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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Shaping political orientations: testing the effect of
unemployment on ideological beliefs and voting
behaviour
Tom Turner and Lorraine Ryan

Department of Work & Employment Studies, Kemmy Business School, University of Limerick,
Limerick, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Using data from the European Social Survey we test whether a period of
unemployment in Ireland shapes individuals’ core political ideological beliefs
towards the left of the political spectrum and whether the experience of
unemployment prompts people to vote for left-leaning parties. Results indicate
that unemployment is linked with more leftward core political ideological
beliefs and is associated with a tendency to vote for left-leaning parties. A
central implication of our findings is that the sizeable increase in the extent of
unemployment, as a consequence of the restrictions due to the COVID
pandemic, may well have fundamental political ramifications influencing the
political ideology and values of an unprecedented number of people. Right
and centre-right parties in order to remain popular in recent times have
tended to shift their policies leftward. The potential implications of the high
unemployment during the recent pandemic may reinforce this trend.

KEYWORDS Ideology; political parties; public policy; unemployment

Introduction

In 2020 Ireland and the world experienced an outbreak of the Corona virus, a
highly contagious and infectious disease. Apart from the deleterious health
effects and a large death toll, especially among the elderly, the virus essentially
shut down large areas of the economy particularly sectors such as travel,
tourism, accommodation and food. Between March and October, the unem-
ployment rate soared from under five per cent to over 20 per cent when the
unemployed and those claiming the Pandemic Unemployment Payment
(PUP) are combined (Labour Force Survey [LFS], 2020). This was an unprece-
dented shock to the Irish economy and particularly to young workers
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(Darmody, Smyth, & Russell, 2020). By October 2020 the number unemployed
had reached over a half million workers. Unemployment is associated with
severe material, psychological and social impacts for individuals and their
dependents. Previous certainties about work, social relations and political
values are likely to come under stress and possibly re-evaluation with the
experience of unemployment. Here we focus on the relationship between
the experience of unemployment and political ideology and associated politi-
cal and social values. Political ideology is commonly inferred from an individ-
ual’s position or orientation on the left or right of the political spectrum and
is considered relatively stable over time (Ghitza & Gelman, 2014; Prior, 2010).
However external shocks such as unemployment, if severe, may act to shape
an individual’s ideology mainly in a leftward trajectory. Given the extensive
unemployment impact of Covid19, the relationship between a period of unem-
ployment and political orientation is both relevant and timely for the post-pan-
demic political landscape in Ireland. In this paper, we examine whether people
who have experienced unemployment are more likely to be on the left of the
political spectrum compared to those who have not and whether unemploy-
ment is associated with voting for left-leaning parties. Our analysis is based
on a combined database of eight rounds from 2002 to 2016 of the European
Social Survey and is confined to Irish respondents. A large sample allows a
robust test of whether a period of unemployment over three months
impacts an individual’s political ideology and values. First, the nature of politi-
cal ideology and the extent to which ideology is malleable and open to change
is addressed. Secondly, the possible links between the experience of unem-
ployment and its influence on an individual’s basic political ideology are
reviewed. Thirdly, based on the literature a number of hypotheses are pro-
posed. Fourthly these relationships are tested, and we conclude by discussing
the potential implications of the findings for the Irish political landscape in the
post-pandemic era and the possibilities for future research.

Political ideology and left-right orientation

A political ideology can be defined as a group of ideas, beliefs, values and
opinions, exhibiting a recurring pattern that attempts to justify or change
the social and political arrangements and processes of a political community
(Jost, 2006). More succinctly political ideology has been described as a ‘set of
beliefs about the proper order of society and how it can be achieved’ (Erikson
& Tedin, 2003, p. 64). These sets of beliefs are essentially substantive, concrete
configurations of political ideas that matter to societies (Geoghegan &
Wilford, 2014; Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009). The empirical dimension of pol-
itical ideologies helps us to make sense of the complex social world in which
we live. Each political ideology provides a description of society – an intellec-
tual map – which enables us to locate ourselves in the social landscape
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(Freeden, 2003). A conventional and succinct method used to categorise pol-
itical ideas and ideologies is the left-right political linear spectrum from far
left to far right (Heywood, 2015, p. 119). These groupings have an aggregat-
ing function that allows a person’s political beliefs or position to be cate-
gorised as being on the left, in the centre, or on the right and their likely
orientation to a coherent set of policy options (Fortunato, Stevenson, & Von-
nahme, 2016).

However, the extent to which the left-right political orientation is useful in
defining and describing political views is often unclear as it can be difficult to
establish precisely what the spectrum means in practice (Heywood, 2015).
Although a useful heuristic for capturing general political ideologies
among individuals, the construct has been subject to criticism in relation to
oversimplification of complex beliefs and values (Bauer, Barberá, Ackermann,
& Venetz, 2017). Indeed, the evidence from an extensive study in Europe
revealed considerable variation across countries in a respondent’s knowledge
of the ideological positioning of political parties (Fortunato et al., 2016). Alter-
natively, Kerlinger (1984, p. 217) suggests that while conservatism and liberal-
ism may be abstract concepts to the ‘man-in-the-street’, individuals
understand and are quite familiar with their behavioural and environmental
manifestations. Research confirms that voters can place not only themselves
but also parties meaningfully on the left-right scale (Lesschaeve, 2016). Fur-
thermore, there are studies that show meaningful political and psychological
differences that covary with ideological self-placement (Jost, 2006, p. 651)
and the scale has been found to be a powerful statistical predictor of political
behaviour and attitudes (Coughlin & Lockhart, 1998).

