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When legitimacy becomes the
object of politics: the
politicization of political support
in European democracies

Carolien van Ham*and Erika van Elsas

Department of Political Science, Radboud University Nijmegen, Nijmegen, Netherlands

Democratic legitimacy is essential for democratic stability, as democracies rely
on citizen support to survive. However, perceived legitimacy gaps can also be an
important catalyst for change and potential democratic renewal, begging the
question when challenges to legitimacy become problematic for democratic
survival. Easton distinguished between citizen support for political authorities
and the political system, and argued that if support for political authorities
declined, such declining support could either be resolved by the current political
authorities changing course, or by citizens electing new political authorities at
the next elections. However, if dissatisfaction with political authorities would
not be resolved, lacking support had the potential to eventually “spill-over” and
undermine support for the political system as a whole. In most empirical research
on legitimacy, the assumption is that such “spill-over” is visible only if declining
levels of political trust and satisfaction with democracy start to undermine
support for democracy as a political system. In this paper, we argue that “spill-
over” can also manifest in a different way: through the politicization of political
support. When politics is no longer (only) about substantive policy decisions, but
rather (increasingly) about the system itself, agreement on the rules of the game,
or even on democracy as “the only game in town”, is no longer self-evident. In
this paper we further develop our theoretical argument about the connection
between legitimacy and politicisation, and argue that European democracies
appear to experience growing politicization of political support, in terms of the
association of political support with citizens’ substantive issue positions and voting
behaviour. The paper demonstrates empirical evidence of such politicization of
political support in 17 European democracies with European Social Survey data
from 2002-2022. The paper concludes by reflecting on the implications of the
politicization of political support for democratic stability and renewal.

KEYWORDS

legitimacy, political support, spill-over, system support, politicization, political trust,
satisfaction with democracy

1 Introduction

Democratic legitimacy is essential for democratic stability and survival (Claassen,
2019). If democracy is not seen as the “only game in town” by citizens and elites, new
democracies will have difficulties to consolidate and older democracies may be at risk of
deconsolidation (Przeworksi 1991; Linz and Stepan, 1996; Foa and Mounk, 2016). However,
not all political discontent is equally problematic for democratic survival. In his work on
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political support, Easton (1965, 1975) distinguished between citizen
support for the political authorities and the political system, and
argued that if support for political authorities declined, such
declining support could either be resolved by the current political
authorities changing course, or by citizens electing new political
authorities at the next elections. Hence, representative democracies
have an in-built sanctioning mechanism in the form of elections, to
resolve dissatisfaction with political authorities. However, if
dissatisfaction with political authorities would not be resolved,
according to Easton such lacking support had the potential to
eventually “spill-over” to support for the political system,
undermining support for the political system as a whole.

In most empirical research on legitimacy, the assumption is that
“spill-over” is visible when declining levels of support for political
authorities and institutions, often measured as political trust and
satisfaction with the way democracy works in practice, start to
undermine support for democracy as an ideal political system
(Norris, 1999, 2011; Dalton, 2004; Thomassen et al., 2017; Van Ham
etal., 2017). However, empirically, there is very limited research into
whether and how such spill-over actually occurs. While panel-data
in European democracies often includes measures of political trust
(Devine and Valgardsson, 2023), or satisfaction with the way
democracy works (Kolln and Aarts, 2021), similar data for support
for democracy as the preferred system is not available, making causal
identification of spill-over within individuals difficult. In addition,
high levels of support for democracy as an ideal political system are
often taken as an indication that spill-over has not happened, and
support for democracy remains strong. However, research has
demonstrated that citizens have different visions of democracy
(Ferrin and Kriesi, 2016), including illiberal, technocratic and
populist ones (Zorell and van Deth, 2020; Zaslove and Meijers, 2023),
that citizens can support democratic and authoritarian systems
simultaneously (Wuttke et al., 2022), and that citizens are quite
willing to trade-off their support for democracy for partisan or policy
gains under certain circumstances (Graham and Svolik, 2020;
Krishnarajan, 2023). Hence, spill-over may manifest in different
ways: people dissatisfied by the way democracy works may shift their
visions of democracy towards more illiberal ones, they may increase
their support for authoritarian leadership, or they may become more
open towards trading-off democratic values for other benefits. None
of these types of spill-over would become visible in declining support
for democracy as an ideal political system. Indeed, the fact that
democratic backsliding has occurred in democracies where support
for democracy as an ideal political system was very high suggests
spill-over may manifest empirically in different ways than
previously theorized.

