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in Practice: The Impact 
of Austerity Measures on 
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Merve Biten-Butorac1 , Wouter van der Brug2  
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Abstract
We investigate the relationship between the public debt ratio, austerity measures, and ideology 
and support for austerity policies in European Union (EU) member states from 2010 to 2019. 
We build and expand upon earlier research. We find a negative effect of austerity on support for 
austerity. Using a larger data set, we confirm prior findings that rising debt levels are associated 
with greater public support for austerity. So, we find a thermostatic dynamic: while support 
initially increases with debt, it declines once citizens experience the tangible effects of austerity. 
We also show that ideology moderates this relationship, with left-wing individuals’ support more 
responsive to economic conditions than that of their right-wing counterparts.
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Introduction

During the global financial crisis that started with the fall of Leeman Brothers in 2008 in 
the United States (US), it became increasingly clear that the state debts of some Eurozone 
countries were unsustainable. These countries could only refinance their loans at such 
high interest rates that they would go bankrupt. So, a number of bailout packages were 
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organized under the supervision of the “troika,” the European Central Bank (ECB), the 
IMF, and the European Commission. The four countries receiving bailout packages, 
Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Ireland, were pressured to implement drastic austerity meas-
ures from early 2010 onwards, which included cuts in the public sector, pensions, and 
social security.

The austerity measures that were implemented during the financial crisis were highly 
contested. They led to widespread protests, particularly in Greece and Spain (Giugni and 
Grasso, 2016; Rüdig and Karyotis, 2013), as well as the rise of radical left parties, Syriza 
and Podemos (Konstantinidis et al., 2023; Vasilopoulou et al., 2014). Recent studies have 
also shown that incumbent parties are electorally hurt when they implement austerity 
measures (e.g. Ciobanu, 2024; Hübscher et al., 2021).

In view of the highly contested nature of austerity measures, one would expect a large 
literature investigating the drivers of public support for austerity measures. Yet, public 
opinion research into support for austerity is rather scarce. To be sure, there is quite some 
research on the preferred type of austerity by asking whether governments should cut 
spending or raise taxes, if they want to balance the state budget (e.g. Alesina et al., 2019; 
Bremer and Bürgisser, 2023; Fernandez-Albertos and Kuo, 2020). However, much less 
research exists on the factors that affect support for austerity (irrespective of how states 
balance their budgets).

The existing literature explores public support for fiscal matters primarily through the 
lens of individual correlates, such as economic self-interest (e.g. Hayo and Neumeier, 
2017, 2019), trust in government (e.g. Garritzmann et al., 2023; Hetherington, 2005; Lim 
and Moon, 2022), the role of ideology and reception of elite narratives (e.g. Ferragina and 
Zola, 2021; Stanley, 2014), and attitudes toward fairness in distribution (e.g. Stix, 2013). 
Research on the macroeconomic conditions under which citizens are more willing to sup-
port austerity measures is scarce. We found one study focusing on the impact of GDP 
growth (Huiskonen, 2022) and one focusing on the effect of government deficits on sup-
port for austerity measures (Lee, 2022). The study by Lee (2022) shows that citizens tend 
to be more supportive of austerity measures when there is a high state deficit. Moreover, 
he shows that the effect is stronger among left-wing citizens than among citizens at the 
center and at the right. However, we found no research that focuses on the effect of actual 
austerity measures on the support for these measures. By focusing on the austerity meas-
ures themselves, our study expands Lee’s (2022) study considerably. We disentangle two 
distinct macroeconomic forces: fiscal pressure (measured by the government debt ratio) 
and fiscal action (captured by actual austerity measures). While Lee (2022) demonstrated 
that citizens, especially those on the left, are more likely to support austerity when state 
deficits are high, we argue that this support is both conditional and dynamic. Citizens are 
indeed more likely to endorse austerity when state debt is mounting, yet we demonstrate 
that this support decreases once citizens experience the consequences of austerity, whether 
in the form of budget cuts or increased taxes. 

We study the effect by including the Cyclically Adjusted Primary Balance (CAPB) as 
a direct measure of austerity. The measure does not tap into the announcement of austerity 
policies, nor the implementation of such policies, but on the actual economic experiences 
of citizens. We expect that support for austerity will decrease once people experience the 
consequences. The negative impact of austerity may be stronger than the positive effect 
of the state debt. While citizens are often unaware of the deficit of a country, they are 
much more aware of spending reductions or tax increases that hit their own pocketbooks, 
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either because they feel the pain of these measures themselves or are aware of people who 
are affected by them. By incorporating both indicators, our central contribution demon-
strates that the implementation of austerity policies triggers a decline in support. Similar 
to Lee (2022), we account for the moderating effect of political ideology by including 
interactions between the two macro variables state debt and austerity on the one hand and 
left-right ideology on the other.

While Lee (2022) focused on a narrow 2-year window (2010–2011) at the height of the 
Eurozone crisis, we broaden the temporal scope, our dataset covers 2010–2019, encom-
passing the full austerity cycle from crisis through recovery. Hence, including this phase 
allows us also to check the period when the economic conditions improved, and countries 
eased their austerity measures. Thus, our contribution extends well beyond offering 
longer coverage or adding another macroeconomic predictor. Specifically, we separate 
two forces to untangle, fiscal pressure (large debt burdens), and fiscal action (the imple-
mentation of austerity measures).

