptual and measurement advances have characterized at 

least the last decade of research on populism. At the conceptual level, the 

ideational approach employed here shows significant promise. As outlined 

in Chapter One, this approach improves on earlier theorizing by centering 

the study of populism as a set of ideas, concepts, and frames. Most research 

on how populism affects political parties, however, looks for changing issue 

positions or shifting ideological commitments. Defined as a ‘thin centered’ 

ideology means that populism often operates like an ideological chameleon, 

using populism to frame different issues. As a result, populism is best 

characterized along its own conflict dimension, one that frames politics as 

competition over first order principles. Analyzing this dimension requires 

focusing on how parties talk and frame issues.   
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 At the methodological level, conceptualizing and operationalizing 

populism should be based in the ideational definition. Namely, the 

rhetorical and discursive domain of campaign appeals offers a better 

domain than issue positions arrayed on an ideological spectrum. In Chapter 

Three, I demonstrate that populism is more common in campaign speeches 

than party manifestos. I argue this distinction reflects a substantive 

difference between how parties use manifestos to frame issues and 

campaign speeches to appeal to voters. The fact there is a notable 

discrepancy between the populism in most parties’ speeches versus their 

manifestos also confirms that the issue positions of manifestos are not ideal 

sources for measuring populism. The value of mapping party positions from 

manifestos or press releases using spatial modeling is undoubtedly useful in 

a variety of contexts. Likewise, considering how parties may shift their 

issue positions in response to public opinion or the behavior of other parties 

is a worthwhile endeavor. But issue positions and left-right conflict have 

only partial utility to pinpointing and discerning a party’s use of populist 

appeals.  

 At the measurement level, populism is best defined, conceptualized, 

and measured as a continuous variable rather than a dichotomous variable. 

This measurement strategy is linked closely to populism’s definition as a set 
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of ideas but also linked to how it is conceptualized—as a flexible political 

strategy that may be employed by any party or candidate. Defining populism 

as a rigid ideology rather than a flexible strategy typically entails a simple, 

dichotomous measurement strategy; why would someone who did not 

believe in populist ideas espouse them? Although becoming less popular, a 

dichotomous or ‘either/or’ operationalization strategy severely limits 

valuable variation in populism and, as a result, limits useful theorizing and 

robust explanations. One way it does this is by generating many false 

negatives, purported cases of populism detected by automatic text analysis 

that, upon verification, are not populist at all. Another way it limits 

theorizing and inferences is by treating all speeches with any populist 

words or phrases as qualitatively the same. Because of this, research should 

adopt a continuous measurement approach. With more variation on the 

dependent variable, one is able to apply more nuanced theories to patterns 

in the data and discern causal relationship more clearly.   

 And finally, there are several limitations to this research and, as a 

result, ample opportunities for further research. First, focusing on just six 

Western democracies necessarily limits the generalizability of the findings. 

Additional research may either increase generalizability by focusing on 

additional regions or by focusing on a sampling of various regions. Second, 
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the data collection, transcription, and translation of speeches is best 

described as a convenience sample. Indeed, most speeches I found were used 

in the analysis. Further data collection may improve the consistency 

between parties in number of speeches gathered and enhance the overall 

findings. Third, increased data in the form of more speeches per party or 

speeches gathered from elections prior to 2002 would mitigate type 2 

errors. A trend observed throughout the analysis in Chapter Five is the 

possibility of type 2 errors, the result of low sample size. Indeed, many of 

the hypothesized relationships in Chapter Five were in the direction 

specified but not significant, indicating that a more conclusive decision on 

these hypotheses would benefit from a larger sample.  

 
 
 

  



 

247 
 

 
 
 
 

APPENDICES 
 
 
 
  



 

248 
 

 
 
 
 

Appendix A 
 
Training Guide for Coding Campaign Speeches 
 
Introduction 
 
The purpose of this guide is to provide training materials to accomplish a 

key step in the data collection process for a doctoral dissertation. The aim of 

this research is to measure, examine, and compare the nature of populism 
in six party systems – Austria, France, Germany, Sweden, the UK, and the 
US. The primary goal is to measure populism as a dynamic feature of party 

systems and not exclusive to populist parties. Because populism is a latent 
construct – not easily measured or observed directly – it may be 
strategically employed in appeals to voters. As a result, populism may be 

detected in any party or at any time during a campaign. Therefore, my main 
inquiry is when and under what conditions parties employ populist rhetoric 
in appealing to voters in the electoral marketplace.  
 
Studying populism in political parties typically relies on one of three 
approaches: expert surveys, analyzing party rhetoric, or analyzing party 
issue positions. Where one ‘looks’ for populism matters (Manucci and 

Weber 2017; Rooduijn and Pauwels 2011). Different domains of party 
activity yield substantively different types of text data and, consequently, 
different levels of populism. This research adopts the second approach. 
Speeches offer a more informal, unstructured window into one party’s 
rhetorical claims and issue framing.  
 
Studying what parties say and how parties appeal to voters offers the best 

approximation of my concept of interest: namely, to capture “campaign 
rhetoric” from parties. The focus is on speeches made to general audiences of 
potential voters in national elections.  
 
During data collection, gathering campaign speeches was the ideal form of 
party rhetoric. On a few occasions, campaign speeches were simply not 

available for a particular party during a particular election. In those cases, a 
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sample of party rhetoric is taken from transcripts of debates, radio 
addresses, or long form TV interviews. Although these do not map as neatly 
onto the concept of interest, they should not be treated any differently than 
campaign speeches as the audience in these contexts can reasonably be 

assumed to be voters. 
 