In this paper, we argue that “spill-over” can also manifest
through the politicization of political support. Politicization occurs
when a previously unpolitical issue enters the domain of mass
politics (Hooghe and Marks, 2009), which in case of political support

1 There is evidence based on cross-sectional data that dissatisfaction with
the way democracy works is related to lower support for democracy (Auerbach
and Petrova, 2022; Zaslove and Meijers, 2023), but over-time data would
be needed to identify under what conditions and for which people spill-over

occurs from support for political authorities to support for the political system.
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would mean that the political system itself becomes the object of
political contestation. Concretely, we expect that increasing levels of
dissatisfaction with political authorities and institutions, when not
resolved, may eventually lead these institutions and the political
system in which they operate to themselves become publicly and
politically contested. Political competition then no longer revolves
(only) around substantive policy decisions, but rather (increasingly)
around the legitimacy of the system itself, meaning that agreement
on democracy as “the only game in town” is no longer self-evident.

In the next section, we further elaborate on what it means when
perceived legitimacy—or political support—becomes politicized, and
why we expect European democracies to experience growing
politicization of political support, in terms of the association of
political support with citizens” substantive issue positions and voting
behaviour. The subsequent sections then outline the data and
methods used to test politicization empirically, and demonstrate
empirical evidence of the politicization of political support in 17
European democracies with European Social Survey data from 2002-
2022. The paper concludes by reflecting on the potential consequences
of the politicization of political support for democratic stability
and renewal.

2 Legitimacy, spill-over, and
democratic stability

Building on earlier theoretical work on legitimacy (Dahl, 1956;
Easton, 1965; Gilley, 2006; Tyler, 2006), we define legitimacy as the
normative justification of political authority (Van Ham and Thomassen,
2012; Thomassen and Van Ham, 2017). In this sense, legitimacy refers
to “the belief that authorities, institutions and social arrangements are
appropriate, proper and just” (Tyler, 2006: 376), or “a belief in the
rightness of the decision or the process of decision making” (Dahl,
1956: 46), and “that it is right and proper to accept and obey the
authorities and to abide by the requirements of the regime” (Easton,
1965: 451). As Easton further sets out, legitimacy beliefs thus “reflect
the fact that in some vague or explicit way [a person] sees these objects
as conforming to his own moral principles, his own sense of what is
right and proper in the political sphere” (Easton, 1965: 451).
Legitimacy judgments by citizens thus require a comparison between
their own normative principles of what constitutes “just” political
authority, and their evaluations of the way “real-existing” authorities
are functioning in practice. If norms and reality match, authority will
be considered legitimate, and if norms and reality deviate, authority
will be considered to suffer from a legitimacy “gap” or “deficit”
(Norris, 2011).2

2 Note that here we take citizens’ (subjective) own normative principles of
what constitutes ‘just’ authority as the starting point for their legitimacy
evaluations of political authority. However, as Wiesner and Harfst (2022)
highlight, regime legitimacy can also be defined using external normative-
theoretical principles. For a more in-depth discussion on the genealogy of the
concept of legitimacy and these differences between normative-theoretical
and empirical approaches, see Wiesner and Harfst, 2022.

3 Easton distinguished these two dimensions in his work on political support

by referring to two types of political support: specific support which is evaluative
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However, citizens have different normative ideals about what
“ideal” democracy should be (Dalton et al., 2007; Ferrin and Kriesi,
2016). Citizens also have different experiences with democracy and
therefore different evaluations of how “real” democracy works in
practice. This implies that it is unlikely that ideals and reality will match
for all citizens all the time, and that perceived legitimacy gaps or
deficits are in fact, part and parcel of democracy. As Markoff (2011)
describes, it is in fact precisely the distance between ideals and practice
that historically has driven calls for improving and deepening
democracy, making legitimacy deficits a “recurrent catalyst to change”
(Markoff, 2011: 269).* Therefore, in a democracy; it is likely that the
legitimacy of political authority will always be contested by at least
some citizens. As democracy is continually evolving and facing new
challenges, it is also likely that this contestation is an ongoing process,
as some legitimacy deficits are resolved and new legitimacy
deficits emerge.

If there are always some citizens who identify legitimacy gaps,
either because they have different democratic ideals in mind, or
because they find democracy is not living up to its promises in
practice, or both, when do legitimacy gaps become problematic for
democratic stability?

In empirical research on perceived legitimacy gaps by citizens,
there appear to be three, related, assumptions.

First, dissatisfaction with the political authorities is considered to
be less problematic than dissatisfaction with the political system as a
whole. In most empirical research on legitimacy, legitimacy beliefs by
citizens are operationalised as political support for political authorities,
political institutions, and the political system as a whole.” Here,
different objects or levels of political support are identified, ranging
from the political authorities (i.e., the government currently in power),
to the political institutions (i.e., the parliament, the judiciary, etc.) to
the political system (i.e., democracy) (Norris, 1999, 2011; Dalton,
2004; Thomassen and Van Ham, 2017).° As briefly mentioned in the
introduction, the assumption is that low political support for political

and directed at the performance of an object and diffuse support which is
more affective and directed at "what an object is or represents — to the general
meaning it has for a person-, not of what it does” (Easton, 1975: 444). Easton
expected that specific support among citizens might vary as political authorities
change over time, but suggested relatively stable levels of diffuse support were
important for democratic stability, and also warned that if low specific support
became structural, this might well undermine more diffuse support.

