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ABSTRACT
Research on the welfare stances of populist radical-right parties (PRRPs) cate
gorises them as ‘welfare chauvinists’ and ‘producerists’, supporting generous 
benefits exclusively for ‘hard-working’ nationals. However, it remains unclear 
whether their voters’ welfare preferences align with these positions. The argu-
ment advanced in this paper is that a comprehensive understanding of PRRP 
voters’ welfare preferences requires the examination of how solidarity and per-
ceptions of welfare claimant deservingness interact. Thus, this article employs 
a factorial vignette survey experiment to evaluate the interplay between soli-
darity and deservingness perceptions among PRRP voters. Contrary to previous 
research, results show that PRRP voters do not exhibit stronger producerist 
attitudes; instead, they mostly stand out as particularly nativists. While PRRP 
voters exhibit significantly less solidarity towards welfare claimants deemed 
‘least’ and ‘average-deserving’ than other partisans, they are not more solidar-
istic towards the ‘most deserving’ claimant. These findings challenge existing 
understanding of deservingness perceptions of PRRP voters, providing a new 
perspective on the study of their welfare attitudes.

KEYWORDS  Populist radical-right parties; welfare chauvinism; solidarity; deservingness; 
survey experiments

In recent years, the stances of populist radical-right parties’ (PRRPs) on wel-
fare state issues have gained salience both in their political programs and as 
a field of academic study (Afonso and Rennwald 2018). The welfare position 
of such parties has been referred to as ‘welfare chauvinist’: prioritising 
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community members’ access to welfare benefits while restricting access for 
immigrants (Afonso and Rennwald 2018; Andersen and Bjørklund 1990; de 
Koster et al. 2013; Ennser-Jedenastik 2018; Reeskens and van Oorschot 2012; 
Rydgren 2004). Some have argued that welfare chauvinism implies also sup-
port for an actively generous welfare state – but, again, only for nationals 
(see Careja and Harris (2022) for a literature review). Subsequent research 
has found that PRRP’s welfare state preferences also have a strong produce-
rist component, represented by a clear distinction between ‘hard-working’ 
individuals from ‘free riders’ – even for nationals (Abts et  al. 2021; 
Ennser-Jedenastik 2016, 2018; Ivaldi and Mazzoleni 2019; Otjes et  al. 2018; 
Rathgeb 2021). This authoritarian twist to the moral duty to work and recip-
rocate implies that individuals who deviate from this social norm are deemed 
‘undeserving’ by PRRPs and should be disciplined in an expression of PRRPs’ 
‘punitive conventional moralism’ (Mudde 2007, 23).

While the literature on PRRPs’ distributive agendas has grown rapidly 
in recent years, empirical evidence on whether PRRP voters share the par-
ties’ welfare positions remains inconclusive. Research shows that PRRP 
voters are aligned with their parties in their preference for restricting ben-
efits for ‘undeserving’ claimants (Attewell 2021; Busemeyer et  al. 2022; 
Goubin and Hooghe 2021; Loxbo 2022), reflecting their populist, nativist, 
and authoritarian core ideologies on welfare attitudes. However, their 
preference regarding welfare generosity is unclear. On the one hand, there 
is solid evidence that economic concerns motivate PRRP voting (Dehdari 
2022; Gidron and Hall 2017, 2020; Halikiopoulou and Vlandas 2019; 
Häusermann et  al. 2022). In line with this finding, studies have shown 
that PRRP voters prefer a welfare state based on compensatory social ben-
efits (Busemeyer et  al. 2022). Paradoxically, studies have not confirmed 
the notion that these voters prefer a generous welfare state. Instead, 
research has suggested that PRRP voters support benefits with moderate 
generosity (Attewell 2021; Busemeyer et  al. 2022; Goubin and 
Hooghe 2021).

Previous research on PRRP voters’ welfare preferences has relied on 
observational data, using survey data on respondents’ declared position 
on distributive issues. Although such studies clearly contribute to the 
understanding welfare priorities of these voters and their views on differ-
ent groups’ access to the welfare state, they cannot account for how their 
views on claimants’ perceived deservingness interact with their preferences 
for welfare generosity (Petersen et  al. 2011), thus missing an explanation 
for precisely how the cultural and economic dimensions are interlinked in 
PRRP voters’ welfare preferences. As a result, it is unclear whether PRRP 
voters’ fear that ‘undeserving’ individuals might profit from the welfare 
state is associated with limited support for the welfare state or, instead, 
with selective solidarity. Given ongoing welfare reforms in many European 
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states aimed at reducing entitlements for ‘undeserving’ immigrants (Careja 
et  al. 2016; Chueri 2021; Kramer et  al. 2018), it is important to assess the 
extent to which PRRP voters support a generous welfare state for deserv-
ing claimants when given full discretion over allocation.

In order to address this limitation, this study uses a factorial vignette 
survey experiment to examine how PRRP voters’ welfare solidarity is 
associated with perceptions of deservingness of the unemployment benefit 
claimant. It draws theoretically on deservingness research to identify key 
criteria for perceived deservingness: need, identity, control, effort, and reci­
procity (Knotz et  al. 2022; van Oorschot 2000, 2006, 2012), which we  
then apply to the case of PRRP voters’ welfare state preferences. This 
experimental design allows us to isolate the effect of each deservingness 
criterion on welfare solidarity. By incorporating the role of deservingness 
perceptions directly into research on the demand side of PRRPs, we 
answer four main questions: (1) Which deservingness criteria are relevant 
to PRRP voters? (2) To what degree do these criteria differ from other 
voters? (3) How solidaristic are PRRP voters in comparison to other vot-
ers? and (4) How dependent is PRRP voters’ welfare solidarity on the 
fulfilment of those criteria?