Our results uncover a clear thermostatic pattern: when public debt rises, people ini-
tially support the idea of tightening the budget; but once the spending cuts hit and these 
cuts’ impact becomes real in daily life, they turn against austerity. Therefore, we argue 
that Lee’s (2022) 2-year analysis only captured the first part of this cycle; whereas our 
longer view reveals the reversal that follows. We show two important things. First, public 
support for austerity is time sensitive. Second, both the size and direction of the effects 
depend heavily on political ideology. Citizens are more likely to support austerity meas-
ures when the state debt is mounting, and this effect is strongest among left-wing citizens. 
Yet, support also erodes most sharply among the left once austerity measures are felt. In 
short, we uncover a mechanism that actually reverses the sign of the original finding and 
maps out the partisan dimensions.

Theory and Hypotheses

We define austerity as discretionary fiscal consolidations aimed at reducing budget defi-
cits through spending cuts or tax increases with contractionary consequences (Murphy 
and Diamond, 2025). Therefore, austerity should be distinguished from more general 
notions of fiscal prudence or orthodoxy, which may refer to long-term deficit avoidance 
or budget rules without necessarily imposing immediate economic hardship. While fiscal 
prudence may include rules or commitments to balanced budgets, austerity refers specifi-
cally to policy choices that restrict public spending or raise taxes in ways that dampen 
economic demand. Whether austerity is implemented through tax increases or through 
budget cuts, it is always associated with short-term economic pain.

The conceptual distinction between “fiscal prudence” and “ austerity” is important. 
Several studies indicate that many citizens tend to be fiscally conservative and want to 
keep government debt at a minimum (e.g. Alesina et al., 2019; Arias and Stasavage, 2019; 
Barnes and Hicks, 2018; Brender and Drazen, 2008; Stanley, 2014; Stevenson, 2001; 
Stix, 2013). If many citizens are fiscally conservative, a high state debt, representing a 
substantial accumulation of debt relative to a country’s overall economic output, raises 
concerns among them about the long-term sustainability of public finances, potential 
inflationary pressures, and the burden future generations may bear (Reinhart and Rogoff, 
2010; see also Huiskonen, 2022). So, if the state debt increases, we would expect support 
for austerity policies to increase, as was previously shown by Lee (2022). So, we expect:
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H1: Citizens are more supportive of austerity policies when the state debt is higher.

However, while research shows that many citizens are fiscally conservative, there is 
quite some evidence that austerity measures are unpopular (e.g. Ferragina and Zola, 
2021). Austerity measures often involve a reduction in social welfare programs and pub-
lic services, which have direct negative consequences for the income of pensioners and 
people working in the public sector. In addition, cuts in government spending, and 
increasing taxes can harm the economy, by reducing demand, which in the short run could 
lead to economic recession, job losses, reduced wages, and overall diminished quality of 
life for many citizens (Bianchi et al., 2019). When the Greek and Spanish governments 
implemented austerity measures after the sovereign debt crisis in 2010 and 2011, these 
measures triggered protests and instability particularly in Greece and Spain (e.g. Kriesi, 
2012; Ponticelli and Voth, 2020). There is also increasing evidence that (substantial) aus-
terity measures have a negative effect on support for the incumbent (e.g. Bojar et  al., 
2022; Fetzer, 2019; Talving, 2017) and on political trust (e.g. Biten Butorac et al., 2025; 
Biten et al., 2023). So, it seems plausible that austerity measures would also affect atti-
tudes toward austerity.

However, the literature on public fiscal preferences and support primarily focuses on 
the effect of tax increases (e.g. Ballard-Rosa et al., 2017; Edlund, 2003), spending cuts 
(e.g. Rudolph and Evans, 2005; Schneider and Jacoby, 2005), or the trade-off between the 
two (e.g. Bremer and Bürgisser, 2023; Fernandez-Albertos and Kuo, 2020). We argue, 
however, that it is not the type of austerity measures, but rather their severity that is 
expected to be correlated with citizens’ readiness to support austerity policies. Hence, we 
expect to observe a shift in public sentiments when citizens experience the consequences 
of implemented austerity measures. Consequently, we argue the following:

H2: Higher degrees of austerity are associated with a decrease in public support for 
austerity.

The combination of the two hypotheses is consistent with the notion that public 
opinion can act as a “thermostat,” adjusting in response to changes in government poli-
cies and actions (e.g. Wlezien, 1995). According to the thermostatic model, preferences 
for policy changes (such as increasing the budget for the military), depend upon the 
actual policies in relation to the preferred policies. H1 argues that citizens support aus-
terity measures when there is a high state debt (as proposed in H1). But when these 
policies are actually put into practice and people experience their real-life effects, we 
expect public support for these measures to decrease (H2). Therefore, we make similar 
predictions as the thermostatic model (see also, e.g. Jennings, 2009; Wlezien and 
Soroka, 2012). Our argument is also closely connected to the policy feedback literature, 
which emphasizes how past policies shape political preferences, participation, and 
legitimacy (Béland, 2010; Campbell, 2012; Mettler and Soss, 2004). From this perspec-
tive, austerity policies are not simply responses to existing public attitudes, they also 
transform those attitudes over time. Specifically, as Mettler and Soss (2004) mention, 
resource effects (or material) and interpretive effects (or cognitive) may be at play. 
Material feedback occurs when policies alter citizens’ tangible resources, for example, 
through pension cuts, job losses, or reduced access to public services. These losses can 
undermine support for further fiscal consolidation. Interpretive feedback, by contrast, 
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operates through the symbolic and cognitive signals that policies send, for instance, 
how governments justify economic sacrifice. Both mechanisms can shape how indi-
viduals experience and evaluate austerity. Our study employs a measurement that taps 
into the actual socio-economic changes that people experience. So, we focus not so 
much on the second mechanism (the announcement or implementation of policies), but 
on the first (the material conditions that people experience).

