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Abstract

Mainstream parties have taken increasingly restrictive immigration policy positions across
Western Europe. Yet the political consequences of this behaviour for citizens’ democratic
norms and practices are still not well understood. This article focuses on public political
trust. Bridging the literatures on immigration-related trust and spatial theory, the spotlight
is put on the consequences of mainstream party position-taking on immigration for the
interconnectedness of citizens” immigration policy preferences, political distrust and far-
right voting. An analysis of data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey and European
Social Survey across 14 Western European democracies (2006-2018) suggests that tougher
immigration positions of centre-right parties in government weaken the link between
immigration scepticism and political distrust and, in turn, the relevance of political dis-
trust as a precursor of far-right voting. This has important implications for our under-
standing of immigration politics and advances the existing literatures on party
competition, political trust and far-right voting in several ways.

Keywords: political parties; political trust; far-right voting; immigration

Immigration is one of the most contentious and divisive political issues
(Green-Pedersen and Otjes 2019; Hutter and Kriesi 2022), posing fundamental
challenges to contemporary mainstream parties in Western democracies. Both
mainstream left and mainstream right parties are under pressure to find adequate
position-taking responses given that their traditional electoral coalitions are divided
on the issue (Hadj Abdou et al. 2022; Lefkofridi et al. 2014) while far-right populist
parties (FRPPs) are enabled to exert their ‘issue ownership’ to garner substantial
amounts of electoral support (Bale et al. 2010; Meguid 2005). It is now
well documented in the literature that mainstream parties commonly seek to
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curb their own electoral decline and fight the competition from the far right by
adopting more restrictive policy positions on immigration and integration issues
(e.g. Abou-Chadi and Krause 2020; Bale 2008; Dahlstrom and Sundell 2012).

Recent real-world examples of this are manifold. In the run-up to the 2024/25
UK general election, for example, the ruling Conservative Party increased consid-
erably the income threshold for British citizens and foreign residents to bring
foreign family members into the UK (Booth and Goodier 2023). In France, a
new hardship immigration law was initiated by Emmanuel Macron’s centrist gov-
ernment in late 2023 to deny new immigrants certain social security benefits, which
was hailed by the far-right Rassemblement National as an ‘ideological victory’
(Chrisafis 2023).

However, little is known about the actual political consequences of such
position-taking. While existing research has mainly sought to understand whether
more restrictive immigration policy positions can actually recapture renegade voters
who have defected to FRPPs (e.g. Abou-Chadi et al. 2021; Dahlstrom and Sundell
2012; Down and Han 2020; Krause et al. 2022), it has recently been highlighted that
much of this body of research has produced ‘inconclusive, contradictory or null
results’ (Hjorth and Larsen 2022: 951).

Moreover, as yet there is no research on the potential consequences of such
position-taking for fundamental democratic attitudes in the citizenry. In particular,
political trust is a considerable blind spot in this line of research. Bringing trust into
the picture is not only of crucial normative importance, but also analytically
fruitful.

Normatively, understanding the correlates of public political trust is highly rele-
vant given that political trust is widely considered a key currency of liberal democ-
racy, inextricably entangled with the legitimacy that citizens attribute to elite actors
and the wider political system (Almond and Verba 1963; Citrin and Stoker 2018;
Marien and Hooghe 2011). Analytically, the focus on party position-taking and
political trust might also help to understand better the role that political distrust
plays for far-right voting. The literature on immigration-related trust suggests
that, due to their dissatisfaction with how political elites handle immigration issues,
immigration-sceptical citizens tend to have higher levels of political distrust than
immigration-welcoming citizens (e.g. McLaren 2012). Moreover, political distrust
is commonly invoked as a key individual-level driver of far-right voting (e.g.
Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Rooduijn 2018). Therefore, immigration-related
distrust and FRPP support might be two sides of the same coin, shaped by main-
stream party behaviour.

Against this backdrop, the present article draws on spatial theory (Bakker et al.
2020; Downs 1957; Miller and Listhaug 1990; Stecker and Tausendpfund 2016) to
shed light on the role of political (dis)trust as a consequence of mainstream party
position-taking and a precursor of far-right voting. It argues that citizens develop
feelings of political (dis)trust based on the instrumental evaluation of where their
own policy position locates relative to that of mainstream parties. In particular
the position-taking of centre-right (rather than centre-left) and government (rather
than opposition) parties are considered crucial reference points due to their loca-
tion in the immigration policy space and policy influence. Thus, whereas
immigration-sceptical citizens should react to tougher immigration positions of
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those parties with a boost in their political trust levels, immigration-welcoming citi-
zens should respond with a trust deterioration. By extension, political distrust
becomes less strongly associated with far-right voting due to more distrusting citi-
zens on the immigration-welcoming end of the spectrum.

Empirically, the study combines party-level data from the Chapel Hill Expert
Survey (CHES) project (Jolly et al. 2022) with individual-level data collected as
part of the European Social Survey (ESS) across 14 Western European democracies
in the period 2006-2018. Multilevel regression models show that, due to ‘tougher’
immigration positions taken by centre-right parties in government, immigration-
welcoming citizens become more distrustful, whereas the already high level of dis-
trust among immigration-sceptical citizens remains largely unchanged.
Furthermore, political distrust is found to become less relevant an individual-level
driver of voters’ propensity to support FRPP because political distrust levels become
more similar across the immigration policy space in the citizenry yet without mak-
ing FRPPs lose voters because of it.

Thus, this study tells a cautionary tale of how tougher mainstream party immi-
gration position-taking can have unanticipated and undesirable societal repercus-
sions, namely higher overall levels of public political distrust alongside a
sustained FRPP vote. Moreover, contrary to much existing research highlighting
political distrust as a universal precursor of far-right voting, this study suggests
that the relevance of the distrust-related FRPP vote is not unequivocally given,
but ultimately contingent on the causes of political distrust: citizens” instrumental
evaluations of how mainstream parties handle the immigration issues relative to
their own policy preferences.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. The following section presents
the theoretical framework based on a synthesis of relevant literatures to underpin
the proposed arguments and expectations of this study. The third section discusses
the data and methods leveraged to test the hypotheses. Thereafter, the fourth sec-
tion presents the empirical results, and the final section concludes by noting the
implications of this study for our understanding of immigration policy and politics,
and its contributions to the existing literatures on party competition, citizens’
democratic support and far-right voting.

Theoretical framework

Theorizing the link between mainstream party position-taking, immigration
preferences and political (dis)trust

The theoretical framework of the present study synthesizes the academic literatures
on immigration-related political trust and spatial theory to theorize the effect of
mainstream party position-taking. Figure 1 illustrates the different components
of the proposed argument, which will be further explicated in the following para-
graphs. In short, the argument draws first on the literature on immigration-related
political trust (e.g. McLaren 2012, 2017) to derive the baseline expectation that
immigration scepticism increases political distrust (the horizontal link). Drawing
on spatial theory (e.g. Downs 1957; Hinich and Munger 1997), this link is secondly
envisioned as being shaped by the immigration-related position-taking of main-
stream parties (the vertical link). Thirdly, this party effect itself is considered
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Figure 1. Graphical Representation of the Theoretical Argument.

contingent on specific party traits, namely whether mainstream parties are centre-
left or centre-right and whether they are in government or opposition (the diagonal
links).

The positive impact of immigration-sceptical attitudes on political distrust (the
horizontal link in Figure 1) is a robust finding of extant research in Western dem-
ocracies. More specifically, studies suggest that citizens’ negative sentiments towards
immigration and multiculturalism are pertinent sources of political distrust (Berg
and Hjerm 2010; McLaren 2012, 2017). Conceptually, political trust refers to citi-
zens’ generalized perceptions of whether political elites and the wider political sys-
tem fulfil legitimate functions in the daily conduct of politics (Levi and Stoker 2000;
Miller and Listhaug 1990). Citizens who distrust their political representatives and
the institutions in which they operate, such as governments, parliaments and par-
ties, generally perceive elites to conduct politics without following key moral qual-
ities, such as honesty, reliability, fairness and responsiveness to society’s needs
(Miller and Listhaug 1990: 358). Whereas political trust is typically ‘accompanied
by a sense of confidence, security, perhaps even well-being, and ... loyalty toward
the trusted’, distrust ‘carries negative affective orientations such as suspicion, antip-
athy and resentment’ (Jennings et al. 2021: 1177).

