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ABSTRACT
Theoretical works suggest that populist attitudes are associated
with demands for direct democracy in the form of referendums.
However, it remains unclear how populist attitudes relate to
other direct-democratic instruments such as citizens’ initiatives.
We therefore examine whether populist attitudes affect the
attitudes toward the Citizens’ Agenda Initiative (CI) in Finland
with the help of the national election study from 2019 (n = 1598).
We study (1) whether populist attitudes are associated with
positive attitudes towards the CI (2) whether populist attitudes
increase the use of the CI, and (3) the interplay between anti-
elitism, anti-immigration, and anti-pluralism as driving forces
behind attitudes towards and using the CI. The results suggest
that anti-elitism has a negative link to satisfaction with the CI,
and anti-pluralism is associated with lower likelihood of using the
CI. Hence there is little to suggest that populist attitudes are
strong drivers of involvement in this kind of direct-democratic
participation.
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Introduction

Several studies have examined the association between populist attitudes and support for
making mechanisms of direct democracy (Bengtsson & Mattila, 2009; Gherghina & Pilet,
2021; Manucci & Amsler, 2018; Mohrenberg et al., 2021; Trüdinger & Bächtiger, 2023).
While several studies indicate that holding populist attitudes is connected to support
for making political decisions through referendums, these results have been criticised
for being (at least) borderline tautological since measures of populist attitudes frequently
include indicators that probe support for referendums (Gherghina & Pilet, 2021). Further-
more, it is important to consider the interplay between different dimensions of populist
attitudes (Christensen & Saikkonen, 2022; Neuner & Wratil, 2022; Silva et al., 2023). It may
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be that certain mixes of populist ideological aspects are mutually reinforcing in creating
expressions of populist attitudes (Neuner & Wratil, 2022). Finally, even if people with
higher populist attitudes are more likely to support direct democracy, this does not
necessarily entail that they also become active participants (Trüdinger & Bächtiger,
2023). While studies show that ideals of political decision-making may affect involvement
(Bengtsson & Christensen, 2016; Gherghina & Geissel, 2017), it is not necessarily the case
for populist attitudes, which is why it is important to consider active participation in direct
democracy in addition to general support for direct democratic instruments.

In connection to this, it is important to note that direct democratic instruments cover a
variety of institutions and practices (Altman, 2011; Qvortrup, 2013; Setälä & Schiller, 2012).
Nevertheless, most studies on populism and direct democracy confine themselves to
examining the link to referendums. However, direct democratic instruments may have
very different functions in democratic systems (Smith, 1976), and there are a variety of
ways of combining direct democratic instruments such as initiatives and referendums
with each other and with representative politics (e.g. Jäske & Setälä, 2020). Accordingly,
it has been argued that there cannot be ‘a general theory of referendums’ (Smith,
1976), and that the whole concept of ‘direct democracy’ may be quite misleading (el-
Wakil & McKay, 2020). It is therefore valuable to examine whether populist attitudes are
also linked to other direct democratic mechanisms than referendums.

We therefore explore the associations between populist attitudes and use of and atti-
tudes to the Finnish Citizens’ Initiative (CI), which constitutes a direct-democratic instru-
ment that in several regards differ from referendums. The Finnish CI, introduced in 2012, is
an agenda or indirect initiative, which makes it possible for at least 50.000 citizens to make
a legislative proposal to parliament (Schiller & Setälä, 2012). While this instrument does
not make citizens the final decision-makers, it has become a popular element of
Finnish democracy that engages wide segments of the population (Christensen et al.,
2017, 2019; Huttunen & Christensen, 2020). The Finnish CI therefore provides an excellent
possibility for whether populist attitudes are also connected to other direct-democratic
instruments.

Our data come from the Finnish National Election Survey conducted following the
Finnish elections for parliament in April 2019. This survey provides adequate measures
for both measuring relevant aspects of populist attitudes as well as involvement in
using the CI and attitudes towards the CI. We conceive our study as exploratory in
nature since we do not know whether populist attitudes as linked to the CI. We therefore
do not propose any hypotheses, but we do discuss general expectations based on pre-
vious literature.

In our empirical examination, we operate with three dimensions of populist attitudes:
anti-elitism, anti-pluralism, and anti-immigration. Our findings suggest that populist atti-
tudes do not boost neither using the CI, nor satisfaction with the impact of the CI.
However, people who combine anti-immigration and anti-pluralist attitudes are more
likely to sign initiatives, showing that the relationship between populist attitudes and
direct democracy is complex and necessitates examining the interplay between
different aspects of populism.

In the following, we outline the research on populist attitudes and their implications
such as attitudes to referendums as a way of making political decisions. We conclude
this section by explaining why it may be worthwhile to extend this research to alternative
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direct-democratic instruments such as citizens’ (agenda) initiatives. Following this, we
present the Finnish CI and explain why we believe that the Finnish case provides possi-
bilities for examining use of and attitudes towards citizens’ initiatives. We then go on
to present our data and variables, before moving on to the empirical analyses. We con-
clude with some reflection on what the results may entail for research on populist
attitudes.

