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Summary 

Right-wing Populist Parties established themselves in most European party systems. 

As these parties ‘challenge the liberal foundations of contemporary advanced 

democracies’ (Pirro 2023), they have attracted a vital and diverse strand of social 

science research to explain this success. The most influential and fruitful trajectories 

of such research are micro-level explanations, usually based on individual attitudes 

assessed through surveys. Existing research has examined a wide range of such 

attitudes, with anti-immigration attitudes (Rooduijn 2018), political dissatisfaction 

(Klein et al. 2018) and economic deprivation (Gidron and Hall 2017) among the 

most prominent. Notwithstanding this empirical progress, this strand of research has 

not always kept pace with methodological innovations in the social sciences. This is 

particularly unfortunate as new techniques open up more detailed perspectives on 

these findings. This perceived gap in current research marks the starting point for the 

present study. Using Structural Equation Modelling, we will first integrate and 

highlight interrelationships between the theoretical perspectives mentioned above 

(chapter 2). We will then investigate, how implicit attitudes (Greenwald and Banaji 

2017) allow an estimate of the extent to which well-known biases, namely social 

desirability and avoidance of cognitive dissonance, distort the impact of anti-

immigration attitudes on sympathy for the Radical Right (chapter 3). Lastly, using 

micro-meso moderations – interactions between party system characteristics and 

individual attitudes –, we will deepen existing knowledge about how isolation or 

governmental participation of such Radical Right-wing Populist Parties relates to 

changes in individual attitudes (chapter 4). Results of the first study reveal that 

economic deprivation influences sympathy for Pegida – a Right-wing Populist 

Movement – indirectly by increasing anti-immigration attitudes and political 
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dissatisfaction, which in turn are strong direct predictors. It also shows that these two 

factors interact and mutually reinforce each other in their effect on sympathy for 

Pegida. The results of the second study suggest that social desirability appears to be a 

relatively minor threat to valid results about the relationship between anti-

immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD. On the other hand, respondents´ 

avoidance of cognitive dissonance by respondents appears to lead to an 

overestimation of this effect in explicit surveys. The third study revisits the 

interaction effect between anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction 

from the first study. It shows that this effect varies with the parliamentary status of 

the party in question. When it is isolated, the effect is reinforcing, when it has 

governed in the past, there is no interaction and when it is part of the current 

government, the effect is reversed. This is interpreted as evidence that isolated Right-

wing Populist Parties benefit from this status, because in this case political 

dissatisfaction is associated with a greater salience of a main motive – anti-

immigration attitudes – for supporting them. Taken together, the results of this work 

suggest that sympathy with Right-wing Populism is rooted in different causes that 

are strongly interconnected at different levels. Thus, by applying innovative 

methodologies to primary and secondary survey data, this study integrates existing 

theoretical perspectives and deepens our empirical understanding of the micro-level 

success factors for Right-Wing Populism in Europe. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

The Study of Right-Wing Populism 

 

Before introducing the three independent – yet connected – studies of this work, this 

introductory chapter will set the frame of our research. After explicitly defining the 

area of study, recapturing history and contemporary forms of Right-Wing Populism 

and major theoretical and empirical explanations surrounding this phenomenon, the 

major scientific aims of this study are spelled out. Subsequently, the specific research 

questions guiding the remaining chapters of this work and the research designs 

developed to answer them are introduced.  

 

Following this introduction, this work incorporates the three studies designed to 

answer the research questions in chapters 2 to 4. We will close with chapter 5, which 

summarizes the studies and their findings as well as their perceived relevance and 

implications for academic research and society.  

  

Terms and definitions 

The study of Right-wing Populism uses a wide range of definitions and terms. 

Important distinctions among them are: ‘Far-right’, ‘Extreme Right’, ‘Radical Right’, 

‘Right-wing Populism’ and combinations of them, such as ‘Radical Right-wing 

Populist’ or ‘Extreme Right-wing Populist’ (Odmalm and Rydgren 2019; Castelli 

Gattinara 2020). The term ‘Far-right’ is mostly understood as an umbrella term, 

encompassing the ‘Extreme Right’ and the ‘Radical Right’. The former is 

characterized by ‘rejecting the constitutional order’ while the latter does not attempt 

‘to destroy the democratic system’ (Pirro 2023, p. 105-106). Although there appears 
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to be relatively broad general acceptance of these minimal definitions, others have 

strived for more fine-graded distinctions between these terms (Carter 2018). Among 

such additional features, ‘populism’ is probably the most frequently added term, 

resulting in ‘Right-wing Populism’ or ‘Radical right-wing Populist Party’. Compared 

to the facets of ‘Right-wing’, this term is relatively new and its definition highly 

contested. An often-cited definition by Mudde (2004) highlights the importance of an 

element of ‘identity’ in politics when characterizing Populism. As a rather thin-

centered ideology, it mainly rests on the idea of a deep divide between the ordinary 

good people and the current elites and identification with the former. More recent 

studies seek to identify several relatively well-defined criteria, which may include, 

for example, whether ‘the electorate sees the party as far right’ (Donovan 2020). 

Alternatively, some researchers split the term, defining ‘Populist’ and 

‘Radical/Extreme Right’ separately and then identify parties that meet both criteria 

(Rooduijn et al. 2019). Despite this lack of an accepted definition, there is ‘a near 

consensus on which parties should be included in the party family’ (Rydgren 2007).  

 

This study will focus solely on the Radical Right, thus parties and movements which 

tend to embrace nativist and authoritarian ideas, thereby opposing pluralism and 

minority rights of contemporary liberal democracies but not democracy in general 

(Castelli Gattinara 2020). For ‘Populism’ we closely follow the definition of Mudde 

(2004), defining it as the perception of society as separated into two homogeneous 

and antagonistic groups, the ‘pure people’ and the ‘corrupt elite’, and that politics 

should be guided by a so-called ‘volonté générale’ (general will) of the people. We 

will limit our analyses to entities of the Radical Right also deemed ‘Populist’. This 

section set the frame for this study in terms of defining which actors are included. 
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The following short section defines the time frame of this study and places it in the 

context of the history of the far-right in Europe.  

 

History of the post-war Far-Right in Europe 

A common perspective clusters the success of Far-Right Parties in four waves (von 

Beyme 1988). The first wave includes the years from 1945 till 1955, with rather 

limited success of such parties. The second wave took place from 1955 to 1980, 

seeing ‘right-wing populist flash parties’ (Mudde 2020). The third wave from 1980 

until 2001 gave rise to the Front National (FN) in France, the FPÖ in Austria and the 

Lega Nord (LN) in Italy. The fourth wave is characterized by a heavily growing 

electoral support of Radical Right-wing Parties and also the successful establishment 

of such parties in former exceptional cases such as Germany and Sweden (Arzheimer 

and Berning 2019; Rydgren and van der Meiden 2019). This fourth wave was 

accompanied by increasing scholarly interest in this party family. The studies 

presented in this work also focus on this time frame and mainly on the time after the 

so-called ‘refugee crisis’ of 2015, which is regarded as yet another catalyst for the 

party family (Mudde 2020).  

