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ABSTRACT

The traditional image of a far-right voter as ‘pale, male and stale’ is changing.
The attention has shifted to younger people who are said to be less
supportive of (liberal) democracy and now also more likely to vote for the
far-right. But evidence has been mixed when it comes to how age is
associated with attitudes towards liberal democracy and support for far-right
parties. In this paper, we rely on unique cross-national data from the
European Parliament elections, the European Elections Study (EES) 2024, to
shed light on this relationship. We find that young people are not only less
supportive of liberal democracy, they were also more likely to vote for far-
right parties in the 2024 European Parliament elections. In each age group,
we observe a correlation between lack of support for liberal democratic
norms and voting for the far right, but only when the far right is in
government. These findings thus suggest that the younger generation may
not be a bulwark against democratic backsliding.
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Introduction

We are witnessing rising support for radical right parties across European
democracies, which has raised concerns about the commitment to core
liberal democratic values (e.g., Rooduijn et al., 2019). In some European
countries, we are also seeing worrying signs of democratic backsliding
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(e.g., Bermeo, 2016; Kelemen, 2017). One question of particular interest is the
role of young people in these developments. On the one hand, young people
are often portrayed as more progressive and in recent elections in the United
States and the United Kingdom they have come out to support liberal pro-
gressive parties in greater numbers than older voters (Norris & Inglehart,
2019). On the other hand, research has shown that young voters are more
likely to be politically disaffected, less attached to mainstream parties and
less committed to liberal democracy (e.g., Foa & Mounk, 2019). There is
thus mixed evidence about the extent to which young people are less sup-
portive of liberal democracy and more likely to support parties that challenge
liberal democratic norms compared to older generations.

In this paper, we address these questions by examining not only interge-
nerational support for liberal democracy across Europe, but also intergenera-
tional support for the radical right, and the relationship between the two.
Leveraging the cross-national European Election Study conducted after the
2024 European Parliament elections (Popa et al., 2024), we study intergenera-
tional differences in 28 different countries, unified by elections to a single
legislature.

It is important to study the values and political behaviours of young
people, as they may hold clues as to future developments when younger gen-
erations gradually replace older ones. Research on political socialisation has
established repeatedly that attitudes and behavioural patterns that people
acquire early in life, during the so-called formative years, tend to become
less flexible to change later in life (e.g., Dinas, 2014; Franklin, 2004; Jennings
& Markus, 1984; Sears & Funk, 1999). So, if younger generations are less sup-
portive of democracy and more prone to vote for radical right parties, this
may suggest that support for the radical right will continue to rise and
support for liberal democracy will become more fragile. This is the concern
raised by Foa and Mounk (2016, 2017) who present evidence of lower
support for democracy among younger generations in (supposedly) estab-
lished democracies in three different continents (yet, see criticism by e.g.,
Alexander & Welzel, 2017; Norris, 2017; Voeten, 2017).

However, when studying the political attitudes and behaviours of younger
voters, the patterns are in some ways contradictory. On the one hand,
research shows that younger generations are more supportive of the EU
(e.g., Down & Wilson, 2013), more likely to have voted to remain in the Euro-
pean Union in the British EU membership referendum (e.g., Hobolt, 2016),
more tolerant towards LGBTQ+ and ethnic minorities (e.g., Norris & Inglehart,
2019), and more likely to support Green parties (e,g., Lichtin et al., 2023).
These findings suggest that the youngest (adult) generations are more
liberal and more progressive and therefore we would expect them to be
more supportive of liberal democracy. On the other hand, studies of demo-
cratic attitudes point to lower support for democracy among younger citizens
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(Foa & Mounk, 2016, 2017). And more recently, it has been argued that young
people fuel support for far-right populist parties, such as Le Pen’s National
Rally in France and AfD in Germany (NOstlinger, 2024; Tower & Gélix, 2022).
This is supported by Rooduijn (2018) comparative study of the electoral
profiles of far-right parties in 10 European democracies that reveal significant
negative age effects for five parties and insignificant age effects for the other
five. It thus seems that in many countries younger voters are more likely to
vote for the far right than older ones (e.g., Zagorski et al.,, 2021). However,
in an age, period and cohort (APC) study of vote choice, Rekker (2024)
finds more mixed patterns in the relationship between generations and
support for the far right.

In this study, we aim to advance our understanding of these contradictory
patterns by focusing both on far-right support and support of liberal democ-
racy, and the relationship between them, in a comparative European context.
We also focus specifically on support for liberal democracy, since the chal-
lenge from the radical right today is not to democracy as such, but rather
to the institutions designed to constrain executive power (Kelemen, 2017).
These ‘checks and balances’ are a central feature of liberal democracy. Analys-
ing the EES voter study following the 2024 European Parliament elections,
our findings reveal that younger citizens across Europe are not only less sup-
portive of liberal democratic values, they are also more likely to vote for far-
right parties. A limitation of our study is that it does not allow us say whether
differences between age groups are just life-cycle effects that will dissipate as
younger generations grow older, or cohort differences that will have more
enduring effects on attitudes to liberal democratic values and support for
parties that challenge them. Nonetheless, these findings are concerning in
times of democratic backsliding as they suggest that the youngest voters
are even less likely than older ones to punish parties and politicians who
do not stand up for core liberal democratic norms.

Age differences in support for liberal democracy and the radical
right

What is the relationship between age and support for liberal democracy and
the radical right? To address this question, we first discuss what is known so
far about the relationship between support for the far right and support for
liberal democracy and then we turn to the differences between age groups.

