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Chinese mass imports strengthen extreme parties

Globalisation has led to an increase in votes for the political fringes
in Europe. A study by the Halle Institute for Economic Research
(IWH) is the first to show the long-term consequences of increased
Chinese imports in European regions: Far-right and populist par-
ties in particular have benefited from the so-called China shock in
national elections.

The sharp increase in imports of Chinese goods between 2000 and 2007 intensified
economic competition in Europe and was reflected in various ways in election re-
sults. In the short term, the far-left party family, including for instance Die Linke in
Germany and Syriza in Greece, benefited. Apparently, the desire for redistributive
social policies played an important role in the short term. In the long term, however,
populist and far-right parties were able to gain votes where import growth was
strongest. Voters apparently lost confidence in the welfare state and sought rescue
in protectionism. The Halle Institute for Economic Research (IWH) has documented
these long-term effects of Chinese imports in European regions for the first time.
The study also shows that in regions that were hit hard by the import shock, right-
wing parties were already receiving high shares of the vote beforehand.

“Economic globalisation increased living standards for many people in Europe but,
atthe same time, strengthened the political fringes,” says Steffen Miiller, head of the
IWH Department of Structural Change and Productivity, who co-authored the study
with Annika Backes. “But globalisation is not the main reason for the general shift
to the right.” This is because the effects of the import shock are moderate in magni-
tude. On average, increased Chinese imports brought the far-right parties in Europe
an increase in vote shares of one percentage point (corresponding to an increase of
16% in votes cast). Populists gained up to 1.5 percentage points (equivalent to
12%).

Political scientists and sociologists primarily identify non-economic causes for the
rise of right-wing parties, for example resistance against social changes that are per-
ceived as too progressive. These other factors were not the subject of the study.
Because of the importance of such non-economic causes it remains questionable to
what extent state aid for regions affected by economic structural change will help to
keep populist and far-right parties in check in the long term, says economist Miiller:
“Social politics should cushion economic hardship without slowing down structural
change. The ongoing renewal of the economy secures long-term prosperity.”

For the study, Miiller and Backes analysed election results from 15 European coun-
tries between 1997 and 2019. They analysed how the results of national parliamen-
tary elections developed at regional level over time. They estimated the causal
impact of Chinese imports on voting behaviour while excluding confounding factors.
For instance, they only looked at changes between regions within a country and
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within an election year in order to exclude other country- and time-specific factors
that could have distorted the results, such as charismatic party leaders or nation-
wide changes in the influx of migrants.

The study is part of a larger research project at the IWH. It has been running since
2020 under the title “The Rise of Populist Parties in Europe: The Dark Side of Glob-
alisation and Technological Change?”. The IWH is leading an international and inter-
disciplinary project team that is investigating to what extent economic factors influence
support for populist politics. The project team includes researchers in economics
and political science from the Universities of Nottingham and Glasgow as well as the
Economics Institute of the Czech Academy of Sciences in Prague. The Volkswagen
Foundation is funding the project with almost one million euros. At the end of the
project, the most important results will be presented and discussed at a public event

on 3 June 2024 at the German National Academy of Sciences Leopoldina in Halle
(Saale).

Publications:

Annika Backes, Steffen Miiller: Import Shocks and Voting Behavior in Europe Revisited,
in: European Journal of Political Economy (forthcoming).

Annika Backes, Steffen Miiller: Import Shocks and Voting Behavior in Europe Revisited.
IWH Discussion Papers 8/2024.
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The IWH list of experts provides an overview of IWH research topics and the
researchers and scientists in these areas. The relevant experts for the topics listed there
can be reached for questions as usual through the IWH Press Office.

The Halle Institute for Economic Research (IWH) — Member of the Leibniz Association was founded in 1992.
With its four research departments — Financial Markets; Laws, Regulations and Factor Markets; Macro-
economics; Structural Change and Productivity —, IWH conducts economic research and provides eco-
nomic policy recommendations, which are founded on evidence-based research. With the IWH's guiding
theme “From Transition to European Integration”, the institute’s research concentrates on the determinants
of economic growth processes with a focus on efficient capital allocation in a national and European
context. Particular areas of interest for the institute are macroeconomic dynamics and stability, microeco-
nomic innovation processes, productivity and labour markets, the dynamics of structural adjustment pro-

cesses, financial stability and growth and the role of financial markets for the real economy.
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The Leibniz Association connects 97 independent research institutions that range from the natural,
engineering and environmental sciences via economics, spatial and social sciences to the humanities.
Leibniz institutes address issues of social, economic and ecological relevance. They conduct knowledge-
driven and applied basic research, maintain scientific infrastructure and provide research-based ser-

vices. For further information, see www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/en/.

IWH Press Release 13/2024 page 3


http://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/en/