Your role in this project is to work with me and your fellow coders to learn 
and apply the coding rubrics on political speeches. The learning process will 
be structured and iterative at first. Detecting populist rhetoric is probably 
not natural. But, as you acquaint yourself with the training materials and 
rubrics, you will be able to code texts when you wish and from wherever 

you please as long as you meet major submission deadlines and follow a few 

protocols for recording and uploading your finished result. Please note, as 
the researcher for this project, I am only training and supervising the 
coding of texts, not taking part in the actual coding of texts. 

 
Conceptualization and Measurement 
 

Populism is a somewhat contested concept in political science. The 
definition of populism I use is essentially one formulated by Mudde (2004) 
and used in most current scholarship on populism, especially recent 
research using the so-called “ideational approach” to populism (Hawkins et 
al. 2018). This definition claims that populism is:  
 

A ‘thin-centered’ ideology that considers society to be 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.’ 

 
Three sub-dimensions are typically distilled from this definition: Manichean 
worldview, people-centrism, and anti-elitism. These three sub-dimensions 
form the core of the grading rubric and are closely linked to this definition. 

For example, references to ‘Manichean language’ in the rubric is derived 
from the separation of society into not only two antagonistic groups but that 
these groups are seen as binary – good/evil, virtuous/corrupt. The rubric is 
explained in much more detail below.   
 
The design of this research is scientific in nature and therefore aspires to be 

objective in its analysis in order to rigorously understand populism and be 
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able to draw causal inferences from the data you help capture. For the 
coding of speeches and party manifestos to be more objective, it needs to be 
valid. That is, it measures what I intend for it to measure and corresponds 
to other scholars’ understanding of the concept. To address validity 

concerns, I focus on what Adcock and Collier (2001) call 
“divergent/discriminant” validity or the degree to which these 
measurements of populism correlates with other measures of populism in 
the literature. Further, my three sub-dimensions of populism relies on 
significant refinement and tests of construct validity using exploratory 
factor analysis. For instance, Meijers and Zaslove (2021) reveal that several 
sub-dimensions of populism all load on a single factor (populism) and that 

each measures a separate dimension of populism. These validity tests are 

crucial in distinguishing populist from non-populist rhetoric.  
 
The research also needs to be reliable. Therefore, during the early training 

sessions and throughout the coding process, two coders will code each text 
and the percent agreement between coders is measured on a frequent 
schedule. Moreover, two more reliability tests will be conducted on the 

coded documents, Cohen’s kappa and Krippendorff’s alpha (Krippendorff 
2004; Landis and Koch 1977).  
 
Finally, this research aims to be reproducible. A core purpose of this guide 
is to structure the coding process, especially the training of coders, such 
that any group of coders could replicate this method on any group of 
speeches and achieve similarly valid and reliable results.  

Coding Speeches 
 
To code political speeches, you will use a “holistic grading” approach 
(Hawkins, et al. 2018). This approach to textual analysis is borrowed from 
the educational psychology literature (Sudweeks et al. 2004; White 1994). It 
was adapted to study populism by Hawkins (2009) and, since then, 
developed further by scholars of populism to measure populism in speeches 

(Melendez and Kaltwasser 2017; Hawkins and Kaltwasser 2017). The 
approach asks coders to assign a score to the whole text (thus ‘holistic’) 
after learning and applying the rubric and forming an overall impression of 
the text. This approach was chosen because it is widely believed to be the 
best suited for diffuse, latent attributes or constructs in text. Latent 
constructs are concepts that are not directly measurable but rather 

measured by identifying several corresponding indicators. Importantly, the 
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holistic approach is meant as a quantitative measure to determine how much 
of an idea is present.    
 
Background Reading 

 
To better understand both the ideational approach to populism and the 
holistic grading of speeches, please read the two supplemental attachments 
sent along with the Guide. The first (“Policy Brief”) is from a group of 
scholars known as “Team Populism”. This brief summary surveys the 
research of the group and discusses the importance of studying populism. 
My research is directly related to this group’s objectives.  

 

The second is an article (“Is Chavez Populist”) that explores in more detail 
the holistic grading of texts. You may read the whole article or only focus on 
the following highlighted sections – Defining Populism as Discourse, 

Measuring Populist Discourse, and The Analysis. These three sections lay 
out, in detail, the theory and scholarship behind the holistic grading method 
that you will be employing in this project.  

 
Coding Process 
 
As a first step, please read through the rubric a few times to become 
familiar with the terms, especially the difference between “populist” and 
“pluralist”. The two categories are contained in the two columns, one 
articulating common populist claims and the other column containing 

common pluralist claims. Also, become familiar with the three grouping 
categories in the far-left column, Manichean, people-centrism, and anti-
elitism. In his classic work, Sartori (1970) notes that concepts need clear 
opposites in order to determine their singularity. Pluralism – especially as it 
is commonly articulated in the liberal discourse of individual rights and 
liberties – is populism’s clearest opposite. For the purposes here, “populist” 
and “pluralist” are mutually exclusive categories and examples of each type 

of claim is meant to guide your decisions in coding the text.  
 