Generally, the left position is characterised by an emphasis on ideas such
as freedom, equality, fraternity, rights, progress, reform and internationalism
while the right-wing is characterised by an emphasis on notions such as auth-
ority, hierarchy, order, duty, tradition, reaction and nationalism (Heywood,
2015). The political spectrum can generally be categorised along the two
core dimensions of egalitarianism and interventionism (Curtice & Bryson,
2001; Johnston & Ollerenshaw, 2020). People on the left tend to advocate
wealth redistribution, reduction of inequality, national minimum wage
schemes, extensive employment rights and strong trade unions to protect
workers. In the area of state intervention people on the left favour greater
state ownership and management of the economy, publicly owned and deliv-
ered education and health care, state welfare services to alleviate poverty and
inequality often financed by high taxation regimes. On the right the emphasis
is on rewarding individual talent and effort rather than income redistribution,
with minimal intervention in wage setting, few worker rights and opposition
to trade unions. People on the right are more likely to favour private rather
than state investment in the economy, limited government welfare policies
and low taxation regimes. Generally, people on the left strive to change or
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overturn the existing conditions in society and tend to bemore critical of gov-
ernment policies, often providing fundamental opposition to existing econ-
omic and social policies (Mouffe, 2000, 2016). While there are of course
nuances in interpretations of the left-right spectrum it remains nonetheless
vital both to everyday discussions of politics and to academic accounts of pol-
itical processes and events (Sudulich & Wall, 2010).

Political ideology as a stable phenomenon

People acquire values and opinions grounded in their specific historical life
experiences that shape their political stance and ideology (Van Deth & Elff,
2000; Ventura, 2001). A crucial question is the extent to which an individual’s
political ideology is influenced by external shock due to shifting social reali-
ties and personal experiences. An individual’s political orientation between
left and right or radicalism and conservatism tends to emerge in their key for-
mative years of political socialisation usually defined as that period from mid-
adolescence to early adulthood – age 15–25 and remain stable thereafter
(Grasso, 2014; Prior, 2010). A growing body of research indicates the
pivotal influence of partisan orientations on political perceptions and behav-
iour formed in an individual’s early years (Evans & Andersen, 2006). Early work
in this area suggested that peoples’ political attitudes are shaped by sociali-
sation experiences early in adulthood, remain relatively resistant to change
after this time and that attitude stability increases with age (Alwin & Krosnick,
1991; Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991). In contrast, results from a study in
England during the period 1991–2008 suggested that people who moved
residential area to safe Conservative seats tended to become more aligned
in their political preferences with the local majority (Gallego, Buscha,
Sturgis, & Oberski, 2016). However, Gallego et al. (2016) found no change
in left-right attitudes and only very weak evidence of change in party identifi-
cation amongst movers to safe Labour constituencies.

Wiertz and Rodon (2021) argue that the degree to which economic shocks
impact political preferences will depend on the intensity of the shock
involved. Since an individual’s political ideology is a relatively core and
stable aspect of a belief system any change along the left-right spectrum is
likely to require a substantial stimulus or shock. Experiences of economic
hardship appear to exert leftward pressures on political preferences as indi-
viduals become more reliant on public welfare schemes, favour redistribution
and comprehensive social protection policies – an agenda advocated by the
left. Survey evidence in the United States after the financial crash in 2007
showed that economic insecurity affected citizens’ attitudes towards govern-
ment’s role with greater support for policies that buffered economic risks like
increased welfare spending (Hacker, Rehm, & Schlesinger, 2013; Margalit,
2013; Owens & Pedulla, 2014). Job loss in particular represents a major
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economic and often severe psychological shock and according to the evi-
dence from Dutch panel data leads to increased support for the provision
of unemployment benefits (Naumann, Buss, & Bähr, 2016). Unemployment
occurs when people suffer job loss and are actively seeking employment.
The single most important determinant factor contributing to poverty in
Ireland is joblessness (Hannan, Ó Riain, & Whelan, 1997). Becoming unem-
ployed has a greater negative impact compared to a fall in salary, missed pro-
motion or a decrease in working hours (Ray, Sissons, Jones, & Vegeris, 2014).

