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Abstract
Existing studies suggest that perceived group threat is an important influence on radical right-wing populist party
preferences. However, most have focused on perceived group threat at the individual level, overlooking the ideological
climate. I examine how an ideological climate of group threat perception as a contextual factor can shape individual
preferences for radical right-wing populist party preferences. I argue that above and beyond personal perceived group
threat, the prevalence of local perceived group threat exerts a normative influence on personal preferences. Using voting
preferences for the Swiss People’s Party, I employ multilevel structural equation modeling to examine the theoretical
model. I find clear evidence for a contextual effect of perceived group threat on individual-level Swiss People’s Party
preferences.
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Introduction
Radical right-wing populist (RRP) parties have been successful in many European countries over the last two decades, and there has been considerable research on the
sources of their appeal to voters. A core selling point of
RRP parties is their strong opposition to immigration
(Mudde, 2007). Micro-level determinants explaining individual preferences for RRP parties have been well documented, and scholars agree that perceived group threat
– generally defined as expected negative consequences
from immigration – is a major predictor (Ivarsflaten, 2008).
However, previous research on local variation in RRP party
preferences has mostly been limited to structural determinants, adopted from cross-national research (Arzheimer
and Carter, 2006), and there has been little attention to the
possible role of an ideological climate as an antecedent of
anti-immigrant attitudes and a characteristic of the social
context (e.g. Christ et al., 2013; Sarrasin et al., 2012). In
this article, I examine whether an ideological climate of
local perceived group threat has an independent effect on

individual RRP party preferences, beyond individual group
threat perceptions.
My contribution to the literature is both theoretical
and empirical: I extend previous research on RRP parties
by developing an explanation of how the social environment can contribute to individual RRP party preferences.
This explanation explicitly acknowledges that individuals rely on one another for guidance, and that the prevailing attitudes of families, circles of friends, among
colleagues, or other social encounters affect individual
political opinions (Huckfeldt et al., 2005: 21ff.). I provide empirical evidence for the link between an ideological climate of perceived group threat and support for one
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of the most successful RRP parties in Western Europe,
the Swiss People’s Party (SVP).
In this study I focus on differences between local contexts across Swiss districts. The focus on a single country
enables me to rule out cross-national differences and maintain socioeconomic and structural homogeneity. Swiss districts provide an appropriate case to test how the ideological
climate of perceived group threat influences individual support for RRP parties for two reasons: the SVP has consistently opposed immigration; and there are large differences
in SVP support between districts (Kriesi et al., 2005;
Lubbers, 2000).

Theoretical framework
People who feel threatened by immigration support RRP
parties in order to express their concerns about immigration
and to influence legislation in line with their policy preferences (Mughan and Paxton, 2006). Generally, a preference
for RRP parties is associated with other types of motivations, such as authoritarianism or political distrust (Mudde,
2007). Nevertheless, none of these predictors appear to
confound the impact of perceived group threat as the key
attitudinal motivation (Ivarsflaten, 2008).
The theoretical framework of perceived group threat as
the principal attitudinal motivation for RRP party preferences stems from group threat and group conflict theory
(Lubbers et al., 2002; Rydgren, 2008). On the one hand,
threat arises from competition over economic or political
resources, i.e. realistic or materialistic threat. On the other
hand, people perceive group threat to intangible goods, i.e.
symbolic or cultural threat (Blalock, 1967; Sherif et al.,
1961). The two sets of explanations are not mutually exclusive, and previous conceptualizations of perceived group
threat suggest a common theoretical framework (Stephan
and Renfro, 2002).
Previous research has found significant support for the
rationale described above. However, individual information and concerns about immigration are derived not only
from personal experiences, but also social encounters
(Huckfeldt et al., 2005). In fact, “individuals are embedded in everyday environments that provide normative and
ideological reference knowledge guiding their thinking
about societal phenomena such as immigration” (Green
and Staerklé, 2013: 876). Individuals learn about their
environment’s threat perception either through interpersonal communication or observation (Marsh, 2002). If the
prevailing level of group threat perception is taken as normative reference (Blau, 1960; Huckfeldt and Sprague,
1995), the social climate will induce voters to support
RRP parties in line with the prevalence of concern about
immigrants and immigration in their environment. The
contextual effect can thus be conceptualized as “social
resonance, since the underlying intuition is one of reinforcement of a property possessed by the individual