As you go through the terms and explanations, please become familiar with 
the specific boundaries of how these terms are understood. For instance, 
what distinguishes moral references to the people rather than generic or 
neutral references? How are the people characterized differently, sometimes 

as collections of disparate groups and other times as a reified or 
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homogenous whole? Once you feel comfortable with the rubric, you are 
ready to apply it to a speech.  
 
First, read through the entire speech to get a sense for the tone, word usage, 

and overall impression of the speech. [Reading through the entire speech 
more than once is only necessary during the training session.] Then use the 
rubric as a way to think about the speech. Ask yourself the questions from 
the rubric about the speech and look for instances that serve as examples of 
populist or pluralist claims.   
 
Next, as you read the speech, use the “highlight” tool in WORD to highlight 

segments or phrases that you determine are populist. Only highlight 

sections of the text that contain populist claims. During the training 
process, it may also be helpful to insert comments in WORD that explain 
highlighted segments or specify your rationale for including or not including 

a phrase into your final calculation. These comments provide me with a 
better sense of how well you are learning the rubric during training. Please 
do not add comments to the speeches once training is finished. 

 
Continue this process until you are comfortable with where your analysis 
‘places’ the speech on the overall scale. The overall scale runs from 0 to 2 
but includes tenth increments as well. The three relatively simple categories 
of populist, somewhat populist, and not populist are meant to be easy to 
learn and simple to remember.  
 

Once you place the speech on the overall scale, return to the speech and 
recall which of the three sub-categories were present in the speech 
(Manichean, people-centrism, and anti-elitism). Using the same 0-2 scale, 
insert a score for each of the three sub-categories into the Excel sheet. 
NOTE: these sub-category scores do not need to average out to the overall 
score. They are a way to gauge what sub-dimensions of populism are 
present in the speech.  

 
As a last step, write a few sentences explaining your overall grade and 
insert them into the Excel scoring sheet. It may be helpful to reference 
specific phrases or sections of the speech. You must complete these few 
sentences for each speech that explains your score.  
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Coding Scale 
 
The coding scale runs from 0 to 2, and the numeric categories correspond 
to: 0==no populist claims; 1==some populist claims; and 2==ideal populist 

discourse. Further elaboration of each point on the scale is provided to 
explain each of these three categories. Please note, assigning tenth 
increment scores (e.g., 0.5, 0.6, 0.7) is perfectly acceptable but, as 
mentioned, your final score must be explained.  
 
Keep in mind that this scale is typically conceptualized as interval rather 
than ordinal due to the fact that several speech scores from the same party 

are averaged and the average is plotted on an interval scale where it may be 

compared to other politicians in the same context, other 
politicians/contexts, or temporally. This distinction is important in thinking 
about populism as a matter of degree rather than an either/or phenomena 

(Aslanidis 2018).  
 
Returning to the main inquiry in this research, conceptualizing populist as 

continuous and not dichotomous is crucial. Recall, that my goal is to 
measure populism as a dynamic feature of parties and party systems. My 
contention is that any party or politician can employ populist claims. 
Similarly, parties are distinguished by the context and extent of their 
populism rather than populism’s presence or absence at one point in time.  
 
Grading Steps 

 
1. Read the speech and highlight the words, phrases, or paragraphs that 

contain populist claims (using the highlight function in WORD).  
 
2. Then, reflecting on the speech as a whole, use the 3-point overall scoring 

rubric below to assign a grade to the speech. Remember that increments 
of tenths (i.e. 0.4, 0.5, 0.6, are acceptable). 

 
3. After scoring the speech as a whole, estimate which of the 3 sub-

dimensions of populism are present in the text (Manichean, people-
centrism, and anti-elitism) and insert a score for each in the Excel sheet 
using the same 0-2 scale. [These scores don’t need to ‘average’ the final 
score. These are meant to simply estimate what subdimensions of 

populism exist in the text.] 



 

254 
 

 
4. Then, provide 2-3 sentences of overall comments to explain your 

decision and insert these in the Excel scoring sheet.  
 

Keep in mind… 
• Assign the overall grade first, then the sub-dimension grades. 
• Remember that populism is not an either/or phenomenon, it is best 

conceptualized as a matter of degree and not presence/absence. 
• If you find a speech to be only ‘arguably populist’ use the ‘pluralist’ 

column to clarify. 
 

Holistic Scale 

 

Score Explanation of overall holistic score 

 
 
2 

A speech in this category is extremely populist and comes very 
close to the ideal populist discourse. Specifically, the speech 
expresses all or nearly all of the elements of ideal populist 

discourse and has few elements that would be considered non-

populist (pluralist). 

 
 
 
1 

A speech in this category includes strong, clearly populist 
elements but either does not use them consistently or tempers 
them by including non-populist elements. Thus, the discourse 
may have a romanticized notion of the people and the idea of a 
unified popular will, but it avoids bellicose language or 
references to cosmic proportions. 

 
 

0 

A speech in this category uses few if any populist elements. Note 
that even if a speech expresses a Manichaean worldview, it is not 
considered populist if it lacks some notion of a popular will. 
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Detailed Grading Rubric 
  

Populist Pluralist 
M

a
n

ic
h

e
a
n

 

It conveys a Manichaean vision of 

the world, that is, one that is moral 
(every issue has a strong moral 
dimension) and dualistic 
(everything is in one category or 
the other, ―right/wrong, 
good/evil). The implication or the 
stated idea is that there can be 

nothing in between, no fence-
sitting, no shades of grey. Politics 
is understood as a struggle 
between good and evil.  