Support for liberal democracy and the far right

When citizens in democratic countries are asked whether they prefer to live in
a democracy or whether authoritarian rule might be preferable, the over-
whelming majority prefers to live in a democracy (e.g., Inglehart, 2003;
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Klingemann, 2013). Yet, a complicating issue when studying support for
democracy, is that ‘democracy’ is an essentially contested concept. So,
saying that one supports ‘democracy’ may mean different things to
different people. In a rather ‘minimal’ definition of democracy, free and fair
elections are the sole defining characteristic of a democracy (e.g., Schump-
eter, 1946[1976]). Obviously, elections can only be free and fair if other con-
ditions are realised as well, most importantly freedom of speech, freedom of
the press, and freedom of association, including organised political opposi-
tion and protest. Moreover, it is essential that elections are competitive, so
that voters have an actual choice (APSA Committee on Political Parties,
1950; Mair, 2008; Powell, 2019).

However, having competitive elections, based on the principle of majority
rule may not be sufficient to make a country fully democratic, or to make sure
that the country remains to be democratic in the long run. Democratically
elected politicians can abuse their executive power in several ways. Some
may challenge ‘fundamental rights’ of individuals and/or minorities. Others
may try to create an unequal playing field in the run-up to a next election
and still others can organise a system of corruption or clientelism to
reward their supporters. A basic principle of liberal democracy is that
society should be protected from such abuse of power. Even if the executive
was elected in a fair and competitive election, institutional arrangements
must be in place that limit executive power. In the literature, this is generally
referred to as ‘checks and balances’ (e.g., Dahl, 1956). These kinds of checks
and balances on executive power distinguish ‘liberal democracy’ from a the
more minimal conceptualisation of ‘electoral democracy’. The Varieties of
Democracy project (V-Dem) conceptualises liberal democracy as a democracy
that has all features of an electoral democracy ‘plus three additional com-
ponents: the rule of law ensuring respect for civil liberties, judicial constraints
on the executive branch, and legislative checks and oversight of the execu-
tive’ (Mechkova et al., 2017). Our study builds upon this definition of liberal
democracy by focusing on two central aspects of liberal democracy: (1) the
rejection of authoritarian styles of political leadership, and (2) support for
the principle that independent judges should be able to overrule the execu-
tive. These two aspects capture two core components of the V-Dem classifi-
cation. However, as we will discuss in more detail in the methods section, it
seems probable that someone who supports an authoritarian leadership
style, would consequently attach less importance to legislative checks and
oversight of the executive.

Populist parties, especially those on the right, have a complicated relation-
ship with democracy. Populists tend to be in favour of majoritarian rule and
majoritarian democratic instruments, such as referendumes, in line with their
claim to represent the ‘general will’ of the people (e.g., Mudde & Kaltwasser,
2012). However, they are less supportive the institutions that are designed to
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protect citizens’ civil liberties and to constrain the power of the executive.
Far-right parties are particularly hostile to institutions, such as independent
judiciaries, that constrain executive power, and have a duty to safeguard
the rule of law, in particular the rights of individuals and minorities. It is
also common for populist movements to advance the idea of a strong
leader who represents ‘pure people’ in opposition to corrupt elitist insti-
tutions. There are some clear examples of far-right parties in government
in Europe who have actively tried to undermine the institutions of liberal
democracy, in Europe particularly in Poland and Hungary (e.g., Galston,
2018; Kreké & Enyedi, 2018; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Mounk, 2018;
Kelemen, 2017; Plattner, 2020).

While far-right parties often pose a challenge to the institutions of liberal
democracy, this does not mean that voters choose them for this reason or
that they necessarily agree with them. Yet, we know little about the relation-
ship between support for (liberal) democratic principles and support for far-
right populist parties. In their study of four Western European countries,
Wuttke et al. (2023) find that, compared to voters for other parties, voters
for the populist right are less satisfied with the way democracy works and
more supportive of direct citizen involvement in politics. When it comes to
other democratic principles, they find few differences. Similarly, Zaslove
and Meijers (2024) find no clear relationships between support for the prin-
ciples of liberal democracy and populist attitudes among Dutch citizens.

Yet, the study by Van der Brug et al. (2021a) indicates that these
null-findings may be specific to the particular contexts where there are no
far-right parties in office that have tried to challenge liberal democratic insti-
tutions. Van der Brug et al. (2021a) find that voters for the far right are less
supportive of the values of liberal democracy than voters for other parties,
especially when the far-right party is in power. They provide two explanations
for their finding. First, grounded in the distinction between electoral winners
and loser evaluations (Anderson et al., 2005: Anderson & Tverdova, 2001),
they argue that those who support the party in power, are less supportive
of arrangements that limit the power of the government than those who
support opposition parties. The second possible reason is grounded in
public opinion research since Converse (1970). The idea is that people do
not develop clear structured and stable attitudes unless issues are politicised.
The principles of liberal democracy and the institutions set up to safeguard
these principles are very complex. When there is no political contestation
on these principles and institutions, most citizens will not give it much
thought. However, when a far-right party is in government, the principles
of liberal democracy often become politically contested and politicised.
When liberal democracy becomes an object of political contestation,
people form attitudes on these matters and as a consequence these attitudes
will become aligned with party preferences (see also Van der Brug et al.,
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2021b). Importantly, when studying general support for democracy, Van der
Brug et al. (2021a) find no significant difference between voters for far-right
parties and voters for other parties. This supports our argument that it is
essential to focus on support for liberal democracy, which is challenged by
the far right.!

In sum, there are good reasons to be concerned that far-right parties pose
a challenge to liberal democracy. Especially when they seize control over the
government, they have in some cases actively tried to undermine liberal
democratic institutions. However, little research has been conducted into
the relationship between support for populist parties and support for the
values of liberal democracy among citizens. The few studies in this field
have not generated clear evidence of a strong relationship, but this might
be because they have not studied the contexts in which the relationship
can be expected to be strong, or because they have relied upon survey ques-
tions that are not well designed to measure support for liberal democracy
(e.g., Claassen et al., 2024; Van der Brug et al., 2021). So, whether there is
such a relationship and how strong it is, is largely unknown. Moreover, the
effects may well be different among different generations, a question to
which we now turn.