Arguably, the link between immigration attitudes and feelings of political
(dis)trust arises from citizens” dissatisfaction with past and ongoing immigration
inflows and the increasing ethnic diversification of Western societies (Berg and
Hjerm 2010; McLaren 2012, 2017). Immigration-sceptical citizens tend to blame
political elites and the institutions in which they operate to ‘have sold out the public
by failing to protect the national community from the potentially disruptive and
divisive force of immigration’ (McLaren 2012: 205). The baseline expectation
(the horizontal link in Figure 1) following from this literature is thus that
immigration-sceptical citizens should display higher levels of political distrust
than immigration-welcoming citizens.
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Turning to the vertical link in Figure 1, the next theoretical step engages with the
question of whether the immigration-(dis)trust link at the citizen level is sensitive to
party position-taking on the immigration issue. Spatial theory is a useful starting
point to understand this intuition. Essentially, spatial theory assumes that citizens
constantly evaluate the proximity between their own policy positions and those of
political parties in order to form political attitudes and assess different behavioural
options (Abou-Chadi and Krause 2020; Bakker et al. 2020; Downs 1957; Hinich
and Munger 1997; Otjes and de Wardt 2020; Stecker and Tausendpfund 2016).
Following from this logic, closer proximity to parties is not only assumed to
increase the likelihood of voting for proximate parties (Downs 1957; Hinich and
Munger 1997) but also the likelihood of assessing the core institutions of democ-
racy in more favourable terms (Miller and Listhaug 1990; Stecker and
Tausendpfund 2016). Recent research suggests that the spatial logic in relation to
salient ‘second-order’ issue dimensions, such as immigration, is particularly well
suited to explain citizens’ confidence in the political system (Bakker et al. 2020;
Stecker and Tausendpfund 2016).

Thus, by bridging the literatures on immigration-related distrust with spatial
theory, the connection between citizens’ immigration-related political (dis)trust
evaluations and parties’ position-taking on the immigration issue can be concep-
tualized as follows: if the link between citizens’ immigration-sceptical attitudes
and political distrust originates from citizens’ assessment of how parties have man-
aged mass immigration in the past, then parties might have leverage to rectify this
bias through position-taking in the present. More concretely, the question to be
answered is: do political parties’ positions on the immigration issue shape the devi-
ating (dis)trust levels of immigration-sceptical and immigration-welcoming citizens
potentially to rectify the (dis)trust imbalance between those citizen groups?

To theorize this causal mechanism properly, it is instrumental to clarify the
underlying motivational assumptions due to which citizens develop feelings of
(dis)trust. The present study builds on the assumption that the citizen-level link
between immigration preferences and political (dis)trust is largely based on
outcome-based rather than process-based considerations. Process-based considera-
tions refer to the question of whether citizens feel that their interests are at all given
a voice in the process of parliamentary representation via any represented party,
regardless of policy outcomes (e.g. Dunn 2015).

By contrast, outcome-based trust is essentially an instrumental consideration
relating to the policy outcomes that the process of political representation engen-
ders. This conception can draw on a long tradition of research on election out-
comes showing that individuals’ political trust and democratic satisfaction suffers
considerably after having voted for losing parties (e.g. Anderson et al. 2005;
Anderson and LoTempio 2002). More recently, research on referendums suggests
similarly that instrumental considerations tied to preferred policy outcomes go a
long way in explaining citizens’ support for referendums on specific policy propo-
sals (Werner 2020; Werner and Jacobs 2022). In fact, the already referenced litera-
ture on immigration-related political (dis)trust also puts policy outcomes implicitly
centre-stage by arguing that political distrust hinges on how citizens assess the
(in)ability of political elites to avert or moderate large-scale immigration and ethnic
diversification as a policy outcome (McLaren 2012, 2017).
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Presuming that instrumental considerations underpin the development of political
(dis)trust leads to the expectation that different party traits are likely to matter for the
link between immigration-scepticism and political distrust (the diagonal links in
Figure 1). First, it can be expected that mainstream party position-taking is of par-
ticular importance. Given mainstream parties’ central role in the party system and
government businesses, immigration critics are especially likely to view mainstream
parties ‘as part of the system, and thus as part of the problem’ (Belanger and
Nadeau 2005: 137; Herndndez 2018: 460), because in their eyes those parties are
responsible for too lax immigration policies that have paved the way for the multicul-
tural transformation of society. It is therefore plausible to assume that large parts of
citizens’ political (dis)trust are attributed to mainstream parties. In turn, feelings of
political distrust should hinge on the distance between citizens’ own immigration pol-
icy preference and the position-taking of mainstream parties.

More concretely, mainstream parties might be able to restore the trust of
immigration-sceptical citizens in the political system by credibly committing to
more restrictive immigration and integration policies, such as tightening up asylum
laws and citizenship acquisition rules, or requiring immigrant minorities to assimi-
late more strongly to the host society’s cultural norms. However, if we take the
main propositions of spatial theory literally, such a party move could also adversely
affect political trust levels on the immigration-welcoming side of the spectrum.
That is, more restrictive mainstream party positions on immigration may turn
immigration-welcoming citizens more strongly into ‘policy losers’ and thereby
lead to an erosion of political trust levels among citizens who advocate more liberal
immigration policies. These considerations lead to the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The link between citizens’ immigration scepticism and political dis-
trust becomes weaker the more restrictive the immigration policy positions of main-
stream parties are.

Second, it is plausible to expect differential effects depending on whether the main-
stream party is centre-left or centre-right. Centre-right parties should be better situ-
ated than centre-left parties to credibly commit to restrictive immigration and
integration policies given their ideological ‘playing field” located right of the political
centre, which makes them considerably tougher than the mainstream left in terms of
immigration policy (Abou-Chadi et al. 2021; Bale 2008). Centre-left parties, by con-
trast, generally locate in the more moderate realms of the immigration policy spec-
trum. While centre-left parties might thus generally not be in a position to take
credible and ‘tough enough’ positions in the policy space, centre-right parties may
be better able to frustrate immigration-welcoming citizens and/or please citizens
with firm anti-immigrant viewpoints. Presuming that citizens develop their political
(dis)trust levels based on expected policy outcomes, tougher positions taken by
centre-right parties, but not by centre-left parties, may thus jeopardize the former
group of citizens’ political trust while restoring the level of trust of the latter group.

Hypothesis 2: The link between citizens’ immigration scepticism and political dis-
trust becomes weaker the more restrictive the immigration policy positions of centre-
right mainstream parties are.
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Lastly, if instrumental considerations were underlying citizens’ political (dis)trust
evaluations, it is furthermore plausible that centre-right party position-taking on
the immigration issue has the strongest impact on political (dis)trust when in gov-
ernment. Arguably, being in government rather than in opposition will provide
parties with the greatest leverage over policy outcomes given their improved com-
mand over parliamentary majorities and government portfolios. Citizens, in turn,
who develop political trust levels based on outcome-based evaluations, should
respond most strongly to the immigration-related position-taking of centre-right
parties when in government.

Hypothesis 3: The link between citizens’ immigration scepticism and political dis-
trust becomes weaker the more restrictive the immigration policy positions of centre-
right mainstream parties are, contingent on those parties’ government participation.

