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Why do men and women vote for the populist radical right? This question, which speaks to the phenomenon of the “radical right gender gap”, has been the topic of much scholarly interest. While previous studies refer to the role played by differences in political resources, attitudes, and socialization, this paper examines whether negative emotions towards the political system, and system-directed anger in particular, drive support for populist radical right parties differently for men and women. Drawing on the premise that populist radical right parties tend to appeal to angry voters, and given that acting upon anger is seen as an “agentic” trait, we expect that system-directed anger is more strongly associated with support for populist radical right parties among men compared to women. We test the hypothesis using original data from the RepResent voter survey organized in Belgium during the 2019 federal elections. In line with previous studies, we find that voters of the populist radical right party Vlaams Belang report high levels of system-directed anger. Men and women voters are similar in their display of this emotion, and contrary to our expectations, they are similar in how system-directed anger relates to vote choice as well. More than explaining gender differences in populist radical right voting, our findings confirm the idea that system-directed anger can incite women as well as men to cast a populist radical right vote.
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1 Introduction

The debate on the rise of the populist radical right and the determinants for its success in national, local, and European politics has drawn large interest both within and outside academic scholarship. A consistent finding in this scholarship is the so-called gender gap in populist radical right voting. Studies have repeatedly found that men are, in general, more likely than women to cast a populist radical right vote. This gender gap has existed for several decades (Betz, 1994), although the size of the gap is known to vary across countries and between elections (Immerzeel et al., 2015; Mayer, 2015). However, the question of why this populist radical right gender gap exists has no easy answer. A large number of studies have formulated demand-side explanations, highlighting that the gender gap among voters is linked to differences between men and women in structural resources and political attitudes (Givens, 2004; Gidengil et al., 2005; Spierings and Zaslove, 2017). Key factors explored in these studies include the gendered division of labor (Givens, 2004), anti-immigration attitudes (Immerzeel et al., 2015), and shifts in cultural values (Ignazi, 2003; Inglehart and Norris, 2003; Off, 2023). Other studies have focused on supply-side explanations, showing that political opportunity structures such as party types, electoral contexts, and communication styles can help explain why some people are drawn to populist radical right parties (Harteveld and Ivarsflaten, 2018; Harteveld et al., 2019). Yet, combined results remain inconclusive, and questions about the precise factors that render the populist radical right seemingly more attractive to men continue to exist.

In this paper, we aim to test an alternative hypothesis that gender differences are related to emotions. Following several crises which European states are facing (e.g., economic, demographic, pandemic, and democratic legitimacy crises), scholars of populist radical right voting have (re)focused on how concerns like public distrust, perceived threats towards the “other”, and feelings of resentment—all part of the populist radical right’s rhetoric—shape the electoral considerations of voters (Wodak, 2015; Bustikova, 2019; Norris and Inglehart, 2019). This new research track focuses on explaining whether, how, and why emotions such as anger and fear inform voters’ attitudes towards and decisions to vote for a populist radical right party (e.g., Marcus et al., 2000; Vasilopoulos et al., 2019 on France; Rico et al., 2017 on Spain; Erisen and Vasilopoulou, 2022 on Germany, Netherlands and the United Kingdom).

Existing studies on emotions, however, do not relate their findings directly to gender differences in populist radical right voting. In this paper, we therefore examine whether anger motivates support for populist radical right parties differently for men and women. There are good reasons to expect that affective explanations for populist radical right voting may have a gendered dimension. Relying on social role theory and social appraisal theory, we assume that women and men, although they may experience and express similar levels of anger, will regulate these emotions differently (Evers et al., 2011). Even though voting is done in private due to ballot secrecy, it does take place in the public sphere as an act of public participation. Additionally, vote choice is often the subject of political discussion within one’s social network (Gerber et al., 2013; Santoro and Beck, 2017) and may have social implications as vote choices are often shared with others (Gerber et al., 2012). Hence, the public expression of one’s anger through voting holds potentially more negative social implications for women than for men. As a result, women may be less likely than men to translate their anger into a populist radical right vote. The latter also speaks to recent public debates on the role of “angry white men” in populist radical right voting. Academics and journalists have commented regularly on whether and how “angry white men” acted as driving forces behind the recent successes of populist radical right parties (e.g., Ford and Goodwin, 2010; Pease, 2021). The underlying assumption is that (white, lower educated or working class) men may feel threatened by deep economic and cultural changes in society, and may feel politically alienated and disillusioned, which the populist radical right preys on. Hence, feelings of anger and resentment towards traditional political actors and institutions would primarily be expressed politically by men. These expectations, however, require more empirical scrutiny (see also Setzler and Yanus, 2018). In this paper, we therefore take the previous indications as a starting point to study (1) to what extent emotions, in particular feelings of system-directed anger (i.e., anger directed at the political system), explain populist radical right voting among men and women to the same extent, and, consequently, (2) whether the populist radical right vote is indeed driven by “angry men”.

