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The Electoral Success of the Extreme Right:  
Is the Presence of a Minority Important?*
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Institute for Sociology, Slovak Academy of Sciences

Abstract: Anti-minority rhetoric as an almost universal feature of extreme-
right parties is often analytically and empirically linked to their electoral suc-
cess. This article tests the link between the presence of an outgroup and the 
vote for the extreme right in an attempt to explain the electoral success of the 
first openly anti-system extreme-right party to enter the Slovak parliament in 
2016. A multilevel approach is used to analyse the connection between Roma 
presence in a municipality and extreme-right support while controlling for 
the individual characteristics of voters. Analysis using exit-poll data covering 
161 municipalities and 20 128 voters reveals no relationship between the pres-
ence of Roma in a municipality and support for the extreme right. A partial 
exception seems to be observed for older voters and the university-educated, 
who are generally the least inclined to far-right support. Interaction effects 
suggest that, for these groups, Roma presence might be connected to a higher 
probability to cast a vote for the extreme right. However, a notably higher 
chance of voting for the extreme right was associated with young, male, man-
ual labourers and people without university education. 
Keywords: extreme-right, Slovakia, election, Roma, group-threat
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Introduction

The unexpected electoral success of the extreme right in the March 2016 parlia-
mentary elections marks a new era in Slovak political discourse. Slovakia uses 
party-list proportional representation with one nationwide constituency to elect 
its members of parliament. Parties must win more than five per cent of the nation-
al vote to gain parliamentary representation. Even though the far-right People’s 
Party—Our Slovakia (Ľudová strana—Naše Slovensko / the ĽSNS) has never 
polled over this barrier, it was able to receive more than eight per cent on the day 
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of the 2016 election. Support for a party that uses a badly disguised racist dis-
course and promises, among other things, to fight ‘parasites’ from the (Roma) set-
tlements was seen as the ultimate desperate choice of voters feeling threatened by 
Roma communities in the post-electoral media discourse. This explanation was 
also supported by previous research on electoral support for the extreme-right 
ĽSNS (which, until 2016, was marginal and obscure) in the 2012 parliamentary 
and 2013 local elections [Mikuš and Gurňák 2012; Spáč and Voda 2014]. 

In this study, we ask if the presence of Roma in a municipality can be iden-
tified as one of the driving forces of the 2016 electoral success of the extreme 
right. We do so by exploring the individual characteristics of voters combined 
with factors characterising their place of residence. We first discuss theoretical 
expectations and empirical findings regarding far-right party support and pro-
vide a brief introduction to the extreme right in Slovakia. Later, we introduce our 
methodological approach and present our findings. The concluding section sum-
marises our main findings, the most important being that, contrary to previous 
studies, we do not find a clear link between voting for the extreme right and the 
presence of this marginalised minority in Slovakia. We also propose avenues for 
future research.

Minority presence as an explanation of far-right support

The Roma population in Central and Eastern Europe can in many regards serve 
as a typical example of an outgroup. Although present in these countries for cen-
turies, the boundaries between the majority and the Roma are in most cases un-
ambiguous. Roma people represent the outsider who is excluded from society. 
Fontanella, Villano and Di Donato [2015] suggest that this happens especially in 
the case of those with greater national identity and those who are more likely 
to show a larger prejudicial predisposition towards Roma people and also mi-
grants. They add that Roma are ‘the most discriminated even with respect to 
migrants’ [Fontanella, Villano and Di Donato 2015: 17]. Data from the European 
Values Study (EVS) show that Slovak Roma are one of the least accepted minori-
ties. For example, in the 2008 wave of the EVS, 47.1% of all respondents claimed 
that they would not like Roma as neighbours (compared to 16.6% of people who 
did not want immigrant worker neighbours and 22.3% who did not want Muslim 
neighbours) [EVS 2011].