To answer to these questions, we rely on respondents from two coun-
tries with Social Democratic welfare regimes, (Denmark and Sweden) and 
two countries with Conservative welfare regimes (Germany and 
Switzerland). This case selection aims to account for literature findings 
that welfare regimes influence how individuals evaluate the deservingness 
of welfare claimants (Laenen et  al. 2019; Larsen 2008; Taylor-Gooby et  al. 
2019; van der Waal et  al. 2013; van Oorschot 2006).

Our results indicate that PRRP voters’ views on welfare distribution are 
not more producerist than those of other partisans, leading us to question 
the idea that long contributory records and other markers of ‘hard work’ 
are more relevant to PRRP voters than to other voters. What distinguishes 
PRRP voters’ perceptions of deservingness is their particular punitiveness 
towards immigrants. Identity emerges as a more important deservingness 
criterion for PRRP voters than for other voters, although there is no sig-
nificant difference between mainstream right and PRRP voters regarding 
the importance they attribute to the nationality of the welfare claimant.

We, moreover, find that PRRP voters’ welfare solidarity is highly con-
tingent on the fulfilment of the deservingness criteria they deem relevant. 
While PRRP voters exhibit significantly less solidarity towards welfare 
claimants deemed ‘least’ and ‘average-deserving’, they express an equal 
level of solidarity with both mainstream right and left-wing voters when 
it comes to the ‘most deserving’ welfare claimants. Thus, we confirm the 
notion that PRRP voters present a selective solidarity but find no support 
for claim that they support a generous welfare state, at least when it 
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comes to unemployment benefits. Finally, in line with previous research 
(Arts and Gelissen 2001), our analysis reveals that the importance of 
deservingness criteria shows little variation across welfare regimes.

These findings carry important implications for how the literature 
understands PRRP voters’ welfare preferences and their connection to 
contemporary transformations of the European welfare state in response 
to trends such as globalisation. They suggest that the support for reduced 
welfare benefits for immigrants does not come together with demands for 
higher protection for the ‘deserving’ nationals. Instead, PRRP voters sup-
port comparative lower benefits.

Radical-right welfare position: supply and demand sides

The literature has argued that distributive positions have a secondary 
importance for the PRRPs’ agenda (Mudde 2007). However, as PRRPs are 
beginning to occupy powerful positions around the world, the question of 
which policies they promote beyond immigration has again come to the 
fore (Afonso 2015). More recent research has shown that distributive 
issues have gained salience over time in PRRPs’ manifestos (Afonso and 
Rennwald 2018) and that these issues are attracting voters (Krause and 
Giebler 2020). As a result, the welfare state ideology of PRRPs has received 
significant scholarly attention in recent years. A central finding of this 
literature is that nearly all PRRPs have shifted leftward on distributive 
issues over the last two decades (Afonso 2015; Afonso & Rennwald 2018; 
de Lange 2007; Lefkofridi and Michel 2014; Marks et  al. 2006; Röth et  al. 
2018; Rydgren 2004; Zaslove 2009). Another important finding is that 
so-called ‘welfare chauvinism’ has come to distinguish PRRPs’ ideology 
(Ennser-Jedenastik 2018; Ivarsflaten 2008; Mudde 2007).

Building on this, recent work on PRRPs’ welfare positions has also 
challenged claims that the parties are ‘blurring’ their welfare preferences, 
advocating for a mix of right- and left-wing welfare policies (Rovny 2013; 
Rovny and Polk 2020). Instead, their ostensible incoherence results not 
from a ‘blurred’ welfare position but rather from a dualistic welfare plat-
form: supporting a generous welfare state that emphasises ‘passive’ income 
replacement over ‘active’ investment and services for the ‘deserving’, while 
seeking to exclude or make subject to strict conditionalities those who are 
seen as ‘undeserving’ (Chueri 2022; Enggist and Pinggera 2022; Fischer 
and Giuliani 2023; Otjes 2019).

Research also provides indications regarding how exactly PRRPs draw 
the line between the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ and points to  
two central ideological concepts: Nativism and producerism. Nativism, 
described by Mudde (2016) as ‘xenophobic nationalism’, is, in essence, 
the idea that the interests of native-born citizens should always be put 
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ahead of those of immigrants (‘taking care of our own first’), which 
informs PRRPs’ calls to exclude or at least disadvantage immigrants 
when it comes to accessing social protection (Andersen and Bjørklund 
1990; van der Waal et  al. 2010). Producerism, the second key dimension 
on which PRRPs distinguish between ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’, refers 
to the purported conflict between the ‘makers’ (i.e., those who work 
hard and contribute to society) and the ‘takers’ (i.e., ‘welfare cheaters’, 
‘parasites’, and ‘abusers’) (Abts et  al. 2021; Ennser-Jedenastik 2016, 2018; 
Ivaldi and Mazzoleni 2019; Otjes et  al. 2018; Rathgeb 2021). While see-
ing contributing ‘makers’ as more deserving than ‘takers’ is a general 
human trait (Petersen 2012), research indicates that PRRPs place partic-
ularly strong emphasis on this aspect (Rathgeb 2021). In the area of 
welfare state policies, producerism thus translates into a desire to limit 
benefits strictly to those adhering to a traditional work ethic while dis-
ciplining and punishing those who deviate from this norm, such as per-
sons with short employment records, ‘choosy’ or ‘lazy’ benefit claimants, 
and welfare ‘cheaters’ (Abts et al. 2021; Achterberg et al. 2014; Busemeyer 
et  al. 2022). Overall, this way of distinguishing between ‘deserving’ and 
‘undeserving’ welfare recipients based on producerist and nativist ideas 
means that factors that are traditionally understood as cultural (e.g., 
nationality, ethnicity, work ethic) have become core to PRRPs’ distribu-
tive welfare preferences.

