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1. Introduction_

This study investigates the societal demand for populist leaders and policies in North Mac-

edonia. It seeks to expand the current understanding of populism as a threat to democracy 

by addressing the lack of data on this phenomenon in underdeveloped democracies. Given 

the general democratic setbacks in the Western Balkans region and the growing number of 

populist actors taking or expanding their political power, this study seeks to understand which 

social, economic, cultural and psychological factors drive the populist attitudes among the 

population in such a context.

Populism has been one of the most relevant political phenomena in the last two decades in 

many parts of the world - from right-wing populism prevalent in Western democracies to left-

wing populism in Latin America (Lewis et al., 2019). Although this global “trend” is also evident 

in the countries of the Western Balkans, research and literature on the region have primarily fo-

cused on the illiberal and authoritarian tendencies of the political actors (Bieber, 2021; Kmezić 

and Bieber, 2017; Krastev, 2002; Rupnik et al., 2007), or the so-called populist supply, rather 

than the demand for populist leaders and policies.

The mentioned research confirms that the political actors are more inclined toward popu-

list rhetoric, authoritarian practices, and unsustainable public policy solutions (Bieber, 2021; 

Bosilkov, 2021; Džankić and Keil, 2017; Petkovski, 2016; Trošt and Brentin; 2016, 201). This 

subtle form of democratic deterioration or “slow death” of democracy (Bermeo, 1990) is quite 

widespread in the region, and North Macedonia is no exception. As the Variations of Democra-

cy (V-dem) report from 2021 shows, all Western Balkans countries are either electoral democ-

racies, which includes North Macedonia, or electoral autocracies (Alizada et al., 2021). These 

countries present electoral democracies devoid of liberal values such as the rule of law, civic 

participation, protection of human rights and freedom of media, or electoral autocracies, coun-

tries where façade elections are held, which represents a more severe form of deterioration of 

democratic principles.
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However, populist tendencies or attitudes of the population as a potential factor contributing 

to the deterioration of the state of democracy have not been extensively explored in the con-

text of the Western Balkans and North Macedonia. This study fills that gap, focusing exclu-

sively on the potential for populist politics among the population. Given the current state of 

populism in the region, this study highlights the importance of exploring the reasons for the 

ever-growing support for populist leaders and policies. Furthermore, this study contributes 

to research on populism between countries that integrate different contexts and research on 

many aspects of populism in different parts of the world, thus enabling critical comparisons 

in understanding phenomena. As such, it contributes to the literature and scholarly debate on 

comparative politics, democracy and democratisation, and populism.   

The first section of this study focuses on the theories and research on which the research 

analysis was conducted, while the methodological design is provided in the second section. 

In the third section, descriptive analysis is used where we measure the tendency of citizens 

to cultivate populist feelings, while the fourth section offers an exploratory analysis of survey 

data to examine the associations between the dependent variable for support of populism and 

the various characteristics of the respondents. The fifth section shows regression analyses 

conducted to enable empirical assessment of the main factors influencing populist attitudes 

among citizens. Finally, based on the data obtained through exploratory data analysis and 

regression analysis, the authors discuss possible “solutions” for reducing populist sentiment 

among the people, strengthening critical thinking, and support for democracy. 

This study is the second product in a series of products arising from a public opinion survey 

conducted in June 2021, aimed at informing the general public about the political attitudes of 

the citizens of North Macedonia. The first public opinion analysis can be found here.

https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/B5_PopulizamENG.pdf
https://idscs.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/B5_PopulizamMKD.pdf
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2. Theoretical framework_

This study draws on populist research conducted by theorists and researchers analysing 

populist demand in developed democracies, focusing on several factors such as economic 

deprivation, social background, social deprivation, (lack of) trust in democracy and democrat-

ic institutions, political and social attitudes and political psychology (Akkerman et al., 2014; 

Albertazzi & McDonnell, 2008; Elchardus & Spruyt, 2016; Rovira Kaltwasser, 2021; Rovira Kalt-

wasser & Van Hauwaert, 2020; Spruyt et al., 2016; Van Hauwaert et al., 2019). More specifi-

cally, the research builds on the tools and theories developed on whether and how populist 

attitudes among voters shape political preferences (Akkerman et al., 2014; Baker et al., 2016; 

Meléndez & Kaltwasser, 2021; Rovira Kaltwasser, 2021; Spruyt et al., 2016; Van Hauwaert et 

al., 2019). The key starting point of this study is the definition of populism as a “thin” ideology 

that assumes that the society is, above all, divided into two homogeneous and conflicting 

groups - the “common people” on the one hand and the “corrupt elite” on the other; and which 

argues that the politics must be an expression of the general will of the people (Moffitt, 2016; 

Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). Starting from this definition of populism, this study defines four 

characteristics of the populist worldview: a pronounced distrust towards political elites, who 

are generally perceived as corrupt and mostly self-interested; the idea that the “people” is an 

entity that is morally superior to elites; the pronounced distrust in the democratic institutions 

and rules of the game; as well as an understanding of politics and political life through a con-

frontational prism of “us versus them” (Bliznakovski et al., 2021). The study also relies briefly 

on the work of political theorists focusing on the interaction of populism with democracy 

(Arditi, 2004; Canovan, 1999; Green, 2016; Laclau, 2005; Norris, 1999; Urbinati, 2014, 1998). 

Finally, the study builds on the idea that every political mobilisation - including populist parties 

and movements - has its own supply and demand (Kaltwasser et al., 2017), whereby this study 

focuses entirely on the demand-side of populism. 

