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Executive Summary

For much of the postwar era, centre-right political parties dominated 

European parliaments. European centre-right parties in the time 

since the Second World War benefited from and presided over strong 

economic growth, rising living standards and relatively generous social 

security systems. But today they are struggling, facing challenges to 

their political survival and the national interest.

As Chapter One explains, despite their dominance for much of post-

war history, the centre-right as a pan-European political grouping has 

scarcely been the object of academic study. To our knowledge, no study 

in the past has successfully and clearly defined the European centre-

right, and so no study has been able to offer a perspective on what it is 

that made the European centre-right specifically successful or how this 

success can be repeated.

This research seeks to better define and shape the centre-right across 

Europe. It does so by detailing the history, principles, policies and 

challenges of the main political parties and traditions of the centre-right 

across Europe before providing a fresh policy prospectus to revitalise a 

popular and effective European centre-right.

We employed two main research techniques for this report. First, we 

conducted an extensive literature review examining relevant evidence 

from across Europe, and in particular from the UK, Germany, France, 

Ireland and Poland. This is because of the good availability of evidence 

for these countries and also because they represent a good geopolitical 
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variety. Second, we consulted with a number of academics, politicians 

and political commentators from across those countries.

The main research questions explored in this project are:

1.	 How do we define the centre-right in a European context?

2.	 What are the main political parties and traditions of the European 

centre-right?

3.	 What are the political history and successes of the main parties 

and traditions of the European centre-right?

4.	 What are the key principles and policies of the main parties and 

traditions of the European centre-right today?

5.	 What are the main commonalities and differences of the main 

parties and traditions of the European centre-right today?

6.	 What are the key political, economic, social and environmental 

challenges the main parties and traditions of the European centre-

right face today?

7.	 What can the main parties and traditions of the European centre-

right learn from one another?

8.	 What is a fresh policy prospectus to revitalise a popular and 

effective European centre-right?

Defining the European centre-right
The exact meaning of ‘centre-right’ remains elusive, Chapter Two will 

show. Indeed, the centre-right is often thought of as a halfway house 

between the political ideas of the right and of the centre-left. This 

approach imagines political ideologies as lying on a sort of continuum 

stretching from the left to the right.

The problem with a one-dimensional political continuum approach 

is that some ideas are characteristic of political centrism in itself rather 

than being just a moderation of right- and left-wing ideas.

While the right and the left are radical and sometimes revolutionary 

in their approach, the centre is more reformist. Moreover, the centre 

tends to be more focused on evidence-led thinking while the left and the 
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right are happier than the centre to jettison an evidence-led approach 

in favour of more ideological approaches, such as postmodernism for 

the left or popular wisdom for the populist right.

The centre, on the other hand, wishes to protect institutions from 

being captured by the interests of the elites, a core part of the centre’s 

belief in pro-institutionalism. The non-centre sees institutions as the 

mere means to achieving their political ends, as opposed to something 

that is of itself valuable to a country’s political framework.

Given the centre’s relative preference for the maintenance of 

established institutions and existing political structures, and opposition 

to their capture by political interests, for the purposes of this report, we 

will define the centre in terms of three features: it is reformist, anti-

revolutionary and pro-institutionalist.

This would suggest that the political continuum, rather than being 

a one-dimensional spectrum with only two opposite poles, has at least 

three opposite poles: the left, the centre and the right. Each of the left, 

the centre and the right can have something in common with each of 

the others.

By defining the centre, we can distinguish the centre-right from the 

non-centrist right; the centre-right is centrist, while the non-centrist 

right is not centrist. Indeed, all the characteristics of the political 

centre that we have just discussed – being in favour of reform and 

institutions and opposed to revolution – are also intuitively applicable 

to the centre-right.

The main other form of centrism, besides the centre-right, is the 

centre-left. They differ in three key ways.

First, the centre-right is cautious about change, but not overly so, 

distinguishing it both from the reactionary right, which wants to 

reverse changes that have already taken place; and from the centre-left, 

which wants to see more radical changes take place. We will refer to this 

first core European centre-right principle as conservatism.

Second, the centre-right values the culture and people local to it: it is 

notably less cosmopolitan than the centre-left. For the lack of a better 
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word, we will refer to this second core European centre-right principle 

as non-cosmopolitanism.

Finally, the centre-right believes that the best economic model is one 

in which the markets are largely free of government control, unlike 

the centre-lift which favours statism. We will refer to this third core 

European centre-right principle as economic liberalism.

There are two tests for whether a political party or tradition is centre-

right, at least insofar as Europe is concerned. First, a political party is 

centre-right only if it is centrist. Second, a political party is only centre-

right if it subscribes to at least two of three core European centre-

right principles: conservatism, non-cosmopolitanism and economic 

liberalism.

Note that the three core principles of the centre-right – conservatism, 

non-cosmopolitanism and economic liberalism – can be in tension 

with each other. For example, non-cosmopolitanism can manifest itself 

through support for protectionist trade measures, which is at odds with 

economic liberalism. Those trade-offs mean that no consistent policy 

platform can maximise all three of the European centre-right’s core 

principles, but instead must prioritise some at the expense of others.

The centre-right in the UK
The centre-right in the UK is consistently and clearly represented 

chiefly by a single political outfit – the Conservative and Unionist Party 

– which is the world’s oldest and most electorally successful democratic 

political party. Having assumed its modern form in the 1830s, the 

Conservative Party dominated British politics in the twentieth century.

