Moving away from populist votes: The role of anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic is a novel, threatening situation with severe consequences for people and the societies in which they live. People have been affected in many ways, both physically, with generalised health problems related to the virus infection (Remuzzi and Remuzzi 2020), and psychologically, with a heightened and pervasive sense of insecurity (Roccato et al. 2020). At the societal level, the pandemic has had (and will continue to have) a devastating impact on the global economy and national healthcare systems (Maliszewska et al. 2020). The political domain is not exempt from the effects of COVID-19. For example, the crisis has reversed the trend of years of steady decline in people’s institutional trust (Funk 2020). In this study, we aimed to investigate how anxiety fuelled by the COVID-19 pandemic affects voting patterns, particularly for votes that express distance from populist parties.   
A long populist wave can be traced back to the 1970s, and this trend has accelerated in recent years, with the success of populist parties and leaders growing dramatically all over the world, as witnessed by the electoral success of Tsipras in Greece, Hofer in Austria, Wilders in the Netherlands, Orbán in Hungary, Farage in the UK, Le Pen in France and Trump in the USA (Marchlewska et al. 2018; Obschonka et al. 2018) and by the result of the Brexit referendum (Cisłak et al. 2020). Italy, where we performed this study, is no exception (see Corbetta et al 2018): in the 2018 general election, the Lega (League), the Movimento 5 Stelle (Five Star Movement) and Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of Italy), the three most populist Italian parties (see https://popu-list.org/), gained 54.4% of the valid votes. In the 2019 European election, their support rose to 57.8% of the valid votes. Is this trend bound to continue? We argue that it is not, and that the present COVID-19 crisis could represent a barrier to the growing success of populist parties due to the large-scale anxiety caused by the crisis (e.g., Ahmed et al. 2020). 
1. Anxiety and Politics
Anxiety has a central role in political decision-making and behaviour. Its importance is recognised in the main theoretical approaches to emotions in the political domain, such as the cognitive appraisal theories (e.g., Lazarus 1991) and affective intelligence theory (AIT, Marcus et al. 2000). The cognitive appraisal theories of emotions hold that people’s reactions to stimuli depend on the interpretations and evaluations that each individual makes of a situation. According to these theories, anxiety relates to appraisals of uncertainty, such as when the individual is facing an unfamiliar, uncontrollable threat. Anxiety is usually related to the perception of an event or situation that is the outcome of uncontrollable circumstances for which no one can be held responsible or blamed (Rico et al. 2017). The consequences of anxiety include increased attention and learning and engagement in risk-aversive or cautious strategies (Lerner and Keltner 2001).  
Similarly, AIT is based on the idea that emotions are responses to the significance that circumstances hold for an individual and function as signals to direct attention to potential opportunities or threats (Damasio 1994). According to this theory, people respond to political situations via a dual system of emotional appraisal. The disposition system activates feelings of enthusiasm and aversion (i.e., anger) and stimulates learned patterns of behaviour (Marcus et al. 2000). The surveillance system is activated by novel circumstances or threatening environmental events, and it shifts an individual’s attention to the new or threatening stimuli. Anxiety, the emotional expression of this system, promotes active learning and reasoned thought, while decreasing reliance on habits and dispositions. In the political domain, heightened levels of anxiety are likely to decrease reliance on partisanship and encourage reconsideration of prior opinions (Redlawsk et al. 2010), and this may lead to changes in vote choices (e.g., Vasilopoulos et al. 2018). In sum, both of the theoretical approaches above consider anxiety a reaction to novel threats that push people to be attentive to the environment and change their opinions and behaviours accordingly.    
2. Anxiety and Populism
At present, a consensual definition of populism is not available. An often cited definition, however, was formulated by Mudde (2007), according to which populism is “a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, ‘the pure people’ versus the ‘corrupt elite,’ and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté générale (general will) of the people” (p. 23). Despite the general claim that populism is fuelled by negative emotions, research on the emotional antecedents of populism is scarce. For instance, Hameleers, Bos and de Vreese (2017) showed that the most persuasive populist messages are characterized by blaming elites in an emotionalized way. Moreover, some of the few studies available clarified that not all negative emotions matter to the same extent, and that it is crucial to distinguish between anger and anxiety. Anger, which is aroused by the perception that a negative event is certain, externally caused and unfair, is associated with variations in support for populism, with one defining component of populism – the attribution of blame to the evil elite – responding to anger’s appraisals (Mancosu 2018; Rico et al. 2017, 2020). These studies also revealed that anxiety (or fear[footnoteRef:1]) is not related to the endorsement of populist attitudes (Rico et al. 2017), but is associated with voting against far-right populist parties (Vasilopoulos et al. 2018). In light of this, voters distance themselves from populist parties because their anxiety pushes them to trust the experts to reduce the levels of uncertainty (Albertson and Gadarian 2015).  [1:  In line with previous studies on this topic, we use the terms “anxiety” and “fear” interchangeably. ] 