 

Organizational forms of Right-Wing Populism 

Although public and scholarly interest has focused on parties, these are not the only 

form of occurrence of Right-wing Populism. Movements also transport these 

concepts and can be classified according to their ideology, similar to parties. 

Researchers have noted that Right-wing Populist Parties may often be characterized 

as ‘Movement Parties’. This terminology takes account of the empirical observation, 

that such parties sometimes display characteristics of movements and parties alike 
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(Minkenberg 2018, Pirro 2019). For this study, we define parties as political actors 

that compete for electoral support in elections. If they do not run for elections and 

resort to ‘street politics’, we define them as movements (Kitschelt 2009, p. 3). 

Examples of such movements included, for example the Identitarian Movement 

(Mlejnková 2021) or Pegida, a xenophobic German movement which is also 

analyzed in this study. Right-wing Populism may also spread to public debates and 

society through NGOs, like political foundations, think tanks and media-outlets 

which are also promoting Right-wing Populist narratives and provide a platform for 

contemporary figures of the Far-right outside the party context. Examples for these 

organizational forms in Germany would be the (AfD-associated) Desiderius-

Erasmus-Stiftung, the Institut für Staatspolitik, the weekly newspaper Junge Freiheit 

or the TV station ServusTV (Czymara and Bauer 2023; Borgers 2022). Contemporary 

advocates for the ideology of the Far-Right would include Götz Kubitschek, Michel 

Houellebecq or Éric Zemmour (Ågerup 2019; Kämper 2018).  

 

However, in order to influence policies directly in their preferred way, the most 

important organizational form remains the political party, with the above-mentioned 

other structures mostly supporting the efforts of Right-wing Populist Parties to gain 

electoral support and governmental representation. As discussed above, Right-wing 

Populist Parties in Europe are of different age and historical background. Their 

organizational structure is equally diverse. Recently, scholars made attempts to 

identify common facets of this party family (Albertazzi and van Kessel 2021, 2023) 

going beyond existing case studies (Art 2008; Heinze and Weisskircher 2021; Höhne 

2023).  
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Theoretical approaches 

Several theories attempt to explain success of the Far-Right in post-war Europe. 

They vary considerably in their level of conclusiveness and are sometimes also 

labelled as ‘arguments’, ‘theses’ (Eatwell 2003), ‘deep explanations’ or, if they recur 

to a single variable or indicator, simply as ‘factors’ (Arzheimer 2018). They can 

further be grouped in demand-side, focusing on the perspectives of voters, and 

supply-side, highlighting the programmatic offers by parties, or – relatedly – in 

micro (the level of individual persons), meso (party characteristics or facets of the 

party system) and macro level (institutional factors or national statistics) factors 

(Arzheimer 2018). The most prominent micro-based theories are ‘protest vote’, 

‘personality traits’ and various types of ‘group threat’ theory, including ‘losers of 

modernization’. Meso-level and thereby mostly supply-side explanations include 

arguments related to a diversely defined ‘political opportunity structure’. These can 

be ‘polarization’ of the party system and ‘relative distances’ between established 

parties as well as structure, organization, history and public appearance of the 

Radical Right-wing Populist party itself. For example, it has been contested, whether 

a constitutive feature of such parties is a ‘strong leader’ (van der Brug and Mughan 

2007). Macro-level arguments consider – on the one hand – ‘institutional’ factors 

like the electoral system, the welfare state and (de)centralization (Arzheimer 2018). 

On the other hand ‘structural/context-related factors’ (Amengay and Stockemer 

2019, p. 30) are investigated, mostly economic or societal indicators like economic 

growth (Sipma and Berning 2021), unemployment (Sipma and Lubbers 2020), crime 

(Burscher, van Spanje et al. 2015) or immigration (Amengay and Stockemer 2019). 

Another strand focuses on the media as an explanatory variable (Schroeder 2019; 

Sheets, Bos et al. 2016). 
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The chapters of this study mostly focus on individual attitudes in the tradition of 

group threat theory (Blumer 1958, Blalock 1967, Stephan and Stephan 2017, Obaidi 

et al. 2018). It is based on the perception, that perceived threats, resulting from the 

competition of majority and minority group members for scarce material resources 

(e.g. on the labor market or for political influence) and immaterial issues (e.g. 

language or religion) leads to higher anti-immigration attitudes. Chapter 4 also 

considers the meso-level variable of the parliamentary status of European Radical 

Right-wing Populist Parties to explain effect differences on the individual level. Two 

chapters also include political dissatisfaction as an explanatory variable. However, it 

should be noted, that political dissatisfaction is explicitly or implicitly understood as 

a result of economic deprivation and therefore as a consequence of perceived or real 

competition for scarce resources rooted in group threat theory.   

 

Empirical findings 

As the previous section already signalized, a broad range of predictors on the 

individual level were tested for their empirical power in explaining support for the 

Radical Right. These ranged from basic sociodemographic variables, such as gender 

and education (Stockemer et al. 2018; Spierings and Zaslove 2017) and personality 

traits like authoritarian attitudes (Dunn 2015; Lubbers and Coenders 2017) to 

political attitudes, such as distrust of politics and attitudes towards specific policies 

(Bowler et al. 2017; Rooduijn 2018; Muis et al. 2021). However, certain factors 

stand out in their frequency of usage and ability to explain sympathy for the Radical 

Right on the individual level. Among the most important factors are anti-

immigration attitudes (Oesch 2008; Rydgren 2008; Berning and Schlueter 2016; 
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Golder 2016; Lubbers and Coenders 2017; Schmitt-Beck 2017; Spierings and 

Zaslove 2017; Arzheimer 2018; Goerres et al. 2018; Hambauer and Mays 2018; van 

Hauwaert and van Kessel 2018; Rama Caamaño and Cordero 2018; Rooduijn 2018; 

Schröder 2018; Stockemer et al. 2018; Kleinert 2021; Muis et al. 2021; Savage 

2023); economic deprivation (Lux 2018; Sthamer 2018; Tutic und von Hermanni 

2018; Arzheimer 2018; Gidron and Hall 2017) and political dissatisfaction (Klein, 

Heckert, and Peper 2018; Rippl und Seipel 2018; Bieber et al. 2018). As discussed 

above, this study is set out to investigate well-known and influential variables to 

explain sympathy for right wing Populism in more detail. We will thus focus on 

these three variables as major theoretical perspectives of this study.  