We study these questions in the context of the Flemish region of Belgium, which presents a highly relevant setting for studying the role of emotions in populist radical right voting. Flanders is the largest region in the Belgian federal state and hosts one of the oldest and electorally most successful populist radical right parties in Europe—Vlaams Belang (before: Vlaams Blok). Due to a “cordon sanitaire”, which entails an agreement by all other democratic parties not to cooperate with Vlaams Belang on any political level, the party has never been part of a coalition government. Yet, Vlaams Belang currently ranks as the second largest Dutch-speaking party in Belgium, with 13.3% of the seats in the Belgian Federal Chamber of Representatives and 25% of the seats in the Flemish regional parliament after the 2024 elections. This underscores its relevance for the study of populist radical right party success. Moreover, Belgium has a system of compulsory voting and voter turnout tends to be consistently high (Caluwaerts et al., 2021). Even though previous studies on Dutch and Israeli elections have found that angry voters might decide not to participate electorally (van Zomeren et al., 2018), there are clear incentives for voters in Belgium to get out and vote. As such, Belgium is a most likely case for finding an effect of emotions on populist radical right voting. After all, there is no real “exit option” and angry voters, men and women, will have strong incentives to cast a vote. Additionally, Flanders is a multi-party system with, in addition to Vlaams Belang, several relevant mainstream left-and right-wing parties, and a populist radical left party PVDA. This allows us to test whether angry voters still opt for the populist radical right when presented with alternative choices. This aspect holds particular significance when viewed through a gendered lens, given previous research indicating a greater propensity among men to support socially and politically stigmatized parties such as Vlaams Belang (Harteveld et al., 2019).

We rely on data from the EOS RepResent voter panel survey organized in the context of the 2019 Belgian federal, regional, and European elections among a sample of eligible voters (18 years of age or older) (Walgrave et al., 2020). To measure voters’ emotions, respondents were asked to express their feelings towards Belgian politics based on discrete emotions, including anger. The EOS RepResent survey consisted of two waves: a pre-electoral wave which was organized before the elections and a post-electoral wave conducted right after the elections of 2019. In this paper, we use data from the second wave measuring voters’ actual voting behavior (N = 3,917 respondents in total, of which 1978 respondents in Flanders).

In line with previous studies, the results of our study show that populist radical right voters report strong levels of system-directed anger. Men and women voters are similar in their display of this emotion, and contrary to our expectations, they are similar in how system-directed anger relates to vote choice as well. More than explaining gender differences in populist radical right voting, our study confirms the idea that system-directed anger can incite women as well as men to cast a vote for the populist radical right.

In what follows, we first summarize the existing literature on the gender differences in support for populist radical right parties. Then, we develop our hypotheses regarding the role of emotions on the populist radical right vote, and how this may be gendered. Next, we discuss the case, methods, and data used in this study, followed by a presentation of the empirical results. To conclude, we summarize the main findings and discuss the implications for the study of gender, emotions, and populist radical right voting.



2 Theory


2.1 System-directed anger and populist radical right support

Because of the limitations of the explanations outlined above, and following the affective turn in political science (Thompson and Hogget, 2012), scholars have increasingly recognized the role of emotions in shaping voters’ preference for populist radical right parties (Redlawsk and Pierce, 2017; Vasilopoulos et al., 2019; Jacobs et al., 2024). Anger, in particular, has been found to affect electoral choices. Vasilopoulos et al. (2019) argue that anger, rather than fear or anxiety, drives support for far-right voting in France. Close and van Haute (2020) observe that anger, along with a lack of positive emotions like hope, increases support for populist radical right parties, and to some extent, populist radical left parties in Belgium. Similarly, Rico et al. (2017) argue that anger correlates positively with populist attitudes in Spanish elections, which, in turn, is linked to voting for populist parties.

Despite the prevailing focus on anger in the literature on emotions and voting behavior, it is important to differentiate between outgroup-directed anger and system-directed anger (van Zomeren et al., 2018; Petkanopoulou et al., 2022). Outgroup-directed anger targets specific individuals or groups perceived as belonging to a different identity group with distinct values, beliefs, and interests. System-directed anger is directed at the broader political system and institutions, without focusing on specific groups or politicians.

The distinction between outgroup-directed anger and system-directed anger holds particular relevance in understanding voting patterns. Even though the act of voting may be motivated by outgroup-directed anger, with the specific aim of promoting the interests of one’s identity group, previous studies have found that voting for populist radical right parties is strongly motivated by system-directed anger targeting politics in general (Jacobs et al., 2024).