The presence of populism among citizens at the individual level is a complex issue due to var-

ious factors and one which requires a multifaceted research approach. Spruyt et al. theorise 

that populism as a “thin” ideology is more typical of people who feel "disoriented" by the social 

changes, who are placed in a vulnerable social position as a result of those changes, and who 

feel that their “voice” is not represented in the politics or are struggling to assume a “positive” 
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social identity (2016, 2). According to this theoretical view, populism is more prevalent among 

citizens who feel excluded from social trends and who face social and political difficulties in 

their daily lives. Related to this theoretical expectation, one can expect that populism will also 

be more prevalent among those who manifest a greater lack of trust in the institutions and 

the political system as a whole, as well as democracy in general (Spruyt et al., Van Kessel et 

al., 2021). Populism at the individual level is also positively correlated with the belief in con-

spiracy theories (Castanho Silva et al., 2017). According to this theoretical expectation, peo-

ple who are more prone to conspiracy theories are more receptive to the populist message 

and tend to develop (or reinforce) their populist worldview. The psychological characteristics 

of the individual are also theoretically considered as possible factors that (de)stimulate the 

populist worldview. According to Bakker et al. (2016), people who have low scores in the psy-

chological characteristic of agreeableness have higher tendencies to vote for populist parties 

as opposed to others. Finally, and in line with the theoretical expectations outlined above, it 

can be theorised that populism is more prevalent in that part of the population that is poorer 

and has lower levels of education (related to the idea of a relationship between social/po-

litical exclusion and populism) as well as in those who are not members of political parties 

(again, related to their political exclusion). This research tries to assess the effect of the men-

tioned factors (as well as several "control" factors) on the individual tendency for populism in 

the context of the Republic of North Macedonia.
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3. Research design
and methodology_

The findings presented in this study are based on a field survey conducted in the period from 

10 to 25 June 2021 on a stratified representative sample of the adult population in the Re-

public of North Macedonia (N=1000). The survey included a total of 56 questions related to 

the political views of the respondents, preferences for the character of political leaders, sus-

ceptibility to conspiracy theories, political practices in everyday life, perception of the work of 

the institutions in the political system and more. After conducting the survey, the data were 

analysed at the level of descriptive statistics (section IV), multivariate analysis of correspond-

ences (section V) and regression analysis (section VI). In all these analytical activities, the 

main objective was to assess the demand for populism in the country, i.e., to make findings 

on the factors that contribute to such demand among the citizens. The methodological details 

of the variables used in the analyses are listed in the relevant sections. 

4. Presence of
populist attitudes
among the people
through numbers_

Several statements from the survey questionnaire were included in creating the first depend-

ent variable,1 for which we asked the respondents to express (dis)agreement on a five-point 

scale. This dependent variable was defined as "ideological" and is mainly assessed through 

the expressed (dis)agreement with the claims that refer to the four characteristics of the pop-

1 In preparing the survey questions related to the populist characteristics of the respondents, we 
relied on an instrument developed by Akkerman et al. (2014) and Spruyt et al. (2016) applied in the 
Netherlands and Belgium, respectively. The instrument applied in North Macedonia is based on 
these two studies with certain modifications in accordance with the Macedonian context.
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ulist "thin" ideology discussed above.2 In addition to the "thin" ideological component, we also 

tried to assess how the personal characteristics of the political candidates influence the vot-

ing behaviour of the voters with a dependent variable defined as "biographical". We did this by 

doing a specialised survey experiment on electoral behaviour in which the respondents could 

"vote" or choose between two candidates who were described as "a career politician" or "man 

of the people".3 

The first three statements in the dependent variable measure the respondents’ views about 

the political elites. These include the statements such as "Politicians would rather talk than 

take action", "Politicians who claim to be protecting our interests in fact care only about them-

selves", and "The politicians and the elite often fail the people", through which we measure the 

attitudes included in the definition of populism, which is also a starting point for this research 

and which argues that in the populist worldview society is divided into two homogeneous and 

conflicting groups - the "common people" on the one hand and the "corrupt elites" on the other.

The idea that politicians in North Macedonia work exclusively for their personal interests, as 

opposed to the general interest, is strongly present among the population. For example, the 

majority of the respondents agree with the statements "Politicians talk more and take less ac-

tion" (83%), "Politicians who claim to defend our interests actually only care about themselves" 

(82%) and "The politicians and the elite often fail the people" (86%).

2 Strong distrust in political elites, who are generally perceived as corrupt and mostly self-interested; 
the idea that the “people” is an entity that is morally superior to elites; pronounced distrust in the 
democratic institutions and rules of the game; as well as an understanding of politics and political 
life through a confrontational prism of “us versus them.”

3 Candidate 1 (career politician): (Made-Up Name 1) was born in 1976. He has been a member of 
one of the major parties since a young age, and he has moved up the ranks of the party before 
becoming its president. He has overseen the party since 2017. Between 2013 and 2016 he was 
the head of the city water supply company, and between 2016 and 2017, he was also the deputy 
minister for local self-government. His undergraduate and graduate studies were in political 
sciences. He is married to the current MP (Made-Up Name 1.1), with whom he has two kids. He 
lives and works in Skopje.

 Candidate 2 (man of the people): (Made-Up Name 2) was born in 1978. He is the founder of one 
of the smaller parties, which was founded recently, in 2017, and so far it had not achieved any 
memorable results at the elections. He enters politics and becomes popular by helping in the 
local community. He has not held public office yet, and in the past, he has worked in the electricity 
distribution public enterprise. He has a diploma in electrical engineering. He is married to (a Made-
Up Name 2.2), a lecturer, and he has two children with her. He lives and works in Skopje.  
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Chart 1. Views on the political elites (% of agreement with the statements)

The second series of statements that make up the dependent variable focuses on the re-

spondents’ views on the relationship between the "people" and the political elites. This series 

includes the following statements: "The political differences between the people and the elites 

are greater than those among the people", "I would rather be represented by a people’s man 

than a professional politician", "It is the people, and not politicians, who should make the piv-

otal political decisions," and "The politicians should bend to the will of the people." This series 

of statements measure the claim that politics must be an expression of the general will of the 

people.