While substantial research has examined the welfare positions of 
PRRPs, the extent to which their voters’ welfare preferences match those 
positions is still an open question in the literature. Early studies down-
played the relevance of distributive issues for PRRP voters, arguing that 
such voters prioritise the cultural dimension over distributive concerns 
(Bornschier and Kriesi 2013; Mudde 2007; Oesch 2008). Nonetheless, 
research has shown that PRRPs have expanded their electorate, particu-
larly among working-class voters, by adopting a relatively pro-welfare 
position (Afonso and Rennwald 2018; Arzheimer 2012; Krause and Giebler 
2020). Related studies have pointed out that economic concerns are asso-
ciated with PRRP voting (Dehdari 2022; Gallego and Kurer 2022; Gidron 
and Hall 2020; Halikiopoulou and Vlandas 2019).

Although evidence suggests that distributive issues are generally import-
ant for PRRP voters, their position on welfare generosity so far still 
appears ambivalent. On the one hand, research shows that these voters 
are often economically vulnerable and favour welfare protection in the 
form of compensatory income benefits (Busemeyer et  al. 2022; Goubin 
and Hooghe 2021; Loxbo 2022). On the other hand, they support only 
moderate benefit levels in combination with workfare measures, welfare 
cuts for immigrants, and stricter eligibility conditions (Busemeyer et  al. 
2022; Goubin and Hooghe 2021; Loxbo 2022).
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These apparently contradictory welfare state preferences may be associ-
ated with concerns that ‘undeserving’ recipients (e.g., immigrants and 
‘welfare cheaters’) would benefit from welfare benefits. However, it remains 
uncertain whether this apprehension among PRRP voters has translated 
into a preference for less generous benefits or support for reduced bene-
fits for those deemed ‘undeserving.’ Thus, we suggest that the key to fully 
understanding their welfare state preferences is to more clearly draw the 
connection between their perceptions of deservingness as defined by nativ-
ism and producerism (which can also be seen as two forms of condition-
ality) and their attitudes towards the generosity of welfare states. In the 
following, we draw on the well-established sociological literature on the 
determinants of perceptions of welfare deservingness to develop specific 
hypotheses about how PRRP voters define deservingness, how this, in 
turn, translates into overall welfare state preferences, and how they differ 
in these regards from other voters.

Determinants of deservingness perceptions among PRRP voters

Are PRRP voters particularly ‘producerist’ and ‘welfare chauvinistic’?
Selective solidarity is not a new issue in political studies: voters have long 
been known to view claimants as differentially deserving of welfare. 
However, the issue has become more salient as pressure on European wel-
fare states has intensified due to budgetary constraints, population ageing, 
and increasing diversity. Early studies on deservingness perceptions have 
empirically identified five criteria that determine perceptions of deserv-
ingness: control, attitude, reciprocity, identity, and need (CARIN) (Van 
Oorschot 2000, 2006). These criteria have since provided a framework for 
empirical studies and contributed to the quickly growing literature on the 
topic. In short, those who are generally considered the most deserving of 
social services and benefits are those who are seen as not responsible for 
their situation (control), are compliant or even docile (attitude), have con-
tributed to society (reciprocity), are regarded as ‘one of us’ (identity), and 
have greater need (van Oorschot 2000, 2006; van Oorschot et  al. 2017).

Empirical research generally supports the relevance of the CARIN crite-
ria in explaining perceptions of deservingness across different contexts. 
However, recent work has identified a conceptual overlap between reciproc­
ity and attitude (Knotz et  al. 2022) and some studies have similarly con-
cluded that attitude is not actually a significant factor driving deservingness 
perceptions (Heuer and Zimmermann, 2020; Laenen et  al. 2019). 
Simultaneously, research has started to differentiate between two types of 
reciprocal actions, those that occurred in the past (such as past taxes and 
contributions paid) and those that are performed in the present (such as 
current active job search). Following this approach (e.g., Gandenberger 
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et  al. 2022; Kootstra 2016; Reeskens and van der Meer 2019), we use effort 
to denote an individual’s attempt to end their need and reciprocity to refer 
to their past contributions (e.g., gainful employment and paying taxes). In 
sum, we suggest that the following criteria are most suitable for studying 
deservingness perceptions, including those of PRRP voters: need, identity, 
control, effort, and reciprocity (Knotz et  al. 2022) – abbreviated NICER.

We expect that PRRP voters differ from other voters particularly 
strongly in the extent to which they place importance on four of these 
criteria. First, PRRP voters’ nativist preferences – as mentioned above, an 
ethnic idea of belonging and the belief that the native-born population 
and its culture should come first (Betz 2019) – should lead them to give 
especially high importance to the identity criterion. We also expect that 
members of the working class within the social democratic electorate 
should demonstrate limited solidarity towards immigrants, mainly due to 
concerns about resource competition (Kitschelt and McGann 1997; Mewes 
and Mau 2012). However, the base of these party supporters is increas-
ingly populated by middle-class voters, who tend to have more favourable 
views regarding immigrants’ access to social benefits (Gingrich and 
Häusermann 2015). Additionally, a segment of mainstream right-wing 
voters is likely to favour reduced benefits for immigrant welfare claimants, 
citing budgetary or cultural concerns (Gidron 2022). This electorate, how-
ever, is also not homogeneous; some of these voters uphold cosmopolitan 
values and are likely to consider immigrants as equally deserving of ben-
efits (Gidron 2022; Kurella and Rosset 2017; Van Kersbergen and Krouwel 
2008). Consequently, we anticipate that identity will assume a relatively 
more pivotal role for PRRP voters compared to other voters.