There are several reasons why system-directed anger may shape voters’ preferences for populist radical right parties. A first argument is one of political information. People experiencing anger are less likely to thoroughly process political information and to more often seek out information that confirms their pre-existing beliefs leading to stronger opinion polarization (Wollebæk et al., 2019), and a more extreme vote. Secondly, anger might lead to votes for populist radical parties through these parties’ anti-establishment claims. Populist radical right parties often profile themselves as agents of change, i.e., as outsiders and challengers to the system which they consider to be irresponsive to the needs of the people. They assign blame to the abstract category of “elites” as being responsible for social or political problems (Mudde and Kaltwasser, 2017), and this rhetoric resonates more strongly among individuals who feel angry with the political system. Anger can thus compel individuals to back parties that blame the establishment (Rico et al., 2017; Jacobs et al., 2024), a stance often leveraged by populist radical right parties. The final reason why anger could lead to populist radical right voting is that anger increases action preparedness (Valentino et al., 2011). System-directed anger is a moral emotion, driven by the perception of unfairness and illegitimacy produced by the political system, and as such motivates people to address these injustices (Rico et al., 2017). People experiencing feelings of anger or rage, especially those who are less politically sophisticated (Lamprianou and Ellinas, 2019), are thus more prepared to “take it to the streets”, and one way of doing so is by voting for a radical alternative to the status quo.

Even though the relationship between anger and the populist radical right vote is to be expected, we should point out that the effect of anger can also be context-specific, exhibiting variations across different political systems. For instance, the study by van Zomeren et al. (2018: 329) shows that system-directed anger dissuaded voter turnout in the Netherlands and Israel, and increased turnout in Italy. This suggests that the influence of anger is contingent upon the institutional and political characteristics of each country. Whereas most studies find that anger drives individuals towards the ideological extremes of the party spectrum, some studies indicate an alternative outcome—the possibility of anger prompting voters to opt for non-participation (Petkanopoulou et al., 2022). We consider this an unlikely option in Belgium. Because of its long-held system of compulsory voting, voters have few “exit” options. Although compulsory voting is hardly enforced in practice, abstention is not considered a viable option due to the existence of a strong social norm that encourages voting (Caluwaerts et al., 2021). Other “exit” options include null or blank voting, both of which are not common and have decreased over time (Pilet et al., 2019).

Based on the previous arguments, we hypothesize that:



H1: System-directed anger is associated with voting for populist radical right parties among men and women.

 



2.2 Gender, system-directed anger and populist radical right support

Even though we assume that system-directed anger is associated with support for populist radical right parties, there are reasons to believe that it might do so to a greater extent for men as opposed to women. Studies in political and social psychology show that men and women do not differ that much in how often and how intensely they experience anger. Contrary to prevailing stereotypes that sometimes juxtapose “angry men” versus “happy women”, men do not report more anger, and do not express anger more regularly, than women (e.g., Kring, 2000; Fischer and Evers, 2010).

However, differences do exist in relation to how women and men express anger (Evers et al., 2011). An important factor here is the role of social context. Individuals express emotions differently depending on the social implications that may follow. This social component is highly gendered, as the literature on social appraisal theory and social role theory indicates. Social appraisal theory assumes that emotional expressions and reactions are shaped by a person’s appraisal or evaluation of a particular situation and others’ reactions to it (Manstead and Fischer, 2001). If a person expects that expressing anger may result in negative social implications, they will either suppress or conceal these emotions, or express them in an indirect way (Evers et al., 2011). The finding that social appraisals shape emotional experiences and expressions speaks directly to social role theory. According to the latter, gender differences in behavior result from expectations about gender roles and gender stereotypes (Eagly, 1987; Eagly and Karau, 2002). Distinct societal expectations exist for women and men regarding “gender appropriate” behaviors and characteristics (Alexander and Wood, 2000; Eagly and Karau, 2002; Schrock and Knop, 2014). Women are expected to exhibit so-called “communal” traits and emotions, including empathy, affection, and compassion, while men are expected to display “agentic” traits and emotions, such as aggression, dominance, and confidence (Eagly and Karau, 2002; Schneider and Bos, 2019; Hargrave and Blumenau, 2022).

Societal expectations and reactions, prompted by gender stereotypes, thus shape how men and women express certain emotions (Eagly, 1987; Manstead and Fischer, 2001; Eagly and Karau, 2002). Concerning negative emotions, for instance, studies find that women express anger in more indirect ways, as expressing anger directly (e.g., through direct confrontation, verbal aggression, …) is considered a less socially acceptable emotion for women than men (Alexander and Wood, 2000; Evers et al., 2011; Salmela and Von Scheve, 2017). Research showing that women are less inclined towards aggressive and hostile styles of politics illustrates this further (Brescoll and Uhlmann, 2008; Salmela and Von Scheve, 2017). Additionally, because women are expected to exhibit “communal” traits and emotions, they are more prone to support policies that have a communal character, such as health care and redistributive policies. Men, on the contrary, are expected to display “agentic” traits and emotions, and therefore are more likely to endorse policies of an agentic nature, relating to military intervention and the punishment of crime (Huddy et al., 2008; Schneider and Bos, 2019; Hargrave and Blumenau, 2022).

