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Abstract
In 2017, the Forum for Democracy (FvD) and the Freedom Party both won seats in 
the Dutch parliament. Both of these parties are radical right-wing populist parties. It 
does not happen often that two radical right-wing populist parties gain seats in the 
same election. The question is to what extent these two radical right-wing populist 
parties have been able to carve out different niches for themselves. This paper exam-
ines the competition between these two parties looking at three surveys spanning 
between 2017 and 2019, when FvD became the largest party in the Dutch Senate. 
The paper finds that there are social-economic differences between the two elector-
ates in terms of economic policy preferences and education level. The electorate of 
the FvD is also more libertarian where it comes to moral issues than PVV voters are. 
The paper concludes that despite not having the manifesto of a neo-liberal populist 
party, in electoral terms FvD is the functional equivalent of one.

Keywords  Radical right-wing populism · Neo-liberal populism · Economic policy · 
Moral issues · Freedom Party · Forum for Democracy

Introduction

In the spring of 2019, the radical right-wing populist Forum for Democracy 
(Forum voor Democratie, FvD), led by Thierry Baudet, became the largest party 
in the Dutch Senate.1 This result is noteworthy not just because FvD is currently 
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1  The Senate is indirectly elected by provincial councils. These were elected in 20 March 2019. FvD 
became the largest party in these elections. In the Senate election on 27 May 2019, the Liberal VVD and 
the FvD both won twelve seats.
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the smallest party in the House of Representatives but also because there already 
is another radical right-wing populist party in the Dutch parliament: the Freedom 
Party (Partij voor de Vrijheid, PVV) led by Geert Wilders. The situation in the Neth-
erlands since 2017 is exceptional in a comparative sense because there is substantial 
competition within the radical right-wing populist party family between two parties 
with parliamentary representation. The question rises why there is room among vot-
ers for two radical right-wing populist parties in the Netherlands. In order to under-
stand the electoral constituencies of these two parties, this article will examine two 
subquestions: namely, under what conditions do voters vote for Forum for Democ-
racy? And how do these voters differ from those who voted for the Freedom Party?

This study examines what drives voting for the Freedom Party and Forum for 
Democracy in terms of social backgrounds and ideological characteristics. The 
expectation is that the electorates of the two parties differ in social-economic terms. 
There is a growing literature arguing that although economic issues are not the pri-
mary motivator for voting for radical right-wing populist parties, these factors may 
play an important secondary role in electoral appeal of these parties (Kitschelt and 
McGann 1995; De Lange 2007). Harteveld (2016) has shown that the social-eco-
nomic policy positions of these parties come with electoral consequences: the more 
left-leaning radical right-wing populist parties are on economic issues, the more 
likely that they will appeal to lower educated voters and voters on the economic 
left. That is: who supports radical right-wing populist parties depends on the nature 
of the supply (Mudde 2007, p. 8). Differences in social-economic profile of the 
two parties are quite marked in this specific case, leading some to hypothesize that 
Forum for Democracy attracts “better situated voters,” while Freedom Party voters 
live in “working-class districts” (Lucardie 2017).

This article does not only contribute to understanding why voters support Forum 
for Democracy, the largest party in the Dutch Senate, it is also relevant for the com-
parative literature on the populist radical right. The rise of the FvD is an important 
case: not many cases exist where there is more than one radical right-wing populist 
party in parliament. This allows one to test the comparative finding of Harteveld 
(2016) in a competitive setting where two radical right-wing populist parties have 
been able to win representation: do economic programs of competing radical right-
wing populist parties matter for what kind of voters vote for them?

Radical right‑wing populism and the economy

Where it comes to economic attitudes, the dominant perspective in the political sci-
ence literature is that one can differentiate between left-wing and right-wing views 
on economic matters. Lipset et al. (1954, p. 1135) proposed that egalitarianism is 
the core of the left–right dimension: “[b]y left we shall mean advocating social 
change in the direction of greater equality—political, economic or social; by right 
we shall mean (…) opposing change towards greater equality.” Economic egali-
tarianism is not a primary driver of voting for radical right-wing populist parties 
(Mudde 2007). The radical right-wing populist family is spread along the economic 
left–right dimension (Mudde 2007, p. 123). The academic literature has struggled 
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with this diversity, often attempting to see common policy positions and consist-
ent trends in their social-economic positioning. For instance, Kitschelt and McGann 
(1995) argued that in their combination of right-wing policies on economic issues 
and authoritarian and nativist positions on cultural matters, radical right-wing popu-
list parties had a winning formula. Recent studies such as Eger and Valdez (2015) 
follow Kitschelt and McGann in placing the radical right consistently on the eco-
nomic right.

Lefkofridi and Michel (2014), Betz and Meret (2013), De Lange (2007), and 
Otjes (2019) see a movement of the party family to the center of the economic 
left–right dimension. As economic views are not at the core of the radical right-
wing populist ideology, parties have considerable flexibility: even when a neo-lib-
eral economic agenda was “employed successfully, as it was by the French Front 
National in the mid-1980s, it was a tactical tool to be abandoned as soon as the 
political wind changed and protectionism and welfare chauvinism seemed more 
promising” (Minkenberg 2000, pp. 173–174). De Lange (2007) called the combi-
nation of centrist economic and cultural conservative policies “a new winning for-
mula.” This gave them access to the left-wing conservative quadrant of the political 
spectrum, the most underserved area of the political space (Van der Brug and Van 
Spanje 2009; Lefkofridi et al. 2014).2

Any image of unity underestimates the diversity in the party family. The key 
question is: What the impact of the diversity within the radical right-wing party fam-
ily is? Harteveld (2016) has studied the effect of the economic positioning of radi-
cal right-wing populist parties on their electoral niches in a comparative design. We 
cannot understand the support for radical right-wing populist parties without taking 
into account both the supply and the demand for these parties (Mudde 2007, p. 8; 
Mudde 2010; Van der Brug and Fennema 2003). The central idea here is that the 
nature of the ‘supply’ affects the nature of the ‘demand’ for populist radical right-
wing parties. The economic positions of these parties are reflected in their elector-
ates (Harteveld 2016): radical right-wing populist parties that have a more left-wing 
profile have less support among higher educated and upper- or middle-class voters 
and more support among lower educated and working-class voters.3

1.	 Economic egalitarianism hypothesis The more economically left-wing of two 
radical right-wing populist parties attracts voters who favor redistribution more 
compared to the less economically left-wing of the two.