The idea that political elites and the people are strongly opposed, with the "people" seen as a 

homogeneous and morally superior force, is also widespread among the population. As many 

as 69% of the respondents agree that “The political differences between the people and the 

elites are greater than those among the people”, while a minority of 9% think the opposite. At 

the same time, the idea that common people or the "people" should have an advantage over 

political elites in political decision-making is also strongly present. As many as 85% of the 

respondents agree with the statement “The politicians should bend to the will of the people”, 

while 70% agree with the statement “It is the people, and not politicians, who should make the 

pivotal political decision.” Additionally, a significant majority of 68% of the respondents agree 

with the statement “I would rather be represented by a people’s man than a professional pol-

itician”, while only 11% of the respondents do not agree with this. These findings show signif-

icant demand among the people for political leaders who are closer to the “common” people. 

 

22 219 65

22 2111 62

2

2

32 2112 61 1

I fully disagree I partially disagree I neither agree nor disagree

I do not know Refuses to answerI partially agree I fully agree

The politicians and the elite usually
fail the people
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protecting our interests in fact
care only about themselves
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Chart 2. Views of the relationship between “the people” and the political elites
 (% of agreement with the statements)

Finally, the statement “A compromise in politics means selling your own principles” was in-

cluded to measure the respondents’ general propensity to compromise or the propensity to 

conflict. Almost half of the respondents agree with this statement (45% vs 27% who do not 

agree with this statement), which shows that citizens see compromise as something that 

could lead to significant harm to their group.

Chart 3. Views on politics as an arena for cooperation and conflict
 (% of agreement with the statements)

The political differences between the
people and the elites are larger than
those among the people

The politicians should bend to the
will of the people

It is the people, and not politicians, who
should make the pivotal political decisions

I would rather be represented by a
people’s man than a professional politician
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To find out more about the respondents’ voting preferences, concerning the candidates’ per-

sonal/biographical characteristics, we included an experiment for electoral behaviour in the 

questionnaire. Respondents were given a fictional biographical script that included two candi-

dates and were asked who they would vote for. Candidates were divided into “career politician” 

(candidate 1) and “a man of the people” or “outsider” (candidate 2), while the respondents 

were asked to imagine that they were preparing to vote in parliamentary elections. With the 

data obtained from this question, we created the second dependent variable for the purpose 

of this study. The initial analysis of the data shows that two-fifths of the respondents (42%) 

if candidates 1 and 2 were presented before them on the ballot in the parliamentary elections, 

they would vote for the second candidate or the candidate who founded his party and did 

not hold a public office until the moment of the elections. On the other hand, almost one third 

(31%) of the respondents answered that they would vote for the first candidate or, according 

to the categorisation, for the career politician. Twenty-two per cent of the respondents were 

indecisive, while 5% refused to answer this question.

Chart 4.  Which candidate would you vote for in elections? (%) 

Candidate 1 Candidate 2 I don’t know Refuses to answer

5

22

42

31



IDSCS Study no.8/2022 - April 202212

5. Exploratory data
analysis: Assessment of
statistical associations
between support for
populism and characteristics
of the respondents_

The initial exploratory analysis of the data enabled us to estimate the statistical associations 

between the dependent variable in support of populism on the one hand and several sets of 

characteristics of the respondents. In this way, we were able to draw conclusions about the 

connection between the populist opinion and the values the respondents hold, their character 

dimensions and their belief in conspiracy theories. Thus, through focused exploratory analysis 

of these dimensions of the respondents, we analyse in detail the support for populism.

For this purpose, we apply multiple correspondence analysis, a graphical analysis of spaces 

that visually examines the relationship between the dependent variable (support for populism) 

and the independent variables. The analysis is based on a space created by the independent 

variables, in which the dependent variable is projected. The proximity of the answers from 

the individual variables shows association or demonstrates similarity in answering the same 

questions between different respondents. In other words, the closer the answers to different 

questions are on the graph, it means that various respondents answered the questions simi-

larly. This identifies groups of answers that go together, which is a sign of association.

The dependent variable is a ranked version of the original index variable, or the answers of the 

respondents are divided into four relatively equal parts – from the least pronounced populist 

opinion to the most pronounced, with two additional categories of moderate values. The an-

swers are divided into four relatively equal parts.

.



The Populist Citizen: Why do the citizens support populist leaders and policies in North Macedonia? 13

• Values

The first analysis is based on a space created by the answers to several questions that asso-

ciate with the values of the respondents. The questions arise from a section on social values 

that measure conservatism and authoritarian inclination.4 In doing so, we include whether the 

respondents think that homosexuals should have the same rights as everyone else, whether 

they would feel ashamed if they have homosexual relatives, whether obedience should be the 

most important value in raising children, whether loyalty to the leader is the most required 

thing for the country and whether the leader should rule with a firm hand. The answers to 

each of these questions are grouped into four relatively equal groups. The analysis shows the 

expected grouping of values into three parts: the left half, which includes answers indicating 

conservatism and authoritarianism, the lower right corner, which contains values of progres-

siveness and liberalism and the upper right corner, which contains respondents with medium 

or mixed characteristics. The space explains 86% of the variance of the answers.

When the values of the populist opinion are projected оn the space, there is a division between 

extreme values, i.e., the more pronounced populist views are situated in the part where we 

have the conservative and authoritarian answers. In contrast, the least pronounced populist 

views are situated in the other half, at a distance between the answers that indicate mixed and 

liberal-progressive values. The moderate populist attitudes gravitate towards the centre of the 

space, which means that they can occur in all three groups of respondents.

4 The questions used are measured on a five-point consent scale. 
 Q1 Homosexual men and women (gay and lesbian) should enjoy the same rights as everyone else.
 Q2 If a close family member is gay/homosexual or lesbian, I will feel ashamed.
 Q3 Obedience and respect for authority are the most important values that children need to learn.
 Q4 What the country needs most is loyalty to its leaders.
 Q5 This country needs a leader who will rule with a firm hand.
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1. Social space of values
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• Personal characteristics

The following analysis examines whether there is an association between populist opinion 

and the five personality characteristics: emotional stability, imaginativeness, extroversion, 

conscientiousness and agreeableness.5 Respondents answered five series of questions that 

measure these characteristics, while for the purposes of this analysis, the results for each cat-

egory were ranked in four relatively equal groups. Respondents with a high emotional stability 

score do not tend to feel negative emotions such as anxiety, anger or depression. Those with 

a high imagination score are curious and open to new experiences. Extroverts are oriented 

towards more activities and social action. Respondents with a high conscientiousness score 

are oriented towards planned instead of spontaneous behaviour. Those with a high score of 

agreeableness are oriented towards harmony with others and harmonisation of their behav-

iour and interests towards others. The displayed space explains 87% of the variance.