It can therefore be assumed that similar predictions apply to the relation-
ship between a vote for the extreme right and the presence of Roma in Slovakia 
and the presence of outgroups, typically represented by immigrants, in Western 
Europe. The literature suggests that the presence of a minority is often linked to 
a feeling of threat. Blumer’s group threat theory [1958] states that if the major-
ity population feels threatened by an outgroup, it is likely to develop prejudice 
towards this outgroup, independent of whether the source of this threat is real 
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or only perceived. He identifies four feelings and beliefs that might cause this 
behaviour: (1) a feeling of superiority over others; (2) a feeling of alienation from 
others and differences between these two groups; (3) a feeling of entitlement and 
ownership over certain rights and resources; (4) a feeling of fear that others will 
seek to claim a share of these privileges. Quillian [1995] mentions two circum-
stances that can potentially trigger a group threat feeling: the size of the minority 
group and bad economic conditions.

The expectation regarding the first factor is that, with the growth of the 
minority, the intensity of competition over scarce resources increases together 
with the potential of the minority to mobilise politically [Blalock 1967]. Previous 
research suggests that the prejudice of the majority is positively connected to the 
size of the outgroups [Quillian 1995] resulting in growing support for far-right 
parties. This conclusion is supported by cross-national studies [Golder 2003; 
Lubbers, Gijsberts and Scheepers 2002], but similar results were also found at 
the municipal level. There is solid research evidence, from Belgium, Britain, the 
Netherlands, and Austria, for example, confirming that the vote for the far right 
(whether it was Vlaams Blok, the British National Party, List Pim Fortuyn, or the 
Freedom Party of Austria) increased with the share of immigrants in a municipal-
ity [Bowyer 2008; Halla, Wagner and Zweimüller 2017; Lubbers, Scheepers and 
Billiet 2000; Scheepers, Gijsberts and Coenders 2002]. 

On the other hand, a line of research that integrates group threat theory and 
the competing intergroup contact theory suggests that the relationship between 
the size of a minority and support for the far right can be non-linear. Social in-
teraction between the majority and the minority may lead to the elimination of 
prejudice in situations where the increasing size of a minority provides an op-
portunity for communication between both groups [Jolly and DiGiusto 2014; Pet-
tigrew 1998]. Contact with a small minority increases tensions between groups, 
while contact with a large minority activates the mechanisms theorised by the 
intergroup contact theory, causing tension to decrease [Appadurai 2006]. Rink, 
Phalet and Swyngedou [2009] studied Belgian elections between 1991 and 1999 
and found that the proportion of immigrants in a municipality had a positive 
effect on the likelihood of voters voting for Vlaams Blok. The positive effect of 
the size of the outgroup had a steep initial increase. However, it levelled with the 
growing number of immigrants. 

Unfavourable economic conditions are another factor suspected of boosting 
far-right support. Rising unemployment and decreasing living standards may 
lead to blaming the minority and may also intensify the competition over scarce 
resources [Quillian 1995]. Better-off social strata are reluctant to pay taxes, which 
are redistributed as welfare for the minority groups. Less well-off groups believe 
that welfare should be reserved for natives [Kitschelt and McGann 1997: 22]. As 
Cochrane and Nevitte [2012] claim, when citizens choose their positions on the 
overall impact of immigration, economic conditions may be the crucial factor: 
while poor economic conditions increase the appeal of the anti-immigrant rheto-
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ric of far-right parties, good economic conditions predispose the voters to reject 
such stances. So, if far-right parties are successful in linking, for example, immi-
gration and unemployment, this connection is more likely to turn people against 
immigrants in a period of high unemployment. Therefore, population segments 
facing economic hardship may be attracted to these parties not only, or primarily, 
because of their anti-immigration positions, but also as a sign of opposition to 
those who, in their view, are responsible for these bad conditions [Van Der Brug 
and Fennema 2003].

However, conclusions about economic factors influencing far-right support 
are not always confirmed [Bloom 2013; Amengay and Stockemer 2018]. Ivarsflaten 
[2005] notes that the far right may be divided with regard to economic interests, 
and Oesch [2008] shows that economic motives do not act as a significant factor 
in the decision to vote for the far right. In several cross-national studies, Golder 
[2003] finds that unemployment has a positive influence on far-right support only 
in the case of high immigration levels. 

Even though Slovak far-right parties are anti-immigrant in their stances, 
because of the small numbers of immigrants in Slovakia the main targets of their 
prejudice have traditionally been the minorities living there. The Hungarian mi-
nority constitutes around 10% of the population in Slovakia, and it has been able 
to mobilise politically since the beginning of the existence of the Slovak Repub-
lic. This results in the permanent presence of some Hungarian minority parties 
in parliament (and in some cases government).1 The Roma minority makes up 
around 6.5% of the Slovak population [Matlovičová et al. 2012].