Populist attitudes and direct democracy

Several studies examine dimensions of populist attitudes (Akkerman et al., 2014; Cas-
tanho Silva et al., 2020; Geurkink et al., 2020; Neuner & Wratil, 2022; Olivas Osuna &
Rama, 2022; Rico & Anduiza, 2019; Schulz et al., 2018; Wuttke et al., 2020). Despite
noticable differences in how populism and key dimensions are conceptualised and
operationalised, a common starting point for this line of research is that it is possible
to identify these populist attitudes by analysing batteries of survey questions. The
empirical study of populist attitudes frequently depart from Mudde (2004, p. 543) idea-
tional definition of populism as an ideology that considers society to be ultimately sep-
arated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the
corrupt elite’, and which argues that politics should be an expression of the volonté gén-
érale (general will) of the people. This definition clearly entails that populism involves an
anti-elitist sentiment, but also a conception of the people as a homogenous unity.
According to Mudde (2004), populism thus conceived has two polar-opposites:
elitism and pluralism. Furthermore, it involves a Manichean outlook, meaning a dualis-
tic world view where the world is divided into friends and foes, and where compromise
is unwarranted since it distorts the ‘will of the people’ that should prevail. According to
Mudde (2004, p. 544), populism is a thin-centred ideology that does not possess the
same intellectual refinement as traditional ideologies such as liberalism and socialism.
Instead, it can be combined with a range of ‘thick’ ideological positions to appeal to
different groups in society.

Based on this conceptualisation, several studies have tried to identify suitable
measures of populist attitudes. Akkerman et al. (2014) provide a suitable starting point
to the recent debate on populist attitudes, as they depart from Mudde´s definition and
develops a battery of survey statements tapping into the three dimensions: populism,
elitism, and pluralism. The populist scale includes indicators with a focus on three core
features of populism: sovereignty of the people, opposition to the elite, and the Mani-
chean division between ‘good’ and ‘evil’ (Akkerman et al., 2014, pp. 1330–1331). Never-
theless, in their empirical work, populist attitudes are conceived as one-dimensional,
while pluralism and elitism are measured with separate indexes.

Subsequent studies have identified new dimensions of populist attitudes. Conse-
quently, there is little agreement on what components should complement the anti-
elitist sentiments, how they should be measured, and their conceptual relationships
(Olivas Osuna & Rama, 2022; Wuttke et al., 2020). Some studies complement anti-
elitism with dimensions covering people’s sovereignty and homogenous people (Cas-
tanho Silva et al., 2020; Schulz et al., 2018). While these additions may improve construct
validity, this approach also makes it necessary to make hard choices about how to ade-
quately measure the concept (Wuttke et al., 2020).
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A related question examines how populism as a thin ideology coalesces with thick pos-
itions such as positions concerning immigration policies or welfare issues (Christensen &
Saikkonen, 2022; Neuner & Wratil, 2022; Silva et al., 2023). Here the emphasis is on exam-
ining the interplay between thin and thick dimensions of populist attitudes to see how
different combinations can appeal to different groups in society, which can thereby
help to understand the success of populist leaders or parties in particular elections. For
example, Neuner and Wratil (2022) show that when it comes to candidate favourability,
thin components in the form of anti-elitism matter less than the thick ideological com-
ponents such as an anti-immigration position. They also find that people with thin popu-
list attitudes are no more swayed by thin populist appeals than non-populists or thick
populists. These findings suggest that there is a need to examine the interplay
between different dimensions of populist attitudes to understand the implications.

We here focus on the consequences of populist attitudes for the Finnish Citizens’
Initiative (CI) as an instrument of direct democracy. There are several reasons for why
this is an interesting research question.

First, several studies have examined the links between populism and support for direct
democracy in the form of political decision-making through referendums (Bengtsson &
Mattila, 2009; Gherghina & Pilet, 2021; Iakhnis et al., 2018; Kokkonen & Linde, 2023;
König, 2022; Manucci & Amsler, 2018; Mohrenberg et al., 2021, p. 2021; Trüdinger & Bäch-
tiger, 2023; Werner & Jacobs, 2022). Logically, this approach seems plausible since popu-
lism emphasises that political power ought to be vested in the hands of the pure people
as opposed to the corrupt politicians, which is in line with the definition by Mudde (2004).
Hence it may seem unsurprising that studies find a positive effect of populist attitudes on
support for direct democracy and especially the use of referendums (Mohrenberg et al.,
2021; Zaslove et al., 2021). Werner and Jacobs (2022) even find that, not only are populists
more supportive of referendums, they are also more likely to support even an unfavour-
able outcome. On the other hand, populist leaders are not necessarily more likely to intro-
duce direct-democratic instruments (Gherghina & Silagadze, 2020; Welp, 2022), and some
studies fail to establish a connection between populism and support for direct democracy
(Castanho Silva et al., 2022; Jungkunz et al., 2021). Nevertheless, the bulk of the evidence
suggests that a linkage exists. Some even claim that the link between populist attitudes
and support for referendums risk becoming tautological due to the close relationship
between the empirical measures (Gherghina & Pilet, 2021). Hence it is unsurprising that
populist attitudes predict support for the use of referendums when using abstract
measures of support. It is therefore important to examine the link with the CI as an
example of another type of direct democratic instrument.