Ideological orientations have been identified as significant factors influencing indi-
viduals’ support for austerity measures (Lee, 2022). As Lee (2022) demonstrates, ideo-
logical priors influence the extent to which individuals react to macroeconomic indicators 
such as public debt. His findings show that left-wing citizens’ support for austerity is 
more dependent on rising deficits, while right-wing citizens tend to support austerity even 
when the state debt is low. This asymmetry reflects broader ideological views that left-
leaning individuals generally emphasize social protection and equity, while right-leaning 
individuals prioritize market discipline and fiscal conservatism (Busemeyer and 
Garritzmann, 2018; Huiskonen, 2022; Pitlik et al., 2011).

Some research has indicated that right-wing citizens tend to see debt and deficits as 
signs of government excess and lack of discipline (e.g. Arias and Stasavage, 2019; 
Stanley, 2014). Therefore, when governments accumulate debt, some right-leaning citi-
zens can interpret this as irresponsible. So, austerity policies, which aim to reduce deficits 
and restore budget balance, may not just be accepted; they may be actively seen as a 
necessary tool, even when these policies have painful consequences. This way, austerity 
may become a necessity rather than a regrettable burden. In contrast, left-leaning indi-
viduals are more likely to evaluate fiscal policy based on its distributive effects, espe-
cially on vulnerable groups. This explains why right-wing voters may maintain support 
for austerity even when it involves visible costs, such as cuts to public services. Basically, 
voters at the political right support austerity even when the state deficit is not so high, 
whereas left-wing citizens support it only when the state deficit is high.

We expect a similar moderating effect of ideology for the effect of austerity. Left-wing 
voters are more likely than voters on the right to oppose the negative effects austerity for 
social security, since left-wing citizens support government services benefits, whereas 
right-wing citizens tend to value smaller government and free markets (Biten et al., 2023). 
Based on these observations, we hypothesize that:

H3a: The positive effect of state debt on support for austerity policies (H1) will be 
weaker among right-wing respondents than among those more to the left.

H3b: The negative effect of austerity on support for austerity policies (H2) will be 
weaker among right-wing respondents than among those more to the left.

Data and Method

We conducted a repeated cross-sectional analysis using 20 different waves of 
Eurobarometer surveys fielded between 2010 and 2019 at the individual level. Each EB 
survey consists of approximately 1000 face-to-face interviews per member state, and 
these surveys are conducted biannually. For our analysis we included variables annual 
economic statistics at the country level, obtained from the IMF fiscal monitor and Eurostat 
databases. These cover all 26 EU member states (Excluding Bulgaria and the UK).1 The 
pooled EB data has a cross-nested structure, with individual respondents nested within 
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countries and years. The data enables us to account for both individual-level and country-
year level variability in support for austerity measures.

Dependent Variable

Respondents were asked to state their support for austerity measures through two sets 
of questions (sets A and B) structured in opposite ways and administered to different 
groups of individuals. In set A, respondents read the statement “measures to reduce the 
public deficit and debt in our country cannot be delayed.” In set B, it was “measures to 
reduce the public deficit and debt in our country are not a priority now.” Respondents 
were asked to indicate their level of agreement with these statements using a four-point 
Likert-type scale (ranging from “totally agree” to “totally disagree”). To ensure consist-
ency in the interpretation of responses, we reversed the order of the values in set A, 
labeled and merged it with set B. Consequently, we recoded the variable such that 
higher values indicate greater support for austerity measures, as reflected by respond-
ents who “totally agree” with the statement in set A and “totally disagree” with the 
statement in set B. Following Lee (2022), we created a dichotomous variable by com-
bining responses of “totally agree” and “tend to agree” as support for austerity meas-
ures, and “totally disagree” and “tend to disagree” as no support for austerity measures. 
This approach minimized the potential bias arising from variations in respondents’ 
inclination to choose “totally” over “tend to,” thus enhancing the comparability of 
observations across sets A and B.

Macro-Level Independent Variables

We utilized the Cyclically Adjusted Primary Balance (CAPB) as our measure of fiscal 
austerity. This widely used metric emphasizes the primary balance (net borrowing or 
lending) and omits interest payments on consolidated government liabilities, since these 
payments may not align with cyclical output (e.g. Biten et  al., 2023; Escolano and 
Escolano, 2010; Zeng et al., 2014). The data were taken from the website of the IMF. A 
higher CAPB value indicates more austerity.2 

The CAPB is widely used as a proxy for prudent fiscal policy by institutions such as the 
European Commission, the IMF and the OECD and has been used frequently in empirical 
research on consolidation (e.g. Alesina and Ardagna, 2010; Heylen and Everaert, 2000; 
Mulas‑Granados et al., 2010; Zeng et al., 2014). The CAPB captures the fiscal stance net 
of cyclical influences and interest payments. As such, it does not measure the announce-
ment or implementation of austerity policies, but it measures austerity measures that have 
been implemented. Theoretically, we think that the effects that we find and report below 
reflect the material hardship that people experience when these austerity measures have 
been implemented. 

