
Social Science Quarterly

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Perceived Social Mobility and Populist Attitudes
Robert Liñeira1 Guillem Rico2

1University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK 2Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Bellaterra, Spain

Correspondence: Robert Liñeira (robert.lineira@glasgow.ac.uk)

Received: 27 June 2024 Revised: 3 March 2025 Accepted: 23 March 2025

Keywords: perceived downward mobility | populism | populist attitudes

ABSTRACT
Objectives: This study aims to investigate the impact of perceived downward mobility on populist attitudes. Intergenerational
downwardmobility breaks the promise that newgenerations shouldmeet the living standards of their parents, a crucial component
of the order and political legitimacy of the postwar decades in high-income democracies. We argue that this frustrated expectation
fuels populism.
Methods:Weuse data froma cross-national survey conducted in eight European countries in the aftermath of theGreat Recession.
The survey includes a valid and reliable measure of populist attitudes and a measure of perceived social mobility.
Results: Results show a direct effect of perceived downward mobility on populist attitudes. The relationship is robust to different
controls and consistent across the eight countries.We also find that socioeconomic factorsmoderate this relationship due to diverse
expectations of social mobility and the different appeal that the populist discourse generates among various social groups.
Conclusions: These findings refine the literature on the socioeconomics of populism by nuancing the established connection
between low educational attainment, socioeconomic factors and populist attitudes. The article also contributes to the literature
on the consequences of downward mobility.

1 Introduction

Post-industrial occupational change has ended an era of unprece-
dented upward mobility. The decline of the traditional industrial
sector and the expansion of the welfare state during the post-
war decades increased the demand for skilled workers and the
availability of middle-class occupations, while possibilities for
manual jobs in the extractive and manufacturing industries
decreased. Opportunities for intergenerational upward mobility
exceeded those for downward mobility. By contrast, the late
20th century coincided with declining demand for skilled labor:
deindustrialization, globalization, and automation put an end to
the era of upwardmobility rates (Autor and Dorn 2013; Goos et al.
2009; Oesch 2013).

This transformation has reinvigorated the interest in the political
impact of downward mobility. The diminishing rate of occupa-

tional upgrading has been conceptualized as status loss (Gest
et al. 2018), status discordance (Kurer and Staalduinen 2022),
and status anxiety (Bell 1963b; Gidron and Hall 2017). Downward
mobility has been identified as a driver of political alienation,
non-voting, and lack of partisanship (Kurer and Staalduinen
2022) as well as a source of radicalism and support for radical
right parties (Gest et al. 2018; Gidron and Hall 2017) and radical
left parties (Bolet 2023), particularly among young adults (Mitrea
et al. 2021).

In this article, we develop and test the idea that perceived down-
ward mobility fosters populist attitudes, a set of predispositions,
which explain support for non-mainstream across the ideological
spectrum. We also test the idea that the impact of downward
mobility on political attitudes is heterogeneous and particularly
intense among groups that either suffer economic hardship or
feel frustrated for not meeting their parents’ living standards.
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Failed expectations and unrewarded merit fuel frustration, and
populism appeals to those who feel unfairly treated.

The article is structured as follows. The theory is presented in
Sections 2 and 3. We first discuss the main findings that relate
downward social mobility to political attitudes and behavior and
present our argument linking perceived downward mobility to
populist attitudes. Subsequently, we present the mechanisms
that should modify the effect of the relationship across various
social groups. The fourth section presents the measures used
and describes the data. The fifth section shows the results of the
empirical analysis. The last section summarizes and discusses the
findings.

2 Perceived DownwardMobility and Populist
Attitudes

The post-war decades coincided with a period in which new
generations found themselves in higher-status jobs than previous
generations. A large proportion of the population found occu-
pations considerably different from those of parents and most
of them could reasonably expect to meet, if not exceed, status
standards set by their progenitors (Lipset and Bendix 1959). The
expectation of upward mobility gave way to a societal and polit-
ical consensus of progress, which facilitated the dominance of
moderate party families on both ends of the ideological spectrum,
social democrats on the center-left, and Christian democrats and
conservatives on the center-right, enabling parties from these
families became mainstream in most democracies. The evidence
from this period of progress shows that the downwardly mobile
shifted their preferences toward left-wing parties, whereas the
upwardly mobile made their political outlook more conservative
(Abramson 1972; Abramson and Books 1971; Lipset and Bendix
1959; Martinussen 1992).

