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Abstract
In recent decades, populism has gained momentum in many 
Western countries and has increased the salience of the cat-
egory “the people” in contemporary politics. This success 
of populist politics may evoke a backlash effect among more 
dominant groups in general, and the higher educated in par-
ticular, potentially triggering support for elitism. Based on 
preregistered analyses of survey data from four countries 
(the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Denmark, and 
Greece), we find that support for elitism is more prevalent 
among members of groups that occupy dominant social po-
sitions in society (i.e., the higher educated, higher subjective 
income). We also find that education-based identity, but not 
income-based identity, amplifies these differences. Finally, 
elitist attitudes are embedded in a broader worldview that 
represents the status quo as fair (system justification) and 
opposes measures aimed at increasing social equality 
(anti-egalitarianism).
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INTRODUCTION

In many Western countries, populist politics have gained momentum in recent decades. In 
response, a voluminous literature has examined who supports populist politics under what 
circumstances. That research has convincingly shown (1) that populist attitudes are held by 
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people with widely diverging grievances (Steiner et al., 2023), (2) that populist attitudes are 
related to intergroup dynamics (Bornschier et al., 2021), and (3) that the salience of the cate-
gory “the people” plays a crucial role in the success of populism (Canovan, 1999). Much less 
is known, however, about the impact of these developments on citizens who do not support 
populist politics (but see Bornschier et al., 2021). Do they feel threatened by “the people” and 
are they for that reason inclined to adopt an elitist view on politics?

Answering these questions is important for two reasons. First, a thorough understanding 
of the societal and political dynamics created by populism requires that we understand how 
people who do not support populism react to the success and mainstreaming of populism, 
especially because their reactions may contribute to the support for populism. Second, as we 
show later, it is relatively easy to identify clear traces of “anti-people” elitism (1) in contempo-
rary politics, and all the more so in (2) philosophical political literature on the future of democ-
racy (e.g., Bell, 2015; Brennan, 2016) and (3) public opinion research (Akkerman et al., 2014; 
Bertsou & Caramani, 2022; Caramani, 2017; Fernández-Vásquez et al., 2023). Such manifesta-
tions argue that ordinary people simply do not have sufficient knowledge and skills to make 
sensible political judgments. This concern leads some scholars to advocate a political meritoc-
racy, an argument that is grounded in an “epistocratic” (i.e., rule of the “knowledgeable”) view 
on politics (e.g., Bell, 2015; Brennan, 2016). Public opinion research has found clear support for 
elitist views and has shown complex relationships between support for elitism and populism, 
indicating that elitism is not simply the antithesis of populism and therefore deserves to be 
studied in its own right (Akkerman et al., 2014; Bertsou & Caramani, 2022; Caramani, 2017; 
Fernández-Vásquez et al., 2023). The current study builds on that research by studying who 
supports elitism and why.

Based on preregistered analyses of new data (N = 4842) gathered in four countries (the 
United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Greece), we contribute to the literature 
in two ways. First, against the background of an emerging literature studying (different 
forms of) elitism (e.g., Akkerman et al., 2014; Bertsou & Caramani, 2022; Fernández-Vásquez 
et al., 2023), we show that support for political elitism is anchored in clear and theoretically 
meaningful social differences and worldviews. Elitism is more prevalent among people who 
occupy dominant social positions (e.g., higher educated) and who hold attitudes that resist so-
cial changes. Second, our paper contributes to a growing literature (e.g., Noordzij et al., 2023; 
Stubager, 2009; van Noord et al., 2023) that argues for an integration of an intergroup perspec-
tive and its associated identity measures into the study of political opinion. More specifically, 
we show that education-based identity, but not income-based identity, amplifies differences in 
support for elitism. Taken together, our results demonstrate that in contemporary societies, 
concern about a too central role of “the people” in politics and support for elitism are not mar-
ginal phenomena. This support is related to people's educational and income-based positions 
and embedded in general views on society. If we are concerned about the state of democracy, 
we should develop a better understanding of elitism. Such understanding will only be achieved 
if we take into account the social identities associated with people's social positions in general 
and with their educational level in particular.

TH EORETICA L BACKGROU N D

Elitism

In this paper, we define elitism as a view of democracy that stresses “ordinary people's” lack 
of political ability, rejects the primacy of “the people” in politics and argues that politicians 
should lead rather than follow “the people.” Although elitism is certainly not a new phenom-
enon, the success of populist parties may have triggered concerned reactions among those who 
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do not align themselves with “the people” or those who stand to lose from populists' agendas. 
To understand that claim, one needs a good understanding of the meaning of the category “the 
people” and how it is used in politics. Two elements are crucial here.

First, the category “the people” is a key element in populism. Indeed, populism is about 
“government of the people, by the people, for the people” (Canovan, 1999, p. 10). In populism, 
“the people” are considered good and wise. Indeed, the people-centrism element renders 
populism a politics of hope: the hope that, where established parties and elites have failed, 
common sense, ordinary folk and the politicians who give them a voice, can find solutions 
(i.e., “redemptive politics,” Badiou et  al.,  2016). This hope element provides populism with 
its mobilizing potential and distinguishes it from mere political discontent (Taggart,  2002). 
Consequently, the success of populist politics has increased the general saliency of the cate-
gory “the people” in contemporary politics. Some scholars even argue that politics in Western 
countries has evolved toward a “technopopulism” in which all parties claim to represent “the 
people” (Bickerton & Accetti, 2021). This tendency has further enhanced the salience of the 
category “the people.”

