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Abstract

European politics is increasingly being contested along two dimensions: the economic left-

right dimension and a relatively new dimension focused on European integration and

immigration. We test this framework at the party and individual-levels in the European

Union. First, we use the Chapel Hill Expert Survey to demonstrate that there is no simple

relationship between these dimensions at the party level in many European Union coun-

tries, and in fact the two dimensions are increasingly orthogonal. We then use the 2019

European Elections Study to show that the transnational-nationalist dimension significantly
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striking, the transnational-nationalist dimension is not just significant, but actually improves

vote choice models as much or more than the economic left-right dimension.
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As the Brexit referendum and success of new parties like the Five Star Movement
make clear, the traditional economic left-right dimension is not the only game in
town. Nativist and populist parties and citizens rally against immigration and
international cooperation in the form of the European Union (EU). Recent schol-
arship has argued that contestation over issues related to transnational integration
on the one hand and national sovereignty on the other has become increasingly
central to political competition in many Western democracies (Clark and
Rohrschneider, 2021; De Vries, 2018a, 2018b; Hooghe and Marks, 2018; Kriesi
et al., 2008; Whitefield and Rohrschneider, 2019). In this article, we build on these
prior analyses by investigating the extent to which the transnational-nationalist
dimension may be driving politics throughout the EU. By taking advantage of the
common questions in the latest European Election Study (EES) and Chapel Hill
Expert Survey (CHES), we are able to conduct analysis under a common theoret-
ical framework at both the party and the individual level in a cross-country anal-
ysis of all 28 EU member-states as of January 31st, 2020.

First, we develop the theoretical framework regarding the transnational-
nationalist dimension. Next, we evaluate the argument at the party-level using
the CHES data. Finally, we shift attention to the public by analyzing the relation-
ship between the dimensions and then evaluating the determinants of vote choice.
To preview the findings, we demonstrate that voter positions on the transnational-
nationalist dimension are at least as predictive of vote choice as the economic left-
right in most European countries. Thus, we make two arguments: First, the
transnational-nationalist divide is a useful framework for understanding political
conflict over European integration and the recent rise of nationalism across
Europe, above and beyond the traditional economic and social left-right dimen-
sions. Second, we must analyze this divide at both the individual and party-level if
we are to fully understand the structure of nationalist conflict in Europe.

Issue dimensionality and political contestation in the EU

Political contestation within many EU countries in recent history has primarily
been centered around left-right redistributive economic issues, with parties advo-
cating economic platforms that have been largely consistent over time as well as
representative of the preferences of their voters (Hooghe et al., 2002; Mattila and
Raunio, 2006). Recent scholarship on issue dimensionality within the EU, howev-
er, has demonstrated substantial evidence of an increase in the salience of non-
redistributive issues, particularly related to immigration and EU integration
(Bakker et al., 2018; De Vries, 2018a; Hooghe and Marks, 2008, 2018;
Steenbergen et al., 2007; Thomassen, 2012). This increasing multidimensionality
has the potential to severely disrupt existing party systems across the EU and
dislodge long-dominant parties – a process which may already be evident in a
number of countries (for example, in the United Kingdom (UK), France, Italy,
and Austria) (Bakker et al., 2018; Mattila and Raunio, 2006; Van der Eijk and
Franklin, 2004). Because redistributive economic issues have been the fundamental
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organizing principle of political contestation across much of the EU for so long,
there is strong reason to believe that established political parties will be resistant to
altering their economic positions for fear of alienating their traditional voting
coalitions (Hooghe and Marks, 2018; Kitschelt, 2000; Lipset and Rokkan, 1967;
Marks et al., 2002). The implication of this is that as GAL/TAN (Green-
Alternative-Libertarian/Traditional-Authoritarian-Nationalist) or cultural issues
become both more salient and less connected to the economic left-right dimension
of contestation, incongruencies between parties and voters are more likely to devel-
op in regard to these non-redistributive issues (Bakker et al., 2020; Mattila and
Raunio, 2006). It is therefore crucial to understand how issue dimensionality has
evolved within the EU – both in regard to the potential content of the dimensions
of political contestation as well as how and why these dimensions vary from coun-
try to country. Further, it is important to analyze this dimensionality at both the
individual level and at the party level, due to the possibility of incongruence
between the two (particularly on non-redistributive issues) (Bakker et al., 2020;
Thomassen, 2012).