Impact of unemployment on ideology

A substantial literature has documented the extent to which job loss is a dis-
ruptive life event with far-reaching effects on workers life trajectories (see, for
example, Brand, 2015). A period of unemployment can have adverse health
and mental affects (Gallo et al., 2006; Myles et al., 2017; Stolove, Galatzer-
Levy, & Bonanno, 2017) and is particularly pernicious with long term effects
for young people (Brand & Simon Thomas, 2014; Hannan et al., 1997). A
meta-analysis of 237 cross-sectional and 87 longitudinal studies indicated
that the unemployed were more than twice as likely to have psychological
problems such as anxiety and depression compared to employed workers
(Paul & Moser, 2009). Moderator analyses of these studies demonstrated
that men and people with blue-collar jobs were more distressed by unem-
ployment than women and people with white-collar jobs. Work has been
shown to provide people with a sense of belonging and its absence can
cause a sense of dislocation, isolation from mainstream society and poverty
(Gallie, Paugam, & Jacobs, 2003; Hiswåls, Marttila, Mälstam, & Macassa,
2017). Arulampalam (2001) suggests that joblessness leaves permanent
scars on individuals which endure even after they find re-employment.
Such scarring not only relates to loss of income during periods of unemploy-
ment, but the effect can further contribute to wage inequality and poverty as
well as interfere with work incentives. Arulampalam’s study could not find
any scarring effects coming via the unemployment spell duration in addition
to those due to the incidence, ceteris paribus and the first spell of joblessness
is found to cause most damage. An experience of unemployment also
increases the chances of a future unemployment experience (Arulampalam,
2000). Emmenegger, Marx, and Schraff (2015) drawing on longitudinal house-
hold panel data from Holland found that labour market disadvantage as
measured by unemployment, involuntary part-time work, temporary employ-
ment, and low-wage work increases the probability of voting for radical left
and pro-redistribution parties or to abstain from the election. Using similar
Dutch panel data from 2007 to 2016 Wiertz and Rodon (2021) examined
whether people adjust their left-right ideology in response solely to job
loss and unemployment. Although their results underscored the resilience
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and stability of left-right ideologies even after events like job loss, neverthe-
less there was a systematic if modest tendency of people to revise their ideol-
ogy towards the left after job loss, at least in the short run. The adverse
material effects of unemployment appear to shift an individual’s preferences
towards increased support for pro-redistribution parties and hence to the left
of the political spectrum. The extent of the leftward adjustment seems to be
related to the disruptive magnitude of the unemployment experience. In par-
ticular job loss has been found to trigger a larger leftward move when
attended by a major fall in household income – the shock effect (Wiertz &
Rodon, 2021, p. 3).

Whether this leftward shift alters voting preferences remains unclear in
the extensive literature examining the link between unemployment and
voting preference. Evidence from a Swedish study indicated that left-wing
parties gain an electoral advantage when the local unemployment rate
rises in less well-off areas (Brännlund, 2021). Similarly, a large-scale study
of Western European nations and County level data from the US indicated
that voters who favour lower unemployment tend to vote for left parties
(Dassonneville & Lewis-Beck, 2013; Wright, 2012). Yet the evidence on the
relationship between the direct experience of unemployment and voting
behaviour is mixed with unemployment associated with voting left in
some countries but not in others (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2000). Indeed,
based on Dutch panel data Wiertz and Rodon (2021) found that ideological
shifts due to job loss were not associated with an increased likelihood of
voting for left-wing parties. Consequently, the relationship between unem-
ployment and voting for left parties is likely to be affected by the specific
economic and political conditions of each country. In the period examined
here (2002–2016), Ireland initially experienced a buoyant economy with
high employment and low unemployment. Subsequently, after the
financial crisis in 2008, unemployment increased fourfold to around 16%.
After 2012, the economy entered a recovery period and unemployment
began to fall rapidly. Furthermore, the period studied spanned a number
of coalitions in government with a different mix of parties. In 2002 the domi-
nant Fianna Fáil party were in government with the Progressive Democrats
(PD). 2007 saw a Fianna Fáil-Green-PD coalition while in 2009 Fianna Fáil
and the Green party formed a coalition with a number of Independents. Fol-
lowing the financial crisis and an unprecedented dramatic fall in support for
Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael formed a government with Labour in 2011 (Barrett,
2016). In 2016 Labour experienced a similar crushing defeat with Fine
Gael then formed government with Independents. Quinlan and Okolikj
(2017) note that a significant majority of Irish people have no attachment
to a particular party. This means that voters are more likely to switch,
leading to the potential for greater volatility, as the 2011 and 2016
general elections have shown. Here we primarily examine the link
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between unemployment and political ideology across different economic,
political and employment contexts within Ireland.

Based on the above theoretical literature and empirical findings three core
propositions are examined. First, unemployment shapes an individual’s core
political ideological beliefs towards the left of the political spectrum (H1). Sec-
ondly, the experience of unemployment is associated with voting for left-
leaning parties (H2). Thirdly, the experience of unemployment can be
expected to influence an individual’s political values specifically in regard
to support for pro-redistribution policies, in lower trust in state institutions
and lower satisfaction with the government and the economy compared to
continuously employed workers (H3).