Harteveld et al. (2019) argue that this gendered socialization has implications for voting behavior as well. They state that women are socialized to be more concerned about social harmony and social cues than men (Harteveld and Ivarsflaten, 2018; Harteveld et al., 2019). Consequently, women might consider possible (negative) social evaluations more strongly when making voting decisions. Despite the rise of populist radical parties in various countries, these parties often remain stigmatized and are considered unacceptable by a significant proportion of society (Mudde, 2007). Hence, despite potentially experiencing similar levels of system-directed anger as men, due to social gender norms and social stigma, women may be less inclined to vote for populist radical right parties. Therefore, we hypothesize that:



H2: System-directed anger is associated with voting for populist radical right parties, but more strongly so for men than women.

 




3 Materials and methods


3.1 The Belgian (Flemish) case and the 2019 federal elections

Our study of the relationship between system-directed anger, gender, and populist radical right voting focuses on Flanders, the largest region in Belgium. Belgium is a consensus democracy (Lijphart, 2012), combining key features such as a proportional representation electoral system, multi-party system, coalition governments, and a federal state structure. The party system in Belgium is regionalized and there are no state-wide parties. Dutch-speaking parties and French-speaking parties compete exclusively in their respective language areas of the country. Only in the bilingual region of Brussels, parties from both language groups compete directly against each other (Deschouwer, 2009). Belgium also applies a system of compulsory voting for all elections at the regional, federal, and European level.1 Although compulsory voting is hardly enforced in practice, voter turnout remains high (less than 12% of the voters abstained in 2019; Caluwaerts et al., 2021).

Similar to other countries, Belgian politics has witnessed the rise of several new populist radical right parties in the second half of the 20th century, albeit with varying degrees of electoral success in different parts of the country. The electorally most successful party by far is the populist radical right party Vlaams Belang (before: Vlaams Blok) in Flanders which is currently the second largest Dutch-speaking party, holding 12% of the seats in the Belgian Federal Chamber of Representatives and 18.5% of the seats in the regional Flemish parliament. The party was established in 2004 but its roots date back to its predecessor party Vlaams Blok which originated in 1978. Vlaams Blok won its first parliamentary seat in 1978 (van Haute and Pauwels, 2017). From this year on, the party was almost continuously represented in the federal and regional parliaments. It has never participated in any federal or regional government coalitions due to the “cordon sanitaire” which is an agreement by all other democratic parties not to cooperate with Vlaams Blok on any political level. Regarding its ideological and programmatic focus, Vlaams Belang qualifies as a “typical” populist radical right party (Mudde, 2007), combining populism, authoritarianism, and nativism as its core features. The party is not a “single issue party”. In addition to emphasizing cultural issues such as anti-immigration, Flemish nationalism, crime, and law and order in its program, the party also engages with traditional socio-economic issues. In the French-speaking part of the country, populist radical right parties have surfaced only occasionally, and no seats were obtained by a populist radical right party at the 2019 elections. For these reasons, we focus only on Flanders in this paper.

Similar to other countries in Europe, previous studies have witnessed a gender gap in voting for Vlaams Belang in federal and regional elections, although the gap seems to have decreased in recent years (Swyngedouw and Heerwegh, 2009; Abts et al., 2011, 2014). In addition to gender, electoral support for Vlaams Belang is lower among those employed in white collar jobs and highly educated voters, and higher among manual laborers and non-religious voters (Swyngedouw and Heerwegh, 2009; Abts et al., 2011, 2014). Protest attitudes and ideological considerations, especially in relation to the cultural issues dimension, also drive support for Vlaams Belang (Lubbers et al., 2000; Goovaerts et al., 2020).

In this paper, we study vote choice in the context of the Belgian federal elections of 26 May 2019. Federal and regional elections are held every 5 years. Since 2014, they have been simultaneously organized on the same day as European elections. Multiple parties are represented in the Flemish party system. Alongside the populist radical right Vlaams Belang, there are the radical left labor party Partij van de Arbeid van België (PVDA), the green party Groen, the social democratic party SP. A (in 2019, now Vooruit), the Christian democratic party CD&V, the liberal party Open VLD, and the regionalist party N-VA. Among these parties, N-VA obtained the largest amount of the votes in the 2019 federal elections (16%) (see Supplementary Table S1 for all election results) but both Vlaams Belang and PVDA could significantly boost their electoral scores compared to the 2014 elections. The 2019 elections were marked by electoral gains for opposition and radical parties, and a decline of the traditional parties (Pilet, 2021).