4 "Claims that the people are sovereign are invitations for people to act;
claims that the government serves the people are invitations for people to
demand it do so; claims that the governors are the people’s representatives
are invitations for those who feel unrepresented to point that out.” (Markoff,
2011: 258-259).

5 The political community (i.e., the demos) is often considered an important
element of political support as well, but one that is outside the scope of
this paper.

6 Empirically, support for political authorities is often measured by trust in
or satisfaction with the government, politicians or political parties. Support for
political institutions is mostly measured by trust in a variety of institutions,
ranging from parliament to the judiciary to the media and the bureaucracy
(Zmerli and van der Meer, 2017; Norris, 2022). And support for the political
system is measured on the one hand, by satisfaction with the way democracy

is functioning in practice (i.e., support for ‘real-existing’ democracy), and on
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authorities may not necessarily present an immediate challenge to the
stability of the political system as a whole, as political authorities can
be replaced at elections (Easton, 1965; Kaase and Newton, 1995;
Dalton, 2004). Low support for political institutions is already more
problematic, but even here, support can potentially be regained by
improving the performance or responsiveness of the specific
institution that is considered wanting by citizens (Dalton, 2004;
Norris, 2011). However, when there is low support for the political
system as a whole, addressing the legitimacy deficits that citizens
perceive may become more complex and require a complete overhaul
of the democratic system. Dissatisfaction at the level of the political
system therefore appears most likely to challenge democratic stability
(Claassen, 2019; Claassen and Magalhaes 2022).

Second, the source of dissatisfaction is considered to be important.
As Easton’s discussion of specific versus diffuse support also indicated,
if low political support is due to citizens” being dissatisfied with the
way authorities are functioning in practice, this may be less
problematic than when dissatisfaction is due to their normative
expectations not being met. Citizens may be willing to accept
sub-standard performance by political authorities, at least temporarily,
if they believe that authorities are following “normatively just”
decision-making procedures. Indeed, the empirical literature on
outcome acceptance and procedural fairness suggest that citizens are
willing to accept outcomes that they themselves are not happy with as
long as they believe decision-making procedures have been fair (Tyler,
2006; Magalhaes, 2016; Werner and Marien, 2022). However, as
Easton also warned, in practice the two are related: if citizens” consider
authorities to not function well for a long time, and democratic
decision-making procedures such as elections are not able to resolve
this dissatisfaction by bringing a new government to power that does
resolve their concerns, low specific support may “spill-over” and also
end up undermining citizens’ normative commitment to democracy
(Claassen and Magalhaes, 2022).

Third, the duration of dissatisfaction is considered to be important.
As the above discussion already indicates, lacking political support
appears to be especially problematic for democratic stability when it
becomes persistent and does not get resolved (Easton, 1965; Kaase and
Newton, 1995; Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011; Van Ham and Thomassen,
2012). Thus, lacking political support is not problematic when it is
temporary, and can get resolved through either governments’
changing course, voting in a new government in elections, or
institutional and democratic reform. But when dissatisfaction with
political authorities becomes endemic and structural, it may spill-over
to higher levels of political support, undermining support for political
institutions and the political system as a whole. As Dalton asks: “how
long do citizens continue to like the game of democratic politics if they
have lost confidence in the players and even how the game of
democratic politics is now played?” (Dalton, 1999: 72).

Clearly, the three assumptions are related. In any of these
scenarios, it is thought lacking support for political authorities, when
not resolved, may spill over to support for political institutions and
ultimately the political system. Thus, the more people experience
lacking political support and the longer this lasts, the more likely it is

the other, by support for democracy as an ideal political system (i.e., normative
support for democracy) (Dalton, 2004; Norris, 2011; Ferrin, 2012).
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that spill-over will occur and people will eventually withdraw their
support for the democratic political system as a whole.

As argued in the introduction, both data limitations and
conceptual issues make it difficult to empirically establish such spill-
over effects. However, we argue that “spill-over” can also manifest in
a different way: through the politicization of political support. This
argument is developed in the next section.

3 The politicization of political support

Clearly, the assumptions in empirical research on the relation
between citizens perceptions of legitimacy gaps and democratic
stability point at the importance of resolving perceived legitimacy gaps.
Ideally, citizens who feel democracy does not live up to their standards
will point this out and seek to mobilise political parties and other
citizens, leading to the perceived legitimacy gap to be addressed, and
perhaps in the process inspire other, new groups of citizens, with new
demands (Markoff, 2011).