In this study, we build upon this literature to investigate a possible political consequence of the anxiety experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic. We argue that anxiety might have a central role in explaining people’s voting intentions. Based on the tenets of AIT, we anticipated that anxious voters would be especially prone to reconsidering their political positions and changing their voting intentions, and we tested three hypotheses. First, based on the results showing that, due to the COVID-19 crisis, 2020 was characterised by higher large-scale anxiety than that of 2019 (e.g., Ahmed et al. 2020), we expected more electoral instability in 2020 as compared to 2019 (H1). Second, we hypothesised that anxiety pushes people to put their trust in established institutions (Albertson and Gadarian 2015), leading them to change their voting intentions by distancing themselves from the populist parties, as one core defining feature of these parties is to acclaim the people and blame the political elites. Thus, we expected that – among those who changed their voting intentions – more people would move away from populism than move towards populism in 2020, but not in 2019 (H2). Finally, we predicted that individual anxiety is positively associated with the choice of moving away from populism in 2020 (H3). 
3. Method
We performed a longitudinal analysis on a wide quota sample of the Italian population, stratified by gender, age, geographical area of residence and size of town of residence, surveyed twice, in May–June 2019 (T1: N = 1,504) and in April 2020 (T2: N = 1,201). In the first wave, we asked participants to report how they voted in the 2018 general election and in the 2019 European election. In the second wave, we asked them to report their voting intention. We focused on the 628 participants who participated in both waves and belonged to one of the electoral segments relevant to this study. Given our focus on vote change, we did not consider the participants who voted for, or expressed a voting intention for, the minor parties or the parties labelled as “other”, as the number of participants falling within these classes was very small and because information on which minor party they chose, or had the intention to choose, was not available (see Table 1). 

Table 1. Electoral segments considered in the analyses
	
	Vote in the 2018 general election (assessed at T1)
	Vote in the 2019 European election
(assessed at T1)
	Voting intention in 2020
(assessed at T2)