2  Some like Otjes (2019) argue that the PVV is primarily concerned with the “deserving poor.” When 
we use an item to test this using the DPES, we find a significant difference in line with the results pre-
sented elsewhere in the paper: FvD attracts more economically libertarian voters, whereas the PVV 
attracts those who show greater concern for people who could be considered deserving poor.
3  Since there were no questions about class in the 2018 or 2019 LISS, a class hypothesis could not be 
tested. Model A9 and A18 consider the effects of class on voting for and sympathizing with the PVV and 
FvD in 2017. It finds no significant effect of class. We also look at the effect of income. This is available 
in the LISS but only for part of the DPES. We find no significant effect of having an income above or 
below the median.
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2.	 Education hypothesis The more economically left-wing of two radical right-wing 
populist parties attracts more lower educated voters than the less economically 
left-wing of the two.

Conventional characteristics of radical right‑wing populism

This study is based on the assumption that both the PVV and the FvD share a radi-
cal right-wing populist ideology. The key elements of radical right-wing populism 
(nativism, authoritarianism, Euroscepticism, and populism) will be introduced, as 
these are characteristics that matter for determining that the FvD fits in the radical 
right-wing populist category and factors that will serve as control variables in the 
empirical analysis of voting PVV and FvD.

Nativism is the view that members of the nation should exclusively inhabit the 
territory of the nation (Mudde 2007). Nativists see foreign influences like immi-
gration as a threat to the nation. Voters of radical right-wing populists share these 
views: they are opposed to immigration, take hardline positions on civic integration, 
and see Islam as a threat (Van der Brug 2003; Rooduijn 2017; Lubbers et al. 2002).

In the approach of Mudde (2007, p. 23) authoritarianism has two important ele-
ments. The first element is “punitive moral conventionalism” and the second is a 
commitment to “law and order.” What these two elements share is an ideal of an 
ordered society, where those who transgress are punished severely. This transgres-
sion can not only be breaking the law, but it can  also be violating the dominant 
moral code: for instance, many radical right-wing populist parties are conserva-
tive on moral issues such as women’s rights. Many radical right-wing populists see 
women as second-rate citizens, who are reduced to motherhood and are thought to 
have a duty to secure the survival of the nation by providing offspring (Mudde 2007; 
Kofman 1998). Yet, as Kofman (1998, p. 91) also observes, there is no single and 
consistent attitude concerning the family among radical right-wing populist parties. 
Dutch radical right-wing populism deviates from the rest of Europe. Dutch radical 
right-wing populists have been more progressive on moral issues compared their sis-
ter parties in the rest of Europe. The godfather of radical right-wing populism in 
the Netherlands Pim Fortuyn was an openly gay man. He was one of the first Dutch 
politicians to link a progressive position on the rights of women, gays, lesbians, and 
bisexuals with opposition to immigration from Islamic countries (Akkerman 2005, 
p. 341; De Lange and Mügge 2015, p.76).

Pirro and Van Kessel (2017) argue that Euroscepticism is a common denominator 
of the radical right. In the view of radical right-wing populists, the EU is an elitist 
project and a threat to national sovereignty. Euroscepticism is an expression of these 
parties’ nativism and populism. The evidence that Euroscepticism drives voting for 
radical right-wing populist parties separately from anti-immigration sentiments is 
weak (Rooduijn 2017).

Populism consists of three core beliefs (Mudde 2007): the first is that the com-
mon people form a homogenous and virtuous whole; the second is that the elite is 
corrupt and that it acts as one; and the third is that the elite denies the people the 
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power to govern. Voters of radical right-wing populist parties share this political ori-
entation with these parties (Akkerman et al. 2014; Schumacher and Rooduijn 2013).

Populism is a thin-centered ideology. It has to be attached to other, more sub-
stantive sets of ideas (Mudde 2007; Stanley 2008; Otjes and Louwerse 2015). This 
means that one can contrast radical right-wing populism with other combinations 
between populism and different host ideologies. Here, neo-liberal populism is rel-
evant (Pauwels 2010; Betz 1993; Weyland 1999; Mudde 1996, 2007, p. 30). In this 
case, populism is explicitly attached to an ideology (neo-liberalism) that is centered 
on an economic agenda: the drastic curtailing of the government, a flat tax, privati-
zation of public enterprises, and deregulation of the economy (Betz 1993, p.679-
680; Pauwels 2010, p. 1012). In neo-liberal populism, the people are seen as the 
hard-working but over-taxed common man. The bureaucrats are seen as the elite, 
which overregulates citizens to serve special interests (Weyland 1999, p. 382). The 
key difference between neo-liberal populism and radical right-wing populism is not 
a matter of position as much as it is a matter of saliency: for a neo-liberal populist, 
economy is central to their program; for a radical right-wing populist, immigration 
is (Betz 1993, p. 680; Pauwels 2010, p. 1009; Mudde 2007, p. 30). Neo-liberal pop-
ulists also are expected to appeal to a different group of voters than radical right-
wing populist parties, in particular the radical right-wing populists appealed to vot-
ers “with lower level of education” (Betz 1993, p. 684).