 

We generally define these variables as follows. Despite their prominent use in many 

studies and the diverse set of operationalizations (Stockemer et al. 2018), anti-

immigration attitudes are rarely explicitly defined. For this study, we define this term 

as explicit and implicit negative evaluations of immigrants or immigration. Our 

concept of economic deprivation, we define as a disadvantaged socioeconomic 

positioning believed to be unjustified (Klandermans 2004; van Stekelenburg et al. 

2019). Political dissatisfaction is defined as the attitudinal expression of 

dissatisfaction with the performance of the government (Torcal 2011). In chapter 4, 

we further introduce a concept labelled ‘parliamentary status’, which represents a 

party´s degree of inclusion in national decision-making processes split in three 

categories: Isolation (also labelled ‘cordon sanitaire’ or ‘pariah status’ (Moffitt 

2022), prior governmental participation and to-date governmental participation. 
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Scientific aims 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to demonstrate how innovative methodologies can be 

applied to the study of Right-wing Populism in order to extent our empirical 

understanding of its´ micro-level predictors. Rather than investigating ‘new’ 

variables that might add explanatory power, the objectives of the present work are 

guided by previous findings and threefold in that regard. First, we attempt to 

integrate (Jaccard and Jacoby 2010) well-known influential factors in a coherent 

framework, which applies to Right-Wing Populist movements (chapter 2). This 

theoretical schema is then tested empirically against multiple datasets to further 

assure of the accuracy of our findings. The second objective picks up the most 

influential and popular factor within this schema. This second study investigates in 

detail the relationship between the most important explanatory variable (anti-

immigration attitudes) and sympathy with Right-wing Populism by testing the 

influence of measurement biases (chapter 3). More precisely, biases through social 

desirability and avoidance of cognitive dissonance are investigated. We also extend 

the scope of this work by turning from movements to Right-wing Populist Parties, 

investigating sympathy for the AfD in Germany. Third, the perspective is broadened 

again as it focuses on the European level in order to investigate how the 

parliamentary conditions Right-wing Populist Parties face in their national context 

may alternate micro-level effects (chapter 4). As Right-wing Populist Parties are 

completely isolated by other parties in some countries and actively governing in 

others, correlations of this factor with individual attitudes are analyzed. The 

following sections explain in more detail, which theoretical considerations and 
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particular research questions guided these chapters. A subsequent section discusses 

the data and methods employed in each chapter in comparative perspective. 

 

Research questions and structure of this study 

Each chapter of this study encompasses one scientific article that answers a particular 

research question. These chapters and research questions are:  

 

Chapter 2 Why and when do citizens support populist rightwing social 

movements? Development and test of an integrative theoretical model 

Right-wing Populism is not limited to political parties. The first article investigates 

sympathy with Pegida, a Right-wing Populist movement. Micro-level research on 

such movements are usually based on interviews with participants of demonstrations 

(Reuband 2015; Vorländer, Herold, and Schäller 2015). However, this chapter adopts 

a different approach. By drawing on general survey data, we are able to relate 

common explanatory factors of sympathy with Right-wing Populist Parties to 

sympathy with this Right-wing Populist movement among the general public, not 

only participants. The research questions of this chapter reads: 

 

What are the microlevel mechanisms that explain citizens’ support of populist social 

movements? How are these factors inter-related?  

 

An integrative theoretical model is developed, which highlights the key roles of anti-

immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction mediating the effect of 

socioeconomic deprivation on citizens’ sympathy with Pegida. Additionally, the 

model suggests that political dissatisfaction moderates the effect of anti-immigrant 
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attitudes on the dependent variable. Combined, this approach advances scholarly 

understanding of not only why, but also how and under what conditions citizens 

support extra-parliamentary Right-wing Populist actors exemplified by Pegida. 

Seven independently collected cross-sectional general population surveys are 

analyzed through Structural Equation Models (SEM) to test the model and especially 

its mediating and moderating components empirically. The discussion focuses on the 

reliability of the proposed moderated mediation and discusses its implications. 

 

Chapter 3 Reconsidering the Relationship between Anti-Immigration 

Attitudes and Preferences for the AfD Using Implicit Attitudes Measures 

In empirical research on the Radical Right, anti-immigration attitudes are probably 

the most widely-used factor in quantitative analysis. However, the often robust effect 

of this variable on sympathy for the Radical Right overwhelmingly rests on explicit 

self-reports. These are prone to well-known biases. Two that appear especially 

relevant in the context of Right-Wing Populism, due to its wide spread stigmatization 

in society and rigorousness of its core identity are social desirability bias and 

avoidance of cognitive dissonance. Social desirability bias, meaning that 

respondents´ adjust their answers according to assumed or real social standards 

(Chung and Monroe 2003), may actually have lowered the impact of anti-

immigration attitudes on sympathy for a Right-wing Populist party. Avoidance of 

cognitive dissonance on the other hand may have artificially pushed the correlation 

between these variables, as respondents may have given answers perceived as a 

harmonic match, rather than their true – less coherent – ideology in order to avoid 

cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957; Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones 2007). The 

research question therefore is: 
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How do social desirability and avoidance of cognitive dissonance affect the 

relationship between Anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD? 

 

It is argued, that implicit attitudes may be able to circumvent these biases as they 

recur on unconsciously activated attitudes (Bos et al. 2018). Thus, it is theorized that 

a comparison between the effect sizes of implicit and explicit attitudes in explaining 

sympathy for a Right-wing Populist Party can give an estimate of the extent of these 

biases. Using the AfD as a test case, this study therefore assessed implicit and 

explicit self-reports within one survey. The analysis investigates the differences in 

effect sizes between these variables and relates the findings back to its´ research 

question and hypotheses.  

 

Chapter 4 Parliamentary Status and Drivers of Sympathy for the Radical 

Right 

While macro-level factors, for example immigration rates (Arzheimer 2009) have 

received considerable attention in contemporary studies on Right-Wing Populism, 

meso level factors that consider the degree of parliamentary inclusion of Right-wing 

Populist Parties in their national parliament are rare. This chapter focuses on how the 

supply-side feature of the parliamentary status of a radical Right-wing Populist Party 

can affect micro-level factors explaining support for such parties. The level of 

parliamentary inclusion of a party, which can range from current governmental 

participation over inclusion in previous coalitions up to isolation (cordon sanitaire) is 

theorized to affect how political dissatisfaction and anti-immigration attitudes 
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distinctly and jointly explain sympathy for these parties. The research question 

guiding this chapter therefore reads: 

 

How does the parliamentary status of Radical Right Parties affect microlevel factors 

of support? 