Regarding the content of this second dimension, one of the more prominent
conceptualizations is the “new politics” (or GAL/TAN) framework (Marks et al.,
2002, 2006). Building on the work of Inglehart (1971, 2008) and his argument that
politics in advanced industrial societies tends to focus increasingly on “post-mate-
rial” issues, this framework groups a number of issues together, ranging from
immigration and national sovereignty to environmental policy, civil rights, open-
ness to change, and desire for control. On the GAL side of this dimension are those
who support progressive environmental policies, pro-LGBTQþ (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender, queerþ) policies and individual civil rights. On the TAN
pole are those who favor traditional societal structures and practices and advocate
deference to the state and/or nation. As such, the new politics framework seeks to
capture a broadly cultural dimension of political contestation that is often repre-
sented as being to some extent orthogonal to the economic left-right dimension.1

While conceiving of political contestation as consisting of two dimensions, one
economic and one cultural, may indeed be useful for some purposes, there are inev-
itable limitations to this conceptualization. Although parsimonious in that it encom-
passes a broad array of issue areas, the economic-cultural dichotomy potentially
lacks precision in that it groups together political issues that may be fundamentally
distinct in the minds of voters and political actors. Further, this dichotomy risks
washing away other potentially significant dimensions of political contestation.

Recent contributions to the issue dimensionality literature have focused more
specifically on issues of international integration and globalization. Referring to
Lipset and Rokkan’s cleavage structure theory, Hooghe and Marks (2018) argue
that the development of the EU as an influential supranational actor, along with the
Euro and migration crises, has constituted a critical juncture in European politics,
resulting in what they refer to as the “transnational” cleavage (cf. the political
economy literature on globalization). This cleavage, as Hooghe and Marks (2018:
110) write, “has as its focal point the defense of national political, social and
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economic ways of life against external actors who penetrate the state by migrating,

exchanging goods or exerting rule”. Notably, this cleavage is distinct from a pure

cosmopolitanism, which might also incorporate other post-material issues.

Similarly, Kriesi et al. (2008) argue that the opening up of national borders that

has characterized the contemporary era of globalization has resulted in a critical

juncture in Western European political systems. This juncture has led to the rise of

what the authors refer to as the “integration-demarcation cleavage”, roughly divid-

ing the winners and losers of globalization (Kriesi et al., 2008: 10). Although De

Vries (2018b) avoids the terminology of cleavage theory, her conceptualization of a

new “cosmopolitan-parochial dimension” also focuses on issues of international

influence and local political control. The cosmopolitan-parochial dimension, as

described by De Vries (2018b: 1542), “pits cosmopolitan parties and voters on

both the left and right advocating an inclusionary and international outlook [. . .]
against parochial parties and voters on the left and right that are increasingly wary

of open borders and international influences”. As demonstrated in her analysis of

the Netherlands, the economic left-right and the cosmopolitan-parochial dimen-

sions have been fairly orthogonal to one another since at least 2010.
Clearly, these theoretical arguments form the backdrop of our empirical analysis;

we extend their work by conducting analysis over more time, more countries and

both the party and individual levels. In addition, we discuss transnational-

nationalism as a dimension rather than as a cleavage. The biggest difference we see

in this terminology is that whereas cleavage theory would predict that the cleavage

would affect some social groups more than others and new parties forming (or old

parties evolving) to contest on the new cleavage, we argue that this new dimension is

affecting the entire party system and electorate.2 Regarding terminology, we utilize

the transnational/nationalist dimension throughout this article (see Table 1 below).3

Building on this prior scholarship, we evaluate the relationship between the

classic economic left-right and the transnational-nationalist dimensions. As

Whitefield and Rohrschneider argue (2019), this transnationalism-nationalism

dimension (which they refer to as anti-integrationist/integrationist) splits the main-

stream left and right into distinct camps. While we focus here on the structure of

these two dimensions of party competition and how the new dimension affects

voting behavior, Whitefield and Rohrschneider (2019) show that this dimension

can help us understand party positions across the political spectrum (culture,

migration, democracy, etc.). In her empirical analysis, De Vries (2018b)

Table 1. The Transnational-nationalist economic left-right
dimensions.

