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Chapter 4 

 

Political trust, moral emotions and populist voting 
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A substantial decline in trust in both national parliaments and governments, as well as in 

European institutions has marked the past decade in quite a few European countries 

(Eurobarometer, 2013). Coinciding with this trend is an insurgence of new political parties 

with anti-elitist, anti-immigration agendas. These so-called populist parties claim to represent 

the voice of the ‘common people’ and most of them tend to be on the conservative end of the 

political spectrum. Examples are found in France (National Front), Belgium (Flemish 

Interest), The Netherlands (Freedom Party), Italy (Northern League), and Austria (Freedom 

Party). The Tea Party in the United States represents similar viewpoints. Some scholars 

suggest a connection between declining political trust and the rise in popularity of such parties 

(Canovan, 1999; Ford, Goodwin, & Cutts, 2012). However, to date there is little evidence to 

support this idea. In the current chapter we investigate the relationship between political trust 

and voting for populist parties in The Netherlands. 

 The erosion of trust in political figures and public authorities can be traced back to the 

middle of the 20
th

 century. This trend has been observed in Europe (Dogan, 2005) as well as 

in the United States (Levi & Stoker, 2000). Initially The Netherlands were an exception to 

this rule, but in 2002 public trust and approval dropped below 40% (Eurobarometer, 2013). 

This decrease coincided with the rise of right-wing populism. In the build-up to the turbulent 

2002 parliamentary elections Pim Fortuyn shook up the Dutch political elite with a new and 

radical political message. Propagating strong anti-elitist and anti-immigration views, his 

campaign was both unprecedented and successful. In the 25 years before, four parties (VVD, 

PvdA, CDA and D66) had continuously held at least 126 of the 150 seats in Parliament; in 

2002 they only managed to reach 97, with 26 of the remaining seats going to Fortuyn’s party 

LPF. Although the assassination of Fortuyn shortly before the 2002 elections left his party in 

disarray, similar populist parties received considerable support from the Dutch electorate. 

This became most apparent when Geert Wilders successfully embraced Fortuyn’s political 
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legacy only a few years later. In recent years, his Party of Freedom (PVV) attracted between 

10 and 20 percent of the Dutch voters at national elections. 

 While the rise of right-wing populism and the decline in political trust occurred in the 

same time period, there is little empirical evidence that they are causally related. Generally 

speaking, an important aspect of trust concerns the willingness to accept the negative 

consequences of the actions of others (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). Casting a 

vote requires a citizens’ willingness to entrust a politician or a party with the power to make 

decisions and spend tax money in ways that will affect them. Thus, voting can be seen as a 

behavioral outcome of political trust. There is some empirical evidence linking political trust 

to participation in elections, suggesting that people with low trust in parliament and low 

satisfaction with democracy in general are less likely to cast their vote (Grönlund & Setälä, 

2007). However, this tells us nothing about the relation between trust and support for populist 

parties, In order to gain votes from distrusting people, a party needs to mobilize these people, 

driving them into action instead of inaction. Populist parties do this by challenging the moral 

integrity of the political establishment. Populists view other politicians as representatives of a 

‘corrupt elite’ (Mudde, 2004), and strive to give a voice to ‘the people’. Previous research has 

shown that perceiving low integrity in the behavior of others evokes negative moral emotions 

in people, such as anger and contempt (Haidt, 2003). These emotions are associated with 

action tendencies that serve to punish the moral transgressor. When the source of amorality is 

not a single person, but rather a larger entity such as an organization, punishment behavior 

takes the form of protesting (Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013; Haidt, 2003). Populist 

parties, often described as protest parties, are thus likely to attract distrusting voters by 

channeling their anger into an opportunity to punish established parties. In this chapter we 

aim to find empirical support for this notion. 
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 We do so by predicting the act of voting for a Dutch populist party. Interestingly, the 

Dutch political landscape offers two such parties. On the right wing, populism is represented 

by the Freedom Party (PVV). This party is a prototypical populist party, and similar parties 

can be found in several European countries as indicated in the opening paragraph of this 

chapter. The party is strongly anti-immigration and anti-European. The combination of 

populist rhetoric and euro-skepticism is illustrated by the title of their manifesto: “Their 

Brussels, our Netherlands,” published in 2012. 