Comparative context

This paper concerns the structure of party competition within the right-wing populist 
party family between two parties with parliamentary representation. More (recent) 
examples of the successful entry of a second right-wing populist party are listed in 
Table 1.4 In most of these cases, a radical right-wing populist party (focused on a 
nativist cultural agenda) competed with a neo-liberal populist party (focused on a 
neo-liberal economic agenda): the Danish Progress Party, the Belgian List Dedecker, 
and the Austrian Team Stronach have all been classified as neo-liberal populist (Pau-
wels 2010; Mudde 2007, pp. 47–48; Schmuck et  al. 2016, p. 88). The only other 
example of two radical right-wing populist parties competing are the BZÖ and FPÖ. 
As this paper is focused on the effect of social-economic differences, the economic 
positions of the parties are included in Table 1. Interestingly, the largest distance on 
economic issues is between the PVV and FvD, despite the fact the FvD is not gener-
ally considered a neo-liberal populist party. The following section will delve into the 
ideological profiles of the two parties.

4  The French-speaking Front National and the Flemish-speaking Vlaams Belang in the Belgian parlia-
ment are not included in the table, as these two parties are not competing for the same votes. The pres-
ence of the Alleanze Nationale and Lega Nord in the Italian party system between 1994 and 2008 is also 
excluded because the AN is a post-fascist national conservative party rather than a populist party. We do 
not list the Schweizer Demokraten and the Schweizerische Volkspartei because the SVP only became a 
truly radical right-wing populist party after the SD was already in parliament.
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Forum for Democracy and Freedom Party

As Mudde (2007, p. 8) has argued and Harteveld (2016) has shown in a compara-
tive study, the nature of the supply (the political parties) matters for the nature of the 
demand (that is who votes for them). Therefore, in order to understand the voters of 
the PVV and FvD, one would need to understand the differences between the par-
ties. After briefly touching upon the formation of two parties, the questions which of 
the two parties is more economically left-wing of the two and whether both parties 
truly fall into the radical right-wing populist category will be answered.

The history of the PVV has been described in greater detail in the literature 
(Vossen 2016; Lucardie and Voerman 2012; Van Kessel 2015; Voerman and Vossen 
2019). The party was founded in 2006 by Geert Wilders, who had belonged to the 
right-wing of the parliamentary party of the Liberal Party (Volkspartij voor Vrijheid 
en Democratie, VVD) between 1998 and 2004. Since 2006, the PVV has parliamen-
tary representation.

Forum for Democracy was founded in February 2015 as a think tank around the 
self-proclaimed “public intellectual” Thierry Baudet.5 Baudet received a PhD in 

Table 1   Competition between right-wing populist parties where both parties won representation 1998–
2017 Source Bakker et al. (2015), Polk et al. (2017)

West-European systems with proportional representation where more than one radical right-wing party 
was elected to parliament 1998–2017. CHES data for year closest to the election

Country Period Name Economic left–
right (CHES)

Abb. English name National language 
name

Austria 2006–2013 FPÖ Freedom Party 
Austria

Freiheitliche Partei 
Österreichs

4.8

BZÖ Alliance Future 
Austria

Bündnis Zukunft 
Österreich

6.0

2013–2017 FPÖ Freedom Party 
Austria

Freiheitliche Partei 
Österreichs

5.5

Team Stronach 7.9
Belgium 2007–2014 VB Flemish Interest Vlaams Belang 7.9

LDD List Dedecker Lijst Dedecker 8.9
Denmark 1998–2001 FrP Progress Party Fremdskridtspartiet 8.9

DF Danish People’s 
Party

Dansk Folkeparti 7.3

Netherlands 2017– PVV Freedom Party Partij voor de 
Vrijheid

5.7

FvD Forum for Democ-
racy

Forum voor 
Democratie

8.9

5  Smouter, K. (23/2/2011) “Excellentie is belangrijker dan gelijkheid” De Groene Amsterdammer.
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2012 from Leiden University on the dissertation The Significance of Borders: why 
representative government and the rule of law require nation states. Before entering 
politics, Baudet gained considerable attention as a spokesperson of the conserva-
tive right. Baudet founded Forum for Democracy as a Eurosceptic think tank.6 It 
already operated in the political realm: in 2016, Forum was also involved in the peti-
tion drive to hold a consultative referendum on EU–Ukraine Association Agreement 
(Jacobs 2018). The treaty was rejected in the referendum. For a year after the refer-
endum, the treaty was in limbo as the Dutch government sought a way to do justice 
to the outcome of the referendum without disrupting EU–Ukraine relations. The fact 
that the government did not veto the agreement, led Baudet to register Forum for 
Democracy as a political party.

The FvD participated in the 2017 national elections with a manifesto that focused 
on democratic reform and Dutch independence from the EU. In March 2017, the 
party won two seats out of 150. Between March 2017 and April 2019, the support 
for the FvD in polls increased, as can be seen in Fig.  1. In 2017, the party went 
from 2% to 8% in the polls. Its support subsequently plateaued. In 2019, however, 
its support increased sharply from 9% to 16%. This increase coincided with the 
strong performance of FvD in the provincial election in March of that year, where it 
became the largest party with 15% of the vote. The growth of the FvD is mirrored by 
a decline of the PVV in the same period: it went from 13% in 2017 to 8% in 2019. In 
the European Parliament elections in May 2019 (outside of the range of the surveys 
covered in this paper), this trend continued and FvD won three seats, while the PVV 
lost all its seats. After that, however, internal conflicts in the PVV erupted and the 
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Fig. 1   Polling results for PVV and FvD March 2017–April 2019. Gray: PVV, with 95% confidence inter-
val; black: FvD, with 95% confidence interval Source Louwerse (2019)

6  Baudet, T., Broers, V., Mujagic, E. and Wellens, A. (30/5/2015) “Een oproep voor de democratie en 
dus tegen de Europese Unie” NRC Handelsblad.
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party lost three of its newly elected Senators. This led to a decline of the party in the 
polls while the PVV made up for lost ground.