This is not to say that the Conservative Party has been the only 

force on the centre-right of British politics. It should be stressed that 

it is possible to be philosophically centre-right in the UK but still be a 

representative, member or voter of another political party. However, as 

relative to other UK parties, centre-right people are more likely to be 

Conservative Party representatives, members or voters.

We identify five core tenets of the centre-right in the UK, which are 
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prevalent at different points in the postwar period, as explained in 

detail in Chapter Three. 

Pragmatism
Pragmatism is central to British Conservatism. Conservatives 

often claim to have no ideology. This preference also stems from a 

conservative scepticism about the power of human reason. Indeed, 

Conservatives are not inherently against all forms of change, but favour 

initiating more gradual, incremental change as opposed to sudden and 

revolutionary change. This tenet is aligned most with the European 

centre-right principle of conservatism.

Cautious social reform
Through its support for prioritising vulnerable people in our country 

via cautious social reform, this tenet reflects the European centre-right 

principle of non-cosmopolitanism, but also conservatism because of 

the incremental approach and an attempt to thwart social unrest.

Long a key tenet of modern Conservatism, the Conservative 

conception of social reform is distinct from that of the left. Whereas 

the left typically views services such as benefits payments or state-

funded education as forms of wealth redistribution, Conservatives 

view them as a means to help individuals to help themselves and 

prevent social unrest.

Support for existing institutions
British Conservatives have traditionally supported existing institutions 

and values which include, among others, the monarchy, the established 

church, parliamentary government and the rule of law. Like the 

pragmatism tenet, this one also embodies the conservatism principle of 

the European centre-right.

There has been a shift in recent years, however, with Conservative 

attacks on institutions ranging from the civil service to the national 

broadcaster – the BBC – and the judiciary. This is partly because 
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increasing numbers of Conservatives have come to see them as either 

incompetent or inherently hostile to Conservative ideas.

Support for private property
Conservatives have stressed the importance of defending private 

property rights, which aligns with the European centre-right principles 

of economic liberalism and conservatism. This serves several purposes.

First, property rights act as “the natural bulwark of liberty”, as 

former Conservative MP and later Cabinet Minister, Quintin Hogg said, 

by giving property holders greater independence from, and ability to, 

stand up to the state. Second, defending property rights reduced the 

attractiveness of any revolution which might threaten individuals’ 

stake in society, thus supporting the principle of conservatism. Third, 

Conservatives believe that respect for private property is an essential 

driver of prosperity.

Support for a more limited state
Closely connected to support for private property, another key tenet 

of British Conservatism is support for a more limited state. Wherever 

possible, Conservatives prefer goods and services to be provided by 

private or third-sector organisations rather than by the state.

Conservatives believe that the state’s primary function should be the 

protection of individual freedom. This desire for a more limited state 

stems both from a fear that giving it too much power would threaten 

that freedom, but also from a belief that the state is inherently less 

efficient than the private sector. In this regard, this tenet aligns with the 

economic liberalism principle of the European centre-right.
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Contemporary challenges to the centre-right in the UK 

Rise of anti-establishment sentiment
Support for anti-establishment forces has been rising and the 

combined vote share for the traditional forces of centre-left and centre-

right, the Labour and Conservative parties, has steadily declined since 

the fifties. It fell from an average of 90% of the vote at general elections 

between 1945 and 1970 to just 57% in 2024.

Worse, the differences between the centre-left and centre-right, 

as represented by the two major parties, are sometimes hard for 

disillusioned voters to ascertain.

Not only are anti-establishment parties in the UK winning more 

votes, but they are also learning how to work the electoral system to 

their advantage. While this represents a threat to both the centre-left 

and centre-right, the latter has been especially badly hit.

Growth of the populist right vote
The growth in anti-establishment sentiment has also in part led to the 

rise of right-wing populism, which has further divided the UK centre-

right politically. For nearly a century, the relative political unity of the 

British centre-right through the Conservative Party compared to the 

British centre-left greatly aided its success.

However, the growth of the populist right, especially Nigel Farage’s 

various political outfits (UKIP and now Reform UK), now threatens to 

split the right-of-centre vote.

Initially, this new populist right centred around Euroscepticism. 

More recently, Farage’s decision to re-enter the political fray and his 

decision to take on the Conservatives at the 2024 election demonstrates 

the enduring appeal of the populist right post-Brexit.
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Perceived lack of competence
Thanks to numerous policy failures under recent Conservative Party 

governments, the UK centre-right’s reputation for competence, once a 

key ingredient for its success, has severely eroded.

The state of the UK after 14 years of government by the centre-right’s 

leading vehicle, the Conservative Party, did not cast its reputation in a 

positive light. Annual GDP growth stood at just 1.5% between 2009 and 

2023 and public debt looked set to reach 270% by the 2070s without 

significant policy change.

Sudden philosophical shifts under successive Conservative Prime 

Ministers have hardly made for consistent policymaking and failed to 

project any long-term vision, nor did the rapid churn of ministers – 

there were 16 housing ministers alone between 2010 and 2024. 

Collapsing support among the young
An ageing voter base means that the British centre-right faces long-

term extinction unless it can once again appeal to younger voters. 

According to a 2024 YouGov survey, just 8% of 18-24 and 25-29-year-

olds voted Conservative in 2024.