A key institution of representative democracy to allow for citizen
influence and resolve such perceived legitimacy gaps are elections.
Elections function as a sanctioning mechanism, that enable citizens to
hold their governments to account, which also creates incentives for
those governments to be responsive to what citizens want (Powell,
2000). This provides a mechanism for citizens who are dissatisfied
with how the political system is working to point out the legitimacy
gaps they perceive, to mobilize around these issues in protests, media
or by getting political parties involved, and either achieve policy
change by pressuring governments who want to avoid electoral defeat
to change course, or by voting governments out of office. Therefore,
the core idea of representative democracy is that it has institutionalised
mechanisms to resolve dissatisfaction through “normal” politics: for
instance, by voting in new politicians or parties or by pressuring
existing ones to be more responsive or to explain why certain decisions
were made.

Paradoxically however, resolving perceived legitimacy gaps first
requires them to become politicized. Legitimacy gaps need to
be noticed and become part of the public debate in order to be picked
up by political actors and get resolved. Politicization occurs as a result
of “the demand for, or the act of, transporting an issue into the field
of politics, making previously unpolitical matters political” (Ziirn,
2019: pp. 977-978). When a specific political issue is politicized, it
enters the domain of mass politics (Hooghe and Marks, 2009, p. 18)
and becomes the object of public contestation. Politicization applies
to newly emerging political issues, but we argue that it can also apply
to political support itself. In this case, we would expect that political
support itself becomes part of politics: as political parties seeking to
mobilize disillusioned voters may campaign not only on substantive
policy positions, but also on distrust of political institutions and
promises to improve, fix, or overhaul the system. In these situations,
positions regarding the political system and its institutions become
one of the issues over which electoral competition is fought, and thus
become related to political competition. Empirically, we would expect
politicization of political support to be visible as an increasing
association of political support with citizens’ substantive policy
positions, and, to the extent that there are political parties who
express this discontent, also with voting behaviour.
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The politicization of political support is a manifestation of
“spill-over”, as it is the political system itself that is being contested:
citizens become divided in their support for the political system,
and this divide aligns with existing political divides. Yet, with regard
to the implications of such “spill-over” for democratic stability, it is
crucial to establish whether the politicization of political support is
structural or temporary. Since legitimacy gaps need to be politicized
in order to be resolved, we would expect politicization to increase
when legitimacy gaps become part of the public debate and political
agenda and decrease if and when they are resolved. Empirically
then, the degree of politicization of political support could vary
over time, as legitimacy gaps become politicized and then
get resolved.

However, we expect that the politicization of political support may
have become a more structural phenomenon in Western democracies,
for three reasons. First, the resolution of legitimacy gaps hinges on
government being able to resolve them. The question is to what extent
governments in European democracies have been able to solve or
address perceived legitimacy gaps. The increasingly complex and often
transnational issues that national governments need to deal with, such
as migration and climate change, combined with the increasingly
limited discretion of national governments due to shifts in power to
transnational governance such as the EU as well as to (international)
markets, may well limit the capacity of national governments to
resolve legitimacy gaps (Mair, 2009, 2023).

Second, while globalization constrains national governments, it at
the same time transforms public opinion by creating new demands
and grievances among the mass public. Increasing pressure on
traditional left-wing achievements such as the national welfare state
generates dissatisfaction among citizens with strong left-egalitarian
views, while open borders and an increasing influx of migrants
unsettles those with culturally right-wing preferences. Thus, concerns
related to globalization processes transform both the economic and
cultural dimensions of the political space (Kriesi et al., 2008). To the
extent that governments cannot adequately respond to these concerns,
specific groups of citizens may experience structural legitimacy gaps
in terms of their substantive representation (Hillen and Steiner, 2020;
Hakhverdian and Schakel, 2022).

Third, the resolution of legitimacy gaps depends on political
parties that are willing to address legitimacy gaps. The rise of radical
left and right political parties in most European party systems that
mobilize on political distrust appears to have succeeded in putting
perceived legitimacy gaps on the political agenda. Yet, not only do
they have limited access to government and therefore little possibility
to translate their programmes into policy—radical parties may also
choose to keep mobilizing on political discontent even after being
elected into parliament as a more profitable electoral strategy in the
long run (Rooduijn et al., 2016). Therefore, while politicization of
political support may certainly vary in the short run, we expect a long-
term trend of increasing politicization of political support in
European democracies.

Based on this discussion, we therefore expect to find the following
empirical patterns in terms of the politicization of political support:

HI. The association of citizens’ political support with their issue

positions and vote choice has increased over time in
Western democracies.
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H2. The association of citizens political support with their issue
positions and vote choice varies over time within countries.

In the subsequent sections, we investigate to what extent there is
indeed evidence of increasing politicization of political support, both
in terms of issue positions and vote choice.

4 Data and methods

The expectations about the politicization of political support are
tested with data on political support in 17 European democracies using
European Social Survey (ESS) data from 2002-2022. We test whether
political support has become increasingly associated with citizens’
substantive issue positions and voting behaviour in this period.

As indicators of political support, we use two dependent variables:
trust in parliament and satisfaction with democracy. Trust in
parliament is measured on an 11-point scale ranging from “No trust
atall” (0) to “Complete trust” (10) in the ESS. Satisfaction with the way
democracy works in ones’ country is measured on an 11-point scale
ranging from “Extremely dissatisfied” (0) to “Extremely satisfied” (10).

