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Overview

Around the globe, people are increasingly dissatisfied with the state of democratic 
capitalism. In the United States and other rich democracies, economic policy has 
too often in recent decades produced rising economic inequality across individuals, 
as well as regions within countries, stagnant economic growth and innovation, rising 
costs of essential goods and services such as housing, health care, and education, 
greater economic insecurity, and declining job quality and stability. 

Voters have communicated their discontent with a surge of support for populist 
parties, politicians, and political causes that challenge incumbent elites and 
profess to speak directly to the needs of “real” people. In some countries, the 
populist insurgency has a left-wing character, but in most cases to date, voters 
have gravitated to populism’s right-wing variants such as the AfD in Germany, the 
National Rally in France, Fidesz in Hungary, the Sweden Democrats, and the UK 
Independence Party. 

This essay is the first in a series Equitable Growth will publish by a number of 
experts exploring the implications of right-wing populism for those making and 
following U.S. economic policies. In this essay—and throughout the broader essay 
series—we stress three intellectual contributions of the overall series. 

First, we argue that the surge in support for right-wing populism merits attention 
not just from political pundits and strategists, but also from policy leaders who 
research, design, and implement economic policies. Put simply, the downstream 
effects of economic policy for politics and democracy merit far more attention 
than they have been getting in policy design and implementation. 

Second, we argue that meeting this new view of economic policymaking will 
require drawing from a broader set of scholarship than traditionally has been 
engaged in the U.S. economic policy process. That includes economics but also 
expands to cover work in political science and sociology. 

And third, we argue that U.S. policymakers, who often are used to thinking about 
American exceptionalism, need to learn from the broader global shifts in support 
for right-wing populism around the globe. This means placing the U.S. experience 
with right-wing populism into the broader context of the global shift toward this 
movement, and to look for potential causes and levers to dampen support both 
abroad and at home. 
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The essay series thus lays out the case for why U.S. policymakers should approach 
economic policy with an eye to its downstream political effects on democracy, as 
well as descriptions of what this approach could look like across different policy 
domains.1 The essays take different approaches. Some focus on diagnosing how 
economic policy has produced conditions that fostered support for right-wing 
populism. Others propose new economic policy levers for mitigating the appeal of 
right-wing populism.  

No series could cover all of the possible connections between economic policy 
and right-wing populism. Instead, our goal is to offer a model of an approach to 
the design of economic policies that takes seriously how people experience the 
economy and society’s need for democracy. The essay series will cover a variety 
of important policy areas and invite further scholarly engagement. Importantly, 
we seek to model the kind of approach we think is necessary from research and 
policymaking, one that incorporates more disciplinary perspectives (especially 
from political science and sociology) and one that considers the United States in 
a comparative context, learning from the experiences of other countries around 
the world. 

It is important to note that the turn toward right-wing populism in the United 
States not only threatens democratic institutions and systems but also puts 
Americans’ economic well-being at risk. Economic policy can work to counteract 
this trend and bolster U.S. democracy—but is less likely to do so as it has 
traditionally been developed. At a time when the broader policy community is 
still debating the implications of the 2024 presidential election results and the 
extent to which it was a referendum on former President Joe Biden’s economic 
policies, we hope that this essay series will broaden the debate about the future of 
economic policy and politics in the United States at a moment of democratic crisis. 
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Defining right-wing 
populism and reviewing 
its recent surge in support

There are numerous dueling definitions of right-wing populism.2 We adopt the 
definition offered by comparative political scientist Sheri Berman at Barnard 
College. This definition captures the core features of most right-wing populist 
movements: appeals and positions that emphasize “a Manichean, us-versus-
them worldview in which the ‘us refers to the ‘people,’ defined often in ethnic or 
communal terms and seen as engaged in a zero-sum battle with ‘them,’ defined 
most often as liberal elites, the establishment, and minorities and/or immigrants’.”3 
Equally important to the “us-versus-them” nature of right-wing populism, 
according to Berman, is its “disdain for many of the basic norms and institutions 
of liberal democracy, such as free speech, freedom of the press, recognition of the 
legitimacy of opposition, and acceptance of the separation of powers in general 
and limits on the executive in particular.”4