A multiparty system offers different options for voters to “voice” their anger. At the same time, Belgian voters’ exit options are rather limited. Due to the compulsory voting system, and despite it being hardly enforced in practice, abstention is not considered a viable option due to the existence of a strong social norm that encourages voting (Caluwaerts et al., 2021). As a result, abstention rates have remained below 10% until 2010 and have increased slightly to 12% after 2010.2 In a similar vein, blank and null voting are not common. In the last three parliamentary elections, around 5% of the voters cast a blank or null vote (see text footnote 2). While for some voters, blank and null voting can be considered an equivalent to abstention, it is not for all (Pilet et al., 2019).



3.2 Data and variables

In order to study the effect of system-directed anger on vote choice, we use data from the EOS RepResent voter survey organized in the context of the 2019 elections in Belgium (Walgrave et al., 2020). The EOS RepResent voter survey is an online panel survey that was conducted among a gross sample of eligible voters (18 years of age or older).3 The survey included two waves. The pre-electoral wave took place prior to the elections, spanning the period between 5 April and 5 May 2019. During this phase, data were gathered on voters’ sociodemographic background, political engagement, ideological perspectives, attitudes towards representation, voting intentions, among other relevant factors. Subsequently, the post-electoral wave was conducted immediately following the elections, between 28 May and 18 June 2019. This phase specifically concentrated on capturing information related to respondents’ actual voting behavior (Walgrave et al., 2020). The first wave involved 7,351 online interviews with eligible voters (3,298 respondents in Flanders, 3,025 respondents in Wallonia, and 1,028 respondents in Brussels). Respondents successfully reached during the first wave were invited to participate in the second wave, which included a sample of 3,917 respondents (1,978 in Flanders, 1,429 in Wallonia, and 510 in Brussels).

The sample was intended to be representative of the voting-age population in terms of gender, education, and age. In the final sample, higher educated voters, and age groups between 45 and 65, were slightly overrepresented (van Erkel et al., 2020). In order to take into account these differences, the EOS RepResent team calculated weights (post stratification). In this paper, we use weights for age, gender, and education. Moreover, we only use data for the Flemish region.4

Because our study focuses on vote choice, we only include respondents who participated in both waves. In order to measure respondents’ self-reported vote choice—the dependent variable in our study—we use the survey question in the post-electoral wave which asked “For which party did you vote for the Chamber during the federal elections on the 26th of May 2019?.” Respondents could indicate their preferred party from a closed-ended list of political parties represented in the Federal Parliament and a general category of “other parties”, or they could indicate that they voted “blank or invalid”, “did not vote”, “was not (yet) eligible to vote”, or “I do not remember”. Because our research question and hypotheses focused on “populist radical right voting”, we excluded voters who were not eligible to vote or did not remember. We recoded the original question into a dichotomous variable with 1 = populist radical right vote (Vlaams Belang) and 0 = non-populist radical right vote. The “0” category includes the populist radical left party PVDA, the mainstream right parties CD&V, N-VA and Open VLD, the mainstream left parties sp.a and Groen, and the “exit” option (blank, invalid, abstain). Because of the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, we rely on binomial logistic regression models in the multivariate analyses.

We opted to work with actual vote choice in the post-electoral wave, rather than voting intentions in the pre-electoral wave, because it allows us to take into account “late-deciding” voters. Among the voters in the pre-electoral wave, 14.2% of the respondents in Flanders indicated that they “did not know” which party they would vote for “if elections were held today.” Previous studies show that these late-deciders may have a specific profile (e.g., women and young voters, as well as strategic voters, are more likely to delay the vote decision, Willocq, 2019), and we therefore decided to work with the results of the post-electoral wave. Actual vote choice questions may also face some limitations, including recall problems (with voters having difficulties to remember for which party they voted in which election). The fact that the post-electoral wave was organized shortly after the elections helped to limit recall problems.

The two main independent variables in our study are gender and system-directed anger.

In order to measure respondents’ gender, the survey asked respondents to indicate their gender in three categories: men, women, and other. Although the initial variable was not binary, we had to recode it into a dummy (men = 0, women = 1) because the “other” category was too small for any statistical analysis (N = 7, recoded as missing).

In order to measure voters’ system-directed anger, respondents were asked to express their feelings towards Belgian politics: “When you think of Belgian politics in general, to what extent do you feel each of the following emotions.” The questionnaire then listed eight discrete emotions, including “anger”. Respondents were asked to indicate how much they feel each of these emotions, on a scale from 0 (“not at all”) to 10 (“a great deal”). The same question was asked in both waves, but in this paper, we use only data from the pre-electoral wave to be able to assess how emotions impact vote choice (as we expect that the question in the post-electoral wave might measure respondents’ feelings towards the outcome of the election, see Close and van Haute, 2020). In this paper, we only focus on “anger” for theoretical reasons (see above). We do not include the other emotions in the analysis, because studies in political psychology show that different emotions may operate quite differently and are also expressed differently (see Close and van Haute, 2020; Jacobs et al., 2024).