Second, populist attitudes may be linked to a preference only for certain forms of direct
democracy. Populism seems to be associated with plebiscitary democracy where strong
leaders rely on the ‘will of the people’, for example through referendums, bypassing med-
iating, representative institutions such as parliaments. This seems to entail far-reaching
reforms that entail dismantling representative democracy in favour of a pervasive use
of referendums to make political decisions. However, direct democracy includes various
instruments and practices that interact with representative politics in a different ways
(Altman, 2011; el-Wakil & McKay, 2020; Qvortrup, 2013). For example, some direct demo-
cratic practices such as popular initiatives can be used to challenge those in power by pro-
posing alternative policies on the political agenda. It is therefore important to examine
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whether other forms of empowerment will appeal to populists. There seems to be no
immediate reason why a feature such as the Manichean world view or anti-pluralism
should lead to a greater preference for popular initiatives which may actually enhance
pluralism of public discourse. Nevertheless, it may be possible to satisfy the populist
demands by introducing less far-reaching measures that still provide a role for elected
representatives. There is therefore a need for more nuanced analyses of associations
between populism and different forms of direct democracy.

Citizens’ initiatives form permanent avenues for participation and allow agenda setting
powers, which may be an important vehicle for popular influence (Qvortrup, 2013). In this
way, they are more in line with more participatory visions of democracy (Barber, 1984). In
principle, citizens’ initiatives can also serve to increase the deliberative capacity of the pol-
itical system by creating new spaces for discussion and debate around political issues
(Schiller & Setälä, 2012, p. 2). In practice, the capacity of citizens’ initiatives to enhance par-
ticipation and deliberation varies a great deal, which may be largely explained by the
design features of initiative institutions.

Agenda initiatives are particularly ‘soft’ forms of direct democracy because they do not
lead to a popular vote but rather propose issues to be dealt with by elected representa-
tives (Altman, 2011; Jäske, 2017; Qvortrup, 2013). In other words, agenda initiatives make
it possible for citizens to interact with their elected representatives. There are great differ-
ences between agenda initiative institutions and practices in different countries, however
(Setälä & Schiller, 2012). At their best, agenda initiatives can enhance parliamentary delib-
eration and action on policy problems recognised by the civil society. When used by non-
partisan actors, they can also counteract the impediments of parliamentary deliberation
such as government-opposition divide. It is therefore central to examine what aspects of
populism are relevant and how they are associated with different forms direct democracy
such as the CI.

Third, it is important to distinguish between support for direct democracy and actual
usage of these instruments, for example by voting in referendums or signing citizens’
initiatives. While studies on preferences for democratic decision-making indicate that
these have implications for political behaviour as well (Bengtsson & Christensen, 2016;
Gherghina & Geissel, 2017), Trüdinger and Bächtiger (2023) find that populists support
direct-democratic instruments but that they fail to participate when given the chance.
This indicates that there may be important differences between abstract support and
actual involvement when it comes to direct-democratic instruments.

For these reasons, we here examine the extent to which thick and thin populist atti-
tudes are associated with (1) using the Finnish CI; and (2) satisfaction with the impact
of the CI on Finnish democracy. Furthermore, we also examine the interplay between
thick and thin populist attitudes in shaping participation and attitudes.

The connections between populist attitudes and the CI is not clear-cut. Based on the
literature review, we would expect populist attitudes to have positive associations with
both using the CI and satisfaction with the CI. There are, however, also reasons to
believe that the connections may be more complicated. Generally speaking, agenda
initiatives can be used to express and mobilise support or opposition against governmen-
tal policies. In some systems, political parties, especially those in the opposition, have
played an important role in launching initiatives (Lutz, 2012). In this sense, we may
expect populist supporters to use the CI to express their dissatisfaction with the ruling
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elites when their party is in opposition. However, since agenda initiatives, in particular,
would need the support of a parliamentary majority to be passed, the prospects of oppo-
sition parties or their supporters to achieve their policy goals through initiatives are often
rather slim in the presence of majority governments.

As is the case for voting for populist parties, the impact of populist attitudes may well
differ depending on whether populist parties are in opposition or in office (Jungkunz
et al., 2021). Populist attitudes may increase the use of agenda initiatives when populists
are represented in government, as this will increase the likelihood that their initiatives are
also enacted. Nevertheless, the opposite argument could also be made since there is less
of a need for launching citizens’ initiatives if their demands already form part of govern-
mental politics.

In the following, we present the case of Finland and the national Citizens’ Initiative (CI)
that was introduced in 2012 and explain why we believe this provide an important case
for examining the links between populist attitudes and the CI as a type of ‘soft’ direct
democracy.

The Finnish Citizens’ Initiative

The Finnish Citizens’ agenda initiative allows citizens to raise issue on the parliamentary
agenda by collecting 50.000 signatures in six months. The motivation for the adoption of
the CI was to invigorate the Finnish democracy (Christensen et al., 2017). The Finnish CI
was adopted in the Finnish constitution in 2012 as a part of a larger constitutional
reform, which was prepared in a specific parliamentary committee including all parlia-
mentary parties. The introduction of the CI was supported by all main political parties
and there was rather little public debate on the adoption of the CI. This may be
because the constitutional reform dealt with more high-profile and contested issues
such as the division of powers between the president, the parliament and the govern-
ment, whereas the adoption of the CI did not involve any major shifts in formal legislative
powers. However, there were some disagreements within the constitutional committee
on procedural details, for example, the number of signatures required for an initiative
and methods used in collecting online signatures (Oikeusministeriö, 2010).