A limitation of the CAPB is that its values can shift due to non-discretionary or techni-
cal factors such as revenue windfalls, reclassifications, or statistical revisions, potentially 
confounding its interpretation as an indicator of active austerity measures. Moreover, the 
CAPB does not capture announcement effects, i.e. the anticipatory responses of citizens 
or markets to announced austerity measures, which may also shape public attitudes, espe-
cially in contexts with salient elite or media discourse. Alternative approaches to measur-
ing austerity, such as narrative methods, rely on content analysis of official government 
documents to identify exogenous fiscal policy changes (e.g. Alesina et al., 2019; Guajardo 
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et  al., 2014; Romer and Romer, 2010). The narrative approach is good at measuring 
whether new austerity policies were implemented by the government. So, for those who 
want to study the relationship between government policies and economic conditions, the 
narrative approach is probably optimal. 

However, for our study of public opinion, we expect theoretically that citizens will 
respond more strongly to the actual economic consequences of austerity policies, which 
they experience, than to the announcement of such policies. So, despite its caveats, we 
argue that CAPB remains an appropriate operationalization of austerity in our study, as it 
reflects actual budgetary changes that can affect disposable income and public service 
provision that may influence attitudes toward further austerity. Moreover, to reduce the 
risk that CAPB simply reflects broader economic conditions rather than discretionary fis-
cal choices, we control for key macroeconomic variables, including inflation, GDP growth, 
and the unemployment rate. This ensures that the estimated association between CAPB 
and public support for austerity is not merely picking up economic downturns or recover-
ies. In this way, our model better isolates the relationship between fiscal consolidation and 
public attitudes, consistent with our theoretical focus on experienced austerity.

Crucially for our design, annual CAPB values are available for all 26 EU member 
states, allowing us to pool large survey waves (2010–2019) into a dataset of 208 country-
years and 261,855 respondents, thereby maximizing variance in both austerity and public 
attitudes. Austerity measures that are decided upon in 2010 will take effect in 2011 or 
thereafter. Yet, we do not expect citizens to respond so much on the implementation of 
policies, but on how citizens experience the economic circumstances. So, if the CAPB 
has increased steeply between 2010 and 2011 and increased only slightly between 2011 
and 2012, we assume that people are experiencing the consequences of austerity the most 
in 2012 and we expect support for austerity to be lowest in 2012.

To measure a country’s total debt burden relative to its economic output, we use 
Government Consolidated Gross Debt Ratio (% of GDP) from Eurostat databases. This 
measure indicates the extent to which a government’s debt is compared to the size of its 
economy.

Moderating Variable

We also included a question on respondents’ self-placement on the left-right political 
spectrum. EB asks respondents: “In political matters, people talk of the left and the right. 
How would you place your views on this scale?” This variable collapses answers into 10 
categories (1-Left .  .  . 10-Right), and we re-scaled them into three levels: (1–4) Left, 
(5–6) Center, and (7–10) Right.

Control Variables

To account for individual-level factors that may influence support for austerity measures, 
we included several control variables in our analysis. Respondents’ assessments of their 
national economy’s current state were measured using a four-point Likert-type scale, 
which we reversed to reflect that higher values indicate greater optimism.3 Trust in the 
national government was measured using a binary variable (1 indicating “tend to trust” 
and 0 indicating otherwise). Respondents’ educational attainment was operationalized 
based on the age at which they completed full-time education, categorized into three lev-
els: low, middle, and high, following Gaziano and Gaziano (2014).4 In addition, we 
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included age (in years) and gender (coded as 1 for male and 0 for female) as additional 
control variables. Finally, we incorporated variables that reflect the overall economic 
conditions of the country, such as GDP growth, unemployment, and inflation rate.

Method

To test our hypotheses, we employed a multilevel logistic regression analysis. The model 
includes country fixed effects to control for unobserved, country-specific factors such as 
historical, cultural, and institutional influences that might otherwise bias the results. In 
addition, we incorporated country-year random intercepts to account for the variability in 
support for austerity within each country across different years. This approach allows the 
model to capture how support evolves over time and varies by country, while also adjust-
ing for both stable country characteristics and dynamic year-to-year changes.

Specifically, we estimate the direct effects of austerity (CAPB) and the Government 
Consolidated Gross Debt Ratio (% of GDP) on citizens’ perceptions of austerity policy 
support and later the moderator effect of ideological position. The model specification is 
presented as follows:
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In this equation, Pr |Austerity Support Xict�� �1  represents the probability of citizens 
support for austerity policies, where Xict represents the set of individual and country-level 
predictors. α is the intercept, β β1 n. . .  are the regression coefficients. While the index 
i = 1.  .  . . N refers to each individual, c = 1.  .  . .27 represents the index for countries, and 
t = 1.  .  . .20 denotes the year from 2010 to 2019. The term γc represents country fixed 
effects, capturing time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity specific to each country. δct 
epresents country-year random intercepts, accounting for unobserved variability at the 
country-year level. ∈ict is the residual error term associated with the level 1 predictors.