A large part of the reason for this growing disillusionment with the 

centre-right relates to the increased difficulties younger voters face in 

acquiring assets and starting families. Soaring house prices, for example, 

have caused the rate of homeownership among 25-34-year-olds to plunge 

from 55% in 1997 to just 35% in 2017.

While individuals within the British centre-right have attempted to 

address some of these problems, they have made little headway due to 

pressure from Conservative MPs and activists.
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The centre-right in France
The French right has a history of chronic division, which complicates 

the process of identifying a clear centre-right tradition.

The first natural focal point is the mainstream French centre-right 

tradition currently embodied by Les Républicains (LR), known as the 

Union pour un Mouvement Populaire (UMP) between 2002 and 2015. 

Although the LR has declined in recent years, the centre-right has not 

disappeared. In 2021, 31% of French people identified as centre-right, 

compared to just 19% as centre-left and 17% as centrist.

The second wing of the French centre-right comprises the nominally 

centrist factions which have come to the fore since 2002 and can be 

viewed as the liberal wing of the French centre-right. The clearest 

embodiment of this faction in recent years has come under the 

leadership of Emmanuel Macron, President since 2017. Macron founded 

his party En Marche in 2016 – rebranded as Renaissance (RE) in 2022.

We identify three core tenets of the centre-right in the UK, which 

are prevalent at different points in the postwar period, as explained in 

detail in Chapter Four.

Gaullist conservatism
Gaullist conservatism refers to the French centre-right’s belief in 

a strong, stable state where the executive defends tradition and 

traditional values through moderate reform but can drive through 

bold changes where they lie in the national interest. This specifically 

French tenet blends elements of the European centre-right principles 

of conservatism and non-cosmopolitanism.

Economic liberalism
The French centre-right has represented the major driving force 

towards greater business freedoms, privatisation of industry, relaxing 

labour laws and lowering state spending, whenever these changes  

have occurred.



14

The right road

However, the adherence to economic liberalism is not universal on the 

French centre-right, and attitudes remain more interventionist than 

among the centre-rights of other European countries.

Republicanism
Republicanism refers to the French centre-right’s commitment to 

upholding the sovereignty, unity and indivisibility of the Republic – a 

uniquely French idea linked to the European centre-right principle of 

non-cosmopolitanism. The foundational republican values of liberty, 

equality and fraternity are universally revered in French politics. 

Contemporary challenges to the centre-right in France

The influence of the populist right
Of the French centre-right’s external challenges, the most significant 

has been the influence of the populist, far-right party FN and, since 

2018, its successor the Rassemblement National (RN). This political force 

poses much more of a challenge than the populist right does in most 

other western European countries.

While the French centre-right has long been split between liberal 

and conservative poles, these divisions have been aggravated by the 

socially conservative influence of the FN and RN. Indeed, the populist 

right’s damaging influence in many ways has been even further 

aggravated by actions taken within the French centre-right, which has 

struggled amidst diverging social attitudes between the increasingly 

liberal middle classes and more socially conservative rural and lower-

income voters.

There is also a significant economic dimension to this polarisation. 

Those implicated in the ‘silent counter-revolution’ also felt that their 

plight was connected to the economic consequences of globalisation, to 

which the centre-right remained committed.

Additionally, the French centre-right worsened its own fragmentation 

in imitating the populists, which has allowed the FN/RN to increasingly 
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attack the centre-right with the phrase “the French will always prefer 

the original to the copy.”

Leaders’ inability to foster unity
Another key challenge for the French centre-right is weak leadership 

– namely its leaders’ recurring inability to rally their various parties 

and factions into a single movement or around a single presidential 

candidate.

De Gaulle’s incoherent philosophy laid weak foundations for future 

leaders seeking to unite the centre-right and failed to establish clear 

policy positions on key topics, particularly where national sovereignty 

was concerned.

The years of UMP dominance between 2002 and 2012 seemingly 

buck this trend. However, the UMP leaders’ ultimate inability to manage 

different factions within their ranks left the French centre-right over-

reliant on individual leaders who have failed to establish stable party 

structures.

Although Macron has been able to hold his movement together since 

2017, there is no clear successor forthcoming at this stage. In a party 

so strongly associated with an individual leader, it remains deeply 

uncertain whether Macronism will survive after Macron.

The centre-right in Poland
The Polish centre-right is impossible to pinpoint in party political 

terms. Of the parties previously associated with the Polish centre-right, 

some have gone extinct, while others have been the subject of profound 

philosophical shifts, and parties now associated with the centre-right 

have non-centre-right foundations.

We identify three core tenets of the centre-right in the UK, which are 

prevalent at different points in the post-communist period, as explained 

in detail in Chapter Five. 
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Anti-communism
Removing communist influence and reforming communist 

institutions was perceived by multiple Polish centre-right governments 

as their main mission, while collaboration with communism and 

former communists was generally abhorred by the Polish centre-right; 

sometimes to the detriment of pursuing other policy goals. This tenet 

was especially important in the Polish centre-right’s early years and 

stems mostly out of a non-cosmopolitan desire for sovereignty.