Post-industrial occupational changes at the end of the 20th
century terminated the predominance of upward mobility over
downward mobility. Empirical studies report a striking contrast
between the fortunes of those born in the 1950s and 1960s and
those born in the 1980s and early 1990s, a pattern that holds both
in the United States (Chetty et al. 2017; Hout 2018) and across
manyhigh-income economies (Y. Berman 2022; Breen andMüller
2020; Bukodi et al. 2020). The downwardly mobile could feel that
they have been neglected the opportunity to secure the status they
expected based on childhood standards and the post-war political
consensus (Kurer and Staalduinen 2022). Occupational change
and social mobility became salient political issues (Kriesi et al.
2012) and a source of concern (Ludwinek et al. 2017), boosting
the public’s awareness of social mobility and its potential impact
on political attitudes (Turner 1992).

The fear of status loss and its connection to support for the
radical right was first advanced in works by Lipset (1955) and
Bell (1955, 1963a, 1963b). This interest has reemerged in an era of
downward mobility, which has been pointed out as a cause for
the rise of parties on the radical right and the radical left, as well
as the corresponding crisis of mainstream parties. Voters who
are worse off intergenerationally would blame traditional politics
and mainstream parties for the current hardships and lack of
opportunities. Recurrent disillusionment with standard political

responses, either the government-based policies of the center-left
or themarket-based solutions of the center-right, eventually leads
to the perception that the political establishment as a whole has
failed (Guiso et al. 2019). The perception of downward mobility
heightens the likelihood that these voters demand more radical
change than those offered by mainstream parties’ policies (Kurer
and Staalduinen 2022).

Different behaviors have been associated with this perception
of downward mobility and enduring disillusionment with tradi-
tional politics. Alienation and dissatisfaction with mainstream
parties would discourage electoral turnout and partisanship in
some voters (Kurer and Staalduinen 2022). By contrast, other
voters would choose to voice their discontent in elections (Gidron
and Hall 2017; Kurer 2020) supporting radical parties (Bolet 2023;
Gest et al. 2018; Gidron and Hall 2017; Kurer and Staalduinen
2022; Mitrea et al. 2021), especially when there are compelling
anti-establishment vote alternatives available (Guiso et al. 2019).

Failed expectations have been mainly related to support for
the radical right and its views. The radical right attributes the
status loss to themismanagement of globalization bymainstream
parties, as well as financial and cultural elites that promote a
global knowledge economy (Gest et al. 2018; Gidron and Hall
2017). The radical right also blames the advancement of outgroups
such as immigrants, minorities, and women for the loss of status
of the traditional working class (Bolet 2023), advancing nostalgic
views of Western societies (Steenvoorden and Harteveld 2018).
Failed expectations and anxiety about the future have also been
related to support for radical left parties that blame mainstream
politics and institutions for economic insecurity (Bolet 2023;
Simiti 2015).

Perceptions of downward intergenerational mobility can be more
generally related to populist attitudes as an antecedent of all these
behaviors. As populist forces have gained electoral significance
globally, scholarly attention has increasingly converged on an
ideational understanding of populism (see Hawkins et al. 2019).
This approach views populism as a set of ideas that “considers
society to be ultimately separated into two homogenous and
antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’,
and argues that politics should be the expression of the volonté
générale (general will) of the people” (Mudde 2004, 562). By
identifying the core components of the populist worldview,
the ideational interpretation facilitates the empirical study of
populism from a demand-side perspective, measuring populist
attitudes at the mass level (Akkerman et al. 2014).

Recent research on the demand side suggests that populist atti-
tudes are consequential (seeMarcos-Marne et al. 2023). Although
the connection is seldom straightforward and often contingent on
contextual characteristics and individuals’ ideological orientation
and issue positions, populist attitudes have been found to predict
not only support for right- and left-wing populist parties in
elections (Akkerman et al. 2017; Hawkins et al. 2020; Van
Hauwaert and Van Kessel 2018) but also variations in support for
democracy and democratic values such as political tolerance (Bos
et al. 2023; Guinjoan 2023; Zaslove et al. 2021).