Results

The multilevel logistic regression models presented in Table 1 examine the determinants 
of support for austerity policies among individuals in each country. Model 1, the random 
effects ANOVA or null model, allows splitting the variance between individual and coun-
try-year levels. The intra-class correlation coefficient of 0.03 indicates that 3% of the 
variation in support for austerity is attributable to differences between country-year com-
binations, while 97% is due to individual-level differences. Model 2, the baseline model, 
reveals that a 1% increase in the consolidated government debt ratio (as a percentage of 
GDP) is associated with a predicted .007 increase in the log-odds of supporting austerity 
policies (supporting H1). This means that every 1% increase in the debt ratio is associated 
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Table 1.  Multilevel Model of The Effect of Austerity and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for 
Austerity Policies.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

DV: Support for 
austerity measures

Null 
model

Baseline 
model

Baseline model 
with individual-
level controls

Full 
model

Interaction 
model

Interaction 
full model

Austerity (CAPB) -.044***
(.007)

-.04***
(.007)

-.039***
(.008)

-.047***
(.007)

-.042***
(.008)

Debt ratio .007***
(.002)

.006***
(.002)

.006***
(.002)

.007***
(.002)

.006***
(.002)

Political ideology (center)
Left -.149***

(.01)
-.149***
(.01)

-.186***
(.023)

-.186***
(.023)

Right .036***
(.01)

.036***
(.01)

.087***
(.023)

.085***
(.023)

Interactions
 � Left# Austerity 

(CAPB)
-.007
(.005)

-.007
(.005)

 � Right# Austerity 
(CAPB)

.018***
(.005)

.019***
(.005)

  Left# Debt ratio .001*
(0)

.001*
(0)

  Right# Debt ratio -.001**
(0)

-.001**
(0)

Individual level
 � Trust in 

the national 
government

.082***
(.009)

.082***
(.009)

.083***
(.009)

Situation in national economy (very bad is ref. cat.)
  Rather bad -.006

(.013)
-.006
(.013)

-.006
(.013)

  Rather good -.082***
(.015)

-.082***
(.016)

-.083***
(.016)

  Very good -.261***
(.023)

-.261***
(.023)

-.261***
(.023)

Education category (middle is ref. cat.)
  Low -.018

(.013)
-.018
(.013)

-.019
(.013)

  High .037***
(.01)

.037***
(.01)

.037***
(.01)

  Age 0
(0)

0
(0)

0
(0)

Gender  .009
(.008)

.009
(.008)

.008
(.008)

Occupation scale (housekeeping, student, retired ref. cat.)
  Unemployed -.003

(.009)
-.003
(.009)

-.003
(.009)

  Self-employed .091
(.063)

.091
(.063)

.098
(.063)

 (Continued)
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

DV: Support for 
austerity measures

Null 
model

Baseline 
model

Baseline model 
with individual-
level controls

Full 
model

Interaction 
model

Interaction 
full model

  Business owner .037
(.081)

.038
(.081)

.044
(.081)

 � Employed—
unskilled, non-
managerial

.078
(.071)

.079
(.071)

.079
(.071)

  Employed -.071**
(.031)

-.07**
(.031)

-.07**
(.031)

 � Skilled, managerial, 
professional

.029
(.027)

.03
(.027)

.03
(.027)

Country level
  Inflation -.003

(.011)
-.002
(.011)

  GDP growth -.007
(.006)

-.007
(.006)

 � Unemployment 
rate

-.003
(.006)

-.003
(.006)

  Fixed part constant .667***
(.071)

.099
(.149)

.236
(.146)

.25
(.159)

.144
(.148)

.244
(.158)

 � Random part 
constant

.038***
(.004)

.03***
(.003)

.028***
(.003)

.028***
(.003)

.03***
(.003)

.027***
(.003)

 � Country-fixed 
effect

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

  Observations 261,855 261,855 261,855 261,855 261,855 261,855

EU-26 excl. Bulgaria, unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Ref. Cat. = reference 
category.
Source: Standard Eurobarometer, IMF, and Eurostat data.
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

Table 1.  (Continued)

