
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Public trust: expectancies, beliefs, and behavior

Alink, D.

Publication date
2014

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Alink, D. (2014). Public trust: expectancies, beliefs, and behavior. [Thesis, fully internal,
Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/public-trust-expectancies-beliefs-and-behavior(9391ccb3-d817-40b0-80ff-024958543647).html


87 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

 

Modelling political trust and populist party voting 

 

  

  



88 
 

Since the late 1990s there has been an increasing influence of populist political parties in 

Europe. Examples are Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang), Danish People’s Party (Dansk 

Folkeparti), National Front (Front National), Northern League (Lega Nord), and Freedom 

Party (Partij voor de Vrijheid). While some people may see them as a blessing, others view 

them as “the normal pathology of Western democracies” (Betz, 1994). However, as these 

predominantly right-wing populist parties gained significant electoral support in a number of 

countries, some came to view them as a “pathological normalcy” instead (Mudde, 2010; 

2013). In other words, populism was no longer seen as an aberrant disease, but as reflecting 

sentiments that have always been present in society. In the current chapter we aim to shed 

more light on these sentiments by building on our findings from Chapter 4, in which we 

demonstrated that populist voting, especially of the right-wing kind, is related to (lack of) 

political trust, and to feelings such as anger and contempt, We aim to extend these findings by 

expanding the framework established in the previous chapter. First, we look into the 

determinants of political trust itself, inspired by our findings in Chapters 2 and 3; second, we 

propose an explanatory mechanism to distinguish between left- and right-wing populist 

voters; and third, we investigate the role of other-condemning emotions more closely, and 

consider an alternative role of these emotions as compared to our previous findings. Finally, 

we also address the causal link between trust and voting in an experimental setting that 

mimics real life electoral decisions. 

 First and foremost, what determines political trust? To reiterate, our findings in 

Chapter 4 demonstrate a clear link between citizen’s political trust and their voting behavior. 

However, we did not investigate what determines trust itself, contrary to our approach in 

Chapters 2 and 3. As discussed in these earlier chapters, trust is in large part determined by 

the perception of competence, benevolence and integrity of the person or organization that is 
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to be trusted (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). In the present chapter we investigate to 

what extent these three dimensions are relevant for political trust. 

 Second, the findings in Chapter 4 suggested that trust is not the only determinant of 

right-wing and left-wing populist voting, but that these voting tendencies are also related to 

other factors. For example, the effect of annual income on voting for the Dutch left-wing 

populist Socialist Party (SP) suggests that economic concerns also play a role. These concerns 

are indeed likely to matter, since one of the core values of socialism is to stand up for 

economically weaker groups, making the SP an attractive voting option for people who feel 

insecure about their economic situation. On the other-hand, right-wing populist parties are 

well known to have anti-immigration motives (Betz, 1994; Rydgren, 2008). In other words, 

right-wing populist voters are more concerned with cultural threats as opposed to economic 

threats. So while low political trust is associated with populism in general, economic versus 

cultural concerns are more specific factors associated with left- versus right-wing populism. 

In this chapter we will investigate whether concerns about economic and cultural threats to 

people’s well-being help to distinguish between left- and right-wing populist voting 

tendencies. 

 Third, we aim to shed more light on the role of emotions. As discussed in the 

introduction of this dissertation the relationship between trust and emotions is not clearly 

established. In Chapter 4 we demonstrated that other-condemning moral emotions such as 

anger and contempt mediate the relationship between political trust and voting behavior. 

These findings are in line with the idea that emotions provide specific action tendencies 

(Frijda,  Kuipers, & Ter Schure, 1989; Haidt, 2003). However, there is also evidence 

suggesting that emotions impact trust itself (Dunn & Schweizer, 2005). This offers an 

alternative causal structure between trust, emotions and behavior. In the current chapter we 

will compare these different causal accounts empirically. 
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    To briefly summarize, in the present chapter we aim to expand the previously 

presented model of trust and populist voting. We do so by specifying and comparing two 

different path models, thereby assessing the effects of trustworthiness factors (competence, 

benevolence and integrity), perceived societal threats, and other-condemning moral emotions. 

In the next sections we will elaborate on each of these topics.  

 

The Role of Competence, Benevolence and Integrity 

 As discussed earlier in this dissertation, the three main components of trustworthiness 

are competence, benevolence and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995). To restate, competence is the 

set of skills and abilities that allows someone to exert influence in a certain domain. 

Benevolence is defined as the intention to act in another party’s interest. Finally, integrity can 

be summed up as a set of (moral) principles that the trusting party finds acceptable. In the 

current research we aim to investigate to what extent these determinants also apply to political 

trust. 

 Let us first turn to integrity. The cyclical nature of the election process causes 

promises made by politicians to be monitored and evaluated by both the media and the 

electorate. As a consequence, broken promises or other violations of integrity are likely to be 

identified by the media and the public. Integrity infractions are detrimental for trust in people 

as well as organizations (Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & Dirks, 2004; Terwel, Harinck, Ellemers, & 

Daamen, 2009); we expect the same for trust in politicians and political parties. 