Alongside cultural backlash, prevailing demand-side explana-
tions of populism center on economic grievances. Research at
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the macro level suggests a strong connection between the recent
rise of populism and negative economic trends (see S. Berman
2021). However, empirical evidence often shows that individual
socioeconomic conditions—such as unemployment, job condi-
tions, income, and education levels—are onlymoderately and not
consistently linked to populist attitudes (Rico and Anduiza 2019;
Rovira Kaltwasser and Van Hauwaert 2020). Indeed, existing
work suggests that populist beliefs are more closely associated
with individuals’ perceptions of economic insecurity and relative
deprivation than with objective status indicators. For example,
Elchardus and Spruyt (2016) show that economic vulnerability
affects populist attitudes uniquely through feelings of relative
group deprivation. Similarly, Rico and Anduiza (2019) find that,
rather than objective measures of uncertainty and hardship, the
main economic driver of populist attitudes is citizens’ perceptions
about the domestic economy.1

We argue that a rise in populism attitudes results from the aware-
ness of downward social mobility. Intergenerational social mobil-
ity has both objective and subjective dimensions (Duru-Bellat and
Kieffer 2008; Gugushvili 2021), but it must be most relevant to the
formation of public opinion and political attitudes to the extent
that individuals are aware of this mobility (Turner 1992).

Moreover, the connection we establish between perceptions of
downwardmobility and populism relies on egotropic evaluations.
This contrasts with most research on downward mobility and
populism, which conceives status loss through sociotropic evalu-
ations, that is, the politically relevant in-group that loses status,
as in the case of working-class men who appreciate a decline
in the living standards of their group (Gidron and Hall 2017).
Egotropic and sociotropic perceptions of status are not necessarily
contradictory and can produce similar effects, particularly if
individuals perceive themselves as belonging to the same in-
group as their parents and regard in-group membership as a
salient political identity, but they are not necessarily linked either.
In our explanation, it is the decline in the expected status vis-à-vis
the parents rather than the decline in the status of the in-group
that matters.

Our argument, in sum, is as follows. In the context of high-income
capitalist democracies, there is awidespread expectation that new
generations should secure at least the status achieved by their
parents. Consequently, the perception of downward mobility
fails expectations and produces disillusionment withmainstream
politics. Failed expectations and disillusionment, in turn, fuel a
populist conception of politics, that is, a worldview that sees elites
with suspicion and resentment, and seeks to empower the people.

The connection between failed expectations and populism is due
to the nature of the latter. First, populism offers a culprit for
the persistent failure of expectations. It is the elite in general,
not a particular government or policy, that prevents the people
from achieving their legitimate expectations. Second, populism
appeals to the type of resentment aroused by feelings of unfairness
due to its focus on the people and its Manichaean nature
(Canovan 1999; Cramer 2016; Mudde 2004; Spruyt et al. 2016).
Populism appeals to grievances built on resentment and frustra-
tion rooted in a feeling of unfairness, such as failed expectations
(Rico et al. 2017; Vasilopoulos et al. 2019).

We therefore expect a direct connection between perceived
downward mobility and populist attitudes.

H1. Perceived downward mobility boosts populist attitudes.

3 Heterogeneous Effects

The effect of perceived intergenerational downward mobility
on populist attitudes is heterogeneous across socioeconomic
groups. This heterogeneity is due to: first, divergent expectations
related to different life experiences; second, disparate assess-
ments of downward mobility based on formal education levels;
and third, the diverse appeal of populist discourse to different
socioeconomic groups.

First, expectations depend on life experience. Factors like age
and gender may moderate the effect of downward mobility on
populist attitudes. Regarding age, we presume that older people
transform perceived downward mobility into populist attitudes
more strongly than younger people. Two alternative mechanisms
could explain the moderating role of age. One is related to life
cycle effects and the other to generational ones. Older people
are more advanced in their life cycle and have less time and
opportunities to reach their parents’ standard of living, which
should prompt feelings of failed expectations and boost its
connection to populist attitudes. Generational differences should
reinforce this. The perception of status loss regarding parents
may be particularly resentful among older cohorts: they were
socialized in a time of generalized upward mobility, while many
of their generational peers upwardly mobile vis-à-vis parents.
Both life cycle and generational effects reinforce the effect of
downward mobility on populist attitudes. This expectation leads
us to the second hypothesis.

H2. The impact of perceived downward mobility on populist
attitudes is stronger amongst the oldest.