Transnational

left

Transnational

right

Nationalist

left

Nationalist

right
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demonstrates the applicability of her framework in the Netherlands, but it is not

clear yet how the framework helps us understand the structure of party competi-

tion and voting behavior beyond the Netherlands. Throughout the article, we look

at the EU as a whole, we divide countries into a crude East-West dichotomy based

simply on an EU-15 formulation, and we explore the variation of individual coun-

tries. One byproduct of this strategy is that it highlights that whereas the East-West

divide was once a useful and simple dummy variable for understanding party

competition, new clusterings of party competition and voting behavior have

emerged. This requires researchers to disaggregate the EU to fully understand

these dynamics.
Further, while the representations we construct below consist of a

transnational-nationalist dimension and a left-right redistributive dimension,

this does not mean that we conceive of the transnational-nationalist dimension

as being driven only by cultural, non-material considerations (Foster and

Frieden, 2021; Halikiopoulou and Vlandas, 2019). Government policies regard-

ing immigration and international integration often have significant real or per-

ceived economic effects. Moreover, these effects almost inevitably differ from

individual to individual depending on a range of factors (e.g. sector of employ-

ment, risk profile (Kitschelt and Rehm, 2014), level of education, geographical

location. . .) and, importantly, these divergent economic effects may not corre-

spond neatly with voters’ preferences on the left-right redistributive dimension.

Therefore, the transnational-nationalist dimension attempts to capture both cul-

tural and economic concerns related specifically to international integration in

Europe. In order to do so, we follow De Vries (2018b) in focusing on preferences

regarding the issues of immigration and the EU. Our reasoning for this is that

each of these issue areas has been directly and profoundly affected by the pro-

cesses of transnational integration in Europe (the transnational revolution, in

cleavage theory terms) such that greater integration within the EU has weakened

the extent of national governments’ control over a number of policy domains,

and perhaps most saliently in terms of intra-EU migration. We therefore may

expect these issues to be associated in the minds of voters and for their positions

on these issues to be driven by similar or overlapping concerns, whether cultural

or economic.
In order to evaluate the potential significance of the transnational-nationalist

dimension in regard to electoral behavior across the EU, we run a series of tests

evaluating whether this dimension is distinct from the economic left-right dimen-

sion at the level of both individuals and parties in each of the 28 (current and

former) EU member-states. We find that these two dimensions are increasingly

distinct at both the party and the individual level. Then, we evaluate whether the

transnational-nationalist dimension matters more in determining voting behavior

than economic left-right, demonstrating that the transnational-nationalist dimen-

sion is an increasingly powerful predictor of voting behavior vis-à-vis economic

left-right. In the next section, we turn to our analysis of political parties.
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Assessing the transnational-nationalist dimension

among parties

We construct the transnational-nationalist scale for parties from two individual
issues: position on European integration and position on immigration (De Vries,
2018b). Our first descriptive step then is to test whether these two issues are distinct
from economic left-right. Using CHES data (Bakker et al., 2015, 2020; Polk et al.,
2017), Figure 1 demonstrates the relationship between EU and economic left-right.

In 2006 and earlier, there is a relatively clear curvilinear relationship (i.e. far left
and far right parties dislike the EU while mainstream and centrist parties support
the EU) between the two variables in the early period, but that becomes increas-
ingly messy by 2019.4 The curvilinear relationship is also simply shown in a model
regressing European integration on economic left-right and its squared term (De
Vries, 2018b; Hooghe et al., 2002: 968). Crudely, the adjusted R2 in Table 2 shows
that the relationship between the two variables has diminished over time through
2019. Broken down by East and West, it is even more clear in the East that
knowing a party’s economic left-right position does not give much information
about the party’s EU position.

Next, we evaluate the relationship between immigration and economic left-
right.5 Figure 2 demonstrates the patterns across Europe in 2006 and 2019 in
the EU-15 and the new members in central and Eastern Europe. But Figure 2
also shows that there really is no apparent (or very weak in 2019) relationship
between economic left-right and immigration in Eastern Europe, whereas it actu-
ally remains strong in the West through the entire period. Table 3 provides the
simple correlations since we do not expect a curvilinear relationship.

With this background knowledge, we turn to the transnational-nationalist
dimension. Following De Vries (2018b), we simply create an additive scale of
EU position and immigration position, such that higher scores are transnational
(i.e. pro-Europe and pro-immigration) and lower scores are nationalist (i.e. anti-
immigration and Eurosceptic).6 We expect that economic left-right and
transnational-nationalist are only weakly related to each other, implying that par-
ties compete separately over each of these dimensions in elections.

