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The radical right has changed the political landscape in Europe. These
parties are represented in close to all parliaments throughout the
continent and they are growing. In this dissertation, I argue that we
need to define success for these parties not only as the number of votes
they get on election day. The success of the radical right should include
accounts of their sympathy among the general population, their ability
to impact policy and the representational role they play in our
democracies. Furthermore, I argue that politics is interactive, if we, as
researchers and as a society, want to understand the radical right we
have to look at their relationship with traditional mainstream parties.
In the four studies in this dissertation, I show that the interaction
between these parties is central to understanding and explaining the
success of the radical right.
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Abstract
Radical right parties have changed the political landscape throughout Europe. These parties are challenging the very idea
of a modern and liberal European continent. Scholars, and society as a whole, have tried to understand the success of this
party family for decades. In this dissertation I argue that we need to analyze not only the number of votes radical right
parties receive on election day in order to assess their success. In addition to electoral performance, success of the radical
right is in this dissertation defined as sympathy among voters, policy impact and representational ability. In addition to
adopting a broader definition of what determines success I argue that mainstream parties play a vital role in shaping the
trajectory of radical right parties. Following this notion, an overarching argument in this dissertation is that the interaction
between the radical right and mainstream parties is vital to take into consideration order to understand and explain the
success of the former. This interaction, and how it shapes radical right success, is studied in different ways in the four
articles. The first study looks at how mainstream party signaling affects voter sympathy towards the Sweden Democrats.
By using an experimental design, the results suggest that when mainstream parties signal that they are willing to cooperate
with a radical right party they challenge societal norms thus making people more likely to sympathize with the radical right
party. The second study focuses on if and how mainstream parties facilitate the radical right through their positioning on
the issue most closely related to the radical right, immigration. This study finds that mainstream right parties play a key role
in this interaction. When mainstream right parties support a stricter immigration policy, voters are more likely to support
the radical right. The third article studies the policy impact of the radical right. By studying municipal refugee reception
in Sweden this article finds that radical right parties have impacted policy both directly and indirectly. The fourth study is
concerned with the role of radical right parties in our representative democracy. This article finds that voters who support
the radical right are poorly represented by mainstream parties, in terms of opinion congruence. Radical right parties, on the
other hand, are only more congruent with these voters on the issue of immigration. In sum, this dissertation shows that if
we truly want to understand the success of the radical right, we have to incorporate the mainstream in the analysis.
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Sammanfattning 

Radikala högerpartier har förändrat det politiska landskapet i hela Europa. Ex-

empel på partier som tillhör den här familjen är Nationell Samling i Frankrike, 

Alternativ för Tyskland men även Sverigedemokraterna. De här partierna har 

utmanat den europiska självbilden och har motarbetats av delar av samhällets 

traditionella partier. Forskning, och samhället i stort, har försökt förstå och 

förklara dessa partiers framgångar i Europas parlament. Radikala högerparti-

ers framgångar bör dock bedömas efter mer än bara hur många röster de lyckas 

få på valdagen. I den här avhandlingen argumenterar jag för att vi även behö-

ver se till dessa partiers sympati bland väljarna, policypåverkan och represen-

tationsförmåga för att kunna förstå om och hur framgångsrika de är. 

 

Politiska aktörer agerar inte i ett vakuum. För att förstå hur en partifamilj som 

den högerradikala har lyckats ändra politiken i Europa i grunden kan man inte 

endast se till dessa nya aktörer. Ett centralt argument i den här avhandlingen 

är att för att förstå politiken måste interaktionen mellan partier analyseras. För 

att kunna förklara om och hur radikala högerpartierpartier har varit framgångs-

rika måste vi undersöka samspelet mellan dessa och traditionella partier. 

 

I fyra delstudier undersöker jag det här samspelet mellan radikala högerpartier 

och traditionella partier. I den första delstudien används en experimentell me-

tod för att undersöka hur svenska traditionella partier legitimerar Sverigede-

mokraterna genom att signalera till väljarna att de är villiga att samarbeta med 

dem. Analysen visar att genom signaler kan traditionella partier ändra normer 

som gör väljare motvilliga att sympatisera med radikala högerpartier. När 

dessa normer försvagas ökar andelen väljare som sympatiserar med Sverige-

demokraterna. Den andra delstudien undersöker hur väljare påverkas av att 

traditionella partier anammar en restriktiv invandringspolitik. Genom att stu-

dera 2008 års Europaparlamentsval, av metodologiska skäl, visar den här stu-

dien att traditionella högerpartier spelar en central roll. I partisystem där trad-

itionella högerpartier förespråkar en restriktiv invandringspolitik gynnas radi-

kala högerpartier på valdagen. Den tredje delstudien i den här avhandlingen 

kombinerar statistiska och kvalitativa metoder för att undersöka hur Sverige-

demokraterna påverkar flyktingmottagande i svenska kommuner. Analysen 

visar att det koordinerade flyktingmottagandet sjönk i kommuner där Sverige-

demokraterna växte. Påverkan som partiet hade var dels indirekt genom att 

traditionella partier anpassade sig och dels direkt genom samarbete. Den sista 



ii 

och fjärde delstudien undersöker radikala högerpartiers representativa roll. Ti-

digare forskning har argumenterat för att vi bör se radikala högerpartiers fram-

växt som ett resultat av en representationskris i vilken politiker inte represen-

terar väljare lika bra som tidigare. Genom att studera åsiktsöverenstämmelse 

mellan väljare och politiker i svenska kommuner finner den här delstudien att 

traditionella partier har låg åsiktsöverenstämmelse i framför allt frågor som 

invandring, miljö och jämställdhet. Däremot så lyckas endast Sverigedemo-

kraterna fylla representationsgapet i en fråga, nämligen invandringsfrågor. 

Sammanfattningsvis målar dessa studier tillsammans en bild, vi inte kan förstå 

radikala högerpartier och deras framgång utan att se till deras samspel med 

traditionella partier.  

  



iii 

Acknowledgments 

It seems that it is almost a tradition to begin this section by describing the 

process of writing a dissertation as, in the end, worthwhile but lonely and 

stressful. A few weeks ago I got the opportunity to think about my own expe-

rience when a group of new Ph.D. students asked me how my time had been. 