 

Drawing on different theoretical and empirical foundations, it is expected that 

political isolation reinforces a main motive – anti-immigration attitudes – particularly 

for those who are dissatisfied with current politics. The empirical analysis uses 15 

national samples from two distinct data sets to test these premises. The discussion 

reflects on the studies implications on mainstream parties’ strategies in dealing with 

parties of the Populist Radical Right. 

 

Research designs, data and methods of data analysis 

This study employs advanced statistical methods to test its hypotheses. Table 1-1 

lists the various data sets and designs this study employs when answering the specific 

research questions. These are briefly summarized in this section. 

 

Chapter 2 employs several high-quality Germany-based survey data sets: four waves 

of the GLES Langfrist-Online-Tracking, two rounds of the Deutschland-Trend and 

one round of the Politbarometer. Each of these encompass more than 1000 

respondents, which were selected as representative samples of the German public 

and interviewed via telephone or web-based applications. The selection of these data 

sets was based on the availability of certain variables necessary to conduct the 

analyses. However, since sampling procedures and wording of our main variables  
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Chapter and Title 

 

Chapter 2:  

Why and when do citizens support populist 

rightwing social movements? Development 

and test of an integrative theoretical model 

 

Chapter 3:  

Reconsidering the Relationship between 

Anti-Immigration Attitudes and Preferences 

for the AfD Using Implicit Attitudes 

Measures 

Chapter 4:  

Parliamentary Status and Drivers of 

Support for the Radical Right 

Author(s) Manuel Kleinert, Elmar Schlüter Manuel Kleinert Manuel Kleinert 

Geographical Scope Germany Germany Europe 

Object under study Movement Party Party Family 

Method SEM with moderated mediation 
Multi-group Regressions with moderations 

Sensitivity and Multiverse Analysis  

Regressions with moderations 

Sensitivity Analysis 

Data type Surveys 
Survey and  

Experimental data 

Surveys and  

Parliamentary data 

Data source  Secondary Primary Secondary 

Data name Deutschland-Trend, GLES, Politbarometer PAIED RECONNECT, CSES 

Data scope 
7 surveys with  

~1000 persons each 

Survey + Implicit Association Tests (IATs) of 

~400 persons 

15 national samples with  

~1000 persons each 

Main dependent 

variable(s) 
Sympathy for Pegida Ex- and implicit Sympathy for AfD Sympathy for an European Radical Right Party 

Main independent 

variables 

Economic Deprivation, 

Political Dissatisfaction, 

Anti-immigration Attitudes 

Ex- and implicit  

Anti-immigration Attitudes 

Anti-immigration Attitudes, 

Political Dissatisfaction, 

Parliamentary status (meso) 

Research Question 
What microlevel mechanisms explain citizens’ 

support of Pegida? 

How do social desirability and avoidance of 

cognitive dissonance affect the relationship 

between Anti-immigration attitudes and 

sympathy for the AfD? 

How does the parliamentary status of Radical 

Right Parties affect microlevel factors of 

support? 

Publication Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 2020 Politische Vierteljahresschrift, 2023 Swiss Political Science Review, 2024 

 

Table 1-1: Overview of chapters and studies 
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vary considerably between these data sets, each of these samples serves as a cross-

validation of the achieved results. The analysis conducted in this chapter employs 

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) in combinations with moderated mediations.  

 

This allows us to conduct a targeted test of our theoretically developed schema, 

which includes moderating and mediating relationships, with each of our data sets. 

The results provide the backdrop for the subsequent analyses in chapter 3 and 4, 

which transfer selected theoretical elements to the realm of Right-Wing Populist 

Parties.  

 

Chapter 3 continues the efforts of chapter 2 in investigating predictors for sympathy 

with Right-wing Populism. However, instead of a movement, it focuses on the AfD 

as a Right-wing Populist Party and a particularly strong explanatory factor in 

research on the Radical Right in general and especially the AfD: Anti-immigration 

attitudes. This chapter looks at this variable through the lens of implicit attitudes. By 

employing experimental data from two Implicit Association Tests (IAT) within an 

online survey, it goes beyond usual explicit measurements. Implicit attitudes allow 

for an ‘automatic, unconsciously activated’ (Bos et al. 2018, p. 70) assessment of the 

respondent´s attitude towards an object. However, other than previous studies 

employing such implicit attitudes, this study collects these attitudes at both ends of 

the statistical equation, at the independent and the dependent variable. A powerful, 

yet parsimonious multi-group design with interaction terms allows the test of 

potential biases distorting the relationship between anti-immigration attitudes and 

sympathy for the AfD. A sensitivity analysis and a multiverse analysis reaffirm of 

the achieved results. The data for these analyses is primary data, collected on an 
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online sample of nearly 400 persons, closely representing the German population in 

terms of gender and age. Data collection and analyses were conducted as described 

in a pre-registered report published prior to data collection. The data set was 

published along with the findings to allow for smooth replication efforts.  

 

Chapter 4 broadens the perspective on Radical Right-wing Populist Parties from the 

national level to the European level. From two international data sets, the 

RECONNECT and the CSES surveys, a total of 15 national samples, encompassing 

more than 1000 respondents each, are analyzed. Again, the empirical findings of 

chapter 2 inspired the approach of this chapter. However, instead of an integrated 

theoretical model (chapter 2) or a single variable (chapter 3), this chapter investigates 

an interaction term in more detail: the interdependence between anti-immigration 

attitudes and political dissatisfaction. To do so, additional meso-level data is 

collected: The parliamentary status of a Radical Right-wing Populist Party in its 

respective country. It is then theorized, that this parliamentary status may influence 

the mathematical sign and statistical significance of the interaction effect. A multi-

group OLS-Regression model is employed to test for this expectation. Additional 

sensitivity analyses support the findings. 

 

As becomes evident from these cursory descriptions of the methodologies of the 

individual chapters, this study investigates different entities of the Radical Right 

(movements and parties) at different geographical levels (Germany and European 

countries), uses a broad range of data sets (secondary, primary, experimental and 

meso-level data) and employs various statistical methods (Structural Equation 

Modelling, Regressions, Multi-group and interaction analyses) to test its research 



Chapter 1 Introduction 

27 

 

questions. It also adheres to current standards of open science and reproducibility by 

transparently describing the steps of all analyses, pre-registering analyses, sharing 

collected data and code for preparation and conduction of analyses, as well as 

providing empirical estimates of limitations through multiverse and sensitivity 

analyses. However, it deliberately focuses on a relatively small range of investigated 

independent variables and one core dependent variable it seeks to explain, which is 

sympathy for the Radical Right. Thereby, rather than further widening this scientific 

field, the approach of this study enables the various chapters to inform each other and 

deepens empirical knowledge on the Radical Right through innovative methods.  
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Abstract 

What are the microlevel mechanisms that explain citizens’ support of populist social 

movements? We address this question by focusing on the ‘PEGIDA’ (Patriotic 

Europeans against the Islamization of the Occident) protest groups in Germany, 

which became particularly prominent by attracting large numbers of attendees in 

street protests during the years 2015/16. We develop and test an integrative 

theoretical model that points to the key roles of anti-immigrant attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction as mediators linking subjective socioeconomic deprivation with 

citizens’ support of the ‘Pegida’-movement. Equally important, this model holds that 

citizens’ political dissatisfaction moderates the nexus between anti-immigrant 

attitudes and support for ‘Pegida’. The results based on data from seven cross-

sectional general population surveys provide clear support for these predictions. 