 At face value, competence may seem equally important for political trust. After all, 

when politicians become elected officials they need to make difficult and important decisions 

with far-reaching consequences. Their political performance and track-record determines how 

much they are trusted (Citrin, 1974). As such, competence is most likely a determinant of 

political trust. However, given the complexity of the issues politicians are dealing with, it is 



91 
 

often difficult to assess their competence. Importantly, while negative events often have more 

impact on people’s judgments than positive ones, this applies less to competence than to 

integrity (Kim et al., 2004). Thus, voters may be more inclined to give political figures the 

benefit of the doubt when it comes to competence, potentially limiting its effect relative to the 

effect of integrity.  

 Benevolence is the component that is least studied in political research. The definition 

of benevolence stresses the importance of (individual) people’s interests (e.g. Deutsch, 1958; 

Mayer et al., 1995). This may sometimes contradict the role of government officials to do 

“what is best for the country.” In theory, a benevolent government should act in everyone’s 

interest; however, in practice the government cannot meet every individual’s needs, and it is 

inevitable that some parts of the population feel neglected to some extent. The current study 

aims to provide more insight on the relation between perceived benevolence and political 

trust. 

  

The Role of Perceived Threat 

Trust is especially important in risky and uncertain situations (Mayer et al., 1995; 

Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). On a societal level, perceptions of risk can stem 

from a multitude of sources, such as economic recession, foreign aggression, new 

technologies, disease, but also threats to cultural values posed by immigration and European 

unification. Such risks and general uncertainty can be seen as threatening to people’s feeling 

of wellbeing. Critically, threat perception has been suggested as one of the main causes of 

right-wing authoritarianism (Altemeyer, 1996). Many European populist parties portray 

specific groups of immigrants as a source of threat to the nation’s values, welfare and safety. 

For example, the French National Front (FN) used the following propaganda statement: 



92 
 

“Immigration threatens the survival of the French nation, the security of its territory, the 

integrity of its patrimony, its culture, its language” (Betz, 1993). 

Importantly, the perception of immigration as a threat seems to be limited to right-

wing populism. In contrast, left-wing populist parties are often based on communist or 

socialist principles, suggesting a focus on economic concerns. In Chapter 4 this notion was 

confirmed by the finding that people with lower annual incomes were more likely to vote for 

the left-wing populist Socialist Party. In the present chapter we will focus on the role of 

immigration versus economy in distinguishing between right- and left-wing populism. To do 

so, we will distinguish economic and cultural sources of threat. This distinction can be related 

to the realistic versus symbolic threat dichotomy used in research on intergroup attitudes 

(Stephan & Stephan, 2000; Stephan, Ybarra, Martínez, Schwarzwald, & Tur-Kaspa, 1998). 

Realistic threat concerns the economic, political and/or physical well-being of the group or 

individual, while symbolic threat refers to norms and values that are perceived as being at 

stake. The prevailing measures of realistic and symbolic threat offer many items that refer to 

economic and cultural sources of threat, respectively. This distinction between economic and 

cultural sources of threat provides a similar dichotomy that is more suited for our purposes. In 

this chapter we will take standard measures of realistic and symbolic threat as a starting point 

in constructing economic versus cultural threat scales. Subsequently we will analyze how 

these forms of threat affect right- and left-wing populist voting.  

 

The Role of Emotions 

 In Chapter 4 we demonstrated the mediating role of other-condemning moral emotions 

between trust and voting behavior. The underlying idea is that these emotions function as an 

affective cue that prepares distrusting people to engage in behavior; in particular protesting 

behavior (Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013; Haidt, 2003). Voting for a populist party can be 
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seen as an example of protest. This explanation is in line with the idea that emotions are a 

result of a cognitive appraisal and serve to activate a behavioral response that is suitable for 

the situation (Forgas, 2008; Frijda et al., 1989). However, other research has shown that 

emotions can also have a direct impact on trust, suggesting the reverse causal relationship. For 

example, Dunn and Schweitzer (2005) show that angry people become less trusting.  

 The question now is to what extent the psychological state of trust is a determinant of 

affect and emotions, a consequence, or even both. For example, Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 

(2007) equate trust with warmth, a stereotype judgment that has a strong affective component. 

Furthermore, McAllister (1995) suggests that trust has a cognitive and an affective 

component. The affective component of trust is often related to the emotional bonds between 

people (Lewis & Weigert, 1985). For instance, witnessing injustice evokes moral emotions 

like anger and contempt, and these provide a cue that the perpetrator cannot be trusted (Haidt, 

2003). In this chapter we thus again focus on the relationship between trust and other-

condemning moral emotions. By comparing the fit of two path models, differing in the causal 

pathway between trust and emotions, we hope to gain more insight in the precise causal role 

of (other-condemning) emotions. 