H1: There is no significant relationship between economic left-right position and the

transnational-nationalist dimension at the party level, suggesting that the two dimen-

sions are independent from one another.

We start with a simple correlation matrix, displayed in Table 4. Interestingly, the
economic left-right and transnational-nationalist dimensions are correlated, but in
opposite directions in the East and West.7 In other words, in the West, it is the
right-wing parties who tend to be nationalist (thus, a negative correlation), while
left-wing parties in the East are more nationalist (until 2014, at least).

Figure 3 illustrates these relationships in 2006 and 2019 across East and West.
Notice in particular that there are few larger parties in the West in the
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left-nationalist quadrant (see also Van der Brug and Van Spanje, 2009), while there
are few (economically) right-wing nationalists in the East. But while this illustrates
the general patterns, the aggregation into even East and West masks the variation
across countries. A few examples in Figure 4 will clarify this point. In 2019, the UK
represents the left-transnational/right-nationalist dimensionality that we might
expect in the West (Figure 4). Italy, on the other hand, looks notably messier,

Figure 1. EU and Economic Left-Right Positions in 2006 and 2019.
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Table 2. EU Position Regression with Economic Left-Right and Economic Left-
Right2.

Country East West Europe

1999 0.26 0.26

2002 0.46 0.21 0.26

2006 0.41 0.17 0.23

2010 0.25 0.10 0.14

2014 0.13 0.17 0.17

2019 0.03 0.13 0.10

Note: Adjusted R2 from an OLS model.

Figure 2. Immigration and Economic Left-Right positions in 2006 and 2019.
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Figure 2. Continued.

Table 3. Correlation between Immigration and Economic Left-Right.

Country (N) East West Europe

2006 �0.08 0.65*** 0.45***

2010 �0.16 0.70*** 0.50***

2014 0.15 0.60*** 0.47***

2019 0.18* 0.70*** 0.52***
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Figure 3. Transnational-Nationalist and Economic Left-Right positions in 2006 and 2019.

Table 4. Correlation between Transnationalism-Nationalism and Economic Left-Right.

Country (N) East West Europe

2006 0.39** �0.20* �0.01

2010 0.35** �0.32*** �0.12

2014 0.07 �0.18* �0.09

2019 �0.01 �0.38*** �0.24***

Note: *p � 0.05; **p � 0.01; ***p � 0.001.
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with no linear relationship between parties’ positions on the transnational-
nationalist and economic left-right dimensions. Further, at least in the most
recent national election, voters’ support was split fairly evenly between parties in
all four quadrants of this two-dimensional space. Relative to several other coun-
tries, the unusual party is the Five Star Movement, the only party positioned in the

Figure 3. Continued.
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Figure 4. Transnational-Nationalist and Economic Left-Right positions in select countries.
Note: The UK parties are Cons (Conservative), Lab (Labour), LibDem (Liberal Democrats), SNP (Scottish

National Party), Plaid (Plaid Cymru), Green (Green), UKIP (United Kingdom Independence Party), and the

Brexit Party. Italian parties include SI (Sinistra Italiana), PD (Partito Democratico), RAD/R (Radicali Italiani),

M5S (MoVimento Cinque Stelle), FL-PdL (Forza Italia), FDI/CN (Fratelli d’Italia), SVP (Südtiroler Volkspartei),

and LN (Lega Nord). Bulgarian parties include BSP (Balgarska sotsialisticheska partiya), DPS (Dvizhenie za

Prava i Svobodi), BMRO (BMRO - Balgarsko natsionalno dvizhenie), Ataka, DSB (Demokrati za silna B�algarija).

GERB (Grazhdani za evropeysko razvitie na Balgariya), NFSB (Natsionalen front za spasenie na Balgariya),

Volya, DB (Da Bulgaria), and Slavi Trifonov. Hungarian parties include MSzP (Magyar Szocialista Pa�rt), Fidesz-
KDNP (Fidesz—Magyar Polga�ri Sz€ovetse�g Kereszte�nydemokrata Ne�ppa�rt), Jobbik (Jobbik Magyarorsza�ge�rt

Mozgalom), LMP (Lehet Ma�s a Politika), E14 (Együtt 2019), DK (Demokratikus Koali�cio�), and MM (Momentum

Mozgalom)

Source: CHES 2019.
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left-nationalist quadrant (a fact which indeed may have been the key to its relative
success in both the 2013 and 2018 national elections).