Does the trust-shaping effect of mainstream party position-taking matter for
far-right voting?
Alongside this article’s interest in whether citizens’ political trust levels are sensitive
to the immigration policy positions taken by mainstream parties, it also seeks to
understand the consequence of this interaction for citizens’ likelihood to cast an
FRPP vote. Existing research on far-right voting can be broadly categorized as high-
lighting two voter motives: policy and protest motives (e.g. Cohen 2020; Ivarsflaten
2008). Whereas policy motives relate mainly to immigration and integration issues,
protest motives are considered to be not in favour of a particular political party or
candidate, but rather against the ruling political elite and the institutions in which
the daily conduct of mainstream politics takes place. Plausibly, this form of anti-
elitism is encoded in the concept of political distrust, wherefore scholars of far-right
voting behaviour commonly equate protest motives with a lack of political trust (see
Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Rooduijn 2018: 356; Swyngedouw 2001: 233).
However, empirical findings reported in the literature suggest a rather nuanced
picture of how protest motives relate to voters’ electoral support for FRPPs. Studies
suggest that protest motives ought not to be viewed as completely decoupled from
political preferences (Cohen 2020; Hernandez 2018). As Enrique Hernandez (2018:
461) puts it, ‘the process by which discontent relates to party choices should not
only be influenced by citizens’ desire to protest, but also by what citizens want
to protest about’. This sits well with this study’s assumption of citizens’ political
(dis)trust evaluations being based on policy outcome-based considerations.
Hence, the present study proposes that that the trust-shaping effect of main-
stream party position-taking extends to the relevance of political distrust as a pre-
cursor of far-right voting. If, as argued in the previous subsection, the adoption of
tougher party stances makes previously distrustful immigration-sceptical citizens
more trustful and/or conversely prompts previously more trustful immigration-
welcoming citizens to become more distrustful, this implies a possible alteration
of the trust imbalance across the immigration policy spectrum. That is, due to
the two citizen groups’ antagonistic moves in response to mainstream party
position-taking, immigration-sceptical and immigration-welcoming citizens
might become more similar, converge, or switch completely with regard to their
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political (dis)trust levels. However, the increased political distrust among
immigration-welcoming citizens resulting from their frustration with what they
see as too restrictive immigration positions taken by mainstream actors is unlikely
to translate into support for the most anti-immigration voices in the political sys-
tem, namely FRPPs. Put differently, political distrust will not unequivocally
increase the likelihood of far-right voting, but only if it is rooted in voters’ frustra-
tion with too liberal, rather than too restrictive, immigration positions of main-
stream elite actors.

Consequently, the distrust among immigration-sceptical voters, who are a key
segment for FRPP mobilization, may no longer exhibit as strong an association
with far-right party support because immigration-welcoming citizens, who tend
to be opposed to the anti-immigration platform of FRPPs, have now more similar,
or even more severe, levels of political distrust.

Since the trust-shaping effect of mainstream party positions can be expected to
be augmented for centre-right parties and when in government (see H3 and H4),
the relevance of these intervening factors can also be expected to matter by exten-
sion for the phenomenon of far-right voting.

Hypothesis 4: The link between citizens’ political distrust and FRPP support
becomes weaker the more restrictive the immigration policy positions of centre-right
mainstream parties are, contingent on those parties’ government participation.

Data and methods

Pursuing these hypotheses requires linking attitudinal individual-level data on citi-
zens to contextual-level data on party positions on the immigration issue across
Western European countries. The present article seeks to meet this requirement
by leveraging a joined dataset of party-level expert survey data from the CHES pro-
ject (Jolly et al. 2022) and individual-level survey data from the ESS (European
Social Survey 2020). This dataset covers 14 Western European countries and
49 country-survey waves in 2006 (ESS wave 3), 2010 (ESS wave 5), 2014 (ESS
wave 7) and 2018 (ESS wave 9), for which individual-level and contextual-level
indicators were available in all cases. Table 1 provides an overview of selected coun-
tries and CHES/ESS survey waves.

Main variables

Six main variables are at the centre of the analysis. At the individual level, these are
citizens’ political trust, whether or not they voted for a FRPP, and their viewpoints
on immigration policy. At the party level, centre-right and centre-left parties’
position-taking on the immigration issue are distinguished, as well as those parties’
government participation. For better comprehensibility, party-level variables are
from now on indicated in CAPITAL LETTERS.

Political trust is both a dependent variable in its own right, and an explanatory vari-
able of far-right voting. Three ESS survey items measure respondents’ trust in politi-
cians, parties and national parliaments in a consistent manner across time and
countries by asking, ‘Using this card, please tell me on a score of 0-10 how much
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Table 1. Country Selection, Corresponding CHES/ESS Waves, and Selected Parties

Corresponding Centre-right Centre-left
Country CHES/ESS waves parties parties FRPPs
Austria 2006, 2014, 2018/19 ovp SPO BzO, FPO
Belgium 2006, 2010, 2014, CDH, VLD, CD&V, PS, SPA, SP/ FN, VB
2018/19 CDV, PSC/CDH, SPA
Denmark 2006, 2010, 2014, KF, V SD FP, DF, NB
2018/19
Finland 2006, 2010, 2014, KD, KESK, KOK SDP PS
2018/19
France 2006, 2010, 2014, LR, UMP PS DLF, FN,
2018/19 MNR, MPF,
RN
Germany 2006, 2010, 2014, Ccbu/csu SPD AfD, NPD,
2018/19 DVU, REP
Greece 2010 ND PASOK LACS, XA
Ireland 2006, 2010, 2014, FF, FG Lab
2018/19
Italy 2018/19 FI DS, PDS LN, FdI
Netherlands 2006, 2010, 2014, CDA, WD PvdA FvD, LPF,
2018/19 PWV
Portugal 2006, 2010, 2014, CDS, PP, PSD PS
2018/19
Spain 2006, 2010, 2014, PP PSOE VOX
2018/19
Sweden 2006, 2010, 2014, M, KD SAP, S/SAP SD
2018/19
United 2006, 2010, 2014, Cons Labour UKIP, BNP
Kingdom 2018/19

Note: Please see Table A4 in Supplementary Material A for a list of the parties’ full names.

you personally trust each of the institutions I read out ... politicians/parties/[country’]s
parliament.” Higher values on these scales represent higher levels of trust in the respect-
ive institutions/actors. Since the three items have a high internal validity (Cronbach’s
alpha =0.91), they were combined in a single variable by standardizing individuals’
responses between values of 0 and 1 (by dividing values by 10) and then averaging
across the three items to obtain a generalized single indicator of citizens’ political
trust. Please note that this indicator is likely to blur some of the subtle differences
between lack of trust, mistrust and distrust (Jennings et al. 2021). Nevertheless, the pol-
itical trust measures provided by the ESS can be taken as rather granular indicators that
range from trust at one end to distrust at the other, with mistrust in the middle (Citrin
and Stoker 2018: 51). Moreover, as the ESS provides this indicator across time and sev-
eral Western European countries in a consistent manner, it is clearly the preferred
source of data for the purpose of testing this paper’s hypotheses.


https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6 Published online by Cambridge University Press

10 Lucas Geese

FRPP vote is the second dependent variable in this study, measuring whether
respondents have voted for an FRPP in the most recent election (=1) or not
(=0) (variable group ‘Party voted for in last general election’). FRPPs are identified
according to the following procedure. First, the party FAMILY variable in the CHES
dataset is leveraged by considering all those parties labelled as ‘radical right’. Since
the ESS indicates additional potential FRPPs, additional parties are considered fol-
lowing existing scholarship (Abou-Chadi et al. 2021; Krause et al. 2022; McLaren
2012; Rooduijn 2018) and own knowledge. Table 1 indicates all the parties consid-
ered as FRPPs in this study.

A third key individual-level variable is citizens’ viewpoints on immigration pol-
icy. Three ESS items' are leveraged that tap into the economic and cultural-identity
consequences of immigration and multiculturalism as perceived by respondents.
Responses are coded on scales from 0 to 10, which were recoded/reversed so that
higher values indicate more immigration-scepticism. The three items have a high
internal validity (Cronbach’s alpha =0.86), such that a single indicator is created
by standardizing values between 0 and 1 (by dividing values by 10) before averaging
across individual responses as suggested by Lauren McLaren (2012).

For assessing mainstream parties’ immigration policy positions, the data pro-
vided by the CHES project is utilized. Of specific interest is the position-taking
of mainstream centre-right and centre-left parties. Parties are considered as centre-
left if the CHES party FAMILY variable codes them as ‘Socialist’, although recently
formed parties are excluded.” In defining ‘centre-right’ parties, this study follows
Leila Hadj Abdou et al. (2022: 331), who conceptualize parties in that category
as a ‘broad church’ composed of more than one party family, ‘namely, conservative,
Christian democrat and (some, though not all) liberal parties’.

In order to determine mainstream parties’ positions on the immigration issue,
three CHES items are leveraged, which are available in a consistent manner across
the 14 countries under study for the years 2006, 2010, 2014 and 2019:
IMMIGRATE_POLICY,” MULTICULTURALISM* and ETHNIC_MINORITIES.”
In both groups of mainstream parties, these three items have a high internal validity
agreement with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.89. Thus, an ANTI-IMMIGRATION
POSITION index is created for both centre-left and centre-right parties in
the following manner. First, the three scales are averaged into a single policy dimen-
sion for each party per year. Second, given that there may be more than one centre-
right or centre-left party in a country-year (see Table 1), for both party groups a
summary scale is constructed, in which each party position is weighted by the
party’s6 seat share relative to the parliamentary seats of all parties in that party
group.