The moderation role of gender has been linked to the different
experiences and expectations of men and women. Despite the
numerous barriers that women still face in the labor market
(Goldin 1990, 2021; Sauer et al. 2021), the latest generations
of women have experienced a constant increase university
attendance levels, boosting their prospects in white-collar and
professional occupations (Breen and Müller 2020; DiPrete and
Buchmann 2013). In contrast, downward mobility is most pro-
nounced among men, particularly those without university
degrees. Women would be less prone to downward mobility
effects than men because they are less likely to experience it
(Hertel 2017; Kurer and Staalduinen 2022).

These distinct labor market experiences lead to different expecta-
tions. Downward mobility fails men’s expectations more strongly
than women’s, making the latter less vulnerable to the political
effects of status loss and downward mobility (Gingrich and
Kuo 2022; Kurer and Staalduinen 2022). Women have experi-
enced gains in career prospects and the empowerment produced
by movements favoring gender equality, which may moderate
political reactions to perceived downward mobility (Hertel 2017;
Kurer and Staalduinen 2022). By contrast, not only have men
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not experienced a similar emancipatory experience, but some
have lived the challenge to the balance of power of men vis-
à-vis women as a declining felt sense of power (Mansbridge
and Shames 2008), increasing the frustation associated with
perceived downward mobility. Thus, there is an expectation that
women who perceive downward mobility will not undergo the
same intense experience of failed expectations and, consequently,
will be less attracted by populist appeals. Therefore, our third
hypothesis is the following:

H3. The impact of perceived downward mobility on populist
attitudes is weaker amongst women.

Second, expectations and assessments of downwardmobility also
depend on educational attainment. Education is frequently asso-
ciatedwithmerit andmodifies expectations about socioeconomic
positions. In democratic societies, there is awidespread belief that
prosperity and statusmust be earned and that jobs with better pay
and prestige must be related to formal educational qualifications.
The dominance of this view of education leads to a widespread
belief that education is (and should be) key to social mobility
(Goldthorpe 2016, 101).

The dominance of these expectations leads us to anticipate that
downward mobility has a greater impact on the attitudes of those
with higher levels of formal education. Educational attainment
produces an expectation of reward commensuratewith themerits
achieved. People with higher educational qualifications who
perceive their prosperity and status as inferior to their parents,
perceive the mismatch between merit and reward as particularly
unfair, reinforcing the sense of failed expectations and unfulfilled
promises.

Populism can channel the senses of strong failed expectations and
frustration by offering a culprit and amoral story. Thismay appeal
particularly to those who perceive downward mobility despite
their high educational qualifications. We, therefore, expect that
individuals with high levels of formal education who perceive
downward mobility favor a populist outlook. This leads to our
fourth hypothesis.

H4. The impact of perceived downward mobility on populist
attitudes is stronger amongst individuals with high levels of formal
education.

Given that intergenerational downward mobility is a relative
measure—the social position achieved vis-à-vis the parent’s
position—we could expect that the real moderator of downward
mobility on populist attitudes is relative rather than absolute
education. Whereas the latter refers to the highest level of
qualification achieved by an individual, relative education is
the educational attainment relative to others, more specifically,
relative to the father’s level of formal education. If this is the
case, we should expect that those who have surpassed the level of
education achieved by their father should be particularly sensitive
to the perception of downward mobility. The effort of surpassing
the father’s educational attainmentwithoutmeeting generational
progress should reinforce the feelings of failed expectations and
unfairness, boosting a populist conception of politics. Therefore,
our fifth hypothesis is the following:

H5. The impact of perceived downward mobility on populist
attitudes is stronger amongst thosewhoachievedhigher educational
attainment than their father.

Third, populist discourse may appeal more to marginalized and
low-status groups, making socioeconomic position a moderator
between perceived downward mobility and populist attitudes.

Populism shares a redemptive nature with radical and delib-
erative democratic theories (Pateman 1970), where the ideal of
unmediated citizens’ is a crucial political value. This redemptive
nature may be interpreted as a reaction against the failure of
democratic political systems to guarantee democratic inclusive-
ness (Mény and Surel 2002). Populism is expected to appeal par-
ticularly to the marginalized and excluded, as one of populism’s
core ideas is to bring “the average person” into the political arena
(Canovan 1999). Therefore, the failed expectations may translate
into dissatisfaction with mainstream politics and populist ideas
particularly among groups that experience economic hardship
and feel marginalized.