Crucial for the hypotheses are the parties’ positions on economic issues: which 
one of the two parties is more left-wing? As can be seen in Table 2, the experts of 
the Chapel Hill Expert Survey see a left-wing drift in the positioning of the PVV: 
from 8.3 in 2006 to 5.7 in 2017 (on a ten-point scale, where 10 is most right-wing). 
The PVV mixes left-wing and right-wing positions. On many economic issues, for 
instance concerning taxation, the party takes a right-wing course. The exceptions 
are mainly in the domain of healthcare and pensions. Here the party takes more left-
wing positions: the party proposes to lower the retirement age, opposes cuts to care 
for seniors, and opposes increasing out of pocket healthcare payments. Otjes (2019) 
proposes to understand this mix of left-wing and right-wing positions as a reflection 
of the party’s nativism, authoritarianism, and populism. The PVV takes left-wing 
positions specifically when making proposals that affect private sector elites (such 
as bankers) and the “deserving poor,” that is social groups like the handicapped 
and pensioners whose poverty is not due to their own choice. It takes right-wing 
positions when making proposals that affect non-native groups, public sector elites 
(such as civil servants), and the “undeserving poor,” that is people who can work but 
refuse to or those who break rules like welfare fraudsters.

FvD does not yet have an extensive track record on economic issues. The eco-
nomic paragraphs of its manifesto focus on tax cuts and less regulation for small 
companies. When looking at the party’s parliamentary activity between September 

Table 2   PVV and FvD Source Bakker et al. (2015), Polk et al. (2017), Green-Pedersen and Otjes (2017)

Position on immigration, elite saliency, GAL-TAN, and economic left–right dimension run from 0 to 10 
(where 10 means anti-immigration, very salient, TAN, and economic right). Position on EU immigration 
runs from 1 to 7 (where 7 means EU integration should go further). Attention from CAP codes. Justice 
includes criminal justice but also family law and issues related to “vice” such as prostitution. Attention to 
Economic issues concerns social affairs, labor, macro-economy, taxes, and enterprise. For reference, the 
averages for the other parties: position immigration 4.9; attention to immigration 8%; anti-elite saliency 
2.8; attention to government 6%; GAL-TAN 4.8; attention to justice 7%; position on EU integration 4.5; 
attention to EU 3%; position on economic dimension 4.6; attention to economic issues 22%

Concept Measure Data source PVV FvD

2006 2010 2014 2017 2017

Economic left–right Position on economic dimension CHES 8.3 5.2 4.6 5.7 8.9
Attention to economic issues CAP 26% 22% 21% 23% 21%

Nativism Position on immigration CHES 9.4 10.0 9.9 10.0 9.4
Attention to immigration and 

integration
CAP 11% 20% 12% 40% 13%

Populism Anti-elite saliency CHES – – 9.4 9.3 9.5
Attention to government CAP 24% 7% 4% 6% 17%

Authoritarianism GAL-TAN CHES 6.6 7.2 7.8 7.1 7.1
Attention to justice CAP 10% 10% 12% 15% 6%

Euroscepticism Position on EU integration CHES 1.6 1.4 1.1 1.1 1.1
Attention to EU CAP 5% 3% 18% 3% 3%
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2017 and March 2019, 21% of the 78 motions it proposed concerned economic 
issues. Half of the economic motions propose to cut taxes, for instance taxes that 
small business pay, gift, estate, or property taxes. The Chapel Hill Expert Survey 
gives FvD a right-wing position close to where the PVV originally was placed back 
in 2006. Given these positions, the PVV is marked as the more economically left-
wing of the two. Therefore, one can expect that the PVV does better among lower 
educated and economically egalitarian voters compared to the FvD.

Can both the PVV and FvD be characterized as radical right-wing populist? Or 
is FvD perhaps better considered neo-liberal populist? Nativism, populism, authori-
tarianism, and Euroscepticism will serve as criteria. Table  2 shows some Chapel 
Hill Expert Survey (CHES) and Comparative Agendas Project (CAP) data on their 
profile. Both the PVV and FvD are nativist. Immigration and civic integration are 
prominent in both manifestos: FvD spends an eighth of its manifesto on these issues. 
This is more than the PVV spends on the issue in two out of its four manifestos. 
Both parties oppose immigration. The FvD advocates for an “Australian style” 
restrictive immigration policy. The PVV focuses on its opposition to Islam, about 
half of the single-page PVV 2017 manifesto is devoted to measures like banning 
hijabs, mosques, and the Quran. In contrast, Baudet has made explicitly race-based 
statements. For instance, Baudet has said: “I want to welcome a lot of people here, 
but (…) I want to live in a world or a country that is mainly white or predomi-
nantly white. I do not want to become an ethnic minority.”7 Geert Wilders has never 
crossed this line: his nativist appeals were against certain religious groups (Islam) 
and certain national groups (Poles, Dutch-Turks, and Dutch-Moroccans), but never 
against racial groups. Experts place both parties squarely on the nativist side of the 
spectrum.