Combined, these efforts help to advance scholarly understanding of not only why, 

but also how and under what conditions nonactivist citizens support anti-immigrant 

collective action as exemplified by the ‘Pegida’ movement. 
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Introduction 

 

On 20 October 2014, Germany witnessed the gathering of approximately 350 

citizens in the city of Dresden for the first public protest organised by PEGIDA 

(Patriotic Europeans against the Islamization of the Occident). This populist right-

wing social movement immediately became known for its harsh anti-immigrant 

stances coupled with explicit expressions of political discontent. Yet little hinted that 

only three months later in January 2015, the weekly ‘Pegida’-demonstrations in 

Dresden would mobilise up to 17.000 citizens protesting mainly against a perceived 

‘islamization’ of the West, nor that the ‘Pegida’ movement would soon inspire 

similar protests across European nation states (Berntzen and Weisskircher 2016). 

Whereas the number of protest participants dropped to 2.000–3.000 weekly 

participants in 2016 and 2017 (Berger, Poppe, and Schuh 2016), ‘Pegida’ attracted 

unprecedented large numbers of attendants from all over Germany.
1
 Moreover, 

‘Pegida’ is seen to have affected the public discourse on issues such as immigration 

and political dissatisfaction, and to possibly have fostered the success of populist 

right-wing political parties in the German political space. Given these influential 

social and political consequences, it comes as no surprise that researchers soon 

initiated efforts to uncover the sources underlying citizens’ participation in ‘Pegida’ 

protest events. Doubtlessly, these studies – typically conducted in situ during 

‘Pegida’ protests (Reuband 2015; Vorländer, Herold, and Schäller 2015) – identified 

important micro-level factors associated with citizens’ actual participation in such 

events. However, without discouraging that line of research, to date it remains 

unclear to what extent the insights gained from those studies focusing on protest 

participants apply to the German general population’s attitudes towards ‘Pegida’. In 
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addition, most previous research in this field considers the factors associated with 

citizens’ participation in ‘Pegida’-protests in isolation. Consequently, this strand of 

studies has left largely unexamined the possibility of integrating different theoretical 

rationales presumed to shape citizens’ attitudes on ‘Pegida’. Indeed, perhaps one of 

the strongest challenges to researchers is to develop theoretical models and research 

designs that allow not only a better understanding of why, but also under what 

conditions citizens tend to support radical-right wing movements as exemplified by 

‘Pegida’. The present study just does that. In doing so, we aim to improve existing 

knowledge in this field by making four main contributions. First, on a theoretical 

level, we develop a concise theoretical model that specifies not only direct, but also 

indirect and interactive relations among key predictors of citizens’ attitudes towards 

radical right-wing movements. In brief, we suggest that there is one important, but 

yet under-researched route via which subjective economic deprivation leads to 

stronger radical right-wing preferences, and that is through increasing anti-immigrant 

prejudice. Equally important, we then offer theoretical arguments that citizens’ 

political dissatisfaction importantly moderates this mediating process. Second, on a 

methodological level, we take advantage of conditional indirect effect analysis 

(Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007). Departing from most previous analyses in this 

field, this method enables us to examine the mediating and moderating relations 

implied by our theoretical expectations simultaneously, yielding adequate estimates 

and test statistics. Third, as an empirical contribution, along with Blee and Creasap 

(2010) we believe that the study of non-activists’ attitudes towards right-wing 

movements deserves enhanced research attention. Four arguments support this view. 

First, nearly all existing studies on citizens’ support for the ‘Pegida’-movement 

restrict their focus to activists that participate in actual street demonstrations. 
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Consequently, we currently do not know whether findings from previous research 

generalise to the non-activist public. Second, various theoretical perspectives 

converge in suggesting that citizens’ individual attitudes towards protests will 

importantly affect their actual protest participation (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975; 

Sweetman et al. 2019; van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and Walgrave 2019). Third, 

when considered in its aggregate, citizens’ attitudes towards the Pegida-protests 

might contribute to a ‘climate of opinion’ (Jeffres 2008) which, in turn, signals 

normative expectations about appropriate conduct towards the movement.
2
 Fourth, 

citizens’ attitudes may also be taken to indicate policy and voting preferences 

(Burstein 2003), hence public opinion towards the Pegida movement is of potential 

major relevance for the political realm. Thus, by investigating the preferences of 

non-activist citizens concerning the ‘Pegida’-movement, we move that research into 

uncharted territory where there is considerable potential for advancing our 

understanding of the topic. Unlike much conventional research in this field, we also 

demonstrate the robustness of our findings by taking advantage of seven independent 

cross-sectional surveys of the German general population totalling n = 7238 

respondents. Using such a broad empirical source is beneficial, for it decreases the 

risk of sampling error and thereby helps to establish the generalizability of our 

findings across different samples and operationalizations (Silberzahn et al. 2018).  

 

Theoretical framework  

 

What micro-level factors shape citizens’ support of ‘Pegida’? Given the scarcity of 

prior research on non-activists’ attitudes towards populist right-wing movements, we 

synthesise three complementary sources to develop testable hypotheses for 
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answering this question. First, we draw on existing knowledge on the factors 

associated with citizens’ actual participation in ‘Pegida’ protest events (Reuband 

2015; Rehberg, Kunz, and Schlinzig 2016). Second, we consider the literature on 

microlevel sources underlying citizens’ preferences for populist right-wing parties 

(Rydgren 2007; Muis and Immerzeel 2017; Arzheimer 2018). Third, we take 

advantage of previous theory and research on peoples’ attitudes towards social 

movements (Snow and Soule 2010; van Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and Walgrave 

2019) and right-wing movements more specifically (Blee and Creasap 2010; Caiani 

2017). From these approaches we identify (1) relative socioeconomic deprivation, (2) 

anti-immigrant attitudes and (3) political dissatisfaction as key factors for 

understanding why and when citizens express attitudinal support to the far-right 

Pegida movement.  