Life cycles, generations and political socialisation

It has long been recognised that generational replacement is an important
driver of societal changes (e.g., Inglehart, 1977; Sapiro, 2004; Van der Brug
& Franklin, 2018). At a relatively young age most people acquire basic
values, attitudes and behavioural habits that tend to become more stable
over time. Circumstances and events that occur during the time when
people are young, are thus the most formative experiences. Studies have
shown that events that happen when people are between the age of 15 to
25 are the most formative, at least for the development of political prefer-
ences (e.g., Bartels & Jackman, 2014; Schuman & Rodgers, 2004).> To the
extent that political attitudes and behaviours are stable within individuals,
generational replacement is an important driver of change. Obviously, the
stability of individual attitudes should not be exaggerated. Some scholars
have argued that individuals adapt to changing circumstances throughout
their lifespan, a perspective that is often referred to as the ‘lifelong openness
model’ (Alwin & Krosnick, 1991; Tyler & Schuller, 1991). If people of all ages
and generations update their attitudes to the same extent in response to
current events and developments, we shouldn't expect to find many differ-
ences between generations.

Yet, even when we find differences between generations, these may be
the consequence of two mechanisms, which have different implications. In
addition to political socialisation, and the resulting generational differences,



JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN PUBLIC POLICY e 7

there might also be a life cycle (or age) effect operating. As people go
through different stages in their lives, they find themselves in different econ-
omic circumstances, and they have less appreciation for all kinds of rapid
changes in society. This might affect their political attitudes. Life cycle and
generational effects have different consequences for support for democracy.
If the age differences reflect a life cycle effect, we do not have to worry much
if younger voters are less supportive of democracy than older voters, because
they will learn to appreciate democracy more when they grow older. Yet, if
these age differences reflect generational differences, the generation that is
most supportive of democracy will gradually be replaced by a generation
that is less supportive. To properly disentangle the effects of age and gener-
ation, one needs a time series of at least 20 years. Since our study focuses on a
single European Parliament election in 27 countries, we cannot do so. This
means that we cannot draw firm conclusions about future consequences of
our findings, which is an obvious limitation of our study. Yet, the study
does provide a snapshot of how young voters think about, and behave, in
democratic elections across Europe.

Age, support for democracy and for the far-right

Since the youngest generation is, on average, better educated and more
secularised than generations before them, one might expect them to be
also more supportive of liberal democracy and less likely to support far-
right parties. Moreover, recent elections in the US and the UK have also
shown that younger voter are more supportive of the liberal-progressive
parties - the Democrats and the Labour Party — than the conservative
parties: the Republican Party® in the US and Conservative Party and the far-
right Reform UK party in Britain (e.g., Deckman, 2024; Fisher, 2018; Jocker
et al., 2024; Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Twenge, 2023). So, what are the theor-
etical reasons for expecting that younger voters might in some contexts be
less supportive of liberal democracy and more supportive of the far right?
This answer to this question lies, at least partially, in how different gener-
ations are politically socialised.

When focusing on support for far-right parties, an important consideration
is that far-right ideologies and far-right parties have been ostracised for a
long time in most countries (e.g., Art, 2007; Minkenberg, 2013; Valentim,
2024; Van Spanje & Van Der Brug, 2007). Generations who were politically
socialised in contexts in which these parties were treated as ‘pariahs’ (Van
Spanje, 2009) or ‘political lepers’ (Van der Brug et al., 2005) can be expected
to be more hesitant to support these parties, even when they agree with their
political views (see also: Harteveld et al., 2019; Harteveld & Ivarsflaten, 2018).
However, recently there has been a ‘normalisation of the far right’ (e.g., De
Jonge & Gaufman, 2022; Mondon & Winter, 2020; Valentim, 2024;
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Vrakopoulos, 2022). So, in most countries in the EU, younger generations are
socialised in a political context where there is less negativity surrounding the
far-right than there was when previous generations were socialised. As a
result, we might expect more support for far-right parties among younger
generations.

A similar argument can be made in relation to support for liberal democ-
racy. Democratic backsliding, also referred to as autocratisation, is a relatively
recent phenomenon (e.g., Bermeo, 2016; Liihrmann & Lindberg, 2019). So, the
youngest generation is socialised in a context in which it is more common to
challenge the principles of liberal democracy. This could obviously lower
support for liberal democracy especially among the youngest generation.*

All in all, there are thus reasons to believe that older generations might
have more stable and supportive attitudes towards liberal democracy and
may be more wary of far-right parties.

The empirical evidence, however, is so far quite limited. Foa and Mounk
(2016, 2017) express concern about patterns of ‘democratic deconsolidation’,
i.e., the fact that support for democracy is declining in established democra-
cies. One of the indicators for why this would be the case is that support for
democracy seems to be declining among younger citizens. More specifically,
when asked on an 11-point scale (running from 0 to 10) how important it is to
live in a democracy, younger citizens are less likely to answer 10 than older
people. One might of course question this way of dichotomizing the data,
but a more fundamental point of critique was raised by Alexander and
Welzel (2017), who argued that these response patterns reflect mainly age
differences. Younger people have less strong attitudes than people at an
older age, so they are less likely to use the extreme category.

For the purpose of our study, it is important to note that the dependent
variables employed by Foa and Mounk (2016, 2017) do not tap into
support for liberal democracy, which is our primary focus. This is also the
case for Foa and Mounk’s (2019) study, in which they demonstrate that
younger voters are less satisfled with the way democracy works. This
finding may not reflect a rejection of liberal democracy among younger
voters, but may instead indicate that younger voters are more critical of
democracies’ actual performance (see also Norris, 2017). Similar observations
have been made about young citizens’ critical views of representative democ-
racy and political parties (Dalton, 2015; Hooghe & Marien, 2013). Grassi et al.
(2024) compare attitudes towards democracy in nine European countries,
measured on the basis of a five-item scale, some of which tap into aspects
of liberal democracy. They find that the youngest generation is slightly
more critical towards democracy than older generations, but the differences
are minor. So, in sum, young people tend to be somewhat more critical
towards democracy, but there is little evidence of a clear rejection of liberal
democracy among them. The first question we examine in this paper is
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therefore whether younger citizens are less supportive of the values of liberal
democracy.