As measures of citizens’ substantive issue positions, we use three
independent variables: citizens positions on EU unification, income
differences, and immigration, to reflect both the economic and
cultural dimensions of citizen’s substantive policy positions in Europe
(Kriesi et al., 2008).

Citizens  positions on European unification are measured by
asking respondents whether they think “European unification should
go further or already has gone too far”. Answer categories on this
question vary on an 11-point scale from “Unification has already gone
too far” (0) to “Unification should go further” (10).

Positions on income differences are measured by the question to
what extent respondents agreed or disagreed on the statement:
“Government should reduce differences in income levels”, with answer
options ranging on a 5-point scale from “Agree strongly” (1) to
“Disagree strongly” (5). This variable coding was reversed, so that
higher scores indicate positions that are more in favour of governments
reducing income differences.

Finally, citizen’s positions on immigration were measured by the
extent to which they agreed with the statement: “Immigrants make my
country a worse or better place to live”, with answers on an 11-point
scale ranging from “Worse place to live” (0) to “Better place to
live” (10).”

As measure for citizens’ vote choice, we use one independent
variable: the question what party respondents voted for in the last
national election. Only political parties for which 5 or more
respondents indicated to have voted are included in the analysis.

The sample includes all democracies in Western Europe where the
ESS has been held for a minimum of 3 waves, resulting in a total of 17
countries.®

7 A question on immigration policy, i.e., whether immigration levels should
be decreased or increased in respondents’ country was not available in the
ESS for the full period.

8 Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland,

Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,
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First, to model the association between political support and issue
positions over in time in each country, we run multi-level linear
regression models for each country, with individual respondents (level
1) clustered within years in which the survey was held (level 2). To test
whether the association between political support and issue positions has
changed over time, the analyses include an interaction effect with the
year in which the survey was held. This interaction effect allows us to
model to what extent the association between political support and issue
positions is subject to change over time. Analysing all countries
separately, rather than in a pooled model, allows us to gauge to what
extent these over-time developments are different across countries. As
the main purpose of the analyses is to map changes over time in the
association between political support and issue attitudes, the analyses do
not include control variables but run simple bivariate models, followed
by models with year of survey as an interaction variable (Achen, 2005).
The results are presented in the results section in marginal effects graphs,
all models are presented in the Appendix to the paper.

Second, to model the association between political support and
vote choice, we analyse the relation between political support and vote
choice separately for each year in each country, using linear regression
models for each year and country. Since the political parties that
respondents can vote for in elections change over time, the party
choice set changes to such an extent that separate analyses are called
for. Therefore, instead of testing whether the association between
political support and vote choice changes over time, the analysis
focuses on whether the proportion of variance in political support that
is explained by vote choice changes over time. The results are
visualized in the next section by graphs mapping variance explained
per survey-year for each country. All models underlying the graphs
are again presented in the Appendix to this paper.

5 Empirical evidence: politicization of
political support?

This section evaluates whether there is empirical evidence for the
increasing politicization of political support. If there is politicization
of political support, this should become apparent in increasing
associations over time between political support and issue positions,
as well as between political support and vote choice.

5.1 Political support and issue positions

Starting with issue positions, Figures 1, 2 show the changes over
time in the association between positions on EU unification and trust
in parliament and satisfaction with democracy, respectively.

EU issue positions appear to have become significantly more
strongly associated with trust in parliament in the majority of
countries in our sample. As Figure 1 shows, in all 17 countries
higher support for EU unification is associated with higher levels of
trust in parliament (see also the Appendix for the models
underlying results presented in Figure 1). In 14 out of 17 countries,
this association has time,

strengthened over indicating

United Kingdom.
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Trust in parliament and EU issue positions

(Source: ESS, 2004-2020)
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Trust in parliament and positions on EU unification.
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politicisation, in 10 of which significantly. There is variation in how
strong the increase is, ranging from strong increases in countries
like Finland, Norway, Germany and the Netherlands, to more
moderate increases in countries like Ireland and Denmark. The 4
countries where trust and EU positions are associated but this
relation does not become stronger over time, are Italy, Portugal,
Spain and Switzerland.

In only 3 countries does the association appear to have weakened
over time, of which only in one significantly. The only country where
EU issue positions and trust in parliament have become less strongly
associated is the UK, which could have to do with Brexit resolving
some of the frustration with the EU among some voters, while
simultaneously decreasing trust among pro-EU voters, further
weakening the association. Overall however, in terms of EU issue
positions there seems to be clear evidence of a growing association to
political trust in quite a substantial number of countries.