In this case, too, there are three general groups of respondents: those with high scores in the 

left part of the first half, those with low scores (top right), and those with mixed scores - in the 

middle of the chart, then further down.

However, it is noticeable that populist opinion gravitates towards the centre and has no par-

ticular association with personality characteristics. It remains to be seen to what extent per-

sonality traits or characteristics will have the power to predict populist thinking in the regres-

sion analysis, but at this stage, it seems that links to populism are a manifestation of the 

convergence of political developments that create perceptions, expectations and values that 

can change.

5  Reference to the test
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2. The five dimensions of personality

• Conspiracy theories

Finally, the analysis focuses on several questions that measure the belief in conspiracy the-

ories as another indicator related to populist rhetoric that creates general (dis)trust among 

citizens and in the democratic institutions. Questions that measure the level of agreement 

with the following conspiracy theories are considered:6

 • The world is ruled by several powerful families;

 • The pandemic was created in a laboratory to control humans;

 • Climate is controlled by satellites and radars (HAARP);

 • They spray viruses with aircraft;

 • Climate change does not exist; it is a fabrication.

6 All of these questions were measured on a five-point scale. Space explains 81% of the variance.
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Similar to previous analyses, the space is again divided vertically into two parts. In the left half 

are the respondents with a strong belief in conspiracy theories, and in the right half are those 

with moderate values and those who least believe in conspiracy theories (bottom right).

The analysis clearly shows the distribution of the populist opinion along the first axis, that is, 

the association of the pronounced populist opinion with belief in conspiracy theories and the 

least pronounced populist opinion among those respondents who show moderate belief or 

disbelief in conspiracy theories. The data suggest a stronger link between these two charac-

teristics (traits) of the respondents.

3. Conspiracy theories
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• Discussion

The multiple correspondence analysis indicates associations between populist opinion, au-

thoritarian and conservative values, and the belief in conspiracy theories. At the same time, 

there is no clear and strong link between the inclination towards populism and personality 

traits. This situation suggests that populist bias is not deeply rooted, although it is widespread. 

On the contrary, its manifestation is more of a result of the social values and orientations cre-

ated in response to political life and debate.
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6. Regression data
analysis: Assessment of
the factors influencing
the shaping of populist
attitudes among the
population_

This section presents the findings of the regression analyses conducted to empirically assess 

the main factors that stimulate populist sentiment among citizens. The empirical tests for 

statistical significance of a series of relevant variables were conducted on two separate meas-

ures for populism: 1) ideological (with respondents answering a series of questions that can 

assess their propensity towards populist “thin” ideology, a measure adapted from Spruyt et al. 

2016); and 2) biographical (where the respondents answered which candidate they prefer ac-

cording to his biographical background, a measure tailor-made, especially for this research). 

The propensity for populist discourse was assessed using these two measures, while the 

regression analyses provided us with empirical findings on which variables are relevant for 

establishing and maintaining a propensity for populism at the individual level. Conducting 

regression analyses of two different dependent variables that measure different aspects of 

populist discourse provided us with a more thorough test of the role of stakeholders, giving us 

greater certainty about the findings compared to a research strategy where populism tenden-

cy shall be assessed by using just one measure.

The two dependent variables we use in statistical tests are formulated as follows:

•	 The first, the “ideological” dependent variable, is formulated following the exam-

ple of Spruyt et al. (2016) as a composite variable with the inclusion of multiple 

statements - survey questions that measure a populist attitude (Cronbach’s al-

pha = .78).7 Due to irregular distribution, the variable is recoded using a square 

root, ranging from 1 (low inclination to populism) to 20 (high inclination to pop-

ulism).

7 The statements included in creating this dependent variable are the following: “Politicians would 
rather talk than take action”, “Politicians who claim to be protecting our interests in fact care only 
about themselves”, “The politicians and the elite often fail the people”, “The political differences 
between the people and the elites are greater than those among the people”, “I would rather be 
represented by a people’s man than a professional politician”, “It is the people, and not politicians, 
who should make the pivotal political decisions”, “The politicians should bend to the will of 
the people”, and “A compromise in politics means selling your own principles.”In each of these 
statements, respondents were able to express their (disagreement) on a five-point scale. 
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•	 The second, “biographical” variable is binary, taking a value of 0 when respond-

ents answered that they preferred a candidate with a biographical background 

of a professional politician and a value of 1 when respondents answered that 

they prefer a candidate without a background of a professional politician, de-

scribed as a “man of the people”.

In the regression analyses, we included several variables for which there is a theoretical jus-

tification to be included as factors in creating the populist discourse at the individual level:

•	 Following the research of Spruyt et al. (2016), we focused on the respondents’ 

perceptions about the efficiency of the political system in terms of the opportu-

nity for the citizens to participate in political decision-making actively. The weak 

efficiency of the political system in relation to the essential political participa-

tion of the citizens stimulates the populist sentiment, and in accordance with 

this statement, we expect that the perceptions of poor efficiency strengthen 

the demand for populism among the citizens. We measure perceptions of the 

effectiveness of the political system with a composite variable composed of six 

different survey questions8 (Cronbach’s alpha = .68), which range from 1 (full 

system efficiency) to 5 (full system inefficiency).