The political impact of the Finnish CI is strengthened by the requirement that success-
ful initiatives that exceed the threshold of 50.000 signatures within the designated dead-
line need to be dealt with in the parliamentary committees like any other legislative
proposals. This ensures that the initiatives cannot be easily dismissed in parliament. To
facilitate launching initiatives and collecting signatures in support of an initiative, the
Finnish government provided an online system kansalaisaloite.fi. This has ensured that
the process is user-friendly and accessible.

Studies have found that the CI has been considered beneficial for Finnish democracy
and has succeeded in mobilising large segments of the population (Christensen et al.,
2016, 2017, 2019; Huttunen & Christensen, 2020). This is also evident in the data used
in this study (more information on this below), according to which a large majority of
Finns (75%) think that the CI has improved the quality of democracy in Finland and
about 49% have signed at least one initiative.

This popularity is also evident in the number of launched initiatives. Presently about
1465 initiatives have been launched at kansalaisaloite.fi. However, only 77 of these

6 H. S. CHRISTENSEN AND M. SETÄLÄ



have reached the threshold of 50.000 signatures by August 2023 and 68 have been
handed over to parliament. The direct legislative impact has been rather limited since
only seven CIs have been accepted by the parliament, either as such or after some
changes. These initiatives have concerned a variety of topics, namely same-sex
rights for marriage, equal rights for maternity law, criminalisation of female genital
mutilation, privatisation of water resources, free psychotherapy education, abortion
law, and the conditions for wolf hunting. Moreover, several initiatives have influenced
legislation indirectly and many have led to parliamentary and public debates on issues
such as fur farming, euthanasia, forest management and so on (Christensen et al.,
2016, 2017).

Overall, the Finnish CI has largely fulfilled the expectations regarding increased oppor-
tunities for public influence on legislation and political debate. This is significant because
the Finnish CI lacks the leverage created by a possible referendum that characterises, for
example, the Swiss system of popular initiatives (Lutz, 2012). The initiative process has
also helped make the parliamentary procedures more accessible and transparent for
the public at large. For example, initiators are regularly heard in parliamentary commit-
tees. What is more, these committee hearings are often open to the general public,
which is otherwise a rather uncommon practice in the Finnish parliamentary system
(Su Seo & Raunio, 2017).

Because the Finnish CI involves rather low thresholds for making an initiative and
favours campaigning in social media, CIs have been typically launched by civil society
associations, activists, or even individual lay citizens. Overall, party political actors have
been active in launching CIs only in a handful of cases, and in some cases (e.g. euthanasia,
motherhood law), the groups of initiators have included politicians and public figures
representing different parts of the party political spectrum.

There have been at least two initiatives dealt with the parliament where populist
politicians and party affiliated organisations have played an active role, namely the
initiative against compulsory Swedish tuition at schools (2013), and the initiative for a
referendum on Finland’s membership in Euro (2015). When it comes to populist
topics, two anti-immigration initiatives have passed the threshold of 50.000 signatures,
namely the initiative requiring the expulsion of foreigners sentenced for crimes (2014)
and for sex offences (2018). This shows that the CI can serve as an instrument to further
populist sentiments, even though these initiatives were subsequently rejected by the
Finnish parliament.

Finland also provides an interesting case for examining the link between populist
attitudes and supporting CIs since a radical right populist party The Finns Party was rep-
resented in government during the 2015–2019 term and is again following the 2023
elections. The Finns Party entered government after the 2015 parliamentary elections
in a government coalition consisting of the Centre Party, led by Prime Minister Juha
Sipilä and the National Coalition Party. This was an unusually genuine centre-right
wing government for Finnish standards, where broad coalition governments across
ideological divides have been the norm. Internal divisions in 2017 meant that the
Finns Party left government, but key figures including former party leader Timo Soini
and all cabinet ministers formed a new party Blue Alternative that remained part of
the government. After the 2019 elections, the Blue Alternative was left without rep-
resentation in parliament and the Finns Party regained the position as the only
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radical right populist party in Finland with parliamentary representation. This is still the
case following the 2023 elections.

Data and variables

Description of data

Our data come from the Finnish National Elections Study collected following the 2019
national elections for parliament on 14 April 2019 (Grönlund & Borg, 2021). FNES forms
part of the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES), but in addition to the compara-
tive module also include several other relevant questions on society (see more at https://
www.vaalitutkimus.fi/en/front-page/). The 2019 survey data were collected after the elec-
tions through face-to-face interviews (n = 1598) and a self-administered drop-off ques-
tionnaire (n = 753). The sample was drawn with the help of quota sampling, in which
the quotas were based on NUTS3 region of residence, type of municipality of residence,
mother tongue, gender and age of the respondents. In our analyses, we only rely on ques-
tions included in the face-to-face part of the survey, but some respondents are excluded
due to missing data on the relevant variables. We use weighting to ensure that the
reported results are valid for the Finnish population.