The discourse does not frame 

issues in moral terms or 
paint them in black-and-
white. Instead, there is a 
strong tendency to focus on 
narrow, particular issues. 
The discourse will emphasize 
or at least not eliminate the 

possibility of natural, 
justifiable differences of 
opinion.  

The moral significance of the items 
mentioned in the speech are 

heightened by ascribing cosmic 

proportions to them, that is, by 
claiming that they affect people 
everywhere and across time. 
Frequent references may be made 
to a reified notion of history. The 
speaker may justify the moral 
significance of his or her ideas by 

tying them to national and 

religious leaders that are 
generally revered.  

The discourse will probably 
not refer to any reified 

notion of history or use any 

cosmic proportions. 
References to the spatial and 
temporal consequences of 
issues will be limited to the 
material reality rather than 
any mystical connections.  

P
e
o

p
le

-c
e
n

tr
is

m
, 

h
o

m
o

g
e
n

o
u

s 
g

e
n

e
ra

l 
w

il
l Although Manichaean, the 

discourse is still democratic, in the 
sense that the good is embodied in 
the will of the majority. The 

majority is seen as a unified and 
indivisible whole or a homogenous 
general will. The speaker ascribes 
a kind of unchanging essentialism 
to that will, rather than letting it 
be whatever 50 percent of the 

people want at any particular 

Democracy is simply the 
calculation of votes. This 
should be respected and is 
seen as the foundation of 

legitimate government, but it 
is not meant to be an 
exercise in arriving at a 
preexisting, knowable 
“general will". The majority 
shifts and changes across 

issues. The common man is 
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moment. The general will is often 
romanticized, with some notion of 
the common man (urban or rural) 
or the ordinary people seen as the 

embodiment of the national ideal. 

not romanticized, and the 
notion of citizenship is broad 
and legalistic.  

A
n

ti
-e

li
te

; 
a
n

ti
-e

st
a
b

li
sh

m
e
n

t 

The evil is embodied in a 
minority whose specific identity 
will vary according to context. 
Perhaps these are economic elites 
or an oligarchy but may also be a 
racial or ethnic elite or outsider; 

internationally, it may be the 
capitalist, supra-national bodies 
like the EU, or international 
financiers or simply an ideology 

such as neoliberalism, imperialism, 
or capitalism. The speech may 
exaggerate or abuse data and the 

language will show a bellicosity 
towards the opposition that is 
incendiary, condescending, and 
lacks decorum. 

The discourse avoids a 
conspiratorial tone and does 
not single out any evil ruling 
minority. It avoids labeling 
opponents as evil and may 
not even mention them in an 

effort to maintain a positive 
tone and keep passions low. 
Formal rights and liberties 
are openly respected, and the 

opposition is treated with 
courtesy and as a legitimate 
political actor.  

The evil minority is or was 
recently in charge and subverted 
the system to its own interests. 

Thus, systemic change is/was 

required, often expressed in terms 
such as revolution or liberation, 
even if change technically comes 
about through elections. This anti-

elite disposition is clearly 
contrasted with a belief that 

sovereignty should lie exclusively 
with the ordinary people, that 
they and not the elites should have 
the final say in politics. 

The discourse does not argue 
for systemic change but as 
mentioned above, focuses on 

particular issues. In the 

words of Laclau, it is a 
politics of “differences” 
rather than “hegemony.” The 
discourse will not encourage 

or justify illegal, violent 
actions. There will be respect 

for institutions and the rule 
of law.  
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Appendix B 
 
Below is the final list of populist words and phrases (dictionary) used to 
measure populism in speeches and manifestos. Stemmed words are noted 
with an asterisk. These are words that are shortened to a ‘stem’ to capture 
several variations of the same word. For example, the one stem “elit” 
captures the words: elite, elites, elitism, elitist, elitists. 

 

 
 
 

  

Austria France Sweden

elit* direct democracy globalis* lack*

consensus* islami* fundamentalis* immigra*

undemocratic* left out monarch* unfort*

referend* absurd political class* ideolog*

corrupt* homeland technocra* radical*

propagand* fraud* criminal* left behind

politici* cheats tricolor honest*

deceit* stooge battle feminists

deceiv* scammer* Germany UK

betray* crook* pensioners political class*

shame* ruler* cash ceiling fraud*

scandal* bacon USA unelect*

truth* fight cheat* islami*

dishonest* fought crook* real politics*

establishm* globalis* harder

ruling radical* attack*

ideolog*

Core terms 

(stemmed)
Context terms by Country (stemmed)

Dictionary of Populist Words and Phrases
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Appendix C 
 
Below are the inter-rater reliability results from my hand coding of 
speeches. The scale used in my hand coding is a 20-point scale from 0.0-2.0, 
so K-Alpha scores measured at the interval level are the most appropriate 
inter-rater reliability measure. K-Alpha measured at the ordinal level 
(0.746) and Cohen’s Kappa measured as a 3-point ordinal scale (0.54 or 

“moderate agreement”) are both included here for reference.  