Moreover, we anticipate that the producerist approach of PRRP voters 
to welfare distribution will be associated with a heightened emphasis on 
control, effort, and reciprocity criteria. As stated earlier, producerism dis-
tinguishes between productive members of society and those exploiting 
public welfare without contributing. Aligned with this perspective, PRRP 
voters will ascribe higher importance to welfare claimants’ adherence to 
norms of hard work, reciprocation, and compliance with rules and proce-
dures for benefit entitlement (Abts et  al. 2021; Busemeyer et  al. 2022). 
Thus, this welfare attitude will mean that PRRP voters’ will reward recip-
ients who have long employment records (reciprocity), who find them-
selves in need unintentionally, who are not ‘choosy’ or ‘lazy’ (control), and 
who work diligently to end their unemployment (effort). Conversely, they 
will also ascribe higher penalties to welfare claimants who do not fulfil 
those conditionalities.

Certainly, these criteria should also be relevant to other voters as well. 
Specifically, voters of conservative mainstream right-wing parties are also 
likely to place high importance on reciprocity and effort in finding 
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employment as conditions for accessing welfare benefits (Barry 1997). 
However, due to the PRRPs’ authoritarian core ideology, we anticipate that 
PRRP voters will enforce larger generosity penalties on those who deviate 
from the ‘desired’ behaviour (Rathgeb 2021). Conversely, the criterion of need 
is expected to be less emphasised among PRRP voters compared to others.

Based on these considerations, we posit five hypotheses on PRRP vot-
ers’ perception of deservingness (‘conditionality’):

H1: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see immigrant wel-
fare claimants as less deserving (‘nativism’).

H2: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see welfare claimants 
with shorter contributory records as less deserving (‘producerism’).

H3: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see welfare claimants 
who do not show any effort to end their need as less deserving 
(‘producerism’).

H4: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see welfare claimants 
more in control of their situation as less deserving (‘producerism’).

H5: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see welfare claimants 
in greater need as less deserving.

While studies have shown that producerism and nativism are distinct 
empirical categories (Abts et  al. 2021), and even hard-working signals do 
not overcome immigrant deservingness penalties (Reeskens and van der 
Meer 2019), the literature suggests that these attitudes may have an inter-
active effect in forming PRRP voters’ deservingness perception. Specifically, 
research has shown that negative stereotypes about immigrants play a 
crucial role in fuelling opposition to immigrants’ social rights (Hjorth 
2016). PRRPs’ narrative that immigrants abuse welfare benefits and have 
deviant work ethics moreover reinforces these negative stereotypes (Chueri 
2022; Ennser-Jedenastik 2020). Thus, we expect PRRP voters to attribute 
higher importance to markers of work ethics (i.e., producerism) when 
evaluating an immigrant welfare claimant. In line with this thinking, we 
present an alternative version of hypotheses two, three, and four that con-
siders the effect of reciprocity, effort, and control conditional on the wel-
fare claimant being an immigrant.

H2a: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see immigrant welfare 
claimants with shorter contributory records as less deserving.

H3a: Compared to voters of other parties, PRRP voters see immigrant welfare 
claimants who do not show any effort to end their need as less deserving.

H4a: Compared to voters of other parties, PRR voters see immigrant welfare 
claimants more in control of their situation as less deserving.
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Are PRRP voters more solidaristic towards the ‘deserving’ 
unemployment claimants?
Considering the effect of PRRP voters’ deservingness perception on wel-
fare generosity, we anticipate their level of solidarity to be strongly cor-
related with the fulfilment of the criteria they deem relevant for 
deservingness (i.e., identity, reciprocity, control, and effort). This selective 
solidarity will lead them to assign high replacement rates to welfare 
claimants who meet those conditionalities and, conversely, impose sizable 
penalties for those who deviate.

Conversely, while identity, reciprocity, control, and effort should also 
be relevant for left-wing voters, we expect their overall solidarity to be 
less contingent on the fulfilment of these conditions. At the same time, 
left-wing voters should support relatively generous benefit levels and be 
averse to inequality, thus consistently assigning relatively high benefit 
levels without great differentiation among claimants (Abou-Chadi et  al. 
2021; Häusermann et  al. 2023). Compared to left-leaning voters, we thus 
expect PRRP voters to exhibit lower levels of solidarity when assessing 
an ‘average deserving’ welfare claimant and a beneficiary they deem the 
‘least deserving.’ We therefore propose two additional hypotheses regard-
ing the level of solidarity among PRRP voters compared to left-wing voters.

H6: Compared to voters of left-wing voters, PPPR voters assign lower 
replacement rates to the ‘least deserving’ welfare claimants.

H7: Compared to voters of left-wing parties, PPPR voters assign lower 
replacement rates to ‘average deserving’ welfare claimants.

However, we have competing expectations regarding the solidarity of 
PRRP voters compared to left-wing voters towards welfare claimants 
who meet nativist and producerist conditionalities – such as nationals 
committed to contributing to the nation’s wealth by working and paying 
taxes. Following the idea that the fear that the ‘undeserving’ will access 
benefits will lead PRRP voters to demonstrate overall limited solidarity, 
we expect them to show less solidarity towards deserving welfare claim-
ants than left-wing voters. Conversely, aligning with the claim that 
PRRP voters exhibit selective solidarity, defending generous benefits for 
hard-working nationals, we anticipate PRRP voters to be at least equally 
solidaristic towards a ‘deserving’ welfare claimant compared to a 
left-wing voter.