 The existence of a second party with populist characteristics, on the far left of the 

political spectrum makes the Dutch situation particularly interesting. The Socialist Party (SP) 

shares a number of key characteristics with the PVV, although their ideological background is 

very different. For the SP, the populist idea of ‘the voice of the people’ stems from the 

socialist ideology of economic egalitarianism, defining ‘the people’ as the economically 

disadvantaged groups of society. Apart from manual workers, this mainly constitutes elderly 

people and students. The populist nature of the party was a deliberate political change of 

course that began in 1993 when they adopted the slogan “vote against, vote SP” 

(Socialistische Partij, 2013; emphasis added). 

 What do these parties have to protest against? Between the far left and far right of the 

Dutch political landscape we can find several ‘traditional’ parties. These represent the three 

main ideological systems that dominated Dutch politics after World War Two; a left-wing 

Labor Party with strong union support (PvdA), Christian Democrats (CDA), and Liberals 

(VVD). For decades, people were almost predetermined to vote for one of these parties 

depending on their socioeconomic background. However, these barriers have slowly faded. 

The traditional parties have a long history of forming coalitions among each other, gradually 

increasing similarities between these parties. The decreasing amount of ideological separation 

caused some voters to feel like they had nothing to choose anymore, leading to a downward 



71 
 

trend in turnout. The strong rhetoric of Fortuyn and his populism has been suggested to be the 

cause of the higher turnout at the 2002 Dutch national elections, being 5% up from four years 

earlier (78.9% vs. 73.3%).  

 To sum up, recent history not only suggests a relation between declining political trust 

and growing support for populism, it also showed that populist parties are able to mobilize the 

votes of citizens that have lost trust in the political establishment. In the current chapter we 

provide an empirical test of the relationship between political trust and voting behavior. In 

particular, we look at diffuse political trust, a term derived from Easton (1965) to describe 

trust in the ‘system’ or democratic functioning of a country, as opposed to trust in a specific 

party or political leader. If people lack diffuse political trust, they are less likely to vote for the 

traditional Dutch parties in the center of the political spectrum, which have represented the 

system for many years. Instead, we expect that low diffuse political trust leads to voting for 

anti-establishment and populist parties; in the Dutch case, the right-wing populist PVV and 

the left-wing socialist SP. In Study 4.1 we test this hypothesis while controlling for 

demographic variables that are often associated with populist and socialist affiliations, as well 

as for dispositional trust. In Study 4.2 we expand upon this design by investigating the role of 

other-condemning emotions as an explanatory mechanism for this relationship. 

 

Study 4.1 

 In the first study we investigated whether differences in diffuse political trust predict 

Dutch voting behavior. The current study was carried out in the summer of 2012, less than a 

month before parliamentary elections. The (minority) coalition at the time consisted of two 

traditional parties, VVD and CDA. As argued before, we expected that low diffuse political 

trust would go hand in hand with increased preference for the less traditional and more 

populist parties PVV and SP. We operationalized diffuse political trust as trust in the Dutch 
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House of Representatives (literally “Second Chamber”), an institution that is party-neutral, as 

opposed to the government. 

 Since the data we used are correlational in nature, we controlled for a number of 

potentially confounding variables. First of all, people’s general tendency to trust others may 

also explain differences in political trust and voting behavior. Correlations between trust as a 

disposition and political trust have been demonstrated before (Lindstrom & Mohseni, 2009), 

but were also found to be inconsequential for other outcomes. We aim to assess whether this 

is also the case in the current research. 

 Second, we test whether political trust has predictive power when controlling for 

demographic variables. For example, populist supporters are often men with low education 

(Ford et al., 2012). Furthermore, religious people may find strong anti-Islam rhetoric 

offensive and shy away from the PVV. Finally, for both PVV and SP voters income may be a 

consideration when determining who to vote for. Age was also included, although we did not 

have specific expectations about this variable. 

 

Method 

 Participants. Seven hundred readers of Reader’s Digest magazine participated in the 

study after an invitation to participate was sent by e-mail to subscribers of the digital 

newsletter of the magazine. Participants filled out the online survey on ReadersDigest.nl. All 

participants were entered in a raffle in which 25 board games (worth 45 euros each) were 

randomly given away. 