When focusing on support for the far right, the findings are somewhat
clearer. In his study of the profiles of the electorates of 10 European far
right parties, Rooduijn et al. (2019) finds significant negative age effects for
five parties and insignificant age effects for the other five. So, it seems that
(in many countries) younger voters are more likely to vote for the far right
than older ones (e.g., Rooduijn et al., 2019; Zagorski et al., 2021). Foa and
Mounk (2019) show that millennials (the youngest generation that they
study) are overrepresented among the supporters of most populist parties
of the far right, as well as far left. Yet, there are also parties where there is
a slight underrepresentation of millennials. Rekker (2024) also finds rather
mixed patterns in the relationship between generations and support for
the far right in his ambitious age, period, and cohort (APC) study of patterns
of vote choice across 258 elections in 21 countries.

There are two complicating factors. First, all other things equal, young
voters are more likely to support new parties, because older voters tend to
be more loyal to parties that they have voted for repeatedly in the past
(e.g., Dinas, 2012; Rekker, 2022). So, even if younger voters have more
liberal views than older generations, they may still be more likely to vote
for the far right simply because they do not have a habit of voting for the
more traditional mass parties. Secondly, recent studies indicate that more
recently politicised issues, such as immigration and European integration
are more important for younger generations of voters than for earlier gener-
ations (e.g., Wagner & Kritzinger, 2012; Walczak et al., 2012; Gougou & Mayer,
2013; Van der Brug and Rekker, 2021; Steiner, 2024; Jocker et al., 2025).> As a
consequence, they are more likely to vote for parties who campaign on these
types of issues, in particular the Greens and the far right. So, all in all, we may
expect young voters to be slightly more likely to support far-right parties,
even though the pattern may not be very robust across countries. The
second question we examine is therefore whether younger voters are more
likely than older voters to support the far right?

Finally, we investigate the relationship between support for liberal democ-
racy and support for the far right. As we argued before, the relationship
between support for liberal democracy and support for the far right is
complex and seems context specific. Scholars and pundits link democratic
backsliding to increasing support for the far-right, but at the level of individ-
ual citizens, we know little about how support for liberal democracy and
support for far-right parties are related. We found three studies on this
matter, and only one of these detected that the two are related. However,
for reasons explained above, support for liberal democracy and support for
the far right is only related in countries where the far right is in office. In
our study we therefore distinguish between countries where the far-right is
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in office and countries where this is not the case. Foa and Mounk (2019) have
argued that there is reason for concern because young voters are more likely
to support the far right and they are less supportive of democracy. Yet, as far
as we are aware, no research exists, on whether the relationship between
support for the far right and support for liberal democracy varies between age
groups. This is our third research question.

Data, measurement, and methods

To examine our research questions, we analyse data from the European Elec-
tion Study (EES) 2024 (see Popa et al.,, 2024). The EES 2024 is a cross-national
post-election survey conducted in all 27 member states with over 25,900
respondents.® The EES was designed to examine the determinants of electoral
behaviour and political attitudes in the context of the 2024 European Parlia-
ment elections, and it includes questions specifically on support for liberal
democratic values. The survey was conducted by Demoscopy, with respon-
dents being selected randomly from general access panel databases using stra-
tification variables. In all countries, the samples are representative of national
adult populations, and stratified by gender, age, region, and type of locality.

First, we start by examining support for liberal democracy across age
groups. Previous research showed that citizens’ support for liberal democratic
values is not defined by a unitary dimension, with evidence suggesting the
presence of at least two dimensions: one defined by support for an indepen-
dent media and an independent judiciary and the other represented by
support for the right to protest and the rejection of authoritarian leadership
(Van der Brug et al.,, 2021b). We thus capture support for liberal democratic
values using two questions that pertain to each of these dimensions.
Support for an independent judiciary is measured by the item ‘Independent
judges should be able to overrule the decisions of democratically elected
governments if these decisions violate the rights of individuals or groups in
society’. Second, the principle that the power of the executive needs to be
constrained by checks and balances is measured with the item ‘Having a
strong leader in government is good for [COUNTRY] even if the leader
bends the rules to get things done’.” Both items are designed to juxtapose
the position of the executive on the one hand with civic liberties and the
role of the institutions of liberal democracy on the other, highlighting the
fact that in liberal democracy the constitutional pillar should put constraints
on the exercise of power and thereby safeguard citizens from abuse of power
(Mechkova et al,, 2017; Van der Brug et al., 2021a). Hence, together these two
items capture the fundamental principle of liberal democracy that the power
of the executive needs to be limited by checks and balances.

Second, we turn to support for far-right parties. We define support for the
far-right based on the self-reported vote in the 2024 European Parliament
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elections and use the PopulList 3.0 database to differentiate between the far-
right® and other parties (Rooduijn et al., 2019) and update the list for parties
not included in the data (see Table A1 in Appendices). We further differentiate
between countries where far-right parties are in government (i.e., Finland,
Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, and Slovakia) and those where there are no
such parties in government. Given the focus of our research, we follow pre-
vious studies and choose to differentiate between young and older voters
using the cut-off age of 25 as around this age political learning slows down
and political preferences become more stable and crystalise (see, eg.,
Bartels & Jackman, 2014; Rekker et al., 2019). Given the range of the remaining
categories (i.e., individuals between 25 and 99 years) and to add further
nuance, we further distinguish between those who are below and above
65. Even though the retirement age varies between countries, the age of
65 represents a rough threshold for the age of retirement.’