Second, and important for our general argument, “the people” in contemporary political 
discourse does not refer to a clearly delineated group of people (Badiou et al., 2016). In popu-
lism, “the people” refers primarily to a specific way of observing, interpreting, and thinking 
that is reflected in the opinions of “ordinary” citizens. These opinions are presented as ho-
mogeneous, broadly shared, and undivided (Diani, 1996). Research on how the notion of “the 
people” is used by populists has revealed that when the same populist politician addresses 
different audiences, the specific meaning of the category “the people” varies (Canovan, 1999). 
This observation dovetails with Laclau's (2005) idea that in populism the categories “the peo-
ple” and “the elite” function as “empty signifiers” whose meaning (and we suggest even their 
delineation) is fully determined by their antagonistic relationship. In populism, “the people” 
are everything that “the elite” is not, and vice versa. So rather than seeing “the people” as 
a strictly delineated category, it is a flexible discursive element in talking about politics. The 
vagueness and the consequent flexibility of this “us versus them” distinction in populist rheto-
ric is a useful way of classifying oneself as belonging to a particular group and thereby deper-
sonalizing one's own experiences: “populism emerges when ‘he’ becomes ‘them’. In a parallel 
fashion, ‘I’ becomes ‘we’ as the people are envisioned as a generalized entity subject to the 
same conditions and frustrations as the individual” (Taggart,  2002, p. 74). Indeed, it is the 
combination of (1) the centrality of a broad category like “the people” (that can be used for 
identity politics), as well as (2) the flexibility of the notion itself, that (a) explains why populism 
can unite diverse grievances (Steiner et al., 2023) and (b) renders populism appealing to groups 
who struggle to find a positive social identity (Spruyt et al., 2016). For those people “we, the 
people” may serve as a rhetorical way of placing oneself under the safe umbrella of a group 
(Hogg et al., 2008).

If some segments of the population are concerned about the centrality of “the people” in 
contemporary politics, a potential repercussion of this concern is that some citizens develop an 
elitist view of democracy that argues against a central role of “the people” in politics (Bertsou 
& Caramani, 2022). In three different areas, we identify clear traces of such elitism, underscor-
ing the ecological validity of the phenomenon.

First, some political actors hold this view, as illustrated by Hillary Clinton's statement at 
a campaign fundraising event (September 9, 2016) that “you could put half of Trump sup-
porters into what I call a basket of deplorables.” In most cases, however, pleas for a more 
elitist approach to politics are not openly negative toward “the people,” but rather formu-
lated in terms of “smart” politics. Sandel (2020) argues that referring to “smart politics” 
has become a way of avoiding the morally charged distinction between “good” and “bad” 
politics. Second, some political-philosophical thought adopts a more overtly negative atti-
tude toward the less politically sophisticated. Bell (2015) and Brennan (2016), for example, 
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argue for political meritocracy and for exams that test for politically relevant intellectual 
abilities: “the uncomfortable truth is that the best (perhaps only) way to reduce the political 
influence of ignorant voters is to deprive them of the vote” (Brennan, 2016, p. 30). These au-
thors hold that societies should invest in giving all people an equal opportunity to develop 
themselves, but at the same time acknowledge that not all people will do so. Although de-
mocracy as a political principle is generally considered desirable, there are arguments and 
proposed practices that conflict with it. Third, the latter conclusion is supported by public 
opinion research that reveals public support for technocracy and/or elitism (Akkerman 
et al., 2014; Bertsou & Caramani, 2022; Fernández-Vásquez et al., 2023). Here, we are inter-
ested in the social differences in support for elitism.

Who supports elitism and why?

The above arguments reveal two elements that need to be taken into account when theoriz-
ing about who is likely to support elitism. First, because populism contains a strong anti-
establishment element that renders it a form of “radical politics” (Barr, 2009), the success of 
populism is likely to be perceived as threatening by people who benefit from the status quo. 
This element directs the attention to groups that occupy a dominant position in society and poli-
tics. In complex societies such as those studied here, these groups can be defined according to 
different criteria. For reasons outlined below, we will focus on groups defined by education 
and (subjective) income.

Second, if the centrality of the categories “the people” and “the elite” renders populism a 
form of identity politics, any examination of perceived concern about the centrality of ‘the 
people’ in politics among the general public should take people's subjective social identities 
into account. Taking both elements together suggests studying support for elitism from an 
intergroup perspective. Who, then, is likely to support elitism?

One of the oldest theories on intergroup conflicts is based on a rational choice perspective. 
Realistic group-conflict theory holds that group competition emerges when there is a perceived 
imbalance of resources like power or wealth (Jackson, 1993) and that people adopt attitudes 
that serve their perceived (material) interests in that competition. From this, it follows that to 
the extent that populism challenges the status quo, we would expect groups having a dominant 
position in politics (e.g., the higher educated, higher subjective income) to feel more concerned 
about the power of “the people” in contemporary politics and to be more supportive of anti-
people elitism. Because realistic group-conflict theory only focuses on objective interests and 
power positions, the expectations that can be derived from this theory are the same for educa-
tion and for (subjective) income. Based on this approach, we expect that:

H1a.  People who are higher educated support elitism to a greater extent than the 
less educated.

H1b.  People who score higher on a measure of subjective income support elitism 
to a greater extent than people with lower subjective income.

There are, however, also some reasons to anticipate that these hypotheses will not be sup-
ported by the data. Indeed, theories that focus on the role of institutions and legitimizing 
myths—for example, Jackman's (1994) theory of asymmetric group relations or social domi-
nance theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999)—argue that the status of dominant groups is institu-
tionally guaranteed. As a result, dominant groups will generally not feel threatened and have 
little to gain by expressing openly negative attitudes toward dominated groups: “[the] inertia 
is on their side” and “institutions […] do much of society's dirty work in reproducing privilege 
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and disadvantage” (DiMaggio, 2012, p. 15). For dominant groups, displaying paternalism and 
denying social conflict are ways of preserving the status quo (Livingstone et al., 2021). Applied 
to our topic, this raises the possibility that we will not find that higher educated or people 
with higher subjective income (i.e., dominant groups in society) support elitism (and hence re-
ject H1a and H1b). A similar expectation can also be derived from system justification theory 
(Jost, 2020) which holds that all people are motivated to see the current state of affairs in soci-
ety as fair, leading to the expectation that both dominant and dominated groups will support 
elitism and hence no social differences will be found. Experimental research indeed shows 
that perceived competence is one of the most important elements that people, regardless of 
their social position, take into account when voting for politicians and dominant groups (i.e., 
higher educated, high-income groups) are typically associated with competence (van Noord 
et al., 2023).

The preceding arguments lead to contrasting expectations regarding social differences in 
support for elitism. One explanation for this is that, so far, two elements have been ignored, 
namely (1) the role of social identities and (2) the particularities of the group conflict (and 
hence the specificity of the groups involved). Social Identity Theory (SIT) enables us to in-
clude both elements and explain why we expect that the patterns observed for education-based 
groups will differ from those observed for groups based on (subjective) income.