Data and measures

The data used here comes from eight rounds of the European Social Survey
(ESS). The ESS is a biennial multi-country survey covering over 20 nations. The
first round was fielded in 2002 and the eighth round in 2016. Data collection
is by means of face-to-face interviews of approximately an hour in duration.
The requirement is for random (probability) samples with comparable esti-
mates based on full coverage of the eligible residential populations aged
15+. A target response rate of 70 per cent is set for each country with
Ireland achieving an average response rate of 61.7 per cent across the
eight rounds (see: Search European Social Survey (nsd.no)). Here we focus
solely on Ireland as a case study primarily because of the complexities
involved in sorting the political parties voted for in the last national election
in the various other European countries and the different political and insti-
tutional contexts specific to each country. Moreover, there is likely to be a
large number of workers in the Irish sample in the ESS who experienced
unemployment after the financial crash in 2008 when the unemployment
rate soared to over 14 per cent in 2012 and only declined to below six per
cent by 2018 (see: https://www.macrotrends.net/countries/IRL/ireland/
unemployment-rate). A total of 15,920 respondents (weighted) are active in
the labour market in the eight rounds combined.

The principal dependent variable is political ideology based on the follow-
ing question: ‘In politics people sometimes talk of “left” and “right” – where
would you place yourself on this scale where 0 means the left and 10
means the right?’. This scoring has been reversed and now ranges from 0
= right to 10 = left. The principal independent variable is whether a respon-
dent experienced a period of unemployment measured by the survey ques-
tion: ‘Have you ever been unemployed and seeking work for a period of more
than three months?’ score 1 = yes, 2 = no.

The second dependent measure is the party the respondent voted for in
the last national election in Ireland. Two of the main parties that traditionally
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receive the majority of votes, Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael, are classed as right-
leaning, the former is closer to a centre party and the latter to the right of
centre (Gallagher & Weeks, 2010; Mair, 1986; Smith, 2008). Here we group
both together as broadly representing the centre right. On the left, there
are a number of left-leaning parties that includes Sinn Féin, the Labour
Party, the Green Party and a host of smaller parties. These have been
grouped together to represent the broad left. Voters of non-party (Indepen-
dents) individual representatives are excluded as these spans both the left,
centre and right giving a weighted sample of 10,394. It should be noted
that another possible implication of experiencing a period of unemployment
is reduced voter turnout, however, this is excluded from the scope of this
paper.

Aside from voting, the political measures are composed of a number of
questions. Some questions are reverse coded in order to ensure that high
responses on all questions indicate a positive response and low responses
a negative response. Firstly, attitudes to redistribution are measured by the
extent that respondents agree or disagree that government should take
measures to reduce differences in income levels. Secondly, trust in political
and state institutions is measured by 3 items: trust in the country’s parlia-
ment, politicians and political parties (Table 1). Thirdly, satisfaction with gov-
ernment and economy is measured by two items – satisfaction with the way
the government is doing its job and satisfaction with the present state of the
economy. The inclusion of a number of items measuring political values pro-
vides an additional means to identify a respondent’s position on right-left
spectrum as the combination of both the left-right scale and the political
values has a Cronbach alpha score of 0.8 indicating a significant coherence
and consistency between these measures (Table 1).

Table 1. Political value measures.
Alpha

reliability score

Redistribution Government should take measures to reduce
differences in income levels. Scored 1 Strongly agree
to 5 Strongly disagree. Reverse coded to 1 = Strongly
disagree to 5 = Strongly agree.

/

Trust in political and state
institutions

Composed of 3 items: How much do you personally
trust each of the following institutions: 1. country’s
parliament 2. Politicians 3. Political parties. Scored 0
= no trust at all to 10 = complete trust.

0.89

Satisfaction with
government and
economy

Measured by 2 items: 1. How satisfied are you with the
way the government is doing its job? 2. How satisfied
are you with the present state of the economy? Both
scored from 0 = Extremely dissatisfied to 10 =
Extremely satisfied

0.8

Political values (combined) Composed of 6 items: reducing income differences +3
items measuring trust in institutions +2 measures of
satisfaction with government and economy

0.81
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In addition, a number of controls are used in the multivariate analysis such
as gender, age, years in education and occupational level. Age in particular
has been found to have significant effects on an individual’s political
beliefs. Survey evidence from the US and UK indicate that core political pre-
dispositions tend to be highly stable through the life span (Desilver, 2014;
Tilley & Evans, 2014). There was evidence of increasing attitude crystallisation
through the life span, infusing core predispositions with increasing psycho-
logical strength over time (Sears & Funk, 1999). Thus, the effects of a
period of unemployment on an individual’s political ideology may have
less salience in older age groups. Unemployed people are likely to experience
difficulties coping with their income leading to greater economic insecurity.
Consequently, a variable measuring whether respondents are able to cope
with their income is used in the multivariate analysis as a possible mediator
between the experience of unemployment and political ideology.