Results

We start our analysis by seeking to provide an answer to our first question, are
younger citizens less supportive of the values of liberal democracy? Figure 1
plots the (weighted) mean support for the two items capturing support for
liberal democratic values and shows that young people in Europe are signifi-
cantly less supportive of liberal democratic principles. These rather simple
descriptive findings are robust and statistically significant across different
model specifications (see results in Table A2 in the Appendices). Furthermore,
while the youngest generation is less likely to support liberal democratic
values in comparison to both the middle and older categories, we do not

Support for an independent judiciary Opposition to a strong leader
2.35

2.60

2.30
2.55

2.25

@

Mean values (weighted)

2.50

2.20
245

2.15
240

2.10

Young Middle age Old Young Middle age Old
(<25) (25-64) (>65) (<25) (25-64) (>65)

Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals

Figure 1. Support for liberal democracy by age group.
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note any statistically significant differences between the older two age
groups. While the magnitude of these differences (i.e, a difference in
means of approximately 0.15 on a five-point scale across both variables)
seems small, they do amount to approximately half of a standard deviation,
thus reflecting a substantial difference. These findings build on previous
results by showing that younger citizens are not only less supportive of
democracy in general (Foa & Mounk, 2016, 2017) but also less supportive
of liberal democratic values. Figure A1.1 and A1.2 show the results for all
28 contexts and, while there are level differences between these countries,
the patterns for the differences between the age groups are remarkable
robust.

Next, we turn to the difference in support for far-right parties across age
groups and depending on support for liberal democracy. Given the nested
structure of our data (i.e., voters nested in countries) in Table 1 we report
results based on multilevel logistic regression models with random intercepts
at the country level.'® We also include a series of attitudinal (i.e., left-right self-
placement, EU is a good thing, retrospective economic satisfaction and pol-
itical interests)'" and demographic controls. Across all regression models,
we rescale all predictors to take values between 0-1. The results show that
at the time of the 2024 EP elections, younger voters were more likely to
support far-right parties but only when compared to the oldest category
(see Models 1 and 2 in Table 1).

Figure 2 illustrates that the youngest group is on average about four
percentage points more likely to vote for far-right parties than the oldest cat-
egory.'? The same pattern can be noted when modelling age in a non-linear
manner (see Figure A2'2 in the Appendices). The non-linear analysis confirms
that the effects noted in Figure 2 are not sensitive to the 25-year curt-off point

o
N
=]

=}
=)

Predicted probability to vote for-far right

012 ‘

Young (<25) Viddle age (25-64) Old (>65)

Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals

Figure 2. Support for far-right parties by age group (based on Model 2 in Table 1).



JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN PUBLIC POLICY 13

(panupuod)

(0S2°0) ¥¥T'L—
(L92'0) zeT'L

Aob 1ybu-1e4,49p|0
Aob

(§59°0) 7890 1ybu-led,36e 3|ppIN
#(9¥L°0) €2L1— *(L0E°0) €€¥'L— A0B 3ybu-1e4, 13pea
(92£°0) L£00— #x(917°0) OLT'L— A0b 1ybu-teg,Liepipnf
(608°0) SE'L #«(6V5°0) ¥80°T Aob ur 1ybu-ie4
«(S9€°0) ¥2£°0 (r1£0) 2250 19pea . 13p|0
(LLE0) 0650 «(8£T°0) 1090 1apea,abe S|ppIN
(06£°0) ¥55°0— #(E€€°0) 900°'L— Aiepipnr . 43p|0
(£L£€°0) €6v°0— *#(S67°0) 640~ Arepipnr,abe s|ppiw
«PEL0) LLT O~ «(€€1°0) £LT 0~ «(T€1°0) £0€°0— «(T€1°0) 8670~ Uyeam
*(V0L0) LGE0— *(€01L°0) ¥EE0— #+(C0L°0) OVE0— #+(T0L°0) L¥E0— uoneonp3j
(£50°0) $60°0— (£50°0) £80°0— (¢50°0) £60°0— (¢50°0) 2600~ ueqin
*(LV0°0) 861°0— *(LV00) L61°0— #+(LV0°0) 681°0— #«(LV0°0) 161°0— 3lewa
(080°0) LS00 (080°0) L¥0°0 (6£0°0) £20°0 (6£0°0) 6100 161
(¥80°0) ¥11°0 (€80°0) €010 (€80°0) €010 (€80°0) ZOL'0 pakojdwaun
£(0£0°0) 05L°0— «(690°0) SS1°0— %(690°0) 0510~ %(690°0) TSL'0— SSepd-3|ppIN
(¥60°0) E¥L°0— (¥60°0) 951°0— (€60°0) E¥L°0— (€60°0) 0S1°0— ssep-saddn
*(LT1°0) 609°0 «(971°0) 9190 #+(STL'0) 9650 #(STL'0) L1970 159193U]
#(680°0) 19£70— «x(680°0) ¥¥L0— #+(880°0) 889°0— #+(880°0) 689°0— UOIDBJSIIeS JIWOU0d]
#(050°0) ££T'L— «(6V0°0) LLT L= #(670°0) 90€'L— #«(6V0°0) 867 L— poob n3
#(L0L°0) 89¥°€ #(001°0) LS'E #+(001°0) ¥L¥'€ #«(660°0) LLV'E Wbu-Yya1
«(£2€0) ¥9L°0— (££1°0) LOTO— #+(997°0) £80'L— x2(P£0°0) €550~ %x(C90°0) 578'0—  (49pea) Jopes| buong
(pnr)
(62€°0) 6610 (£01°0) 8200 (187°0) €9¥°0 #«(6£0°0) 60£°0— #(£90°0) 9€5°0—  Kiepipn( Juspuadapuj
(08€°0) €8%°0— #(0T1°0) SEE0— (¥67°0) 6500 #(611°0) ¥0£0— #+(£80°0) 817°0— 13pI0
(60£°0) LEO'0— (£80°0) S¥00— (¥ST°0) 8510 (980°0) S£0°0— (€£0°0) OLL'O aby 3|ppIn
##(L6E0) 661°T— «(L8T°0) 80T T— #+(9TE0) 106'L— #<(LVT0) €0£1— #+(981°0) 899°0— 1dadsay)
owmco_uum‘_muc_ >m>>-mw\_£ suolldelaqul >m>>-0>>u suoldelaqul >m>>-o>>u $]0J3U0d "M Em_\_ 1099 ulew