Authoritarianism plays a relatively minor role in the profiles of the FvD and the 
PVV. Here, it is useful to distinguish between law and order authoritarianism and moral 
authoritarianism. For the PVV, their views about morality flow from their nativism: the 
PVV positions itself as the defender of the Western liberal values of Enlightenment, 
humanism, and modernity against a perceived threat from the Islam. The party is out-
spoken against Islamic cultural practices that go in against the rights of women, such 
as female genital mutilation (De Lange and Mügge 2015, p.77). Here, Wilders clearly 
echoes Pim Fortuyn (Akkerman 2005, 2015). Where it comes to moral conventional-
ism, Forum for Democracy expressed adherence to equality, independent of gender and 
sexual orientation and freedom of partner choice in their manifesto. Yet, Baudet has 
commented that “women in general excel less in jobs and have less ambition.”8 There 
is a discrepancy between the more liberal manifesto and the more conservative mes-
sages stated by Baudet. These statements may be signals to his electorate that the party 
would actually pursue a more conservative position on these issues than is evident in 
the manifesto (López 2014). When it comes to law and order policies, the pattern is 
also complex. For the PVV, their law and order policies are tied to their nativism: for 

7  De Overnachting NPO Radio 1 20/9/2015.
8  Schimmelpennick, S. (14/4/2017) “Dit is Quote mei; een glaasje met Thierry Baudet” https​://www.
quote​net.nl/nieuw​s/a1948​92/dit-is-quote​-mei-een-glaas​je-met-thier​ry-baude​t-video​-19489​2/.

https://www.quotenet.nl/nieuws/a194892/dit-is-quote-mei-een-glaasje-met-thierry-baudet-video-194892/
https://www.quotenet.nl/nieuws/a194892/dit-is-quote-mei-een-glaasje-met-thierry-baudet-video-194892/
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instance, they favor the expulsion of criminal migrants. FvD is ambivalent: it favors 
harsher penalties, such as an “American style,” “Three Strikes You’re Out” system. On 
the other hand, the party favors the protection of privacy. In the 2018 referendum on the 
Dutch Intelligence and Security Services Act, which would expand the agencies’ abil-
ity for online surveillance, the FvD campaigned against the bill, while the PVV spoke 
out in favor of it. If one were to use the GAL–TAN indicator of the CHES as a proxy 
for authoritarianism, both parties are clearly on the authoritarian side. FvD did devote 
considerably less attention to justice issues than the PVV.

Where it comes to EU integration, both the PVV and FvD favor “Nexit” (De Vries 
2018, p. 1544; Van der Woude 2017, pp. 66–67). The EU is an important element of 
the development of FvD: Thierry Baudet got national exposure as the voice of the “no-
campaign” against the EU–Ukraine Association Agreement in the 2016 referendum. 
Experts place the two parties on the anti-EU side of the spectrum. The EU forms a 
small part of both parties’ manifestos.

Populism is an important element of the rhetoric of both the PVV and the FvD. PVV 
leader Wilders claimed that the Dutch parliament was a “fake parliament” because they 
ignored the demands of voters (Hakhverdian and Schakel 2017, pp. 11–12). Fighting 
the “party cartel” is an important element of the platform of the FvD: in their view, 
the fact that the members of established parties divide government jobs is the biggest 
problem of the country. As an alternative, they want to introduce a “Swiss style” sys-
tem of direct democracy. The CHES experts believe that both these parties attach great 
salience to anti-elite rhetoric. Kemmers et al. (2018) also consider the FvD populist. In 
2017, a large share of the FvD manifesto was devoted to the functioning of the govern-
ment; the PVV’s attention to these issues decreased markedly between 2006 and 2012.

If one considers the PVV to be a radical right-wing populist party during this 
entire period, the FvD must fall in the same category. FvD scores the same on nativ-
ism, populism, and Euroskepticism: the parties are equally anti-immigration and 
(except for 2017) FvD’s attention to immigration is greater or the same as the PVV’s 
attention. FvD is similarly populist with a considerable attention to government. 
Like the PVV, FvD is also a hard Eurosceptic party with the same level of attention 
to the EU. It would be incorrect to characterize FvD as neo-liberal populist: it does 
not spend more attention than the PVV on economic issues and these issues are not 
central to the party’s ideology. Baudet’s (2012) own political philosophy focuses on 
the importance of national borders.

Methods

This paper examines the support for the PVV and FvD at three points in time: the 
2017 elections (15 March 2017), the spring of 2018, and the spring of 2019.9 This 
allows one to follow the FvD electorate during its rapid expansion. In order to 

9  The 2017 survey had a pre-election wave and a post-election wave, the 2018 and 2019 survey were 
split into three parts. The fieldwork for the first part was held in December and January; for the second 
part in January and February and the for the third part in February and March.
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make sure that differences are not the result of question wording but of substantial 
changes, it would be preferable to use the same survey. The Longitudinal Internet 
Studies for Social sciences (LISS) held its “Politics and Values” module at each of 
these three moments. Regrettably, in the spring of 2017, it did not include questions 
about the FvD. The LISS panel for 2018 and 2019 and use the Dutch Parliamentary 
Election Study (DPES) for 2017 will be employed.

The DPES consists of a random sample of 3428 respondents (Van der Meer et al. 
2017).10 It had a wave before and after the 2017 election. The LISS 2018 and 2019 
Politics and Values waves have 5592 and 6263 respondents (Elshout 2018, 2019). 
LISS is an internet panel drawn by means of the population registry of the Central 
Bureau of Statistics.11 Both the DPES and the Politics and Values survey included 
variables concerning political behavior, including party preferences, policy positions 
on a wide range of issues and demographic variables.