Religiosity
It is difficult to overstate the influence of religion, and the Catholic 

Church in particular, on the Polish centre-right, particularly over 

the course of the late twentieth century. While the extent to which 

explicit religiosity continues to feature in Polish centre-right rhetoric 

declined over the course of the twenty-first century, the relationship 

between Christianity – and in particular Catholicism – and the Polish 

centre-right remains strong. The European centre-right principle of 

conservatism in Poland manifests itself largely through religiosity.

Economically liberal reforms of Balcerowicz
Appointed the Minister of Finance and Deputy Prime Minister in 

September 1989, former academic Leszek Balcerowicz kicked off a 

programme of sweeping liberalising economic reforms according to the 

doctrine of economic shock therapy. While controversial at the time, 

Balcerowicz’s reforms led to unprecedented levels of economic growth 

since the fall of communism. The Polish centre-right has consistently 

defended and pursued the legacy of Balcerowicz’s reforms. They are the 

main way in which the European centre-right principle of economic 

liberalism manifests itself in Poland.
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Contemporary challenges to the centre-right in Poland

Political trust
Poland has the lowest social trust levels of any country in Europe – and 

some of the lowest in the world – with only 16% of Poles declaring 

that they can trust the majority of people. What is more, according 

to the World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index, Poland 

consistently ranks well below the global median for public trust in 

politicians.

Low political trust incentivises electoral competition based on 

‘sloganism’ rather than policy; consequently, in Poland, voting for a 

given party can often be commensurate with an endorsement of the 

values that the party symbolises rather than the party’s policies. This 

is harmful to the centre-right which thrives on responsible governance 

and effective policy development but tends to eschew unrealistic and 

undeliverable political slogans.

Disunity
From the beginning after the end of the Soviet Union, the Polish centre-

right has been plagued by division and infighting. While arrangements 

where two large centre-right parties take turns in government and 

opposition can work for the centre-right, this had not happened in 

Poland. Instead, it facilitated the two parties’ turn away from the Polish 

centre-right, hence fragmenting it. The effect of this has been a serious 

reduction in the centre-right’s ability to determine the Polish state’s 

policy direction.

Fertility
Poland registered under 19,000 births in November 2024, the worst 

month for the number of births in Polish history since the end of the 

Second World War. The Polish centre-right will be unable to promise 

their voters a positive vision of economic growth unless this problem is 

overcome. What is more, a decline in family life tantamount to a drastic 
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decrease in fertility threatens the future of the Polish centre-right’s 

religious voter base.

The centre-right in Germany
The German centre-right, as represented primarily by the Christian 

Democratic Union of Germany (CDU) and its Bavarian sister party, the 

Christian Social Union (CSU), has dominated German politics since 

the foundation of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) in 1949. 

Collectively, they are known as the Union.

We identify five core tenets of the centre-right in Germany (West 

Germany before 1989), which are prevalent at different points in the 

postwar period, as explained in detail in Chapter Six.

Pragmatism
The CDU’s pragmatism has remained a key element of its success. Part 

of this is driven by the German electoral system which necessitates the 

formation of coalition governments and compromises on matters of 

policy.

Christian democrats are both sceptical of overarching theories 

and hostile to utopianism. Instead, Christian democrats believe that 

reforms should be implemented pragmatically and cautiously. As such, 

the German centre-right’s pragmatism aligns with one of the three 

European centre-right principles: conservatism.

Western internationalism
German Christian democracy has traditionally been characterised by 

a firm support for West German participation in the western alliance 

structure and western institutions more generally.

Germany’s unique history meant that the centre-right pursued a 

more internationalist rather than a nationalist approach, making it 

more cosmopolitan than the centre-right in other European countries.
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Non-denominational Christianity
Christianity is a core element of the CDU/CSU Union’s identity, 

although its influence has weakened since the late sixties. Crucially, 

this is a non-denominational Christianity that is independent of any 

specific church. As well as reflecting its pragmatism, this religious tenet 

also manifests the European centre-right principle of conservatism.

Social conservatism
While hesitant to describe themselves as such, recognisably socially 

conservative ideas are critical to Christian democrat thought. To 

Christian democrats, the traditional family is at the centre of society 

and, as such, must be supported with assistance to those raising 

children.

More recently, Christian democracy has shifted away from some 

socially conservative values, as attested to by Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 

decision to permit a free vote on same-sex marriage in 2017. 	

Social market economy
The social market economy was characterised as a third way between 

classical liberalism and Marxism and is centred around a school of 

economics known as ordoliberalism.

Ordoliberalism believes that functioning markets are vital to 

guarantee the future of society and that state intervention should 

be limited to ensure competitive markets. While supporting welfare 

provision, the social market economy also stresses the importance of 

helping people to help themselves as opposed to encouraging them  

to rely on the state. It is often referred to as pro-market rather than 

free market.
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Contemporary challenges to the German centre-right

The splintering of the political system
The German party system has significantly fragmented in recent times. 

Between the sixties and eighties, the two major established parties 

(Union and SPD) always won more than 80% of the vote at  elections. 

At the 1976 election, they won 91%. Yet, at the 2025  elections, this fell 

to just 45%.

This growing political fragmentation complicates the formation 

of viable coalition governments and means that cross-ideological 

coalitions, once rare, have become the norm. If the trend continues, 

there is even a risk that forming coalitions will become impossible. The 

existence of only a single, philosophically-diverse coalition also deprives 

voters of choice.

Rise of the populist right
Especially concerning from a German centre-right perspective has 

been the rise of the populist AfD which has enjoyed  representation 

since 2017.