with approximately a 0.7% increase in the odds of supporting austerity policies 
( . ).e0 007 1 007≈ . This may seem small, but one should realize that several EU countries 
have a state debt of well over 100% of GDP. Conversely, a 1% increase in austerity (the 
level of CAPB) is linked to a 0.044 decrease in the log-odds of supporting such policies 
(supporting H2). Meaning that for every 1% increase in the CAPB, our measure of auster-
ity severity, the odds of individuals supporting further austerity policies decrease by about 
4.3% ( . )..e� �0 044 0 957  In other words, as fiscal consolidation intensifies, the likelihood 
(in terms of odds) that respondents support additional austerity measures declines. Models 
3 and 4 demonstrate that these conclusions regarding the two hypotheses do not change 
when we control for other factors. Specifically, the results indicate that a one-percentage 
point increase in austerity measures is associated with lower support for austerity policies 
by 3.8% ( ..e� �0 039 0 962 , Model 4). In line with previous findings (Lee, 2022), the mag-
nitude of the association between the debt ratio and supporting austerity policies is small, 
with a one-point increase leading to only a 0.6% increase in the odds of supporting auster-
ity policies ( . )..e0 006 1 006≈
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Coming to the macro-level control variables, our findings show that inflation, GDP 
growth, and the unemployment rate have no significant relationship with support for aus-
terity policies. Consistent with existing literature on welfare states, we found several 
individual factors are related to support for austerity policies: while trust in the national 
government (e.g. Bosco and Verney, 2016; Muro and Vidal, 2017) and higher education 
levels favor pro-austerity policy positions, a more positive assessment of the national 
economy’s situation (e.g. Giger and Nelson, 2013; Stevenson, 2001), and left-leaning 
political beliefs (e.g. Alesina et al., 2013) are associated with lower support for austerity 
policies. Interestingly, age, gender and occupation scale do not show significant effects, 
except for some variation across employment status. For example, being employed over-
all is associated with lower support for austerity policies. 

In Models 5 and 6, we examine potential interactions to assess whether the relation-
ship between the debt ratio and support for austerity policies, as well as the association 
between austerity measures and support for austerity policies, is influenced by ideology. 
We find that the coefficient for the interaction term involving the debt ratio and being 
right wing is statistically significant and negative. This indicates that the relationship 
between the debt ratio and support for austerity policies is stronger among left-wing 
respondents than among those at the right (supporting H3a). To visualize the interaction 
effect, Figure 1 (left) illustrates the predicted probabilities of supporting austerity policies 

Figure 1.  Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Debt Ratio and Austerity 
Measures. Based on Table 1. Full Model (6).
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among leftist and rightist respondents, based on the estimates from Model 6, while hold-
ing other covariates at their mean values. The graph clearly demonstrates that right-wing 
respondents are more likely than those at the left to support austerity policies when the 
debt ratio is relatively low as left leaning respondents are more likely to show countercy-
clical attitudes, supporting deficit spending during downturns, whereas right-leaning 
respondents are more deficit-averse and prone to favor fiscal consolidation (Barnes and 
Hicks, 2021). Specifically, right-wing respondents have a notably higher likelihood, 
approximately 10–15 percentage points greater, of supporting austerity policies com-
pared to left-wing respondents when the debt ratio is below 100% of GDP. However, 
left-wing respondents are more sensitive to increases in the debt ratio, resulting in the 
narrowing of the gap between the two partisan groups. When the debt ratio is around 
130%, the confidence intervals begin to overlap, indicating that the difference in support 
is no longer statistically distinct at higher debt burdens. When the debt ratio reaches very 
high levels, approximately 186% of GDP, the predicted probabilities converge, suggest-
ing that increasing economic pressure may unify support for austerity policies across 
ideological divides. This pattern indicates that economic context can moderate otherwise 
strong ideological differences in policy attitudes in times of fiscal crisis. Furthermore, the 
right panel of Figure 1, the interaction between austerity intensity and ideology reveals 
another meaningful effect. Our analysis reveals that the coefficient for the interaction 
term between the degree of austerity and right-wing position is statistically significant 
and positive (supporting H3b). The coefficient for the interaction term involving leftist 
position is negative but not statistically significant. So, the main difference is between 
right-wing citizens on the one hand, and centrist and left-wing citizens on the other. 
Figure 1 clearly shows that right-wing individuals are less responsive to austerity meas-
ures in their support for austerity policies, while the negative effect of these measures on 
the attitudes of leftists is more pronounced as leftists generally more cautious about aus-
terity measures that might cut social programs in line with the findings of Aspide et al. 
(2023). This implies that rightists are more inclined to endorse austerity measures to 
address economic challenges, even when considering the potential economic costs asso-
ciated with such policies. Taken together, these patterns reveal that ideology not only 
shapes baseline attitudes toward austerity but also conditions how citizens update their 
preferences in response to changing economic circumstances and policy environments.

Robustness Checks

The online Supplementary Appendix contains several robustness checks. First, we 
acknowledge that there are alternative measures proposed to measure austerity. We repli-
cate our main analyses with a narrative-based austerity measure from Alesina et  al. 
(2019), which codes exogenous consolidation packages from budget documents. This 
data covers 16 OECD countries from 1978 to 2014, but for our time frame, it only includes 
11 EU countries and 5 years (2010–2014), resulting in 55 country-years compared to 208 
in our main sample. Given that the analysis covers a much smaller sample, the results 
only show insignificant results. The main association between the debt ratio and support 
for austerity (H1) and the association with austerity (H2) appears no longer statistically 
significant. Also, the key interactions with political ideology (H3a and H3b) show insig-
nificant results, even though they show the same pattern as reported in Table 1, namely 
that left-wing citizens respond more to changing economic conditions than citizens on the 
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right (see Figure A1). Full results can be found in Table A1 of the online Supplementary 
Appendix. 