H8: Compared to voters of left-wing parties, PPPR voters assign lower 
replacement rates to highly deserving welfare claimants.

H8a: Compared to voters of left-wing parties, PPPR voters assign similar 
or higher replacement rates to highly deserving welfare claimants.
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The potential role of institutions
Finally, we also anticipate that welfare institutions will influence how indi-
viduals assess the deservingness of welfare claimants, regardless of their 
partisanship (Laenen et al. 2019; Larsen 2008; Taylor-Gooby et al. 2019; van 
der Waal et  al. 2013; van Oorschot 2006). Studies have concluded that the 
relevance of identity is lower in Social Democratic welfare states, as gener-
ous and universally distributed social benefits foster solidarity and reduce 
the perception of scarcity and welfare competition between nationals and 
foreigners (van der Waal et  al. 2013). Moreover, there is evidence that the 
importance of reciprocity as a relevant distributive principle should be 
stronger in Conservative welfare regimes compared to Social Democratic 
welfare regimes (Taylor-Gooby et  al. 2019). Therefore, we expect that the 
nationality of the welfare claimant and their contributory record will be 
stronger determinants of solidarity for respondents in Conservative welfare 
regimes compared to Social Democratic welfare regimes.

Data and research strategy

Our analysis is based on original data collected by a market research and 
opinion polling company (Bilendi) from 2,877 respondents from Germany, 
1,393 from Switzerland, 1,342 from Denmark, and 1,341 from Sweden.1 
Respondents were recruited according to country quotas on gender, edu-
cation (low, middle, high), age (18–24, 25–34, 35–44, 45–54, 55–64, 
65–74, over 75), and geographic area (rural and urban).2 The distribution 
of respondents across those sociodemographic variables are available in 
the Online Appendix (Figures A1, A2, A3 and A4).

Fieldwork was conducted from 13 July 2021 to 22 November 2021. 
This period was deliberately chosen since the number of COVID-19 
infections was declining at the time, meaning that public health was 
under relative control. Thus, we expected respondents’ public health con-
cerns to have only minor effects on their welfare solidarity. We do, how-
ever, acknowledge that solidarity towards the unemployed might have 
been affected since many people lost their jobs during the COVID-19 
crisis. We therefore added the pandemic as a possible cause of unemploy-
ment in the survey, to capture the solidarity towards welfare claimants 
that lost their jobs due to this extraordinary circumstance.

Our online survey included fractional factorial vignette experiments 
(Auspurg and Hinz 2015). We adopt a D-efficient design that guarantees 
that the vignettes’ main effects and interactions between the vignette and 
respondent characteristics are mutually uncorrelated (Dülmer 2016).3 
Studies have identified an experimental design as the most appropriate 
methodology to analyse welfare deservingness perceptions (Reeskens and 
van der Meer 2017). This methodology is preferable to traditional 
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surveys, in which social desirability is a concern (Auspurg et  al. 2014). 
According to Laenen et  al. (2019), capturing the importance of identity 
without an experimental approach can be challenging, as individuals tend 
to hide their xenophobia. We therefore conducted a survey with a facto-
rial vignette experiment (Auspurg and Hinz 2015), in order to assess how 
individuals perceive claimants’ deservingness of unemployment benefits.

In the experiment, respondents were presented with three vignettes 
describing a fictitious unemployment claimant and were asked to deter-
mine the percentage (from 0 to 100%) of their previous income that each 
person described in the vignette should receive. Vignettes are country- 
specific, ensuring that respondents encounter a vignette in their native 
language,4 adapted to the local context (refer to country-specific adapta-
tions in Table 1). Figure 1 shows an example of a translated vignette pre-
sented to the Swiss sample. 8,053 vignettes were evaluated in Germany, 
3,929 in Switzerland, 3,681 in Sweden, and 3,618 in Denmark, amounting 
to 19,281 welfare claimant profiles. Claimant characteristics varied ran-
domly (see Table 1 for respondent characteristics). Apart from character-
istics that account for the control, reciprocity, effort, need, and identity, 
vignettes include welfare claimant’s age, gender, and occupation. These 
additional characteristics aim to give more specific cues about the claim-
ants and control for literature findings that indicate that PRRP voters pri-
oritise middle-aged men with lower occupational status (factors that did 

Figure 1. E xample of a vignette presented to Swiss respondents, translated into English.
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not prove significant in our study). This research design allowed us to 
simultaneously capture respondents’ preferred benefit levels and how 
deservingness criteria affect welfare solidarity. It also permitted us to iso-
late the importance of each deserving criterium on the welfare generosity.

In order to allow cross-country comparisons of welfare attitudes of PRRP 
voters in relation to other voters, we categorised respondents’ party choices 
into five categories5: Socialists and Green party voters, Social Democrat vot-
ers, Mainstream Right-Wing party voters, and PRRP voters. Individuals who 
voted for a small party not included in the listed options, did not remember 
their party choice, or chose not to disclose their political party preference, 
were classified as ‘other.’ The parties considered in each category and their 
respective vote shares are available in the Online Appendix (Table A1). 
These ratios provide an accurate representation of electoral results (Figure A5).