In addition, the multivariate models add a number of control variables. We control for structural determinants which in previous research have been linked to populist radical right support, namely age and education (Ivarsflaten and Stubager, 2012; Goovaerts et al., 2020). Age is measured in years. Respondents’ educational attainment is coded in three categories: (1) none or primary education, (2) secondary education, and (3) tertiary education.

As for attitudinal control variables, we control for possible confounders which may be related to both populist radical right support and anger. Political dissatisfaction is associated with populist radical right voting (Oesch, 2008), and anger is one of the emotions most strongly associated with dissatisfaction (Tunç et al., 2023). We therefore include two control variables measuring “dissatisfaction with democracy” and “evaluation of the federal government”. “Dissatisfaction with democracy” controls for people’s support for the functioning of democracy more broadly. It is measured on a 1–5 scale, by asking respondents: “Overall, how satisfied are you with the way democracy is working in Belgium?” (1 = Very satisfied, 2 = Somewhat satisfied, 3 = not satisfied, nor unsatisfied, 4 = somewhat unsatisfied, 5 = very unsatisfied). “Evaluation of the federal government” controls for people’s satisfaction with the federal government and its policies. It was measured by the question: “To what extent are you satisfied with the policies implemented by the following political decision-making entities in the past few years? The federal government” (0–10 scale: 0 = Very unsatisfied, 10 = Very satisfied). Adding both forms of dissatisfaction is relevant because they may act as controls for different forms of group-based anger (see Petkanopoulou et al., 2022).

In addition, we include respondents’ left–right self-placement and anti-immigrant attitudes as control variables. Previous studies show that left–right ideology acts as a strong diver for vote choice (van der Brug et al., 2000; Jou and Dalton, 2017), and anti-immigrant attitudes are important determinants for populist radical right voting (Arzheimer, 2018; Goovaerts et al., 2020). Left–right self-placement is measured on a continuous 0–10 scale by asking respondents: “In politics, people often talk of ‘left’ or ‘right’. Can you place your own convictions on a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 meaning ‘left’, 5 ‘in the centre’ and 10 ‘right’?.” Anti-immigrant attitudes are measured on a continuous 0–10 scale by considering respondents’ position on the following: “Some people think that non-western immigrants must be able to live in Europe while preserving their own culture. Others think that those immigrants should adapt to the European culture” (0–10 scale, with 0 meaning completely preserve their own culture and 10 meaning completely adapt to the European culture).

Supplementary Table S2 gives an overview of the descriptive statistics for each control variable. Supplementary Table S3 includes a correlation matrix for the attitudinal variables, which shows that multicollinearity is not a problem.




4 Results


4.1 Gender differences in system-directed anger

To explore the association between anger and vote choice, as well as any gender differences therein, we first need to examine whether differences exist in how men and women voters experience system-directed anger. Table 1 therefore presents the average scores of system-directed anger reported by men and women respondents, benchmarking them against other system-or government-directed attitudes, specifically voters’ dissatisfaction with democracy and their evaluation of the federal government. The results show that gender differences are small and not significant after t-test for the three variables. In line with previous studies (e.g., Evers et al., 2011), we find that men do not report higher levels of system-directed anger than women [t(1963) = 0.570, p = 0.569]. Men and women also present similar levels of dissatisfaction with democracy [t(1941.9) = −0.562, p = 0.574] and evaluation of the federal government [t(1921.8) = −1.251, p = 0.211].



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics of system-directed anger, dissatisfaction with democracy and evaluation of the federal government, by respondents’ gender.
[image: Table1]

Moreover, gender differences in system-directed anger remain absent after controlling for respondents’ education and age in Figures 1, 2. In each educational group and in each age group, men and women express similar levels of system-directed anger (results after t-test are not significant). This challenges the notion that expressions of system-directed anger are exclusive to socio-demographic voter groups situated at the intersections of gender and education or gender and age. Instead, it suggests that system-directed anger permeates and manifests across diverse segments of the electorate in Flanders.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Mean scores system-directed anger, by gender and education (Flemish voters; N = 1,965).


[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Mean scores system-directed anger, by gender and age quartiles (Flemish voters; N = 1,965).


Even if men and women do not differ in their anger towards Belgian politics, women and men may still cast their votes differently, and system-directed anger may still inform men’s and women’s vote choice in distinct ways. This will be examined in the next sections.



4.2 Gender, system-directed anger, and vote choice: bivariate analysis

Before turning to the multivariate analyses, we first present some bivariate analyses of the associations between gender and vote choice, and anger and vote choice.

Table 2 compares the shares of men and women voters by vote choice. The results show that gender differences in vote choice are relatively small in Belgian elections. Right-wing parties, in general, draw relatively more votes from men, and fewer votes from women, compared to left-wing parties. Yet, similar to the results of the 2014 elections in Belgium (Abts et al., 2014), the gender gap in populist radical right voting has become small and not significant. Combined, the results confirm those of previous studies which suggest that gender gaps in multi-party systems may be minor and context-dependent (Campbell and Erzeel, 2018).