Data from the Timbro Authoritarian Populist Index,5 which tracks the electoral 
support that left-wing and right-wing populist parties have received in 31 European 
countries, show changing dynamics between European political parties between 
1945 and 2023. More specifically, we can see that left-wing populism has fallen 
from its immediate post-World War II peak, while right-wing populist candidates 
and parties have steadily grown their mass electoral support. Support for right-
wing populist politicians has now surpassed other traditional center-right parties 
(notably the Christian Democrats) and now is on par with stalwarts of the left 
(notably Social Democratic and Labor parties) and traditional conservative parties. 
(See Figure 1.)
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Figure 1 

European democracies 
have seen a surge 
of support for right-
wing populism in the 
past decade
Party election shares from 31 
European democracies, including all 
European Union members, Norway, 
Iceland, Switzerland, and the 
United Kingdom, 1946–2023

The United States is no exception to this trend. The Great Recession of 2007–
2009 and its aftermath saw the rise of the Tea Party,6 a right-wing populist 
movement that fused a variety of sometimes-contradictory views.7 These included 
opposition to financial bailouts for homeowners and financial leaders perceived 
to be undeserving, nativist appeals against immigrants, support for protection of 
traditional social benefit programs for deserving citizens (especially Social Security 
and Medicare), and skepticism of new government initiatives to control climate 
change and expand health care to those perceived to be undeserving such as 
young people and communities of color. 

The Tea Party, in turn, laid the foundation for the surprise 2016 Republican Party 
nomination, 2016 election, and eventual reelection of Donald J. Trump to the 
presidency in 2024.8 Departing from decades of Republican orthodoxy,9 Trump’s 
presidential campaigns—though generally not his first-term governing agenda—
pivoted to a right-wing populist platform, stressing protectionism, protection of core 
social programs for deserving Americans, and ethnonational attacks on immigrants. 

Much ink has been spilled between pundits, scholars, and political strategists over 
the sources of President Trump’s rise and reelection in 2024.10 But far too often, 
such takes have been based on the U.S. experience alone, pointing to idiosyncratic 
aspects or choices of the candidates in question and failing to recognize how 
right-wing populist shifts in the United States are part of broader global trends—
trends linked to changes in economic policies over the past five decades.
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Democracy and experience 
of the economy as goals for 
economic policy design

Why should policymakers—especially those focused on economic policy— 
care about the surge in right-wing populism in the United States and around the 
globe? Traditionally, economic policymakers have not tended to think about the 
downstream political implications of their policies, focusing instead on putting 
forward policies that maximize preferred economic outcomes.11 

While this essay series is not primarily aimed at critiquing economic policymakers, 
it also exists in the context of a broader debate that economic policymakers 
and economists have been having about the appropriate way to make economic 
policy. Recently, economists have struggled with their own sense of relevance in 
a Biden and Trump world.12 This essay series suggests that focusing policy purely 
on economic outcomes, as many economists have traditionally done, and the 
very real economic trade-offs policymakers must grapple with,13 is crucial but not 
sufficient at this moment in history.

The rise in right-wing populism across the globe requires economic policymakers, 
including in the United States, to think about how their proposals shape not 
just economic outcomes in a narrow sense but also people’s experiences of the 
economy, filtered through their social identities, narratives, and social institutions 
and organizations.14 To put a finer point on it, thinking about economic outcomes 
also requires thinking about democracy. Doing so is essential because of the threat 
that right-wing populism poses to both the U.S. economy and democracy. 

The track record of right-wing populists in power is clear. Across countries, these 
leaders and parties tend to pursue policies that erode the rule of law, attack the 
foundations of an independent civil society, including universities15 and the civil service,16 
and entrench personalistic control over the levers of government. This is how right-
wing populists assume unchecked control over government processes and decisions 
previously guided by the rule of law and independent expertise.17 Together, these 
interventions dampen economic growth and innovation and undermine the pillars of 
inclusive prosperity.18 Thus, even for policy leaders who typically only focus on economic 
outcomes, considering the downstream political consequences of economic policy 
matters because of the substantial negative economic threats of right-wing populism.
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How economic policy can 
help explain support for 
right-wing populism

As the essays in this series will argue, economic policy plays an important role 
both in helping to explain the rise of right-wing populism in the United States and 
other rich democracies and in providing a lever to dampen support for populist 
candidates, causes, and parties.