Turning to satisfaction with democracy, Figure 2 shows how the
association of EU issue positions with satisfaction with democracy
has developed over time within the 17 countries in our sample. The
association between support for EU unification and satisfaction with
democracy is positive in all countries, and has strengthened over time
in 12 out of the 17 countries in our sample (and significantly so in 9
countries). The association has weakened over time in 5 countries, of
which in 3 countries significantly so. There is however quite some
variation in how strong politicization is: with strong increases in the
association between EU issue positions and satisfaction with

Frontiers in Political Science

democracy in Greece, Finland, Germany, Norway and the
Netherlands; but a very sharp decrease in the UK.

Turning to income differences, Figures 3, 4 show the results for
models predicting trust in parliament and satisfaction with democracy
by respondents’ positions on income differences.

Higher scores indicate respondents are more in favour of
governments reducing income differences, and a positive coeflicient
therefore means people who are more in favour of reducing income
differences are more trusting. However, as Figure 3 shows, the
association between positions on income differences and political
trust is negative in all countries: respondents who are more in favour
of governments reducing income differences tend to have lower levels
of trust in parliament.

Figure 3 shows how the association between positions on income
differences and trust in parliament has changed over time in each
country. If the coefficients become more negative over time, this
would be evidence of increasing politicization. This appears to have
occurred in 8 of the 17 countries in our sample, though only
significantly so in 3 of these (United Kingdom, Ireland and Greece).
In 9 out of 17 countries politicization has in fact decreased, with the
association between trust in parliament and positions on income
differences becoming weaker, though these trends are significant in
only 5 countries.

Considering the effects of positions on income differences on
satisfaction with democracy, Figure 4 shows an equally varied picture.
Also here, associations are negative in all countries: respondents who
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Satisfaction with democracy and positions on EU unification

are more in favour of government action to reduce income differences
tend to be less satisfied with democracy. Yet, this association becomes
stronger over time in only 7 countries of the 17 in our sample, and
only significantly so in 4 countries. In most countries, 10 out of 17,
politicization decreases over time (and in 8 significantly so). Clearly,
when it comes to positions on income differences the findings are
varied: increasing politicization in some countries such as the
United Kingdom, Spain and Greece, and decreasing politicization in
most other countries.

Finally, Figures 5, 6 show the effects of issue positions on
immigration on trust in parliament and satisfaction with democracy,
respectively. Higher scores on immigration positions mean
respondents think immigration makes their country a better place to
live, which is associated with higher trust in parliament and
satisfaction with democracy in all countries, as indicated by the
positive coeflicients. Have these relationships changed over time?

Figure 5 shows that in 13 out of the 17 countries in our sample,
the relation between issue positions on immigration and trust in
parliament has become stronger, of which significantly so in 10
countries. The association has weakened in 4 countries, and
significantly so in one country, the United Kingdom. Clearly, there
appears to be quite some politicization in terms of the association
between issue positions on immigration and trust in parliament.
However, the degree of politicization differs substantially between
countries, with the strongest politicization occurring in Portugal,
Germany, Italy and France.

Frontiers in Political Science

Turning to satisfaction with democracy, Figure 6 shows similar
patterns of politicization. In 13 of the 17 countries in our sample, the
association between issue positions on immigration and satisfaction
with democracy has increased over time, and for 12 countries
significantly so. Weakening politicization is apparent in 4 countries,
and of these significantly so in 3 countries (United Kingdom,
Switzerland and Spain).

As Figures 1-6 demonstrate, in terms of the associations of
citizens’ substantive policy positions with trust in parliament and
satisfaction with democracy, we find evidence for positions on the EU
and immigration having become increasingly associated with political
support over time in most European countries in our sample,
indicating increasing politicisation. Citizens’ positions on income
differences appear to have become less associated with political
support, indicating decreasing politicisation.

5.2 Political support and vote choice

In addition to politicization occurring in terms of citizens’
substantive policy positions becoming more strongly intertwined with
their political support, we also hypothesized that political support
becomes increasingly related to vote choice, as a second indicator of
politicization. Since the political parties that respondents can vote for
in elections change over time, we analyse the relation between political
support and vote choice separately for each year in each country.
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Satisfaction with democracy and positions on income differences

(Source: ESS, 2002-2020)
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Satisfaction with democracy and positions on income differences.
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FIGURE 5
Trust in parliament and positions on immigration.
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Figures 7, 8 below show the proportion of variance in trust in
parliament and satisfaction with democracy respectively, that can
be explained by vote choice in each election (for full models, see
the Appendix).

As Figure 7 shows, politicization of trust in parliament in relation
to vote choice appears to have occurred in at least 13 out of the 17
democracies in our sample, with sharp increases in countries such as
Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. Despite clear signs of
politicization, what also becomes clear is that politicization can and
does vary over time in different countries, as strong fluctuation in
countries such as Austria, Norway and Italy shows. This suggests that
when perceived legitimacy gaps are indeed addressed and resolved,
politicization can decline again.