The final sample consisted of 656 participants who completed all items. There were 

281 female (43.7%) and 375 male (56.3%) participants, and mean age was 61.56 (SD = 12.77, 

range 19-88). The average annual income was less than €50,000 for 84.3% of participants, 

with the national average being €56,000 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2012). The 
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overall relatively low income was most likely a result of the high mean age in our sample, as 

43.7% was above the legal retirement age of 65 years old. Education level was above average; 

36.1% had completed higher education (college or university level), compared to 20.2% 

nationally. Finally, 38.1% was nonreligious, somewhat lower than the national mean of 44%. 

Materials and procedure. The survey contained a number of scales and demographic 

items following a series of open questions on the same issue.
5
 Two trust scales were used to 

measure dispositional trust and diffuse trust, respectively. The dispositional trust scale was a 

shortened version of the scale developed by Mayer and Davis (1999). The items were “Most 

people do what they promised,” “You must be careful that people do not take advantage of 

you” (reverse coded), “Most people answer honestly at polls,” “Most people are quite good at 

what they do,” and “Most people have good intentions toward others.” The negatively 

formulated item did not add to the reliability of the scale, resulting in a four-item scale with 

Cronbach’s α = .68.
6
 

 The diffuse trust scale consisted of four items, measuring trust in the Dutch House of 

Representatives in general. Three items each measured one of the main components of trust 

(Mayer et al., 1995); competence (“The House of Representatives is very knowledgeable”), 

integrity (“The House of Representatives has high integrity”) and benevolence (“The House 

of Representatives is concerned with the welfare of people like me”). The fourth item was 

“Generally I trust the House of Representatives.” Reliability of this scale was good, α = .84. 

All items were measured on five-point scales anchored 1 – completely disagree to 5 – 

completely agree. The dependent variable voting intention was assessed with the item “For 

which party will you likely vote in the coming elections?” 

  

 

                                                             
5 The open questions were used for an article in Reader’s Digest Magazine Benelux (Van der Meer, 2012). 
6 Although this reliability is not very high, it corresponds to figures reported by Mayer et al. (1999). 
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Results and discussion 

 To investigate whether dispositional trust predicted populist voting, we first performed 

a multinomial logistic regression on voting intention with dispositional trust as sole predictor. 

The political parties in the voting intention item were grouped along categories we defined 

earlier: Liberals (VVD), Labor (PvdA), Christian Democrats (CDA) and Central Democrats 

(D66) constituted the traditional block and formed the reference category (n = 254), while the 

Freedom Party (n = 79) and the Socialist Party (n = 114) were each put in a separate category. 

The sample size for this analysis was 447.  

Results of the analysis revealed that dispositional trust significantly improved the 

model compared with the empty (intercept-only) model of voting intention, χ
2
(2) = 11.23, p = 

.004, Nagelkerke R
2
 = .03. Second, we found that people with higher dispositional trust were 

less likely to vote for the Freedom Party (B = -.54, SE = .17, p = .002) or the Socialist Party 

(B = -.30, SE = .15, p = .050). 

Next we added political trust to the analysis. Since this form of trust is more proximal 

to voting, we expected its effect to overshadow the effect of dispositional trust. This turned 

out to be the case. When both dispositional and political trust were added together in the 

analysis, the latter was responsible for a large reduction in the -2 log likelihood, χ
2
(2) = 50.01, 

p < .001, while dispositional trust no longer caused a significant reduction, χ
2
(2) = 2.40, p = 

.301. In addition, Nagelkerke’s R
2
 increased to .15, indicating a .12 increase in variance 

explained due to the addition of trust in the House of Representatives, a much larger effect 

than dispositional trust had on its own. This pattern suggests that trust in the House of 

Representatives has a unique and significant effect, and also that it could well mediate the 

effect of dispositional trust on voting intention. These mediations were assessed for both the 

PVV-Traditional contrast and the SP-Traditional contrast. Following the procedure 

recommended by Iacobucci (2012) for testing mediation in a design with a categorical 
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dependent variable and a continuous mediator, we calculated the standardized mediation 

effects. For the PVV-Traditional contrast we found a significant indirect effect, zmediation = -

4.51, p < .001. However, for the SP-Traditional contrast the indirect effect was not significant, 

zmediation = -1.41, p = .148. 