Two dependent variables are used: a binary vote choice variable (the actual vote 
in 2017 and the current party preference in 2018 and 2019) and a scale measur-
ing respondents’ sympathy to these parties. The combination of preferences in 2017, 
2018, and 2019 allows one to analyze the expanding appeal of the FvD. The combi-
nation of binary and a more nuanced indicator allows one to grasp the appeal of the 
parties. In order to compare voting for the PVV and the FvD directly, a stacked data-
set is employed (cf. Van Spanje and Van der Brug 2009): the dependent variable for 
vote choice is first the choice for the FvD and then the choice for PVV. This leads 
to two observations per respondent for whether they voted PVV and whether they 
voted FvD. In order to model the voting behavior, a dichotomy is included which is 
zero for the FvD and one for the PVV. Interactions with this variable are added on 
all the independent variables to see whether these variables affect voting for PVV 
differently from voting FvD. The standard errors in these logistic regressions are 
clustered by respondent. Where it comes to sympathy, the difference between the 
sympathy for the FvD and for the PVV is calculated: so this is +10 if a voter has 
great sympathy for the PVV but none for the FvD and -10 if a voter has great sym-
pathy for the FvD but none for the PVV. Table  3 shows the overlap between the 
sympathy scores for the PVV and FvD. It shows that there is a substantial overlap 
between the voters of PVV and FvD. About half of those who give the PVV a six or 
higher (on a ten-point scale), give the FvD a similar score and vice versa. Tables 4, 
5, and 6 provide descriptives.   

To test the education level hypothesis, which proposes that lower educated vot-
ers are more likely to vote for the more economically left-wing of the two parties, a 
dichotomous variable is constructed to identify respondents that have a lower edu-
cation level. These categories are divided as they are generally used in the Nether-
lands: “lower educated” refers to citizens who only have a primary school diploma 

10  It consists out of two subsamples, which were ran in different polling databases. Not all questions 
were asked in each subsample, leading to a significant decrease in the N if one combines certain items in 
the same analysis.
11  The LISS was one of the two databases used for the DPES. Regrettably, the overlap between the 
DPES and the LISS is too small to meaningfully analyze the support of the FvD, which only got 2% of 
the vote in that election.
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(basisschool) or a diploma of the pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO). The 
reference category is formed by those who have a mid-level or higher level diploma 
(that is a HAVO, VWO, MBO, HBO, or WO diploma). To test the economic egalitari-
anism hypothesis, items concerning income redistribution are employed: one item 
from the DPES is selected and one item from the LISS Politics and Values survey.12 
The Appendix also shows the effect of respondents’ income and class self-identifica-
tion. It also looks at the attitudes towards policies that impact deserving poor groups 
in particular.

Controls are included for typically radical right-wing populist attitudes: the first 
is nativism. A single item on immigration attitudes from the DPES and a seven-
item scale from the LISS Politics and Values survey are used. The second is authori-
tarianism. The paper focuses on punitive moral conventionalism. A two-item scale 
on same-sex couples from the DPES is employed. The Politics and Values survey 
has an eleven-item scale on views about gender differences. The Appendix looks at 
views on law and order. While an item on law and order is available in the DPES, no 
such item is available in the yearly LISS surveys. The Appendix looks at the 2017 
Dutch Referendum Study (DRS, Jacobs et al. 2018), which was held in the spring 
of 2018, which did have questions on the Dutch Intelligence and Security Service 
powers, which was the subject of the referendum. The third control variable is anti-
elitism. The same two-questions scale concerning political cynicism was used in all 
three surveys to tap into anti-elite views. A populism scale would be preferable but 
this is (again) not available in the LISS, while it is available in the DPES and the 
2018 DRS. The Appendix examines this. The fourth control variable is Euroscepti-
cism. This is measured with a single item in the DPES (again because of the num-
ber of missing values) and with a single item from the Politics and Values LISS 
study. Finally, a binary gender variable and year of birth are also included as control 
variables. People who self-identify as male are generally found to be more likely to 
vote for radical right-wing populist parties than people who self-identify as female 
(Spierings and Zaslove 2015). In order to make the effect sizes of the variables more 
directly comparable, all independent variables are recalculated so that their mini-
mum is zero and the maximum is one.

Results

The crucial question of this paper is whether the difference in the supply (that is the 
fact that on economic issues the FvD is more right-wing than the PVV) is reflected 
in the demand for these parties. Table 7 presents the results for the sympathy dif-
ferentials. Table 8 presents the results for vote choice in 2017 and the vote choice “if 
the elections were held today” in 2018 and 2019. The effect of the education level 
and economic egalitarianism variables is presented both without control variables 

12  In the DPES, there are multiple items on income redistribution. The item with the least missing values 
is selected in order to minimize the number of respondents lost.
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(Models 1 to 6 and models 10 to 18) and with control variables (Models 7 to 9 and 
16 to 18). The results of Model 9 and 18 are visualized in Figs. 2 and 3.

The economic egalitarianism hypothesis is examined first. The idea underlying 
this hypothesis is that the more economically left-wing party of the two (the PVV) 
would attract more pro-redistribution voters. Figure  2 shows that in 2019 as we 
move from the voters that are the least to the most egalitarian, voters go from clearly 
preferring the FvD over the PVV to being neutral between the two. Figure 3 shows 
similarly that in 2019 as economic egalitarianism increases, the share of PVV voters 
increases and the share of FvD decreases. While among those who are least egali-
tarian, the FvD is significantly stronger, among those who are most egalitarian, the 
PVV is significantly stronger. In each of the twelve models, the PVV’s electorate is 
significantly more pro-egalitarian than FvD voters. In the 2017 and 2019 vote choice 
models, the FvD’s voters are explicitly anti-egalitarian. Therefore, the egalitarianism 
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Fig. 2   Visualization of predictors of sympathy differential. Predicted values based on Model 9 (data for 
2019)
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13  The robustness test shows weaker results, in particular in 2017 where N is smaller: the results are not 
significant when an alternative economic indicator picking up on the “deserving poor” is included in the 
analysis of sympathy (Model A4), when populism is included in the analysis of vote choice (Model A14) 
and when class included in the analysis of vote choice (A18). This shows that in 2017 the economic dif-
ferences between FvD and PVV voters were weaker then in 2018 and 2019.

hypothesis is corroborated.13 There is no sign that the relationship between egali-
tarianism and preferring PVV or FvD is affected by the inclusion of the education 
variable.