We see similar findings looking at the East, where Bulgaria shows a relatively
clear right-transnational/left-nationalist dimensionality common in Eastern
Europe, while in Hungary, we actually see almost no contestation over the eco-
nomic left-right dimension (as perceived by experts), but significant variation on

Figure 4. Continued.

328 European Union Politics 22(2)



the transnational-nationalist dimension, as demonstrated in Rohrschneider and
Whitefield (2009).

Next, we simply run Pearson’s correlation tests for all 28 EU member states in
2014 and 2019, including parties’ economic left-right positions and their placement
on the transnational-nationalist dimension. Table 5 below presents the results. In
2019, in only four of the 28 member states is there a relationship between the
transnational-nationalist dimension and economic left-right. In other words,
except for Spain, the UK, Slovenia, and Cyprus, the two dimensions are orthog-
onal (statistically independent) to one another, even though party positions on the

Table 5. Relationship between the Transnational-Nationalist and Economic Left-
Right dimensions at the party level.

Country 2014 2019

Belgium –

Denmark

Germany

Greece

Spain – –

France

Ireland þ
Italy

Netherlands

United Kingdom – –

Portugal

Austria

Finland

Sweden

Luxembourg

Bulgaria þ
Czech Republic

Estonia

Hungary

Latvia

Lithuania

Poland

Romania þ
Slovakia

Slovenia –

Croatia

Malta þ
Cyprus –

Note: A “þ” or “–” indicates that there is a statistically significant relationship between the

two variables in the corresponding country. A “þ” means that right-wing parties are more

transnationalist, a “–” means that right-wing parties are more nationalist.

Source: 2014 and 2019 CHES.
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transnational-nationalist dimension are embedded in parties in ways that shape

party positions on other policies (Whitefield and Rohrschneider, 2019).
What this descriptive analysis demonstrates is that in most countries, party

competition exists on both dimensions; however, it also demonstrates that in

many countries, there is at least one quadrant that is under-represented at the

party level (left-nationalist in the UK, right-nationalist in Bulgaria, economically

right-wing in Hungary). In the next section, we turn to the voters to see if their

positions on each of these dimensions drives their voting behavior in European and

national elections.

Assessing the transnational-nationalist dimension

among voters

The previous section tested the relationship between the transnational-nationalist

dimension and the economic left-right dimension at the level of contestation

between political parties. Building on the party competition results, we expect

that both economic left-right and transnational-nationalist will be important var-

iables in explaining voting behavior in European parliamentary elections. These

elections offer a useful context for comparative analysis because of the shared

timing and rules across all EU member states. Using EES data (Schmitt et al.,

2016, 2019), we test the relationship between the transnational-nationalist and

economic left-right dimensions in each EU country in both 2014 and 2019.
As a first step, we evaluate whether the two dimensions are related among the

public in 2014 and 2019. In this analysis, we simply regressed voters’ placement on

the transnational-nationalist dimension by their placement on the economic left-

right dimension in each EU member state, including controls for age, gender,

education, and geographical location.8

Table 6 shows that the relationship between the transnational-nationalist and

economic left-right dimensions has indeed become less significant in a number of

EU countries in recent years. In 2014, we see a significant relationship between

these dimensions in a majority of EU countries, with Eastern and Southern

European countries tending to show a positive relationship between these dimen-

sions (that is, voters on the right-hand side of the economic dimension tend to be

more transnational while voters on the left are more nationalist) and Western

countries tending (to a lesser degree) to show a negative relationship. In contrast,

in 2019, we find a significant relationship in only 10 EU countries. While many

Eastern European countries still show a positive relationship, the only countries in

Western or Southern Europe for which we find a relationship are Austria and

Sweden (negative) and Malta (positive).
Next, in order to evaluate whether individuals’ positions on the transnational-

nationalist scale have an impact on voting behavior, we evaluate whether voters’

positions on the transnational-nationalist dimension are predictive of their vote

choice in European Parliament (EP) elections. Because of the complexity of
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presenting the results from multiple multinomial logistic regression models in each
of the 28 member states, we instead show the results of a likelihood-ratio test

comparing two models predicting voters’ declared vote choice in the 2019 EP
election, one including voters’ positions on the transnational-nationalist dimension
and one excluding this variable. If voters’ placement on the transnational-
nationalist dimension is related to their voting behavior, then including this var-
iable should significantly improve the predictive capability of our model (as indi-
cated by the significance of the Likelihood-Ratio test Chi2 value in Table 7). In
running this test, we include the following control variables: age, gender,

Table 6. Relationship between the Transnational-Nationalist and Economic Left-
Right dimensions at the individual level.