 

 
 

              Alpha      LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs

Interval      .8954      .8574      .9263   121.0000     2.0000   121.0000

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin:

   alphamin          q

      .9000      .5772

      .8000      .0001*

      .7000      .0000

      .6700      .0000

      .6000      .0000

      .5000      .0000

Number of bootstrap samples: 10,000

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate (as interval data)

*This indicates there is only a 0.01% chance that K-Alpha would be below 0.80 if the 

whole population were tested. 
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             Alpha      LL95%CI    UL95%CI      Units   Observrs      Pairs

Ordinal      .7464      .6569      .8227      121.0000      2.0000   121.0000

Probability (q) of failure to achieve an alpha of at least alphamin:

   alphamin          q

      .9000     1.0000

      .8000      .9050

      .7000      .1375

      .6700      .0445*

      .6000      .0017

      .5000      .0000

Number of bootstrap samples: 10,000

*This indicates there is only a 4.45% chance that K-Alpha would be below 0.67 if the 

whole population were tested. 

Krippendorff's Alpha Reliability Estimate (as ordinal data)

       0        1        2

       0 52 14 0 66

       1 14 17 2 33

       2 0 3 19 22

66 34 21 121

Value

Asymptotic 

Standard 

Errora Approximate Tb
Approximate 

Significance

Measure of 

Agreement

Kappa 0.54108 

("Moderate 

agreement")

0.069 8.070 0.000

121

a. Not assuming the null hypothesis.

b. Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis.

Cohen's Kappa as Nominal Data

Count

N of Valid Cases

Cle_Cohen

Total

Jan_Cohen

Total

Symmetric Measures
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Appendix D 
 

The surveys were fielded in 2018 (POPPA) and 2019 (GPS) and both 
included questions related to populism in political parties. However, 
substantive differences between the two surveys resulted in treating POPPA 
as a more accurate source for a party’s populism than the GPS survey and 
therefore a better benchmark with which to compare for the purposes of 

validation. The POPPA questionnaire asked respondents five questions, each 

measuring a specific and statistically robust sub-dimension of populism 
(“Manichean” “indivisible” “general will” “people centrism” and “anti-
elitism”). The authors then use factor regression to generate an overall 

variable measuring populism.  
 The GPS survey, by contrast, only asks respondents one question 
about populism, requesting experts to weigh whether a given party “favors 

pluralist or populist rhetoric” on a 10-point scale. Besides using just one 
question to measure an arguably complex concept, the language and 
framing of the question is notably different than the POPPA survey. The 
POPPA survey presumes that populism is a way to describe, in a more 
substantive sense, a political party. It asks respondents to assess each party 
on the basis of the sub-dimension in question. For example, does “anti-
elitism” best describe the Labour party. But, the GPS question wording 

presumes, here and throughout the survey, that populism is only a 
rhetorical or discursive strategy. Further, framing populism in a manner 
that is more open to interpretation will lead to higher variability in expert 
assessments and less reliability overall.  
 Undoubtedly, these differences are partly due to the surveys differing 
in scope. POPPA is relatively succinct and specific, aiming only to measure 
the populism of political parties in Europe. GPS is a much more expansive 

effort to measure parties on a global scale and across a variety of ideological 
dimensions; measuring populism is not its primary objective. Even given 
these differences between POPPA and GPS, I included the GPS data as a third 
benchmark against which to check the results of my dictionary. The table 
below lists validation details. Since all measurements of populism being 
compared are conceptualized at the interval level, Pearson’s r is used as the 
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primary method to assess correlation between the dictionary results and the 
validation data.  
 
 

 
 
 

The 121 hand coded speeches from across the six countries revealed high 

levels of correlation against the results from the automated dictionary 
(overall r= 0.8168). Further, the hand coded results from both the March 
(2017) and Hawkins (2018) data sets correlate well with the dictionary 
results. These, combined with the first set of hand coded speeches, suggest 
that the automated dictionary is indeed detecting and measuring populism, 
the concept of interest.  
 The second tier of validation also reveals high levels of correlation 

with the dictionary results. The POPPA scores reveals consistently high 

Country Medium Author

March (2017) & 

Hawkins (2018)

POPPA 

(2018) GPS (2019)

Speeches 0.9457 0.9371 0.8051

Manifestos 0.8764 0.7652

Speeches 0.8267 0.8303 0.8726

Manifestos 0.9011 0.9116

Speeches 0.8644 0.9033 0.8285

Manifestos 0.9940 0.9386

Speeches 0.8173 0.9507 0.9586

Manifestos 0.7927 0.8341

Speeches 0.8104 0.8767 0.5926

Manifestos 0.7988 0.9701 0.6211

Speeches 0.9069 0.9558

Manifestos

b
Bolded coefficients do not reach the desired threshold of 0.75. 

Hand coding Expert surveys

Automated Text Analysis Dictionary Validationa,b

aResults are Pearson's r correlation coefficients comparing my measures of populism with a sample of 

hand coded speeches (and hand coded results from March 2017 and Hawkins 2018) and expert surveys 

from: Populism in Political Parties Survey "POPPA" (Meijers and Zaslove 2021) and the Global Party 

Survey "GPS" (Norris 2019)

Austria

France

Germany

Sweden

UK

US
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levels of correlation with the dictionary results across cases and also 
speeches and manifestos. With one notable exception, the comparison 
between the dictionary results and the GPS data also correlate well, 
although at lower levels on average than the POPPA data. The lower levels 

of correlation combined with the weak to moderate correlation on the 
manifestos and speeches from the United Kingdom, provides some evidence 
that the two expert surveys employ slightly different conceptualization of 
populism and measure populism somewhat differently.  
 The UK case may provide a good example of the difference between 
expert perception of a party’s reliance on populist rhetoric and a systematic 
assessment of a party’s rhetoric. The last several years in UK party politics 

were dominated with the Brexit vote and subsequent Brexit negotiations 

overseen by the Conservative party. The vote had a polarizing impact on the 
two main parties and also seemingly bolstered the hopes of independence-
minded regional parties in Scotland and Northern Ireland, the SNP and DUP. 