Figure 2 provides insights into the distribution of the ANTI-IMMIGRATION
index for centre-right (top panel) and centre-left parties (bottom panel). As can
be see, centre-right positions tend to locate to the right of centre between values
of 3.2 and 8.1 (mean = 6.6), but without taking extreme positions greater than 8,
which makes them distinguishable from the extreme positions of FRPPs. By con-
trast, centre-left positions locate notably more to the left by taking values between
2.4 and 6.7 (mean =4.1). At the same time, positions differ significantly not only
between the two party groups, but also within, given that each group’s variance
spans roughly half of the ideological spectrum.
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Figure 2. Mainstream Parties’ Immigration Policy Positions.

Eventually, the theoretical framework and therefore the analysis takes into con-
sideration the GOVERNMENT involvement of mainstream parties. Based on infor-
mation provided by the CHES dataset,” the analysis distinguishes whether parties in
a given year were in government (= 1) or not (=0).

Control variables

The analysis further controls for variables that could conflate the relationships
between the independent and dependent variables, namely well-known individual-
level variables of demography, social capital and political orientations (e.g.
Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Marien and Hooghe 2011; McLaren 2012).
Sociodemographic controls include gender,® age’ and age squared in years, educa-
tional attainment'® in years of full-time education completed, and whether or not
citizens are unemployed.'" Citizens’ social capital is assessed by citizens’ attendance
at religious services,'” by their frequency of meeting other people (social con-
tacts'’), by whether or not they are members in a labour union'* and by whether
they live in a partnership (married or non-married) with another person." Political
orientation controls extend to political interest, party closeness and left-right ideo-
logical self-placement. Political interest is measured on a four-point Likert-scale."®
Individuals’ psychological closeness to a political party measures whether respon-
dents feel close'” to a party and how strong'® this feeling of closeness is, ranging
from 0 (‘no party closeness’) to 4 (‘strongest party closeness’). Citizens” ideological
left-right placement'® is measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 10, with higher
values indicating more rightist positions.
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Lastly, the analysis further accounts for macro-level influences of political con-
text. This heeds the findings of extant research suggesting that FRPPs’ parliamen-
tary seat share and involvement in government coalitions can have crucial
repercussions for public political trust and the electoral support of FRPPs
(Cohen 2020; Kriesi and Schulte-Cloos 2020; Muis et al. 2022). Information on
FRPPs’ parliamentary seat shares and government involvement™ is taken from
the CHES dataset.

Table Al in Supplementary Material A provides descriptive statistics for all vari-
ables entered into the models presented in the results section.

Statistical models

Given the data structure and research questions at hand, which are interested in
how contextual variation of party policy positions at the country-year level interacts
with individual-level variables to shape political trust and far-right voting, multi-
level regression models are the preferred modelling choice (Gelman and Hill
2007: chapters 11 and 14). More precisely, to explain citizens’ political trust,
which is a continuous variable, linear multilevel regression models are estimated;
to model the binary decision to cast a vote for an FRPP, logit multilevel regression
models are relied upon.

In the dataset at hand, 78,831 individual-level citizen observations are clustered
in 49 country-survey waves. Party-level variables vary in this dataset at the level of
country-survey waves. More concretely, indicators for mainstream party position-
taking and parties’ government participation vary not only across countries, but
also within countries over time/survey waves. In other words, there are 49 distinct
values for these contextual-level variables, that is, one value per country-survey
wave. Following the suggestions of Alexander Schmidt-Catran and Malcolm
Fairbrother (2016), it would be erroneous to model this variation in a multilevel
model specifying the country level (i.e. the 14 countries) as the second level because
this would treat the party-level data implicitly as individual-level data, thereby
‘inflating the degrees of freedom and deflating the SEs’ (Schmidt-Catran and
Fairbrother 2016: 25). Therefore, the multilevel model specifications in the succeed-
ing regression analyses treat individual-level citizen observations (level 1) as clus-
tered in 49 country-survey waves (level 2).*!

For both linear and logit regression models, the first analytical step is based
on the estimation of random-intercepts models that consider level-1 and
level-2 predictors, but without any interaction effects. In succeeding analytical
steps, this model is extended by two-way and three-way interaction effects
between predictors at level-2 (mainstream party positions on immigration and
those parties’ government-opposition statuses) and level-1 (citizens’
immigration-scepticism and political trust) including random coefficients for
the level-1 predictor variables.

Prior to these estimations, all individual-level and control variables that are
based on Likert scales were standardized between values of 0 and 1. Moreover,
all continuously coded variables were centred following the suggestions of Craig
Enders and Davood Tofighi (2007). Thus, level-2 variables are grand mean-centred
and level-1 covariates are within-cluster mean-centred.
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Results

Supplementary Material A provides more empirical materials adding to this
‘Results’ section, while Supplementary Materials B and C present robustness
checks.

Mainstream party positions on immigration and political trust

Table 2 presents an extract of the estimates of four multilevel linear models regres-
sing the political trust variable on the immigration policy preferences of voters, the
position-taking of centre-left or centre-right parties and those parties’ government-
opposition statuses while controlling for potentially confounding factors as outlined
in the previous section. For illustration purposes, only the coefficients for the main
variables are displayed in the table while full models are provided in Table A2 of
Supplementary Material A.

Results from a baseline model without interaction effects (Model 1) suggests that
citizens’ viewpoints on immigration policy are a central determinant of their polit-
ical trust levels, which substantiates previous key findings in the literature (Berg and
Hjerm 2010; McLaren 2012, 2017) and thus confirms the baseline expectation.
More specifically, Model 1 suggests that, when a citizen’s anti-immigration position
increases by one unit (from the lowest observed value to the highest in a country),
the political trust indicator decreases by 0.281 units (on a scale ranging from 0 to 1).

Interestingly, the baseline model further suggests that the country-year-level
variable for centre-left-party position-taking on the immigration issue exerts
a statistically significant positive effect on the dependent variable, whereas centre-
right-party position-taking exerts a negative effect. However, the significance of the
former of those relationships does not prove to be robust in alternative model
specification (see particularly Table B6.1 in Supplementary Material B).

Additional models are estimated (Models 2, 3 and 4) that include cross-level
interactions between citizens’ immigration preferences, mainstream parties’ immi-
gration policy positions and the government-opposition status of centre-right par-
ties in order to examine whether and how these variables shape each other’s effects
on political (dis)trust.

In a first step, Models 2 and 3 probe H1 and H2 by extending the baseline model
by the interaction between citizens’ and parties’ immigration preferences. The inter-
action term in Model 2 suggests that the position-taking of centre-left parties has
no notable moderating relevance for the impact of citizens’ immigration-scepticism
on political trust. By contrast, the interaction term in Model 3 suggests that the
position-taking of centre-right parties matters a great deal more as a moderating
factor. That is, the positive and statistically significant coefficient suggests that
the negative effect of citizens’ immigration-scepticism on political trust becomes
smaller as centre-right parties take more restrictive stances on the immigration
issue. This speaks more in favour of H2 than H1.