My response, after thinking for a while, was that it has been a great experience. 

Yes, at times it has been extremely stressful and lonely. But the fact that I have 

gotten to wake up every day for the past few years and work on my own pro-

ject has been an opportunity of a lifetime. There are so many people that have 

helped me in this process. 

  

The first person I want to express my gratitude to is my main supervisor, Kåre 

Vernby. Not only has his feedback and knowledge made my dissertation bet-

ter, but his kindness and supportiveness have also made this process so much 

more enjoyable. I have had the privilege to have Hanna Bäck as my second 

supervisor. In addition to her immense knowledge, her joyfulness made every 

meeting something to look forward to. I have been fortunate to have two, in-

dividually, very competent supervisors – what has made it even better is the 

fact that they have complemented each other so well. I can not imagine a better 

“team” around me than Kåre and Hanna.  

  

The department of political science at Stockholm University was new to me 

when I started working on my Ph.D. years ago. Since then I have made so 

many friends and met so many people that have assisted me in this endeavor. 

I want to thank Viktor Elm and Ian Higham. We started this journey at the 

same time and even though we do not see each other quite as often as I would 

like, I consider them close friends who provided a fantastic office atmosphere 

(organized (?) chaos). Jonas Tallberg and Alexandra Segerberg guided us dur-

ing our first year at the department, even though this final product is quite 

different from what was in my mind at that time they provided helpful feed-

back. I want to thank Soetkin Veerhagen and Ognjen Zugic for their comments 

at my midterm seminar. Sara Moritz and Karl Loxbo provided great comments 

at my final seminar. Karl has been a mentor since my undergraduate days and 

encouraged me to pursue a Ph.D. early on in my academic career. There are 

so many people to thank at the department that it almost seems superfluous, 

you know who you are and I am grateful to all of you.  

  



iv 

When it comes to people and opportunities outside of the department I, first 

of all, want to thank Emma Renström for allowing me to collaborate with her 

and Hanna, it has been the most rewarding experience in this entire process. I 

also want to thank the political science departments at Lund University and 

Linneaus University where I have spent time working on different interesting 

things over the past years. In addition, I want to thank everyone involved in 

the Comparative Local Government in the Nordic Region Workshop in Sta-

vanger, ECPR Summer School of Political Parties in Nottingham, the Swedish 

Political Science Association annual conference in Norrköping, the Nordic 

Political Science Association conference in Odense, ECPR Winter School in 

Bamberg and the ICPSR Summer Program at the University of Michigan.  

  

I am most grateful to my wife and best friend, Sara. She has put up with me 

working in the evenings and being away for long periods of time. Our lives 

have changed a lot since I started writing my thesis. The two biggest changes 

actually have names, Linnea and Axel. Even though they do not know it them-

selves they inspire me every day. Last but not least, I want to thank my mother, 

Inger, for always believing in me. 

  

I want to thank everyone who has made this chapter in my life as fantastic as 

it has been. I can only hope the next is as exciting and full of wonderful people. 

  

  

  

Kalle Ekholm 

Blädinge 30/11-2021 

 



1 

 

Introduction 

For decades the radical right has been on the rise in Europe. What previously 

was seen as a protest movement on the fringes of European politics is now a 

mainstage actor that challenges the very foundation of what many perceive 

modern-day Europe to be. At the end of the 2010s, all but one of Europe’s 

national parliaments in the continent had a radical right party represented and 

the average electoral support for radical right parties in Europe is 16.4 percent 

and trending upwards. Their electoral success has allowed these parties to par-

ticipate in governments in several European countries.  

 

The most (in)famous examples of radical right parties in government are 

Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz and Andrzej Duda’s Law and Justice. While these par-

ties have taken control of the governments in former communist countries in 

Eastern and Central Europe, their counterparts in Western Europe have acted 

as support parties or as regular coalition partners to mainstream parties in sev-

eral governments. An example of this is the Danish People’s party, which first 

supported the right-wing government in 2001 and since then has done so on 

three additional occasions. The radical right’s ideas of nativism, authoritari-

anism and populism can be seen as challenging the very essence of main-

stream Europe, but they can also be seen as representing a new political option 

that positions itself in a political space that has so far remained uninhabited by 

other parties. The papers contained in this dissertation seek to contribute to 

our understanding of how radical right parties’ success is shaped by their in-

teraction with mainstream parties. 

 

The situation in Sweden is a prime example of how the electoral success of a 

radical right party, the Sweden Democrats (SD), forces mainstream parties to 

continually reposition themselves in this new political landscape. Sweden was 

late, compared to Europe, in having a radical right party represented in the 

national parliament. The SD gained their first seats in 2010 when they re-

ceived 5.7 percent of the votes. Previously, a cordon sanitaire had been put in 

place by the mainstream parties, and after entering parliament the SD contin-

ued to be isolated in every respect. Despite, or perhaps due to, the isolating 

strategy employed by mainstream parties, the SD has continued to gain seats 

in the Riksdag since their entrance. In the 2018 election they received a total 

of 17.5 percent of the votes, firmly solidifying themselves as the third biggest 
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party in Sweden. What ensued was the longest government formation in Swe-

dish history, resulting in a Social Democrat-Green coalition supported by cen-

trist parties that had previously been part of the center-right Alliance. In the 

aftermath of this election, mainstream party positions towards the SD 

changed. A conservative cooperation was formalized in 2021 when the Swe-

den Democrats, along with the Moderates, the Christian Democrats and the 

Liberals, announced a joint proposal for a reformation to Sweden’s immigra-

tion policy. The leader of the Moderates defended the choice to co-operate 

with the SD as a consequence of a change in the SD: 

 

“I think that the Sweden Democrats’ rhetoric has changed a lot in recent years. 

They have broadened politically and are participating much more seriously in 

parliamentary work. In the conversations we have had with them regarding, for 

example, criminal policy, immigration policy and to some extent energy policy, 

I think they have been serious and constructive.” 