•	 Contemporary societies are at increased risk of so-called “fake news” and con-

spiracy theories that significantly shape the population’s worldview. Populism is 

often cited in the scientific literature in correlation with this group of phenom-

ena (Castanho Silva et al., 2017; Kaltwasser, 2021). Consequently, we expect 

that susceptibility to conspiracy theories will increase the demand for populist 

leaders and options. Propensity to conspiracy theories is measured by a com-

8 The statements included in creating this independent variable are the following: “So many people 
vote in elections that my vote more or less makes no difference”; “The parties are only interested 
in my vote, not in my opinion”; “Voting means nothing, political parties certainly do only what they 
want”; “As soon as they win an election, politicians think they are better than people like me”; as well 
as the following survey questions: “In your opinion, to what extent can people like you influence the 
policies of the Government?” and “In your opinion, to what extent can people like you influence the 
policies of the municipality in which you live?”. All these claims and survey questions are coded as 
a five-tier scale that varies from low to high efficiency on the system of political participation of 
citizens.  
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posite variable consisting of ten different statements (Cronbach’s alpha = .92),9 

a measure ranging from 1 (low propensity for conspiracy theories) to 5 (high 

propensity for conspiracy theories).

•	 Populism is also often linked to the authoritarian views of the population. To 

assess these effects, we use a five-point scale variable in which respondents 

had the opportunity to state the extent to which they agreed with the following 

statement “This country needs a leader who will rule with a firm hand.” 

•	 In recent years there has been great interest in the scientific literature about the 

effects of psychological characteristics of individuals on their susceptibility to 

populism (Baker et al., 2016). Taking this as a justified theoretical possibility, we 

also include in the models a series of “psychological” variables, that is, personali-

ty traits (characteristics): emotional stability, imaginativeness, extroversion, con-

scientiousness and agreeableness. We did not have strong theoretical expecta-

tions when including these variables in the models and relied on an explorative 

approach. These five variables are index variables, meaning that for each of the 

five dimensions, a sum of the answers to 10 sub-questions is calculated. Each 

answer is taken as a score from one to five, given that each question contains a 

five-point scale. For all five dimensions, the validity of the scales is appropriate 

(Cronbach’s alpha > 0.6). The purpose of including these dimensions is to as-

sess whether there is a connection between populist attitudes and fundamental 

personality traits, and not just socially expressed values.  

•	 For reasons similar to those applicable to the perceptions of the efficiency of the 

political system, we expect that low trust in the institutions of the political sys-

tem and the established political actors stimulates populist sentiment. These 

two independent variables are again obtained by combining multiple survey 

questions (composite variables). The variable that measures trust in the insti-

tutions of the political system consists of 10-degree scales of trust in the insti-

tutions such as parliament, government, president and local self-government 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .89), while the variable that measures trust in political actors 

9 The statements involved in the creation of this independent variable are the following: “The world 
is run by several powerful families”; “The pandemic was created in a laboratory in order to control 
humans”; “Installation of foreign services, with eavesdropping equipment overthrew the previous 
Government”; “Soros controls NGOs in Macedonia”; “Soros was paying the people who protested in 
the Colorful Revolution”; “Climate is controlled by satellites and radars (HAARP)”; “The Ministry of 
Health registers more dead than the actual number, because they receive money for every death 
case from Covid-19”; “Spraying virus with planes”; “Climate change does not exist, it is a fabrication”; 
“The big media outlets mostly spread lies.” All these statements are coded on a five-point scale 
where the lowest grade means that the respondent completely disagrees, and the highest that the 
respondent completely agrees. 



IDSCS Study no.8/2022 - April 202222

is a 10-degree scale of trust in political parties and politicians (Cronbach’s alpha 

= .90). In both cases, 1 means the lowest possible trust, and 10 means the high-

est level of trust.

•	 In the models, we also included several variables related to the political practices 

of the citizens. The degree of being informed about political issues is measured 

by a composite variable consisting of two survey questions (Cronbach’s alpha = 

.87),10 where 1 means low awareness and 5 is high awareness. We measure the 

interest in politics on a four-point scale (question: How much would you say you 

are interested in politics?) where the lowest level is “Completely disinterested” 

and the highest is “Very interested”. We measure the self-perceived ability to 

participate in politics with the question “How confident are you in your ability 

to participate in politics?” on a five-point scale where the lowest grade means 

“Completely insecure” and the highest means “Completely confident”. Addition-

ally, we included in the models a variable on membership in the respondents’ 

political parties, which is binary coded, taking the value 0 when the respondents 

are not members of a political party and 1 when they are members. 

•	 Finally, the models include all relevant demographic variables: gender, age, edu-

cation, ethnicity (three categories: Macedonian, Albanian and “others”), place of 

residence (two categories: urban and rural) and monthly income per household 

member. 

In the A1-A5 models that are implemented with the “ideological” dependent variable (see Table 

1), we use the method of ordinary least-squares regression (OLS-regression), while in the B1-

B5 models, we use logistic regression (see Table 2), given the binary coding of the “biograph-

ical” dependent variable. The two series of models are built identically: in the first and basic 

model, we include only the demographic variables and the variable for membership in a polit-

ical party. In the second model, in addition to the already mentioned variables, we include the 

variables that refer to the political practices of the citizens (being informed about the politics, 

interest in politics and degree of confidence in their ability to participate in politics). In the third 

model, in addition to the previous variables, we also include the two variables that measure 

10 The questions included in this independent variable are: “How often do you discuss politics with 
your friends and family?” and “How often do you discuss politics?”, and in both cases these are 
the five possible answers: “Every day or almost every day”; “Several times a week”; “At least once a 
week”; “Less than once a week” and “Never”. The composite variable is inversely coded by the way it 
is set in the survey.
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citizens’ trust in the institutions of the political system and political actors. The fourth model 

includes the five variables that refer to the respondents’ personalities. Finally, in the fifth (and 

last) model, we include the variables the effects which interest us most: perceptions of the 

efficiency of the political system and susceptibility to conspiracy theories, as well as the var-

iable that measures the authoritarian attitude of the respondents. In both cases, the models 

that appear fifth in the series (A5 and B5) best explain the dependent variable and, as such, 

are most appropriate to draw conclusions. However, monitoring the effects of the variables 

across different models allows us to get a broader overview of the factors that influence the 

strengthening of the populist worldview among citizens.
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•  Social, economic, cultural and psychological factors influence the 
creation and strengthening of populist attitudes among citizens.