As the data are cross-sectional across eight survey rounds and not longi-
tudinal two important issues arise. First, it may be the case that the effects
of unemployment on ideology vary significantly in different survey rounds
as the economic and political environment changes with time. However, as
Table 2 indicates there is a statistically significant gap in the mean reported
score on the left-right spectrum between those who experienced a period of
unemployment of at least three months and the continuously employed in
each of the eight rounds of the survey. Although the respondents in each
round are not the same individuals, the effects of unemployment on political
ideology are consistently similar. The peak in the general trend of the ideo-
logical mean and subsequent decline likely reflects the high rate of unem-
ployment after the financial crisis in 2008 and the recovery after 2012. Yet
the mean for those experiencing unemployment remained relatively stable
while that of the continuously employed declined between the three
survey rounds after 2010.

A second problem with cross-sectional studies is that the temporal link
between political ideology and the experience of unemployment cannot

Table 2. Political ideology (0 = Right to 10 = Left) and the experience of unemployment.

Survey
round

Respondents experiencing
unemployment

Respondents continuously
employed

T-
test
Sig.

2002 5.0225 4.5080 ***
2004 5.0786 4.6886 ***
2006 5.0343 4.6609 ***
2008 5.1250 4.7439 ***
2010 5.3579 4.9113 ***
2012 5.0899 4.7470 ***
2014 5.2259 4.7564 ***
2016 5.2127 4.5832 ***

P < 0.001***; <0.01**; <0.05*.
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be determined because both are examined at the same time and the period
of unemployment may have occurred a long time ago. Even so, it is unlikely
that political ideology or voting for a party on the left leads to unemploy-
ment. Rather it seems more plausible to treat the possible direction of caus-
ality from the experience of unemployment to the dependent variables of
ideology, voting and political values. It should be noted that other factors
such as personality characteristics and social origins may also influence
unemployment and political orientations, however, these are not considered
in this study.

Results

For the combined eight rounds the difference in mean ideological orientation
is statistically significant at 5.16 for respondents experiencing unemployment
compared to 4.7 for the employed (Table 3). For workers in Ireland, it appears
that the experience of unemployment is associated with core political ideo-
logical beliefs towards the left of the political spectrum providing support
for hypothesis 1. This occurs both in people who voted for broad right
parties in the last national election as well as those who voted for broad
left parties. Not surprisingly the mean ideological scores across the eight
rounds are significantly greater for those voting broad left both employed
and unemployed, compared even to those voting broad right and experien-
cing unemployment. Nevertheless, there is a statistically significant gap
between the mean ideological score of those experiencing unemployment
and the continuously employed in the latter group (Table 3).

Over the eight survey rounds, 25 per cent of respondents voted for broad
left parties and 75 per cent for broad right parties. Respondents experiencing
a period of unemployment with a left ideology (i.e. those with left-right
scores >5) were significantly more likely to vote for a left party than those
continuously employed with a left ideology, 61 per cent compared to 48
per cent, respectively. Similarly unemployed respondents on the right of
the political spectrum are also more likely to vote for a left party with 20
per cent voting left compared to 12 per cent of the continuously employed
with a right ideology. These differences between the unemployed and

Table 3. Political values, unemployment and voting.
All respondents Voted broad left Voted broad right

UE CE T-Test UE CE T-Test UE CE T-Test

Political ideology 5.16 4.7 *** 5.91 5.56 *** 4.5 4.28 ***
Reduce income differences 3.92 3.81 *** 4.06 3.94 *** 3.83 3.8 ns
Sat with gov. and economy 3.57 4.36 *** 3.01 3.72 *** 3.93 4.6 ***
Trust in institutions 4.06 4.66 *** 3.75 4.25 *** 4.49 4.88 ***

Note: UE = Period of unemployment; CE = Continuously employed.
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continuously employed are statistically significant and provide support for
hypothesis 2 that the experience of unemployment is likely to be associated
with voting for left-leaning parties.

People experiencing a period of unemployment are significantly more
likely to favour government taking measures to reduce differences in
income levels compared to those continuously employed (Table 3). While
this remains the case for those voting for parties on the left there is no signifi-
cant difference in the attitude towards redistribution between respondents
who voted for broad right parties whether unemployed for a period or con-
tinuously employed. While unemployment among people who voted left is
associated with greater support for redistribution there is no such discernible
link among people voting for broad right parties hence providing only partial
support for the proposition that the experience of unemployment will
increase support for pro-redistribution policies.

A period of unemployment appears to be significantly associated with a
lower mean score on satisfaction with the way the government is doing its
job and with the present state of the economy. This significant difference
applies equally to people voting for left and right parties. A similar pattern
relates to people’s trust in politicians and political parties. People experien-
cing unemployment, whether voting for left or right parties, score signifi-
cantly lower levels of trust indicating that unemployment is likely to lower
workers’ political and institutional trust compared to continuously employed
workers. These results provide support for hypothesis 3.