- Ulf Kristersson, Leader of the Moderate Party (2021) 

 

This observed change was challenged harshly by the Social Democratic Prime 

Minister, Stefan Löfven: 

“The SD is a racist party that comes from Nazism. If you read their program of 

principles on democracy, you understand that they have a different opinion 

about who should and should not belong to the people.” 

- Stefan Löfven, Prime Minister of Sweden (2021) 

 

The Swedish experience is similar to that of many other European party sys-

tems where radical right parties have entered the arena. It is a prime example 

of how the radical right forces mainstream parties to strategically adapt to a 

new political landscape. This entails the choice to ostracize or co-opt the new 

contender, a choice that affects every party’s electoral trajectory, reputation 

and ability to influence policy (Downs, 2001; Meguid, 2008).  

 

As mentioned, radical right parties, in Sweden and Europe, have been exceed-

ingly successful electorally and they are still trending upwards. 1 While the 

success of political parties is often judged solely based on their electoral per-

formance, I argue that a broader and more inclusionary way of assessing suc-

cess is preferable. A political party’s public image and perception within the 

electorate is a key element of a story of failure or success. This is especially 

true for the radical right, as they have challenged the core values of main-

stream Europe with their nativist, authoritarian and populist leanings. As evi-

dent in the above examples, a party’s history and reputation can be used as 

                                                      
1 Own calculations based on data retrieved from: https://timbro.se/allmant/the-most-compre-

hensive-index-of-populism-in-europe/  

https://timbro.se/allmant/the-most-comprehensive-index-of-populism-in-europe/
https://timbro.se/allmant/the-most-comprehensive-index-of-populism-in-europe/
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reasons to move closer to or distance oneself from them. Furthermore, the 

ability to impact policy should be seen as another facet of success. In terms of 

the radical right, the political issue closest to this party family is immigration. 

The ability to influence policy should be considered important when judging 

whether a political party has been successful or not. Lastly, one of the core 

functions of political parties in our democracies is to represent their voters. 

The ability to represent their constituents should be included in a judgement 

of a party’s success. In sum, in addition to electoral performance, in this dis-

sertation success is seen as voter perception (or sympathy), policy impact and 

ability to represent the interests of voters.  

 

This dissertation is a collection of papers that in some way or other explore 

how the success of the radical right is shaped by their interaction with main-

stream parties. The first paper explores how voter sympathies towards the rad-

ical right are affected by mainstream party facilitation. The second paper stud-

ies how the electoral performance of the radical right is affected by main-

stream party attitudes towards immigration. The third paper analyses whether 

radical right parties affect immigration policy. Lastly, the fourth paper takes a 

step back in order to consider whether radical right parties are successful in 

representing the interests of their voters and thus filling a representational gap. 

In the following section, a summary of the relevant research that I draw on 

and contribute to is presented, which is then followed by a description of the 

separate papers and how they relate to one another.  
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Explaining Support for the Radical Right 

This section presents research on the radical right. According to some esti-

mates, there has been more research conducted on the radical right, as a party 

family, than all the other party families combined (Mudde, 2013). This makes 

it difficult to cover all of this research in one summary introduction. Instead, 

this section will present a brief overview of the literature, and focus on pre-

senting the part of the literature that can help us understand why mainstream 

party interaction is an important aspect of explaining radical right party suc-

cess. 

 

The previously stable party systems of Western Europe started to change in 

the late 1970s and early 1980s as new parties started to emerged, among them 

the radical right. What was initially seen as isolated cases soon became a con-

tinent-wide trend throughout Europe. This is a puzzle in itself, considering 

that Europe was more interconnected and globalized than ever before and an 

inter-generational cultural value shift towards post-materialism was observed 

(Inglehart, 1977). How could a movement built around the idea of a homoge-

neous nativist society thrive in this modern democratic world? In the infancy 

of radical right research, Ignazi (1992) argued that the rise of the populist rad-

ical right was a counter-reaction to the new globalized and post-materialist 

Europe, and represented segments of our societies who did not feel they were 

on the winning side of globalization. Citizens who felt economically or cul-

turally threatened by the so-called progress made in their society sought rep-

resentation from radical right parties. In other words, there was a demand for 

someone who rejected the consequences and the very nature of globalization. 

While studies found support for the idea of demand from voters who hold 

grievances towards the direction of societal development (Jackman & Volpert, 

1996; Lubbers & Scheepers, 2002; Norris, 2005), it soon became clear that 

the sheer variation in populist radical right party success could not be ex-

plained by the demand-focused theories. It was argued that differences in for 

example political opportunity structures and party organizational capacities 

could help us understand the varied success of the populist radical right (Art, 

2011; Arzheimer & Carter, 2006; Loxbo & Bolin, 2016). 

 

One of the most notable initial arguments for understanding the success of the 

radical right that took mainstream parties into account was presented by 
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Kitschelt and McGann (1995). In their seminal book, “The Radical Right in 

Western Europe: A Comparative Analysis”, they make the argument that we 

need to analyze the movements and changes within the party system to under-

stand the rise and success of the radical right. More specifically, they argue 

that the convergence of the left-right dimension of mainstream parties left a 

void that the radical right took advantage of. Many studies find support for the 

thesis presented by Kitschelt (Abedi, 2002; Carter, 2005; Spies & Franzmann, 

2011; Spoon & Klüver, 2019).  

 

However, there are some cases of notable skepticism (Adams, 1999; Adams 

and Merrill, 1999; Norris, 2005). For instance, Veugelers and Magnan (2005) 

argue that when a different and, in their view, more appropriate measure of 

convergence is applied, the evidence for Kitschelt’s hypothesis weakens. Ig-

nazi argues that polarization is the key phenomenon when explaining the rise 

of the radical right. In his view, convergence of the mainstream is only bene-

ficial to radical right parties if it is preceded by a phase of polarization, a pro-

cess driven mainly by mainstream right parties (Ignazi, 2005).  

 

Notwithstanding the disagreement in the literature, the impact of Kitschelt’s 

argument cannot be understated. The most important contribution of this sem-

inal book is the fact that it seriously brought the party system, and all the actors 

within it, into the equation of understanding the success of the radical right. 

Since then, several arguments have focused on mainstream party behavior and 

its effect on radical right party success.  