 

Relative socioeconomic deprivation  

The first line of research that we consider here centres on people’s relative 

socioeconomic deprivation (Runciman and Bagley 1969). Commonly defined as a 

disadvantaged socioeconomic positioning believed to be unjustified, feelings of 

relative deprivation feature prominently in grievance-based explanations of people’s 

inclination to protest against authorities (Klandermans 2004; van Stekelenburg, 

Klandermans, and Walgrave 2019). By positing that citizens’ populist political 

preferences centrally result from a disadvantaged socioeconomic positioning 

believed to be unjustified (Rydgren and Ruth 2011; Mudde and Kaltwasser 2018), 

the relative deprivation-account resembles related lines of argumentation (e.g. ethnic 

competition theory) that focus on citizens’ socioeconomic positioning as indicated 

by, for example, individual unemployment (Rydgren and Ruth 2011). Implicit to this 
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account is the contention that the positive impact of relative socioeconomic 

deprivation on support for far-right collective actions results in part from heightened 

anti-immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction. However, these indirect 

relations are only rarely explicated and systematic empirical tests are largely missing. 

Yet empirically, a disadvantaged socioeconomic positioning ranks among the most 

prominent factors presumed to increase citizens’ support of far-right-wing political 

actors (Arzheimer 2018).  

 

Anti-immigrant attitudes  

Another useful theoretical lens with which to approach the question for the drivers of 

citizens’ preferences for populist social movements is group threat theory (Blumer 

1958; Blalock 1967; see Stephan and Stephan 2017; Obaidi et al. 2018). At the 

microlevel, the vantage point of this perspective is that perceived threats from 

minority groups relating to scarce resource (e.g. labour market opportunities or 

political power) and/or symbolic issues (e.g. language, religion or norms) lead 

majority group members to express greater anti-minority attitudes. There is 

unequivocal evidence that perceived threats and anti-immigrant attitudes more 

generally rank among the most robust predictors of citizens’ far-right populist party 

affiliations, voting intentions or manifest voting behaviours (Rydgren 2007; 

Arzheimer 2018). Presumably, because right-wing populist political parties pursue 

explicit anti-immigrant agendas, citizens support such collective actors in order to 

secure or restore the dominant status of their national in-group (e.g. Berning and 

Schlueter 2016). Consistent with this rationale, Kende, Lantos, and Krekó (2018) 

document a strong association between negative attitudes towards ethnic minorities 

and majority members’ inclination to participate in anti-minority collective action. In 
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following this line of reasoning, we apply the same logic to explain citizens’ 

preferences for the extra-parliamentary ‘Pegida’-movement, which is well-known for 

its harsh anti-immigrant stances (Rehberg, Kunz, and Schlinzig 2016).  

 

Political dissatisfaction  

A third theoretical framework often employed to predict citizens’ right-wing populist 

preferences centrally refers to citizens’ political dissatisfaction (Rydgren 2007; 

Arzheimer 2018), broadly defined here as attitudinal expression of dissatisfaction 

with the performance of the government (Torcal 2011). Underlying the presumed 

association between citizens’ dissatisfaction with the political system and their 

political preferences is the notion that right-wing political parties – in addition to 

adopting pronounced anti-immigrant positions – commonly portray themselves as 

parties protesting against established political collective actors. According to the 

theory, these self-portrayals make right-wing populist parties an attractive choice for 

those citizens’ who feel politically dissatisfied. Similarly, unwelcomed policies have 

long been identified as motivational sources of citizens’ participation in social 

movements (Kriesi et al. 1995; Meyer 2004). Given the strong protest agenda of the 

‘Pegida’-movement (Rehberg, Kunz, and Schlinzig 2016), it seems plausible to 

expect that citizens’ political dissatisfaction will also shape their preferences for this 

relatively novel collective political actor outside the party sphere.  

 

Developing an integrative theoretical model  

The predictions of the three approaches above for explaining citizens’ support of 

populist social movements are not mutually exclusive. Curiously, however, to date 

little is known about how socioeconomic relative deprivation, anti-immigrant 
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attitudes and political dissatisfaction might piece together. To improve upon this 

state of research, we develop below an integrative theoretical model that helps to 

understand how and under what conditions deprivation, anti-immigrant attitudes and 

political dissatisfaction shape citizens’ preferences for radical right-wing movements. 

Figure 2-1 visualises the conceptual relations underlying this integrative model by 

means of a path model. At its core, the model rests on a sequential ordering such that 

economic deprivation affects both anti-immigrant attitudes (path a1) and political 

dissatisfaction (path a2), which themselves predict the dependent variable (path b1 

and path b2). This end-to-end integration (Jaccard and Jacoby 2010; Krohn and 

Eassey 2014) is supported by existing theory and research. For example, ethnic 

conflict theory considers greater anti-immigrant attitudes to result from greater 

socioeconomic deprivation (Scheepers, Gijsberts, and Coenders 2002). Underlying 

this prediction is the proposition that majority members compete with immigrants for 

scarce resources on the labor- or housing market. Because most immigrants occupy 

relatively low socioeconomic positions, majority members with a similar 

socioeconomic positioning as immigrants will experience greater socioeconomic 

deprivation and thus express greater anti-immigrant attitudes. Likewise, previous 

research argues, that citizens’ political dissatisfaction results in part from their 

perceived socioeconomic deprivation (Lubbers, Gijsberts, and Scheepers 2002). 

According to the literature, the socioeconomically worse-off tend to attribute their 

disadvantaged situation to the policies of the government and therefore show greater 

political dissatisfaction. Thus, both anti-immigrant attitudes respectively political 

dissatisfaction appear as theoretically distinct routes via which relative 

socioeconomic deprivation affects citizens’ support for radical right-wing 

movements. Notice that treating deprivation and political dissatisfaction as sources 
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underlying far-right street protests corresponds to the concept of ‘mobilising 

grievances’ from the neighbouring body of research on social movements (van 

Stekelenburg, Klandermans, and Walgrave 2019, 376f.). Interestingly, there are 

strong theoretical arguments to expect that anti-immigrant attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction affect the dependent variable also in an interactive fashion. 