Table 1.  Vignette attributes.
Criterium Attribute Levels

Control Reason for unemployment Resigned because work 
clashed with religious values
Resigned because three-hour 
commute was too long
Resigned because of excessive 
overtime

    Lost job due to COVID-19 
pandemic

Reciprocity Time during which taxes and contributions 
were paid before unemployment

Past year
Past two years
Past four years

    Past eight years
Effort Efforts to find new work Currently not seeking

1–2 job applications per week
3–4 job applications per week

    5–6 job applications per week
Need Time able to live on savings Up to one month

Up to three months
Up to six months

    Up to one year
Identity Citizenship Citizen (Danish/German/ 

Swedish/ Swiss)
Neighbouring country 
(Austrian (German sample)/ 
Norwegian (Swedish sample)/
German (Swiss sample)/
Swedish (Danish sample)/
Ukrainian
Afghan

    Nigerian
Control variables Occupation Cleaner

Lab technician
Food engineer
Accountant

Gender Male, female
Age 20, 40, 55 years
Residency in country Born in country, 10 years, 

5 years, 2 years

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
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Figure 2.  Box plots of the distribution of the unemployment replacement rate 
attributed by respondents in Switzerland, Germany, Sweden, and Denmark.

Due to the hierarchical structure of our data (evaluations nested in 
respondents), we use multilevel linear models with random intercepts, and 
random slopes when including a cross-level interaction between vignette 
and respondent characteristics. The next section discusses the results of 
the experiments (comparing PRRPs and other voters). It also evaluates the 
deservingness criteria of the vignettes and what this means for respon-
dents’ solidarity towards welfare claimants.

Results

We first consider respondents’ solidarity. Figure 2 shows the box plot of 
the distribution of the replacement rate attributed to welfare claimants 
across the countries studied. The distribution of results varies across cases.

Figure 3 shows how the different deservingness criteria are evaluated 
in the four countries. The coefficients result from a multilevel model with 
random intercept for respondents in the Swiss, German, Swedish, and 
Danish surveys (to improve the readability of the figure, only the coeffi-
cients linked to the five deserving criteria are displayed).

Control and effort are the most relevant criteria for explaining per-
ceptions of deservingness among respondents in all countries. Identity, 
reciprocity, and need have a relatively weaker influence on solidarity in 
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the analysed cases. Contrary to expectations from the literature, there is 
no evidence that identity is a more relevant criterion in Conservative 
compared to Social Democratic welfare regimes. However, we did find 
that reciprocity holds slightly more weight in Conservative regimes. 
Swiss and German respondents assign higher unemployment replace-
ment rates to welfare claimants who have contributed for eight years 
compared to those who have contributed for just one year. In Denmark 
and Sweden, longer records of contributions are either weak or statisti-
cally insignificant factors in determining solidarity. Overall, our findings 
confirm previous studies (Arts and Gelissen 2001), showing that the 
importance of deserving criteria is remarkably similar across different 
welfare regimes.

Figure 3. T he importance of deservingness criteria in Switzerland, Germany, Sweden, 
and Denmark, with 95% confidence intervals.
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Given this conclusion, the subsequent analyses rely on the aggregated 
respondent sample of the four countries, with country-fixed effects, which 
substantially increase the power of our analysis. To compare how PRRP 
partisanship interacts with the deservingness criteria, we ran four regres-
sions, adding an interaction between party choice and a selected vignette 
attribute (identity, effort, reciprocity, and control) at a time. These analy-
ses are based on multilevel models with random intercepts for survey 
respondents and random slopes for selected vignette characteristics and 
country-fixed effects (Heisig and Schaeffer 2019). To simplify the inter-
pretation of these interactions, we recoded every criterion into a binary 
variable: identity (0 = national; 1 = otherwise); effort (0 = claimant is not 
looking for a job; 1 = otherwise); need (0 = welfare claimant could live on 
savings for up to one month; 1 = welfare claimant could live on savings 
for more than one month); control (0 = welfare claimant lost their work 
due to COVID-19; 1 = otherwise); reciprocity (0 = welfare claimant paid 
taxes for one year; 1= otherwise).

Figure 4 presents the effects of marginal changes in the binary variables 
operationalising the identity, need, effort, control, and reciprocity of welfare 
claimants on solidarity across different political affiliations (to improve 
readability, voters classified as ‘other’ were removed from the figure). All 
regression outputs are available in the supplementary material (Figures S6–
S10). The analysis reveals that identity is not a significant determinant of 
solidarity for left-wing voters. Mainstream right-wing voters consider wel-
fare claimants who are immigrants as relatively less deserving, attributing 
a 3.9% reduction in replacement rates. PRRP voters assign even greater 
importance to this criterion: being an immigrant claimant is associated 
with a 6.4% decrease in solidarity. However, the difference in the impor-
tance mainstream right-wing voters and PRRP voters attribute to the iden-
tity of the welfare claimant is not statistically significant. Therefore, we 
cannot accept H1, which states that identity is more important for the 
deservingness perception of PRRP voters than other partisans.

Results show that need is only a relevant criterion for Social Democrat 
voters, as having more savings decreases the solidarity of this group by 
2.3%. Results also indicate that lower need is associated with an increase 
in solidarity among PRRP voters by 0.5%. However, this difference is not 
statistically significant and, therefore, does not support the acceptance of 
H5, which states that welfare claimants’ greater needs have a lower impact 
on PRRP voters’ welfare solidarity. A higher effort to find work, opera-
tionalised as an active job search, has a strong marginal effect on welfare 
solidarity across all partisan groups, with a lower effect among voters of 
Socialists and Green parties (8.0%) and a higher effect among Social 
Democratic voters (8.7%). Therefore, we reject H3, which posits that 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
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PRRP voters exhibit more solidarity towards welfare claimants who make 
greater efforts to find a job.