through repeatedly encountering the same property in the
environment” (Sprague, 1982: 101).
Thus, we need to consider that the prevailing attitude of
the proximal social environment, i.e. families, friends, colleagues, or other social encounters, can exert an independent effect on individual RRP party preferences. The
social–environmental threat perception is a collective property, which is conceptually and statistically more than the
sum of individual attitudes (Blau, 1960; Welzel and
Deutsch, 2012). An independent effect of an ideological
climate must entail more than just the accumulated individual perceptions of immigrants as a threat to in-group
interests. The ideological climate is an aggregate level concept of predominant attitudes, and is expected to influence
individuals beyond internalized beliefs (Green and Staerklé,
2013; Sarrasin et al., 2012).
Collective social–environmental threat perception, or
the ideological climate, affects individuals’ decision to vote
for RRP parties in several ways. A key mechanism is that
the group threat perception of the social environment provides cues about the average support for RRP parties in the
area, and can persuade individuals to vote for RRP parties
in compliance with the social norm. The group threat perception of the social environment also supports the legitimacy of RRP party preferences and thus encourages voting
for RRP parties. The social climate of perceived threat also
raises the salience of individuals’ threat perceptions and
thus reinforces the effect of individual perceived threat on
the support for RRP parties. Contextual effects are not
unique to the link between RRP party preferences and perceived group threat, but they are especially fruitful in analyzing RRP party support given the consensus on threat as
a major attitudinal predictor (Ivarsflaten, 2008).
An alternative argument is that average group threat perception will increase individuals’ underlying threat perceptions as opposed to through the mechanisms outlined above.
Such an argument would imply that the average group
threat perception simply reflects the sum of individual perceived group threat. Moreover, residential self-selection
might lead to apparent contextual effects in party preferences. Thus, it is important to control for socioeconomic
and demographic variables that simultaneously influence
where people live and the degree to which they support
RRP parties when trying to evaluate the impact of contextual perceived group threat.

Data and method
Data
I use data from the Swiss Electoral Study (SELECTS,
2011). SELECTS is based on a national representative sample of Swiss residents eligible to vote in the national elections. The data include relevant measures as well as
geo-codes for the respondents’ municipalities. An analysis
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of average perceived threat across municipalities for these
data would be problematic, as 60% of the municipalities
only have information for one respondent. Hence, I aggregate municipalities to districts, an administrative unit
smaller than cantons, resulting in 145 distinct second-level
units. Twenty-eight respondents are excluded due to missing values for all analytical variables, resulting in a sample
size of Nindv = 4363 individuals nested in Ndis = 145 districts, with a mean of 29 respondents per district.

Measures

municipality in an agglomeration; and 4 central city in an
agglomeration).
Finally, preferences for RRP parties and perceived threat
might be related to district-level characteristics. I introduce
the percentage of foreign population, measured by the proportion of permanent residents with a citizenship other than
a European Union country and the unemployment rate as
potential sources for inter-group competition.1 Following
previous research, I further control for the linguistic classification of the place of residence, with 1 German and 0
other linguistic areas.

Dependent variable

Analysis

I use a single item to assess RRP party preference. The
respondents were asked: Please indicate the probability of
voting for the SVP, when 0 represents a very small probability and 10 is a very large probability.

I test the postulated influence of environmental perceived
group threat on the self-rated probability to vote for the SVP,
controlling for confounding variables, by a two-level structural equation model for complex sample designs, with individuals nested within districts.2 This methodology generates
more appropriate standard errors, taking the nested data
structure into account and corrects for sampling and measurement error (Marsh et al., 2009). All analyses are based on
full-information maximum-likelihood estimates (Enders
and Bandalos, 2001), with standard errors that are robust to
non-normality and non-independence conducted in Mplus 7
(Muthén and Muthén, 1998–2012). My core interest is the
contextual effect of perceived group threat, which is given
mathematically by the difference of the between and within
effects (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002: 139).
To assess the goodness of ﬁt, I provide the following
commonly used indices: χ2/df, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and comparative fit index (CFI)
(Bentler, 1990; Boomsma, 2000; Hu and Bentler, 1999).
Models with χ2/df < 5, RMSEA < 0.06, and CFI > 0.95 are
considered to have a good ﬁt to the data. Model comparisons are based on Satorra–Bentler scaled differences of χ2values and degrees of freedom (Satorra and Bentler, 2001).
The model fit indices above are not available for random
slope models.