To say that economic policy matters for the appeal of right-wing populism, 
however, is not to say that support for right-wing populism depends on a simple 
tally of the economic benefits and costs that individuals have experienced. 
Indeed, the large literature in economics, sociology, and political science on the 
origins of right-wing populism suggests that objective economic circumstances 
are only a modest predictor, at best, of right-wing populist support.19 Nor is it to 
say that economic policy is the only driver of support for right-wing populism, 
which includes many other factors we do not cover in this paper and may not be 
amenable to change through policymaking. 

Instead, what we argue is that support for right-wing populism involves a more 
nuanced interaction between economic and cultural factors—interactions to 
which economic policymakers and researchers should be much more attuned 
than they have been as they think about policy design. Just as important to note, 
some hypothesized sources of support for right-wing populism—such as some 
forms of economic insecurity—can explain small shifts that may be relevant in the 
context of a close election, while other hypothesized mechanisms offer greater 
explanatory power working on deeper mechanisms.20  

Below, we detail some of the variety of the scholarship that documents links 
between past changes in economic policy and support for right-wing populism 
in ways that merge economic and cultural dimensions and consider a range of 
important outcomes related to right-wing populist support. 
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Economic dislocations and the unresponsiveness 
of government social programs 

Even as individual-level objective economic security is not consistently related 
to support for right-wing populist causes and candidates, there is stronger 
evidence linking the perceived failure of social policies, especially in the face of 
economic dislocations and shocks, to shifts to right-wing populism. As one study 
documented, regions in the United Kingdom that were exposed to austerity-
induced cutbacks in social programs were more dissatisfied with UK politics and 
more supportive of Brexit.21 

In a similar vein, an analysis of elections from 1990 to 2017 across rich democracies 
found that populist parties did better when incumbent parties made cuts to 
social spending, especially unemployment benefits, and populist parties fared 
worse when countries spent more on such benefits—evidence that compensating 
individuals and communities facing economic shocks can blunt demand for right-
wing populism.22 And a third study found that government austerity, especially 
cutbacks to income support programs, pulls economically vulnerable regions and 
individuals to the populist right.23 

Trade is an especially important dislocation that may drive support for right-
wing populism,24 particularly when individuals feel their livelihood has been 
threatened by competition with other countries and especially when politicians 
can activate latent resentments and concerns about threats to the status of 
affected workers.25 There is some evidence from the United States that greater 
government support for trade-affected communities can mitigate these 
polarizing effects of trade.26  

Beyond trade, scholars have also found that transitions to cleaner energy 
sources to address climate change can spur right-wing populist backlash among 
the populations who are most negatively affected by the costs of the transition, 
such as increased energy costs.27 
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Community and regional decline

In a similar vein, feelings of grievance from living in a “left-behind” region, 
especially regions hollowed out by deindustrialization and trade, can generate 
resentments that fuel support for right-wing populism.28 In Sweden, for example, 
research documented how depopulating areas experience negative spirals, with 
declines in local services sparking further out-migration.29 As conditions worsen, 
voters in those regions feel ignored by mainstream political parties, and savvy 
right-wing populist politicians have found strong electoral success in playing up 
resentments against urban areas. 

That work from Sweden resonates with research on the United States, which 
found that rural and exurban areas feel neglected by politicians and public 
policies—even when their objective economic circumstances are similar to those 
in other regions. Those resentments can then fuel appeals made by right-wing 
populist candidates and parties.30

Cost-of-living shocks and inter-group competition

Although much attention on the appeal of right-wing populists has focused on 
rural versus urban cleavages, geographic differences even within urban areas 
matter. New research suggests that concerns about shocks to individuals’ cost 
of living—especially housing—can spur greater support for right-wing populism, 
especially when individuals feel they are in direct competition with immigrants for 
scarce resources. 