In the past, both of these minorities were targets, when the most prominent 
extreme-right party at the time—the Slovak National Party (SNS)—based a major 
part of its ideology on nationalism and xenophobia. However, after a change of 
leadership in 2012, the SNS moved closer to the centre of the political spectrum 
and this shift was confirmed after the 2016 election, when the Slovak National 
Party became a partner of MOST-HÍD, a Hungarian-minority party, in a coalition 
government led by the social-democratic SMER. Because the leading nationalist 
party had made compromises and become more moderate, the ĽSNS took on the 
role as the real representative of the extreme right in Slovakia. 

The People’s Party—Our Slovakia is the latest newcomer in the ‘club’ of 
extreme-right political parties that have become relevant in Central Europe.2 
Its direct predecessor—Slovak Togetherness (Slovenská pospolitosť—SP)—was 
founded around the current leader of the ĽSNS Marian Kotleba and other former 
members of the Slovak neo-Nazi subculture in 2005. The SP party was dissolved 

1  The 2020 elections are the first exception to this rule as no Hungarian minority party 
received enough support to pass the 5% threshold to enter the Slovak parliament.
2  It should be noted that there is an ongoing academic debate about terminology and 
ideological classification of the far-right party family focusing on the question to what ex-
tent these parties are either radical or extreme in their ideology. According to the standard 
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by the Slovak Supreme Court a year later. The court argued that its activities 
and anti-democratic electoral manifesto were in conflict with the Slovak consti-
tution. After that, Kotleba, together with other members of the SP, founded the 
ĽSNS with a modified manifesto, thanks to which they were gradually able to 
convince a part of the public that they were a real political actor and a legitimate 
alternative [Kluknavská and Smolík 2016]. Even though members of the ĽSNS 
stopped marching in the streets with torches dressed in uniforms similar to those 
of the totalitarian Slovak state that was a puppet of the Nazis (1939–1945) as they 
had during the existence of the SP, parts of their manifesto remained similar. 
The ideology of the ĽSNS includes all three core features of the far-right par-
ties conceptualised by Mudde [2007]: authoritarianism—the ĽSNS believes in a 
hierarchically ordered society, with corporatist features, its members regularly 
celebrating anniversaries connected to the totalitarian Slovak state; nativism—the 
ĽSNS holds strong xenophobic and nationalistic views and is an anti-immigrant, 
anti-EU, anti-NATO, and, most of all, anti-minority party, and in this the ĽSNS 
focuses especially on Roma and on the Hungarian minority; populism—Mudde 
[2004: 562] defines populism as ‘an ideology that considers society to be ulti-
mately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, the pure peo-
ple versus the corrupt elite’ and much like in the case of other European far right 
parties [Taggart 2000: 73], it is one of the central features of the ĽSNS. The party 
promotes an anti-establishment and anti-elitist discourse and blames ‘standard 
politicians’ for corruption, fraud, embezzlement, and indifference to the needs of 
the ‘common people’. One of the party slogans from the last electoral campaign 
can be loosely translated as ‘We will deal with the thieves wearing ties as well as 
the parasites in the settlements!’ [ĽSNS 2016]. 

Even though the ĽSNS is a parliamentary party that competed in a demo-
cratic election, based on the party’s ideology and history and in line with previ-
ous studies of the Slovak far-right scene, we identify the party as extreme [e.g. 
Kluknavská and Smolík 2016]. The party not only shares former members and the 
ideology of the dissolved extreme-right Slovak Togetherness party, but also some 
of its MPs have faced prosecution for defamation of the nation, race, or beliefs.