To see whether political trust still had predictive power when controlling for 

demographic variables, we now added the effects of income, education, religiosity, age and 

gender to the equation. These findings are summarized in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. 

 

Table 4.1 

Logistic regression of voting intention on trust and demographic variables (Study 4.1). The traditional 

party block is compared to the right-wing PVV 

  
 95% CI  

Traditional vs. PVV B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio
7
 Upper Bound 

Intercept 5.06 (1.49)    

Dispositional Trust  0.14 (0.25) 0.71 1.15 1.85 

Political Trust -1.42 (0.24)* 0.15 0.24
 

0.39 

Income -0.17 (0.11) 0.67 0.84 1.06 

Age -0.02 (0.02) 0.95 0.98 1.02 

Education -0.58 (0.20)* 0.38 0.56 0.83 

Gender
a 

-0.04 (0.39) 0.44 0.96 2.06 

Religious
b 

-0.13 (0.37) 0.42 0.88 1.81 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
a
Male is the reference category. 

b
No religion is the reference category. 

* p < .005. 

 

                                                             
7 Odds ratios presented in the present and the following chapter should be interpreted as follows: a one unit gain 

in the independent variable increases the odds of voting for the non-reference category with a factor equal to the 

odds ratio. For example, the odds ratio of 0.24 in Table 4.1 means that a one unit gain in political trust increases 

the odds of voting for the PVV with a factor 0.24; in other words, the odds decrease with a factor (1/0.24) = 

4.17. 
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Results of this study show that diffuse political trust - in this case trust in the Dutch 

House of Representatives - is an important predictor of voting behavior. Most importantly, 

low levels of trust led to increased likelihood of voting for the PVV, even when controlling 

for demographic variables and the dispositional tendency to trust others. This finding provides 

empirical support for the previously untested idea that low levels of diffuse political trust 

predict voting for populist parties. In addition, people who were generally less trusting of 

others were more likely to vote PVV, and this effect was mediated by trust in the House of 

Representatives. 

 

Table 4.2 

Multinomial logistic regression of voting intention on trust and demographic variables (Study 4.1). 

The traditional party block is compared to the left-wing SP 

  
 95% CI  

Traditional vs. SP B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio Upper Bound 

Dispositional Trust -0.09 (0.19) 0.63 0.92 1.34 

Political Trust -0.24 (0.15)† 0.58 0.79 1.06 

Income -0.29 (0.09)* 0.63 0.75 0.89 

Age -0.05 (0.01)* 0.93 0.95 0.97 

Education -0.12 (0.15) 0.67 0.89 1.18 

Gender
a 

-0.22 (0.29) 0.45 0.80 1.42 

Religious
b 

 0.02 (0.28) 0.59 1.02 1.78 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
a
Male is the reference category. 

b
No religion is the reference category. 

* p < .005. † p = .115. 

 

 While we find the same basic effect of trust on voting for the Socialist Party, it is no 

longer significant when controlling for other variables. While the reduction of the B-weight of 

trust is relatively small (-.29 to -.24), it appears that income is better suited to describe the 
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difference between left-wing populist voters and supporters of the traditional parties; for each 

10.000 euro increase in annual income, the odds of voting SP are reduced by 25%. Moreover, 

lower dispositional trust could predict voting for the SP in a vacuum, but this effect was not 

mediated by trust in the House of Representatives and disappeared altogether when 

demographic variables were considered. 

 To sum up, we find that low political trust leads to populist voting. While this idea has 

been present in the literature for some time, empirical evidence is scarce. Moreover, findings 

from different countries are not always compatible, e.g. due to two-party versus multiparty 

systems. Study 4.1 demonstrates that the association between trust and populist voting applies 

to both right- and left-wing populism. It needs to be added that, findings for right-wing 

populism are stronger than for left-wing populism when controlling for demographic 

variables. Specifically, left wing populist voting is better predicted by annual income. This is 

not surprising given that the populist left wing party stands for income inequality reduction, 

naturally attracting people with lower incomes. 