Social Identity Theory (SIT) puts social identities center stage to understand intergroup 
conflicts. According to SIT, it is not only important whether one is highly or less highly edu-
cated, but also whether one feels that being highly or less highly educated is important for one's 
(social) identity. Rather than simply assuming that social identities follow from objective group 
membership (as Realistic Group Conflict theory does), SIT has convincingly shown that social 
identities can have independent effects or moderate the effect of their objective group mem-
bership (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). More specifically, SIT holds that when membership in a social 
group (such as the less educated or lower income) is framed by comparison with another group 
(such as the higher educated), one's attitudes and behavior within one's own group and toward 
the other group can be seen as reflecting the value and meaning that the group membership 
provides (Spears, 2021). It follows that the extent to which one identifies with the group will 
moderate attitudes and behavior in such a way that it reinforces group differences.

Following this reasoning, we expect that:

H2a.  Education-based identities moderate educational differences in support for 
elitism so that they are larger among people who identify with their educational 
group.

H2b.  Income-based identities moderate (subjective) income differences in sup-
port for elitism so that they are larger among people who identify with their income 
group.

Whereas these arguments may apply in general, there are good reasons to expect that they 
will be especially relevant for educational differences. For this reason, we will compare the 
results for education with those obtained for (subjective) income. First, self-categorization 
theory as integrated in SIT claims that sharp distinctions increase the relevance of group 
identity (Turner et al., 1987). Compared to economic capital, education credentials (1) in-
troduce sharp distinctions rather than mere gradients between groups, and (2) are institu-
tionally guaranteed. Credentials provide an “official identity” or “title” (Sayer, 2005). The 
saliency of educational categories is further enhanced by the tendency in public discourse 
to “educationalize” social problems (i.e., represent them in such a way as to frame educa-
tion as a universal problem-solver) (Smeyers & Depaepe, 2011). These elements are absent 
for income-based distinctions.
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Second, educational attainment is one of the most consistent predictors of populist vot-
ing and attitudes. At least in European countries, discussions about populism are also often 
linked to “status politics” (Gidron & Hall, 2020). Bovens and Wille (2017) coined the term 
“diploma democracy” to refer to the trend in which not only the educational level of politi-
cians rises at a much faster rate compared to that of the general population, but higher ed-
ucated people also become overrepresented in all forms of political participation (Schakel 
& Van Der Pas, 2021). While today there is no political party that rallies support in terms 
of educational attainment, research has shown that people's awareness of education-based 
groups is consistently related to political attitudes (Spruyt et al., 2016; Stubager, 2009). So 
far, however, discussions about “diploma democracy” have predominantly focused on the 
less educated. This is an important gap because we will never develop a full understanding 
of an intergroup dynamic by studying only one group (Noordzij et al., 2023). By studying 
support for elitism, we aim to shed more light on the position of the higher educated in di-
ploma democracies. Do they feel threatened by the success of populist parties and adopt a 
more elitist view on politics?

Some studies provide indications that higher educated people engage in education-based 
intergroup behavior. For example, van Noord et  al.  (2023) studied preferences for political 
candidates. They experimentally manipulated both the educational level and the political com-
petence of candidates. Less-educated citizens only preferred higher educated candidates when 
they were also high in political competence. Among higher educated respondents, a higher 
educated politician was preferred regardless of their level of competence, signaling in-group 
favoritism. Sainz and Vásquez (2023) even found that certain segments of the higher educated 
support the idea that the less educated should be denied voting rights or not get the opportu-
nity to run for public candidacies.

In line with this, Kuppens et al.  (2018; Studies 6 and 7) showed that the higher educated 
exhibited more education-based intergroup bias than the less educated. They conclude that 
educationism may be “the last bastion of acceptable prejudice among the higher educated” 
(Kuppens et al., 2018, p. 17). Here, we argue that a rejection of populist attitudes—and more 
specifically the primacy of “the people” in politics—and a plea for more elitism are plausible 
political outcomes of such educationism.

Based on these arguments,1 we hypothesize that:

H2c.  The moderation by education-based identification is stronger than the mod-
eration by income-based identification.

In this paper, we focus on group processes associated with education and (subjective) in-
come. However, support for elitism is likely to be influenced by other factors as well. More 
specifically, it seems reasonable to propose that elitism, like any other political attitude, will be 
embedded in a citizen's more general worldview. So far, we have argued that support for popu-
lism is grounded in a concern about (societal) change and that dominant groups are therefore 
likely to support elitism. This also implies that people who endorse attitudes supportive of the 
status quo (e.g., because they perceive the current state of affairs as fair and as reflecting de-
servingness) will feel more threatened by “the people” and argue for a more elitist society, re-
gardless of their educational or subjective income position. Therefore, we added measures of 
attitudes that represent the status quo as fair, namely system justification beliefs and anti-
egalitarianism.2 We expect that:

 1This paper is based on preregistered hypotheses. For all expectations, including the control variables, we formulated different 
hypotheses. For ease of presentation, in this paper, we only mention the hypotheses related to education and income. The control 
variables are entered into the analyses as preregistered. Hypothesis 2c was formulated in advance but not labeled as a hypothesis.

 2For two countries, we also measured belief in school meritocracy, for which we expected the same pattern. In the preregistered 
analysis plan, we entered the variables one by one and also assessed interaction terms with education and income. Here, we report 
a summary of the results. The full models are presented in Appendix E.
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embedded in a citizen's more general worldview. So far, we have argued that support for popu-
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likely to support elitism. This also implies that people who endorse attitudes supportive of the 
status quo (e.g., because they perceive the current state of affairs as fair and as reflecting de-
servingness) will feel more threatened by “the people” and argue for a more elitist society, re-
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a summary of the results. The full models are presented in Appendix E.

H3.  Anti-egalitarianism (H3a) and economic system justification (H3b) are posi-
tively related to support for elitism.

Testing Hypotheses H3a and H3b not only assesses whether elitism is embedded in a broader 
and theoretically consistent worldview but also enables us to put the explanation in terms of 
group processes (H1-2) to a strict empirical test.

Exploring the role of context

Although our primary focus is on individual-level patterns, there are important country-level 
differences in both (1) the “supply side” of politics and (2) the development of “diploma democ-
racies.” Therefore, there is also a more exploratory comparative part in our analysis.