In order to get a sense of whether, despite this fluctuation, an
overall long-term increase in politicization is noticeable, Table 1
shows average levels of politicization between 2002-2010, and
2012-2020, expressed as the proportion of variance in political
trust that is explained by vote choice. An increase in politicization
is visible in all countries except Norway. In all other countries,
the proportion of explained variance increases by between 0.6
and 6.6%—and overall, this proportion increased from 5.2 to
8.0% in these two decades. This is indicative of an increasing
politicization of political support across the board. The highest
absolute levels of politicization are found in the Netherlands,
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France, Spain and Iceland. In 2020, the proportion of variance in
political trust that could be explained by vote choice ranged from
12.3% in the Netherlands, to 12.6% in Iceland, to 16.6% in France.
In Spain, where the last data are from 2018, this was 12.7%. In
years prior to that, levels of politicization were even higher in
some of these countries. The largest increases in these past two
decades are found in the Netherlands and in Spain, with
politicization doubling between 2002 and 2020.

Turning to satisfaction with democracy, Figure 8 shows clear
increases in politicization, in terms of the proportion of variance
in satisfaction with democracy that is explained by vote choice,
in at least 8 out of the 17 democracies in our sample. The other 9
countries appear to be more characterised by fluctuation in the
degree of politicization. Indeed, when comparing average levels
of politicization between 2002-2010, and 2012-2020, Table 2
shows that in 5 countries, average levels of politicization declined.

However, in all other countries in the sample, politicization
increased on average, with the proportion of variation in satisfaction
with democracy explained by vote choice increasing between 1.0 and
10.3%. Overall, politicization increased from 5.8 to 8.2% in these two
decades. The highest absolute levels of politicization are found in
Spain, Greece, France and the Netherlands, and to a lesser extent in
Germany and Sweden. The largest increases in these past two decades
are found in Spain and Greece.
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Satisfaction with democracy and migration issue positions

(Source: ESS, 2002-2020)
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Satisfaction with democracy and positions on immigration
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Trust in parliament and vote choice.
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Satisfaction with democracy and vote choice.

6 Conclusion

As citizens have different ideals of what democracy should be,
and different experiences with how democracy functions in practice,
dissatisfaction with political authorities and institutions among at
least some citizens may be part and parcel of democracy. However, a
core idea of representative democracy is that democracy provides
possibilities for citizens to express such dissatisfaction, either through
protests or elections, and in doing so mobilise other citizens and
political actors to resolve perceived legitimacy gaps. Ideally therefore,
dissatisfaction with political authorities and institutions can
be resolved by governments changing course, or by citizens electing
a new government at the next elections.

However, if dissatisfaction is not resolved, it may very well spill
over to higher levels of political support and end up undermining
support for democracy itself. In this case, we would expect that
political support itself becomes part of politics: as political parties
seeking to mobilize disillusioned voters not only campaign on
substantive policy positions, but also on distrust of political
institutions and promises to improve, fix, or overhaul the system. In
this case, political support becomes politicized, as the political system
itself becomes the object of political competition. Such politicization
is particularly problematic for the stability of democracy when it
takes on a more structural character.

In this paper we investigated to what extent there is empirical
evidence for the politicization of political support in 17 European
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democracies between 2002 and 2020. We expected politicization to
have increased over time in this period, for several reasons. First of all,
as national governments are faced with increasingly complex and
often transnational issues, such as migration and climate change, their
capacity to respond to potential citizen dissatisfaction about these
issues may have declined. In addition, shifts in policy-making power
to transnational governments such as the EU, as well as the increasing
influence of globalised markets, may have limited discretion of
national governments even further. Third, the rise of radical left and
right political parties in most European party systems that mobilise
on political distrust, may have further contributed to
politicizing dissatisfaction.

In this paper we investigated politicization empirically by
considering the association of political support with substantive issue
positions on the one hand, and with vote choice on the other hand.
When it comes to politicization in terms of citizens’ substantive issue
positions becoming increasingly intertwined with their political
support, we find politicization mainly on socio-cultural issues such as
immigration and EU unification, and much less on socio-economic
issues such as income differences. This is in line with research that has
demonstrated the growing importance of socio-cultural issues for
voters in European democracies (Kriesi et al., 2008; Van der Brug and
van Spanje, 2009). It appears that citizens positions on the EU and
immigration are increasingly strongly correlated with their political
trust and satisfaction with democracy, with citizens that are against

EU unification and immigration having become increasingly less

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2024.1363083
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/Political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

van Ham and van Elsas

TABLE 1 Politicization trust in parliament by vote choice by decades.