Brexit’s disruption of the status quo was largely understood as a ‘populist’ 
victory and likely exaggerated by experts in their assessment of any party 
that shifted ideologically or rhetorically in any direction during this period. 

Statistics from the GPS expert survey seem to support this general claim as 
well, with significantly higher levels of dispersion in the scores for parties 
in the UK, indicating less consensus, than other parties in the dataset. 
Either way, the GPS correlation coefficients against the dictionary results 
are moderate at best and indicate a discrepancy between the measurement 
of populism derived from both the campaign appeals and party manifestos 
and expert assessments as to whether the party in question “favors” 

populist or pluralist rhetoric.  
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Appendix E 
 

Listed here are all parties in my analysis categorized according to the three 
party types noted throughout the main dissertation. Note: party 
abbreviations included on page ix and x.  
 

 

 
 
 
  

Mainstream

Non-Populist, Non-

Mainstream Populist

Austria OVP, SPO NEOS, Greens
FPO, BZO, Pilz, 

Stronach

France
MoDem/UDF/LREM, 

RFR/UMP/LR, PS  
Greens, FDG

National Rally, FI 

(2017)

Germany CDU-CSU, SPD, FDP Greens
AfD, Left (after 

2009)

Sweden

Centre, Liberal, 

Moderate, Social 

Democrats

Left, Greens, 

Christian Democrats
Sweden Democrats

United 

Kingdom

Labour, Conservative, 

Liberal Democrats
DUP, SNP, Greens UKIP, Brexit Party

United States Republican, Democratic None None

Parties Organized by Party Type
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Appendix F 
 
Codebook for data analysis [Chapters 3, 4, and 5] 
 
Country 
 
Country name: AUT=Austria; FRA=France, GER=Germany; SW=Sweden; 

UK=United Kingdom; USA=United States   

   
Country code  
 

Numeric country; 1=AUT, 2=FRA, 3=FRA, 4=SW, 5=UK, 6=USA 
 
Year 

 
The year corresponding to each election in each country, 2002-2020 
 
Date 
 
The specific date that a campaign speech was given.  
 

Election Date 
 
The date of the election for each country.  
 
Days to Elect 
 
The number of days (counting down) until election. This variable is 

generated by the difference between the prior two variables.  
 
Month  
 
The month of the year the speech was given.  
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Party    
 
The name of the party, abbreviated [see full list of parties, page xi]  

  
Speaker   
 
For speeches, this variable captures who is giving the speech; variable 
values are last names of speakers.   
 
Location Region   

 

For the US and France cases, this variable captures where the speech was 
given in each country. In France, the value labels correspond to numeric 
codes but comprise the 13 administrative regions of France:  Aquitaine=1, 

Bourgogne=2, Brittany=3, Corsica=4, Grand Est=5, Hauts de France=6, 
Loire=7, Normandie=8, Occitanie=9, Paris=10, Pays=11, Provence=12, 
Rhone=13. In the US, the four regions corresponded to the four US census 

regions: Northeast=1, South=2, Midwest=3, West=4.  
 
Location dummy   
 
For the US and France cases, this dichotomous variable captures whether 
the region of the speech was electorally favorable to populist appeals. In 
France, Grand Est, Hauts de France, and Provence are coded “1”; in the US, 

the South and the Midwest are coded “1”.   
 
Swing 
 
In the US, this variable captures whether the location (state) of the speech 
is considered a swing state (1) or not (0) during that election year.  
 

Party Category  
 
One of three party types is assigned to each observation. I use Rooduijn 
2020 and De Vries and Hobolt 2020 as general guides and classify parties as 
‘populist’ ‘mainstream’ or ‘non-populist and non-mainstream’ (NPNM). This 
classification scheme is NOT derived from my own measurements. Rather, it 

is established from the literature as an a priori classification criteria. 
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Party Category Number  
 
Numeric code for party categories: 1=Populist, 2=NPNM, Number 
3=Mainstream   

 
Zeit (election)  
 
“Zeit” is short for ‘zeitgeist’, the variable used to test for change over time. 
Each country’s election is given a distinct numeric code; numeric codes are 
ranked as a function of time (election year). For instance, France, Germany, 
and Sweden had elections in 2002 so their values on the zeitgeist variable 

are: 1, 2, and 3. A total of 29 distinct elections across the six countries 

comprise the values of this variable.  
 
Elect Party   

 
Within in each election, a party is assigned a unique code. This is a numeric 
ID variable that corresponds to my unit of analysis: Party/Election 

observations within countries. This variable is generated by ordered 
elections (zeit), from earliest to most recent, and then sorted within each 
election by party name (alphabetical). 183 observations.   
 
Country Party  
 
Numeric codes for each “country/party” observations. Within each country, 

parties are assigned a number and that number is constant across elections. 
This variable offers a way to model how individual parties within countries 
may change in their use of populism across elections.  
 
Country Party String  
 
A descriptive string variable for each observation (183) that communicates 

each observation’s relevant descriptive information: Country (three letter 
abbreviation), Party; and Election Year (YYYY); e.g., “UK_Labour_2017”. 
This variable is used primarily during regression diagnostics to describe 
specific data points in scatter plots. 
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Audience   
 
Number of people in the audience at a given campaign speech event.  
Audience Type  

 
A variable that captures the primary audience at a speech: voters, 
journalists, or politicians. 
 