The two model series (Tables 1 and 2) lead us to a uniform and fairly direct conclusion that 

the most relevant predictor of the populist sentiment of citizens is the perception of the in-

efficiency of the political system in terms of citizen involvement in the decision-making pro-

cess. Increased perceptions of system inefficiency lead to the strengthening of the populist 

worldview in a statistically significant way. According to the A5 model, an increase of one unit 

in the inefficiency variable brings on average an increase of almost four units in the populist 

dependent variable. Similarly, in the B5 model, the chances of voting for a populist candidate 

increase by almost 28% when the inefficiency variable equals 2 to almost 68% when the vari-

able equals 5. Consequently, the inefficiency variable’s increase leads to a significant increase 

in both dependent variables that measure populism – populist and candidate.

The conspiracy variable also stands out as a significant predictor across the two sets of mod-

els, but the direction of its effect is different between models A5 and B5, leading to an uncon-

vincing conclusion about the effect of susceptibility to conspiracy theories in creating populist 

sentiment. In model A5, increasing susceptibility to conspiracy theories increases populist 

sentiment in a statistically significant way, while the opposite is the case in model B5, where 

this variable reduces the voting for the populist candidate, again in a statistically significant 

way. In other words, the susceptibility to conspiracy theories leads to the strengthening of the 

populist ideology among the population, as well as to voting for candidates who are part of the 

existing political establishment instead of politicians who are “new” on the political stage. The 

second finding is contrary to our initial theoretical expectations and emphasises the need for 

further analysis of the effects of conspiracy theories on the populist views of citizens.

. 
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Table 1. Models A1-A5 (ordinary regression of least squares)

Dependent variable: populist
Model 
А1

Model 
А2

Model 
А3

Model  
А4

Model 
А5

gender (basis: male)

female -0.59 -0.73* -0.49 -0.64 -0.28
years 0.09 0.11 0.17 0.18 0.21

education (basis: primary)

secondary -0.08 -0.50 -0.28 -0.25 0.07

high -0.49 -0.83 -0.58 -0.47 0.88

ethnicity (basis: Macedonian)

Albanian -0.13 0.36 0.39 0.55 0.53

other -0.81 -1.11 -0.59 -0.65 -0.99

income -0.05 -0.06 -0.05 -0.06 -0.04

place of residence (basis: urban)

rural 0.27 0.16 0.14 0.22 -0.05

membership in political parties (basis: no)

yes -2.06**** -1.93*** -1.51*** -1.55*** -0.64

information -0.10 -0.13 -0.12 0.05

interest in politics (basis: completely uninterested)

not very interested -0.58 -0.37 -0.40 -0.32

somewhat interested 0.09 0.34 0.33 0.06

very interested -1.82 -1.64 -1.60 -0.23
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self-confidence (basis: complete lack of self-confidence)

a little confidence -0.23 -0.41 -0.32 0.88*

confident -0.76 -0.62 -0.60 0.95

very confident 1.60* 1.47 1.47 1.64*

completely confident 0.91 0.47 0.17 -1.12

trust in institutions -1.85*** -1.93**** -0.40

trust in political actors 0.86 .94* 0.86

agreeableness 0.080* 0.11**

extroversion 0.00 -0.05

conscientiousness 0.02 0.03

emotional stability -0.01 -0.04

imaginativeness 0.00 0.05

inefficiency 3.73****

conspiracy 1.24****

firm leader 0.53**

constant 18.10**** 19.08**** 20.23**** 16.69**** -10.76****
adjusted R-square 0.03 0.04 0.06 0.07 0.46

N 598 555 541 540 334

Statistical significance: **** p <.001. *** p <.01. ** p <.05 * p <.1

Some of the other independent variables for which we had clear theoretical expectations show 

certain statistical significance in the A1-A4 and B1-B4 models, but not in the A5 and B5, where 

we included the inefficiency and conspiracy variables. These findings suggest that these inde-

pendent variables may play a significant role in shaping the populist worldview, but their effect 

is significantly weakened given the inefficiency and conspiracy variables, which have emerged 

as the most significant predictors in our analysis. Confidence (trust) in the institutions of the 

political system appears to be the most important predictor in the A3-A4 and B3-B4 models, 

in line with theoretical expectations (reduced trust instigates a populist worldview). Increased 

confidence by one unit in political institutions stimulates a decrease of nearly two units in the 

populist worldview (models A3-A4). The effect is in the same direction in the logistic regres-

sion models, where the dependent variable is the candidate (B3-B4). Calculated according to 

the B4 model, the probability of voting for a populist candidate drops from 73% to almost 31% 
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among the lowest and highest values of the variable trust in political institutions. These effects 

are significant and suggest the need for further analysis of the effect institutional trust has on 

the populist worldview. 

Similarly, membership in political parties discourages populism in all models, except A5 and 

B5, where inefficiency and conspiracy are introduced. Members of political parties, due to 

their past socialisation in the political life, are less likely to develop a populist worldview than 

non-members (A1-A4) but also less likely to vote for a populist candidate (B1-B4). In models 

A1-A4, this effect ranges up to a maximum of two units of change in populist when changing 

from non-membership to membership in political parties (model A1). Calculated according to 

the B4 model, non-members have a 56% probability of voting for a populist candidate, com-

pared to a 44% probability among political party members (with a difference in the probabili-

ties of the two groups being statistically significant at the 95% confidence interval).