Multivariate analysis

Multivariate analysis allows a test of the robustness of the descriptive findings
while controlling for the possible effects of gender, age, education, occu-
pational level and ability to cope with income level. As Table 4 indicates
experience of unemployment is associated with a greater likelihood of
being on the left of the political spectrum compared to the continuously
employed controlling for gender, age, education, occupation and adequacy
of income (Equations (1)–(3)). This applies to respondents voting for broad
right and left parties. Age in particular has the strongest impact on political
ideology as indicated by the size of the standardised Beta coefficient with
younger respondents more left leaning than older respondents overall. This
only applies to those voting for right but not for left parties. These results
confirm our first core proposition (hypothesis 1) that the experience of unem-
ployment shapes core political ideological beliefs towards the left of the pol-
itical spectrum. In Equations (4)–(6) the various political values are
introduced. In Equation (4) while unemployment retains a significant
impact, these measures that include favouring more redistribution and
lower trust in government and the economy have a stronger association
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Table 4. Determinants of political ideology. (Method; Linear regression, standardised beta coefficients reported; Standard Errors in parentheses).
All Voted right Voted left All Voted right Voted left
1 2 3 4 5 6

Unemployed 0.07*** (0.04) .02
(0.06)

0.07*** (0.09) 0.05*** (0.04) 0.01
(0.06)

0.04
(0.09)

Political values
Redistribution / / / 0.08*** (0.02) 0.06*** (0.02) 0.08*** (0.04)
Trust in state / / / −0.09*** (0.01) −0.09*** (0.01) 0.03

(0.01)
Sat. gov/econ / / / −0.12*** (0.01) −0.1*** (0.01) −0.15*** (0.02)
Controls
Gender 0-0.02 (0.03) −0.04** (0.04) 0.03 (0.08) 0.003 (0.03) −0.02 (0.05) 0.05* (0.08)
Age (raw age) −0.14*** (0.001) −0.14*** (0.001) 0.03 (0.003) −0.14*** (0.001) −0.15*** (0.002) −0.02 (0.003)
Education years 0.01 (0.005) −0.02 (0.007) 0.09*** (0.01) 0.01 (0.005) −0.03* (0.01) 0.09*** (0.01)
Occupation 0.01 (0.007) 0.02 (0.01) −0.004 (0.01) 0.004 (0.007) 0.006 (0.01) −0.04 (0.02)
Income enough −0.07*** (0.02) −0.04** (0.03) −0.04 (0.05) 0.01

(0.02)
0.01
(0.03)

0.003 (0.05)

R2 0.07 0.03 0.01 0.07 0.06 0.04
F score 86*** 28*** 6*** 102*** 37*** 10***
N (unweighted) 13,347 6,346 2,157 11,318 5,423 1,866

P < 0.001***; <0.01**; <0.05*.
Controls: Gender (scored 1 = men, 0 = women); Age (raw age of respondent). Years spent in Education. Occupational level (scored 1 = senior/managers; 2 professionals; 3 Tech-
nicians/lower professional; 4 Admin white collar; 5 Craft related; 6 Personal/service; 7 Sales; 8 Plant operatives; 9 Other occupations). Income adequacy (scored 1 = Very difficult; 2
= difficult; 3 = coping; 4 = Comfortable). Both occupational level and income variables are entered in the equations as interval type measures.
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based on the standardised Beta coefficients with being on the left of the ideo-
logical spectrum. These measures are similarly strongly associated in
Equations (5) and (6) with being on the left of the political spectrum but
the experience of unemployment is no longer significantly associated with
political ideology when disaggregated into cohorts voting broad right and
left. The results show that political values have the most significant impact
on a respondent’s position on the political spectrum weakening or removing
the effects of unemployment. However as noted in Table 3, unemployment is
associated with higher levels in the political value measures (political ideol-
ogy is correlated with the political values around the 0.2 level). Thus, it
appears that for respondents voting both on the left and right of the political
spectrum the experience of unemployment has an indirect effect on political
ideology through its effects on political values.

In Table 5 we test whether unemployment is associated with voting for a
left party using binary logistic regression. Respondents who experienced a
period of unemployment are 1.6 times more likely to vote for a left party

Table 5. Voting in the last election and unemployment. (Binary logistic regression:
Binary regression: significant odds ratios reported; Standard Errors in parentheses).

Dependent: Voted last election (1 = Left; 0 = Right)

1 2 3 4

Unemployed 1.6*** (0.06) 1.5*** (0.08) 1.5*** (0.06) 1.5***
(0.09)

Political ideologya / 7*** (0.07) / 6***
(0.08)

Political values
Redistribute income / / 1.2*** (0.03) 1.2***

(0.04)
Trust in state / / −1.1*** (0.02) −1.05*

(0.02)
Sat. gov/econ / / −1.1*** (0.02) −1.1*** (0.02)
Controls
Gender 1.1*

(0.05)
1.08 (0.07) 1.2** (0.06) 1.1

(0.08)
Age (raw age)b −1.02*** (0.002) −1.1*** (0.002) −1.2*** (0.002) −1.01*** (0.003)
Education (years) 0.99

(0.01)
0.99 (0.01) 0.99

(0.01)
0.99
(0.01)

Occupation 1.0
(0.01)

1.0 (0.02) 0.99
(0.01)

0.98
(0.02)