While Friedrich Merz has tried to deal with the AfD in part by 

shifting to more non-cosmopolitan positions, especially on immigration, 

this has done nothing to slow the growth of the AfD, which secured a 

record 21% of the vote at the 2025  elections.

Alienation in former East Germany
German reunification brought  pain and disruption for the 

former GDR. While the staggering sums spent to rehabilitate 

the former East Germany produced results, substantial gaps remain 

between it and the former FRG.

This has had direct political consequences. Since reunification, the 

former GDR has been a stronghold for the successor parties of the 

former Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED); first t he P arty o f 

Democratic Socialism (PDS) and later The Left. More recently, it has 
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also become a stronghold of the AfD. This has combined to hurt the 

CDU, which now underperforms in the former GDR relative to the 

former FRG.

The centre-right in Ireland
Since 1921, Irish politics has been dominated by two major centre-right 

parties: Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael. Given their ambitions for broad, 

cross-class appeal, the term ‘centre-right’ is a label that these parties 

have rarely claimed for themselves. However, these parties’ socially 

conservative, Catholic roots and shared embrace of economic liberalism 

since the sixties firmly places them within the European centre-right.

We identify four core tenets of the centre-right in Ireland, which are 

prevalent at different points in the postwar period, as will be explained 

in detail in Chapter Seven. 

Pragmatism
The Irish centre-right has a strong track record of maintaining political 

effectiveness by carefully adapting its policy prospectus over time. 

Beyond the simple desire to retain electability, this tenet ties into the 

European centre-right principle of conservatism, with both Fianna Fáil 

and Fine Gael consistently demonstrating their willingness to undergo 

moderate reform in order to preserve longer-term national stability 

and growth.

Commitment to Irish national identity
This tenet reflects the Irish centre-right’s non-cosmopolitan 

commitment to maintaining a strong sense of Irish national identity. 

While common to most European centre-right traditions, this  

tenet holds a particular importance in an Irish context given the 

nation’s history.
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Social conservatism
This tenet refers to the traditional, Catholic values that have shaped 

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael for much of their history. This religiosity is 

a form of conservatism, a key principle of the European centre-right.

Despite the traditionally conservative outlooks, both parties have 

shown a notable degree of flexibility in this area over the last five 

decades. However, this balancing act has become increasingly challenging  

in recent decades as the gulf between Irish conservatives and 

progressives widens.

Economic liberalism
This Irish centre-right’s final tenet, economic liberalism, aligns with 

the European centre-right principle of the same name– namely the 

belief that the economy is best served by a market model that is largely 

free of government control, with consensus around this tenet having 

developed in Ireland since the late fifties.

Contemporary challenges for the centre-right in Ireland

Demographic change
The Irish centre-right faces the challenge of maintaining a broad 

electoral appeal amidst rapid demographic change. Historically, Fianna 

Fáil in particular benefited from a largely homogeneous, Catholic, 

agrarian society that enabled it to win cross-class support. However, 

Church attendance has dropped sharply, and referenda on same-sex 

marriage and abortion show that Catholicism no longer binds Irish 

society as before. Additionally, Ireland’s foreign-born population has 

risen dramatically, making integration and immigration increasingly 

salient issues for voters. These demographic shifts risk fragmenting 

the centre-right’s traditional support base and intensifying left-right 

divides over social and cultural issues.
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Mitigating economic inequality
Many lower- and middle-income households did not feel the benefit 

from Ireland’s recovery after the 2008 global financial crisis, with 

income inequality remaining high and hourly earnings among the 

most unequal in Europe. Housing affordability and homelessness 

have also become major concerns – especially for young people – 

driving voters towards left-wing parties. While state intervention and 

redistribution have kept disposable income inequality relatively low, 

this system is heavily reliant on a narrow corporate tax base, making it 

vulnerable to external shocks.

Ireland’s leftward shift
A further challenge is the steady leftward shift in public attitudes in 

Ireland. The average Irish voter now identifies closer to the centre-

left, with even Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael supporters showing more 

left-leaning views. This shift complicates the centre-right’s pragmatic 

strategy, as attempts to follow public opinion have sometimes led them 

to overstep, illustrated recently by defeats in the 2024 referenda on 

family and gender language in the constitution. Economic policy has 

also become more contested, with public resistance to measures like 

water charges and pressure for higher spending. As a result, the centre-

right risks alienating its base and struggling to define its identity in an 

increasingly left-leaning political landscape.

Anti-establishment sentiment
Ireland’s centre-right is also threatened by the growth of anti-

establishment and populist sentiment. Ireland has historically 

avoided the rise of a populist radical right-wing party, in part 

thanks to left-wing populist party Sinn Féin soaking up the anti-

establishment votes. However, Sinn Féin’s shift towards moderation 

has left space for new anti-establishment forces. Although far-right 

candidates performed poorly in the 2024 general election, their vote 

share is rising, and anti-immigrant sentiment has gained traction 
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– as violently illustrated in the 2023 Dublin riots. The centre-

right’s continued dominance is threatened by this fragmented but 

growing protest vote which could yet coalesce with the catalyst of a 

charismatic leader or major political crisis.