The firm leader variable shows statistical significance only in the A5 model and is in line with 

the theoretical expectations: authoritarian attitudes stimulate a populist worldview. This ef-

fect, although statistically significant, is still much lower than the effect of other statistically 

significant independent variables: one unit change in a firm leader towards an authoritarian 

attitude stimulates only half a unit change towards a populist worldview (model A5). The same 

variable does not show any statistical significance in the B5 model. This finding suggests that 

authoritarianism does not play an important role in deciding whether to vote for an establish-

ment or a populist candidate.
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Table 2. Models B1-B5 (logistic regression)

Dependent variable: candidate
Model 
Б1

Model 
Б2

Model 
Б3

Model 
Б4

Model
Б5

gender (basis: male)

female 0.00 -0.11 0.01 0.01 0.03

years 0.15* 0.19** 0.21** 0.21** 0.14

education (basis: primary)

secondary 0.76*** 0.79*** 0.88*** 0.79*** 0.60

high 0.50 0.56* 0.58* 0.42 -0.41

ethnicity (basis: Macedonian)

Albanian -0.31 -0.25 -0.20 -0.26 0.13

other 1.12*** 1.22*** 1.51**** 1.55**** 0.84

income -0.02 -0.03 -0.02 -0.03 -0.03

place of residence (basis: urban)

rural 0.21 0.21 0.12 0.12 0.46

membership in political parties (basis: no)

yes -0.78**** -0.77*** -0.67*** -0.68*** -0.45

information -0.20* -0.22* -0.22* -0.22

interest in politics (basis: completely uninterested)

not very interested -0.01 0.10 0.15 0.08

somewhat interested 0.34 0.49 0.57 0.07

very interested 0.34 0.49 0.57 -0.18
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self-confidence (basis: complete lack of self-confidence)

a little confident -0.26 -0.19 -0.20 0.30

confident -0.01 0.19 0.15 0.71

very confident 0.19 0.29 0.28 0.87

completely confident 0.41 0.28 0.26 1.71**

trust in institutions -0.90**** -0.93**** -0.48

trust in political actors 0.34 0.37 0.30

agreeableness -0.03 -0.04

extroversion 0.00 -0.02

conscientiousness 0.03* 0.04

emotional stability 0.01 0.02

imaginativeness 0.02 0.05**

inefficiency 0.63***

conspiracy -0.51***

firm leader -0.09

constant -0.92 -0.68 0.12 -0.55 -2.28

Akaike information criterion 722.14 692.87 659.45 663.74 422.06

Bayes information criterion 765.06 769.09 743.54 768.86 526.04

Deviation 702.14 656.87 619.45 613.74 366.06

N 540 510 495 495 303

Statistical significance: **** p <.001. *** p <.01. ** p <.05 * p <.1

The other variables we included in the models did not prove to be statistically significant, with 

some exceptions. The set of variables related to citizens’ political practices (being informed, 

interest in politics and self-confidence) showed only sporadic effects. Confidence in one’s own 

ability to participate in politics has returned statistical significance among only some of the 

categories of ability to participate in models A2, A5 and B5 in an unambiguous direction: in 

some of the indicated categories, the increase in the perception of their ability to participate in 

politics leads to a greater degree of populist sentiment and increased likelihood of voting for 

a candidate with a “man of the people” biographical background. This effect is most evident 

in the B5 model, where respondents who had no confidence in their ability to participate in 

politics were significantly less likely to vote for the “man of the people” than those who said 

they had “complete confidence” in their ability to participate in politics (46% vs 78% probability, 

statistically significant difference at 95% confidence interval).
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On the other hand, the standard demographic variables hardly work as significant predictors 

through the various configurations of models except age, education and ethnicity, and only 

in the B1-B4 models. In the indicated models, age plays a small by intensity, but statistically 

significant role: increasing age contributes to voting for the “man of the people”. The situation 

is similar to the education variable, where respondents who have completed secondary ed-

ucation have a small but statistically significant higher probability of voting for the populist 

candidate than respondents who have completed primary education. In the ethnicity varia-

ble, however, although no significant differences were registered between Macedonians and 

Albanians, there was a statistically significant jump in the probability of voting for a populist 

candidate between members of the Macedonian ethnic community and members of smaller 

ethnic communities. The latter are more likely to vote for the “man of the people” compared to 

the Macedonian ethnic community. Given that this variable is coded in only three categories 

(Macedonians, Albanians and others) to maintain the simplicity of the models and, additional-

ly, given the fact that statistical significance is present only in models B1-B4, it is challenging 

to say how much the ethnic component plays a role in creating the populist worldview among 

the population. However, this initial finding may be the basis for further analysis of the ethnic 

effect on the country’s demand for populism. 

Finally, our attempt to link populism on an individual level to the psychological characteristics 

of the individual has yielded no significant results. Statistically significant effects were regis-

tered only with the variables agreeableness (models A4 and A5) and imaginativeness (B5) in a 

positive direction. The psychological characteristic of agreeableness contributes to the pop-

ulist worldview and the imaginativeness to the probability of voting for a populist candidate 

(only in model B5). Although these variables showed statistical significance, the associations 

are weak enough in intensity to conclude that individual character traits have very little influ-

ence in creating populist opinions among citizens.

.  
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• Discussion

The regression models shown in this section allow us to draw conclusions about the factors 

that lead to increased demand for populism in the Republic of North Macedonia. According to 

the A1-A5 models, which have a populist worldview as a dependent variable, the “typical” pop-

ulist-oriented citizen in the country sees the political system as inherently inefficient in terms 

of citizen participation in decision-making, is prone to conspiracy theories and believes that 

the country needs “firm” leaders. The findings also suggest that populist-oriented citizens have 

lower trust in political system institutions, are less likely to be members of political parties, and 

have higher confidence in their ability to participate in politics.

Estimated by the B1-B5 models, which have the biographical characteristics of the candidates 

as a dependent variable, the “typical” voter of a candidate with a non-establishment political 

background again sees the political system as ineffective for civic participation, is less prone 

to conspiracy theories and has strong confidence in its ability to participate in politics. The 

same models suggest that voters of the anti-establishment candidate have lower trust in the 

institutions of the political system and are less likely to be members of political parties.
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7. Conclusion_

This study attempts to understand which social, economic, cultural and psychological fac-

tors encourage the populist views of the people in North Macedonia. The research was con-

ducted as a field survey on a stratified representative population sample, while the data were 

analysed using several statistical methods (descriptive analysis, multivariate correspondence 

analysis and regression analysis). The descriptive analysis found that populist views were 

widespread among the population: in general, the majority of citizens manifested a populist 

worldview, expressed as a strong belief in the “people” as a morally superior entity, and a 

pronounced distrust in the political elites, which were generally viewed as entities mind-

ing their interests. Populist views were also seen in the survey experiment, in which most 

respondents preferred the candidate described as a “man of the people” to the candidate 

described as a professional politician. Citizens predominantly express their understanding of 

politics and political life as a struggle of “us against them” and less as an activity with which 

it should be possible to solve social problems and find a compromise in accordance with the 

interests of different groups.