 

Importantly, Meguid (2005; 2008) argues that the combined strategies of both 

left and right parties together explain the electoral fortunes of niche parties 

(such as the radical right). In addition to fighting an internal battle (Art, 2011), 

populist radical right parties have to maneuver in a party system where no one 

is, at least initially, an ally. The fortune of the new contender is, in large part, 

determined by the actions and strategies of mainstream parties as they can 

choose to adopt a dismissive, accommodative or adversarial strategy (Meguid, 

2008). A dismissive strategy involves ignoring the new party and the issue(s) 

they are associated with. This strategy is often employed by mainstream par-

ties when populist radical right parties first enter a party system. An example 

of this is the strategy employed by both French mainstream parties, Parti So-

cialiste and Rassemblement pour la République, when Front National took 

their first steps in the late 1970s and late 1980s (Meguid, 2008). Alternatively, 

instead of ignoring the new enemy, mainstream parties can choose to adopt 

the position on their specific issue(s). This is the accommodative strategy, an 

example of which is the behavior of the Danish mainstream party Venstre 

(Green-Pedersen & Krogstrup, 2008). Lastly, an adversarial strategy involves 

actively taking a policy position that is in direct conflict with the new party. 
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The reaction of the Swedish mainstream parties in the infancy of Sverigedem-

okraterna is an example of this (Green-Pedersen & Krogstrup, 2008). It is a 

treacherous choice for mainstream parties to decide on a strategy, as it is a 

matter of both policy position on specific issue(s) associated with new parties 

(usually immigration in the case of the radical right) and the salience of these 

issue(s) (Meguid, 2008).  

 

Furthermore, some studies have focused on the varying impact of other par-

ties. Arzheimer and Carter (2006) found that it is imperative to take into ac-

count the positioning of traditional right parties when trying to explain the 

success of the radical right. There have, however, been claims that mainstream 

parties to the left are especially important for the success of the radical right 

(Bale, 2003; Dahlström & Sundell, 2012). There is disagreement within the 

literature regarding how mainstream parties themselves have evolved in, for 

instance, their view on immigration and similar questions, and this is espe-

cially true for mainstream left parties. For instance, Wagner and Meyer (2017) 

find that mainstream parties have become more restrictive in their position on 

immigration since the 1980s. On the other hand, Abou-Chadi and Wagner 

(2020) find that mainstream left parties on average have become more liberal 

(on GAL-TAN issues) in the time period 1999–2017. To further highlight the 

disagreement within the literature, Dancygier & Margalit (2020) argue that 

mainstream left and right attention to immigration in the last half-century 

should be described as incredibly similar and consistent – they tend to move 

as one in a “striking co-movement” (Dancygier & Margalit, 2020: 734).  

 

Regardless of which mainstream parties are in focus, the theoretical mecha-

nism underlying the argument that mainstream positioning matters for radical 

right success is legitimization. The ideological foundation of these parties 

comprising a mix of nativism, authoritarianism and populism (Mudde, 2010), 

in combination with the strong anti-prejudice norm present in Europe 

(Blinder, Ford, & Ivarsflaten, 2013, 2019; Ivarsflaten, Blinder, & Ford, 2010), 

and the questionable past of many of these parties (Art, 2011; Larsson & 

Ekman, 2001), makes them desperately seek legitimacy in order to gain suc-

cess. In much of the literature, it is argued that the fact that mainstream actors 

are co-opting or facilitating their policies or positions grants them the legiti-

macy needed to be considered viable political actors (Down & Han, 2020).  

 

While this section has mainly focused on how mainstream parties can contrib-

ute to the electoral success of radical right parties, it is worth noting that sev-

eral other explanations are important. In general, explanations can be grouped 

into two categories: supply- and demand-side explanations (Mudde, 2007). 

The action of other parties in the party system is an example of a supply-side 

explanation. Other examples of supply-side explanations focus on the institu-
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tional contexts (Lubbers, Gijsberts, & Scheepers, 2002) and the internal work-

ings of the radical right parties (Art, 2011; Loxbo & Bolin, 2016). Demand-

side explanations, on the other hand, focus on why there is a demand for these 

parties. These explanations can be sorted into, first, those that look into indi-

vidual traits that are correlated with support for radical right parties and, sec-

ond, those that try to identify the contexts in which these parties thrive. Sup-

porters of radical right parties are often identified as “losers of moderniza-

tion”. Generally, the typical radical right voter is characterized as being either 

self-employed or a manual laborer, male, young and without higher education 

(Lubbers & Scheepers, 2002; Mudde, 2007). In terms of contextual explana-

tions, some countries or sub-national units have been identified as “fertile 

breeding grounds” for radical right parties (Mudde, 2007). Factors of interest 

in this type of analysis are usually contexts with, for instance, a high degree 

of unemployment, high crime rates or an influx of immigrants (ibid).  

 

The sometimes strict division between supply- and demand-side explanations 

is understandable and justified, but it has at times been detrimental to the un-

derstanding of the success of radical right parties. There is an inherent theo-

retical link between the supply and demand for the radical right. In short, if 

there is no demand for a party, it does not matter whether the supply factors 

are as favorable as can be, and vice-versa (Golder, 2016). This simple obser-

vation should always be taken into account, theoretically and methodologi-

cally (ibid). 

 

Lastly, political scientists often equate support for a party with votes on elec-

tion day. While this is understandable, it should be noted that there is an argu-

ment to be made for studying different measurements of support, such as 

whether an individual likes or dislikes the radical right. I argue that this is 

especially true for a party that challenges the strong anti-prejudice norm and 

is seen by many as illegitimate. By not limiting ourselves to defining support 

as votes, we can learn a lot about the radical right in our societies, simply by 

broadening our view of what support is. After all, being liked, for instance, 

opens up avenues such as co-operation with mainstream parties. Recently 

scholars have started to take an interest in how both negative and positive par-

tisanship towards the radical right is connected to crucial institutions such as 

democracy (Meléndez & Kaltwasser, 2020). In addition, other fields of study 

have shown that there is value in studying other expressions of political sup-

port and values. An example of this is the study of polarization which has 

identified the value of looking at polarization as a matter of affection (Iyengar, 

Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019). In sum, by not limiting 

our definition of success to counting votes received on election day, we can 

broaden the scope of the questions we can ask in an effort to gain a better 

understanding of the radical right party family. 
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As this section has demonstrated, mainstream parties play a key role in shap-

ing the political and normative landscape in which the radical right operates. 