Studying German rental markets, scholars recently documented that increases in 
local rent prices drive support for the populist right in urban areas, particularly 
among low-income voters who lack the resources to fully absorb potential rent 
increases and where individuals fear dislocation and threats to their social status.31 
Similarly, in Austria, researchers found that individuals’ support for right-wing 
populist candidates and parties increases when they are more exposed to potential 
competition with immigrants over limited housing stock, exacerbating a sense of 
competition over scarce and valuable resources.32 And looking across Scandinavian 
countries, research found that homeowners left behind in surges of housing prices 
became strongholds of right-wing populist parties.33 
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Macrofinance, economic crises, and inequitable 
bailouts for economic elites

Another relevant area fusing economic and social concerns involves financial 
crises, and in particular the Great Recession of 2007–2009. Although business 
cycles do not appear to be strongly predictive of shifts toward the populist right, 
the experience of enduring financial crises, especially when paired with fiscal 
austerity-based responses by an incumbent government, have formed the basis for 
right-wing populist mobilization. 

In the United States, for example, it was the 2007 financial crisis—and specifically 
the housing crisis and the subsequently proposed bailout measures—that fueled 
the proximate rise of the Tea Party movement within the Republican Party.34 
Looking across more countries, scholars have argued that the “financial crises of 
the past 30 years have been a catalyst of right-wing populist politics. Many of the 
now-prominent right-wing populist parties in Europe, such as the Lega Nord in 
Italy, the Alternative for Germany, the Norwegian Progress Party or the Finn’s Party 
are ‘children of financial crises,’ having made their breakthrough in national politics 
in the years following a financial crash.”35

Loss of status

Another relevant dimension involves status, dignity, and fairness. Everyone 
has different forms of status across the various domains of our lives, derived 
from our identities as students, workers, family members, friends, volunteers, 
congregants, or hobbyists. 

As we previewed above, scholars have found that when individuals’ sense of their 
social standing in their community falls, especially in ways that feel unfair, they 
become more receptive to appeals made by right-wing populists,36 who provide 
alternative forms of status, identifying the sources of declining status in out-
groups (such as immigrants) and elites (such as corrupt politicians or cultural 
leaders). It is important to note that the loss of status and dignity is not just 
a proxy for economic class; the same study, using the European Social Survey 
(covering 25 European countries), demonstrated that income level, educational 
achievement, and occupational class “explain only a limited amount of the 
variance in subjective social status.”37 
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For instance, one researcher found that, looking across 11 Western European 
countries, when households experience greater labor market risk—though 
not actual unemployment—those households turn toward the populist right, 
reflecting threats to households’ social standing.38 Another study found that loss 
of economic status above and beyond absolute changes in individuals’ incomes 
predicts support for the populist right.39 

Researchers of right-wing populism have dubbed this mechanism “nostalgic 
deprivation,” capturing “the discrepancy between voters’ subjective understandings 
of their current status and their perceptions about past positionality.”40

Dignity at work

While declining social status has many causes,41 one important way that people 
evaluate their social standing is through the meaning they find from their jobs.42 
Threats to job security and quality—such as deskilling, automation, or offshoring—
appear in research to be closely related to perceptions of economic unfairness,43 
which, in turn, is linked to support for populist right-wing candidates. 

By comparison, policies or institutions that improve workers’ jobs and status in 
the workplace can mitigate the appeals of right-wing populism. Unionized workers 
have objectively better working conditions and also report higher levels of social 
standing, dampening support for the populist right.44 In some cases, unions 
may also create social identities for workers that can build greater solidarity 
with others—including immigrants and other minority outgroups—in ways that 
diminish the appeals of right-wing populists.45 

Conversely, declines in unionization may help explain rising support for the 
populist right, even in countries with previously high levels of union membership. 
Research on Sweden, for example, suggests that sharp declines in unionization 
through the mid-1990s can help explain the increase in support for right-wing 
populist voting among working-class Swedish workers.46
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A new approach to 
economic policymaking: 
Going beyond ‘deliverism’ 
to craft policy that 
resonates with people

While in office, former President Biden pursued a set of economic policies that 
broke from traditional approaches for economic governance, recognizing the 
ways that trade, antitrust, and consumer regulatory policies have, over decades, 
often eroded working- and middle-class jobs and advantaged concentrated 
economic interests over workers.47 President Biden and his team sought to 
leverage historic new infrastructure investments to create high-quality new 
jobs in stagnating communities across the country. Building on new scholarship 
in economics and law, this bundle of approaches pursued by the Biden-Harris 
administration came to be dubbed “Bidenomics.”