The appeal of populism should therefore vary by income level.
The reference to “the people” used by populismmay take different
meanings in different contexts, but it refers to the people both
as an underdog (the plebs) and as the holder of sovereignty (the
demos), an excluded part of the community whose claims are
being denied by the political establishment (Panizza 2017, 411).
The mobilization against the privileged (Canovan 1999) is par-
ticularly appealing to marginalized members of the community.
Low-income citizens are more likely to consider themselves “the
common people” and to identify the wealthier citizens as the
elites, so they can only sympathize with “the people” (Aslanidis
2016). Hence, citizens with fewer resources are more likely to
experience identity-based motivations to participate around the
idea of a homogeneous people comprised of “ordinary men” as
opposed to the rich and powerful elite.

The varying identification with “the people” by the different
income groups should also moderate the effect of perceived
downward mobility on populist attitudes. Perceived downward
mobility and low income are different phenomena that correlate
in real life.2 The feedback between low income and downward
mobility will boost populist attitudes. In contrast, the weaker
identification of high-income individuals with the people will
lessen the relationship between downward mobility and populist
attitudes. Therefore, we should expect that the impact of per-
ceived downward mobility on populist attitudes exists mainly for
low-income individuals.

H6. The impact of perceived downward mobility on populist
attitudes decreases as income increases.

Populism should also attract socioeconomically marginalized
groups, such as the unemployed. The experience of having no
job is broader and more encompassing than struggling finan-
cially. Unemployment has additional social and psychological
consequences well-identified in numerous studies. The unem-
ployed have no workplace, which produces a thinner network
of social relations, weaker social links, and fewer social activities
(Lorenzini and Giugni 2012; Schur 2003; Verba et al. 1995). The
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unemployed also accumulate less social capital (Maloney and
Deth 2010) and experience a loss of self-esteem and a sense of
personal efficacy (Jahoda et al. 1971; Schur 2003).

The marginalization and psychological impact of unemployment
boosts the frustration of perceived downward mobility and the
appeal of populism. In contrast, employed people are more
integrated into the job market and the wider society, weakening
the frustration produced by downward mobility and the appeal
of populism. Therefore, we expect that unemployment intensifies
the effect of perceived downward mobility. Our hypothesis is the
following:

H7. The impact of perceived downward mobility on populist
attitudes is stronger amongst unemployed individuals.

4 Data andMeasurements

We rely on the study “LivingwithHardTimesHowCitizensReact
to Economic Crises and Their Social and Political Consequences”
(Giugni and Grasso 2015), a cross-sectional survey conducted
in nine European countries: France, Germany, Greece, Italy,
Poland, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.
The samples are quota-balanced to match national population
statistics in terms of sex, age, and education level using the
methodologies available in each country. The data were gathered
by YouGov between May and August 2015. To the best of our
knowledge, this is the only cross-national study that includes
valid and reliable measures of perceived social mobility and
populist attitudes. The dataset was collected in the aftermath of
the Great Recession, a period of significant economic uncertainty
and social discontent, making the study particularly relevant for
examining the question at hand.

Populist ideas can be measured in sources related to the supply
side of politics, such as party platforms (Rooduijn and Pauwels
2011) and leaders’ speeches (Hawkins 2009), but may also be
measured in citizens’ attitudes (Akkerman et al. 2014). Populist
attitudes have been found to constitute a singular attitudinal
dimension (Geurkink et al. 2020), distinct from other attitudinal
dispositions such as trust, efficacy, or dissatisfaction with democ-
racy (Akkerman et al. 2014). Populist attitudes can predict the vote
of both populist right and populist left parties (Akkerman et al.
2014, 2017).

We measure populist attitudes via responses to eight Likert-
type-scale items, combining the six items of the original scale
established by Akkerman et al. 2014) with two additional items
to reinforce the anti-elitism dimension (see Van Hauwaert et al.
2020, for a validity assessment). The internal consistency of the
resulting populism scale is good,with aCronbach’sα score of 0.88.
The correlates of populist attitudes in our data confirm previous
descriptions: men are more populist than women, the middle-
aged more than the youngest and the oldest, the least educated
more than the most educated, the unemployed more than the
employed and the non-active, and the low-income more than the
high-income (Erisen et al. 2021; Huber 2020; Santana-Pereira and
Cancela 2020; Van Hauwaert and Van Kessel 2018).