First, countries differ in the presence of strong populist parties, the difference between left- 
and right-wing populism, and the extent to which populist forces have had strong and tangible 
consequences for countries (e.g., Brexit). As a result, countries probably differ in the extent to 
which the “threat of populism” feels realistic. The countries in our sample cover both regional 
diversity in Europe, with substantial differences in economic prosperity and educational distri-
bution, and also clear differences in terms of the presence of populist parties and the electoral 
system. The Netherlands (e.g., The Party for Freedom) and Denmark (e.g., the Danish People's 
Party) have a long history of successful right-wing populist parties (Van Kessel, 2015). The 
low electoral threshold in both countries has resulted in a highly fragmented party landscape, 
where these parties can rally support based on a limited number of (right-wing) issues. The 
‘first-past-the-post’ electoral system in the United Kingdom means that populist actors are 
more strongly embedded in existing mainstream parties. Brexit showed the United Kingdom 
that populist rhetoric can be highly consequential (Iakhnis et al., 2018), and having received 
higher education was strongly correlated with voting Remain (Zhang, 2018). Greece is one of 
the few countries in Europe where (in addition to the extreme-right party Golden Dawn) a 
left-wing populist party (SYRIZA) has been successful and participated in government (Font 
et al., 2021).

Second, although traces of education-based group processes have been found in many 
(Western) European countries, countries differ in terms of the centrality of schooling 
as an institution and the dominance of the higher educated in political life. Bovens and 
Wille (2017, pp. 118–120), for example, compared the education levels between the postwar 
decades (1946–1984) and 2016 for six West European countries, including three countries 
that we study, namely Denmark, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands. In all coun-
tries, the number of university-educated cabinet ministers in 2016 was close to or over 90%, 
illustrating the dominance of the higher educated in the executive branch. Countries differ, 
however, regarding the speed of this process. In the Netherlands, for example, in 2019, 93% 
of the ministers in the Dutch cabinet had a graduate diploma. In the decades between 1946 
and 1984, this was already 82%. This means the increase in the last 30 years started from 
a high level. This differs from Denmark or the United Kingdom, where they experienced 
a much sharper increase (Denmark: from 65% [1946–1984] to about 88% in 2016; United 
Kingdom: from 72 to 92%).

Furthermore, the growth of diploma democracy is itself part of a much broader trend 
whereby schooling has become a central institution in society. Kavadias et  al.  (2024) 
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constructed an index that reflected the growth of “schooled society” (Baker, 2014), that is, 
the extent to which education has become an authoritative institution in society. On a scale 
from 0 to 100, the four countries we study here varied from 89.81 (Denmark) to 56.65 (Greece) 
with the Netherlands (72.92) and the United Kingdom (67.48) in between. These data confirm 
Bovens and Wille's (2017) analysis showing that the share of the higher educated in Greece is 
much lower when compared to the Netherlands, Denmark, and the United Kingdom. All this 
raises the question of whether the patterns for education (−based identity) will vary between 
contexts.

Previous research has already found that educational differences in status processes vary in 
terms of the relative share of the higher educated in the population (Gidron & Hall, 2020; van 
Noord et al., 2019), leading to the expectation that any education-identification moderation 
pattern that we observe will vary in terms of the extent to which countries can be labeled “di-
ploma democracies.” Although four countries are not sufficient to formally test cross-national 
differences, the preceding arguments suggest that education-based identities may be less im-
portant in Greece (left wing-populism, less developed schooled society, and high economic 
instability) than in the other countries. Moreover, education-based identities can be expected 
to be especially prevalent in Denmark, given the rapid increase in the educational level of 
members of the executive branch in recent decades. Based on these arguments, we reestimated 
all models separately for each country.

DATA A N D M EASU RES

Our data come from a cross-national survey conducted in nine European countries (Belgium, 
Denmark, France, Greece, Hungary, Netherlands, Poland, Spain, and the United Kingdom), 
with a total sample of 11,218 respondents (n = ~1200 per country). Data were gathered online 
between December 2021 and January 2022 by a market research agency (Ipsos). Information 
about the fieldwork can be found in the survey's technical report (https://​doi.​org/​10.​34894/​​
IME1EY). The survey recruited a representative sample of people aged 18 years and older in 
each country, with quotas based on age, gender, education, and region. The questionnaire 
covered a broad spectrum of sociopolitical attitudes and psychological constructs related to 
political attitudes and behavior. The core survey was run in all nine countries. A further bat-
tery of items, including those used in this study, was rotated in a reduced selection of countries, 
namely the Netherlands (N = 1202), Denmark (N = 1215), the United Kingdom (N = 1212), and 
Greece (N = 1213).

Dependent variables

Our analyses focus on elitism. In developing the items for our measure, we started from the 
work of Bertsou and Caramani (2022). Building on their work, we aimed to tap into two sub-
dimensions of elitism: (1) one element that reflects a perceived concern about the centrality 
of “the people” in politics and (2) another element that refers more purely to the “procedural 
preference” (i.e., not blindly following the will of the people).

Perceived concern about the role of “the people” in contemporary politics was measured 
with three items. The first item (Ordinary people don't have the necessary knowledge to deter-
mine policies) is from Bertsou and Caramani (2022) and stresses people's (perceived) lack of 
political ability. We added two items focusing on the perceived potential harm that could be 
caused by listening too much to “the people” (It may harm society if we directly translate peo-
ple's political preferences into policies; Blindly following the will of the people may lead society in 
the wrong direction).
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       |  9BACKLASH AMONG THE DOMINANT

To measure the procedural component of anti-people elitism, we used three items that op-
pose the people-centrism element in populism. Again, we borrowed one item from Bertsou 
and Caramani (Political leaders should make decisions according to their best judgment, not the 
will of the people) which articulates a trustee model of representation. We added two items that 
underscore this idea (Politicians should lead the people not follow them and the most important 
decisions in society should be taken by elected politicians not by ordinary people). We deliberately 
chose to use items involving elements of elitism that are not blatantly anti-democratic because 
responses to more blatant items would likely be influenced by social desirability concerns.