The first two articles in this dissertation are concerned with how mainstream 

parties facilitate sympathy and support for radical right parties by weakening 

societal anti-prejudice norms and by their political positioning. Before a more 

thorough description of the articles, this introductory chapter will present the 

current state of the research regarding the radical right’s ability to affect pol-

icy and their role as representatives in our democratic societies. 
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The Policy Impact of the Radical Right 

It may seem like a trivializing question to ask whether it matters that we have 

parliaments with strong radical right parties, but that is exactly what Cas 

Mudde does in his 2012 Stein Rokkan lecture: “Three decades of populist 

radical right parties in Western Europe: So what?” (Mudde, 2013). Mudde 

argues that the actual impact of radical right parties is limited. For instance, 

when it comes to impact on policy, he argues that there has been a shift to the 

right, especially in terms of immigration policy, but that the radical right 

“should be seen as catalysts rather than initiators who are neither a necessary 

nor a sufficient condition for the introduction of stricter immigration policies.” 

(Mudde, 2013 p. 1). This section presents the literature that has studied the 

policy impact of the radical right in Europe. 

 

As noted above, Mudde argues that while there has been a shift towards 

stricter immigration policy in Europe, the radical right’s causal role in this 

shift can be questioned. In general, we can distinguish between an indirect and 

a direct impact on policy by the radical right. New political actors can influ-

ence policy indirectly in a number of ways, such as portraying an issue in a 

new fashion and thus increasing its importance on the agenda or shifting the 

preference of mainstream parties (Bale, 2003; Kingdon, 2011; Langenbacher, 

Schellenberg, & Berlin, 2011).  
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Since no radical right party in Western Europe has been able to form a major-

ity government on their own2, mainstream parties need to be taken into ac-

count when looking at both the direct and indirect policy impact of the radical 

right. Mainstream parties have to decide whether or not they wish to engage 

with radical right parties at all. This initial choice can be seen as part of a 

larger strategy that limits or grants the radical right policy-making capabilities. 

The radical right can be ignored or isolated if the mainstream parties choose 

to disengage with them. If, on the other hand, they decide to engage with them, 

they can either collaborate or co-opt policy in an effort not to lose votes to the 

radical right (Downs 2001).  

 

If the radical right is disengaged by the mainstream parties, their chance of 

direct policy impact is limited. Logically, if the radical right is being ignored 

or isolated, they have no chance of changing policy in the parliament or gov-

ernment. Isolation can be achieved either through legal or political means. One 

extreme legal measure would be to outlaw a specific party – this was the strat-

egy used in Germany to deal with extreme right-wing parties in the 1990s 

(Rushton, 1995). But one could also imagine less extreme measures, such as 

increasing the electoral threshold in order to keep parties out of parliament. 

The legal strategy, along with the strategy of ignoring these parties, is gener-

ally seen as democratically dubious, and thus, political isolation is more com-

mon (Downs 2001). A cordon sanitaire is the usual strategy employed by 

mainstream parties in order to politically isolate radical right parties. By co-

operating in a “blocking” or “grand” coalition, mainstream parties can ensure 

that radical right parties do not gain any direct policy-making capabilities 

(Downs 2001; Schain 2009). The risk of using grand coalitions to block the 

radical right is that this creates an ideological convergence among the main-

stream parties that can create long-term political opportunity structures for 

radical right parties (Arzheimer and Carter, 2006; Kitschelt, 1997). If main-

stream parties choose to engage with the radical right, there are two strategies 

which can be utilized; policy co-optation or collaboration (Downs, 2001). A 

party that has lost voters to the radical right can change their stance on certain 

policy issues with the goal of re-attracting those lost voters. The final strategy 

that can be used by mainstream parties when reacting to radical right parties 

is to collaborate with them. Collaboration can occur in parliament or in gov-

ernment. Collaboration is the only way in which the radical right is given di-

rect policy-making capabilities unless they gain a majority by themselves, if 

the definition put forth by Schain (2009) is used. 

 

In terms of empirical evidence, there is an argument regarding the scope of 

policy impact of the radical right. While some argue that radical right parties 

have had substantial impact on policy (Bolin, Lidén, and Nyhlén, 2014; 

                                                      
2 Only a few cases in Eastern Europe. 
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Tyrberg and Dahlström, 2018; Zaslove, 2004; Lutz, 2019), others have been 

more skeptical (Akkerman, 2012; Duncan, 2010; Mudde, 2013). There is 

some support for the so-called contagion hypothesis in the literature (Abou-

Chadi & Krause, 2020; van Spanje, 2010). This hypothesis suggests that main-

stream actors react to the electoral success of the radical right by adopting 

policy positions similar to them. But as mentioned, there is some debate about 

whether this translates into change in actual policy outcomes. Furthermore, 

when actual policy outcome is studied, it is difficult to differentiate between 

direct and indirect policy impact (Tyrberg & Dahlström, 2018). 

 

In sum, radical right parties have the potential to influence policy, but their 

ability to do so is clearly dependent on mainstream party strategy. If main-

stream parties adopt an engaging strategy, radical right parties can gain either 

direct impact through collaboration or indirect impact through policy co-op-

tation on behalf of mainstream parties. A party’s ability to impact policy 

should be seen as a partial measure of its success. In the specific case of the 

radical right this particular attention should be given to issues relating to im-

migration, as it is the political issue at the heart of these parties. This is the 

focal point of the third article of this dissertation, which asks: have radical 

right parties impacted immigration policy, and if so, have they done so directly 

or indirectly?  
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The Radical Right and Representation 

An even broader, and perhaps more important question, that has been asked 

in the literature is how radical right parties influence representative democ-

racy. Kaltwasser (2012) argues that previous accounts of the relationship be-

tween democracy and populism have been guided by normative accounts of 

the two value-laden concepts. On the one hand, some scholars see populism 

as a pathology and a threat to representative democracy. Contrary to this, other 

scholars see populism as a solution to problems of representation. This idea of 

democracy sees populism as representing a much-needed discourse that is es-

sential to democracy. In sum, Kaltwasser (2012) argues that the normative 

accounts of what democracy is hinder potential analysis of the relationship 

between democracy and populism. He suggests that instead of using norma-

tive definitions and concepts of democracy and populism, we ought to use the 

minimal definition, such as Dahl’s concept of polyarchy (Dahl, 1989). Using 

such arguments, Kaltwasser (2012), and later Mudde and Kaltwasser (2012), 

have opened up a new avenue of possible empirical research regarding the 

relationship between democracy and populism. 