Dependent variables

Our two dependent variables gauge using the CI by supporting individual proposals and
satisfaction with the impact of the CI on Finnish democracy. Using the CI is measured with
a question where respondents are asked whether they supported any state-level citizens’
initiatives since the launch in 2012. There were four answer categories (‘Have not signed
and is not going to’, ‘Have not signed but might sign’, ‘Has signed 1-2 citizens’ initiatives’,
and ‘Has signed at least three citizens’ initiatives’). Since we are here interested in whether
respondents have used rather than the extent of usage, this was recoded to a dichotomy
(0 = ‘Did not sign’ and 1 = ’Signed at least one initiative’). Satisfaction with the CI is
measured with a single question where respondents indicate their level of agreement
with the statement ‘The state-level citizens’ initiative has improved the performance of
democracy in Finland’. Although there may be different reasons for why people may
not feel that the CI has improved democracy, this provides a proxy for support for the
CI. Answers were given on a four-point Likert scale (Totally disagree – Totally agree). To
make results comparable, we also dichotomise this measure (0 = Totally or Somewhat dis-
agree; 1 = Somewhat or Totally agree). Since our dependent variables are dichotomous,
we rely on binary logistic regression analyses to examine the relationships with populist
attitudes.

Independent variables

Our independent variables are populist attitudes. To measure these, we follow the pre-
vious work on populist attitudes (Akkerman et al., 2014; Castanho Silva et al., 2020; Geur-
kink et al., 2020). We rely on answers to several statements on aspects of Finnish political
life, where respondents are asked the extent to which they agree. The statements in
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different ways probe attitudes to key populist ideas such as anti-elitism, people-centrism,
and pluralism. We also include statements on attitudes towards immigration. The focus on
this thick ideological position is warranted since their anti-immigration stance are fre-
quently seen as an important part of the success of populist right-wing parties such as
the Finns Party (Christensen & Saikkonen, 2022; Mudde, 2007; Schmuck & Matthes,
2015). Answers were given on a five-point Likert scale (Totally disagree – Totally agree).
Table 1 shows the statements and the distribution of answers.

To condense the information and identify components of populist attitudes, we used
exploratory factor analyses (principal component factor analysis with promax rotation).

Table 1. Statements on Finnish society that concern populist attitudes.

Variable (n)
Totally
disagree

Somewhat
disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Somewhat
agree

Totally
agree

Political compromise is selling out
(1515)

15.8 31.9 18.4 23.6 10.3

Most politicians do not care about
ordinary citizens (1555)

14.7 32.9 16.1 24.4 11.9

Most politicians can be trusted (1550) 8.3 20.9 18.3 43.0 9.5
Politicians are Finland’s greatest
problem (1527)

39.4 29.9 14.9 10.6 5.2

Most politicians only care about the
interests of the rich and powerful
(1560)

13.5 28.0 14.0 28.5 16.0

Immigrants benefit Finnish economy
(1514)

17.0 27.2 18.8 29.6 7.5

Immigrants are a threat to Finnish
culture (1545)

28.2 31.1 16.4 14.9 9.5

Immigrants increase crime in Finland
(1545)

8.4 21.0 14.9 34.1 21.7

Strong leader good for Finland even if
(s)he bends the rules (1547)

22.0 24.5 12.5 24.4 16.5

Minorities must adapt to Finnish
customs (1570)

3.7 13.8 10.8 39.8 32.0

The will of the majority should always
prevail (1526)

14.9 30.1 16.7 26.0 12.3

Note: Entries are percentages selecting the answer in question. Unweighted data.

Table 2. Exploratory factor analysis (PCF with promax rotation).

Variable
Anti-
elitism

Anti-
immigration

Anti-
pluralism

Political compromise is selling out .6035 −.1126 .2888
Most politicians do not care about ordinary citizens .8270 −.0114 .0397
Most politicians can be trusted .6642 .2921 −.4231
Politicians are Finland’s greatest problem .7572 .0112 .0275
Most politicians only care about the interests of the rich and powerful .7844 −.0786 .0963
Immigrants benefit Finnish economy −.0520 .8887 −.0701
Immigrants are a threat to Finnish culture .0431 .7255 .2304
Immigrants increase crime in Finland .0130 .6483 .3045
Strong leader good for Finland even if (s)he bends the rules .2087 −.0201 .6025
Minorities must adapt to Finnish customs −.0956 .1689 .7038
The will of the majority should always prevail .0326 .0843 .6676
Eigenvalue 4.12 1.47 1.04

Notes: Entries are factor loadings from a principal component factor analysis with promax rotation. All factor with an
eigenvalue > 1 extracted. Eigenvalue of fourth factor 0.73. Bartlett test of sphericity: χ2(55 df) = 4032.06, p < .001.
KMO = .867. Unweighted data.
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Here all items were recoded, so a higher score indicates a more populist position. The
results in Table 2 indicate that the variables can be condensed to three separate
dimensions.

The first dimension concerns various anti-elitist statements, which as mentioned
have traditionally formed the core of research on populist attitudes (Wuttke et al.,
2020). The second dimension we label anti-immigration since it concerns potentially
negative effects of immigration. While negative attitudes to immigration does not
necessarily form part of the definition of populism, it is a central thick element of ideo-
logical positions of right-wing populist parties such as the Finns Party and is therefore
central for examining the interplay between thin and thick elements (Christensen &
Saikkonen, 2022; Neuner & Wratil, 2022; Silva et al., 2023). We interpret the third
and final dimension as concerning anti-pluralism since all items where respondents
agree that a homogenous society with clear leadership is preferable. This dimension
is also a common element in research on populist attitudes and forms part of the idea-
tional approach to the concept (Akkerman et al., 2014; Galston, 2020; Krzyżanowska &
Krzyżanowski, 2018). While these dimensions are not the only relevant populist atti-
tudes, they allow us to explore how both thin and thick populist attitudes are con-
nected to using the CI.