Exploratory factor analysis of these items revealed two dimensions with eigenvalues greater 
than one, with items measuring perceived threat by the people loading on one dimension and 
items that articulate a preference for anti-people elitism loading on the other (Appendix A). 
However, because (1) the two dimensions were highly correlated (Pearson's rTotal Sample = .608, 
p < .001), (2) the results for both dimensions were highly similar (Appendix C), and (3) from a 
theoretical standpoint, it could be argued that both dimensions cover different dimensions of 
an overarching elitist view on contemporary politics; here, we present the results for a mea-
sure that combines all items into a single scale (Cronbach's αTotal Sample = .778) and rescaled 
to a 0–1 continuum and subsequently centered on the overall mean (M = .52; SD = .18). This 
“Elitism” measure, then, articulates key concerns that underlie pleas for an epistocratic view 
on politics (Brennan, 2016), namely that many ordinary citizens simply do not have sufficient 
political knowledge and that following these uninformed voters may lead society in the “wrong 
direction.”

Predictors

Regarding educational level, respondents were asked about the highest level they had at-
tained. Students were assigned to the level at which they were currently studying. The 
country-specific educational levels were recoded into ISCED levels. In the preregistration 
plan, we specified that we would use a three-level categorization for education: less educated 
(secondary education not completed), middle educated (secondary education), and higher 
educated (higher education). However, when running the analyses, it became evident that 
clearer results were obtained using a dummy variable reflecting whether or not respondents 
had completed higher education. A possible reason for this is that in a comparative set-
ting, it is much easier to make a consistent distinction between those who have and those 
who have not received higher education than it is to make finer distinctions between those 
who have not received higher education. Moreover, research into the meaning of the labels 
“less” and “higher” education showed that there is consensus among both higher and less 
educated citizens that people who obtained a tertiary degree should be considered “higher 
educated” (Spruyt & Kuppens, 2015). Research on subjective social status found that for 
(Western) countries, the tertiary versus non-tertiary difference was the main distinction in 
people's own estimated social status (van Noord et al., 2019). For these reasons, we report 
the results with a three-category educational variable in Appendix D, but focus here on the 
results using education as a dummy variable.

To assess differences in income, we focused on subjective income. This was a deliberate 
and preregistered choice. The data do not include a measure for objective income because 
such measures are known to suffer from at least two important limitations. First, nonre-
sponse bias is much higher for income than for other sociodemographic variables (for an 
overview, see Davern et al., 2005, p. 1535). Second, to define “objective” income groups, 
much information about the family situation (e.g., family composition, level and nature of 
debt) is needed, and this increases the risk that the questionnaire becomes unduly intrusive 
for the respondent. To measure subjective income, respondents were asked to indicate to 
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what extent they felt that they were able to live a comfortable life with their current house-
hold income (1: very easy to 5: very difficult). We reverse-coded this item so that higher 
scores reflect higher subjective income. This type of subjective measure of income is often 
used in public opinion research, but it is of course less specific than an objective measure 
and is also the result of an implicit combination of respondents' objective income and their 
expectations regarding a comfortable life. Regarding the specificity point, it is worth noting 
that our measure of educational level was also not very specific (e.g., it did not ask about 
the reputation of the school or university and is operationalized as a dummy variable). 
Regarding the point about ability to live a comfortable life, it is worth noting that this cor-
responds to how citizens are often addressed by politicians, who discuss topics related to in-
come using broad categories (e.g., the poor, the rich, people who have difficulties in making 
ends meet). People respond depending on whether they feel addressed by such categories, 
regardless of whether they objectively belong to them. If people feel that they can lead a 
comfortable life, they will behave accordingly. So even if subjective income is not a perfect 
reflection of people’ objective income, it is reasonable to assume that subjective income has 
an impact on people's political opinions and behavior.

Social identities were measured with one item asking respondents to indicate (1: Not at 
all to 6: Extremely) whether they identified with People with a similar (level of income/edu-
cational level) to my own. Previous research has shown that single-item measures of identifi-
cation perform well (Postmes et al., 2013). Moreover, because the two items were identically 
formulated for subjective income and education, they allow us to directly compare their 
potential moderating effects.

We also added variables referring to people's more general outlook on society. Economic 
system justification orientation was measured using three items borrowed from Jost and 
Thompson  (2000) (Economic positions are legitimate reflections of people's achievements; If 
people work hard, they almost always get what they want; Most people who don't get ahead in 
our society should not blame the system; they have only themselves to blame), designed to as-
sess respondents' tendency to legitimize economic inequality (Cronbach's αTotal Sample = .764). 
Anti-egalitarianism was measured with two items in which respondents had to position them-
selves (on an 11-point scale) between anchor statements, one anti-egalitarian and the other 
pro-egalitarian (e.g., The state should take more responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided 
for and We need larger income differences; Cronbach's αTotal Sample = .656).

Control variables

Several control variables known to be related to political attitudes were included. Gender was 
entered as a dummy (0: Woman). Age was entered as a continuous variable. Because support 
for (right-wing) populism is found to be higher in nonurban areas (Rickardsson, 2021), rural/
urban was entered as a dummy (0: Urban).

Although the notions of “Left” and “Right” in politics may have different meanings for 
different people, Left–Right orientation remains an important source of (political) identity. In 
addition, populism is often seen as a “thin” ideology that connects with a more leftist or right-
ist host ideology, and the countries that we study also differ in the presence of left- versus right-
wing populism. Controlling for L-R orientation, then, not only puts the identity moderation 
patterns that we study to a strict empirical test, but it also enables us to assess whether support 
for elitism varies depending on whether right- or left-wing populism is present in the political 
context. Left–Right orientation was measured with one item (0–10) asking respondents Where 
would you place yourself on a scale, where 0 means the left and 10 means the right? As a robust-
ness check, we also added a quadratic term of L-R orientation to assess the nonlinearity of its 
relationship with elitism.
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       |  11BACKLASH AMONG THE DOMINANT

Model specification and data handling

Respondents were not allowed to skip questions, so there were no missing values. Because 
the data were clustered with respondents nested into the four countries, we used a fixed 
effects model with three dummy variables for the countries. Following Enders and 
Tofighi (2007), all predictors were centered on the country mean. This removes all between-
cluster variation from the predictor and yields a “pure” estimate of the pooled within-cluster 
(individual-level) regression coefficient. After estimating all models on the pooled dataset, 
we reestimated these models on the country-specific datasets to explore whether there were 
interesting country differences in the patterns of the level-1 predictors (Appendix E).