However, H3 posits that the negative impact of immigration-scepticism on pol-
itical trust is further moderated by the government-opposition status of centre-
right parties. In order to test for this additional condition in the data, Model 4
extends the baseline model by the three-way interaction between citizens’ anti-
immigration views, centre-right party position-taking, and those parties’
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Table 2. Multilevel Linear Regression Models Explaining Political Trust

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
b/se b/se b/se b/se
Citizens’ anti-immigration position® —0.281*** —0.285*** —0.284*** —0.273***
(0.010) (0.011) (0.010) (0.023)
CLP’s anti-immigration position® 0.049*** 0.049*** 0.049*** 0.049***
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)
CRP’s anti-immigration position® —0.040*** —0.039*** —0.039*** —0.036
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.018)
CLP government involvement® —0.009 —0.009 —0.009 —-0.010
(0.024) (0.024) (0.024) (0.024)
CRP government involvement® 0.041 0.042 0.042 0.043
(0.027) (0.027) (0.027) (0.026)
Citizens’® x CLP’s anti-immigration position? 0.011
(0.010)
Citizens’® x CRP’s anti-immigration position? 0.028*** 0.005
(0.008) (0.021)
Citizens’ anti-immigration position®x CRP government involvement® -0.010
(0.026)

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued.)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
b/se b/se b/se b/se
CRP’s anti-immigration position® x CRP government involvement® —0.004
(0.019)
Citizens’® x CRP’s anti-immigration position® x CRP government? 0.026
(0.023)
Intercept 0.367*** 0.368*** 0.368*** 0.367***
(0.032) (0.032) (0.032) (0.031)
Random coefficient: voter’s anti-immigration position 0.005 0.004 0.004
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
Random intercept: country-years 0.032 0.004 0.004 0.004
(0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)
N (country-years) 49 49 49 49
N (individuals) 78,831 78,831 78,831 78,831
Log pseudolikelihood 23,500.698 23,680.533 23,683.696 23,684.065

Notes: CLP = centre-left party; CRP = centre-right party. Multilevel linear regression mixed effects estimates; standard errors reported in parentheses; post-stratification weights applied.
Centred at global mean.
bCentred at within-cluster mean; estimates for control variables not displayed; *p <0.05, **p<0.01, ***p <0.001.
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Figure 3. Marginal Effects of Citizens’ Immigration-Scepticism on Public Political Trust.
Note: Plots are based on Model 4 in Table 2.

government-opposition status (Model 5 in Table A2 in Supplementary Material A
replicates the three-way interaction for centre-left parties). The results of Model 4
for centre-right parties are visualized in Figure 3 in the form of marginal effects
estimations. That is, the plots visualize the estimated effects of a one-unit change
in the restrictiveness of citizens’ immigration policy preferences on their political
trust levels depending on centre-right party position-taking on the immigration
issue (Figure Al in Supplementary Material A replicates those estimations for
centre-left parties).

The left-hand plot suggests that, when centre-right parties are in opposition, the
negative impact of immigration-scepticism on political trust remains largely con-
stant, regardless of how restrictive the position-taking of those parties is.
However, the right hand-plot suggests that the moderating effect of centre-right
parties’ position-taking indicated by Model 3 appears to be mainly driven by
those parties’ government status. More concretely, the plot shows that the negative
effect of immigration-scepticism on political trust becomes notably smaller as
centre-right parties in government take more restrictive immigration positions.
This finding corroborates H3 rather than H2 or HI. In other words, the position-
taking effect depends on centre-right parties that are in government.

In order to understand better whether the position-taking of centre-right gov-
ernment parties shape the political (dis)trust levels of immigration-welcoming
and immigration-sceptical citizens in a different manner, Figure 4 visualizes add-
itional marginal effects estimations based on Model 4. Differently to Figure 3,
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Figure 4. Marginal Effects of Centre-Right Parties’ Immigration Position-Taking on Public Political Trust.
Note: Plot is based on Model 4 in Table 2.

this plot treats citizens’ anti-immigration positions as the moderator, thus showing
the marginal effects of the position-taking of centre-right government parties on
citizens’ political trust depending on the immigration policy preferences of those
citizens. As can be seen, the estimates suggest that the impact of more restrictive
party positions shrinks as citizens’ policy preferences become more anti-
immigration. On the immigration-friendly end, political trust levels deteriorate
most strongly. However, on the immigration-sceptical end of the citizen spectrum,
the party effect is smallest and fails to reach levels of statistical significance.

Please note that these findings do not change either in alternative model speci-
fications (see Supplementary Material B) or in a replication of the marginal effects
estimations following the recommendations of Jens Hainmueller et al. (2019) (see
Supplementary Material C).

Mainstream party positions on immigration and the impact of political trust on
FRPP voting
Table 3 reports the results of four multilevel logit models intended to model the
phenomenon of far-right voting (full models are presented in Table A3 of
Supplementary material A). Model 1 shows the results from an estimation without
interactions, which reiterates well-known empirical patterns, such as that the deci-
sion to cast an FRPP vote is strongly influenced by citizens’ viewpoints on immi-
gration policy and by how much trust they place in the political system.
However, when extending this model by the interactions between political trust
and party position-taking (Models 2 and 3), it turns out that the relevance of
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Table 3. Multilevel Logit Models Explaining FRPP Voting

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
b/se b/se b/se b/se
Political trust® —0.839*** ~1.020*** —1.027*** -1.154
(0.208) (0.198) (0.187) (0.972)
CLP’s anti-immigration position® —0.125 —0.117 —0.119 —0.139
(0.122) (0.118) (0.119) (0.111)
CRP’s anti-immigration position® 0.265* 0.285** 0.302** —0.214
(0.105) (0.107) (0.107) (0.561)
CLP government involvement® —0.181 —0.180 —0.173 —0.145
(0.295) (0.306) (0.305) (0.309)
CRP government involvement® —0.082 —0.087 —0.079 —0.470
(0.330) (0.340) (0.338) (0.410)

Political trust® x CLP’s anti-immigration position? 0.099
(0.204)

Political trust® x CRP’s anti-immigration position? 0.444** 0.823
(0.139) (1.055)
Political trust®x CRP government involvement® 0.086
(1.050)
CRP’s anti-immigration position® x CRP government involvement? 0.545
(0.590)

(Continued)

81

9S995H) sedn|


https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Table 3. (Continued.)

Political trust® x CRP’s anti-immigration position® x CRP government?

Intercept

Random coefficient: political trust

Random intercept: country-years

N (country-years)

N (individuals)

Log pseudolikelihood

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
b/se b/se b/se b/se
—0.417
(1.069)
—3.584*** —3.614*** —3.626™** —3.235%**
(0.415) (0.422) (0.421) (0.444)
0.862** 0.660** 0.649**
(0.291) (0.228) (0.217)
0.248** 0.256** 0.255** 0.246**
(0.086) (0.086) (0.086) (0.081)
36 36 36 36
62,750 62,750 62,750 62,750
—8,350.307 —8,331.145 —8,328.150 —8,327.433

Notes: CLP = centre-left party; CRP = centre-right party. Multilevel logit regression mixed effects estimates; standard errors reported in parentheses; post-stratification weights applied.

Centred at global mean.

PCentred at within-cluster mean; estimates for control variables not displayed; *p <0.05, **p <0.01, ***p <0.001.
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Figure 5. Political Trust and the Likelihood of FRPP Voting.
Note: Plots are based on Model 4 in Table 3.

political distrust as a determinant of far-right voting should not be considered in
isolation from the policy positions that mainstream parties take on the immigration
issue. In particular centre-right party position-taking (Model 3) appears to weaken
the association between political distrust and far-right voting.

In order to understand to what extent this empirical pattern depends on centre-
right parties’ government participation as posited by H4, Model 4 includes the
three-way interaction between political trust, centre-right party position-taking
on immigration and those parties’ government versus opposition status (Model 5
in Table A3 in Supplementary Material A replicates the three-way interaction for
centre-left parties). Based on Model 4, Figure 5 visualizes the relationship between
far-right voting and political (dis)trust in the form of predicted probabilities plots
depending on whether centre-right mainstream parties are in government and
whether they take more liberal or more restrictive stances on the immigration
issue (Figure A2 in Supplementary Material A replicates those estimations for
centre-left parties).”> As can be seen, the most notable difference between more
restrictive and more liberal immigration positions taken by centre-right parties
materializes when those parties are in government. When centre-right government
parties (the right-hand plot) take more liberal immigration positions, political dis-
trust has a notable positive impact on the propensity to vote for FRPPs. However,
not only is this impact substantially smaller when those parties take more restrictive
immigration positions, as indicated by a notably flattened slope, but the two slopes
are also clearly distinguishable in terms of their confidence intervals. Conversely,
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although the difference in the steepness of the slopes is still visible in the left-hand
plot, the large overlap between the confidence intervals provides less confidence in
the relevance of these position-taking dynamics when centre-right parties are in
opposition. Taken together, these findings thus lend support for H4.

Alternative model specifications showing the robustness of the model estima-
tions are provided in Supplementary Material B.