Intergenerational social mobility can be studied as an experience
or as a perception. Objective intergenerational mobility is often
measured by the association between social background and
individuals’ educational, occupational, or income attainment
(Goldthorpe 2013), whereas subjective approaches are based on
respondents’ perceptions of how well they have done in life,
compared with their parents (Hill and Duncan 1987). Both phe-
nomena are associated (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer 2008; Kelley and
Kelley 2009; Singh-Manoux et al. 2003), although inconsistencies
exist (Duru-Bellat and Kieffer 2008).

Several reasons make using a subjective measure more useful
for our purposes rather than an objective one. First, objec-
tive measures such as educational attainment, income, and
occupation may show alternative trajectories, and there is
no full agreement on which factor should be used to assess
social mobility (Goldthorpe 2013). Second, analyses that contrast
objective and subjective measures of social mobility conclude
that mobility is a multidimensional phenomenon (Duru-Bellat
and Kieffer 2008; Gugushvili 2021). Multidimensionality is bet-
ter grasped by subjective measures. Third, and more impor-
tantly, social mobility can only matter for public opinion if
it affects perceptions. As Turner (1992) argued, the effects
of social mobility on individuals’ worldviews might be rele-
vant only if they are aware of experiencing intergenerational
mobility.

Our main independent variable uses answers to the following
question: “On a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means ‘Much
worse’ and 10 means ‘Much better’, would you say that your
own current standard of living is better or worse, compared to
your parents when they were your age?” In our analysis, we
reverse the values of the scale—0 corresponds to better and 10 to
worse— to produce a downward mobility scale. Our data show
that downward mobility is perceived stronger among women
and young adults (31–45 years old), among low education levels,
unemployed, and low-income individuals.

The next section tests the hypotheses by regressing themeasure of
perceived intergenerational downward mobility on the measure
of populist attitudes using controls. First, the models use socioe-
conomic factors and other covariates as controls and, second,
socio-economic factors as moderators. Education is measured in
nine levels following a standardized coding scheme from primary
education to PhD, which has been recoded to range from 0
to 1. Income is measured in deciles based on the respondent’s
country distribution adjusted for the household’s size using the
OECD-modified equivalence score, recoded to range from 0 to
1. Relative education is measured by contrasting respondents’
educational attainment with their father’s educational attain-
ment and creating two categories, those who achieved a higher
level of formal education than their father and those with the
same or less level of formal education. The relationship with the
labor market is measured with three categories—economically
active, non-active, and unemployed. We also use measures of
gender (male) and age (coded in years). Finally, we control for
respondents’ ideological orientation (an 11-point scale from left
to right) and a measure of media exposure (frequency of news-
paper reading). Table 1 reports the summary statistics of all our
covariates.
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TABLE 1 Summary statistics.

Mean SD Min Max N

Populist attitudes scale 2.831 0.710 0 4 15,229
Perceived downward mobility 0.553 0.287 0 1 15,229
Age 44.954 14.618 18 95 15,229
Male 0.489 0.500 0 1 15,229
Educational attainment scale 0.462 0.233 0 1 15,229
Higher educational attainment than father 0.373 0.484 0 1 15,229
Household income decile adjusted by household size 0.266 0.196 0 1 15,229
Economic activity
Active 0.595 0.491 0 1 15,229
Unemployed 0.117 0.322 0 1 15,229
Non-active 0.287 0.453 0 1 15,229

Left-right orientations 0.478 0.251 0 1 15,229
Regular readership of a newspaper (3+ days a week) 0.546 0.498 0 1 15,229

5 Results

Table 2 shows the results of regressing the perceived downward
mobility measure on the populist attitudes scale, controlling for
socioeconomic factors (age, gender, education, income, and eco-
nomic activity), ideological orientations andmedia exposure, and
using country fixed effects. The results show the positive effect
of perceived intergenerational downward mobility on populist
attitudes, that is, those who perceive having a standard of living
worse than the one experienced by their parents score higher on
the populist attitudes scale.3

The coefficient at the top of Table 2 shows that moving from
a perception of upward mobility to a perception of downward
mobility increases the score of the populist attitudes scale by
0.318 points. If we put the magnitude of this effect relative to the
standard deviation of the populism scale (sp = 0.710), we find that
the perception of downward mobility increases populist attitudes
by 0.448 standard deviations. Figure 1 illustrates this effect by
showing predicted probabilities based on the model displayed in
Table 2. It shows graphic evidence that the relationship between
perceived intergenerational downward mobility and stronger
populist attitudes stated in Hypothesis 1 holds.