Speech Type   
 
This variable captures what speech format the text data was collected from: 

campaign speech (most common), interview, or press conference.  

 
TV Livestreamed  
 

Was the speech televised, live streamed, recorded, or none of the above.  
 
Party Status  

 
For France and US cases, this variable captures whether the speech from a 
challenger party (1) or an incumbent party (0). 
 
Mainstream Party Dummy   
 
Is the party considered mainstream (1) or not (0).  

 
NPNM Dummy  
 
Is the party considered non-populist non-mainstream (1) or not (0).  
 
Populist Dummy   
 

Is the party considered populist (1) or not (0).  
 
Incumbent Dummy    
 
For the six cases, this variable captures whether the party in power (1) or 
not (0) during the election analyzed.  
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Far Right 
   
Is the populist party considered far right (1) or far left (0). This variable 
only includes values for populist parties.   

 
Seats T1   
 
Number of seats a party has at time 1, two elections prior.   
 
Seats T2   
 

Number of seats a party has at time 2, previous election.  

 
Seats Gained or Lost  
 

Number of seats either gained or lost as a result of the last election (from T1 
to T2). Negative values == seats lost; Positive values == seats gained; 0== 
number of seats stayed the same.  

 
Total Seats   
 
Total number of seats in a country’s legislative assembly at T1/T2. This 
number is used to generate the percent of seats gained (next variable) and 
lost relative to legislative assembly size for each country and across 
elections.  

 
Prct Seats Gained or Lost  
 
The percentage of total seats a party either gains or losses over two prior 
elections in that country’s legislature. This variable captures electoral gains 
and losses as a percentage of total seats in each country’s legislature.    
 

Prct Change in Seats  
 
The percent change in seats from the last election. This number is generated 
from each party’s two prior elections and the percent increase or decrease 
over those two elections. This variable does not consider countries’ different 
sized legislatures, just the raw percentage increase or decrease in seats.   
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Prct Populist Success  
 
Percentage of the vote share going to a party classified as populist in the 
election prior. This variable measures the success of populist parties by 

percentage of the total vote (combined impact when applicable). 
 
Elect Threshold 
  
The electoral threshold for a given party system expressed as percentage. If 
a certain percentage of the vote share is required for a given country.  
 

Time Var   

 
Each year in the analysis is assigned a number 1-19, 1 corresponds to the 
first election year where data are collected (2002) up through 19 (2020). If 

some years have no data, there are no assigned numbers (e.g., ‘2’ is not 
included because in 2003 no data were collected).   
 

Elect Cycle   
 
Observations divided into four cycles between 2002 and 2020. The first 
three cycles each contain five years and the fourth contains four years.  
 
DV: Spch Populism  
 

The raw percentage of words or phrases in a given sample of speeches that 
are considered ‘populist’ based in the dictionary of populist words and 
phrases. This value ranges from 0 to 1.04, where 0 == “no populist words 
for phrases” and 1.04 == “1.04% of a speech are words or phrases defined 
as populist”. 
 
DV: Mani Populism   

 
The raw percentage of words or phrases in a party’s manifesto that are 
considered ‘populist’.  This value ranges from 0 to 0.80, or “no populist 
words for phrases” to “0.80% of the words or phrases in the manifesto are 
defined as populist”. 
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DV: Spch Stand   
 
A standardized speech scale from 0-1 generated from dividing all values by 
the maximum number (1.04). This variable is the primary DV for analyzing 

speeches and is measured and conceptualized as continuous, running from 0 
== “least populist” to 1 == “most populist”.  
 
DV: Mani Stand 
 
A standardized manifesto scale from 0-1 generated from dividing all values 
by the maximum number (0.80). This variable is the primary DV for 

analyzing manifestos and is measured and conceptualized as continuous, 

running from 0 == “least populist” to 1 == “most populist”. 
 
Note about missing data:    

 
For the dependent variables, missing data are left blank and excluded from 
analysis. There is an important conceptual difference here between the 

value of “0” and missing observations. 0 == no populist words or phrases 
and ‘missing’ == no speech analyzed for that country/party/election.  
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Appendix G 
 
The following two tables sort the results of mainstream party populism by 
net change. Mainstream parties are split almost evenly between increases 
and decreases. A notable divergence between campaign and programmatic 
populism: France’s left, right, and centrist party families (PS, RPR/UMP/LR, 
and MoDem/UDF) all register similar increases in populism in their 

campaign speeches while the same parties’ manifestos are widely spread 

out. The center-left parties in Germany (SPD) and Sweden (SocDem) 
register a notable divergence between campaign and programmatic 
populism as well, with populism decreasing in manifestos and increasing in 

speeches overall. Austria’s center-left SPO and the US Republican parties 
register increases overall in speeches and manifestos.  
   