	Liberi e uguali /la sinistra (LeU)
	21
	16
	28

	Partito democratico (Pd)
	117
	133
	142

	+Europa (+E)
	18
	18
	0

	Movimento 5 stelle (M5S)
	206
	164
	153

	Forza Italia (Fi)
	44
	29
	37

	Lega (Lega)
	160
	214
	137

	Fratelli d’Italia (FdI)
	30
	39
	74

	Not expressing a valid vote (NV)
	32
	15
	57

	Total
	628
	628
	628



We computed two indices of electoral instability. First, we counted the participants who changed their electoral choice from 2018 to 2019 and from 2019 to 2020, independent of the content of their choice. Second, we considered how they changed their choices and computed, both at T1 and at T2, a three-category variable expressing: (a) voting stability – i.e., not changing between a populist and a non-populist party or vice versa; (b) change from a non-populist to a populist party – i.e., moving towards populism; and (c) change from a populist to a non-populist party – i.e., moving away from populism. Based on the recent data from the PopuList project, we considered populist votes to be those for the Movimento 5 Stelle, the Lega and Fratelli d’Italia (https://popu-list.org/). 
We also computed participants’ anxiety (assessed at T2) as the average of three four-category items asking participants to report how often they experienced anxiety, fear and worry in the days preceding the survey (α = .90, see Marcus et al. 2000). Finally, as our sample was extracted from the general population, in our multivariate analyses we controlled for the variables we used to stratify the panel – i.e., participants’ gender (0 = male, 1 = female), age, years of education, geopolitical area of residence (recoded into four dummies expressing living in north-western Italy, north-eastern Italy, central Italy and southern Italy; we used living in the main Italian islands as the reference category) and size of their town of residence (0 = less than 100,000 inhabitants, 1 = at least 100,000 inhabitants). 
4. Results
Consistent with H1, we found that electoral instability was higher between 2019 and 2020, when 191 participants changed electoral choice, than between 2018 and 2019, when 150 participants did so [2(1) = 6.77, p = .009]. As typical of the Italian political system (e.g., Mannheimer, 2016), most of these changes were intra-coalitional. Consistent with H2, from 2019 to 2020, unstable voters were overrepresented among those who voted for a populist party in 2019 and expressed a non-populist voting intention in 2020, and underrepresented among those who voted for a non-populist party in 2019 and expressed a populist voting intention in 2020 [2(2) = 53.17, p < .001] (see Table 2). Table 3 shows a zoom on the voters who moved away from populism from 2018 and 2019 and from 2019 and 2020. 

Table 2. Vote changes away and toward populism
	 
	Stable
	Moving away from
populist parties
	Moving toward
populist parties

	2018-2019
	557
(88.7%)
	25
(4.0%)
[-5.34]
	46
(7.3%)
[5.34]

	2019-2020
	531
(84.6%)
	75
(11.9%)
[5.34]
	22
(3.5%)
[-5.34]


Note. Cells report the observed frequencies, the row percentages (in brackets) and the adjusted standardized residuals (in square brackets). If > 2, adjusted standardized residuals express a significant, positive association between the row and the column and, if < - 2, a significant, negative association between the row and the column. If ranging from - 2 and 2, they express a non-significant association.
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Table 3. Direction of the votes away from populism
	
	2018-2019
	2019-2020

	
	Leu
	Pd
	+ E
	Fi
	NV
	Leu
	Pd
	+ E
	Fi
	NV

	From M5S to:
	1
	8
	5
	0
	5
	2
	8
	0
	2
	20

	From League to:
	0
	1
	0
	2
	0
	1
	7
	0
	13
	19

	From FdI to:
	0
	0
	0
	3
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	2




To test H4, we ran a multinomial logistic regression aimed at predicting the content of participants’ electoral instability as a function of their anxiety level. We controlled for participants’ gender, age, education, geopolitical area of residence and size of their town of residence and used the stable participants as the reference category (Nagelkerke R2 = .07). The analysis revealed that, consistent with H3, anxiety had a positive association with moving away from populist parties, while the association between anxiety and moving towards a populist vote did not reach statistical significance (see Table 4).

Table 3. Prediction of instability of populist votes between 2019 and 2020
	
	Moving away from 
populist parties
	Moving toward 
populist parties

	
	B
	SE
	p
	Exp(B)
	B
	SE
	p
	Exp(B)