Difficult coping income 1.8*** (0.12) 1.5*** (0.17) 1.3** (0.13) 0.77
(0.2)

Coping on income 1.2*** (0.11) 1.2* (0.19) 0.85
(0.18)

0.88
(0.2)

Referent: Comfortable
Pseudo Nagle R2 0.06 0.27 0.1 0.28
Model Chi-sq 378*** 1039*** 549*** 942***
N (weighted) 9,561 5,209 8,092 4,444
aThe 11 point measure of political ideology has been rearranged into two categories of left and right by
omitting the centre point in the scale.

bRespondents voting on the right tend to be older (46% are under 45 and 54% over 45) while voters on
the left are more likely to be younger (62% are under 45 and 38% over 45.)
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compared to the continuously employed controlling for the same measures
as in the previous table (Equation (1)). The inclusion of political ideology as a
dichotomous measure in Equation (2) does not change the impact of unem-
ployment which remains significantly associated with voting left when con-
trolling for a respondent’s position on the political spectrum. Not
surprisingly people on the left are 7 times more likely to vote left. The
effects of unemployment are similar in Equations (3) and (4) with the
various political measures included as well as the usual controls along with
a respondent’s ideological position. These results confirm our second core
proposition that the experience of unemployment will be associated with
voting for left-leaning parties. Most notable of the control variables are age
and beliefs about the adequacy of income with younger respondents and
those having difficulty coping with their income more likely to vote left.

Finally, we assess whether the experience of unemployment affects an
individual’s political values. Unemployment has a significant impact on the
combined measure of political values when controlling for the effects of pol-
itical ideology and party voted for as well as gender, age, education, occu-
pation and income adequacy (Table 6). The experience of unemployment
has no significant effect on attitudes to income redistribution but is signifi-
cantly associated with lower trust in the state and satisfaction with the gov-
ernment and the economy. Clearly, a respondent’s political ideology and to a
lesser extent a left voting preference have a stronger impact than unemploy-
ment. Even so, our results provide considerable support for the proposition
that unemployment is associated with more left-leaning political values

Table 6. Determinants of political values. (Method; Linear regression, standardised beta
coefficients reported; Standard Errors in parentheses).

Political values Income redistrib. Trust in state
Satisfaction Gov/

econ

Unemployed −0.05*** (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) −0.04*** (0.06) −0.06*** (0.05)
Political ideology −0.15*** (0.06) 0.09*** (0.006) −0.13*** (0.01) −0.15*** (0.02)
Voted (1 = Left; 0 =
Right)

−0.1*** (0.26) 0.05*** (0.03) −0.08*** (0.06) −0.1*** (0.06)

Controls
Gender 0.08*** (0.22) −0.07*** (0.02) 0.08*** (0.05) 0.07*** (0.05)
Age (raw age) −0.004 (0.01) 0.07*** (0.001) 0.03* (0.002) −0.04** (0.002)
Education (years) −0.04*** (0.04) −0.06*** (0.004) 0.01 (0.002) −0.04** (0.01)
Occupation −0.06*** (0.05) 0.07*** (0.005) −0.04*** (0.01) −0.08*** (0.01)
Income enough 0.27*** (0.14) −0.1*** (0.01) 0.2*** (0.03) 0.27*** (0.03)
R2 0.13 0.05 0.09 0.16
F score 141*** 58*** 97*** 173***
N (unweighted) 7,290 8,377 7,435 7,471

P < 0.001***; <0.01**; <0.05*.
Controls: Gender (scored 1 = men, 0 = women); Age (raw age of respondent). Years spent in Education.
Occupational level (scored 1 = senior/managers; 2 professionals; 3 Technicians/lower professional; 4
Admin white collar; 5 Craft related; 6 Personal/service; 7 Sales; 8 Plant operatives; 9 Other occupations).
Income adequacy (scored 1 = Very difficult; 2 = difficult; 3 = coping; 4 = Comfortable). Both occu-
pational level and income variables are entered in the equations as interval type measures.
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independent of an individual’s ideological position and voting preference.
Among the controls gender, occupation and income adequacy appear to
have the most significant impact on political values. Men are more likely to
have lower trust levels and satisfaction with government while women are
more likely to favour income redistribution. Respondents in lower-level occu-
pations also have less trust and satisfaction with government and those com-
fortable with their income report higher levels of trust and satisfaction while
individuals having difficulty coping are more likely to favour redistribution.

Conclusion

This article adds to the debate on the empirical and theoretical link between
political ideology and the experience of unemployment in an Irish context.
Empirically, the three core propositions tested in this paper that unemploy-
ment influences an individual’s core political-ideological position towards
the left of the political spectrum, is associated with a stronger tendency to
vote for left-leaning parties and with political values such as support for
pro-redistribution policies, and lower trust in the state’s institutions and sat-
isfaction with government and the economy are supported by the results
here. Even respondents who experienced a period of unemployment and
voted for broad right parties also tended, with the exception of income redis-
tribution, to be associated with left-leaning beliefs and lower levels of satis-
faction with government and state institutions. These links hold across the
eight rounds in the 14-year period examined. The timing of our results is par-
ticularly pertinent as Ireland and numerous other countries enter uncertain
political and economic environments. The shock effects of the Covid crisis
combined with an extensive rise in unemployment create prospects for sig-
nificant disruption to existing political systems and voter preferences.