Challenges of the European centre-right
At the start of this report, we identify the key three principles of the 

European centre-right, and from these flowed particularised tenets 

in different European countries. For contemporary challenges, we are 

doing the reverse: having described the particularised contemporary 

challenges for the different countries, in Chapter Eight we can derive 

from this the leading contemporary challenges facing the modern 

centre-right across Europe

The ascendancy of right-wing populism
In four of the five countries studied in this report, the emergence of 

right-wing populism has become an increasingly major challenge for 

the centre-right. With the populist right growing, the centre-right is 

having to compete with them for voters and sometimes power.

The centre-right has attempted to deal with the problem of the 

populist right in two mutually exclusive ways: delegitimising it, often in 

cooperation with the political left; and imitating it.

The problem with attempts to delegitimise the populist right is that 

it aggravates the anti-establishment sentiments that populist parties’ 

voters already often feel, hence making them less likely to support 

centrist parties.

The crucial problem with imitating the populist right is that it exposes 

a lack of consistency and vision within the centre-right’s philosophy, 

as well as antagonises the centre-right’s voters who disagree with the 

policies and rhetoric of the populist right.
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Unclear differentiation from a left-wing alternative
In all the European countries studied in this report, another major 

problem since at least 1991 has been the lack of a clear threat posed 

by a distinct philosophical alternative on the left. Prior to 1991, 

the majority of European centre-rights benefited from the looming 

threat of communism, as represented by the Soviet Union and the 

Eastern Bloc.

Moreover, the growing economic consensus in the post-communist 

era, caused by the centre-left’s adoption of ‘third way’ politics, has 

made it much harder for the centre-right to distinguish itself from its 

traditional philosophical opponents on the centre-left.

This blurring of lines in centrist politics has worsened further since 

2020. After decades of the centre-left moving rightward, centre-right 

governments were prompted to move leftwards by the unprecedented 

economic context of the COVID-19 pandemic and then the Europe-wide 

cost-of-living crisis – triggered in part by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 

in 2022.

Since the nineties, the centre-right has tried to combat this problem of 

under-differentiation in two main ways: re-invoking the left-wing threat; 

and finding a new cultural threat against which it can rally voters.

Re-invoking the left-wing threat has proven unpopular with the 

public. Moreover, this tactic is largely unavailable to politicians in 

European countries where the threat of communism has never been 

serious enough to re-invoke it today.

On the new threat, centre-right parties have increasingly sought to 

differentiate themselves through cultural policy in two particular areas: 

multiculturalism and ‘wokeism.’

There are two problems with this. First, not enough people are 

sufficiently motivated by ‘woke’ or multicultural issues. Second, 

even for those who are concerned with ‘wokeism’ or the failures 

of multiculturalism, the centre-right is not the obvious outlet  

for these sentiments.
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Poor economic record in recent times
Across Europe, the centre-right’s tarnished economic record has proven 

to be a major challenge to its political success in recent years. In most 

instances, this is due to centre-right governments underdelivering on 

economic growth since 2007.

The inability to deliver strong growth is a unique disadvantage for 

the centre-right which has traditionally attracted voters precisely on 

the promise of a prosperous, well-managed economy. Indeed, historically, 

the centre-right has consistently produced far stronger growth than  

its rivals.

The reasons for this recent poor economic performance of European 

countries are multiple, including that: European governments do too 

little to encourage risk and entrepreneurship; European business is too 

heavily regulated; overly cautious culture is present in large European 

institutions; European electricity prices are very high; and Europe’s low 

productivity growth. Attempts at addressing those problems have, to 

date, been largely insufficient.

Demographic change
In all the European countries we selected, the centre-right is struggling 

with hitherto unprecedented demographic changes.

In particular, three recent demographic shifts are proving challenging 

for the centre-right: higher-than-ever levels of immigration; lower-than-

ever fertility rates; and highest-in-decades levels of polarisation between 

men and women.

Immigration

Between 1990 and today, the share of the population that is foreign-

born has increased in each of the European countries we studied. The 

pace of change has been particularly rapid in the UK and Germany, 

where the proportion of the foreign-born population has more than 

doubled in the last 35 years.

High immigration levels are often correlated with a rise in support 
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for populist parties. However, they also present a particular challenge 

for non-cosmopolitan and conservative centre-right parties, at least one 

of which describes all centre-right parties.

Successful examples of policies that have significantly reduced overall 

immigration to levels lower than what has already been seen in recent 

years are very scarce. Instead, policy success is easier found in changing 

the nature rather than quantity of a country’s immigrants.

Fertility rates

Fertility rates have gone down consistently for decades in the countries 

we studied.

Low fertility rates are a problem for the centre-right for two reasons. 

First, a decline in family life that would come about from low birth 

rates risks a more individualistic culture; one that is antithetical to the 

conservative vision for the good life. Second, and more universally, low 

fertility rates present an economic problem. When the fertility rate is 

below the replacement rate, the ratio of workers to dependents begins 

to worsen.

Only some European countries have explicitly tried to address the 

fertility challenge. However, even France, which spends 3.6% of its 

GDP on family benefits, has been unable to prevent the birth rate from 

falling below replacement level.

Policies seeking to increase the fertility rate are pushing against 

very powerful cultural factors, most notably the growing preference 

among women to have fewer children. Policy must seek to address these 

cultural factors to have any chance of success.