Conclusion

The question of whether mainstream parties should take a ‘tougher’ immigration
policy position is at the heart of contemporary public and academic political dis-
courses. As political conflict over immigration issues is widely considered to feed
into the erosion of public political trust and the electoral success of FRPPs across
Western European democracies, the question arises whether such party
position-taking can restore the trust of immigration-sceptical voters in the pol-
itical system and thereby curb the overall electoral support for FRPPs.

The present study speaks to these debates by providing the first systematic ana-
lysis of whether and how mainstream party positions on the immigration issue mat-
ter for citizens’ political trust and, by extension, the relevance of political trust as a
precursor of FRPP voting. Three central findings stand out.

First, citizens’ immigration scepticism becomes less strongly a determinant of
political distrust when mainstream parties adopt more restrictive immigration posi-
tions. However, only the immigration policy positions adopted by centre-right par-
ties are found to have this moderating effect, while there is little evidence that those
of centre-left parties have an effect. In addition, the position-taking effect of centre-
right parties is further conditional on their government participation.

Second, this trust-shaping effect works mainly through a deterioration of the
political trust levels of citizens on the immigration-welcoming end of the policy
spectrum, whereas the already low level of political trust of citizens with firm anti-
immigration viewpoints remains largely unchanged. This suggests that, although
the trust-(im)balance across the immigration policy spectrum changes, the overall
level of public political distrust worsens.

Third, as centre-right government parties go tougher on the immigration issue,
political distrust becomes less relevant a driver of the FRPP vote. This is likely a
consequence of the trust-shaping effect of such position-taking across the immigra-
tion policy spectrum. While immigration-welcoming citizens become more like
immigration-sceptical citizens in terms of their (dis)trust levels (i.e. they become
less trustful), they are likely to remain opposed to the anti-immigration platforms
of FRPPs out of policy considerations. Yet there is little evidence suggesting that
immigration-sceptical voters are discouraged from supporting FRPPs due to
restored political trust levels, which is why the electoral wind in FRPPs’ sails is
likely to remain steady.

Viewed in conjunction, these findings are therefore highly relevant as they sug-
gest that the decision of centre-right parties to be tougher on immigration in order
to curb FRPP support can have serious unanticipated and undesirable repercus-
sions in relation to a key currency of democracy, namely public political trust,
while FRPPs continue to garner significant vote shares. As such, the uncovering
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of these empirical patterns is of further importance as they make relevant contribu-
tions to several political science literatures.

The first two main findings add to the literature on the link between political
trust and immigration politics, which has established that a pertinent source of pol-
itical distrust is citizens’ immigration grievances (Berg and Hjerm 2010; McLaren
2012, 2017). While this literature has convincingly argued and empirically shown
that a substantial share of citizens’ political distrust originates from the dissatisfac-
tion of immigration sceptics with how mainstream political actors have managed
mass immigration and the multicultural transformation of Western societies in
the past, little is known about whether this link is actually amenable to the behav-
iour of mainstream political actors in the present. This study narrows this gap by
showing that the immigration policy positions adopted by centre-right mainstream
parties in government is a crucial contextual factor to consider. The relative import-
ance of the government status of centre-right parties in this relationship emphasizes
further the relevance of citizens’ policy outcome-based consideration for their
(dis)trust evaluations. However, as the position-taking effect plays out mainly as
a trust-deteriorating effect on the immigration-friendly end of the political spec-
trum, one could infer that political trust is a democratic resource that is more easily
lost than restored. If true, this would raise the long-term stakes of such party
position-taking for the wider democratic system even higher.

Moreover, the third finding improves our knowledge of the conditions under
which political distrust is a driver of FRPP support. Existing research commonly
equates distrust-related electoral support for FRPPs with protest voting, which is
assumed to be distinct from policy-based voting motives (Geurkink et al. 2020;
Hernandez 2018; Swyngedouw 2001). However, the present study suggests that pol-
icy outcome-based motives are not completely separable but in fact an important
ingredient of the distrust-based FRPP vote. That is, citizens’ instrumental evalua-
tions of how the position-taking of centre-right parties relates to their own policy
preferences — that is, whether they consider the position-taking to be too liberal or
too restrictive — appears to determine whether a high political distrust level
increases the likelihood of supporting FRPPs. This provides a plausible explanation
for why political distrust is commonly reported to matter more in some time and
country contexts than in others (Norris 2005; Rooduijn 2018). By highlighting the
relevance of mainstream party position-taking on immigration, this study thus adds
further to a burgeoning body of research suggesting that the composition of the
group of FRPP supporters hinges to a considerable degree on contextual factors
(Cohen 2020; Kriesi and Schulte-Cloos 2020; Muis et al. 2022).

Lastly, all three findings also contribute to the literature on the consequences of
mainstream party position-taking on immigration. This area of research has mostly
focused on the unconditional consequences for citizens’ propensity to vote for
FRPPs, suggesting overall that mainstream parties’ attempts to go ‘tougher’ on
immigration-related issue dimensions do not serve the goal to recapture renegade
voters who have defected to support FRPPs (e.g. Abou-Chadi et al. 2021;
Dahlstrom and Sundell 2012; Down and Han 2020; Krause et al. 2022).
However, a full examination of the consequences that mainstream party positions
on immigration can have for democratic life and politics requires political scientists
to look beyond immediate impacts on voting behaviour. That is, it is equally
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important to consider their potential consequences for fundamental democratic
norms and attitudes in the citizenry. Plausibly, as many of those attitudes are
known to exert an influence on voting behaviour as causally more distant factors
(Campbell et al. 1960: 24-37), altering them could effectively ‘preempt voting for
a radical-right party’ (Williams and Hunger 2022). The present study addresses
this gap by putting its analytical spotlight on political trust, a key democratic
resource commonly considered to affect far-right voting.

For all its contributions to existing literatures, this study also opens up new ave-
nues for future research. Based on the findings uncovered here, one might conjec-
ture that more restrictive centre-right positions on immigration have overall more
undesirable than desirable societal consequences. Yet before making such a general
conclusion, political scientists ought to consider other potentially important polit-
ical consequences as well. In particular the trust-shaping effect of centre-right gov-
ernment parties’ positions warrants further research in that respect. The present
study has focused on how the trust-shaping effect matters for far-right voting.
However, political trust is known to have several other important repercussions
for democratic life, such as electoral turnout, citizens’ obedience to the state’s
authoritative decision-making power and their acceptance of violence as a legitim-
ate form of political action (Citrin and Stoker 2018; Marien and Hooghe 2011;
Stoker and Evans 2019). These would be important areas where succeeding research
could take this research agenda forwards.

Furthermore, what are the repercussions of the political trust-shaping effect on
the immigration-welcoming side of the political spectrum? This study finds that
political trust levels among immigration-welcoming citizens crumble in response
to more restrictive immigration policy positions taken by centre-right government
parties. Since political trust is also known to feed into voting for far-left populist
parties (Rooduijn 2018), this could enable these parties to siphon off voters from
centre-left mainstream parties. In other words, whether knowingly or not, by
going tougher on the immigration issue centre-right parties in government could
weaken the electoral outlook of centre-left mainstream parties rather than that of
FRPPs (for a similar argument on the position-taking of centre-left parties see
Hjorth and Larsen 2022).

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.
1017/gov.2024.6.
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Notes

1 Item imbgeco: ‘Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy that people come to
live here from other countries?’; item imueclt: “Would you say that [country]’s cultural life is generally
undermined or enriched by people coming to live here from other countries?’; item imwbcnt: ‘Is [country]
made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other countries?’

2 This applies to the Irish Social Democrats and the Italian Sinistra e Liberta.
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3 The variable runs on a scale between 0 and 10, with values of 0 indicating ‘strongly favours a liberal pol-
icy on immigration” and values of 10 indicating ‘strongly favours a restrictive policy on immigration’.

4 The variable runs on a scale between 0 and 10, with values of 0 indicating ‘strongly favours multicultur-
alism’ and values of 10 indicating ‘strongly favours assimilation’.

5 The variable runs on a scale between 0 and 10, with values of 0 indicating ‘strongly supports more rights
for ethnic minorities’ and values of 10 indicating ‘strongly opposes more rights for ethnic minorities’.