 

Study 4.2 

 The first study provided evidence that political trust is an important determinant of 

voting behavior, and has a clear impact on preference for populist parties. However, most 

definitions of trust suggest that trust itself is quite passive; it is a mental state, or a willingness 

to accept risks caused by the actions of others (e.g., Rousseau et al., 1998). The act of 

protesting evokes a livelier image; people participating in demonstrations on the streets can be 

quite vocal about their discontent.  

 Generally, emotions and feelings play an important role in politics. Politicians can 

employ emotional expressions in campaigns to influence the public (Weber, 2013). For 

example, advertisements that induce enthusiasm promote voting behavior, while fear-inducing 
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advertisements make people more vigilant and susceptible to influence (Brader, 2005). The 

public also experiences affect and emotions and these can play an important role in their 

evaluations of political targets as well as their voting behavior (Abelson, Kinder, Peters, & 

Fiske, 1982; Marcus, 2000). In the current study we again investigate the relationship between 

political trust, emotions and populist voting. 

 As argued in the introduction of this chapter, other-condemning moral emotions, such 

as anger and contempt can play an important role in political behavior. For example, Ost 

(2004) argues that inequalities associated with free-market capitalism inherently cause 

dissatisfaction in some parts of society, thereby providing a source for ‘economic anger’.  

Generally speaking, confrontations with injustice trigger other-condemning emotions such as 

anger and contempt, even when people are not a direct victim (Haidt, 2003). Importantly, 

these emotions are strongly associated with action tendencies. For example, research on 

attitudes toward banks has shown that when banks commit social or moral transgressions 

people engage in protesting behavior (Grappi et al., 2013). Interestingly, this relationship was 

mediated by other-condemning emotions (see also Wirtz, 2014). 

 If some people experience other-condemning emotions toward ‘the system,’ they are 

also more likely to show protesting behavior such as voting for a populist party. Since 

populist parties are by definition critical of existing political power structures (Canovan, 

1999), a vote for them expresses discontent with the current situation. As such, other-

condemning emotions could be the mechanism that translates political distrust into populist 

voting, instead of leading to disengagement from political participation. We thus predict that 

the relationship between political trust and voting, as found in Study 4.1, is mediated by 

other-condemning emotions. 

 A second aim of this study is to assess the effect of a different operationalization of 

political trust. In Study 4.1 we used trust in the Dutch House of Representatives as a 
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predictor. Since the traditional parties take up the majority of the seats, trust in the House of 

Representatives may coincide with trust in these parties.  In the present study we will assess 

trust by a measure of diffuse political trust, as we expect this concept to carry less partisan 

associations. 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were recruited from a large access sample from a Dutch 

market research company (Motivaction). The survey was initiated by 786 participants and 

completed by 669. The final sample consisted of 366 female and 302 male participants. One 

participant did not complete the gender item. Mean age was 43.40 years (SD = 13.50). Nearly 

29% had finished a college education or higher and 47.4% indicated not having a religious 

belief. Compared to Study 4.1, these figures were closer to the national means. Unfortunately, 

no income data were available for this sample. 

Materials and procedure. The survey contained the following items and scales. Trust 

in public authorities was measured with a 4-item general trust scale adapted from Mayer and 

Davis (1999). The items were “Generally, I trust public authorities,” “I think public 

authorities deserve the benefit of the doubt,” “I am willing to give public authorities more 

control over citizens,” and “There is no use in distrusting public authorities”. Each item was 

measured on a 7-point scale anchored 1 - completely disagree and 7 – completely agree. The 

scale had good reliability (α = .80). 

We asked to what extent participants experienced other-condemning emotions toward 

public authorities. Of the condemning emotions specified by Haidt (2003) we included 

“anger” and “contempt”, but not “disgust,” as the latter might be too extreme in the present 

context. Instead we chose to add “irritation” and “aversion” as feelings closely resembling 

anger and contempt, respectively. For each emotion item participants indicated whether they 
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experienced that feeling when thinking about the public authorities. This was measured on a 

7-point scale ranging from 1 - certainly not to 7 - certainly so. Reliability of this scale was 

good (α = .80). 

Participants were asked to indicate for which political party they would vote if there 

would be national elections at that moment. A list of the ten most popular parties from the 

latest elections was presented to choose from. In addition, participants could select ‘other’ and 

type in their preference. Finally they received a reward of 3.50 euros in return for their 

participation. 