The analyses were preregistered (https://​doi.​org/​10.​17605/​​OSF.​IO/​QHEG2​). As a result 
of reviewer feedback, we deviated somewhat from the preregistered plan. A full descrip-
tion of the model specification of the preregistered analyses is nevertheless provided in 
Appendix C, together with all results. For ease of presentation and consistency with the 
focus of this paper, we present a selection of these models in the main text.

In Model 0, we included all social background characteristics. This baseline model is 
used to evaluate (1) hypotheses  H1a and H1b and (2) the added value of more complex 
models. In Model 1a, we added an interaction term between education and education-based 
identity. This model tests whether identifying with people who have a similar level of edu-
cation moderates the relationships with our dependent variables for those with and without 
higher education (Hypothesis 2a).

To test Hypothesis 3 and put Hypothesis 2a to a strict empirical test, in Model 2a, we 
added the two beliefs that resist social change (i.e., economic system justification, anti-
egalitarianism) and L-R orientation. We entered these attitudes one by one. We also spec-
ified models in which we tested interaction terms between education and these attitudes. 
Because these analyses did not provide additional insights, we report them in Appendix C.

As it is unclear to what extent education-based identification differs from identification 
based on other aspects of one's socioeconomic position, we compared the results obtained 
regarding education-based identity with those when income-based identity is included 
(Models 1b and 2b; H2c and H3).

Our research relies on cross-sectional data. This might raise questions regarding the causal 
ordering of the variables included in the analysis. Our analytic models are based on predictions 
derived from Social Identity Theory, and experimental research inspired by SIT has produced 
strong experimental evidence that social identities cause changes in attitudes and behavior (Smith 
& Hogg, 2008; Spears, 2021). Moreover, a growing literature documents that people are aware of 
educational differences and the dominance of the higher educated in society and politics (Noordzij 
et al., 2023; Spruyt et al., 2016; van Noord et al., 2023). This paper aims to assess the consequences 
of such an awareness. We focus not simply on identities but more specifically on how identities 
moderate differences in education and subjective income. This is not to deny that the reverse pat-
tern, whereby attitudes become a basis for a shared identity, may also exist (as exemplified by the 
Rejection-Identification model). Identity processes are mutually reinforcing processes rather than 
unidirectional phenomena (Turner et al., 1987). Similarly, the attitudinal controls are added to the 
models to (1) put our key hypotheses to a strict empirical test (readers can also focus on Models 1a 
and 1b if they do not accept this reasoning) and (2) demonstrate that elitism is not a stand-alone 
phenomenon but rather embedded in a broader worldview.

RESU LTS

The frequency distribution for the items measuring elitism reveals three interesting features 
(Table 1). First, a considerable proportion of the population warned against placing “the 
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people” too centrally in contemporary politics. A majority (50.4%) agreed (completely or 
slightly) that blindly following the will of the people may lead society in the wrong direction. 
More than 35% agreed that ordinary people do not have the necessary knowledge to determine 
policies, so that directly translating people's political preferences into policies may harm 
society. Second, the items measuring the procedural subdimension of elitism also received 
considerable (albeit lower) support. Some 38% of the respondents agreed that politicians 
should lead rather than follow the people, and about 20% endorsed the idea that political 
leaders should make decisions according to their best judgment, not the will of the people. 
These numbers show that elitism is not a marginal phenomenon. Third, there are also clear 

TA B L E  1   Frequency distribution items tapping into support for elitism.

Sample % disagree % agree

Concern about the role of “the people” in politics

Ordinary people don't have the necessary 
knowledge to determine policies

Total 31.8 33.1 35.1

NL 27.9 36.6 35.5

DK 36.6 31.7 31.7

GR 31.1 32.7 36.2

UK 31.7 31.4 36.9

It may harm society if we directly translate 
peoples political preferences into policies

Total 15.4 46.7 37.9

NL 17.7 41.7 40.6

DK 12.4 50.5 37.1

GR 19.1 45.8 35.0

UK 12.4 48.8 38.8

Blindly following the will of the people may lead 
society in the wrong direction

Total 15.9 33.7 50.4

NL 17.2 30.8 52.0

DK 12.9 31.7 55.4

GR 20.8 37.9 41.3

UK 12.8 34.5 52.7

Anti-people elitism

Politicians should lead the people not follow them Total 27.2 34.8 38.0

NL 27.5 37.6 34.9

DK 29.0 35.4 35.6

GR 32.8 32.2 35.0

UK 19.5 34.2 46.3

The most important decisions in society should be 
taken by elected politicians not by ordinary people

Total 27.4 36.4 36.1

NL 26.1 37.3 36.6

DK 21.2 35.0 43.8

GR 35.8 35.9 28.3

UK 26.6 37.5 35.9

Political leaders should make decisions according 
to their best judgment, not the will of the people

Total 46.8 33.3 19.9

NL 39.2 39.3 21.5

DK 47.8 30.9 21.3

GR 63.1 26.2 10.7

UK 37.2 36.7 26.1

Note: Items judged on a 1–5 Likert scale. Outer categories collapsed for presentation (1–2, 3, 4–5).
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       |  13BACKLASH AMONG THE DOMINANT

TA B L E  2   Results of regression analysis on elitism in four countries (United Kingdom, Denmark, The 
Netherlands, and Greece).

Model 0a Model 1aa Model 1ba Model 2aa Model 2ba

B (S.E.)b B (S.E.) B (S.E.) B (S.E.) B (S.E.)

(Centered means: Centered on the country M)

Constant −.002 .007 .000 .007 −.001 .007 −.001 .007 −.002 .007

Gender 
(1 = man)

.021 .005*** .020 .005*** .020 .005*** .017 .005*** .016 .005***

Age (centered) −.003 .012 .002 .012 −.001 .012 −.002 .012 −.005 .012

Education 
(0 = not higher 
educated)

.027 .005*** .022 .005*** .026 .005*** .026 .005*** .029 .005***

Subjective 
income 
(centered)

.079 .010*** .075 .010*** .078 .010*** .048 .010*** .050 .010***

Urban .009 .006 .008 .006 .009 .006 .010 .006(*) .011 .006(*)

Identification 
with 
education 
(centered)

.031 .013* – – .014 .013 – –

Identification 
with 
subjective 
income

– – .026 .010* – – .029 .034

Economic 
system 
justification 
(centered)

.137 .012*** .142 .012***

Anti-
egalitarianism 
(centered)

.056 .013*** .056 .013***

Left–Right 
Orientation 
(centered)

−.026 .012* −.026 .012*

Interaction terms

Higher 
educated × 
Identification 
with 
Education

.070 .021*** – – .066 .021*** – –

Subjective 
income × 
Identification 
with Income

– – .053 .035 – – .029 .034

Adjusted R2 .044 .052 .045 .088 .083

Note: Cell entries (B) are unstandardized regression coefficients with their standard errors (S.E.).
aFixed effect models with country-levels entered as dummy variables. For ease of presentation, we do not report the coefficients 
for the country dummies.
bSignificance levels: ***p < .001; **p < .010; *p < .050; (*)p < .100.
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country differences (η = .137, p < .001), with support for elitism being highest in the United 
Kingdom and lowest in Greece.