6 For example, in Finland 2010, the CHES dataset indicates three centre-right parties: the Centre Party
(KESK), the National Coalition (KOK) and the Christian Democrats (KD). These parties had parliamentary
seat shares across all parties of 25.5%, 25% and 3.5%, respectively. Thus, within the group of centre-right
parties the KESK held 47.2%, the KOK 46.3% and the KD 6.5% of all centre-right seats. To create the sum-
mary scale, the immigration policy positions of the three parties (6.1, 5.5 and 6.1) were thus multiplied by
their within-party group seat share before adding them up: (6.1 x 0.472) + (5.5 x 0.463) + (6.1 x 0.065) =
5.8.

7 Item ‘GOVT’.

8 Item ‘gndr’.

9 Item ‘agea’.

10 Item ‘eduyrs’ ‘About how many years of education have you completed?’

11 Item ‘mnactic’.

12 Item ‘rlgatnd’: ‘Apart from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often do you
attend religious services nowadays?’

13 Item ‘sclmeet: ‘Using this card, how often do you meet socially with friends, relatives or work
colleagues?’

14 Item ‘mbtru’: ‘Are you a member of a trade union or similar organization?’

15 Item ‘partner’.

16 Item ‘polintr’: ‘How interested would you say you are in politics - are you ...’

17 Item ‘clsprty’: ‘Is there a particular political party you feel closer to than all the other parties?’

18 Item ‘prtdgcl: ‘How close do you feel to this party? Do you feel that you are ...’

19 Item ‘Irscale’: ‘In politics people sometimes talk of “left” and “right”. Using this card, where would you
place yourself on this scale, where 0 means the left and 10 means the right?’

20 Item ‘GOVT.

21 Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother (2016) further recommend estimating not only models in which the
number of distinct values of contextual-level variables coincides with the number of level-2 clusters, but
also adding a further third level of cross-classified clusters accommodating for any relevant interdepend-
ence at the country and year level. This approach is, however, computationally demanding and often
faces problems of convergence (Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother 2016: 26). To address this recommenda-
tion nonetheless, Supplementary Material B provides such models as additional robustness checks. As the
number of years in the data at hand is limited to four clusters (2006, 2010, 2014, 2018/19), which is too few
to reliably estimate random effects, the year-level clustering in this alternative modelling strategy is accom-
modated through the inclusion of dummy variables as suggested by Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother (2016:
27). As can be seen there, coefficient estimates for the interaction terms do not differ greatly to those pre-
sented in Tables 2 and 3.

22 More liberal/more restrictive stances are defined as 1.5 units below or above the mean on parties’ immi-
gration policy position scale.

References

Abou-Chadi T, Cohen D and Wagner M (2021) The Centre-Right versus the Radical Right: The Role of
Migration Issues and Economic Grievances. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 48(2), 366-384.
https:/doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853903.

Abou-Chadi T and Krause W (2020) The Causal Effect of Radical Right Success on Mainstream Parties’
Policy Positions: A Regression Discontinuity Approach. British Journal of Political Science 50(3), 829-
847. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123418000029.

Almond G and Verba S (1963) The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853903
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853903
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123418000029
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123418000029
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Government and Opposition 25

Anderson CJ et al. (2005) Losers’ Consent: Elections and Democratic Legitimacy, 1st edn. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Anderson CJ and LoTempio AJ (2002) Winning, Losing and Political Trust in America. British Journal of
Political Science 32(2), 335-351. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123402000133.

Bakker R, Jolly S and Polk J (2020) Multidimensional Incongruence, Political Disaffection, and Support
for Anti-Establishment Parties. Journal of European Public Policy 27(2), 292-309. https://doi.org/10.
1080/13501763.2019.1701534.

Bale T (2008) Turning Round the Telescope: Centre-Right Parties and Immigration and Integration Policy in
Europe. Journal of European Public Policy 15(3), 315-330. https:/doi.org/10.1080/13501760701847341.
Bale T et al. (2010) If You Can’t Beat Them, Join Them? Explaining Social Democratic Responses to the
Challenge from the Populist Radical Right in Western Europe. Political Studies 58(3), 410-426. https:/

doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2009.00783.x.

Belanger E and Nadeau R (2005) Political Trust and the Vote in Multiparty Elections: The Canadian Case.
European Journal of Political Research 44(1), 121-146. https:/doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2005.00221 x.

Berg L and Hjerm M (2010) National Identity and Political Trust. Perspectives on European Politics and
Society 11(4), 390-407. https://doi.org/10.1080/15705854.2010.524403.

Booth R and Goodier M (2023) Legal Action Planned over UK’s ‘Cruel’ Income Threshold Visa Rules.
Guardian, 17 December, www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/dec/17/legal-action-planned-over-uk-
cruel-income-threshold-visa-rules.

Campbell A et al. (1960) The American Voter. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Chrisafis A (2023) France Passes Controversial Immigration Bill amid Deep Division in Macron’s Party.
Guardian, 19 December, www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/20/france-immigration-bill-passed-
controversy-emmanuel-macron-marine-le-pen.

Citrin J and Stoker L (2018) Political Trust in a Cynical Age. Annual Review of Political Science 21(1), 49—
70. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050316-092550.

Cohen D (2020) Between Strategy and Protest: How Policy Demand, Political Dissatisfaction and Strategic
Incentives Matter for Far-Right Voting. Political Science Research and Methods 8(4), 662-676. https://
doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.21.

Dahlstrom C and Sundell A (2012) A Losing Gamble: How Mainstream Parties Facilitate Anti-Immigrant
Party Success. Electoral Studies 31(2), 353-363. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2012.03.001.

Down I and Han KJ (2020) Marginalisation or Legitimation? Mainstream Party Positioning on
Immigration and Support for Radical Right Parties. West European Politics 43(7), 1388-1414. https:/
doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2019.1674055.

Downs A (1957) An Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy. Journal of Political Economy
65(2), 135-150.

Dunn K (2015) Voice, Representation and Trust in Parliament. Acta Politica 50(2), 171-192. https:/doi.
org/10.1057/ap.2014.15.

Enders CK and Tofighi D (2007) Centering Predictor Variables in Cross-Sectional Multilevel Models: A
New Look at an Old Issue. Psychological Methods 12(2), 121-138. https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.12.2.
121.

European Social Survey (2020) ESS 1-9, European Social Survey Cumulative File. https:/doi.org/10.21338/
NSD-ESS-CUMULATIVE.

Gelman A and Hill J (2007) Data Analysis Using Regression and Multilevel/Hierarchical Models.
Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press.

Geurkink B et al. (2020) Populist Attitudes, Political Trust, and External Political Efficacy: Old Wine in
New Bottles? Political Studies 68(1), 247-267. https:/doi.org/10.1177/0032321719842768.

Green-Pedersen C and Otjes S (2019) A Hot Topic? Immigration on the Agenda in Western Europe. Party
Politics 25(3), 424-434. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068817728211.

Hadj Abdou L, Bale T and Geddes AP (2022) Centre-Right Parties and Immigration in an Era of
Politicisation. Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 48(2), 327-340. https:/doi.org/10.1080/
1369183X.2020.1853901.

Hainmueller J, Mummolo J and Xu Y (2019) How Much Should We Trust Estimates from Multiplicative
Interaction Models? Simple Tools to Improve Empirical Practice. Political Analysis 27(2), 163-192.
https://doi.org/10.1017/pan.2018.46.


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123402000133
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123402000133
https://doi.org/10.1080&sol;13501763.2019.1701534
https://doi.org/10.1080&sol;13501763.2019.1701534
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501760701847341
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501760701847341
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2009.00783.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2009.00783.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2009.00783.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2005.00221.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2005.00221.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/15705854.2010.524403
https://doi.org/10.1080/15705854.2010.524403
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/dec/17/legal-action-planned-over-uk-cruel-income-threshold-visa-rules
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/dec/17/legal-action-planned-over-uk-cruel-income-threshold-visa-rules
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/20/france-immigration-bill-passed-controversy-emmanuel-macron-marine-le-pen
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/20/france-immigration-bill-passed-controversy-emmanuel-macron-marine-le-pen
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050316-092550
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-polisci-050316-092550
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.21
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.21
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2019.21
https://doi.org/10.1016&sol;j.electstud.2012.03.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2019.1674055
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2019.1674055
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2019.1674055
https://doi.org/10.1057/ap.2014.15
https://doi.org/10.1057/ap.2014.15
https://doi.org/10.1057/ap.2014.15
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.12.2.121
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.12.2.121
https://doi.org/10.1037/1082-989X.12.2.121
https://doi.org/10.21338/NSD-ESS-CUMULATIVE
https://doi.org/10.21338/NSD-ESS-CUMULATIVE
https://doi.org/10.21338/NSD-ESS-CUMULATIVE
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321719842768
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321719842768
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068817728211
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068817728211
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853901
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853901
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853901
https://doi.org/10.1017/pan.2018.46
https://doi.org/10.1017/pan.2018.46
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6 Published online by Cambridge University Press

26 Lucas Geese

Hernandez E (2018) Democratic Discontent and Support for Mainstream and Challenger Parties:
Democratic Protest Voting. European Union Politics 19(3), 458-480. https:/doi.org/10.1177/
1465116518770812.