In Table 3, age, gender, income, educational attainment, relative
education, economic activity, and unemployment are introduced
as moderators to estimate the heterogeneous effects of perceived
downward mobility on populist attitudes as stated in Hypotheses
2 to 7. All interaction terms show that socioeconomic factors
moderate the effect of perceived intergenerational downward
mobility on populist attitudes as stated in the hypotheses. All
interaction terms are also statistically significant at the 95% level,
except for the gender and the relative education terms.

Figure 2 shows the estimation of marginal effects to illustrate the
moderation effect caused by the socioeconomic factors. Perceived
downward mobility translates into stronger populist attitudes
among the oldest, the unemployed, those with more years of
formal education, and those with lower incomes. Age, education,

TABLE 2 The impact of perceived intergenerational mobility on
populist attitudes.

Perceived downward mobility (0–1) 0.318***

(0.030)
Age (in years) 0.006**

(0.001)
Male (female) 0.057*

(0.020)
Educational attainment scale (0–1) −0.139+

(0.064)
Income decile (0–1) −0.146+

(0.064)
Activity (active)
Unemployed −0.003

(0.022)
Non-active 0.018

(0.022)
Left-right orientations (0–1) −0.036

(0.119)
Regular newspaper reader (no) −0.058*

(0.017)
Country fixed effects X
Constant 2.383***

(0.122)
R-squared 0.098
Number of clusters 9
N 15,229

Note: DV: populist attitudes (0–4). Entries are partial OLS coefficients. Robust
standard errors clustered by country in parentheses.
***p < 0.00;1, **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.1.
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FIGURE 1 Predicted probabilities of populist attitudes by perceived downward mobility.
Note: All other variables at their observed values as estimated in Table 2.

FIGURE 2 The effect of perceived downward mobility on populist attitudes moderated by socioeconomic factors.
Note:Marginal effects of perceived intergenerational mobility on populist attitudes as estimated in Table 3. All other variables at their observed values.
Confidence intervals at the 95% level.
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TABLE 3 Heterogeneous effects.

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

Perceived downward mobility (PDM) 0.05 0.31*** 0.23*** 0.30*** 0.40*** 0.23***

(0.08) (0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Age (in years) 0.00+ 0.01** 0.01** 0.01** 0.01** 0.01**

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
PDM × Age 0.01**

(0.00)
Male (female) 0.06* 0.05 0.06* 0.06* 0.06* 0.06*

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
PDM ×Male 0.02

(0.03)
Education (0–1) −0.14+ −0.14+ −0.22* −0.17* −0.14+ −0.14+

(0.06) (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)
PDM × Education 0.19*

(0.06)
More education than father (0–1) 0.03

(0.02)
PDM ×More education than father 0.05+

(0.03)
Income (0–1) −0.14+ −0.15+ −0.14+ −0.14+ −0.00 −0.15*

(0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.12) (0.06)
PDM × Income −0.35*

(0.15)
Activity (active)
Unemployed 0.00 −0.00 −0.00 −0.00 −0.01 −0.16*

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.05)
Non-active −0.01 −0.02 −0.02 −0.02 −0.02 −0.08**

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
PDM × Unemployed 0.28**

(0.08)
PDM × Non-active 0.15**

(0.03)
Left-right orientations (0–1) −0.04 −0.04 −0.04 −0.03 −0.04 −0.04

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Regular newspaper reader (no) −0.06* −0.06* −0.06* −0.06* −0.06* −0.06*

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Country fixed effects X X X X X X
Constant 2.49*** 2.39*** 2.42*** 2.38*** 2.35*** 2.42***

(0.13) (0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13) (0.12)
R-squared 0.099 0.098 0.098 0.099 0.099 0.100
Number of clusters 9 9 9 9 9 9
N 15,229 15,229 15,229 15,229 15,229 15,229

Note: DV: populist attitudes (0–4). Entries are partial OLS coefficients. Robust standard errors clustered by country in parentheses.
***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.1.
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and economic activity affect the strength of the relationship
between perceived downwardmobility and populism, whereas in
the case of income, the relationship weakens for higher incomes
to the point that it becomes a non-existent relationship for
individuals over the seventh income decile.

The evidence does not support that gender and relative education
moderate the effect of perceived downwardmobility and populist
attitudes.