Polarisation between men and women

We are currently experiencing, both across Europe and also much of the 

developed world, the highest-in-decades levels of political polarisation 

between men and women. Both German and UK women under the age 

of 30, for example, are over 20 percentage points more likely to support 

left-wing parties as compared to men.
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This is a problem for the centre-right because, first, historically, the 

centre-right relied on women voters reliably voting for the centre-

right. Second, this is also a problem for the centre-right because it is 

linked to the problem of family life. If women and men find it harder 

to form agreeable relationships, they are unable to form families, which 

damages conservative parties.

There have not been many overt attempts to address polarisation 

between men and women among European governments. Nevertheless, 

two broad strategies can be distinguished: moving to the left together 

with women; or attempting to re-integrate men and women into 

a shared social fabric, mirroring the assimilationist approach to 

integration policy.

New priorities
There are leading contemporary challenges to the European centre-

right: the ascendancy of right-wing populism; unclear differentation 

from a left-wing alternative; poor record on economic policy in recent 

times; and demographic change. But there are also major challenges 

across European countries that any government, centre-right or 

otherwise, would have to deal with. We might distinguish between 

these as centre-right and national challenges. The centre-right must 

have priorities and policies that deal with both. This is what Chapter 

9 aims to do.

This Chapter offers ten priorities – with some accompanying policy 

suggestions – that would help both the European centre-right and each 

European country as a whole. Our recommended priorities and policies 

are deliberately broad to be applicable to different European countries. 

And our recommended policies are not exhaustive; instead, we highlight 

policy suggestions for the centre-right that could be most distinctive, 

effective and salient.

While the purpose of this report is to help the centre-right, we have 

no interest in facilitating the interests of the centre-right at the expense 

of the public good. While it is generally true that public interests and 
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the interests of the centre-right coincide, there may be circumstances 

where this is not true. On the contrary, all our recommended priorities 

and policies seek to facilitate the interests of the centre-right while also 

serving the public good.

Our proposed 10 priorities for the European centre-right are: country; 

capitalism; copiousness; competence; contribution; community; civility; 

care; children; and conservation.

Priority one: Country
The centre-right should foster a greater shared national identity for 

people to unite around in each respective country, but one that is 

open for new entrants. This identity must make those exposed to it 

feel as though they are a part of a common, co-operative scheme with 

every other person who subscribes to that same vision, and it must 

detract from a vision of ethnic nationalism bound up in immutable 

characteristics, such as genetic heritage.

Policy suggestions:

	z A voluntary and competitive national service scheme open to all 

school leavers, similar to the current policy in Norway, where only 

17% of school leavers do national service, but where it is a sought-after 

mark of prestige and a helpful boost to one’s future career prospects.

	z Ensure all young adults, not just migrants acquiring citizenship, 

participate in citizenship ceremonies to celebrate their national 

identity.

	z European countries should co-operate on defence, including by re-

affirming commitments to mutual defence pacts, to better defend 

each European country. No European country is strong enough to 

resist a serious extra-European threat alone.

	z European countries should co-operate to better manage illegal 

immigration, including through the processing of asylum seekers 

in, and deportation of failed asylum seekers to, third countries.
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Priority two: Capitalism
In an effort to accommodate concerns around capitalism, the European 

centre-right has consistently overregulated entrepreneurialism and 

enterprise, particularly when contrasted to the US. To address this, the 

centre-right must seek to reduce and simplify the regulatory burden 

faced by European enterprises – and entrepreneurs in particular – to 

make it easier for them to drive profits and innovation.

Policy suggestions:

	z  The weight of taxation more generally should be shifted away from 

work and entrepreneurship and towards those who derive income 

from rent-seeking on their assets.

	z Tax benefits for the risk-taking of entrepreneurs should be applied 

much earlier in the entrepreneurial journey.

	z Regulators should be mandated to produce estimates of the costs of 

the regulation that is introduced on enterprise.

Priority three: Copiousness
Centre-right policymaking, rather than seeking to create policy which 

harms and risks nothing, should focus on positive-sum thinking (even 

if some people get more or if risks are taken, this is good if everyone 

benefits), whereas the centre-left (in the case of capitalism) and the 

populist right (in the case of highly skilled migration) stand for zero-sum 

thinking (if some people get more, this is bad even if there is a net benefit).

 Policy suggestions:

	z Expand all forms of credible homegrown energy infrastructure, 

including nuclear, renewables and gas.

	z Introduce ambitious housebuilding targets and deliver them 

through zonal planning policies where housing development in 

designated areas cannot be blocked by local opposition.
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Priority four: Competence
Even when voters do not support centre-right philosophy, they have 

often recognised that centre-right governments make difficult decisions 

to ensure the economy grows and public services are well-managed. 

This reputation has, however, eroded in recent years, driven largely by 

the lack of a clear and consistent policy direction and internal disunity 

that is unconducive to effective government. The European centre-right 

must reverse this trend if it is to return to success.

Policy suggestions:

	z In opposition, always conduct formal and expert-led policy 

commissions – a process which should be mandated through 

the constitutions of centre-right parties – to be prepared for 

government on day one.

	z Always have fiscal rules that seek to achieve a structural budget 

surplus in day-to-day spending.

	z Establish expert independent bodies that always vet fiscal and 

monetary policy.

Priority five: Contribution
The centre-right should emphasise personal responsibility and the idea 

that individuals should be rewarded in proportion to their efforts to 

improve their own lives and those of their families and communities 

– as opposed to reliance on the state. This approach stands in 

contrast to the centre-left’s focus on equalising outcomes regardless 

of contribution, and to the populist right’s tendency to distort the 

fair rewarding of effort, sometimes fostering resentment when hard-

working individuals from minority groups succeed.