Based on the results, we construct three sum indexes to measure each of the latent
constructs. For each of these, we include all observed items with a loading > .60 and
recoded them to vary between 0 and 1 with higher scores indicating more populist atti-
tudes (Anti-elitism M = .57, SD = .23, Alpha = .79; Anti-immigration M = .50, SD = .26,
Alpha = .77; Anti-pluralism M = .45, SD = .24, Alpha = .59). The coding means that higher
scores on all three scales indicate more ‘populist’ attitudes. These three indexes form
the independent variables in our analyses.1

Control variables

We also include various control variables that has been known to affect the propensity to
use the CI (Christensen et al., 2017, 2019; Huttunen & Christensen, 2020). These include
basic demographic characteristics, namely age (age in years divided by 100 to approxi-
mate a variation between 0 and 1), gender (0 = female, 1 =male), education (four cat-
egories of educational attainment basic, intermediate, lower tertiary and tertiary) and
unemployment (Employed = 0, 1 = Unemployed). We also include generalised social
trust (‘Would you say that people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in
dealing with people’, answer on scale 0–10 recoded to vary between 0 and 1 = High
social trust).

We do not include other attitudinal variables such as ideology, political trust, and sat-
isfaction with democracy. Since there are valid reasons to expect that populist attitudes
are mediated through these, this would potentially distort the results (Keele, 2015; Li,
2021; Rico & Anduiza, 2019).2

Table 3 shows descriptive information on all variables.
The following section contains our empirical analyses. We first examine mean values of

the independent variables across levels of using the CI and satisfaction with the CI, before
moving on to binary logistic regression analyses to examine the associations in more
detail.
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Analyses

Figure 1 show mean scores for the three dimensions of populist attitudes depending on
whether respondents had signed a citizens’ initiative or not and their level of satisfaction
with the CI.

The mean scores show that people who have signed at least one citizens’ initiative hold
lower scores on all three dimensions of populism. Those who have signed an initiative
have an anti-elitist mean score of .43 compared to .48 for non-users (t(1373) = 3.65,
p < .000). The anti-immigration mean score for users is .51 compared to .55 for non-

Table 3. Descriptive statistics.
Variables N Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Dependent variables
Satisfaction w CI 1355 .76 .43 .00 1.00
Signed CI 1555 .52 .50 .00 1.00
Independent variables
Anti-elitism 1404 .43 .23 .00 1.00
Anti-immigration 1450 .50 .26 .00 1.00
Anti-pluralism 1472 .45 .24 .00 1.00
Control variables
Age/100 1581 .53 .19 .17 .98
Gender 1596 .44 .50 .00 1.00
Education 1587 .55 .36 .00 1.00
Unemployment 1563 .12 .33 .00 1.00
Generalised social trust 1581 .68 .22 .00 1.00

Note: Unweighted data.

Figure 1. Mean scores across Signed a citizens’ initiative and Satisfaction with CI.
Note: The bars indicate mean scores of populist attitudes depending on having signed at least one citizens’ initiative or
nor and satisfaction with CI (Agree that the CI improved Finnish democracy). Spikes are 95% confidence intervals. All
scales vary between 0 and 1. Weighted data.
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users (t(1414) = 2.90, p = .004), and the anti-pluralist mean score for users is .52 compared
to .62 for non-users (t(1435) = 6.34, p < .000). There is therefore no indication that people
with high populist attitudes are more likely to use the CI, but rather the opposite. We see a
similar pattern for satisfaction with the CI. Those who are satisfied with the CI have a score
of about .42 for anti-elitism compared to about .52 for the dissatisfied (t(1224) = 5.64, p
< .000), about .50 compared to .59 for anti-immigration (t(1245) = 4.61, p < .000), and
.56 compared to .63 for anti-pluralism (t(1273) = 4.35, p < .000).

There is therefore consistent evidence that people with higher scores on both thick
and thin populist dimensions are less likely to use or support the agenda initiative in
Finland. The magnitudes of the differences vary, but at least in some cases the differences
are pronounced on the scales coded 0–1.

But since populist attitudes are likely to differ across basic socio-demographic charac-
teristics that also affect use of and attitude to the CI, we also used multiple regression ana-
lyses (binary logistic) to explore the associations when we also consider possible
confounding factors. We show in Table 4 the results of a series of regression models exam-
ining the results M1-M3 concern signing a citizens’ initiative while M4-M6 concerns satis-
faction with the CI. M1 and M4 only include the three indexes of populist attitudes, M2
and M5 include control variables, while M3 and M6 also include interaction terms
between the populist indexes.