 To sum up, we investigate the emotions discussed in Chapter 4, and also aim to 

examine different components of trust (competence, integrity and benevolence), as well as the 

effects of economic and symbolic or cultural threat on voting behavior. In Study 5.1 we 

present a comprehensive model to predict populist voting behavior. In Study 5.2 we test the 

validity of elements of this framework in an experiment in which we simulate a local Dutch 

political election. We manipulate trust in traditional parties and assess the effects on voting 

behavior. 
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Study 5.1 

 In this study we specify a path model to describe and predict Dutch populist voting 

behavior based on the aforementioned theoretical and empirical considerations. Furthermore, 

we compare the fit of this model to another model with a slightly different role of other-

condemning moral emotions. Our starting point is to view voting behavior as (partly) 

determined by political trust, as demonstrated in Chapter 4. In that chapter we showed that 

political trust is inversely related to voting for both right- and left-wing populist parties (PVV 

and SP), such that more trust leads to lower odds of voting for these two parties, compared to 

voting for the more traditional parties in the political center. At the time of data collection, 

there was a coalition government consisting of the Labor Party (PvdA) and Liberals (VVD). 

This is a typical coalition in the Dutch system; almost all governments since the Second 

World War have been some combination of these parties, the relatively progressive liberal 

party D66, and the Christian Democrats (CDA). As in Chapter 4, we categorized these four 

parties as the ‘traditional parties.’ We expected that people with low diffuse political trust (not 

related to specific politicians or parties) are less likely to vote for any of the four traditional 

parties, and more likely to vote for a populist party, be it left or right of the center. Also in line 

with Chapter 4, we expect that other-condemning moral emotions (e.g., anger, contempt) 

mediate the relationship between trust and voting, such that people with less trust experience 

more of these emotions and consequently are more likely to vote for a populist party. 

 The findings from Chapter 4 describe a model to distinguish populist voters from 

‘traditional’ voters. As argued in the introduction of this chapter, we will investigate whether 

incorporating perceived societal threat allows us to also distinguish between supporters of 

left- and right-wing populist parties. We hypothesize that people who perceive economic 

threats experience economic uncertainty, and as such are more likely to vote for the left-wing 

Socialist Party, since this party aims to support and help the financially weaker members of 
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society. Conversely, we expect that people who perceive cultural threat as a result of 

immigration and the presence of immigrants will vote for the right-wing Freedom Party 

(PVV), since this party is anti-Islamic in nature. 

 The next step is to incorporate the predictors of political trust in the model. 

Specifically, we expect that perceived competence, benevolence and integrity all have a 

positive relationship with political trust. In addition, the extent to which people trust others in 

general is expected to predict political trust. After this step the model coincides with the 

model proposed by Mayer et al. (1995) used throughout this dissertation; trust is predicted by 

the trustworthiness components competence, benevolence and integrity, as well as by 

dispositional trust, and leads to a behavioral outcome, in this case voting. We have added a 

number of specific other-condemning emotions to this model; however, their role is not that 

well-defined based on the literature. To be specific, in Chapter 4 we suggested that emotions 

mediate the effect of trust on voting, but based on other literature emotions may also directly 

affect trust (Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005), constituting the reverse causal pathway. To assess the 

merits of this alternative causality we will compare two slightly different versions of the path 

model. In the first model we specify the causal relationships between trust, emotions and 

behavior in the same way as we did in Chapter 4. In this version of the model emotions 

mediate the effect of trust on populist voting, such that people with less political trust 

experience more other-condemning emotions, increasing the likelihood that they vote for a 

populist party. The alternative model differs only in the direction of the pathway between trust 

and condemning emotions, such that emotions are now expected to influence trust, instead of 

vice versa. Incidentally, this also changes the mediation pattern so that trust now mediates the 

effect of emotions on voting, instead of the other way around. To test which causal structure 

is best supported by the data we will compare the relative fit of each model.  
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Method 

Participants. A sample of 637 participants was randomly selected by an online survey 

company from their nationally representative database of Dutch citizens. Of the total sample, 

512 participants completed the survey (80.4%). This final sample consisted of slightly more 

men (266; 52.0%) than women (250; 48.0%). Mean age was 43.86 years with a standard 

deviation of 11.44 and ranged from 18 to 62. Upon completion of the survey participants 

received a compensation of 3.50 euro.  

 Materials and procedure. The survey consisted of a number of scales. A complete 

overview of items is provided in Appendix A. 

Dispositional trust. This scale was based on the dispositional trust scale by Mayer and 

Davis (1999), which we also used in Chapter 4. It consists of nine items that measure the 

general tendency to trust others, for example “You have to be really careful with strangers” 

and “Most people do what they promised.” Items were answered on 7-point scales anchored 1 

– completely disagree and 7 – completely agree.  All nine items were retained in the final 

scale, α = .74. 