TABLE 2 Women and men vote share, by party (2019 elections, Flemish voters).
[image: Table2]

Table 3 then compares the mean scores for voters’ feelings of system-directed anger by vote choice. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed important differences among Flemish voters [F(7, 1877) = 20.495, p < 0.001]. Post Hoc tests were conducted using the Tukey honest significant difference (HSD). The comparisons revealed significant differences between the scores for populist radical right voters on the one hand and mainstream right, mainstream left and exit voters on the other hand. Vlaams Belang-voters clearly distinguish themselves from other right-wing party voters such as N-VA and Open VLD, with a mean difference of 1.5 and 1.6, respectively, on the 0–10 scale. The Post Hoc comparisons did not reveal any significant differences between populist radical right and populist radical left voters. Hence, the “anger gap” seems to be one that separates radical voters from mainstream voters, regardless of their ideological stance on the left–right spectrum.



TABLE 3 Comparison of Flemish voters’ mean anger scores, by vote choice.
[image: Table3]



4.3 Gender, system-directed anger, and vote choice: multivariate analysis

The bivariate analyses above do not control for other variables that might affect vote choice. To test this relationship further, we now turn to a multivariate analysis in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Binomial logistic regression on populist radical right voting in Flanders.
[image: Table4]

Table 4 shows the results of a binomial logistic regression analysis predicting populist radical right voting. Model 1 presents the main effects of the independent variables (gender and system-directed anger) with control variables. Model 2 displays the results for the interaction effect between gender*anger. Presenting Models 1 and 2 as stepwise models allows us to assess changes in the pseudo-R2 when introducing the interaction effect. The explanatory power of both models in Table 4 is quite high. A model including only gender and anger as independent variables without control variables (not shown here) has a Cox & Snell R2 of 0.051 and a Nagelkerke R2 of 0.077 for populist radical right voting. Adding our list of control variables in Model 1 increases the pseudo-R2 substantially. Adding the interaction term in Model 2, however, does little for the model.

Turning now to the parameter estimates, we first consider the main effects in Model 1. In line with the bivariate results, gender differences are not statistically significant. Women are not less likely to vote for Vlaams Belang than men. Contrary to assumptions regarding the radical right gender gap, gender is not associated with populist radical right voting.

When examining the parameter estimates for “system-directed anger”, we find that higher levels of system-directed anger are generally linked to a higher likelihood of voting Vlaams Belang, also after controlling for gender. Anger is positively associated with a higher likelihood of voting for the populist radical right for both men and women, which confirms H1.

When we consider the effects of the control variables, we can mostly confirm the findings of previous studies on populist radical right voting (e.g., Lubbers et al., 2000; Goovaerts et al., 2020). Left–right attitudes are strongly related to vote choice, confirming patterns of ideological voting. Dissatisfaction with democracy and being dissatisfied with the federal government steers voters towards a populist radical right vote. Education also shapes vote choice: lower educated voters are more likely to vote for the populist radical right. Perhaps surprisingly, voters’ position on the assimilation of migrants is not related to populist radical right voting.

Given that we are interested in the question whether anger interacts with gender in explaining vote choice, we include an interaction term in Model 2 in Table 4. Including this interaction term, however, does not alter the model, and the interaction effect is not statistically significant. As a result, we need to reject H2: system-directed anger is not more strongly associated with populist radical right voting for men than women.



4.4 Robustness

To validate whether the results are robust, we ran several variations on the models presented above, adjusting both the anger variable and the vote choice variable. Supplementary material offers an overview of these findings.

Changing the anger variable to a dummy (angry vs. not angry, median split) does not change the results (Supplementary Table S4).

Next, we estimated federal vote choice in a multinomial logistic regression using the dependent variable “having voted for the populist radical right” (versus having voted for the populist radical left, mainstream right, mainstream left and opting to exit) (Supplementary Table S5). These models show a significant association between system-directed anger and vote choice for most party categories, except for the populist radical left, which indicates that anger is indeed related to anti-system voting (see also Jacobs et al., 2024). Anger makes voters turn less to the “exit option” (compared to the populist radical right). This is as expected: due to the system of compulsory voting and the presence of two radical anti-system parties in the Flemish party system, the “exit” option is less attractive for angry voters. Angry voters are less likely to vote for a mainstream right and mainstream left party (compared to the populist radical right), and the effect is strongest for mainstream right parties.

Given that mainstream right parties were in government (N-VA, Open VLD, CD&V) before the elections, we ran additional analyses at the party level to test whether anger was negatively associated with voting for all government parties to take into account potential government-directed anger. The results show that anger is indeed negatively linked with voting for N-VA, but not for Open VLD and CD&V (Supplementary Table S6). While this indicates that system-directed anger may pick up on expressions of government-directed anger among voters, they are also empirically distinct.