 

 

Country Party 1 2 3 4 5 Average Net change

Sweden Moderate 0.37 0.16 0.15 0.10 0.18 0.19 -0.19

UK Cons 0.32 0.10 0.15 0.09 0.21 0.17 -0.11

Germany CDU-CSU 0.10 0.07 0.09 0.07 0.00 0.07 -0.10

Sweden Liberal 0.24 0.11 0.12 0.39 0.17 0.21 -0.07

Germany FDP 0.09 0.14 0.07 0.06 0.09 -0.03

US Democrat 0.10 0.10 0.05 0.04 0.09 0.08 -0.01

UK LibDems 0.23 0.10 0.15 0.40 0.22 0.22 -0.01

France LREM 0.07 0.07 0.00

Sweden Centre 0.12 0.12 0.03 0.10 0.14 0.10 0.02

Austria OVP 0.27 0.12 0.00 0.11 0.30 0.16 0.03

UK Labour 0.32 0.07 0.20 0.32 0.36 0.25 0.04

Germany SPD 0.05 0.09 0.08 0.03 0.09 0.07 0.04

Sweden Soc Dem 0.06 0.13 0.03 0.12 0.15 0.10 0.09

France PS 0.07 0.11 0.08 0.16 0.11 0.09

France Rally/UMP/LR 0.08 0.16 0.20 0.19 0.16 0.11

France MoDem /UDF 0.08 0.16 0.21 0.15 0.13

Austria SPO 0.12 0.20 0.00 0.46 0.25 0.21 0.13

US Republican 0.06 0.17 0.05 0.48 0.20 0.19 0.14

Populism in Mainstream Party Campaign Speeches, Sorted by Net Change
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Country Party 1 2 3 4 5 Average Net change

Sweden Liberal 0.39 0.30 0.17 0.18 0.16 0.24 -0.23

UK LibDems 0.20 0.13 0.11 0.14 0.07 0.13 -0.13

Sweden Soc Dem 0.18 0.08 0.00 0.11 0.07 0.09 -0.11

France MoDem /UDF 0.18 0.10 0.09 0.07 0.11 -0.11

Germany SPD 0.10 0.09 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.06 -0.06

Germany FDP 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.03 0.06 -0.05

Sweden Moderate 0.20 0.16 0.06 0.11 0.16 0.14 -0.04

US Democrat 0.08 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.05 -0.03

Sweden Centre 0.14 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.12 0.10 -0.02

Germany CDU-CSU 0.05 0.10 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.00

France LREM 0.08 0.08 0.00

France PS 0.07 0.11 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.01

UK Cons 0.11 0.17 0.12 0.10 0.13 0.13 0.02

UK Labour 0.10 0.08 0.09 0.10 0.13 0.10 0.03

Austria OVP 0.09 0.12 0.28 0.12 0.14 0.15 0.05

France Rally/UMP/LR 0.06 0.12 0.06 0.13 0.09 0.07

US Republican 0.06 0.13 0.10 0.16 0.16 0.12 0.10

Austria SPO 0.10 0.16 0.12 0.07 0.22 0.13 0.12

Populism in Mainstream Manifestos, Sorted by Net Change
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Appendix H 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Calendar 

Year Year

Election 

Cycle

Two Elections per 

Cycle AU FR GE SW UK US

# of Observations 

each Cycle

2002 1 x x x

2003 2

2004 3 x

2005 4 x x

2006 5 x x

2007 6 x

2008 7 x x

2009 8 x

2010 9 x x

2011 10

2012 11 x x

2013 12 x x

2014 13 x

2015 14 x

2016 15 x

2017 16 x x x x

2018 17 x

2019 18 x x

2020 19 x

Generating the Election Cycle Variable

38

40

53

1

2

3

4

Germany and 

Sweden

United States

Austria and United 

Kingdom

52
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Appendix I 
 
 

 
Distribution of dependent variable: Populism in campaign speeches 
 
 
 

 
Distribution of dependent variable: Populism in party manifestos 
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Appendix J 
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Appendix K 
 

 
Distribution of the dependent variable: populism in individual campaign 
speeches in France.  
 
 
 

 
Distribution of the dependent variable: populism in individual campaign 
speeches in the US.  
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Appendix L 
 
Below are maps of both France and the US that show the regions used in the 
construction of the location variable. In France, the regions of Grand Est, 
Hauts-de-France (both in the north/northeast of France) and Provence 
(south) were coded as “1”, or where candidates should expect more populist 
support.  

 

 

 
 

 



 

279 
 

 
 
 
 

In the US, I use the four general census regions to create the location 
variable. Here, the South and Midwest regions are coded as “1”, or where 
candidates are more likely to expect populist support.  
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Appendix M 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

2004 election 2008 election 2012 election 2016 election 2020 election

Pennsylvania Nevada Wisconsin Maine New Hampshire

New Hampshire Pennsylvania Nevada Nevada Minnesota

Wisconsin Minnesota Iowa Minnesota Michigan

Iowa New Hampshire New Hampshire New Hampshire Nevada

New Mexico Iowa Pennsylvania Michigan Pennsylvania

Ohio Colorado Colorado Pennsylvania Wisconsin

Nevada Virginia Virginia Wisconsin Arizona

Colorado Ohio Ohio Florida Georgia

Florida Florida Florida Arizona North Carolina

Missouri Indiana North Carolina North Carolina Florida

Virginia North Carolina Georgia Georgia Texas

Swing states, 2000–2020a

a
 States designated as swing states or battle ground states are taken from the Cook Political Report's list, 

based in a reasonable pre-election chance of either party winning in each state. 
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Appendix N 
 
Below is a scatter plot of Trump’s speeches from 2016 and 2020. The graph 
shows an increase in populist appeals as the election nears. This trend of 
increasing populism as the election nears is contrary to all other Republican 
and Democratic party speeches gathered during this period.  
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