 

Results and discussion 

First we created the same three categories as in Study 4.1: participants who voted for 

the traditional parties (VVD, PvdA, CDA and D66; n = 248), right-wing populists (PVV; n = 

123) and socialists (SP; n = 76). Subsequently we tested whether trust in the authorities 

predicted voting intentions. A multinomial logistic regression analysis was performed with 

trust as a covariate and voting intention (populist, socialist and traditional) as the dependent 

variable. The reference category was the traditional block. As expected, including trust as a 

predictor significantly improved model fit compared with the empty model, χ
2
(2) = 15.97, p < 

.001, Nagelkerke’s R
2
 = .04. Importantly, people with high trust were less likely to vote for 

PVV than for traditional parties, B = -.29, SE = 0.09, p = .001, odds ratio = 0.75. Higher trust 

also reduced the likelihood of voting for the SP as compared to the traditional block, B = -.31, 

SE = 0.10, p = .003, odds ratio = .73. 

To test whether condemning emotions could improve the model with trust, the same 

analysis was run, but now with both trust and emotions as covariates. Indeed, this model 

provided a significantly better fit, χ
2
(2) = 17.02, p < .001, ΔR

2
 = .04. The model coefficients 

are displayed in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3 

Multinomial logistic regression of voting intention on trust and condemning emotions (Study 4.2). The 

traditional party block is compared to the right-wing PVV and left-wing SP, respectively. 

   
95% CI 

 

Traditional vs. PVV B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio Upper Bound 

Intercept -.2.20 (0.74) 
   

Trust - 0.08 (0.10) 0.76 0.93 1.13 

Emotions   0.46 (0.12)** 1.27 1.59 1.99 

Traditional vs. SP     

Intercept -0.85 (0.86)    

Trust -0.24 (0.12)* 0.62 0.79 1.00 

Emotions  0.16 (0.13) 0.90 1.17 1.53 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
* p = .050. ** p < .001. 

 

As expected, experiencing condemning emotions toward the public authorities 

increased the odds of voting for the populist PVV. In line with the predicted mediation by 

other-condemning emotions, the direct effect of trust on voting intention was no longer 

significant. To assess the hypothesized indirect effect of trust via emotions, we again followed 

the procedure recommended by Iacobucci (2012). Importantly, we found a significant indirect 

effect, zmediation = 3.80, p < .001. Since the effect of trust is no longer significant after adding 

emotions to the model, we conclude that emotions fully mediate the effect of trust on voting 

intention (traditional vs. PVV). It is interesting that we did not find this pattern when 

comparing SP voting with traditional voting. In that case trust remained a significant predictor 

with no significant contribution of emotions, excluding the possibility of mediation. 
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Finally, we controlled for age, gender, religiosity and education. This constituted a 

further improvement of the model, χ
2
(2) = 43.28, p < .001, ΔR

2
 = .10. Table 4.4 shows the 

regression coefficients. 

 

Table 4.4 

Multinomial logistic regression of voting intention on trust, condemning emotions and demographic 

variables (Study 4.2). The traditional party block is compared to the right-wing PVV and left-wing SP, 

respectively. 

   95% CI  

Traditional vs. PVV B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio Upper Bound 

Intercept  0.84 (1.11) 
   

Political Trust -0.07 (0.11) 0.75 0.93 1.15 

Emotions  0.39 (0.12)* 1.17 1.48 1.88 

Age  0.00 (0.01) 0.98 1.00 1.02 

Education -0.74 (0.14)* 0.36 0.48 0.63 

Gender
a
 -0.62 (0.24)* 0.33 0.54 0.87 

Religious
b 

 0.31 (0.24) 0.84 1.36 2.19 

Traditional vs. SP     

Intercept -1.98 (1.11)    

Political Trust -0.22 (0.12) † 0.63 0.81 1.02 

Emotions  0.18 (0.14) 0.92 1.19 1.55 

Age  0.02 (0.01) 0.99 1.02 1.04 

Education  0.04 (0.14) 0.79 1.04 1.37 

Gender
a 

 0.40 (0.28) 0.87 1.49 2.55 

Religious
b
 -0.07 (0.27) 0.55 0.93 1.58 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
a
Female is the reference category. 

b
No religion is the reference category. 

* p < .005. † p = .076. 