	Intercept
	-1.20
	1.04
	.250
	
	-.66
	1.74
	.704
	

	Anxiety
	.40
	.18
	.028
	1.49
	.35
	.32
	.281
	1.41

	Male gender
	.01
	.26
	.981
	1.01
	-.00
	.47
	1.000
	1.00

	Age
	-.02
	.01
	.026
	.98
	-.05
	.02
	.005
	.96

	Education
	-.02
	.04
	.611
	.98
	-.06
	.07
	.38
	.64

	North-western Italy
	-.80
	.42
	.062
	.45
	-.67
	.65
	.309
	.51

	North-eastern Italy
	-1.03
	.47
	.028
	.36
	-1.28
	.77
	.096
	.28

	Central Italy
	-.57
	.42
	.174
	.56
	-1.68
	.87
	.02
	.19

	Southern Italy
	-.45
	.40
	.257
	.63
	-.66
	.65
	.314
	.52

	Size of area of residence
	.00
	.00
	.562
	1.00
	.00
	.00
	.433
	1.00



5. Discussion
Much has been said about the socio-economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Nicola et al. 2020). In this study, we focused on some unexplored social-psychological and political implications – namely, how anxiety stemming from the virus outbreak affects voting intentions. Using a longitudinal dataset, we found higher vote instability between 2019 and 2020 than between 2018 and 2019. Moreover, our analyses revealed that such instability was due to more people moving away from populist parties than those moving closer to them. Finally, as suggested by AIT and the cognitive appraisal theories, this moving away from populism was predicted by the anxiety experienced during the COVID-19 crisis. In other words, our findings indicated that, in 2020, populist parties tended to lose their supporters, especially among those experiencing anxiety related to the COVID-19 pandemic. This is a remarkable result, in that it shows that the systematic growth of populism characterising Italian politics in recent decades may have halted due to the pandemic, consistent with the results showing a generalised growth of institutional trust during the COVID-19 outbreak (Funk 2020). It remains to be seen how long the effects we detected will persist. Will populist voting continue to decrease after the COVID-19 crisis, or will this new trend reverse after the pandemic? New waves of the study, performed when the most severe phase of the COVID-19 pandemic will be over, will undoubtedly add new knowledge regarding the dynamics we have studied. 
This study also adds to the growing body of research supporting the main tenets of AIT, which has been fruitfully used to explain when and why voters change their opinions and behaviours (e.g., Marcus et al. 2000). The theory also turned out to be useful for predicting how voters changes their opinions – for example, predicting support for far-right parties (Vasilopoulos et al. 2018) and authoritarian policies (Marcus et al. 2019). Very few empirical studies have applied this model to investigation of populism and populist votes, and they mainly highlighted the link between anger and populist attitudes (Rico et al. 2017). We argued, and found, that anxiety is also related to populism, but in the opposite direction – namely, by pushing people to distance themselves from populist parties. 
The study has some weak points. First, when comparing voting instability, we relied on three pieces of information: On vote choice in the Italian general election of 2018, on vote choice in the European election of 2019 and on voting intentions in 2020. Thus, the ingredients of our vote change variables were not perfectly comparable. Additionally, in the last two years, Italy has also experienced significant political instability, with three different governments being formed. Future studies could be performed to reproduce a cross-national replication of this research in countries that have experienced a period of relative institutional stability. Second, we did not have information about participants’ anger during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on AIT and the cognitive appraisal theories, one would expect people to experience anxiety, rather than anger, during the COVID-19 pandemic, because, at least at its onset, the spread of a new virus was a novel threat for which no person or institution could be blamed. However, we cannot exclude the suggestion that some people may have felt angrier than anxious. Future studies could take anger into consideration, because it is plausible that – once the virus has gone but the economic crisis remains – people might start to blame politicians, which could stimulate anger.     
These limitations should be balanced against the strengths of the study. First, the present research provides novel evidence related to electoral consequences, exploring a previously under-investigated area of COVID-19’s social impact based on a genuine social-psychological approach. Second, the longitudinal nature of the dataset allowed us to test specific predictions about the role of anxiety in changes of voting behaviours and intentions. Our longitudinal approach allowed us to measure the real individual voting change over time, ensuring that the differences observed were actually related to the periods before and during the COVID-19 pandemic. Third, despite a relatively small number of participants moving from a non-populist to a populist vote, we had information collected from an ample quota sample of the general population, which allowed us to avoid the problems related to student samples, which are usually politically biased toward the left. Lastly, this study highlights the very social-psychological nature of the dynamics considered, with an intimate, private state as the anxiety about a health threat affecting social-level outcomes. Indeed, our field study was focused on real-world existential threats, which increases its ecological validity.
In conclusion, these empirical findings may initiate a careful assessment of the social-psychological determinants in future research on the change of populist votes. In any case, we would anticipate that the present findings are potentially relevant for understanding the conditions under which populism could decline. 
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