Country 2014 2019

Belgium

Denmark –

Germany

Greece þ
Spain

France –

Ireland þ
Italy þ
Netherlands –

United Kingdom

Portugal þ
Austria –

Finland

Sweden – –

Luxembourg

Bulgaria

Czech Republic þ
Estonia þ þ
Hungary þ þ
Latvia þ þ
Lithuania þ þ
Poland þ þ
Romania þ þ
Slovakia þ þ
Slovenia

Croatia

Malta þ þ
Cyprus þ
Note: A “þ” or “–” indicates that there is a statistically significant relationship between the

two variables in the corresponding country at the level of p� .05. The following control

variables were included: age, gender, education, and geographic region.

Source: EES 2014 and 2019.
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education, geographic location, position on the economic left-right scale, retro-

spective economic evaluation, trade union membership, and interest in politics.

H2: Voters’ transnational-nationalist position is a significant predictor of vote choice

in the 2019 EP election, above and beyond the economic left-right dimension.

The results in Table 7 demonstrate that the inclusion of voters’ positions on the

transnational-national dimension does significantly improve our model in the vast

majority of EU countries (exceptions include: Bulgaria, Latvia and Romania in

Table 7. Are voters’ position on the Transnational-Nationalist dimension pre-
dictive of their vote in the 2019 EP Election?

Country (N) Likelihood-ratio Test Chi2

Belgium (630) 74.91***

Denmark (585) 117.95***

Germany (720) 95.91***

Greece (713) 31.74***

Spain (811) 36.42***

France (662) 93.74***

Ireland (681) 15.30

Italy (765) 141.22***

Netherlands (630) 63.75***

United Kingdom (675) 97.97***

Portugal (788) 17.02*

Austria (733) 99.64***

Finland (710) 90.40***

Sweden (655) 90.14***

Luxembourg (397) 55.40***

Bulgaria (733) 7.45

Czech Republic (745) 46.75***

Estonia (701) 96.49***

Hungary (769) 84.16***

Latvia (634) 11.65

Lithuania (760) 54.99***

Poland (775) 41.28***

Romania (776) 14.15

Slovakia (712) 28.60***

Slovenia (713) 21.77*

Croatia (720) 21.71*

Malta (278) 8.47

Cyprus (368) 11.99

Note: *p � 0.05; **p � 0.01; *** p� 0.001; the following control variables were included:

age, gender, education, geographic region, retrospective economic evaluation, interest in

politics, and trade union membership. Parties receiving less than 1% of the vote are

excluded from the analysis.

Source: EES 2019.
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Eastern Europe; Malta and Cyprus in Southern Europe; and Ireland in Western
Europe). Further, we find that this is largely the case even when controlling for
voters’ positions on the left-right cultural dimension (as shown in the Online
appendix), with Croatia being the only country for which the inclusion of the
left-right cultural dimension changes the results from Table 7.

Finally, in order to evaluate whether economic left-right or transnational-
nationalist dimensions offer more explanatory power to understanding voting
behavior, we compare the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) values for multi-
nomial vote choice models in each EU member state: one testing the significance of
the inclusion of voters’ positions on the transnational-nationalist dimension and
one testing the significance of the economic left-right dimension. If the economic
left-right dimension is still driving voting behavior in the EP elections, then we
should expect this dimension to consistently improve model fit in predicting vote
choice more than the transnational-nationalist dimension. If, however, the
transnational-nationalist dimension is becoming a substantial factor in determin-
ing voting behavior, then we might expect this factor to improve model fit more
than the economic left-right dimension in at least some EU countries. In these
models, we use a series of country-specific multinomial logits of vote choice,
including control variables for: age, gender, education, geographic location, retro-
spective economic evaluation, trade union membership, and interest in politics.9

H3: Voters’ position on the transnational-nationalist dimension is more predictive of

their vote choice in the 2019 EP election than voters’ placement on the economic left-

right dimension.