Political trust. In Chapter four we assessed trust in the Dutch House of 

Representatives and in various public authorities. After using the Dutch House of 

Representatives and the public authorities as trust objects in Chapter 4, we now included nine 

similar items measuring trust in political institutions and politicians in general. Examples 

include “Generally I have faith in the political system” and “I would not mind if politicians 

had more influence in society.” Participants indicated their agreement with each item on 

seven-point scales with anchors 1 – completely disagree and 7 – completely agree. All items 

were used for the scale, α = .85. 

 Emotions. Other-condemning emotions were measured with four items, “aversion,” 

“anger,” “contempt,” and “frustration.” These items were the same as those used in Study 4.2, 
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with the exception of “irritation” being replaced by “frustration” to reduce the semantic 

overlap with “anger.” We asked participants to indicate to what extent they experienced these 

feelings when thinking about politicians in general. This was recorded on a seven-point scale 

with anchors 1 – not at all and 7 - strongly. The scale had a reliability of α = .86. 

 Trustworthiness components. Three four-item scales measured stereotypical 

judgments of the components of trust according to Mayer and colleagues (1995). Competence 

was measured with the adjectives “competent,” “capable,” “short-sighted” (reverse coded), 

and “imprudent” (reverse coded), α = .79. Integrity was measured with “honest,” “genuine,” 

“deceitful” (reverse coded), and “dishonest” (reverse coded), α = .89. Benevolence was 

measured with “benevolent,” “warm,” “nice,” and “cold” (reverse coded), α = .80. 

 Threat. Threat was assessed with two eight-item scales measuring economic and 

cultural threat. Participants indicated their agreement with each item on seven-point scales 

with anchors 1 – completely disagree and 7 – completely agree. A factor analysis with 

maximum-likelihood extraction and Varimax rotation provided two reliable scales of five and 

six items for the two dimensions. Table 5.1 displays the final makeup of these scales. 

 Voting behavior. Participants completed two questions regarding their political 

preference. First, they were asked what party they had voted for in the September 2012 

national elections. Second, they indicated their current political preference. This item was 

used as the main dependent variable in order to reflect their current political sentiment; the 

actual vote was used as a control variable to assess stability of party preference. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 Preliminary analyses. First we calculated the stability of people’s political preference 

between the September 2012 elections and our measurement in December 2012. It turned out 

that 349 of the 512 participants (68.2%) of the participants would still vote the same way, 
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Table 5.1 

Items in the economic and cultural threat scales 

Economic threat (α = .73) Cultural threat (α = .75) 

 

 The economic crisis is not so bad in The 

Netherlands 

 

 I feel mostly safe on the streets 

 Current developments in health care are 

worrisome 

 In The Netherlands people tend to be 

treated fairly 

 The Dutch pension situation is very 

uncertain 

 Dutch identity still exists despite 

European unification 

 In The Netherlands, the gap between 

poor and rich has become too wide  

 Overpopulation is hardly a problem in 

The Netherlands 

 There is too much distance between 

politicians and citizens like me 

 Immigration forms a threat to Dutch 

culture 

  Norms and values in The Netherlands 

have deteriorated  

  

which is a reasonable amount given the three-month interval and the large number of parties 

 (13, including non-voters and the “other” category). Only people who indicated a preference 

for one of the six parties of interest (VVD, PvdA, PVV, SP, CDA, D66) were included in the 

analyses, yielding a sample of 383, or 74.8% of the participants. No other party received more 

than 5% of the total votes, and a further 11.2% indicated no preference or preference for a 

party that was not listed. Based on inspection of the data, one more participant was excluded 

due to extremely monotonous answers. Next, we scrutinized the data for evidence of 

multicollinearity and multivariate outliers. Multicollinearity was assessed by performing three 

linear regression analyses:
9
 one with political trust as dependent variable and competence, 

                                                             
9 Even with the dependent variable being categorical, linear regression is suited to identify multicollinearity 

(Field, 2009). 
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benevolence, integrity and dispositional trust as predictors, and two more (one each for the 

contrasts PVV vs. traditional and SP vs. traditional) with voting behavior as dependent 

variable and political trust, condemning emotions, economic threat and cultural threat as 

predictors. The tolerance and variance inflation statistics indicated no signs of 

multicollinearity. To check for outliers we inspected the influence of each data point on 

separate logistic regressions for the voting variable. Cook’s distances (Cook & Weisberg, 

1982) were all below 1, so no further exclusion of cases was warranted. Finally, all bivariate 

correlations of the variables used in the model were assessed (see Appendix B). 

 Main analyses. We analyzed the data using the Mplus statistical package (Muthén & 

Muthén, 2010), as this program is suited for models with both categorical and continuous 

variables. Maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors was used to estimate 

each model. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show the path coefficients of both models. 