The second hypothesis concerned education level. The education hypothesis pro-
posed that the more left-wing of the two radical right-wing populist parties would be 
more attractive to lower educated “losers of globalization.” The coefficient for edu-
cation has the expected direction in each of the analyses presented in the paper. It is 
significant in each of the models without control variables. Yet it is only significant 
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for one of the three vote choice models with control variables (in 2018). Where it 
comes to the sympathy differential, a consistent significant pattern is present in the 
expected direction, as Fig. 2 shows.14

The analyses also looked at nativism, Euroscepticism, political cynicism, and 
moral conventionalism. The expectation was that both of the radical right-wing pop-
ulist parties would attract voters that were nativist, morally conventionalist, populist, 
and Eurosceptic. In 2017, the FvD voters were not significantly nativist while the 
PVV voters were; therefore, there is a significant difference between these two par-
ties on this variable. In the vote choice models for 2018 and 2019, the FvD and PVV 
electorates do not differ significantly and both parties attract more nativist voters. 
The sympathy differential does show a persistent difference: the PVV appeals to a 
more nativist electorate.15

Where it comes to moral conventionalism, a less consistent pattern is present: in 
each year, FvD does better among morally progressive voters, there is a significant 
effect in 2018 and 2019. In each survey, PVV voters are more conservative on moral 
issues, in 2018 and 2019 those differences are significant. Where it comes to the 
sympathy differential, the FvD sympathizers are significantly more libertarian than 
PVV sympathizers.16 These results show that since 2018 the FvD voters do not fit 
in the authoritarian category. This stands in contrast to the conservative views that 
Baudet has expressed. The differences for age or gender are not consistent between 
models.

When it comes to Euroscepticism, the two electorates are more similar. Both par-
ties attract a Eurosceptic electorate and the sympathy differential does not show a 
difference either. The PVV voters are significantly less Eurosceptic than the FvD 
voters only in 2019.17 For the vote choice in 2017, the PVV appeared to have cor-
nered the market for nativist voters, while FvD was backed by Eurosceptic voters. 
The pattern for political cynicism is also similar: both parties attract politically cyni-
cal voters. Their appeal does not differ except in the 2018 sympathy differential.18

So what story do these results tell? In 2017, Forum for Democracy won two 
seats. The party’s voters were primarily Eurosceptic. In the same election, the PVV 
was supported in particular by an electorate of culturally nativist and economically 
egalitarian voters. In 2018 and 2019, Forum for Democracy expanded its support 
base by appealing to voters who had right-wing views on migration but progressive 
views on moral issues. The PVV appealed to a more economically left-wing elector-
ate than the FvD.

17  In no robustness test there is a significant difference between PVV and FvD voters.
18  The robustness tests support this pattern. Only in 2018 is there some sign of a difference on this vari-
able. It is also not the case that the pattern was stronger when political cynicism was replaced by pop-
ulism.

14  The robustness tests in the Appendix support this result in every analysis.
15  This pattern is corroborated in all of the robustness tests.
16  The robustness tests support this pattern.
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Conclusion

This paper was the first to explore the profile of FvD voters and contrast them with 
voters of another radical right-wing populist party in the Dutch political landscape: 
the PVV. The central expectation was that the voters of the two parties shared a radi-
cal right-wing populist profile but would differ in their economic views and educa-
tion level. That is: difference between the programs of these two parties (the supply) 
would be reflected in their electorates (the demand for these parties). In both cases, 
the results were mixed.

The central hypotheses were that the electorates would deviate on the issue of 
income equality and their level of educational attainment. The electorates of the FvD 
and the PVV differed in their economic preferences. As expected, FvD did better 
among voters that favored a less egalitarian income distribution than the PVV, par-
ticularly in 2018 and 2019. These results corroborate previous results of Harteveld 
(2016)’s comparative study but now in a competitive setting where two radical right-
wing populist parties are vying for voters. The lower educated voters are more likely 
to vote for PVV over the FvD if one does not include control variables. This pattern 
is less consistent if one examines party choice in combination with control variables, 
in particular in 2017. Economic differences play a role in differentiating the elector-
ates of these two populist right-wing parties. This makes it likely that in other situa-
tions where more differentiated radical right-wing populist and neo-liberal populist 
parties compete, economic attitudes differentiate these two electorates.

Yet, there are also differences between the electorates on other aspects of 
the radical right-wing populist ideology. A striking and unexpected result is in 
how the two electorates differed in their views on moral conventionalism. This 
was operationalized through respondents’ views on gender, marriage, and fam-
ily. Contrary to expectations, the FvD electorate had more libertarian views on 
these moral issues than the PVV electorate (in 2018 and 2019). Yet, it is on these 
issues, that FvD’s leader, Baudet, has emphasized the difference between men 
and women in their likelihood to excel at work or to have ambition. A weaker 
pattern was present for nativism. Here again, FvD sympathizers fit less well with 
the radical right-wing populist party family than PVV sympathizers. Those who 
sympathize more with the PVV than FvD are opposed to immigration and the 
voters who supported FvD when it entered parliament in 2017 were Eurosceptic 
but were not opposed to immigration. This indicates that voters were sensitive to 
the specific profiles of the parties: Baudet and Forum came to the public’s atten-
tion in their resistance to the European Union and specifically the EU–Ukraine 
association agreement. It is reasonable that their voters were primarily Euroscep-
tic, given that the FvD focused strongly on regaining sovereignty from European 
integration.