Policy suggestions:

	z  Introduce supplements to working-age benefits for people with 

longer working histories such that those people can get better 

support from the welfare system if they end up needing it.
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	z Increase the age at which people draw down state and private pensions 

to incentivise older workers to work and contribute for longer.

	z Introduce new time-limited taxes and volunteering requirements 

for new skilled migrants.

Priority six: Community
The centre-right should champion the value of community, particularly 

in the sense of connections based on shared values, customs and 

traditions, rather than immutable characteristics like ethnicity or class. 

By fostering communities that individuals can actively join and help 

shape, the centre-right distinguishes itself from both the centre-left, 

which often prioritises class or minority-based communities, and the 

populist right, which has a special interest in a community composed 

of the ethnic majority.

Policy suggestions:

	z Schoolchildren could be mandated to do local volunteering for at 

least a week during one school year.

	z Employees could be given a new right to take at least two extra days 

a year off in order to do volunteering.

	z Permanent settlement or the ability to receive state benefits could 

be conditional on the ability to demonstrate proficiency in the 

local language.

Priority seven: Civility
The centre-right should prioritise the defence of civility, understood as 

the commitment to unwritten social norms that underpin a harmonious 

public environment. By upholding these cultural expectations, the 

centre-right can distinguish itself from both the centre-left, which 

often disregards such norms in the name of progress or inclusivity, and 

the populist right, which invokes civility rhetorically but frequently 

undermines it through divisive tactics in the democratic sphere.
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Policy suggestions:

	z Fines should increase on behaviour such as fly-tipping, littering, 

playing music out loud on public transport, vandalism and other 

anti-social behaviour.

	z Similarly to being called to jury duty, between the ages of 18 and 

30, all citizens should be required to take place in one two-day 

long deliberative democracy exercise, as deliberative democracy 

exercises have been shown to have long-term positive impacts on 

the civility of people’s engagement with public debate.

	z All social media algorithms should be made transparent, since 

social media is a major source of uncivil behaviour in the digital 

public space. This is because even those who start viewing more 

moderate content are gradually encouraged to move towards more 

extreme and less civil items, including political extremism, scams 

and pornography.

Priority eight: Care
The centre-right should uphold the principle of care – in particular 

for those who are unable to fully take care of themselves – 

primarily through families, but also with appropriate state support. 

This commitment to care reflects a core conservative belief in 

intergenerational responsibility and the binding power of love within 

society, setting the centre-right apart from both the populist right, 

where this sentiment is largely absent, and the centre-left, which 

sometimes deprioritises care in order to meet other goals like equality 

of outcome.

Policy suggestions:

	z Make free early-years education compulsory from the age of three 

for a minimum number of hours a week.

	z Increase funding for elderly social care through increasing taxes 

not on work but on assets, specifically income derived from housing 

and pensions.
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Priority nine: Children
Children and family are at the centre of conservatism. The centre-right 

should therefore place children and family at the heart of its agenda, 

recognising the family as the foundational unit for transmitting 

tradition, virtue and social cohesion. With Europe facing unprecedented 

demographic decline, the centre-right must reaffirm its commitment to 

this principle, reclaiming this policy area which is increasingly being 

poached by centre-left and populist parties.

Policy suggestions:

	z Benefits and tax breaks for parents in the earliest years of their 

children’s lives should be increased, both to incentivise families to 

have children and to lower the financial burden on parents in the 

years when having children is costliest.

	z Make parental rights, leave and tax breaks transferable to working 

grandparents.

	z Incentivise or even mandate child- and family-friendly planning 

design, particularly in residential districts in countries where the 

relevant zoning laws are present. This would involve, among others, 

walkable, green spaces, playgrounds and lower speed limits.

	z Employment law could strengthen flexible working rights, allowing 

parents to better balance having children with employment, and so 

decreasing the opportunity cost of having children.

	z Ban the sale of smartphones and social media use among children 

under the age of 16.
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Priority ten: Conservation
The centre-right should defend its commitment to conservation of 

the climate and natural environment, recognising the intrinsic value 

of natural beauty and the essential role a healthy environment plays 

in sustaining human life. This commitment is rooted deeply in the 

conservative tradition, emphasising stewardship and local attachment, 

and is reflected in the centre-right’s strong record of reducing emissions 

through pragmatic, effective policymaking.

Policy suggestions:

	z  Prioritise increasing incentives for and investment in greener 

technologies to tackle climate change and biodiversity decline, 

above additional costs and rules for consumers and businesses.

	z For countries that have adopted returns agreements with European 

countries, facilitating the deportation of illegal migrants, European 

countries should increase green finance for the development of 

those countries’ green infrastructure.

	z Commit to larger areas and stronger protections for particularly 

beautiful and biodiverse areas, such as national parks and marine 

protected areas.

Conclusion
It is time for a reboot and reunification of the centre-right across 

Europe, to defeat the populist right and statist centre-left. That requires 

distinctive priorities and effective policies – rooted in historical 

principles – so the centre-right can return again to be the engine of 

peace and prosperity across Europe. This report offers a rallying cry for 

centre-right Europeans to come together to win and deliver again.