 

The complicated relationship between radical right parties and democracy has 

been approached from many angles. The three features of the ideology of the 

populist radical right – nativism, authoritarianism and populism – can all be 

argued to have a tenuous relationship with democratic ideals (Müller, 2017). 

Some scholars argue that the radical right is a form of corrective element in 

an otherwise struggling democracy (Kriesi, 2018), while other are less opti-

mistic and point out the dangers radical right parties pose to democracy 

(Müller, 2017).  

An argument found in the literature is that the cause of the emergence and 

success of the radical right is the fact that mainstream parties failed to repre-

sent segments of our society (Kriesi, 2018; Mair, 2013). There are generally 

two explanations for why this has happened. The functionalist explanation ar-

gues that the traditional parties are suffering from internal problems. Parties 

used to serve as bridges, linking citizens to the highest office. As parties have 

evolved, this function has been lost and they do not act as a link between citi-

zens and the state any longer. According to this explanation, the organizational 

and internal development of mainstream parties is to blame for the crisis we 

are witnessing now (Mair, 2013). The structuralist explanation does not focus 
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on the internal side of parties, but instead suggests that a changing society is 

to blame. We live in a complex global society driven by globalization. Issues 

such as global supply chains, which affect job security, and immigration, 

which presents new challenges for societies, create new issues that are harder 

to navigate politically. In the midst of these structural changes, mainstream 

parties have been portrayed as being insufficiently responsive (Kriesi, 2018). 

These explanations are not explicitly incompatible and they both in essence 

describe the same crisis.  

 

This is the aim of the last article in the dissertation, to examine the state of the 

so-called crisis of representation. More specifically, this article examines 

whether traditional parties are failing to represent voters and, if so, are radical 

right parties any better? Put another way, are we actually witnessing such a 

crisis and, if so, what role do radical right parties play in this phenomenon? 

The following section describes the aim of this dissertation and presents the 

four articles and how they are connected. 
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Description of the Dissertation 

The aim of this dissertation is to explore how the interaction between radical 

right parties and mainstream parties explains the success of the radical right. 

The guiding principle throughout these articles is that mainstream parties play 

a key role in the political and social processes related to the radical right and 

their success. To reiterate, success is broadly defined here, and I try not only 

to explain the electoral success of radical right parties, but also to investigate 

voter sympathies for these parties, in addition to studying their ability to in-

fluence policy, and the representational role of the radical right in our democ-

racies. 

 

The first article, called “Sympathizing with the Sweden Democrats: Effects of 

Mainstream Party Recognition and Control of Prejudice” (co-written with 

Hanna Bäck and Emma Renström) sets out to understand whether mainstream 

parties play a role in facilitating the radical right when they challenge the norm 

that keeps individuals from acting on their prejudice. Previous research on the 

radical right has shown that the stigma or taboo usually associated with the 

radical right may serve as a hindrance to voters in showing their support these 

parties (Harteveld, Dahlberg, Kokkonen, & van der Brug, 2019). This barrier 

has been explained by the existence of a strong anti-prejudice norm. This norm 

was first used in an American context to explain the changing nature and fre-

quency of prejudice behavior and attitudes towards minorities. More recently, 

a similar norm has been identified in Europe (Ivarsflaten et al., 2010). By us-

ing an experimental design, this paper finds that when mainstream parties sig-

nal that they are willing to co-operate with the radical right, individuals are 

more likely to sympathize with them. The reason why we focus on sympathy, 

operationalized as whether a voter likes or dislikes the party in question, is 

because perception is of key importance to radical right parties. For instance, 

the taboo associated with these parties has been identified as a constraint when 

it comes to electoral performance (Harteveld et al., 2019). In addition, being 

liked within a certain part of the electorate can open up opportunities for future 

co-operation or even governmental participation. 

 

Furthermore, research has shown that individuals are differently affected by 

norms. In short, some individuals find it important to follow societal norms, 
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while others simply do not (Plant & Devine, 1998). By introducing the social 

psychological measure Internal Motivation to Control Prejudice (IMCP), the 

analysis captures the individual willingness to abide by societal norms and 

what role it plays in mainstream facilitation of radical right parties.  

 

Using a representative sample of 1113 individuals, the paper finds that those 

who are least motivated to control their prejudice are most affected by main-

stream party facilitation. In sum, this paper shows that mainstream party sig-

naling plays an important role in explaining voter sympathy towards the radi-

cal right. In line with other recent studies that show the value of psychological 

measures (Kaltwasser, 2021), this article finds that societal norms and indi-

vidual willingness to follow these are important considerations in understand-

ing how mainstream parties facilitate radical right parties. 

 

The second article, “Mainstream Facilitation of the Radical Right: the 2009 

EP Election”, deals with a similar subject matter. Instead of using an experi-

mental design, this large-n study asks whether the positions on immigration 

taken by mainstream party politicians affect support for the radical right. This 

study draws on a debate in the literature over which positions matter the most, 

those taken by left or right mainstream parties? Some studies have found that 

if mainstream right parties adopt a negative stance on immigration, they pave 

the way for radical right parties, while other studies argue that it is in fact 

mainstream left parties, or the combination of both, that facilitate the radical 

right (Arzheimer & Carter, 2006; Bale, 2003; Dahlström & Sundell, 2012; 

Meguid, 2008).  