Despite insufficient research on the ĽSNS, those studies that exist suggest 
that its past support can be related to the presence of the Slovak Roma minor-
ity in the role of an alien outgroup and scapegoat. In their anti-Roma discourse, 
members of the ĽSNS focus on two main aspects—crime (threat) and the welfare 
system (competition over resources). Roma are believed to be the perpetrators of 
criminal activities and the ĽSNS blames the mainstream politicians for their in-

distinction, radical parties call for a massive reform of the system, but they do not neces-
sarily call for the elimination of democracy. On the other hand, extreme parties are directly 
antagonistic to democracy. However, the dividing line between these two can be difficult 
to recognise, as far right parties may conceal their extremism to avoid legal action against 
them [Mudde 2007]. This is also the case of the ĽSNS.
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ability to protect people from ‘Gypsy extremism’. As one of their electoral goals, 
the ĽSNS promised to ‘deal with the parasites in the settlements’ and to ‘pro-
tect people from increasing Gypsy terror’ [ĽSNS 2016]. Also, the party manifesto 
describes the Roma as ‘lazy Gypsies’ abusing the social system, with the goal 
of removing ‘the preferential treatment of (not only) Gypsy scroungers over de-
cent people’ [ĽSNS 2016; Kluknavská and Smolík 2016]. Research shows that the 
party’s success in the 2012 parliamentary elections was linked to the presence 
and size of the local Roma minority [Mikuš and Gurňák 2012]. This outcome is 
supported by Spáč and Voda [2014], who claim that the presence of the Roma is of 
vital importance to the party’s results. ĽSNS scores increase as the share of Roma 
in a municipality grows. Different types of Roma communities may also be a fac-
tor, so that areas with segregated Roma settlements create even more favourable 
conditions for extreme-right success. Spáč and Voda support these conclusions in 
their analysis of the party leader’s success in the 2013 regional election, finding 
that: (a) a rising share of Roma in a municipality increased support for Kotleba 
and (b) areas with Roma neighbourhoods on the periphery and in segregated 
settlements generated more votes for Kotleba than areas with an unsegregated 
Roma population [Spáč and Voda 2015].

Based on the expectations of the group threat theory and the research pre-
sented above, our first hypothesis (H1) is: An individual’s likelihood of voting for the 
ĽSNS rises with the increasing share of the Roma minority in a municipality.

Socio-demographic explanations for far-right support

Apart from the contextual variables mentioned above, certain individual charac-
teristics are also related to far-right support. Far-right parties are more likely to be 
supported by men [Fontana, Sidler and Hardmeier 2006]. Age is also considered 
to be an important predictor. For example, Lucassen and Lubbers [2012] find a 
linear negative relationship between age and voting for far-right parties. On the 
other hand, Arzheimer and Carter [2006] suggest that not only younger voters 
but also pensioners are more likely to vote for the far right, the reason being that 
younger and older people depend more on welfare than other age groups and 
are therefore more likely to view immigrants as competitors over resources. Stud-
ies suggest that those who are in direct competition with minority groups are 
more likely to develop prejudice against them and to support radical parties. This 
includes groups like the unemployed [Lucassen and Lubbers 2012], low-status 
workers and the underprivileged [Han 2016; Ivarsflaten 2005]. On the other hand, 
lower support for these political forces is linked to more educated voters [Rink, 
Phalet and Swyngedouw 2009]. 

Current analyses of the Slovak case mostly support these results. Support 
for the ĽSNS in the 2012 parliamentary elections was stronger in areas with higher 
unemployment and a high share of people with low education and in areas with 
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lower religiosity [Spáč and Voda 2014]. In the 2013 regional elections, a stronger 
preference for Kotleba was linked to male voters [Mikuš, Gurňák and Máriássy-
ová 2016]. Moreover, as Gregor [2015] shows, in those elections, the ĽSNS leader, 
Kotleba, was able to attract and mobilise a large group of people who consistently 
do not participate in elections. This finding is well in line with previous analyses 
on the connection between far-right support and political passivity [Schatz, Staub 
and Lavine 1999].

Based on these findings, our second hypothesis on individual inclinations 
to far-right support (H2) is: Young (H2a), male (H2b), lower-educated (H2c), blue-
collar workers (H2d), the unemployed (H2e), and non-voters (H2f) are more likely to vote 
for the ĽSNS.