For ease of visualization, we present a summary of the findings in Table 8, which
shows that the transnational-nationalist dimension actually improves the voting
model fit more than the economic left-right dimension in the majority of EU
countries (see the Online appendix for the AIC statistics for the empty model,
the model with economic left-right, the model with transnational-national, and
the model with both). Quite simply, we compared the AIC for an empty model
(controls but neither economic left-right nor transnational-nationalist) and a
model with each dimension separately. We report whichever model improved
model fit the most (using AIC scores). Specifically, we find that the
transnational-nationalist dimension improves the vote choice model’s fit more
than the economic left-right dimension across much of both Eastern and (to a
slightly lesser degree) Western Europe. The economic left-right dimension holds up
much better in Southern Europe, with Italy being the one exception where the
transnational-nationalist dimension is more predictive of vote choice.

What these results suggest is that knowing an individual’s position on the
transnational-nationalist dimension can improve our models of voting behavior
more than just a standard economic left-right position.10 Table 8 also demonstrates
clearly that the transnational-nationalist dimension is having powerful effects
across party systems, not just within the radical right or populist party families,
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as a cleavage theory might predict. Furthermore, given that mainstream parties
tend to be more incongruent on these issues than on the economic left-right dimen-
sion (Bakker et al., 2018; Thomassen, 2012), this presents a strategic opportunity
for new challenger parties to take advantage of in the marketplace (De Vries and
Hobolt, 2020).

Conclusion

The findings presented here provide substantial evidence that the transnational-
nationalist framework is integral in helping us to understand and analyze political
contestation across Europe. At the party level, we find evidence that the relation-
ship between the transnational-nationalist dimension and the economic left-right
dimension is increasingly unstructured in both Eastern and Western Europe, sug-
gesting that parties are competing on these cross-cutting dimensions. As discussed
above, we argue that these party system effects point to a bigger dimensional
change in the party system than a cleavage model might predict, which would
instead emphasize how the cleavage would activate some social groups to mobilize
more than others.

At the individual level, we demonstrate that the placement of voters on the
transnational-nationalist dimension is useful in predicting vote choice in EP

Table 8. Comparing AIC Model Fit Improvement in the 2019 EP Election Vote Choice Model.

Country 2019 EP Election Country 2019 EP Election

Belgium L-R Econ Luxembourg T-N

Denmark T-N Bulgaria –

Germany T-N Czech Republic T-N

Greece L-R Econ Estonia T-N

Spain L-R Econ Hungary T-N

France T-N Latvia –

Ireland L-R Econ Lithuania T-N

Italy T-N Poland T-N

Netherlands T-N Romania L-R Econ

United Kingdom T-N Slovakia T-N

Portugal – Slovenia T-N

Austria T-N Croatia –

Finland T-N Malta –

Sweden L-R Econ Cyprus L-R Econ

Note: This summary table draws from the analysis in the Online appendix, which shows the AIC estimator for

the multinomial vote choice models in each country’s 2019 EP election. The “L-R Econ” or “T-N” shows that

this dimension improves model fit based on AIC more than the other dimension. A “–” reflects the fact that

the empty model (neither LR nor TN) has a better model fit. The following control variables were included:

age, gender, education, geographic region, retrospective economic evaluation, trade union membership, and

interest in politics. Parties receiving less than 1% of the vote are excluded from the analysis.

Source: EES 2019.
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elections in the majority of EU countries, even while controlling for voters’ views

on both economic left-right and left-right cultural concerns. Further, we provide

evidence that the transnational-nationalist dimension may be even more important

to electoral outcomes in 2019 than the economic left-right dimension in a number

of EU member states. These findings suggest that the transnational-nationalist

dimension is increasingly important to electoral competition across the EU and

that parties (as well as scholars) ignore these issues at their peril.
Crucially, these findings differ from previous research, notably Van der Brug

and Van Spanje (2009). While Van der Brug and Van Spanje (2009) similarly found

that voters’ preferences are structured along two dimensions, they showed that

party positions on various economic and cultural issues were still largely structured

according to a single economic left-right dimension in Western Europe (with the

exception of parties’ positions on EU integration) and that vote choice in elections

was still primarily structured along this single dimension. There are a number of

potential explanations for these divergent findings. First and foremost, the issues

of immigration and EU integration have become far more salient among the public

in recent years, creating opportunities for parties to appeal to voters based on their

positions on these issues. Second, it appears that parties have indeed taken advan-

tage of these opportunities, specifically making appeals to voters who may be

nationalist, but not necessarily right-wing in regard to economic or cultural

issues (Clark and Rohrschneider, 2021). In the past, these voters have tended to

be underrepresented at the party level in Western Europe (Van der Brug and Van

Spanje, 2009). Further, the recent inclusion of additional survey questions in the