 

Figure 5.1. Model 1: Prediction of populist voting behavior with condemning emotions mediating the 
effect of political trust. -2 Log likelihood statistic (df = 46) = -1156.37; AIC = 2350.74; BIC = 

2425.75. * p < .050; ** p < .010; *** p < .001. 

 

 Political 
Trust 

 
Condemning 

Emotions 

 

 
Economic 

Threat 

Cultural 
Threat 

 Integrity 

 Benevolence 

 Competence 

 Dispositional 
Trust 

 
PVV 
vs. 

Traditional 

 
SP 
vs. 

Traditional 

.00 

 .28*** 

-.02 

.56*** 

-0.64*** 
.45** 

-.32* 

.55*** 

.04 

.41*** 

-.21* 

-.11 

.58*** 



100 
 

 

Figure 5.2. Model 2: Prediction of populist voting behavior with political trust mediating the effect of 

condemning emotions. Traditional party is the reference category in both comparisons. -2 Log 

likelihood statistic (df = 48) = -616.26; AIC = 1266.51; BIC = 1333.58. * p < .05 **. p < .01 ***. p < 

.001. 

 

 The results of these analyses can be summarized in two steps. First, we will discuss 

the findings that do not warrant separate treatment for each model. Indeed, initial inspection 

of the model coefficients shows that most paths are almost identical between the models. 

Second, the implications of reversing the path between trust and emotions will be treated. 

 Overall, results replicate the basic findings of Chapter 4; political trust has a negative 

relationship with voting for PVV and SP, respectively. In other words, people with low trust 

in the political system and politicians in general are more likely to vote for a populist party. 

The current study adds to this finding by showing that the perception of cultural versus 

economic threat can even further distinguish between voter groups. More precisely, 

perceptions of economic threat, a measure derived from realistic threat in intergroup research 

(Stephan & Stephan, 2000), was related to an increased likelihood of voting for the left-wing 

populist SP compared to voting for a traditional party. This means that people who feel 
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insecure about the nation’s economy are more likely to vote for a party that advocates 

redistribution of income to less fortunate groups. It also corroborates the findings from 

Chapter 4, in which we showed a relation between income and SP voting. Conversely, people 

who experienced higher levels of cultural threat (akin to symbolic threat in the intergroup 

literature) were more likely to vote for the PVV than for a traditional party. This is not 

surprising given the strong anti-immigrant identity of that party. 

 Next we assessed the prediction of political trust itself, using perceived competence, 

integrity, and benevolence of politicians, as well as dispositional trust. We found that only 

competence and integrity were significant predictors of political trust. As expected, integrity 

had the larger effect of the two; honesty and reliability are important characteristics for 

politicians who make election promises that are carefully scrutinized by media, political 

opponents and the general public. Interestingly, benevolence had no significant effect on trust. 

We conclude that of the three main components of trustworthiness posited by Mayer et al. 

(1995), integrity and competence are the most relevant for the political context. This finding 

suggests that people view the interaction with political institutions as relatively impersonal, 

reducing the relevance of benevolence in the same fashion as in relatively impersonal 

encounters with organizations (Chapter 2).  

 The fourth predictor of trust we tested, dispositional trust, also remained non-

significant. This finding deviates from our results in Chapter 4, where political trust mediated 

the effect of dispositional trust on voting behavior (implying that the path between 

dispositional trust and political trust was significant). By including other predictors in the 

current study, the correlation between dispositional trust and political trust was likely captured 

in the shared variance with competence, integrity and benevolence. In other words, people’s 

tendency to trust others was completely partialed out by perceptions of competence, 

benevolence and integrity of politicians. 
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 Finally, we discuss the differences between the models stemming from the reversed 

path between trust and emotions. Our first observation is that model 1 replicates our findings 

from Chapter 4, since the paths from trust to emotions, and from emotions to both voting 

dummies, are all significantly different from zero. As in Chapter 4 we used the procedure 

specified by Iacobucci (2012) to estimate indirect effects when the dependent variable is 

categorical and the mediator is continuous. While in Study 4.2 we only found mediation for 

right-wing populist PVV voting, this time the indirect effects were significant for both the 

PVV path (zmediation = 4.87, p < .001 ) and the left-wing populist SP path (zmediation = 3.33, p < 

.001). This part of the model constitutes a replication of the findings in Study 4.2, with the 

addition of the effect of emotions on SP voting. 

 While specifying the model to include a mediation of political trust by condemning 

emotions resulted in significant direct and indirect paths, the alternative model in which 

emotions are independently influencing both trust and voting provided a better fit, as 

witnessed by the differences in the deviance statistic and Bayesian Information Criterion 

(BIC)
10

. The most striking difference between the models is the relatively modest effect of 

condemning emotions on political trust in model 2, compared to a much larger effect in model 

1. This can be explained by the fact that political trust in model 2 is predicted from as much as 

five variables, leaving relatively little unique variance to be explained by emotions. Still, the 

path is highly significant, just as the indirect paths to both right-wing populist PVV and left-

wing populist SP voting: zmediation = 3.90, p < .001; and zmediation = 3.07, p < .005, respectively. 