In the following sections, we examine (social) variation in elitism, the main focus of this 
paper. Model 0 included only the socio-demographic variables (Table 2). As predicted, the 
higher educated held a more elitist view on politics when compared to the less educated 
(B = .027, p < .001; supports Hypothesis 1a), although the difference was a small one. Moreover, 
the examination of the country-specific results (Appendix B) showed that this general pattern 
only held for Denmark (B = .031, p < .001; Table D.1) and the Netherlands (B = .049, p < .001; 
Table  NL.1). In the United Kingdom, the difference was only significant at the 10% level 
(B = .019; p = .065; Table UK.1). No educational differences in support for elitism were observed 
in Greece (B = .002, p = .891; Table GR.1). However, the absence of educational differences in 
support for elitism in Greece does not imply that elitist attitudes were unrelated to social differ-
ences. Indeed, in Greece (B = .102, p < .001; Table GR.1) (as well as in the United Kingdom and 
the Netherlands, B's .068 and .130 respectively, p's < .001), elitism was higher among respon-
dents with higher subjective income. No significant relationship between subjective income 
and support for elitism was found in Denmark (B = .026, p = .148). These observations provide 
a first indication that even though both subjective income and education are indicators of 
people's more general socioeconomic position, they may operate differently when it concerns 
sociopolitical attitudes, and that this pattern varies between contexts. Gender predicted sup-
port for elitism, with women supporting elitism more than men (B = .021, p < .001). No urban/
rural or age differences were found.

In Model 1a, we added education-based identity and its interaction term with educational 
attainment. We found a statistically significant interaction (B = .070; p < .001), indicating that 

F I G U R E  1   Interaction plot between education and education-based identity for support for elitism.
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educational differences in support for elitism were larger among people who identify with oth-
ers who have a similar educational level, supporting Hypothesis 2a (see Figure 1). The sim-
ple effects indicated that among the less educated, education-based identity was only weakly 
related to elitism (B = .029, p = .026). The higher educated, on the other hand, reported more 
support for elitism the more they identified with people who have a similar level of education 
(B = .101, p < .001). This education-identity moderation is consistent with SIT and shows that 
education-based groups have the potential to become the object of intergroup processes.

However, country-specific results revealed that this interaction effect was found in Denmark 
(B = .124; p = .001; Table DN.1), the Netherlands (B = .071; p = .059; Table NL.1) and the United 
Kingdom (B = .065; p = .097; Table UK.1), but not in Greece (B = −.017; p = .736; Table GR.1) 
(Figure 2).

This pattern is in line with cross-national differences in the development of schooled society 
and the emergence of diploma democracy. Indeed, the education-identity moderation is stron-
gest in Denmark, the country that has experienced a sharp increase in the level of education 
of ministers during the most recent decades. The education-moderation pattern was absent in 
Greece, which scores lowest on all indicators of the development of schooled society.

To get a better grip on this education–identity interaction, we reestimated all models as-
sessing whether income-based identity moderates the effects of subjective income. This turned 
out not to be the case (B = .053, p = .133; Model 1b), rejecting Hypothesis 2b. Again, this un-
derscores both the importance and particularity of education-based identity over subjective 
income-based identity.

In Model 2, we added economic system justification, anti-egalitarianism, and L-R ori-
entation (Table 2). Support for elitism was higher among citizens who justify the status quo 

F I G U R E  2   Interaction plot between education and education-based identity for support for elitism in four 
countries.
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(B = .137, p < .001) and those who oppose egalitarian measures (B = .056, p < .001), supporting 
H3a and H3b. This indicates that elitist attitudes are embedded in a broader resistance to 
(societal) change.

For L-R orientation, the effect parameter is negative, indicating that after controlling for 
the anti-egalitarianism and system justification beliefs, people who self-identified as left-wing 
reported slightly more support for elitism. Inspection of the country-specific results, however, 
showed that this pattern was much stronger in the Netherlands (B = −.101, p < .001) when com-
pared to the United Kingdom and Denmark (B 's = − .058 and −.040, respectively). Moreover, 
in Greece, even after taking the conservative beliefs into account, people who self-identified 
as right-wing showed more concern about the role of “the people” in politics (B = .098; p < .001; 
Table GR.1). This is interesting, given that Greece is the only country in our sample with a 
strong left-wing populist party. These findings suggest that there is a backlash effect, such 
that in countries where populism is predominantly right wing, people on the left support elit-
ism more, and vice versa. Support for this interpretation is found when adding the quadratic 
term for L-R orientation. Neither in the sample with fixed effects for the countries (B = −.001, 
S.E. = .037, p = .975) nor in the country-specific samples (Denmark: B = .044, p = .500; Greece: 
B = −.110, p = .105; the Netherlands: B = −.050, p = .554; United Kingdom: B = .086, p = .288) did 
this term reach statistical significance. This makes sense in view of the fact that in each coun-
try that we study, populism is predominantly left- or right-wing. In each country, people who 
oppose populism the most will not only oppose populism but also the “host” ideology.

Interestingly, including people's political attitudes did not affect the moderation pattern 
between education and education-based identity (compare Models 1a and 2a; Table 2), sug-
gesting that these variables relate to concern about the role of “the people” in politics through 
independent mechanisms.