Independent variables
Perceived group threat is measured with four items on a
5-point Likert-type scale with 1 totally agree to 5 totally
disagree. The respondents were asked if they agree that
there are too many Muslim immigrants in Switzerland (Q1),
that migrants exacerbate the job market situation (Q2), that
Swiss culture is vanishing due to immigration (Q3), and
that there is violence and vandalism due to young immigrants (Q4). These measures correspond to items in related
research on perceived group threat (Scheepers et al., 2002;
Schlueter et al., 2013). All items are rescaled so that higher
values imply higher perceived group threat.

Control variables
I introduce the following potentially confounding factors.
Since women are less likely to prefer RRP parties (Givens,
2004), I use a dichotomous measure for gender with
female as the reference category. Existing studies show
that RRP parties do better among voters who are vulnerable towards out-group competition, e.g. younger workingclass individuals with little education (Betz, 1994; Coffé
and Voorpostel, 2010). Therefore, I include age in years in
my model as well as education, assessed in eight categories, ranging from a value of 1 indicating compulsory education only (as the reference category) up to a value of 8
corresponding to University level education. Further, I
control for social class with a simplified Goldthorpe classification (manual worker, self-employed, routine nonmanual worker and professionals, with not in paid work
as the reference category). Moreover, since the SVP
started as a grassroots party with strong support in rural
areas (Kriesi et al., 2005), I include a measure capturing
the difference between rural and urban areas (1 rural
municipality as reference; 2 isolated town/city; 3 other

Results
The results of the measurement model for perceived group
threat indicate a good fit to the data (χ2/df = 2.88, RMSEA
= 0.021, and CFI = 0.996). As described earlier, I measure
perceived group threat as a latent variable on the individual
and district level. To ensure that I measure the same construct, I need to establish cross-level metric invariance
(Lüdtke et al., 2008). I find that not constraining the factorloadings to be equal across levels did not significantly
decrease the model fit (Δχ2 = 1.46, Δdf = 3, p > 0.05).
The results of the structural models are presented in
Table 1. Model 1 presents the results of the random intercept model. The overall model fits well to the data with χ2/
df = 4.11, RMSEA = 0.027, and CFI = 0.958. On the
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Table 1. Structural model (unstandardized regression coefficients (b) and standard errors (SE)).
SVP preferences
Model 1
Person-level
Male
Age
Compulsory education
Basic vocational training
Vocational education
Diploma school
High school
Higher vocational training
Vocational university
University
Not in paid work
Manual worker
Routine non-manual
Self-employed
Professional
Rural municipality
Isolated town/city
Agglomeration
Central city
Perceived group threat
District-level
Foreign population
Unemployment
German
Perceived group threat
Contextual effect
Perceived group threat
Cross-level interaction
Perceived group threat
(district) x perceived group
threat (person)
AIC
BIC

b
0.703
−0.015
Ref.
−0.278
0.155
−0.285
−1.140
−0.245
−1.601
−1.556
Ref.
0.612
−0.063
0.839
−0.291
Ref.
−1.162
−0.180
−0.679
2.189

Model 2
SE
0.136***
0.006**

b

SE
0.138***
0.006*

0.489*
0.154
0.148***
0.138***

0.700
−0.014
Ref.
−0.184
0.141
−0.265
−1.170
−0.263
−1.660
−1.660
Ref.
0.594
−0.090
0.844
−0.305
Ref.
−1.186
−0.153
−0.643
2.268

0.465*
0.133
0.140***
0.134***

0.034
−14.528
0.128
3.912

0.025
8.820
0.245
0.775***

0.039
−12.028
−0.050
3.951

0.021
6.991
0.192
0.567***

1.724

.781*

1.683

0.542**

3.255

0.621***

0.356
0.164
0.230
0.223***
0.235
0.247***
0.225***
0.192**
0.162
0.251**
0.161

−

−
68411.374
68775.086

0.359
0.170
0.238
0.228***
0.237
0.244***
0.235***
0.190**
0.164
0.251**
0.159

68375.983
68733.314

N = 4363 nested in 145 districts; clustered SE; *p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001; all coefficients of individual-level control variables are total effects
(i.e. the sum of direct and indirect effects via perceived group threat); ref.= reference category; AIC = the Akaike information criterion; BIC = the
Bayesian information criterion.