The high level of distrust in political elites and the understanding of politics and political life as 

a struggle of “us against them” also increases the vulnerability to conspiracy theories, which 

are increasingly present globally. The tendency to believe in conspiracy theories suggests a 

potential abuse of citizens’ vulnerability for political gain by populist politicians, who often use 

inflammatory rhetoric to gain political points.

While the initial descriptive analysis of the data identified certain populist tendencies among 

the citizens, this study aims to provide a more in-depth explanation of the populist attitudes 

and the reasons for populist demand among the citizens in North Macedonia through ex-

tensive statistical analyses.

In that regard, the analysis of the exploratory multivariate correspondence analysis shows 

associations between populist opinion, authoritarian and conservative values, and belief in 

conspiracy theories. In addition, this analysis showed no clear and strong link between the 

propensity to populism and the person’s psychological characteristics. The results suggest 

that populist propensity is not a deep-rooted or personal characteristic, although it is a wide-

spread phenomenon. On the contrary, populism is more of a result of the social values and 

orientations that are created in response to the political life and debate.
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The regression analyses of the data showed that the most relevant predictor of the populist 

sentiment of the citizens is the perception of the inefficiency of the political system in terms 

of the involvement of the citizens in the decision making. Increasing citizens’ perceptions of 

the inefficiency of the political system lead to a strengthening of the populist worldview. In ad-

dition, confirming the findings from the multivariate correspondence analysis, the regression 

analysis showed that the susceptibility (and exposure) to conspiracy theories strengthens 

the populist worldview among the people. On the other hand, the regression analysis also 

showed that the susceptibility to conspiracy theories leads to voting for candidates who are 

part of the existing political establishment rather than for politicians who are “new” to the 

political stage. This finding is contrary to our initial theoretical expectations and emphasises 

the need for further analysis of the effects of conspiracy theories on the populist attitudes of 

citizens. Trust in the institutions of the political system appears as a significant predictor in 

several regression analysis models. Consistent with the theoretical expectations, reduced 

trust in institutions in the political system stimulates a populist worldview. Membership in 

political parties discourages populism in several of the models in the regression analysis, 

which leads to the conclusion that members of political parties, due to their past socialisation 

in political life, are less likely to develop a populist worldview than non-members, but also less 

likely to vote for a populist candidate. Authoritarian attitudes have proven to be a significant 

predictor of the presence of populist “thin” ideology among the people but have shown 

no association with the candidates’ biographical backgrounds. Furthermore, the analysis 

shows that the perception of a greater ability to participate in politics can lead to a greater 

degree of populist sentiment and an increased likelihood of voting for the “man of the people” 

candidate (in some regression models). On the other hand, standard demographic variables 

hardly work as significant predictors of which citizens are more prone to populist views, 

which illustrates the high presence of a populist worldview among the population. 

Taken as a whole, the findings of this research show that in North Macedonia, populist atti-

tudes are widespread among citizens. The research identified three main factors that con-

tribute to this situation: the inefficiency of the political system to involve citizens in the pro-

cess of policymaking and decision making, the susceptibility to conspiracy theories among 

the population and, finally, the strong distrust in the institutions of the political system.
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8. Possible steps
to reduce the populist
sentiment among
the population_

Populism is a political symptom of the greater shortcomings and problems of modern 

democratic practice. Research and theory confirm that the tactics and ultimate objective of 

populist parties and leaders pose a direct threat to liberal democracy and the values it repre-

sents. Many of the methods and political tactics that populist parties and leaders use are to 

weaken democratic institutions and the limits the power of the executive. In addition, these 

political movements tend to offer the public unsustainable and unrealistic solutions in terms 

of public policymaking.

Given the threats of populism to democracy and the well-being of citizens, this study dis-

cusses several possible steps that public policymakers can take to reduce citizens’ populist 

attitudes.

Initially, substantial democratic socialisation of the citizens is needed in that they will feel 

satisfied with their political engagement, and this socialisation should start from an early 

age. In addition to the educational processes, more time can be dedicated to political and civic 

socialisation, thus increasing the constructive involvement of the people in political life. This 

will reduce the attractiveness of the populist offer, thanks to civic education and inclusion and 

channelling the expectations through the existing institutional system.

In addition, populist sentiment among the people can be reduced through a resolute strug-

gle with “fake news” and conspiracy theories that are the initial point of entry into the popu-

list worldview for many citizens. Policymakers must focus on developing a thorough political 

and media education to develop remedial processes that will enhance the liberal versus the 

authoritarian character of the political worldview. However, there is a limit to the resilience to 

conspiracy theories and fake news, and in that regard, the institutions, media outlets, media 

services and the private sector must provide (self)regulatory mechanisms that will discour-
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age new and traditional media from using a journalistic practice that flirts with exploiting 

this weakness of the audience. While the institutions need to suppress the illicit funding, the 

existing self-regulatory mechanisms need to be strengthened, and advertising in media out-

lets that do not comply with the standards should be discouraged.

Finally, the failure of democratic institutions to fulfil their social role, reflected in the lack of 

trust among the people, is also a significant factor in the proliferation of the populist world-

view. Populism succeeds when a large group of citizens have the impression or experience 

that institutions are not working in their favour. The professionalisation of institutions and the 

resolute fight against corruption can be key steps in increasing trust in political institutions 

and reducing populist sentiment among the people.

These possible steps are only an initial discussion about which social processes need to be 

urgently addressed and initiated to democratise society; however, they do not present closed-

type recommendations. They are subject to change and improvement if new research be-

comes available.
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