Given the significant paths in both models we must conclude that both model specifications 

are viable; however, entering condemning emotions as an independent variable that predicts 

both populist voting and political trust provides a better fit to the data. 

                                                             
10 In models with nominal dependent variables the BIC is the most appropriate fit index (based on personal 

communication with L. Waldorp, November 7th, 2013). For the sake of completeness the AIC is also provided, 

which also indicates that model 2 fits the data better. Since the nominal dependent variable does not allow for 

absolute goodness-of-fit assessments only relative comparisons can be made. 
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 To sum up, the model shows the shared and different identities of the two populist 

parties. We find the core populist anti-establishment characteristic in both parties, captured by 

political distrust and other-condemning emotions toward politicians. However, the difference 

in the parties’ main ideological tenets is visible in what their supporters fear: people who feel 

economically threatened vote for the left-wing populist SP, while people who fear 

immigration and cultural deterioration vote for the right-wing populist PVV. Furthermore, the 

model in which emotions affect trust (instead of vice versa) provided a better fit to the data, 

providing an alternative causal account compared to our findings in Chapter 4. 

 

Study 5.2 

 The findings in Study 5.1 add to those in Chapter 4, showing that political trust 

predicts voting for populist versus traditional parties. In addition, the best fit for the predictive 

model was found when emotions were included as an independent variable, influencing both 

trust and voting behavior. Finally, the perception of economic versus cultural threats 

distinguished left-wing from right-wing populist voters; perceived economic threats were a 

determinant of voting for a left-wing populist party, while the perception of cultural threats 

was related to right-wing populism. These findings provide insight into the question what 

drives people to vote for populist parties. However, the findings obtained in Study 5.1, as well 

as those in Chapter 4, are based on survey data which are correlational in nature. In the 

present study we aim to confirm the causal direction between trust and populist voting - the 

central theme of the second part of this dissertation. In this final study we focus on the 

consequences of a violation of political trust in an experimental setting. 

 In order to do so we designed an experiment that simulates people’s real world 

experiences and voting decisions. As explained before, the cyclical nature of elections leads to 

frequent re-evaluations of trust in response to the extent to which election promises were 
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fulfilled or broken. In the Netherlands and other multi-party democracies, an important step in 

this process takes place right after the elections, when coalitions are formed. In order to create 

a sufficiently large coalition, two or three parties need to find enough common ground to form 

a majority.
11

 To do so, each party inevitably has to break one or more of their election 

promises. This can lead to voters feeling misled by the party they voted for. The Dutch word 

kiezersbedrog (deceit of the electorate) is often wielded by politicians and media alike. 

Usually political parties accuse other parties of deceit after the previous elections and stress 

their unreliability. Indeed, when voters feel cheated or deceived by their party, their 

perception of politicians’ integrity is violated. Obviously this affects the perceived integrity of 

the party in question, but it may also affect the perceived integrity, of other parties and 

politicians in general. Since boundaries between the Dutch traditional (as opposed to the 

younger populist) parties have faded in recent decades (Lucardie, 2008; Van Rossem, 2010), 

these traditional parties are especially likely candidates to suffer from reduced levels of trust, 

even more so since most of them formed coalitions in the past. Based on the findings 

presented in the first study of this chapter, people who have little political trust are more likely 

to vote for a populist party than for another traditional party. 

 It follows that the popularity of populist parties and their anti-establishment rhetoric is 

likely to rise in the period after the elections. In the current study we simulate such a situation 

using a local elections example. We created two scenarios: one for left-wing voters and one 

for right-wing voters, and introduced four fictitious parties that together represent the Dutch 

political landscape. We expected that citizens confronted with deceit would be more likely to 

support a populist party than people who are informed that their party kept their main election 

promise. We allocated people to the left- or right-wing scenario based on their voting 

                                                             
11 The Dutch multi-party structure is visible at all three levels of public government: National, provincial and 

local. Coalition negotiations take place independently at each level. 
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preference in Study 5.1; we expected that left–wing voters would move to the (fictitious) left-

wing populist party, while right voters would move to the right-wing populist party.
12

 

 

Method 

 Participants. After completing the survey from Study 5.1, participants were 

automatically selected to participate in Study 5.2 based on their party affiliation. People who 

voted for one of the smaller niche parties or did not vote at all were excluded from this study, 

resulting in a sample of 456 participants with a mean age of 44.13 (SD = 11.30, range 18-62). 

There were 219 female participants (48.0%). The 56 participants who completed Study 5.1 

but did not intend to vote for one of the six parties of interest immediately proceeded to the 

survey’s exit questionnaire. All participants received the same reward for their participation in 

Studies 5.1 and 5.2, which was 3.50 euro. 