Developing and testing a moderating relation of that kind is beneficial, because it 

allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the situational conditions (Harris 

1997) that shape negative citizens’ support of the ‘Pegida’-movement. Why, then, 

should we expect to find an interactive relation between anti-immigrant attitudes and 

political dissatisfaction? Recall that a primary objective of many populist social 

movements is to protect the interests of the national in-group vis-à-vis immigrants 

and immigration (Blee and Creasap 2011). As outlined above, to achieve these goals 

those citizens harbouring substantial negativity towards immigrants presumably 

express greater support of such movements. Yet at the same time, citizens differ in 

their level of political dissatisfaction. Specifically, for those harbouring substantial 

anti-immigrant attitudes, but feeling relatively satisfied with the political system, the 

need to support extra-parliamentary right-wing political actors should appear 

relatively low. In contrast, if the same citizens’ dissatisfaction with the government 

increases, supporting anti-immigrant social movements should appear as a promising 

opportunity to realise their populist political preferences. This means that the relative 

importance of citizens’ anti-immigrant attitudes for predicting their support of the 

‘Pegida’-movement should be contingent on their level of political dissatisfaction 

(path b3). Notice that the logic underlying the hypothesised interaction between 

attitudes and political dissatisfaction also holds if we reverse the point of view. To 

illustrate, imagine a citizen who feels comparatively dissatisfied with the 
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government, but has no bias towards immigrants. Apparently, for this actor the need 

to support anti-immigrant social movements is relatively low. However, if the same 

actor’s anti-immigrant attitude increases, then the importance of political 

dissatisfaction clearly should increase.  

 

 

Figure 2-1. Conceptual diagram of the theoretical model. Rectangles denote the theoretical 

constructs, arrows denote presumed directions of influence. The black dot symbolizes the 

interaction between political dissatisfaction and anti-immigrant attitudes. 

 

Hypotheses  

 

We formulate three hypotheses to test the integrative theoretical model formulated 

above. First, focusing on the processes via which subjective states of socioeconomic 

deprivation might affect citizens’ attitudes towards ‘Pegida’, we anticipate that anti-

immigrant attitudes (hypothesis 1) and political dissatisfaction (hypothesis 2) will 

mediate the initial direct association between individual economic deprivation and 

attitudes towards ‘Pegida’. Note that implicit to this hypothesis is the expectation that 

stronger subjective economic deprivation will be associated with greater anti-

immigrant attitudes as well as greater political dissatisfaction, and that greater anti-

immigrant attitudes, respectively political dissatisfaction, will be associated with 
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more positive attitudes towards ‘Pegida’. Considering the boundary conditions of the 

mediation process, we contend that political dissatisfaction moderates the association 

between anti-immigrant attitudes and ‘Pegida’-related attitudes. Second, we expect 

that the association of anti-immigrant attitudes with ‘Pegida’-related attitudes – and, 

by implication, the mediational process specified above – will be stronger for citizens 

expressing greater political dissatisfaction (hypothesis 3).  

 

Data  

 

One key limitation of survey-based studies relying on a single empirical source is 

that it remains unclear if using different survey data might alter the studies’ 

conclusions, e.g. due to systematic or random measurement error, variation in 

sampling frames or timing of the survey. Fortunately, the availability of multiple 

independently collected surveys containing adequate measures of our study variables 

offers a promising opportunity to overcome this limitation. Using multiple 

independent datasets is beneficial, for it helps to establish the reliability and 

generalizability of our findings across different stimuli and samples.  

 

Inclusion criteria  

We used three inclusion criteria to locate survey data sets suitable for hypothesis 

testing. The first criterion was that the study questionnaire had to contain adequate 

measures of respondents’ attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’-movement adnd of their 

self-reported economic deprivation, anti-immigrant attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction plus control variables. The second criterion was that, congruent with 

our focus on German citizens’ attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’ movement, the survey 
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data had to be collected among the general population. The third and final criterion 

was that the complete raw data had to be available for testing our models.  

 

Data search  

We used two main strategies for identifying suitable datasets. We began by searching 

the data catalogue of Gesis (DBK) (GESIS 2019) using combinations of the 

keywords Pegida and islamfeind* [anti-islam]. We then performed a complimentary 

search in  combining the keywords from this initial search with the keywords 

Umfrage [survey], Befragung [poll] and Studie [study]. A total of k = 7 independent 

survey datasets met the inclusion criteria and were deemed eligible for the present 

research. Table 2-1 describes these datasets along with information on data collection 

modes, sampling, sample sizes and duration of the field phases:  

 

Indicators 

 

Table 2-2 and Appendix Table 2-A1 present the main variables and their exact 

wording in the study questionnaires. Below, we briefly comment on and illustrate the 

different operationalizations using selected indicators.  

 

Evaluation of the ‘Pegida’-movement  

Each study used a single indicator to assess respondents’ evaluation of the ‘Pegida’-

movement. Representing evaluative statements, we take all of these indicators for 

assessing the dependent variable to represent attitudes. For example, in the GLES 27 

study (Roßteutscher et al. 2015) respondents were asked: ‘In general, what do you 

think of the protest marches of the ‘Pegida’ movement?’ The Likert-type response  
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Data set 
Sampling & 

mode 

Samp

le size 

Field 

phase 

% 

Fem

ale 

Age 
Educati

on (%) 

Left-

Right 

D-Trend 

1/2015 

Dual-Frame, 

representative 

random, CATI 

1.006 05.-

06.01. 

2015 

46.7 53.42 

(16.26) 

[18–95] 

19 (low) 

32 (mid) 

50 (high) 

n.a. 

D-Trend 

11/2015 

Dual-Frame, 

representative 

random, CATI 

1.003

* 

02.-

03.11. 

2015 

47.8 52.52 

(16.20) 

[18–92] 

 

16 (low) 

34 (mid) 

50 (high) 

n.a. 

Politbaro

-meter 

Quota sample 

(gender, age, 

education), 

partial random 

digit dialling, 

CATI 

1.521 13.-

15.01. 

2015 

47.7 n.a. 20 (low) 

36 (mid) 

45 (high) 

5.42 

(1.84) 

[1-11] 

GLES 27 Quota online 

sample (gender, 

age, education), 

German citizens 

who use the 

internet for 

private purposes 

at least once a 

week 

1.029 27.02.

-

13.03. 

2016 

48.8 42.88 

(14.81) 

[18–

101] 

 

30 (low) 

41 (mid) 

29 (high) 

5.56 

(1.98) 

[1-11] 

GLES 32 Quota online 

sample (gender, 

age, education), 

only German 

citizens using 

the internet for 

private purposes 

at least once a 

week 

1.023 03.-

17.06. 

2016 

47.5 45.31 

(15.28) 

[18–86] 

 

27 (low) 

36 (mid) 

38 (high) 

5.34 

(2.01) 

[1-11] 

GLES 36 Same as  

GLES 32 

1.084 16.-

30.06. 

2017 

48.0 44.75 

(15.28) 

[19–88] 

26 (low) 

38 (mid) 

37 (high) 

5.54 

(2.09) 

[1-11] 

GLES 37 Same as  

GLES 32 

1.085 12.-

23.09. 