5 Discussion

This paper focused on the question whether and how negative emotions, and system-directed anger in particular, inform populist radical right voting in Flanders, and whether and how this is different for men and women voters. Drawing on the established literature on the populist radical right gender gap as well as on the new and emerging scholarship on affective models of populist radical right voting, we examined whether men and women express emotions differently in the electoral arena. Previous studies in the field have shown that anger increases voter support for the populist radical right (Erisen and Vasilopoulou, 2022). We combined these insights with insights from social role theory and social appraisal theory which suggest that women may expect more negative social implications from expressing anger in the public sphere, and will therefore refrain from translating these emotions into a populist radical right vote.

However, contrary to our expectations, we can only confirm one of our two hypotheses in the Flemish case. Although voters experiencing system-directed anger do support the populist radical right party Vlaams Belang more than they support mainstream right and left parties, this was equally the case for men and women. Moreover, gender had no significant effect on populist radical right voting, neither as a main effect nor in interaction with anger. If anything, men and women are surprisingly similar in their display of system-directed anger, as well as in how anger relates to vote choice. More than explaining gender differences in populist radical right voting, our findings confirm the idea that system-directed anger can incite women as well as men to cast a populist radical right vote.

Why do gender differences remain absent? We see three reasons. One reason is that voting may not involve a high-conflict, high-risk type of public behavior in which gender differences in anger would typically manifest themselves. Angry individuals, especially men, might engage in protest activities rather than voting to express their anger in a more direct and overt way (Celis et al., 2021). To the extent that women see few negative social implications from expressing anger through the (populist radical right) vote, it may be an attractive option to express anger in an indirect manner. More research is needed to test this point. A second reason is that social norms regarding “appropriate behavior” may have changed. Although Vlaams Belang is, due to the “cordon sanitaire”, still a politically stigmatized party which may discourage some voters from casting a populist radical right vote, it is possible that the social stigma has changed in recent elections. The party has existed for several decades and is currently the second largest party in Flanders, which may have affected the social cues regarding the “appropriateness” of voting for Vlaams Belang. The fact that the gender gap in populist radical right voting has also narrowed in recent elections seems to support this point. A third and final reason links to the specific context in Flanders which does not offer any viable exit options. It would be interesting to examine whether system-directed anger steers women more than men towards exit options in countries without compulsory voting or in countries where the social norm of voting as a civic duty is less strong.

Despite the lack of gender differences, an important finding is that system-directed anger does inform populist radical right voting in Flanders, as is the case in other Western European countries. As such, our case study adds to new theories which suggest that there is an affective model of populist radical right voting in Europe (e.g., for France: Vasilopoulos et al., 2017, 2019; for Germany, Netherlands and the UK: Erisen and Vasilopoulou, 2022). Given that in our findings system-directed anger was also related to higher levels of support for the (smaller) populist radical left party, the link between anger and anti-establishment voting more broadly deserves more attention in future research (see also Jacobs et al., 2024), including the gendered aspects thereof. In relation to this issue, our study could not fully disentangle the effects of system-directed anger, government-directed and politicians-directed anger on (anti-system) voting (Petkanopoulou et al., 2022) due to data limitations. Given that different forms of group-based anger affect voting differently (van Zomeren et al., 2018; Petkanopoulou et al., 2022), future research might find it interesting to compare different measurements of group-based anger and study their gendered effects.

A final important implication is that our study needs to reject the popular idea that “angry men” are the driving forces behind populist radical right voting in Flanders. In the Flemish case, men and women voters displayed similar levels of system-directed anger, and anger motivated both women and men to cast a populist radical right vote. This seems to suggest that populist radical right voting is driven by angry men and angry women. However, an important caveat is that we were unable to test the (three-way) interaction with the socio-economic background of voters. Due to the lack of appropriate measures in the survey, we were also unable to test for the role of race or ethnic minority/minoritized status. These are important questions for future research.
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Footnotes

1   Compulsory voting was recently abolished for local elections in Flanders and will operate as such from the elections of 2024 onwards.

2   Federale Overheidsdienst Binnenlandse Zaken, Directie Verkiezingen, https://verkiezingen.fgov.be/ (Accessed February 22, 2024).

3   The survey was conducted by Kantar TNS, a data and market research company, and was commissioned by EOS RepResent. EOS RepResent is a research consortium funded by the FWO/FNRS Excellence of Science program, involving the Universiteit Antwerpen, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, Université libre de Bruxelles, KULeuven and Université catholique de Louvain. The EOS RepResent interuniversity team was responsible for the development, organization, and supervision of the survey.

4   We exclude Wallonia because there is no populist radical right party. Brussels is the smallest of the three regions in Belgium and is characterized by a complex and fragmented party system. The relatively low N of Brussels voters in the sample, especially Vlaams Belang voters, make it impossible to draw conclusions for this case.
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