So what do these results mean outside of the borders of the Netherlands? The 
competition between the PVV and FvD is an example of a handful of cases in West-
ern Europe where there was meaningful competition within the populist right. In a 
competitive setting, the economic policy choices of the parties come with electoral 
consequences. The most striking result is that the notion of a single winning formula 



153The fight on the right: what drives voting for the Dutch Freedom…

for the populist radical right (De Lange 2007; Kitschelt and McGann 1995) does not 
fit with reality. The case of the fight between the PVV and FvD shows that when one 
party has moved on economic issues, it leaves space open for a new competitor. In a 
system with low entry barriers like the Netherlands, this new party may enter parlia-
ment and can grow to become the largest party. When a party leaves its flank open, 
a new party can enter and win votes. Competition is dynamic, not static. A winning 
formula may soon be outdated.

In other cases where two populist right-wing parties have been represented in parlia-
ment (in Denmark, Austria and Belgium), one of the two parties was neo-liberal popu-
list and the other was radical right-wing populist. It would be incorrect to consider FvD 
a neo-liberal populist party on the basis of its party manifesto. The core, motivating 
notion Baudet’s (2012) political philosophy is the importance of borders, not the need 
for a small government. Yet, when one compares the two electorates, one can see simi-
larities to descriptions of neo-liberal versus radical right-wing populist constituencies 
from the 1990s (Betz 1993). For instance, compared to sympathy for the PVV, sympa-
thy to FvD can be found among higher educated voters and among voters who are more 
economically libertarian. This libertarianism persists where it comes to moral issues. 
Where Betz (1993, p. 680), Mudde (2007, p. 30), and Pauwels (2010, p. 1009) all 
emphasize the importance of the issue of nativism in distinguishing between neo-liberal 
and radical right-wing populism, this paper points to authoritarianism as a deciding fac-
tor. Although often mentioned in the trifecta nativism-populism-authoritarianism, it is 
the element that gets the least attention of the three. Yet, while both FvD and the PVV 
electorate are nativist, the two electorates did differ in their commitment to authori-
tarianism, specifically moral conventionalism. Focusing the distinction between radi-
cal right-wing populism and neo-liberal populism on nativism instead of authoritarian-
ism neglects the notion that nativism in itself is not conceptually related (positively or 
negatively) to neo-liberalism. Yet, authoritarianism, which requires government action 
to take strong actions to protect moral or legal codes, is conceptually at odds with neo-
liberalism, which distrusts the government and its ability to do good. Programmatically, 
the FvD does not fit well in the existing ideal type of neo-liberal populist, given that 
the party’s nativism. Yet, FvD voters do appear to fit better in a neo-liberal than radical 
right-wing populist mold as they have a libertarian streak where it comes to govern-
ment intervention and morality. In electoral terms, FvD appears to be the functional 
equivalent of a neo-liberal populist party. This shows the persistence of this category, 
even if the supply does not perfectly match the ideal type.

So, what are the future perspectives for multiple radical right-wing populist par-
ties in the Netherlands? As shown in Table 3, sympathy for the PVV is not identical 
with sympathy for FvD. In 2017, 2018, and 2019, the group that sympathized with 
both parties was about half of those who sympathized with either party. This shows 
that the parties have two different electoral niches, which differ in their level of eco-
nomic and cultural libertarianism. While increasing support for one party will likely 
come at the cost of the other, both parties have an appeal beyond this common base. 
The two radical right-wing populist parties are likely appeal to a broader group of 
voters than a single radical right-wing populist party would. In other countries, if 
the electoral system would allow it, the presence of second radical right-wing popu-
list party would likely not just come at the cost of the existing radical right-wing 
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populist party but would if the parties are sufficiently differentiated two radical 
right-wing populists have a broader appeal than one.
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Appendix

See Table 9.
Tables 9 and 10 present robustness tests.

•	 Model A1 and A10 are models with an additional item tapping into the “deserv-
ing poor.” These items concern the policy deductible for healthcare costs (“eigen 
risico”) that hits “deserving poor” groups (elderly and handicapped people) 
harder than other groups. In the model analyzing the sympathy differential, egal-
itarianism is no longer significant once this item is included. This may imply that 
it was concern for the “deserving poor” rather than concern for the income distri-
bution in general which differentiated FvD and PVV sympathizers. Due to a lack 
of items, we cannot test this for 2018 and 2019.

•	 Model A2, A3, A11, and A12 include a populism item instead of a political cyn-
icism item. This item was not available in the 2019 survey. Their effect is similar 
to the effect of political cynicism. Now, when analyzing vote choice, egalitarian-
ism no longer differentiates the FvD and PVV voters in 2017.

•	 Model A4, A5, A13, and A14 add a law and order authoritarianism item. The 
item relates to punishment for 2017 and to surveillance for 2019. This item was 
not available in the 2019 survey. Preferences about punishment or surveillance 
do not significantly differentiate FvD and PVV voters.

•	 Model A6 and A15 include a class item. It does not significantly affect the choice 
of vote between PVV and FvD. If this variable is included, the effect of egalitari-
anism is weakened.

•	 Model A7, A8, A9, A16, and A17 include an item whether a respondent’s 
income is greater than the median. This is not a significant difference between 
the groups. If this variable is included, the results are in line with the models in 
the paper. The Vote Choice Model for 2017 did not converge, in Model A10, we 
can already see how including this variable reduces the number of cases.

•	 Model A18, A19, and A20 look at sympathy not in terms of the sympathy dif-
ferential but like the vote choice model in stacked set-up. These results are in line 
with the models in the paper.

See Tables 10 and 11.
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