Second, to ensure that our findings are not conditional on collapsing the dependent 
variable into a binary choice, we re-estimated Table 1 with the original four-point scale 
variable since ordinal measure can capture gradations in citizens’ attitudes that a dichoto-
mous split might mask. As can be seen from Supplementary Appendix Table A2, across 
all models, the results are unchanged: (1) higher austerity levels continue to decrease 
public support for austerity, (2) higher debt ratios continue to increase the public support 
for austerity, and (3) the interaction with political ideology remains asymmetric, right-
leaning respondents being more supportive of austerity, while left leaning respondents 
become less so (see Figure A2).

Third, to verify that our findings are not driven by the way Eurobarometer frames the 
austerity support variables, we re-estimated our main results on the two half-samples 
separately: Set A and Set B (see method section for detailed explanation). The 
Supplementary Appendix Tables A3 and A3.1 show that, higher fiscal austerity reduces 
public willingness to support austerity measures and higher public debt remains posi-
tively associated with such support (for Set A, while the sign is in expected direction, 
loose the significance, see Figure A3 and A3.1). Both results also confirm the expected 
ideological moderation. As fiscal austerity tightens, right-wing respondents become 
increasingly willing to support additional cuts, whereas left-wing respondents grow less 
willing. When the public-debt burden rises, the pattern reverses for left-wing respondents 
and they become more open to consolidation. In addition, we also present the original 
four-point scale variable to make sure that the results are robust to different ways of cod-
ing the dependent variable (see Figure A3.2 and A3.3). Thus, we conclude that the split-
sample tests confirm that our conclusions are robust to the specific wording or scaling of 
the dependent variable once more.

Fourth, to further assess the robustness of our findings, we extend Table 1 by incorpo-
rating additional measures of personal economic well-being. Specifically, we include two 
variables that serve as effective proxies for household-level financial vulnerability: (i) 
current financial situation of the household and (ii) expected financial situation in the next 
12 months. While the first variable captures respondents’ subjective evaluations of their 
present household economic status, and serves as a strong proxy for current conditions, 
the latter measures respondents’ expectations about how their household’s financial situ-
ation will evolve, capturing future-oriented economic anxiety or optimism. These addi-
tions complement our existing controls, of occupational categories and unemployment 
status of respondents to provide a more accurate picture of how economic hardship can 
relates to individuals’ support for austerity measures. The extended results are reported in 
Supplementary Appendix Table A4. As shown, the findings remain stable and statistically 
significant. Moreover, it shows that respondents with worse current or expected house-
hold finances are significantly less supportive of austerity, while those in better financial 
positions are more likely to endorse such policies (see Figure A4).

Finally, to assess whether ideological opposition to austerity is concentrated within 
specific socio-economic groups, we conducted an interaction analysis between respond-
ents’ political orientation and their occupational status. This allows us to examine whether 
left-wing opposition to austerity is primarily concentrated among more economically vul-
nerable groups such as the unemployed, students, or manual workers, or whether it 
reflects a broader ideological pattern across the occupational spectrum. The results, pre-
sented in Supplementary Appendix Table A5, show that the interaction effects between 
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ideology and occupational group are largely statistically insignificant and left-wing 
respondents are systematically less supportive of austerity regardless of occupational cat-
egory. Overall, these findings confirm that while socio-economic position matters, it does 
not fully account for the observed ideological differences in austerity support. Rather, 
ideology itself appears to have an autonomous and robust effect across diverse occupa-
tional groups (see Figure A5).

Conclusion

Do citizens support austerity measures in principle but become less supportive once these 
measures are put into practice and citizens feel their consequences? In this article, we 
delved into the dynamics of public support for austerity policies in the European Union 
during the period from 2010 to 2019, with a focus on the influence of the debt ratio, aus-
terity measures, and individual ideological orientations. By distinguishing economic 
cycles from austerity measures and considering the moderator role of ideological leaning, 
our study aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing 
public support for austerity policies.

Our research not only replicates the conclusions drawn by Lee (2022) but also expands 
upon them by demonstrating that public opinion responds in a thermostatic way to state 
debt and to austerity measures implemented to constrain state debt. As the debt ratio rises, 
citizens are more likely to endorse austerity policies, but when these policies are imple-
mented, and citizens experience the consequences of these austerity measures, support for 
austerity is observed to decline. It seems plausible that this is due to the negative impact 
of these austerity measures on the economy at large and on citizens’ personal income. As 
far as we are aware, our study is the first to simultaneously test the effect of both macro 
variables simultaneously. Furthermore, we also provide estimations of the moderating 
effects of the ideological positions of the individuals. Our findings indicate that the asso-
ciation between both austerity, the debt ratio, and support for austerity policies are 
stronger among left-wing citizens than among those on the political right. This suggests 
that right-wing citizens are more principled in their support for austerity, so that they are 
willing to support it even it is associated with short-term economic hardship. It also sug-
gests that left-wing citizens to be more sensitive to the social consequences of austerity. 
Yet, other research shows that austerity leads to electoral punishment for right-wing as 
well as left-wing incumbents (e.g. Bojar et al., 2022; Hübscher et al., 2021, 2023; Jacques 
and Haffert, 2021). These findings are not necessarily contradictory, because left- and 
right-wing citizens do not deterministically vote for an ideologically aligned party and 
support for austerity may only be weakly related to party choice. However, future research 
might focus on the puzzle as to why austerity affects support for austerity mainly among 
left-wing citizens, while it does not translate into party choice in the same way. Another 
avenue for future research might be how exactly public opinion responds to economic 
conditions. How the media frame political debates about austerity policies may be one 
factor that affects the public’s response, and future research might investigate this (see 
also: Barnes and Hicks, 2018; Bisgaard and Slothuus, 2018; Fernandez-Albertos and 
Kuo, 2020; Ferragina and Zola, 2021).  