Data and methods

Our analysis is based on exit-poll data. The data are unique because of the extra-
large sample size and the fact that this was the first poll that demonstrated a 
considerable level of support for the ĽSNS. The poll was conducted by a Slovak-
based opinion poll agency (FOCUS) for the major Slovak private television chan-
nel Markíza during the election day. The exit-poll data include socio-demograph-
ic information on voters as well as information about their current vote and their 

Table 1. �Share of votes for political parties in the 2016 elections and the exit-poll 
estimate (%)

Political party Official results Exit poll – result 
estimate Difference

SMER – SD 28.28 27.3 0.98

SaS 12.10 13.3 –1.20

OĽaNO – NOVA 11.02 11.2 –0.18

SNS 8.64 8.0 0.64

ĽSNS 8.04 6.8 1.24

MOST – HÍD 6.50 7.3 –0.80

SME RODINA 6.62 5.9 0.72

SIEŤ 5.60 6.7 –1.10

KDH 4.94 5.0 –0.06

SMK 4.04 3.6 0.44

Note: The exit-poll electoral results estimation uses weighted exit-poll data. Our analysis 
uses unweighted exit-poll data.
Source: Exit poll 2016, FOCUS and the Slovak Statistical Office.
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vote in the previous elections. The exit-poll took place in 161 municipalities across 
Slovakia collecting answers from 20 128 voters. This election-day poll estimated 
the final results quite accurately. The difference between the real and the polled 
results can be seen in Table 1. 

The empirical strategy of our study is based on analysing the connection 
between extreme-right support and both individual- and municipality-level vari-
ables. To respect the structure of our data, we employ hierarchical logistic regres-
sion in our analysis.

Our dependent variable in the analyses is whether the voter cast a vote for 
the ĽSNS. Our individual-level independent variables are gender, age, education, 
unemployment, type of work, participation in the 2012 parliamentary elections, 
and ethnicity. While information on ethnicity is provided by the exit poll, the 
interviewee could only choose between Slovak, Hungarian, or ‘other’. The very 
small share of voters with ‘other’ ethnicity in the dataset (1.1%) suggests that not 
all Roma voters chose to identify as ‘other’. The under-identification of Roma is 
also observed in the Slovak population and housing census, where a relevant 
share of Roma citizens reported their ethnicity as Slovak, Hungarian, or Ruthe-
nian rather than Roma [Matlovičová et al. 2012]. If the electoral participation of 
the Roma is high, this could potentially conceal the connection between a vote for 
the extreme right and Roma presence in a municipality. However, we believe this 
is not the case. There is a strong negative correlation (p = -0.55) between the share 
of Roma and electoral participation in a municipality. Also, the non-participation 
of Roma can be demonstrated directly in the rare cases when electoral districts 
match ethnic boundaries. Such is the case of the urban ghetto Lunik IX, which is 
a segregated Roma settlement in Košice. The two districts at Lunik IX had 6.0% 
and 7.6% voter turnout in the 2016 parliamentary elections. 

Individual variables are complemented by the contextual variables char-
acterising the municipalities in which the exit poll was conducted. Information 
about the main independent contextual variable—the size of the Roma minor-
ity in the municipalities—is from the Atlas of Roma communities [Mušinka et 
al. 2014]. Fieldwork conducted for the Atlas in all the municipalities of Slovakia 
established the number of Roma citizens living in a municipality and the type of 
settlement (including information on whether it is segregated or not). The Roma 
minority is present in 91 of the 161 municipalities that were part of the exit poll. 
There are 36 municipalities with a share of Roma above 10% and seven with a 
Roma majority. A segregated Roma settlement was present in 18 municipalities. 

Besides adding information on Roma presence as a municipality-level vari-
able, we added the electoral results of the ĽSNS in the municipality in the last par-
liamentary elections and unemployment in the municipality as control variables.