 

I argue that these mixed results may be due to a series of data-related and 

methodological choices that generally have to be made when studying both 

demand- and supply-side explanations for radical right party success. More 

specifically, when measuring party positions there are usually three choices: 

manifesto data, expert surveys and candidate surveys. All of these choices are 

associated with some problems, and I argue that, under many circumstances, 

candidate surveys are the best choice. The paper analyzes the 2009 European 

Parliament (EP) elections, primarily for two reasons. First, the candidate sur-

vey conducted during this election is the best of its kind. Along with the voter 

survey, these data are ideal for analyzing both supply- and demand-side-ori-

ented explanations. Second, by looking at the European Parliamentary elec-

tion, the differences in electoral systems between European national elections 

can be set aside, as all countries use a proportional electoral system for the EP. 

 

The findings in this second article support the idea that mainstream right party 

positioning plays a key role in paving the way for the radical right. If the main-

stream right takes a negative position on immigration, voters are more likely 

to vote for the radical right. While this article is unable to empirically pinpoint 
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a causal mechanism, it is theoretically reasonable to argue that the facilitation 

is due to a legitimization of the strict attitude towards immigration held by 

radical right parties. 

 

The third article in this dissertation, “Direct or Indirect? Policy Impact of the 

Radical Right in Swedish Municipalities”, examines whether radical right par-

ties have affected policy outcomes, directly or indirectly. Since the area most 

closely associated with the radical right is immigration, this paper examines 

whether and how they are able to affect actual policy outcomes in this area, 

and it does so by studying Swedish local politics.  

 

Previous research is split in its verdict regarding the impact of the radical right 

in the area of immigration policy. Mudde (2013) argues that the restrictive 

policy shift that has been witnessed in Europe is attributable to mainstream 

right parties and that the radical right should be seen as mere catalysts. In a 

cross-national examination, Lutz (2019) finds that the radical right has been 

able to influence integration policy, but has been unable to affect policy re-

garding the actual number of refugees and immigration. In the Swedish con-

text, Tyrberg and Dahlström (2018) find that the Sweden Democrats were able 

to affect the specific policy regarding EU migrants, and Bolin et al. (2014) 

find that municipalities where the SD are electorally strong receive fewer ref-

ugees and immigrants, on average.  

 

None of these studies have been able to determine whether or not the effect (if 

any) of the radical right is direct or indirect. In other words, was Mudde (2013) 

correct in his assessment of the catalyst role of the radical right or are they 

directly responsible for a stricter immigration policy? By using a mixed-

method approach, this article tries to identify under which conditions the rad-

ical right have direct and indirect policy impact.  

 

This study investigates a window between 2006 and 2015, during which the 

Sweden Democrats had a local presence in municipalities that were able to 

make autonomous decisions regarding refugee reception. This is a unique op-

portunity, as it provides conditions for cross-unit comparison of a large num-

ber of comparable cases, that is, cases within the same country setting. The 

large-n study serves as a basis for selecting cases that are studied in more 

depth. The findings suggest that the radical right had both direct and indirect 

policy impact and that this was largely dependent on the relationship between 

different mainstream parties. In short, as the SD increased its seat share, they 

forced mainstream parties to make a choice between co-operating in a left-

right coalition and co-operating with the radical right.  

 

Lastly, the fourth and final article of this dissertation, “Do Populist Radical 

Right Parties Represent the Views of their Voters? Evidence from Sweden” 
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(co-written with Kåre Vernby), explores the empirical support for a crisis of 

representation in Western democracies. While the three previous articles ex-

plicitly deal with the success of the radical right as facilitated by the main-

stream parties, this article takes a step back and looks at the role of radical 

right and mainstream parties in a key aspect of our representative democracy, 

namely representation.  

 

The study of the link between the radical right and democracy has been fairly 

extensive. This is largely due to the possible tension between the ideology of 

the radical right (such as populism and authoritarianism) and the pillars of 

modern-day democracy. An observation that has been made is that these in-

quiries into this relationship have been of a normative nature. Basically, pro-

ponents of liberal democracy deem populism to be bad given their definition 

of democracy, and on the other hand supporters of radical democracy almost 

by default view populism as a good thing for the very same reason 

(Kaltwasser, 2012). While normative studies are certainly needed, compara-

tive research can step in and formulate testable hypotheses regarding the rela-

tionship between the radical right and democracy.  

 

In this article we argue that the observed crisis of representation is an avenue 

of research in which comparative research can fill a gap in the literature. The 

radical right is often seen as a symptom of this crisis; however, the empirical 

evidence is sorely missing. By using a dyadic approach to congruence between 

voters and politicians, this article first assesses whether mainstream parties 

have failed in their role of representing voters. Following this initial analysis, 

it sets out to test whether radical right parties are able to fill the representa-

tional gap that exists according to the proponents of the view that we are wit-

nessing a crisis of representation. The results suggest that mainstream parties 

are, in fact, not equally congruent with all parts of the electorate, especially in 

terms of GAL/TAN issues. Radical right parties are, however, only able to fill 

this gap on the issue of immigration. It is worth noting that this is only the 

case for immigration and not other GAL/TAN issues such as gender and en-

vironmental issues. In fact, radical right parties are less congruent with their 

voters on these issues than mainstream parties are. There is a debate regarding 

whether we should view the radical right as single-issue parties solely focused 

and based around issues relating to immigration (Erlingsson, Vernby, & 

Öhrvall, 2014). The results in this article suggest that the radical right should 

perhaps best be seen a single-issue party. The study does not support the idea 

that the radical right fills any substantial representational gap in a ‘crisis of 

representation’.  

 

In sum, the purpose of this dissertation is to explore how radical right party 

success is shaped in their interaction with mainstream parties. Success is de-



18 

 

fined as being composed of not only electoral performance but also voter per-

ception (or sympathy) and policy impact. The first two articles in this compi-

lation thesis explicitly tackle the question of mainstream party facilitation, but 

do so in two different ways. First, by studying how mainstream parties chal-

lenge the anti-prejudice norm that acts as a hindrance to radical right support. 

Second, by looking at how mainstream party attitudes can legitimize the issue 

positions of the radical right. The third article looks into the issue of policy 

impact in an attempt to explain when and how radical right parties can achieve 

direct or indirect policy impact. The last article takes a step back in order to 

ask what role the success of radical right parties has for our representative 

democracy.  