‘ybu-1ey so4 uoddns :g japopy

“ybu-1ey so4 poddns 4 japopy

‘ybu-1ey soy poddns :¢ japopy

-le} Joy poddns :z japopy

ajdwis ;1 japowy

‘saiyed ybu-sey soj yoddng | 3jqel



(20 “Ie 12 edod) $Z70Z ApmS 1910A $35 :924n0S
'G0'0 > dy 10°0 > dyy 'S9S3YIUIRA Ul SI0LID PIEPURLS UM SIURIDLJ90) 11BO| 218 Salua 3|qe] 910N

vLEO pIO @dueLIRA

1710 abe a|ppiw ddueLEA

weo 0770 13pea| aduelep

1900 €£0°0 Arepipn( a>uenep

oLzl veLL 9180 €180 95/°0 1da291u 3dueLIRA

8¢ 8¢ 8¢ 8¢ 8¢ SoUIUN0d N

LoLSL L0LSL LoLSL L0LSL L6191 (s19100) N

geCereel ocreseel 88'85¢€CL 000°29¢¢L €99°€0291 pl\
AOD)

(678°0) 890°0— Wb1y,49peaT, 43P0
nob
b1y, Jopea.abe

(TeL0) 1zvo 3PPIN

(0v8°0) LSL'L— A0B-1YBIY.PN[ 4I9PI0
Aob-1ybry

« PN[ » 268 3ppIN

ozSHondRIRUI Aem-331y) suondesdul Aem-omy suoldeIaIUl AeM-0M) $041u0d "M 1ybu 10949 ulew
‘ybu-1ey soy uoddns :g japopy ybu-1ey Joy poddns : japoyy  “1ybui-sey 1oy woddng g japoyy -ley Joy uoddns :z japopy aydwis | japoyy

‘panunuo) 1 ajqey

W. VAN DER BRUG ET AL.

<
—



JOURNAL OF EUROPEAN PUBLIC POLICY 15

that we use to define the ‘young’ category. When modelling age in a non-
linear fashion we can observe a slight decrease in the probability of voting
for far-right parties up to the age of 30 after which it stabilises up until
later years before substantially decreasing for older voters. These findings
add nuance to previous works that point to the fact that younger voters
are more likely to vote for far-right parties (Rooduijn et al., 2019; Zagérski
et al., 2021), as, at least in the 2024 European Parliament elections, the differ-
ences are only meaningful and statistically significant when we compare the
youngest to the oldest voters. Figure A3 in the Appendices shows that, the
differences between the age groups are remarkable similar across these
different countries. This is even more notable when we compare the results
of 2024 with those based on the EES 2019 (Schmitt et al., 2022). The effect
of age on the vote for far-right parties is not significant at the time of the
2019 European Parliament elections (see Table A12). So, there seems to
have been a shift towards the radical right among young voters across EU
member states in the 2024 elections.

The results presented in Model 2 (Table 1) also show that supporting
liberal democracy has a statistically significant negative effect on voting for
far-right parties. Those who fully oppose an independent judiciary are
approximately 1.3 times more likely to support far-right parties in comparison
to those who fully oppose it, and those who support a strong leader are
approximately two times more likely to vote for such parties. But these
effects are context-dependent, they are largely driven by countries where

H 0=No far-right in government  1=Far-right in government

Opposition to a strong leader Support for an independent judiciary

60%

40%

Probability to vote for far-right

20% \ -
\\-

Lo e

S | | e

0=Opposition to 4=Support for  0=Opposition to 4=Support for
liberal values liberal values liberal values liberal values
Support for liberal democratic values

Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals

Figure 3. Support for far-right by liberal democratic values.
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far-right parties are in government. As in such countries, the principles of
liberal democracy are more contested and politicised (Van der Brug et al.,
2021b), it is unsurprising that here we note a strong effect of liberal attitudes
on supporting the far-right, as shown in Figure 3.'* Those who hold illiberal
attitudes are more than 20 percentage points (or approximately two times)
more likely to vote for a far-right party in comparison to those who fully
support liberal democracy. In contrast, in countries where there are no far-
right parties in opposition, support for liberal democracy has basically no
impact on voting for a far-right party.

In the final step of our analysis, we examine whether opposition to liberal
democratic values is more likely to drive far-right support among younger
voters. Since the effect of liberal democratic values is different between
countries where the far right is in office and countries where they are not
in office, we present the results distinguishing between these two sets of
countries.' Figure 4 shows the effects of opposing a strong leader on
support for the far-right. In the panel on the left, we see the relationships
for the three age groups in countries where there is no far-right party in
office. The effect of support for authoritarian leadership is strongest among
young people in these countries, even though the differences in effect
sizes are not statistically significant. When looking at the right hand panel
of Figure 4, we see that the effect of support for an authoritarian leader is sub-
stantially larger across all three age groups in countries where the far-right is
in office. In these countries, the relationship is negative and statistically sig-
nificant among all three age groups. Yet, also here, the effect is strongest

= Young — Middle Age ~ Old

0=Far-right not in government 1=Far-right in government
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o 40%
<]
>
=]
2
S 30%
Qo
2]
o

20%

10%

0=Support for 4=Opposition to  0=Support for 4=0Opposition to
a strong a strong a strong a strong
leader leader leader leader