To control for the possible effects of the supposedly successful and impor-
tant local campaign of the ĽSNS, we also included a dummy on whether there 
was a campaign or any other activity by the ĽSNS in the municipality. While 
there is no research on the influence of campaigns on the electoral fortunes of 
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the extreme right in Slovakia, after the success of the ĽSNS in the parliamentary 
elections, the Slovak media singled out the party’s activities on the local level 
as one of the sources of its electoral good fortune. There is also limited research 
on the effects of campaigns of similar parties in other countries. However, some 
insight is provided by Cutts and Goodwin [2014] for the case of Britain. Their 
findings show that even though the British National Party (BNP) polled strong-
est in working-class manufacturing areas, its support was significantly higher in 
areas where it had run intensive local campaigns, recruited larger numbers of 
members, and achieved local electoral success. Also, voters contacted by the BNP 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the variables used in the models

Missing Min. Max. Mean Std. dev

Male (dummy variable) 2.5% 0 1 0.488 0.500

Age (7 categories) 1.8% 1 7 3.993 1.655

Education (4 categories) 2.9% 1 4 3.030 0.850

Hungarian ethnicity 
(dummy variable) 2.4% 0 1 0.083 0.276

Other ethnicity  
(dummy variable) 2.4% 0 1 0.011 0.105

Unemployed  
(dummy variable) 3.0% 0 1 0.038 0.192

Non-voter (dummy 
variable) 0.0% 0 1 0.096 0.295

Manual job  
(dummy variable) 3.0% 0 1 0.191 0.393

Roma present  
(dummy variable) 0.0% 0 1 0.694 0.461

Roma share (%) 0.0% 0 79.2 5.469 10.187

Unemployment  
level (%) 0.0% 2.7 73.24 14.868 7.834

ĽSNS meeting  
(dummy variable) 0.0% 0 1 0.275 0.447

ĽSNS other activity (dum-
my variable) 0.0% 0 1 0.279 0.448

ĽSNS election result  
in 2012 (%) 0.0% 0 5.26 1.406 0.984

Segregated settlement 
present (dummy variable) 0.0% 0 1 0.183 0.387

Source: Exit poll 2016, FOCUS and the Slovak Statistical Office.
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campaign were significantly more likely to vote for the party. On the other hand, 
electoral gains were not enhanced in areas where the English Defence League 
social movement had previously demonstrated. 

We gathered information about ĽSNS activities from its official website 
and Facebook profile. Our analysis considers all actions organised by the party 
since 2014. We distinguish election-related activities (campaign rallies) and other 
events (i.e. marches, protests, and memorial events). The ĽSNS campaigned in 19 
out of 161 exit-poll municipalities, and other events organised by the party were 
identified in 13 municipalities.

Results

Our approach relies on hierarchical logistic regression, which allows us to ex-
plain the vote for the extreme right on the basis of individual characteristics and 
municipality-level contextual variables. After presenting the baseline without 
predictors, we first add individual-level variables (Models 1 and 2 in Table 3). 
Later, in Models 3 and 4 (Table 3) we include alternative measures of Roma pres-
ence in a municipality. Information on model fit is provided by the log-likeli-
hood values and the AIC information criteria. With regard to municipality-level 
variables, our modelling strategy was to first include only the municipality-level 
variables on Roma presence (Models 3 and 4) to avoid potential bias resulting 
from the fact that they could be connected to other municipality-level variables 
(e.g. unemployment level or ĽSNS activity). Moreover, we include the variable on 
Roma presence in our models in two alternative ways: first, as a binary variable—
whether the Roma minority lives in a municipality (Model 3 in Table 3 and Mod-
els 5 and 6 in Table 4); second, as the relative size of the local Roma minority in a 
municipality (Model 4 in Table 3 and Models 7 and 8 in Table 4). As there proved 
to be no support for the connection between Roma presence and a vote for the 
ĽSNS in Models 3, 4, 5, and 7, we decided also to check for potential interactions 
between individual-level predictors and Roma presence in a municipality. These 
are included in Models 6 and 8 in Table 4. This also allows us to test the competi-
tion for resources assumption, according to which unemployment should matter 
only if there is a higher share of Roma in the municipality [see, e.g., Golder 2003]. 

Regarding the connection between a vote for the extreme right and the pres-
ence of Roma in a municipality, the results in Tables 3 and 4 do not confirm our 
first hypothesis in either of the models. The size, or even the mere presence, of 
the Roma minority in a municipality did not influence an individual’s decision to 
vote for the ĽSNS. We therefore cannot confirm the hypothesis that the presence 
of Roma in a municipality increases an individual’s likelihood of voting for the 
extreme right. To verify this conclusion, we also tested the prediction of Spáč and 
Voda [2014] that support for the ĽSNS is higher in municipalities where a segre-
gated Roma settlement is present by including a dummy variable on segregated 
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settlements in Models 5 to 8 in Table 4. Yet, not even the presence of a segregated 
Roma settlement was a statistically significant predictor of a vote for the ĽSNS.