 Materials and procedure. Participants were introduced to a hypothetical local 

election scenario, in which four hypothetical political parties allegedly participated: a populist 

left-wing party (“Green Social”), a moderate left-wing party (“Citizen Party”), a moderate 

right-wing party (“Local Progress”) and a populist right-wing party (“Economy & 

Democracy”). Based on their political preference (obtained in Study 5.1) we divided 

participants in two roughly equal sized groups consisting of the left and right sides of the 

political spectrum
13

. In the left-wing condition, the main issue in the elections was the alleged 

upcoming construction of a beltway around the town in which the elections took place. We 

manipulated the standpoints of each party on this particular topic, such that the populist left-

                                                             
12 Hypothetically one could conceive of a populist party that is not extremely right or left oriented; however, in 

the Dutch and other European cases, the populist parties are located at the far ends of the political spectrum. In a 

way this is inherent to populism, as anti-establishment attitudes require ideological distance from the traditional 

center. 
13 Since the Dutch political landscape is relatively complex, we needed to make some decisions regarding exact 

party allocation. We grouped D66 with the right-wing group since they have liberal attitudes on economic issues. 

Conversely, we grouped Christian conservative CDA with the left-wing group since we expected that the subject 

of homeless shelters scenario would trigger Christian values and result in a different response than it would for 

the right-wing parties. 
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wing party was strongly against the construction, the moderate left-wing party was somewhat 

against, the moderate right-wing party was somewhat in favor, and the populist right-wing 

party was strongly in favor. The scenario and party identities were constructed in such a way 

that we expected people with left-wing affiliations to identify with the moderate left-wing 

party on this issue. The right-wing scenario was conceived in a similar way, and concerned 

the construction of a homeless shelter in the participant’s neighborhood. The party stances on 

this issue mirrored the left-wing scenario, i.e. the moderate right-wing party was somewhat 

against the shelter, and we expected participants with a right-wing party affiliation to have 

similar views as the local right-wing party. Importantly, the populist party in each scenario 

used language that suggested low morality of the local government officials. The verbatim 

scenarios and instructions can be found in Appendix C. 

 Next, participants were asked to indicate their preference for one of the fictional 

parties if they would have to vote at that moment in time. Regardless of their actual vote, they 

were then told to imagine that the moderate party (on their side of the political spectrum) was 

the party they had voted for.
14

 They were then randomly presented with one of two potential 

results of the elections, including a visual representation to facilitate understanding (Figure 

5.3). In the ‘honored’ condition the party defended their stance on the main issue (in favor or 

again the beltway or homeless shelter). This meant that the party resisted a coalition with the 

ideological opponent (the moderate partner from the other side of the left-right spectrum). On 

the other hand, in the ‘broken’ condition the party broke their election promise and formed a 

coalition with the election winner, which always was the other moderate party.
 15

 

 

                                                             
14 Obviously this instruction leads to some variation in the extent to which people identify with the fictional 

party. However, the appropriateness measure shows that we were successful in determining the most popular 

party on both sides of the political spectrum. 
15 We also experimentally controlled for winning versus losing the elections, but since this factor did not 

influence the other results it was collapsed into the election promise condition. 
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Figure 5.3. Example of visually presented information about the election 

outcome. This example represents the ‘broken’ election promise condition in 

which the Citizen Party and Local Progress form a coalition despite their initial 

differences in viewpoints. 
 

 

After reading the election outcome and inspecting the graphical representation, 

participants completed a number of questionnaire items assessing their perceptions of the 

party they had just read about (the moderate party on their side of the political spectrum, 

Citizen Party or Local Progress). The trustworthiness dimensions competence, integrity and 

benevolence were measured with two items each, one positive and one negative. The items 

were measured on 7-point scales anchored 1 – strongly disagree to 7 – strongly agree. The 

competence items were “The Citizen Party/Local Progress is competent” and “CP/LP is not 

very knowledgeable” (reverse coded). For integrity the items were “CP/LP is honest” and 

“CP/LP lacks integrity” (reverse coded). Benevolence was measured with the items “CP/LP 

has good intentions to serve local citizens” and “CP/LP is not very interested in the welfare of 

people like me” (reverse coded). Next, three items with the same scales measured general 

trust toward the party; “In general I trust CP/LP”, “I would give CP/LP the benefit of the 

doubt,” and “I would distrust CP/LP” (reverse coded). Reliabilities were good for both 

scenarios, αCP = .82, αLP = .87. To measure change in voting intention after the election 

outcome, participants were first asked to indicate whether they would vote for the CP or LP 

again. If they answered no, another item was presented in which they could indicate for which 

of the other parties they would rather vote. 

 Since the scenario was rather complicated, we checked participants’ understanding 

and ability to imagine the situation with the following three questions: “Did you find the text 

 
  

 

GS 

E&D 

CP 

LP 
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and questions about the local political situation easy to understand,” “How realistic did you 

find the local political situation described in the story,” and “Was it easy to imagine the local 

political events described in the story.” These three items were also measured on 7-point 

scales ranging from 1 – not at all to 7 – very much. The items were merged into a scale, αCP = 

.87, αLP = .83. Finally, participants completed a number of demographic items, were 

debriefed, and finally thanked for their participation. 