Hinich MJ and Munger MC (1997) Analytical Politics. Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University
Press.

Hjorth F and Larsen MV (2022) When Does Accommodation Work? Electoral Effects of Mainstream Left
Position Taking on Immigration. British Journal of Political Science 52(2), 949-957. https://doi.org/10.
1017/S0007123420000563.

Hooghe M and Dassonneville R (2018) A Spiral of Distrust: A Panel Study on the Relation between
Political Distrust and Protest Voting in Belgium. Government and Opposition: An International
Journal of Comparative Politics 53(1), 104-130. https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.18.

Hutter S and Kriesi H (2022) Politicising Immigration in Times of Crisis. Journal of Ethnic and Migration
Studies 48(2), 341-365. https:/doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853902.

Ivarsflaten E (2008) What Unites Right-Wing Populists in Western Europe? Re-Examining Grievance
Mobilization Models in Seven Successful Cases. Comparative Political Studies 41(1), 3-23. https:/doi.
0rg/10.1177/0010414006294168.

Jennings W et al. (2021) How Trust, Mistrust and Distrust Shape the Governance of the COVID-19 Crisis.
Journal of European Public Policy 28(8), 1174-1196. https:/doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2021.1942151.
Jolly S, Bakker R et al. (2022) Chapel Hill Expert Survey Trend File, 1999-2019. Electoral Studies 75,

102420. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2021.102420.

Krause W, Cohen D and Abou-Chadi T (2022) Does Accommodation Work? Mainstream Party Strategies
and the Success of Radical Right Parties. Political Science Research and Methods 11(1), 172-179. https://
doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.8.

Kriesi H and Schulte-Cloos J (2020) Support for Radical Parties in Western Europe: Structural Conflicts
and Political Dynamics. Electoral Studies 65, 102138. https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102138.
Lefkofridi Z, Wagner M and Willmann JE (2014) Left-Authoritarians and Policy Representation in
Western Europe: Electoral Choice across Ideological Dimensions. West European Politics 37(1), 65-

90. https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.818354.

Levi M and Stoker L (2000) Political Trust and Trustworthiness. Annual Review of Political Science 3(1),
475-507. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.475.

Marien S and Hooghe M (2011) Does Political Trust Matter? An Empirical Investigation into the Relation
between Political Trust and Support for Law Compliance. European Journal of Political Research 50(2),
267-291. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2010.01930.x.

McLaren LM (2012) The Cultural Divide in Europe: Migration, Multiculturalism, and Political Trust.
World Politics 64(2), 199-241. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000032.

McLaren LM (2017) Immigration, National Identity and Political Trust in European Democracies. Journal
of Ethnic and Migration Studies 43(3), 379-399. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1197772.

Meguid BM (2005) Competition between Unequals: The Role of Mainstream Party Strategy in Niche Party
Success. American Political Science Review 99(3), 347-359. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051701.

Miller AH and Listhaug O (1990) Political Parties and Confidence in Government: A Comparison of
Norway, Sweden and the United States. British Journal of Political Science 20(3), 357-386. https:/doi.
0rg/10.1017/50007123400005883.

Muis J, Brils T and Gaidyté T (2022) Arrived in Power, and Yet Still Disgruntled? How Government
Inclusion Moderates ‘Protest Voting’ for Far-Right Populist Parties in Europe. Government and
Opposition: An International Journal of Comparative Politics 57(4), 749-778. https://doi.org/10.1017/
g0v.2021.46.

Norris P (2005) Radical Right: Voters and Parties in the Electoral Market. Cambridge and New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Otjes S and de Wardt MV (2020) Distance, Dissatisfaction or a Deficit in Attention: Why Do Citizens Vote
for New Parties? Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 33(4), 559-580. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17457289.2020.1849227.

Rooduijn M (2018) What Unites the Voter Bases of Populist Parties? Comparing the Electorates of 15
Populist Parties. European Political Science Review 10(3), 351-368. https:/doi.org/10.1017/
S1755773917000145.


https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116518770812
https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116518770812
https://doi.org/10.1177/1465116518770812
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000563
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000563
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123420000563
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.18
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2016.18
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853902
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2020.1853902
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414006294168
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414006294168
https://doi.org/10.1177/0010414006294168
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2021.1942151
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2021.1942151
https://doi.org/10.1016&sol;j.electstud.2021.102420
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.8
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.8
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.8
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102138
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2020.102138
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.818354
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2013.818354
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.475
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.3.1.475
https://doi.org/10.1111&sol;j.1475-6765.2010.01930.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000032
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000032
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1197772
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2016.1197772
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051701
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055405051701
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400005883
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400005883
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400005883
https://doi.org/10.1017&sol;gov.2021.46
https://doi.org/10.1017&sol;gov.2021.46
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2020.1849227
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2020.1849227
https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2020.1849227
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773917000145
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773917000145
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773917000145
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6

https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Government and Opposition 27

Schmidt-Catran AW and Fairbrother M (2016) The Random Effects in Multilevel Models: Getting Them
Wrong and Getting Them Right. European Sociological Review 32(1), 23-38. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/
jcv090.

Stecker C and Tausendpfund M (2016) Multidimensional Government-Citizen Congruence and
Satisfaction with Democracy. European Journal of Political Research 55(3), 492-511. https://doi.org/
10.1111/1475-6765.12147.

Stoker G and Evans M (2019) Does Political Trust Matter? In Elstub S and Escobar O (eds), Handbook of
Democratic Innovation and Governance. Cheltenham and Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Publishing,
pp. 120-134.

Swyngedouw M (2001) The Subjective Cognitive and Affective Map of Extreme Right Voters: Using
Open-Ended Questions in Exit Polls. Electoral Studies 20(2), 217-241. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-
3794(00)00010-X.

Werner H (2020) If T'll Win It, I Want It: The Role of Instrumental Considerations in Explaining Public
Support for Referendums. European Journal of Political Research 59(2), 312-330. https://doi.org/10.
1111/1475-6765.12358.

Werner H and Jacobs K (2022) Are Populists Sore Losers? Explaining Populist Citizens’ Preferences for
and Reactions to Referendums. British Journal of Political Science 52(3), 1409-1417. https:/doi.org/
10.1017/50007123421000314.

Williams CJ and Hunger S (2022) How Challenger Party Issue Entrepreneurship and Mainstream Party
Strategies Drive Public Issue Salience: Evidence from Radical-Right Parties and the Issue of Immigration.
European Political Science Review 14(4), 544-565. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000297.

Cite this article: Geese L (2024). Tough Positions, Trustful Voters? How Mainstream Party Position-
Taking on Immigration Shapes Political Trust and its Impact on Far-Right Voting. Government and
Opposition: An International Journal of Comparative Politics 1-27. https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6


https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcv090
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcv090
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcv090
https://doi.org/10.1111&sol;1475-6765.12147
https://doi.org/10.1111&sol;1475-6765.12147
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-3794(00)00010-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-3794(00)00010-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-3794(00)00010-X
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12358
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12358
https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12358
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000314
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000314
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123421000314
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000297
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000297
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6
https://doi.org/10.1017/gov.2024.6

	Tough Positions, Trustful Voters? How Mainstream Party Position-Taking on Immigration Shapes Political Trust and its Impact on Far-Right Voting
	Theoretical framework
	Theorizing the link between mainstream party position-taking, immigration preferences and political (dis)trust
	Does the trust-shaping effect of mainstream party position-taking matter for far-right voting?

	Data and methods
	Main variables
	Control variables
	Statistical models

	Results
	Mainstream party positions on immigration and political trust
	Mainstream party positions on immigration and the impact of political trust on FRPP voting

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Notes
	References