The interaction effects of Roma presence and individual-level variables are 
reported in Table 5. They are reported as significant for voters in the age catego-
ries 22–29, 50–59, and 60–69. Figure 1 provides a visualisation of the marginal 
effects of our model for these age categories. As can be seen, in the 22–29 age 
category, when there are Roma present in a municipality, voters are less likely 
to cast a vote for the ĽSNS. On the other hand, in the two higher age categories, 
which are generally the least inclined to vote for the extreme right, Roma pres-
ence seems to increase the likelihood of support for the ĽSNS. Another significant 
interaction is between Roma presence and university education. University-edu-
cated voters, who are generally the least supportive of the ĽSNS, seem to show 
stronger support if Roma are present in a municipality. However, no interactions 
are significant if the share of Roma is included in the model, although the interac-
tion between the share of Roma and being unemployed comes close to the 0.05 
threshold.

In general, these models provide little support for the idea that a vote for 
the extreme right in the 2016 Slovak parliamentary elections can be explained by 
the experience of living in proximity to the Roma minority (H1). What is more, 
we were also unable to discover a connection between Roma presence and a vote 
for the extreme right through analyses of the sub-samples of municipalities with 
a share of Roma lower than 10% (125 municipalities), 5% (103 municipalities), and 
2% (85 municipalities). If there seems to be a positive connection between Roma 
presence and a vote for the ĽSNS, it is in the groups least likely to cast a vote for 
the ĽSNS—older and university-educated voters.

Based on the results presented in Tables 3 and 4, we conclude that age and 
gender are significant predictors of voting for the extreme right. Young voters 
and males were more likely to support the ĽSNS than older voters and females 
(H2a, H2b). Also, voters with lower education, manual workers, and people who 
did not participate in previous parliamentary elections were more likely to cast 
a vote for the extreme right (H2c, H2d, H2f). On the other hand, this likelihood 
decreases if the voter was of Hungarian ethnicity. We can thus partially confirm 
our second hypothesis, that young, male, working-class voters are more likely 
to vote for the extreme right. However, we do not find a relationship between 
support for the ĽSNS and unemployment (H2e). Even so, the interaction term of 
unemployment and the share of Roma in a municipality in Model 8 (Table 5) is 
almost significant (p = 0.053), suggesting a relationship opposite to the expecta-
tion indicated by the literature [Golder 2003]—the higher the share of Roma in a 
municipality, the less likely the unemployed were to vote for the ĽSNS.

The connection between municipality-level unemployment and a vote for 
the ĽSNS was not confirmed either in the analysis of the whole sample presented 
in Table 4 or in analyses of sub-samples of the exit-poll data, which included only 
municipalities with a lower share of Roma. 
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One of the two variables that were intended as measures of the ĽSNS’s in-
volvement at the local level is connected to a vote for the far right. Our results in 
Table 4 show that a campaign rally has some effect on the vote (p < 0.05), but no 
relationship is found between the vote and other activities, such as the protests or 
marches of the ĽSNS. As can be seen in Table 4, another significant municipality-
level predictor of a vote for the ĽSNS is the party’s 2012 electoral result. This sug-
gests that, controlling for all other variables in the model, the party was stronger 
in places where it had already been successful in 2012.

It should be noted, however, that with over 20 000 responses, the statistical 
power of our individual-level variables is notably higher than the analysis of mu-
nicipality-level variables, where we analysed 161 municipalities. Moreover, two 
municipality-level variables—unemployment and the share of Roma—are highly 
correlated. As a robustness check for potential multicollinearity, we therefore ex-
cluded municipality-level unemployment from Models 5 to 8. This omission did 
not change the presented results.3

3  These models are available from the authors upon request.

Figure 1. Explaining the vote for the ĽSNS, marginal effects for Models 6 and 8
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Conclusion

Contrary to several previous studies, our analysis was unable to find a consist-
ent connection between the presence of the Roma minority and electoral support 
for the extreme right. When controlling for individual-level socio-demographic 
variables, majority voters living in municipalities with a Roma presence were not 
more likely to vote for the extreme right in the 2016 Slovak parliamentary elec-
tions. Moreover, the connection was not found even in the more extreme case of 
municipalities with the presence of segregated Roma settlements. The analysis of 
models with interactions between Roma presence and the age and education of 
the voters suggests that Roma presence might be connected to higher support for 
the extreme right in the groups that are generally the least likely to support the 
ĽSNS (the university-educated and older respondents).