Control also has a strong effect on solidarity, as individuals who become 
unemployed involuntarily (due to COVID-19) are considered more 
deserving, regardless of their party preference. Figure 3 shows that lower 
control increases the solidarity of mainstream right-wing parties and 
PRRPs by 12.9%, whereas this marginal effect is 10.1% and 10.3% for 
Socialist and Green parties, as well as Social Democratic parties, respec-
tively. However, the analysis shows no statistically significant difference 
across partisanship, leading us to reject H4, which states that PRRP voters 
will see welfare claimants with more control as less deserving. Finally, 
reciprocity has a modest marginal effect on respondent solidarity across 
partisanship. PRRP voters show the highest level of solidarity towards 
welfare claimants with a longer contribution record, resulting in a mar-
ginal increase in the replacement rate by 2.5%. However, the difference 
across partisan groups is not statistically significant, leading us to reject 
H2, which posits that PRRP voters perceive welfare claimants with a lon-
ger contribution history as more deserving.

In order to examine the interactive effect between producerism and 
nativism across partisanship, we conducted three regressions, each includ-
ing three-way interactions between party choice, identity criterion, and 
one component of producerism (control, effort, and reciprocity) at a time. 
Figure 5 illustrates the marginal effects of control, effort, and reciprocity, 
conditioned by the welfare claimant nationality. For regression outputs, 
refer to Figures A12, A13 and A14 in the Online Appendix. Figure 5 
shows that, in comparison to other partisans, PRRP voters do not attri-
bute a statistically higher importance to effort, control, and reciprocity 
when evaluating an immigrant welfare claimant, leading us to reject H2a, 
H3a, and H4a.

To assess the robustness of the results, we also test hypotheses H1, 
H2a, H3a, and H4a using an alternative specification of the identity vari-
able, contrasting nationals and immigrants from a neighbouring country 
with immigrants from distant countries (0 = national and immigrants from 
a neighbouring country; 1 = otherwise). This operationalisation aims to 
capture potential effects of European Union (EU) legislation on shaping 
deservingness attitudes. Research has suggested that institutions play a 
crucial role in determining solidarity towards foreigners (Larsen 2020). 
Thus, the fact that EU member countries and bilateral agreements between 
Switzerland and the EU determine equal treatment among nationals and 
EU citizens’ welfare state entitlement may create a clear separation between 
these groups and immigrants from outside the EU. These analyses, avail-
able in the Online Appendix (Figure A15), show that PRRPs’ voters 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
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attribute significantly more importance to identity than all other parti-
sans. Moreover, there is no significant difference between PRRP and other 
partisans’ evaluations of effort, reciprocity, and control, conditional on the 
fact that the welfare claimant was an immigrant from a non-EU country.

Finally, we compare the average welfare solidarity of PRRP voters and 
other partisans by contrasting the predicted unemployment replacement 
rates that these groups attribute to the ‘least’, the ‘average’ and the ‘highly 
deserving’ welfare claimant. Following the literature on PRRPs discussed 
above, the highly deserving individual is represented by a vignette that 
describes a national claimant who is actively looking for employment, has 
a longer contributory record, and became unemployed unintentionally. 
Conversely, the ‘least deserving’ claimant is an immigrant who is not 
looking for jobs, has a short contributory record, and is voluntarily unem-
ployed. The ‘average deserving’ represents the claimant that scores mean 
values in those deservingness criteria. The replacement rates plotted in 
Figure 6 result from a regression on the entire sample with interactions 
between PRRP voting and the binary variables operationalising the iden­
tity, effort, reciprocity, and control of welfare claimants (for regression out-
puts, see Figure A11 in the Online Appendix).

It shows that PRRP voters are the least solidaristic among all partisan 
groups when it comes to the ‘least’ and ‘average-deserving’ claimants, 
attributing a replacement rate of 36.5% and 48.9% of the previous income, 
respectively. This result is statistically significant at a confidence level of 
95%, leading us to accept H6 and H7, which state that PRRP voters 
would attribute lower replacement rates to the least and the average 
deserving welfare claimant than left-leaning voters. PRRP voters are also 
the least solidaristic towards welfare claimants they deemed highly deserv-
ing, assigning an average unemployment replacement rate of only 66.7% 
of the previous income. While this result is not statistically different for 
the expected replacement rate attributed by the Social Democrat voters 
(69.4%), it is statistically lower than the solidarity of Socialist and Green 
party voters, who, on average, assign a replacement rate of 71.9% of the 
previous income. Therefore, we cannot accept H8 or H8a.

Discussion and conclusion

A growing body of literature has suggested that PRRPs have developed a 
distinctive welfare state ideology. This ideology combines the defense of a 
generous welfare state for ‘deserving’ members of the community with 
restrictive approach to ‘undeserving’ access to social benefits (Chueri 
2022; Enggist and Pinggera 2022; Fischer and Giuliani 2023; Otjes 2019). 
This literature has furthermore suggested that distinguishing ‘deserving’ 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2356375
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and ‘undeserving’ is a function of nativist and producerist appeals (Abts 
et  al. 2021; Ennser-Jedenastik 2016, 2018; Ivaldi and Mazzoleni 2019; 
Otjes et  al. 2018; Rathgeb 2021). This implies that neither immigrants nor 
individuals failing to comply with the social norm of being ‘hard-working’ 
and contributing to society should benefit from the same social protection 
as ‘deserving’ nationals.