Overall, our research is in line with the predictions made by the thermostatic model of 
public opinion (e.g. Jennings, 2009; Wlezien, 1995; Wlezien and Soroka, 2012). Public 
support for austerity tends to rise as the debt ratio increases (H1), but once people experi-
ence the “pain” of actual austerity measures, public support can quickly erode (H2). This 
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poses a huge challenge to policymakers, who will have to seek a balance between fiscal 
responsibility and maintaining societal stability. This latter conclusion is also consistent 
with recent studies showing that incumbent parties lose support when they implement 
austerity policies, or propose to do so (e.g. Ciobanu, 2024; Hübscher et al., 2021).

Our research also suggests that left-wing citizens are more sensitive to the impacts of 
both debt and austerity measures (H3a-b). So, austerity policies are especially challeng-
ing to left-wing politicians. Their potential voters will only be willing to accept austerity 
measures when the state debt is high, but they respond very negatively to very strict aus-
terity measures. Yet, we need to consider the fact that the actual austerity measures that 
were implemented in EU countries in this time period, were those that affected the public 
sector and social security arrangements. Alternative measures, such as raising taxes for 
wealthy citizens and larger companies, were not implemented. So, we do not know 
whether left-wing citizens respond more negatively to austerity in general than right-wing 
citizens, or whether the strongly negative reaction was caused by the particular measures 
that were implemented.

In conclusion, our findings not only align with the thermostatic model of public opin-
ion but also with broader theories of policy feedback. As citizens experience fiscal con-
solidation, they appear to update their preferences, especially those who are more 
ideologically predisposed to oppose cuts. Thus, we emphasize, by taking into account the 
public’s ideological leaning and potential social consequences, the importance for policy-
makers to consider these factors and be informed when making decisions to address fiscal 
challenges while ensuring public acceptance and minimizing social unrest. While our 
design does not capture government responsiveness, future research could examine 
whether declining public support for austerity leads to policy reversals, compensatory 
spending, or changes in political discourse.
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Table A3. Multilevel Model of The Effect of CAPB and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for Austerity 
Policies Using Set A, Respondents Read The Statement “Measures To Reduce The Public Deficit and 
Debt in Our Country Cannot be Delayed. Binary; 0-1.

Figure A3. Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Austerity Measures and Debt 
Ratio. Based on Table A3. Full Model (6).

Table A3.1. Multilevel Model of The Effect of CAPB and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for Austerity 
Policies Using B, it Said “Measures to Reduce The Public Deficit and Debt in Our Country Are Not 
A Priority Now.” Binary 0-1.

Figure A3.1. Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Austerity Measures and Debt 
Ratio. Based on Table A3.1 Full Model (6).

Table A3.2. Multilevel Model of The Effect of CAPB and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for Austerity 
Policies Using Set A, Respondents Read The Statement “Measures To Reduce The Public Deficit And 
Debt In Our Country Cannot be Delayed. Scale.

Figure A3.2. Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Austerity Measures and Debt 
Ratio. Based on Table A3.2 Full Model (6).

Table A3.3. Multilevel Model of The Effect of CAPB and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for Austerity 
Policies Using B, It Said “Measures to Reduce The Public Deficit And Debt In Our Country Are Not 
A Priority Now.”

Figure A3.3. Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Austerity Measures and Debt 
Ratio. Based on Table A3.3 Full Model (6).

Table A4. Multilevel Model of The Effect of CAPB and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for Austerity 
Policies Including Additional Individual Level Controls.

Figure A4. Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Austerity Measures and Debt 
Ratio. Based on Table A4. Full Model (6).

Table A5. Multilevel Model of The Effect of CAPB and Debt Ratio on Individual Support for Austerity 
Policies Including Occupational Category.

Figure A5. Ideological Moderation of Support for Austerity Policies by Austerity Measures and Debt 
Ratio. Based on Table A5. Full Model (6).

Notes
1.	 The United Kingdom is excluded due to its departure from the EU. Bulgaria is excluded because the IMF 

Fiscal Monitor database does not contain sufficient information on the specific austerity-related measures 
required for our analysis.

2.	 There is some debate regarding the validity of the CAPB to measure austerity. However, as argued by 
Biten et al. (2023), possible biases in the measure are likely to lead us to err on the conservative side. 
Alternative measures of austerity have been proposed (e.g. Feyrer and Shambaugh, 2012; Guajardo et al., 
2014; Romer and Romer, 2010). Nevertheless, these alternative data sources are not available for the years 
and countries included in our study. 

3.	 EB asks respondents: “How would you judge the current situation in < NATIONALITY > economy?.” It 
is measured in four categories (very good, rather good, rather bad, and very bad).

4.	 Lower educational level: full-time education up to 15 years of age or has no full-time education. Middle 
educational level: stopped full-time education between the ages of 16 and 19. Higher educational level: 
full-time education until older than 20 years or is still studying.
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