This is an important finding about the connection between extreme-right 
anti-minority rhetoric and its electoral success and raises the wider question 
about changes in the electoral base of the more successful extreme-right parties. 
Still, our data do not permit us to claim that anti-minority sentiment did not play 
a role. It is possible that some voters might have been motivated to vote for the 
ĽSNS even if they did not experience direct contact with the minority but still 
felt threatened, as is sometimes the case [Branton et al. 2011]. Our hypothesis is 
that, while the electoral success of the extreme right remains rather small and it 
currently exists as a fringe political actor, anti-minority sentiment is one of the 
key predictors of its success. However, if the extreme-right party can attract a 
substantially higher share of votes, different factors come into play as well.

The main ingredient of the ĽSNS’s 2016 electoral success was possibly not its 
anti-Roma rhetoric. Rather, the extreme right was successful in posing as the only 
viable alternative to the generally mistrusted political leaders. This is demon-
strated, for instance, by the fact that the party was able to mobilise a considerable 
share of usually passive non-voters. While we are aware that exit-poll data cannot 
justify the claim that the success of the ĽSNS in 2016 was due to the protest vote, 
we believe that this hypothesis is worth testing in the future research of electoral 
gains of the extreme right. A protest vote, or an expression of political distrust, 
is sometimes mentioned as a reason for the emergence of the far right in various 
countries [Rooduijn 2017]. The case of the ĽSNS and its results can be viewed 
as similar to the success of the True Finns Party in the 2011 Finnish parliamen-
tary elections, Golden Dawn in Greece in the 2014 European elections, or—from 
the countries neighbouring Slovakia—to the successful Hungarian extreme-right 
party Jobbik. The socio-structural macro-level characteristics (such as unemploy-
ment or the number of immigrants), which have typically explained the popular-
ity of the far right elsewhere, did not fit for the result of the True Finns. Their 
electoral gains were more of an expression of political protest throughout Finland 
[Westinen 2014]. Even with its authoritarian neo-Nazi stance, Golden Dawn—
ideologically much closer to the ĽSNS than the True Finns—was able to capitalise 
on the de-legitimation of Greek political institutions and to present itself as a 
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socially legitimate anti-system alternative [Ellinas 2015]. Jobbik, as well, was able 
to take advantage of the Hungarian political situation and the crisis of traditional 
democratic parties [Mareš and Havlík 2016]. 

Strong anti-system and anti-corruption stances were presented as a central 
feature of the ĽSNS in its campaign, and more than 20% of the party’s voters indi-
cated the fight against corruption as the main reason for choosing the ĽSNS. With 
corruption having been singled out as one of the biggest problems in Slovakia 
by citizens for many years in various surveys [Džambazovič 2015], it seems that, 
much like Golden Dawn, the ĽSNS was able to overshadow its authoritarian ide-
ology and persuade a part of the electorate that the party is the answer to some of 
the most gruelling problems in Slovak society. 

Our results differ from previous analyses of the electoral gains of the Slovak 
extreme right. These were, however, not analyses of major electoral successes. 
The ĽSNS was a fringe party in the previous parliamentary elections, and its 
support could clearly be connected to an outgroup presence. In 2016, however, 
the ĽSNS was not only able to hold on to its previous electorate, but at the same 
time it succeeded in attracting a large share of non-voters and ex-voters of other 
political parties. We are aware that further empirical evidence for the hypothesis 
that the extreme right’s electoral support in Slovakia has changed from being 
driven by anti-minority sentiment (connected to the presence of an out group) 
to a protest vote is needed. For now, however, the explanation of a vote for the 
extreme right as a desperate move of the majority frightened by experiencing a 
Roma presence does not seem to be the most likely. 
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