Support for liberal democratic values

Figure 4. Impact of opposition to authoritarian leadership on support for far-right.
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among the youngest group for which we can note a difference of more than
40 percentage points in the probability of voting for a far-right party between
those who support a strong leader and those who oppose a strong leader. In
contrast, this difference is smaller for middle age (approximately 26 percen-
tage points) and older voters (approximately 30 percentage points). In
addition, we need to note that in countries that have a far-right party in
power (see Model 3 in Table A6) we only record a statistically significant
difference between young and middle age voters in the effect of
support for a strong leader. The differences in effect size between the
youngest and the oldest group is not statistically significant. All in all,
not only are the youngest citizens more likely to support strong leaders,
but this preference also translates into a higher probability of voting for
a far-right party (see also interaction effect in Table 1 Model 3 and
Figure A5 in the Appendices),’® especially so in countries where far-right
parties are in government.'”'®

However, in terms of opposition to an independent judiciary, no similar
pattern emerges (see Figure 5). In countries where the far right is in opposi-
tion, no meaningful or statistically significant relationship exists within each
of the three age groups (left-hand panel). In countries where the far right is
in government (the right-hand panel), support for an independent judiciary
tends to reduce far-right voting as expected, among middle-aged and
older voters. However, the relationship between the independent judiciary
and far-right support among young voters is not statistically significant.

= Young — Middle Age  Old
0=Far-right not in government 1=Far-right in government

30%

Probability to vote for far-right

20%

/

10%

0=Opposition to 4=Support for 0=Opposition to 4=Support for
independent independent independent independent
judiciary judiciary judiciary judiciary

Support for liberal democratic values

Figure 5. Impact of support for an independent judiciary on support for far-right.
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The results for the item on authoritarian leadership suggests the weaker
support for liberal democratic values drives young voters to the far-right.
However, we must acknowledge that there might be a spurious relationship.
The main effect of age and the stronger effect of liberal values among
younger voters on the probability of voting for the far-right can also be
driven by the fact that this demographic group has a higher affinity for
‘new’ issues (e.g., Jocker et al., 2025; Steiner, 2024; Van der Brug & Rekker,
2021) and a weaker connection with more ‘traditional’ parties (e.g., Dinas,
2012; Rekker, 2022). Hence as a robustness check, we test if these two
effects hold in the case of voting for the far-left. As the results presented in
Table A7 show, when it comes to support for the far-left, neither the main
effect of age nor its interaction with liberal democratic values reach statistical
significance. These null-findings indicate that the lower support for liberal
democracy does not only drive young voters away from the mainstream tra-
ditional parties but that also specifically pushes them to choose political
alternatives that specifically reject such values.

When considering the future of liberal democracy from the perspective of
today’s young voters, the results suggest a fairly grim outlook. Not only are
they more likely to support far-right parties, but this support is exacerbated
by the fact that they are more likely to reject liberal democratic values,
which in turn have a strong impact on supporting far-right parties. Even
more concerning is the fact that their support for strong leaders is more
likely to translate into far-right party support compared to older gener-
ations.'® This trend becomes especially pronounced when far-right parties
gain power, adding further complexity to an already troubling situation, par-
ticularly in light of the recent rise of the far-right in the 2024 European Parlia-
ment elections.

Conclusion

Are the kids Alt Right? Contrary to the common assumption that younger citi-
zens are more progressive than older ones (see, e.g., Grassi et al., 2024; Ingle-
hart, 1981; Norris & Inglehart, 2019), recent evidence has shown that young
people are in fact less supportive of democracy than their older generations
(Foa & Mounk, 2019). In this paper, we examine these developments in the
context of the 2024 European Parliament elections, where we focus explicitly
on support for liberal democracy and explore whether the rejection of liberal
democratic values translates into higher support for the far-right. Our
findings highlight a scepticism towards liberal democratic norms among
young voters when compared to older generations. Our analysis of the
pan-European vote study further reveals a troubling pattern: younger
voters are not only less supportive of liberal democratic principles, such as
checks and balances on executive power, but they are also more likely to
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vote for far-right parties. This suggests that the conventional view of far-right
voters as disillusioned middle age and older ‘losers of modernity’, who are
soon to be replaced by a generation of progressive liberal young voters
(e.g., Norris & Inglehart, 2019) does not hold true across the European political
landscape.

Our study also demonstrates that the relationship between support for
liberal democracy and voting for the far right is complex and context-
dependent. Among the youngest citizens, there is no significant relation-
ship between support for the far right and opposition to the indepen-
dent judiciary. However, our findings indicate that younger voters who
favour strong, authoritarian leadership are more likely to support far-
right parties, but primarily in countries where such parties are already
in government (see also Van der Brug et al., 2021a). We do not know
why the relationships are different for the two items. However, the
findings on the effects of support for authoritarian leadership are con-
cerning. Several scholars have recently observed a ‘normalisation of the
far right’ (e.g., De Jonge & Gaufman, 2022; Mondon & Winter, 2020;
Valentim, 2024; Vrakopoulos, 2022). On the basis of the literature on pol-
itical socialisation, we would expect this to have the strongest impact on
the most recent generations, and our findings are in line with this. Par-
ticularly when far-right parties are in power, there is a risk that the com-
mitment to liberal democracy among young voters will further erode,
potentially normalizing illiberal governance and accelerating democratic
backsliding.

When Foa and Mounk (2016, 2017, 2019) rang the alarm bells about the
lower levels of support for democracy among younger generations, their
studies were met with criticism (Alexander & Welzel, 2017; Norris, 2017;
Voeten, 2017). While we agree with some of these critiques, our study
suggests that the general conclusion of Foa and Mounk cannot be simply dis-
missed. Our results are concerning in light of the broader patterns of demo-
cratic erosion observed in several European countries. If younger generations,
traditionally seen as a bulwark against authoritarianism, are now more
inclined to support illiberal leaders and parties, this raises broader concerns
about the stability of liberal democratic institutions in Europe. As a snapshot
of attitudes and electoral behaviour in 2024, we cannot disentangle whether
these are age or cohort effects. However, if the current younger generation
remain less committed to liberal democracy as they grow older, the worry
would be that as younger voters replace older generations, their political pre-
ferences will shape the trajectory of European democracies, and the rise of
far-right populism may become more entrenched. Further research is essen-
tial to learn if this is indeed the case and to deepen our understanding of why
younger voters are less committed core liberal democratic norms. Ideally,
future studies will move beyond the current snapshot of 27 elections to



20 (&) W.VAN DERBRUG ET AL.

the European Parliament and test these patterns using a longer time period
while also taking into account how regional and other contextual factors may
influence how attitudes toward liberal democracy shape far-right support.