 

Results and discussion 

 Preliminary analyses were conducted to check for the validity of the experimental 

manipulations and to assess how well participants understood the scenario. First, one-sample 

t-tests showed that participants’ understanding, perceived realism, and ease of imagination of 

the scenario were sufficient; all three indicators were significantly above midpoint (4) of the 

scale (M = 5.57, SD = 1.30; M = 5.09, SD = 1.43; and M = 5.27, SD = 1.40, respectively; all 

ps < .001).
16

 Second, the assignment to either the right-wing or left-wing scenario was 

checked for appropriateness. Participants did cast their initial vote for the expected party in 

both scenarios: in the right-wing scenario the moderately right-wing Local Progress Party was 

favored, while in the left-wing scenario the moderately left-wing Citizen Party received most 

votes, see Table 5.2. 

The next step was to assess whether breaking the election promise constituted a breach 

of voter trust. We performed two-way analyses of variance on the trust scales for each 

scenario independently, with party promise and party size as factors. As expected, left-wing 

voters had less trust when the election promise was broken than when it was kept, M = 4.36, 

SD =1.05 vs. M = 4.89, SD = 1.11, F(1, 230) = 13.39, p < .001, ƞ
2
 = .06. We found the same 

                                                             
16 The results of the main analyses were not influenced by outliers on these indicators (< 2.5 SD below the 

mean); consequently all participants were retained in the sample. 
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effect for right-wing voters, M = 4.13, SD = 1.27 vs. M = 4.76, SD = 1.05, F(1, 218) = 16.32, 

p < .001, ƞ
2
 = .07. 

 

Table 5.2 

Initial voting preferences for the left- and right-wing scenarios 

 
Scenario 

Vote Left-wing (%) Right-wing (%) 

Green Social 15.0 2.3 

Citizen Party 64.1 27.5 

Local Progress 13.7 40.5 

Economy & Democracy 7.3 29.7 

Total 100 100 

 

 Next we looked at the relationship between trust violation and people’s intention to 

vote for the violating party. We conducted chi-square analyses on the promise variable and 

the intention to vote for the responsible party if there would be another election. Results 

showed that people were indeed more likely to vote for another party after a broken promise, 

than when the promise was kept. In the left-wing scenario 75 of 117 participants (64.1%) 

would still vote for the Citizen Party after the outcome of the current elections when the 

promise was kept, while only 59 of 112 people (50.4%) would do so when the promise was 

broken. The chi-square test proved significant, χ
2
(1) = 4.47, p = .034, φ = .14. In the right-

wing scenario the pattern was very similar: 70 of the 110 people (63.6%) would still vote for 

Local Progress when the election promise was kept, while only 51 of 112 people (45.5%) 

would do so when the promise was broken. The chi-square test was also significant, χ
2
(1) = 

7.33, p = .007, φ = .18. 
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 To test whether people vote for populist parties when they lose trust in their own party, 

we performed another series of chi-square analyses on party promise and intention to vote for 

one of the other parties. For the analysis we removed the votes for the party furthest away 

from the target party (i.e. populist right when the target was moderate left and populist left 

when the target was moderate right); this switch was quite unlikely, as witnessed by the low 

cell counts we observed (7.3% and 2.3% of the votes; compared to a base rate expectation of 

25%). We indeed found more populist voting when the election promise was broken; of the 

54 left-wing voters who did not want to stay with the Citizen Party 37 (68.5%) switched to the 

left-wing populist Green Social Party, while only 17 (31.5%) switched to the moderate right 

Local Progress party. In comparison, when the promise was honored a majority switched to 

Local Progress (23 of 34, 67.6%) and only 11 of 34 (32.4%) switched to Green Social. The 

chi-square test proved significant, χ
2
(1) = 11.01, p = .001, φ = .35. For right-wing voters the 

effect was somewhat less profound but still marginally significant and in the right direction, 

χ
2
(1) = 3.13, p = .077, φ = .185. When the election promise was broken, a majority switched 

to the populist right Economy & Democracy (32 of 57, 56.1%), while 25 of 57 (43.9%) 

switched to the moderate left Citizen Party.  When the promise was kept, a majority (22 of 35, 

62.9%) switched to the Citizen Party, while only 13 switched to Economy & Democracy 

(37.1%). 

 These findings show that trading in important election promises for the chance to form 

a central coalition is an important mechanism that could explain the tendency of Dutch voters 

to move away from the traditional parties and toward populist parties. Importantly, it shows 

that this process happens at both the right and the left side of the political continuum. 

Moreover, it could be argued that populism is more likely to flourish in multi-party 

democracies that require elaborate coalition negotiations after each election. 

 