The thinking behind Bidenomics and the framework we have laid out in this 
essay are quite aligned. Specifically, they both highlight how past economic 
policy decisions around trade and regulation have hollowed out working-class 
communities across the country and both focus on strengthening unions as an 
economic and democratic imperative, on checking outsized corporate influence 
on the economy and politics to boost government responsiveness to working- and 
middle-class workers and their families, and on investing in good jobs in specific 
communities and places, not just transferring money to people. 

But there are some important ways in which our framework either goes beyond 
the Bidenomics approach or departs from it. Perhaps most notably, much of 
the Biden-Harris administration assumed that good economic policy decisions 
would speak for themselves. When presidential administrations make policy, 
they inevitably have a heuristic they use to quickly check whether a given policy 
design meets their internal goals. The Biden-Harris administration’s shorthand 
was sometimes dubbed “deliverism”—a strategy to achieve political support by 
producing concrete material gains for the public—and policies were evaluated 
internally in part by whether they fit the goals of deliverism.48 
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In fact, as has been widely reported, deliverism underlaid a lot of the 
administration’s strategy around the enhanced Child Tax Credit in the American 
Rescue Plan. This policy delivered hundreds of dollars in monthly benefits to more 
than 60 million children for one year. The administration hoped that the public 
would appreciate the benefits of the short-term CTC expansion and then demand 
that Congress continue those benefits in the longer term. 

Yet the expansion of the Child Tax Credit failed to build a popular constituency for 
the program. Recipients of the tax credit were no more supportive of the Biden 
administration’s policies than nonrecipients, and Congress ultimately did not 
permanently expand those benefits.49

Part of what this essay series suggests is that expecting good economic policy to 
translate to good economic outcomes, which, in turn, will translate to political 
support for democracy, is misguided. As we described above, a large literature in 
the social sciences suggests that we cannot expect changes in individuals’ material 
conditions, on their own, to produce changes in an individual’s political views and 
actions—let alone changing their attachment to democracy—especially on such a 
short-term basis. 

For policies to register political impacts, policymakers must craft policies that 
can resonate in individuals’ lives, and especially with their identities and the 
narratives that structure their worldviews over time. As one of us recently argued 
in Democracy Journal,50 this will require significant changes to policy development, 
implementation, and messaging and narrative—and also will take time. People 
need to “see” themselves in the design and delivery of policies.51

New criteria for economic policymaking

More research and experimentation is needed to help flesh out what a 
comprehensive approach to policymaking would look like when it takes into 
account people’s experiences of the economy, their identities and narratives, and 
support for democracy. But drawing from the essays in this series, as well as our 
reading of the social science literature on right-wing populism and economic 
policy, we sketch out several criteria for policymakers to consider.

First, economic policies need to affirm and activate people’s identities, especially 
their agency, dignity, and social standing. Too much of the U.S.-centric work on the 
appeal of right-wing populism creates a false dichotomy between whether voters 
were racist or xenophobic or whether they were responding to material shifts in 
economic conditions. 
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As this essay proposes, a more productive perspective—and one that aligns with 
existing research from around the world—is that what matters for many voters 
is a sense of agency and dignity in their own lives. The task then for policymakers 
is to craft policies that affirm social standing, agency, and dignity, especially 
for individuals whose standing might feel threatened by changing economic, 
demographic, or social changes, thus tackling “nostalgic deprivation.”52

One especially important source of identity involves community and place, and as 
such economic policies need to recognize that community and place matter to 
voters—especially in the U.S. political context, with its territorially defined system 
of political representation.53 Past research on support for right-wing populism in 
the United States and abroad stresses how important perceptions of community 
decline are for generating resentment against government agencies, as well as 
demographic groups perceived to be undeserving, such as immigrants, young 
people, or others who are seen as benefiting from government interventions while 
one’s own community is neglected. 