83 
 

We found that after including these demographic variables, other-condemning 

emotions were still a significant predictor of voting PVV versus a traditional party
8
.
 
As in 

Study 4.1, low education also predicted voting for the PVV. In addition, we now observed the 

gender effect that is sometimes alluded to in the literature, such that men were more likely to 

vote PVV.  

For the traditional versus SP comparison we found a marginal effect of trust, although 

the odds ratio was almost identical to the ratio obtained without controlling for other variables 

(which was statistically significant). In line with Study 4.1, trust was related to left-wing 

populist voting, but the relation became less strong when controlling for other variables. 

Importantly, other-condemning emotions did not mediate the relationship between political 

trust and voting SP.  

 

General discussion 

 In the current chapter we presented two studies to demonstrate the effects of political 

trust on Dutch citizen’s voting behavior. Study 4.1 shows that people with trust in Dutch 

Parliament are more likely to vote for populist parties as opposed to traditional parties in the 

center of the political spectrum. Importantly, trust only distinguishes between right-wing 

populist voters and traditional voters. This remains true when controlling for a general 

tendency to trust people and for age, gender, income, education and religious beliefs. Previous 

researchers suggested a link between trust or dissatisfaction and populist voting (Ford, 2012; 

Hetherington, 1999), and our findings provide direct, empirical evidence to support this 

connection (see also Hooghe, Marien, & Pauwels, 2011). 

 While the same basic mechanism was found for left-wing populist voters, in both 

studies the effect of trust dropped just below significance when controlling for demographic 

                                                             
8 The mediation remained significant for Traditional vs. PVV after controlling for demographics, zmediation = 3.08, 

p = .001. 
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variables. Specifically, the most notable demographic predictor of voting for the Socialist 

Party was income. This is not very surprising given the fact that income equality is one of the 

central themes of socialism; people with lower income will be more likely to support the party 

as a result. As economic dissatisfaction is likely somewhat correlated with trust it may explain 

the reduced effect of the latter.  

 The most important contribution of Study 4.2 concerns the effect of other-condemning 

moral emotions such as anger, irritation, aversion and contempt (Haidt, 2003). People who 

experience these negative emotions toward public authorities were more likely to vote for the 

right-wing populist PVV. More importantly, these emotions mediated the effect of trust, 

adding to the framework of trust suggested by Mayer and colleagues (1995). However, the 

mediating effect was only observed for right-wing populist voting, and not for left-wing 

populist voting. Apparently, for some people low political trust triggers condemning 

emotions, in our case this led to a vote for the PVV. Others that have low trust but do not 

experience such emotions are more likely to vote SP. This confirms the PVV’s role as a 

protest party, as condemning emotions often lead to protesting behavior (Grappi et al., 2013). 

However, combined with the somewhat unreliable effects of trust, these findings can also be 

seen as indicating that SP is not as much a populist party as the PVV. The most likely 

explanation is that its supporters care for income egalitarianism, but are not necessarily 

dissatisfied with the political system per se. 

 To sum up, the findings presented in this chapter confirm Dutch citizen’s recent 

tendency to vote for less traditional, relatively extreme political parties on both sides of the 

political spectrum; upward of 30% of our participants supported the populist far-right PVV or 

the socialist far-left SP. Moreover, we offer empirical evidence to shed light on the question 

of what drives this behavior. While we considered the Dutch case in the current chapter, the 

scope of the question whether low trust leads to more extreme voting extends to other 
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Western European countries as well. Our robust findings on the relationship between trust and 

voting for the PVV should apply to similar parties in Europe. 

 Ironically, based on our findings, populist parties could be sentenced to eternal 

opposition or gradual disappearance; becoming part of the government would create the self-

defeating situation in which the populist party would want to both increase and decrease 

political trust at the same time. Interestingly, our data were collected both during and shortly 

after the period in which the PVV supported a minority coalition of VVD and CDA, thereby 

effectively becoming part of the system. As suggested by Mudde (2004), actual government 

participation does not remove the anti-establishment tendency of populist parties. Beside the 

question whether such participation is desirable, the current chapter at least provides some 

insight into what drives people to cast their vote for these parties. In the next chapter we aim 

to expand these findings by providing a more detailed account of the determinants of populist 

voting including the role of  emotions. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