Despite the associated link between unemployment and left ideology, the
majority of respondents reporting a period of unemployment (63%) actually
voted for broad right parties in the last election. In order to attract such
voters, parties on the right may be drawn towards the political centre with
relatively firm commitments to welfare policies that ameliorate economic
hardships. Indeed, based on election data from nine Western European
democracies Somer-Topcu (2015) argues that parties often tailor their cam-
paign message differently to appeal to a broader electorate with diverse pre-
ferences and thereby winning their votes. This broad appeal strategy appears
to have been particularly successful for centre-right parties yielding sweeping
majorities in Scandinavia with a decade of pure centre-right majorities in
Denmark and Sweden (Arndt, 2014). According to Abou-Chadi, Mitteregger,
and Mudde (2021) while the far-right nationalist parties have been doing
better among workers in recent years it still only accounts for 15 per cent
of the total worker vote in western-European elections. Instead, the main
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beneficiaries have been centre-right and green parties since the financial
crisis in 2008 (Abou-Chadi et al., 2021). Evidence from European democracies
indicates that emphasising welfare issues or increasing social expenditure has
enabled centre-right parties to expand their appeal to a broader range of
voters (Bergman & Flatt, 2021; Jensen, 2010). Our results demonstrate that
centre-right parties in Ireland appear to be adept at broadening their attrac-
tion to diverse groups given a majority of those experiencing a period of
unemployment reported voting for broad right parties in national elections.
Indeed, some commentators argue that the general drift of formerly conser-
vative parties away from the centre right towards the left is a notable feature
of contemporary politics in Ireland.1

The durability of the leftward tendencies in people experiencing a period
of unemployment is difficult to definitely establish. Wiertz and Rodon (2021)
in their study found that unemployment did not have a permanent impact on
people’s ideology while Naumann et al. (2016) found that job loss led to an
increase in support for the public provision of unemployment benefits that
persisted over time. What our study shows is that the link between unem-
ployment and leftward beliefs and values persists across the eight survey
waves from 2002 to 2016 (see Table 2) among different individuals across
different economic and societal contexts. This is a central consideration as
the sizeable increase in the extent of unemployment post the Covid pan-
demic may well have fundamental political ramifications shaping the political
ideology and values of an unprecedented number of people.

The extent of any political ramifications is likely to depend on the speed
that the economy and levels of employment recover in the post-pandemic
period. Moreover, the character of the unemployment experience differs
for many in some degree from unemployment in normal times. First the
economic deprivation typically associated with unemployment was alleviated
by the payment of a special pandemic unemployment payment that at least
initially was approximately equivalent to over 75 per cent of the traditional
unemployment benefit. Secondly, the nature of the pandemic unemploy-
ment experience is a collective phenomenon of a force majeure nature and
likely reduces the worst psychological stresses and outcomes usually associ-
ated with unemployment. However, the cushioning effects of these factors
may be offset by the scarring effects of unemployment and the fear of
future job loss (Clark, Georgellis, & Sanfey, 2001; Knabe & Rätzel, 2011). This
is particularly so in the current climate in Ireland given factors such as the
increased cost of living generally, the housing and rental crisis and a recog-
nition by individuals of the potential negative impacts if they were to experi-
ence a period of unemployment again.

Thus, the leftward tendencies of people experiencing unemployment
identified in this paper are likely at least for a time to affect all political
parties as they endeavour to attract support for their policies. While
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unemployment levels have recovered more quickly than predicted (McQuinn,
O’Toole, Kostarakos, & Coffey, 2021; Taggart, 2022) there has nonetheless
been a significant number of the Irish electorate whose political preferences
have potentially been impacted by their experience of unemployment. This
may reinforce the general trend towards the left and away from centre and
centre-right parties evident in the last general election in Ireland in 2020
(Müller & Regan, 2021). Given the unprecedented size of the pandemic unem-
ployment surge, right and centre-right parties in order to remain popular are
likely to shift their policies leftward to accommodate these new realities.
Indeed, the early policy responses of the current mainly centre-right coalition
government to the Covid crisis included enhanced social welfare payments
for the newly unemployed workers along with numerous job protection
and other income security emergency measures. The extent to which the dis-
ruptive magnitude of the unemployment experience and the shock effect of
falls in income have been cushioned by such government policies remains to
be seen. In particular, the effect of the Covid unemployment crisis on individ-
uals’ political beliefs and party voting preferences warrants further study
across the European Union.

Note

1. See Stephen Collins ‘We are making the same old mistake about inflation’, Irish
Times, 18/02/2022 and Gerard Howlin ‘Profligacy cannot go unchallenged: The
national mood of entitlement has led to a ‘big state’ we cannot afford’, The
Sunday Times, 13/01/2022.
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