Notes

1.

The data employed in this study, the European Elections Study 2024, do not
contain a question item capturing general support for democracy versus
authoritarian systems. So, this comparison unfortunately cannot be made in
this paper.

Developmental psychologists demonstrate that certain relevant values are
formed already at a much younger age (for an overview, see Sapiro 2004).
Yet, for the formation of partisan preferences, the most formative years seem
to be late adolescence and early adulthood.

Historically, the Republican Party of the US is not a far-right party, but since the
rise of the Tea Party movement and especially under the presidency of Donald
Trump, the party has embraced the main characteristics of a populist right party
(such as authoritarianism, nativism, populism, conspiracy theories involving
ethnic minorities, etc.).

A complicating factor is that in many of the countries included in this study, the
older generations were politically socialised in authoritarian regimes. On the
one hand, one could expect support for liberal democracy to be relatively
low among the oldest generations in those countries, because of their socializ-
ing experiences amd as a result of feelings of nostalgia (e.g., Neundorf, 2010).
On the other hand, we could expect the opposite, since older generations
have experienced the downsides of living under authoritarian rule. So, we
don't have a clear expectation about the consequences of these differences
between the histories of different countries. In the Appendices of this article,
we present country specific results and we find that the patterns are remarkably
robust across different countries.

However, a recent study focusing only on support for the far right, shows that
older generations in Spain evaluate the far right more in terms of the issue of
immigration than younger generations (see, e.g. Zagorski et al., 2024).

. The sample size is roughly 1000 respondents in each EU country, with the

exception of Cyprus, Luxembourg, and Malta where approximately 500
surveys were conducted.

Both ask respondents to indicate their agreement with these statements by
means of a 5-point Likert scale.

Given that the impact of liberal democratic values and age on support for far-
right might be influenced by factors that are specific to these second-order
elections we further use the probability to vote (PTV) for far-right parties in a
given country (in countries where the PTV items was asked for multiple far-
right parties, we use the maximum value) as an alternative operationalisation
of party support. We present the results in Table A3 the Appendices, the pat-
terns are substantially similar to the ones presented in Table 1.

We further present the results of an analysis that only differentiates between
young voters (i.e. age < 25) and all other voters (i.e. age > 24), see table A4 in
the Appendices, and a further split of the age into six groups see Table A9
and A10 in the Appendices.
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Given the different party-systems we “split” Belgium in Flanders and Wallonia.
We further add random slopes for age and support for liberal democracy when
we present cross-level interactions (i.e. Model 4 and 5).

The results presented in Table 1 are substantially identical when controlling for
and additional five well-established attitudinal predictors of support for far-
right (i.e. support for measures to fight climate change, immigration, same-
sex marriage, military assistance to Ukraine, and opposition to traditional
gender roles), see Table A5 in the Appendices.

Even though the confidence intervals overlap we note that the difference is
statistically significant at p <.05 (95% Cl : —0.07, —0.01) . We further note that
this effect is robust when we move the cut-off point for “young” to the ages
of 22, 23, 25, 27 and 30.

The figure is based on a non-linear estimation of age using a smooth term via
Bayesian model (implemented by the brms package in R) that otherwise has the
same specification as Model 2 in Table 1.

As these are models-based prediction even if confidence intervals overlap the
difference between the slopes is statistically significant both in the case of
“Opposition to a strong leader” (i.e. 0.25 sig at p <0.01), and in the case of
“Support for an independent judiciary” (i.e. 0.25 sig at p <0.01). These esti-
mation are based on “test-prediction()” function from the “ggefffects”
package. Furthermore, predicting the estimated effects of liberal democratic
values as a function of having a far-right government clearly shows that the
confidence intervals do not overlap (see Figure A8).

See also Table A6 in the Appendices for the difference between countries where
there is a far-right party in government and the other countries based on a split
sample analysis. The results are substantially identical. We also present country-
specific patterns in Figures A4.1 and A4.2 in the Appendices.

We further plot the non-linear effect of age depending on support for these two
liberal democratic values (See Figure A6 in the Appendices). We again note a
non-linear pattern, which shows that younger people who oppose strong leaders
are substantially less likely to support far-right than those who support them.
While based on these non-linear plots is difficult to establish a clear cut-off point
for when the effect of age is no longer statistically significant we note that the
joint effect between age and opposing a strong leader remains robust when
moving the cut-off point for “young” below the age of 24 (i.e. 23 and 22 years)
but is no longer statistically significant when we move the threshold above 24 years.
We note a statistically significant difference between the effect of opposing a
strong leader in the case of young voters between countries where far-right
is in government and the other countries (contrast 0.28 sig at p < .05, estimation
based on “test-prediction()” function from the “ggefffects” R package).

We further note that the effects of “Opposing a strong leader” conditional on
age hold when we only compare younger voters (i.e. age < 25) with all other
voters (i.e. age > 24). See table A4 and Figure A7 in the Appendices.

Still as previously noted this last pattern is dependent on the cut-off point (i.e.
does not hold this is moved above the age of 24) and not robust across an
alternative operationalisation of support for far-right (i.e. PTV, see table
Model 3 in Table A3).

As coefficients of the three-way interactions are hard to interpret, we also
present a split sample analysis (see Models 3 and 4 Table A6 and Figures A9
and A10 in Appendices).
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