For many years, economic policy has stressed the importance of “people over 
places,” encouraging fiscal transfers to individuals experiencing economic hardship 
and supporting policies that could help move individuals from economically 
distressed regions to more productive areas. Yet such policies fly in the face of the 
dense social connections and practical realities that moor individuals to specific 
places and ignore the ways that communities’ perceptions of neglect fuel right-
wing populist appeals. Policymakers need to focus on programs that can reinvest 
in communities experiencing economic and social decline and, in the process, 
provide alternative narratives about the standing of individuals living and working 
in those communities.  

A potential starting point for policies that reinforce, activate, and support social 
identities and dignity is shifting the balance of economic policy. Our current 
system often focuses predominantly or exclusively on “compensating the 
losers”54 of trade, automation, globalization, and other economic shifts through 
government transfers after these individuals experience dislocations. We propose 
a modification, to an approach that more heavily weights predistribution—
changing the balance of economic power, resources, and outcomes before tax-
and-transfer policies by intervening directly in markets to reduce inequality. 

One example of this approach is increasing the minimum wage rather than 
increasing tax credits available to those workers, thus shifting underlying economic 
and political resources and power.55 In tandem with this predistribution approach, 
policymakers might also prioritize efforts that rebuild good jobs in specific 
communities, attacking the root problem from multiple angles. 
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Last, people need to perceive that the government is meeting their needs and not 
simply acting on behalf of economic elites. Past research from the United States 
and abroad makes clear the toxic brew generated by a sense that the government is 
not acting on one’s behalf, especially during periods of economic risk or dislocation. 
The contribution of financial crises, in which the government is seen as bailing out 
financial institutions while neglecting the economic strains faced by working and 
middle-class Americans, is one example of this dynamic, as is the finding that more 
generous Unemployment Insurance buffered the effect of economic crises on 
support for right-wing populists across European democracies. 

This will require economic policies that adequately meet the economic risks faced by 
citizens, of course. But policies also must go beyond simple risk-buffering to actively 
show citizens the role that the government is playing in their lives. This means that 
policies must be visible, tangible, and traceable back to the government.56 

In the United States, this has always been a daunting task, given the growing 
complexity of government (across, for instance, different agencies and levels 
of government), the decline of traditional and trusted media outlets covering 
government, and partisan polarization. To the extent that policymakers can break 
through these barriers, research suggests the need for policies to build on the 
trusted relationships that citizens hold with civic organizations, such as unions, 
churches, or community-based groups. 
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Conclusion

Our framework suggests a new way of thinking about the 2024 election results 
and its implications for Bidenomics battles over the future of progressive 
economic policy. Moreover, our arguments are relevant now, as policymakers 
consider whether to focus on a politics of “abundance” that focuses on removing 
constraints on new production, manufacturing, and innovation.57 

Our framework suggests that the abundance approach could reduce the sense 
of competition over scarce goods and services—such as housing or health 
care—that can fuel right-wing populism. At the same time, we urge an important 
note of caution: Without adequate attention to how the gains of abundance 
are shared—and even more, how the gains of abundance are perceived to be 
shared and with whom—how abundance policies build a sense of community, 
dignity, and identity, and the organizational underpinnings of abundance policies, 
an abundance approach that prioritizes production at all costs risks generating 
populist backlash.58

Broadly speaking, the urgent need for a new approach to economic policymaking 
is clear, as the U.S. democratic system—and other capitalist democracies around 
the world—face existential threats from rising right-wing populist movements. 
The framework proposed in this essay and the evidence from the broader essay 
series that will follow are not comprehensive; indeed, our hope is that this initiative 
can help spur further research, experimentation, and policy development in the 
months to come. Such work will be essential to building policies that not only 
deliver more inclusive and stable economic growth, but also reinforce the political 
foundations of democracy in a moment of democratic crisis. 
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