In the case of gender, the difference in the marginal effect of
perceived downward mobility on populist attitudes for women
and men is statistically negligible. Thus, our evidence departs
from a recent study that using data from Germany found that the
relationship between status discordance (measured as the differ-
ence between the socioeconomic status of parents and children
using objective socioeconomic factors) and political behavior
(abstention and support for radical parties) isweaker in the case of
women (Kurer and Staalduinen 2022). In contrast, we find no evi-
dence of such a moderation effect, so Hypothesis 3 does not hold.

Finally, there is some evidence that relative education—the indi-
vidual level of education vis-à-vis the father’s level of education—
moderates the relationship, but the evidence is not strong enough.
The interaction term in Table 3 between perceived downward
mobility and relative education is only significant at the 90% level,
so evidence does not support Hypothesis 5.

6 Conclusion

Findings show that the perception of downward mobility fosters
populist attitudes, which is a finding compatible with claims that
attribute to downwardmobility dissatisfactionwith the dominant
politics responsible for behavior such as non-voting and support
for populist parties. In the context of high-income representa-
tive democracies, downward mobility fails the expectation that
new generations should meet the standards of living of their
parents and produces disillusionment with mainstream politics.
Populism offers an outlook to channel these feelings. On the one
hand, it presents the elites as the culprit for the political system’s
failure to deliver. On the other hand, it empowers the people to
become sovereign and make political decisions.

The evidence also shows that the relationship between downward
mobility and populism is moderated by socioeconomic character-
istics. Differences are produced by either different expectations of
mobility or by the different appeal of the populist discourse across
socioeconomic groups. Specifically, age, unemployment, income,
and educational attainment intensify the impact of perceived
downward mobility. Thus, the older, the unemployed, low-
income earners and those who attained high levels of education
are particularly attracted by populist ideas when they perceive
falling short of their parents’ standard of living.

These findings refine previous theories on the socioeconomics
of populism. Previous literature has established a connection
between low educational attainment and populist attitudes. How-
ever, our findings illustrate that this relationship ismore nuanced.
High levels of educational attainment may also boost populist
attitudes, but they will only do so in the presence of a perception

of downward mobility. Individuals with high levels of education
feel particularly frustrated when they perceive experiencing
downward mobility, boosting their populist attitudes. This has
consequences for the strategies of populist entrepreneurswho can
exploit this and appeal to individuals from all educational levels.
The populist discoursemay attract the support of individuals with
low levels of education, but it may also appeal to individuals
with high levels of education if the populist discourse stresses
intergenerational downward mobility.

The findings also bring nuance to the relationship between pop-
ulismandother socioeconomic factors. It is awell-established fact
that populist attitudes are more prevalent among unemployed
and low-income individuals. We find that the relationship is
strengthened if these individuals also perceive that they have
moved downward from the standard of living enjoyed by their
parents. This reinforcement is due to the greater identification of
individuals in disadvantaged economic positions with the people,
whom they identify with the unprivileged, and their greater
rejection of the elites, whom they identify with the privileged. As
it is well established, the people and the elites are the subjects
that populism praises and censures, respectively. Populism aims
redemption against the failure of the political system to include
the economically marginalized, and this appeal is strengthened
when economicmarginalization goes in handwith the perception
of downward mobility.

By contrast, we donot find that gendermoderates the relationship
between perceived downward mobility and populism. Previous
research using objective measures of intergenerational social
mobility and political behavior found evidence of thismoderation
effect using panel data. This moderation by gender does not
emerge when we move to the attitudinal world and focus on
perceptions of intergenerational mobility and the more general
populist attitudes. Further research should establish the reasons
behind the diverging picture that emerges when analyzing
attitudes and behaviors regarding gender.

Future research should establish the validity of our results beyond
the European context. In any case, like other literature on
social mobility and political attitudes, our findings highlight the
relevance of upward mobility as a stabilizing factor in the politics
of postwar democracies. The increase of downward mobility
across high-income democracies means that increasing shares of
citizens feel declining opportunities for mobility, disappointing
their expectations and fueling populist attitudes. Unless future
generations adapt their expectations, we would expect that
the desire in the future for disruptive change is in line with
expectations of social mobility.

Endnotes
1Relatedly, comparative research shows that populist beliefs are associ-
ated with preferences for increased welfare spending (Lee et al. 2023),
although relevant exceptions have been reported (Jung 2025).

2The data we use, presented in the following section, show a correlation
between our measure of perceived intergenerational mobility and
income of −0.34.
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3The results remain consistent across all cases when the analysis is
replicated separately for each country.
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