European Elections Study allows for improved analysis due to the shared language

between the European Elections Study and the CHES (see the Online appendix for

question wording for CHES and EES). Finally, we show results for countries

across both Eastern and Western Europe, finding significant cross-national and

cross-regional differences in the dimensionality of party competition.
On a final note, future scholarship should focus on further developing and

testing causal theories as to why the transnational-nationalist dimension is more

distinct in certain countries relative to others and why that has changed so much

over the last few decades. At the individual level, for instance, many scholars have

pointed to economic insecurity as a critical factor in driving or activating nation-

alist attitudes (De Vries, 2018b; Foster and Frieden, 2021; Hooghe and Marks,

2018; Inglehart, 1971). Similarly, Curtis and Miller (2021) presents compelling

evidence for the importance of psychological factors. At a broader, institutional

level, Inglehart (1971) argues that levels of economic post-industrialization are

pivotal (which in turn allow for socioeconomic security at the individual level),

while Clark and Rohrschneider (2021) argue for the importance of demographic

change and education systems. Much of this research indicates that nationalism

will likely continue to play a key role in European politics and, in particular, in

processes of European integration. Our findings build on this research and indicate

that as individual transnational-nationalist attitudes increasingly drive voting
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behavior, mainstream parties will either adapt or lose further ground to challenger
parties.
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Notes

1. Rovny and Polk (2019) demonstrate clearly that the economic and cultural dimensions
are more closely linked in some countries (e.g. Austria) than in others (e.g. Sweden),
while focusing on the role of historical religious cleavages as explaining some of these
difference between countries.

2. Thanks to Liesbet Hooghe for this insight and helping us clarify this point.
3. Conceptually, the De Vries (2018b) cosmopolitanism-parochialism dimension is similar

to the Hooghe and Marks (2018) transnational-nationalist cleavage. Empirically, we
measure them similarly as well. Because cosmopolitanism often refers to other non-
economic issues and we want to maintain focus on issues of international integration
and globalization, we prefer the transnational-nationalist language.

4. Notice that these graphs illustrate the relationship between economic left-right and
European integration. The classic upside down-U relationship between general left-
right and EU support is present throughout the time period.

5. Notice that the CHES immigration scale is reversed, so that higher scores are pro-
immigration to match the EU and transnational variable coding.

6. This scale was constructed according to the following formula:

Transnational� Nationalist scale ¼ ðEU integrationþ immigrationÞ
2

7. For robustness, we weighted the parties by vote share and found consistent relation-
ships. The Europe 2019 correlation is weaker (-0.17) but still significant with a p-value
of 0.012. In addition, to test whether these changes were simply due to party system
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change in the form of new parties, we conducted the 2019 analysis with only parties that

existed in 2006. Among parties new since 2006, the 2019 Europe correlation is -0.26,

while old parties have a correlation of -0.21 (both are statistically significant). Thanks to

a reviewer for this suggestion.
8. Voters’ positions on the transnational-nationalist dimension and economic left-right

dimension, respectively, were constructed as follows:

Transnational-Nationalist scale ¼ ðEU integrationþ immigrationÞ
2

Economic Left-Right scale ¼ ðredistribution of wealthþ intervention in the economyÞ
2

We code the most transnationalist voters as a “10” on the transnational-nationalist scale

and the most right-leaning voters as a “10” on the economic left-right scale.
9. In the Online appendix, we also include sociocultural differences (aka GAL/TAN) as a

robustness test, with no substantive changes in the effect of the transnational-national

dimension.
10. We conducted the same analysis in the most recent national election (Online appendix),

and the transnational-national dimension has a greater effect on model fit in 14 of 28

countries. Certainly, economic left-right matters more in national elections than in

European elections, but the robustness of the transnational-national dimension in

national elections demonstrates its utility.
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