When considering other characteristics, the associations between the populist attitudes
and both using the CI and satisfaction with the CI generally weakens. For using the CI, anti-
elitism in M1 has a weak negative coefficient (b =−.69, p = .035), but this disappears when
including the control variables in M2, indicating that this is probably due to other factors. It
is only the negative association with anti-pluralism that remains significant in both M1 (b =
−1.66, p < .000) and M2 (b =−1.05, p = .005). For satisfaction with the CI, anti-elitism retains
a significant negative association in M1 (b =−1.51, p < .000) and M2 (b =−1.22, p = .006). To
show what these associations entail, we in Figure 2 plot the predicted likelihood of using
the CI/Being satisfied with the CI as a function of these variables.

Populist attitudes in the form of anti-pluralism considerably reduce the predicted prob-
ability of signing CIs. Anti-elitism, in turn, reduces the likelihood of being satisfied with the
CI. There is a gap of about 22 percentage points in the predicted likelihood of having
signed an initiative when comparing the minimum value of anti-pluralism to the
maximum value. The reduction in the increased likelihood of being satisfied with the CI
decreases with about 23 percentage points as anti-elitism moves from its minimum to
its maximum value.

Hence there is some evidence to suggest that populist attitudes have negative associ-
ations with the satisfaction with and the use of CIs when we consider other factors. And
there is again nothing to suggest that people with higher populist attitudes are more
likely to use or be satisfied with the CI.

As the final part of the empirical analysis, we turn to the possibility of interplays
between the three measures of populist attitudes. The results in M3 and M6 indicate
that there is a significant interaction term between anti-immigration and anti-pluralism
for both Signing a CI (b = 3.84, p = .004) and for Satisfaction with the CI (b = 3.09, p
= .040), indicating that their associations with the dependent variables are interdepen-
dent. We in Figure 3 show what these significant interaction terms entail for the substan-
tive results.
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Table 4. Regression results (Binary logistic regressions).
Signed citizens’ initiative Satisfaction CI

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6
B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Populist attitudes
Anti-elitism −0.693* (0.329) 0.004 (0.375) −0.351 (1.000) −1.509*** (0.407) −1.217** (0.442) 0.399 (1.212)
Anti-immigration 0.496 (0.305) 0.510 (0.335) −1.970* (0.880) −0.450 (0.373) −0.269 (0.389) −1.291 (1.051)
Anti-pluralism −1.660*** (0.347) −1.052** (0.374) −3.124*** (0.946) −0.384 (0.411) −0.314 (0.433) −1.581 (0.982)
Control variables
Age in years /100 −2.262*** (0.403) −2.178*** (0.406) −0.731 (0.469) −0.660 (0.470)
Gender (Ref. Female) −0.158 (0.148) −0.147 (0.149) −0.434** (0.164) −0.426** (0.164)
Educational attainment 1.437*** (0.222) 1.375*** (0.223) 0.256 (0.255) 0.242 (0.257)
Unemployed last 12 months (Ref. Employed) 0.656** (0.237) 0.617** (0.239) −0.509* (0.241) −0.548* (0.242)
Generalised social trust 0.924** (0.340) 0.918** (0.343) 0.715 (0.405) 0.712 (0.410)
Interaction terms
Anti-elitism # Anti-immigration 0.413 (1.437) −1.796 (1.481)
Anti-immigration # Anti-pluralism 3.840** (1.317) 3.094* (1.506)
Anti-elitism # Anti-pluralism 0.074 (1.486) −0.952 (1.860)
Constant 0.193 (0.441) 1.436* (0.586) 2.027*** (0.520) 2.259*** (0.679)
Observations 1231 1194 1194 1110 1077 1077
Pseudo R2 0.03 0.12 0.13 0.04 0.06 0.06
AIC 1654.36 1456.38 1447.86 1222.27 1166.68 1167.54

Note: The entries are coefficients from binary logistic regressions with 95% confidence intervals. Significance: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, ***p < 0.0001. Weighted data.

C
O
N
TEM

PO
RA

RY
PO

LITIC
S

13



Figure 3. Implications of interaction effects: Anti-immigration x Anti-pluralism.
Note: The figure visualises how the associations for anti-immigration differ depending on the values of anti-pluralism
based on M3 and M6 in Table 4. The panels on the left show results for signing a CI and the panels on the right
results for Satisfaction with the CI. The top panels show developments in predicted outcomes with 95% confidence inter-
vals as a function of anti-immigration when anti-pluralism is at minimum (0) and maximum (1) values. The bottom panels
show the predicted slopes of anti-immigration with 95% confidence intervals at all possible values of anti-pluralism.

Figure 2. Predicted developments.
Note: Plot A: predicted probability of signing a CI as a function of anti-pluralism based on M2 and M5 in Table 4. The
shaded area is 95% confidence intervals. Plot B: predicted probability of being satisfied with the CI as a function of
anti-elitism. The shaded area is 95% confidence intervals. Weighted data.
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These results help explain the negligible effects of anti-immigration in previous ana-
lyses since the associations differ drastically depending on the values of anti-pluralism.
This is most pronounced for having signed a citizens’ initiative, where there is a negative
association between anti-immigration and the propensity to use the CI for people with
low levels of anti-pluralism. In other words, people who are opposed to immigration
are less likely to use the CI if they at the same time support a pluralistic society. This is
reversed when people are simultaneously against immigration and a pluralist society.
Under these circumstances, people become more likely to use the CI. Hence a combi-
nation of thick and thin populist attitudes may be needed to propel people into action.