 

I argue that if we want to understand today’s societies, we have to understand 

the radical right. The question is how we should go about understanding these 

parties. I believe a good starting point is to listen to what prominent scholars 

have to say:  

“The key features of the populist radical right ideology […] are best seen as a 

radicalisation of mainstream values. Hence, the populist radical right should be 

considered a pathological normalcy, not a normal pathology.” 

- Mudde (2010) p. 1181 

 

No matter how much mainstream society wants to distance itself from a move-

ment they see as alien, it is imperative that we see the radical right as part of, 

and a consequence of, mainstream society. The analysis of mainstream parties 

and the radical right must therefore go hand in hand.  
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Abstracts of the Articles 

The dissertation is composed of the following articles: 

 

Article 1: Sympathizing with the Radical Right: Effects of Mainstream Party 

Recognition and Control of Prejudice (co-written with Hanna Bäck and Emma 

Renström)  

 

The electoral success of radical right parties throughout Western Europe is the 

biggest change to these formerly stable party systems. Several studies have 

identified that mainstream parties can shape the trajectory of radical right par-

ties. Our aim is to contribute to this literature, and to investigate if and how 

radical right parties gain from mainstream party recognition. Theoretically, 

we draw on the literature that has suggested that when aiming to explain the 

legitimization of radical right parties, we need to consider that many individ-

uals in Western Europe are influenced by an anti-prejudice norm when form-

ing preferences towards such parties. We hypothesize that when mainstream 

parties signal that it is acceptable to associate with radical right parties’ they 

challenge the anti-prejudice norm that dissuade voters from such parties. In 

addition, individuals with lower internal motivation to control prejudice 

(IMCP) are more susceptible to be affected by mainstream party recognition 

of radical right parties as those with high IMCP have a stronger internalized 

anti-prejudice norm. We evaluate the effects of changes in the normative con-

text in a survey experiment (N=1133) by manipulating mainstream party le-

gitimization of a radical right party, the Sweden Democrats, before the Swe-

dish parliamentary election in 2018. Our results suggest that when mainstream 

parties challenge the anti-prejudice norm, individuals are more likely to sym-

pathize with radical right parties. Moreover, the effect of mainstream party 

recognition is moderated by IMCP – individuals with a low motivation to ap-

pear non-prejudiced are more influenced by mainstream party legitimization 

of a radical right party. 

 

Keywords: radical right parties, legitimization, mainstream parties, norms, 

prejudice 

 

Article 2: Mainstream Facilitation of the Radical Right: The 2009 EP Elec-

tions 
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Mainstream facilitation of the radical right is a thoroughly studied phenome-

non. There is, however, some debate about how different mainstream parties 

affect the electoral fortunes of radical right parties. Previous research is in 

disagreement, as some argue that mainstream right parties play a key role in 

the facilitation of the radical right, while others claim that mainstream left 

parties are the central actors. This article argues that this confusion in the lit-

erature may be a consequence of several difficult choices related to data and 

methodological issues. By using data at the individual and the candidate level 

from the 2009 European Parliament elections, this article is able to offer a 

strategy to overcome these issues. The findings suggest that mainstream right 

parties play a key role in the facilitation of the electoral success of the radical 

right. By connecting individual voters with their representatives, it is shown 

that the more negative mainstream right parties are towards immigration, the 

more likely their voters are to support radical right parties. This article is an 

example of the fact that precise data at the expense of number of cases can be 

beneficial, especially when the literature is in a state of disagreement. 

 

Keywords: radical right parties, supply-side explanations, demand-side expla-

nations, mainstream parties, facilitation 

 

Article 3: Direct or Indirect? Policy Impact of the Radical Right in Swedish 

Municipalities 

 

Across Europe the populist radical right has transformed the previously stable 

party systems. Under what circumstances does the electoral success of popu-

list radical right parties translate into policy impact? By looking at Swedish 

local politics, this paper studies the role of the Sweden Democrats in refugee 

reception policy as a case for understanding whether electoral success can lead 

to policy impact for radical right parties. The results indicate that the sheer 

size of populist radical right parties in local parliament increases their policy 

impact both indirectly through policy co-optation by both left and right main-

stream parties, and directly by cooperating with mainstream right parties. Us-

ing a mixed-methods approach, this paper argues that the mechanism under-

pinning the relationship between size and policy influence depends on the stra-

tegic response by mainstream parties to increased electoral competition. Right 

mainstream parties are likely to cooperate with radical right parties as the ide-

ologically most coherent coalition, while mainstream left parties tend to seek 

a cross-bloc coalition.  

 

Keywords: radical right parties, policy impact, refugee reception, immigration 

policy 
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Article 4: Do Populist Radical Right Parties Represent the Views of their Vot-

ers? Evidence from Sweden (co-written with Kåre Vernby) 3 

 

According to influential accounts, the rise of populist radical right parties is 

attributable to a “crisis of representation” that stems from mainstream parties’ 

failure to represent the views of voters on key political issues. We argue that 

this claim should be approached empirically by studying the degree of opinion 

congruence between politicians and voters. Using detailed Swedish data, we 

find that the views of those who vote for radical right parties are not unique in 

being poorly matched to those of politicians from the traditional/mainstream 

parties. Moreover, these voters are not much better matched to their populist 

radical right representatives, than they are to representatives of the main tra-

ditional conservative parties. In fact, the only issue on which radical right par-

ties seem to fill a representational gap is on the issue of immigration. We con-

clude that our study provides little support for the narrative in the “crisis of 

representation” literature.  

 

Keywords: representation, congruence, radical right, democracy

                                                      
3 The first article “Sympathizing with the Radical Right: Effects of Mainstream Party Recogni-

tion and Control of Prejudice” was co-written with Hanna Bäck  

and Emma Renström and was accepted for publication in the Journal of Social and Political 

Psychology on September 28, 2021. The fourth article “Do Populist Radical Right Parties Rep-

resent the Views of their Voters? Evidence from Sweden” was co-written with Kåre Vernby. 

After discussions with my co-authors, we came to the conclusion that my contribution to both 

these articles was around 50%. 
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