Country Average T  Average T Change
variance variance between
explained explained the two

2002- 2012- decades
2010 2020

Austria 3.1 3 8.2 3 5.1

Belgium 7.5 5 8.1 5 0.6

Denmark 4.4 5 8.3 3 3.9

Finland 35 5 6.6 5 3.1

France 7.8 5 11.3 5 3.5

Germany 4.9 5 8.9 4 4.0

Greece 5.1 4 6.9 1 1.8

Iceland 7.1 1 9.5 4 24

Ireland 4.3 5 6.3 5 2.0

Italy 4.5 1 6.3 4 1.8

Netherlands 6.8 5 13.4 5 6.6

Norway 8.9 5 7.0 5 -19

Portugal 2.0 5 4.0 5 2.0

Spain 55 5 10.8 4 53

Sweden 4.6 5 8.0 4 3.4

Switzerland 3.7 5 4.7 5 1.0

United 4.3 5 7.3 5 3.0

Kingdom

Total 52 74 8.0 72 2.8

NB. Averages for Iceland and Italy in 2002-2010, and for Greece in 2012-2020 are based on
only one survey-wave of ESS, so should be interpreted with caution.

trusting of political institutions and less satisfied with the way
democracy works.

This dissatisfaction also appears to be increasingly translated
into vote choice, as we find politicization in terms of citizens’ vote
choice becoming increasingly strongly related to their political
support in most countries in our sample. In the relatively short
time-period in which ESS surveys have been fielded, the two
decades from 2002 until 2022, the association between vote choice
and political support has increased in most countries in our sample,
from on average about 5 and 6% to more than 8%. In 3 and 5
countries respectively, more than 10% of the variation in trust in
parliament and satisfaction with democracy is now explained by
vote choice. Therefore, there appears to be quite some descriptive
empirical evidence indicating substantial politicization of political
support in European democracies. At the same time, it is important
to note that we find significant variation in levels of politicization
in different countries. Moreover, the fact that politicization varies
over time in different countries, suggest that politicization can
also decline.

These findings open up a range of follow-up questions that future
research could address. A key question is what causes politicization.
Is politicization driven by bottom-up processes of citizens feeling the
political system is not living up to their standards, and if so, where
precisely do citizens consider democracy to be under-performing? Is
politicization driven by a lack of substantive or descriptive
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TABLE 2 Politicization satisfaction with democracy by vote choice by
decades.

Country Average T  Average T Change
variance variance between
explained explained the two
2002- 2012- decades
2010 2020
Austria 6.2 3 9.1 3 2.9
Belgium 6.9 5 6.0 5 -0.9
Denmark 4.6 5 5.8 3 1.2
Finland 32 5 7.1 5 39
France 13.8 5 12.8 5 -1.0
Germany 6.5 5 10.4 4 3.9
Greece 7.6 4 16.6 1 9.0
Iceland 14.4 1 8.3 4 —6.1
Ireland 4.7 5 5.7 5 1.0
Ttaly 7.5 1 5.5 4 =2.0
Netherlands 53 5 11.2 5 5.9
Norway 6.2 5 5.8 5 -0.4
Portugal 3.0 5 5.1 5 2.1
Spain 59 5 16.2 4 10.3
Sweden 5.1 5 9.9 4 4.8
Switzerland 2.6 5 4.2 5 1.6
United 3.6 5 7.3 5 3.7
Kingdom
Total 5.8 74 8.2 72 24

NB. Averages for Iceland and Italy in 2002-2010, and for Greece in 2012-2020 are based on
only one survey-wave of ESS, so should be interpreted with caution.

representation, by personal experiences in dealing with political
authorities, or by (accurate or inaccurate) perceptions of institutional
performance that are shaped by media reporting and elite cues?
Alternatively, to what extent is politicization driven by top-down
processes of political parties that mobilise on political distrust and
critique the way democracy functions, and promise to fix the way the
democratic system and its institutions work? A third important
question is what causes fluctuations in politicization within countries
over time: does this happen because perceived legitimacy gaps are
actually resolved, or is it rather the product of the political agenda
shifting its attention elsewhere and other issues becoming more
salient? And relatedly, what are the consequences of increasing
politicization of political support? Does politicization of support lead
to democratic innovation and reform to resolve perceived legitimacy
gaps? Or does politicization of support lead to further politicization,
and eventually to increases in support for alternatives to democracy?

This leads us to a fourth and final line of inquiry. To what extent
is increasing politicization of political support problematic for
democratic stability? As we noted in the paper, paradoxically,
legitimacy gaps need to be politicized in order to get resolved. When
legitimacy gaps become politicised the goal should therefore be to
resolve perceived legitimacy gaps and improve the perceived
responsiveness of the democratic system and its institutions. But if
political parties and actors who mobilize their voters on legitimacy
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gaps subsequently cannot solve them (ie., due to diminished
discretion of national governments, in combination with increased
complexity, in many policy domains), or do not want to solve them
(i.e., because mobilizing on distrust is electorally advantageous), then
things may go from bad to worse; ultimately increasing support for
alternatives to democracy.

The extent to which this happens, is of course an empirical
question, and one that would require further research into the
bottom-up and top-down processes that drive politicization of
political support. Doing so should help to gain better insight into the
conditions under which democracy itself becomes the object of
political competition, and how it can come to be seen as “the only
game in town” again.
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