Finally, we explored country-level differences (some of which have already been discussed; 
see Appendix B). Overall, the results for Greece deviated substantially from those obtained 
for Denmark, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. In Greece, support for elitism was 
largely unrelated to education-based differences. It was, however, clearly related to differences 
in subjective income (B = .102; p = .011; Table GR.1) and also to economic system justification 
(B = .231; p < .001; Table  GR.1). Moreover, whereas we found no education–identity moder-
ation pattern in Greece, there was a significant subjective income–identity interaction term 
(B = .228, p < .001). Among high subjective income individuals in Greece, identification with 
their income group increased support for elitism. Based on the overall level of explained vari-
ance, social differences in elitist attitudes were larger in Greece than in the other countries in 
the analysis (Adjusted R2 = 14.5%; Table GR.1), mainly due to the large effect parameter for 
economic system justification. Taken together, the results showed some fascinating specific 
country differences, especially concerning the role of social identities associated with educa-
tion versus subjective income.

DISCUSSION A N D CONCLUSION

The success of populism in Western societies has rendered the category “the people” salient 
in contemporary politics. Little is known, however, about a possible backlash among people 
who do not support the people-centrism component of populism: Are they concerned about 
the centrality of “the people” in contemporary politics and support elitism? In this study, we 
engage with an emerging literature on elitist attitudes and link this to the literature on inter-
group dynamics with a specific focus on education-based identities. Data from four European 
countries show that people occupying a dominant position in society (i.e., the higher educated, 
those with higher subjective income) reported more support for elitism. Elitist attitudes turned 
out to be embedded in a broader worldview that represents the status quo as fair and opposes 
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measures aimed at increasing social equality. Importantly, education-based identity amplifies 
educational differences in support of elitism. Our findings have several implications and raise 
new questions for both the emerging literature on elitist attitudes among the public and the 
literature on education-based group dynamics.

We found broad public support for elitism, which corroborates findings from Bertsou and 
Caramani  (2022) and Fernández-Vásquez et al.  (2023) about support for elitism and a more 
technocratic view of politics. Thus, in an era when populist attitudes command strong sup-
port (Akkerman et al., 2014), there is also considerable support for attitudes that are in some 
ways radically opposed to populism. We know that the relationship between populism and 
elitist and/or technocratic views on politics is both theoretically and empirically complex 
(Caramani, 2017). The relatively strong public support for both in contemporary societies mir-
rors at the voter level what Bickerton and Accetti (2021, p. 3) have described at the party level. 
Over time, the focus of political parties on representing specific values and interests within 
society (and thus segments of citizens in society) has been replaced by a logic that starts from 
an unmediated conception of “the common good.” In elitism, this conception of the common 
good is often linked to a technocratic view of “the truth,” whereas in populism, it is linked to 
the monolithic conception of the “will of the people.” Thus, although elitism and populism 
differ fundamentally regarding the content of politics (i.e., the goals), they agree on the process 
in that they share a longing for an unmediated and uncompromised form of politics. Kuusela 
and Kantola (2023) refer to this as unpolitical solutionism, a plea for simple solutions that are 
presented as self-evident but that one has not the courage to execute. This common political 
process preference explains why both populist attitudes and elitism can attract considerable 
support among the public at large. It also implies that in many Western democracies today, key 
democratic principles are challenged both by populist and elitist views. Therefore, it is remark-
able that populist attitudes have attracted so much more scholarly attention when compared 
to elitist attitudes. This is especially true because our study shows that support for elitism is 
embedded in a broader worldview and intergroup processes. Elitist attitudes are not an “iso-
lated” phenomenon.

Further research should focus on studying the behavioral consequences of elitist attitudes. 
In response to the success of populism and to feelings of political discontent, for example, 
many initiatives for democratic innovation have been proposed. Along with doubts about 
whether citizens are genuinely interested in getting involved in politics (Hibbing & Theiss-
Morse, 2002) and specific worries that such initiatives might increase social differences in po-
litical involvement (Holdo, 2015), the present study adds another concern: Some people might 
be opposed to involving all people in politics. In the Appendix, we present additional findings 
suggesting that elitism is related to opposition to democratic innovations when they lead to 
binding (rather than consultative) results.

Regarding educational differences, our analysis contributes to an emerging literature argu-
ing that research on the persistent educational differences in (political) thought and behavior 
would benefit from studying these differences from an intergroup perspective (e.g., Kuppens 
et al.,  2018; Noordzij et al.,  2023; Sainz & Vásquez, 2023; Stubager, 2009). This perspective 
implies that concerns about the growth of “diploma democracy” should not be confined to 
the less educated. If we want to understand intergroup conflict, both sides should be studied 
(Noordzij et al., 2023). In that context, our study makes two contributions.

First, our results align with research (Kuppens et  al.,  2018; Sainz & Vásquez,  2023; van 
Noord et  al.,  2023) showing that although the higher educated are often found to be more 
tolerant toward certain groups than the less educated, they nevertheless show clear outgroup 
hostility regarding the less educated and/or in-group bias toward the higher educated. Our 
findings extend that research by showing that (1) in several Western European countries, the 
higher educated express more support for elitism than their less educated counterparts, and 
(2) this tendency is stronger among the higher educated who identify more strongly with those 
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who have a similar level of education. The latter finding shows that educational differences in 
sociopolitical attitudes are associated not only with differences in political knowledge/sophis-
tication or differences in social network positions but also with intergroup processes and social 
identities (Bornschier et al., 2021; Spruyt et al., 2016; Stubager, 2009).

The general pattern observed for subjective income-based differences was similar to that for 
education but differed notably between countries. One of the most striking differences was that 
between Denmark and Greece, two countries that differ strongly in terms of the development 
of schooled society and/or diploma democracy. In Denmark, we found a strong education–
identity interaction but no income–identity moderation. In Greece, we found exactly the oppo-
site pattern. In our analysis, we deliberately used a subjective measure for income. Although a 
more detailed measure for objective income might provide a finer grained picture and/or yield 
stronger results, our findings clearly suggest that the relevance of both education and (subjec-
tive) income varies across contexts. Our data do not enable us to fully explain or disentangle 
the roles played by the supply side of politics (e.g., the stronger presence of left-wing populism 
in Greece, and the fact that left-wing populism is often based on a more bottom-up movement) 
or the economic and institutional context. What the results do show is that (1) education- and 
income-based group processes should not be automatically assumed to work in similar ways, 
and (2) research on education-based group identities should be expanded in scope.
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