The results are similar, albeit less pronounced for satisfaction with the CI. The main
difference is that while there is still a positive association between anti-immigration
and satisfaction when combined with high levels of anti-pluralism, the association is
not significant at a conventional p < 0.05. That people who score high on both anti-plur-
alism and anti-immigration are more satisfied with the CI may indicate that the CI can to
some extent serve as an instrument for radical right-wing demands, but anti-elitism as the
essential populist trait does not necessarily contribute.

In light of these results and their deviation from previous studies examining the
links between populist attitudes and referendums, we ran additional analyses to see
whether the implications of populist attitudes were similar for supporting the use of
referendums, which a been a customary measure in previous studies.3 In this way,
we can shed light on whether the results only indicate that the Finnish context devi-
ates from what is found elsewhere, and whether the results are related to CI as a soft
form of direct democracy.

The results of these analysis are in line with previous studies on support for direct
democracy since they show that the mean populist attitudes are higher for those support-
ing the use of referendums compared to those who do not (anti-elitism M = .53 compared
to M = .34; anti-pluralism M = .61 vs M = .52; and anti-immigration M = .57 vs M = .45).
When including control variables in a logistic regression model, the coefficients for
anti-elitism (B = 3.56, p < .001) and anti-pluralism (B = 0.84, p = .024) remain significant
while it becomes insignificant for anti-immigration (B = 0.52, p = .141). We find no signifi-
cant interaction terms for the support of referendums. All these results therefore indicate
that populist attitudes have different implications depending on the type of direct-demo-
cratic instrument.

Conclusions

Our findings have important implications for research on populist attitudes and their con-
sequences for direct-democratic participation. Most previous studies have focused on
populists’ attitudes on referendums, thus ignoring the variety of direct democratic insti-
tutions. Our study provides a more nuanced picture of how populist attitudes are linked
to direct democratic institutions.

Our results demonstrate that populist attitudes do not generally advance neither using
the CI nor being satisfied with this instrument since we find either a negative or a non-
existent relationship between our three components of populist attitudes, be they
thick or thin. While populist attitudes may well promote positive attitudes to the use of
referendums, this is not necessarily the case for other direct-democratic instruments.
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This finding confirms the view that the term ‘direct democracy’ fails to account for the
diversity between different types of institutions for popular initiatives and popular votes.

The Finnish agenda initiative seems to be more in line with participatory visions of
democracy. It is important to note that while giving citizens opportunities to influence
political decisions, the Finnish CI still leave the final decisions in the hands of elected
representatives. It would seem like these ‘soft’ forms of direct democracy do not particu-
larly cater to the demands of the populists. Hence it is important to recognise that popu-
lists seem to demand decisive instruments that place decision-making powers in the
hands of the people, not just instruments that lead to greater involvement.

As concerns the difference between attitudes and actions (Trüdinger & Bächtiger,
2023), we find some evidence that there are differences in associations, since anti-
elitism is tied to satisfaction with the CI and anti-pluralism to actually using the CI. This
corroborates the finding that it is important to distinguish between attitudes and
actions since they do not necessarily have the same predictors. Here it is worth noting
that there may also be an intricate relationship between attitudes and actions, since
belief in the instrument may spur involvement, but this involvement may cause disap-
pointment when the involvement does not have the intended consequences (Christen-
sen, 2019). It may therefore be necessary to use longitudinal data to disentangle these
relationships.

Finally, our results also demonstrate that it is important to examine the interplay
between thick and thin populist attitudes to understand their consequences (Christensen
& Saikkonen, 2022; Neuner & Wratil, 2022). Our results show that while anti-immigration
attitudes do not boost neither satisfaction with nor use of the CI, this is different when it is
combined with feelings of anti-pluralism. In other words, when people combine nativism
with beliefs that society should be united, it can provide a mobilising force. This is even in
the absence of anti-elitism, which is often considered central to populism. This may help
explain the difficulties in determining the impact of populist attitudes conclusively in pre-
vious studies, even when it comes to seemingly self-evident consequences such as voting
for populist parties or candidates. Consequently, future research on consequences of
populist attitudes should to a greater extent consider the possibility that it may be the
interplay between these attitudes that shapes outcomes.

Our findings were obtained in a context where a populist party was in office. It would
be important to examine whether the interplay between populist attitudes is similar
under different circumstances, namely in situations where populist leaders are not in
office and in systems with different types of citizens’ initiatives. Nevertheless, our
results clearly suggest that it is important to acknowledge that the implications of popu-
list attitudes depend on the type of direct-democratic instrument.

Notes

1. There were moderate levels of correlations between the three indexes (anti-elitism & anti-
immigration r = .43; anti-elitism & anti-pluralism r = ..41 and anti-pluralism & anti-immigra-
tion r = .49).

2. We tested the inclusion of political trust in some models, and the results suggest that there is
a positive association, meaning higher trust is associated with greater involvement. Neverthe-
less, due to the complications involved in disentangling the relationships between populist
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attitudes, political trust, and the CI, we refrain from exploring this issue further here since it
goes beyond our aspirations in this study.

3. Question phrasing Important national issues should more often be decided by a referendum,
answers ’To some extent agree ’ or ’Strongly agree’ coded 1, ’To some extent disagree’ and
’Strongly disagree’ coded 0.
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