However, it has remained unclear whether the parties’ welfare prefer-
ences mirror those of their voters. Although studies have shown that eco-
nomic concerns are associated with PRRPs voting (Dehdari 2022; Gallego 
and Kurer, 2022; Gidron and Hall 2020), research has not found a unified 
pro-welfare position among PRRP voters (Busemeyer et al. 2022; Ivarsflaten 
2005; Loxbo 2022). Instead, those voters prefer traditional forms of social 
consumption with moderate generosity (Busemeyer et  al. 2022).

The entanglement of distributive and cultural preferences underscores 
the importance of studying the determinants of PRRP voters’ perception 
of deservingness and how it is associated with solidarity. Thus, for advanc-
ing the understanding of PRRP voters’ welfare preferences, we have con-
ducted a vignette survey experiment with a deservingness framework to 
analyse how voters’ welfare generosity is associated with perceptions of 
the deservingness of the welfare benefit claimant.

Our analysis reveals that, in line with PRRPs’ welfare positions, adher-
ence to the social norm of being hardworking and a co-national are rel-
evant aspects of PRRP voters’ deservingness perceptions, as this group 
attaches great importance to the identity, effort, and control of unemploy-
ment benefit claimants. However, contrary to previous research findings, 
our study reveals that PRRP partisans do not adhere to a distinctly pro-
ducerist approach to welfare distribution, as these groups do not differ 
from voters of other parties with regard to the importance they attribute 
to welfare claimants’ efforts to find a job, the control that claimants have 
over their situation, or their previous contributions. The belief that the 
generosity of unemployment benefits should be conditional on reciprocal 
obligations and on compliance with social norms of being hardworking 
exists across party lines, and PRRP voters do not particularly penalise 
welfare claimants who deviate from those norms. This result holds true 
when conditioned to welfare claimants’ nationality, which indicates that 
PRRP voters do also not attribute relative higher importance to control, 
effort and reciprocity when evaluating an immigrant welfare claimant.

The most distinctive aspect of PRRP voters’ perception of deserving-
ness is the importance that they attach to identity. These voters display 
the lowest level of solidarity towards immigrant welfare claimants; how-
ever, this difference is not statistically significant when compared to vot-
ers of mainstream right-wing parties. While this result confirms previous 
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findings that PRRPs partisans hold nativist welfare views, it challenges the 
assumption that identity is an omnipresent component of how people per-
ceive the deservingness of welfare claimants, suggesting that it is only rel-
evant for right-wing voters. This result is consistent with the findings of 
Reeskens and van der Meer (2021) in a Dutch sample.

Finally, our findings confirm that solidarity levels are more strongly 
associated with fulfilling deservingness criteria for PRRP voters than for 
other voters. PRRP voters attribute less generous benefits to the ‘least’ and 
‘average deserving’ welfare claimant compared to other partisan groups. 
At the same time, PRRP voters also assign the lowest replacement rate for 
welfare claimants that they deem ‘deserving’, although this result is only 
statically significant compared to voters of Socialists and Greens parties.

In conclusion, we find no support for the claim that PRRP voters 
favour a generous welfare state for the ‘deserving’ community members. 
Our research indicates that the tension between PRRP voters’ economic 
anxieties and the fear that undeserving members of the community will 
profit from collective schemes is not fully resolved by selective generos-
ity, as they continue to be relatively critical of generous welfare benefits. 
This result also implies that PRRPs face a lesser trade-off in participat-
ing in governments with mainstream right-wing parties and helps 
explain why participating in retrenchment initiatives had a limited 
impact on PRRPs’ electoral outcomes. Further research is however 
needed to verify whether this conclusion holds beyond unemployment 
benefits. In particular, studies have shown that PRRPs protect pensions 
to the detriment of unemployment benefits (Afonso and Papadopoulos 
2015; Chueri 2021).

Some comments must be made regarding our results. Beside inter-
nal validity, studies have shown that survey experiments are also pow-
erful instruments for predicting political behaviour (Hainmueller et  al. 
2015). In addition, it is important to note that the survey data were 
collected during the summer and autumn of 2021, thus we cannot rule 
out that the enduring societal impact of the pandemic to have affected 
respondents’ economic concerns. We believe, however, that our conclu-
sions are valid beyond this period. The relatively average higher eco-
nomic insecurity of PRRP voters (see Busemeyer et  al. 2022; Loxbo 
2022) would be associated with more, rather than less, demand for 
protection during crises. Additionally, following previous studies that 
found that the COVID-19 crisis did not relax voters’ authoritarian 
approach to welfare distribution (Blanchet and Landry 2021), we have 
no reason to believe that context affected the importance of deserv-
ingness criteria for our respondents. Finally, it is important to high-
light that differences between PRRPs and other partisans may lie 
beyond their perceptions of solidarity and deservingness. For instance, 
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producerist attitudes towards welfare distribution may manifest as sup-
port for more stringent monitoring and supervision of welfare claim-
ants or higher sanctions for ‘welfare fraud.’ We leave it to future 
research to further investigate those differences.

Notes

	 1.	 The larger German sample is due to another experiment that was run as 
part of the same survey, which we investigate elsewhere (Knotz et  al. 2024). 
We excluded from the analysis vignette evaluations that were conducted 
unreasonably fast (less than 5 seconds) or took too long (more than 180 s).

	 2.	 For the Swiss survey, an additional quota for the French- or German-speaking 
regions was included.

	 3.	 Our design achieves score 94,79, which exceeds the 90 design scores rec-
ommended by the literature.

	 4.	 Vignettes designed for the Swiss sample were available both in French and 
in German.

	 5.	 We only consider respondents who declared they voted in the last election. 
The average turnout of our sample is 80%: 60.3% in Switzerland, 83.2% in 
Germany, 87% in Sweden, and 86.7% in Denmark, which mirrors national 
trends.
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