individual level, the results show that perceived group
threat has a strong and positive effect on the probability to
vote for the SVP. At the district level, I find a significant
positive effect of the average group threat perception on the
average SVP voting probability. In line with the theoretical
expectation, the contextual effect, i.e. the difference of the
between and within effect, is positive and significant. In
other words, the average perceived group threat in Swiss
districts has a positive effect on the individual preference
for the SVP.
I proceed by testing the moderating effect of the average
group threat perception on the link between individual perceived group threat and SVP voting preferences. Model 2
reports the results of the random slope model. As expected,
I find a significant positive cross-level interaction, where

the effect of perceived group threat on SVP voting probability is stronger in districts with higher average perceived
group threat. Figure 1 summarizes the results of model 2
for the focal variables. The rectangles depict observed variables and the ellipses indicate latent variables. The arrows
between the shapes illustrate paths and the black dots indicate the random slope (S) respectively random intercepts.
In all analyses I included a set of control variables to
account for potential confounding factors. The results are
generally in line with previous research. I find that men are
more likely to prefer the SVP. Furthermore, the probability
of voting for the SVP decreases with age. Explanations of
social class predicting RRP preferences are congruent with
my findings. People from the working class and the so-called
petit bourgeoisie have a higher probability of voting for the
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Figure 1. Multilevel structural equation model (model 2). All coefficients are statistically significant (p< 0.001). Control variables
and residual variances are not shown.

SVP and those with higher education have a lower probability of voting for the SVP. The findings reveal that respondents living in a city are less likely to vote for the SVP. At the
district level, I find no significant effects of the control variables on the average probability to vote for the SVP.

Discussion
In this study, I examine to what extent the local group threat
perception, i.e. the ideological climate, influences individual RRP party preferences. To test this relationship, I draw
upon survey data from Switzerland. My research strategy
offers an alternative theoretical explanation and provides
empirical evidence that contributes to a deeper understanding of how the local context affects individual RRP party
preferences.
I disentangle the effect of perceived group threat on RRP
party preferences to between and within components, and
show that an ideological climate of perceived group threat
has substantial influence on individual RRP party preferences, over and above individual group threat perceptions.
In other words, a person living in a district with a higher
collective perceived group threat has a higher probability,
ceteris paribus, of voting for the SVP, in comparison with a
resident of a district where perceived group threat is not as
socially prevalent. Moreover, I find that the group threat
perception of the social environment moderates the individual-level relationship between perceived group threat and
the probability of voting for the SVP.
The results presented here have a number of limitations.
My findings may not generalize beyond the Swiss context,
but previous comparative research shows that the electorate

of RRP parties in Western Europe seems to be motivated by
the same factors. Whether separate national conditions may
moderate the effect of an ideological climate on RRP party
preferences deserves further scientific attention. An ideological climate effect diffuses with social interaction; therefore, one can speculate that preferences for RRP parties will
be less affected by the group threat perception of the social
environment in socially disintegrated, atomized societies
than in more integrated societies. It would be helpful if
future cross-national surveys on RRP party preferences
cover geo-codes at the local level.
Another issue refers to the underlying mechanism, i.e.
how the prevailing group threat perception affects individual RRP preferences. I have no direct information on the
quantity of actual interactions or on the degree to which
concerns about immigration play a major role in these. I am
also bounded by cross-sectional data, and can only estimate
inter-individual correlations, but my argument is in line
with previous research regarding the temporal order of perceived group threat and RRP party preferences (Berning
and Schlueter, 2016). It might be beneficial to complement
the findings presented in this study with other research
designs. For example, network analysis can allow researchers to directly measure information flows and provide a
more comprehensive empirical representation of the underlying mechanisms. Additionally, one could conduct a content analysis of news reports on RRP parties and related
topics. Previous research suggests that media attention can
effectively mobilize the RRP electorate (Boomgaarden and
Vliegenthart, 2007).
These limitations aside, my findings contribute to a
better understanding of how local ideological contexts can
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affect individual RRP party preferences. Existing evidence
is mostly limited to political and economic conditions,
omitting the potential effect of the prevailing attitudes in a
local environment. This study shows that differences in the
ideological climate of perceived group threat appear to be
relevant in accounting for cross-regional variation of individual RRP party preferences. In sum, the average perception in a given local environment that immigrants are a
threat for in-group interests constitutes a social property
with an independent effect on individual RRP preferences,
beyond individual threat perceptions.
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Notes
1.

2.

I also estimated models with an alternative measure of foreign population, i.e. the percentage of permanent residents
without a Swiss citizenship. This did not alter the findings
presented here.
Choosing the appropriate cluster level is crucial in multilevel
analysis, for substantial and statistical reasons. The theoretical framework assumes social interaction, which is less
likely in a larger area such as a canton. To account for the
cantonal nesting of districts, I report standard errors clustered
in the 26 cantons.
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