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Abstract 

Many studies have found that political discontent and populist voting are positively related. 

Yet, an important shortcoming of these studies is that they interpret the correlation 

between these two phenomena as evidence that existing feelings of political discontent 

contribute to the support for populist parties. We argue that there is also a causal effect in 

the opposite direction: Populist parties fuel political discontent by exposing their supporters 

to a populist message in which they criticize the elite. Our study links individual level data on 

political discontent of voters to the populist message of the party they intend to vote for, 

employing various operationalizations of populism. Based on a 6-wave panel study from the 

Netherlands (2008-2013), we conclude that political discontent is both cause and 

consequence of the rise of populist parties. Our findings imply that the effect of political 

discontent on populist voting has been overestimated in many previous studies. 
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