2017 

47.4 44.60 

(15.01) 

[18–92] 

26 (low) 

37 (mid) 

37 (high) 

5.41 

(2.05) 

[1-11] 

 

Table 2-1: Key facts of the data sets and descriptive statistics of the control variables. * Only 

half of the sample was asked questions related to the respondent’s economic situation, thus 

our sample is reduced to about 490 persons. n.a.: not available. 
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Dataset Variable Mean SD 
Min./

Max. 

 Attitudes towards Pegida 

D-Trend 

(1/2015) In general, do you have [great understanding], [moderate understanding], [few understanding] or [no 

understanding at all] for the protest marches of the ‘Pegida’ movement? 

1.77 .86 1-4 

D-Trend 

(11/2015) 
1.64 .81 1-4 

Politbarometer Do you think the Pegida movement is [rather good] or [rather bad]? 1.18 .38 1/2 

GLES 27 In general, what do you think of the protest marches by the Pegida movement? Please state your 

answer using this scale from +5 [strongly like] till -5 [strongly dislike]. 
4.06 3.38 1-11 

GLES 32 
Please indicate whether you [strongly support], [support], [oppose] or [strongly oppose] each of the 

following groups: (K) anti-Islam groups e.g. PEGIDA 

1.44 .77 1-4 

GLES 36 1.54 .84 1-4 

GLES 37 1.45 .79 1-4 

 Socioeconomic Deprivation 

D-Trend 

(1/2015) When you think about your own economic situation. Would you say your personal economic situation 

is [very good], [good], [rather not good] or [bad]? 

1.90 .72 1-4 

D-Trend 

(11/2015) 
2.12 .64 1-4 

Politbarometer How would you assess your own economic situation today? Is it [good], [partly good, partly bad] 

or[bad]? 
1.39 .59 1-3 

GLES 27 

Regarding your economic situation. How would you asses your own current economic situation? 

2.51 .84 1-5 

GLES 32 2.40 .82 1-5 

GLES 36 2.35 .81 1-5 

GLES 37 2.32 .82 1-5 

 Anti-immigrant attitudes     

D-Trend 

(1/2015) 

Do you think it is [right] or [not right], that Germany accepts refugees, who … 

Fled from war or civil war. 

Are facing prosecution based on political or religious reasons. 

Are facing prosecution based on their ethnicity. 

Have fled because they have no job and livelihood in their home country. 

Fled from their home country because of hunger and natural disasters.  

(Cronbach´s Alpha: .62) 

2.00 1.12 1-6 
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D-Trend 

(11/2015) 

What is your general opinion on Immigration: Has Germany rather [advantages] or [disadvantages] 

from immigration? *spontaneous: [both / neither nor] (coded as center category) 
1.98 .93 1-3 

Politbarometer When you think of foreigners living in Germany: Taken all together, are they rather [advantageous], 

[disadvantageous] or [equally from both] (coded as center category) for Germany? 
2.14 .93 1-3 

GLES 27 

Do you agree with the following statement? Immigrants should be obliged to adjust to German 

culture. 

3.65 1.07 1-5 

GLES 32 3.82 1.06 1-5 

GLES 36 3.85 1.07 1-5 

GLES 37 3.76 1.09 1-5 

 Political dissatisfaction 

D-Trend 

(1/2015) 

Now you will hear some frequently stated opinions on politics and society. Please tell whether you 

[rather agree] or [rather disagree] with these statements.  

A) The government cares about the citizens` interests.  

B) Citizens have very limited influence on politics.  

C) Politics are too complicated for normal citizens to understand what is going on.  (Cronbach´s 

Alpha: .57; Note: Given the dichotomous scale of these items, we used tetrachoric correlation (Brown 

1977) to calculate Cronbach´s Alpha.) 

2.96 .96 1-4 

D-Trend 

(11/2015) 

How satisfied are you with the national government? Are you [very satisfied], [satisfied], [rather not 

satisfied] or [not at all satisfied]? 

2.68 .74 1-4 

Politbarometer How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the performance of the national government, consisting of 

CDU/CSU and SPD?  

How satisfied are you with the performance of the CDU/CSU within the government?  

How satisfied are you with the performance of the SPD within the government? (Cronbach´s Alpha: 

.87) 

4.93 2.19 1-11 

GLES 27 Are you rather satisfied or rather dissatisfied with the performance of the national government 

consisting of CDU/CSU and SPD? 

When looking at each party of the government separately, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with 

their performances? (a) CDU (b) CSU (c) SPD (Cronbach´s Alpha: .86, .84, .84, .85) 

6.07 2.20 1-11 

GLES 32 6.45 2.28 1-11 

GLES 36 6.13 2.29 1-11 

GLES 37 5.93 2.34 1-11 

 

Table 2-2. Descriptive statistics of the variables used. Note: For the analyses, all variables were standardized on a scale from 0 to 1. Socioeconomic 

deprivation, anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction were mean-centered. 
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options for this item ranged from 1 = ‘strongly like’ to 11 = ‘strongly dislike’. We 

coded all indicators such that higher scores indicate a more positive attitude towards 

‘Pegida’.  

 

Relative socioeconomic deprivation  

From each survey dataset a single measure was available to assess respondents’ 

perceived relative socioeconomic deprivation. To illustrate, one variant of these 

indicators for measuring the independent variable read: ‘How would you assess your 

own current economic situation?’ Response options were given on a 5-point Likert-

type scale using the endpoints 1 = ‘very good’ and 5 = ‘very bad’. Higher scores 

indicate greater socioeconomic deprivation.  

 

Anti-immigrant attitudes  

Both single and multiple indicators were at our disposal as approximate measures of 

respondents’ anti-immigrant attitudes. In the Deutschland-Trend (1/2015) (ARD-

Landesrundfunkanstalten and Infratest dimap 2015) survey, respondents were asked 

to indicate their position on the item: ‘Do you think it is right or not right that 

Germany accepts refugees, who fled from war or civil war?’ and four other items, 

each listing other reasons of migration. Cronbach’s Alpha for all multiple item scales 

was good (see Table 2-2), indicating sufficient reliability to treat them as reflective 

indicators of a common construct. We created an index from the multiple indicators 

that is the average of the single items, with higher scores representing greater anti-

immigrant sentiment. Note that the relative support of restrictive migration policies 

need not reflect anti-immigrant attitudes per se. Yet, research accumulates in 

demonstrating that greater negativity towards immigrants positively covaries with 
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congruent political claims (Ceobanu and Escandell 2010; Hainmueller and Hopkins 

2014). We take this evidence to justify the present use of this statement as proxy-

measure of respondents’ attitudes towards immigrants. For all the GLES-surveys 

(Roßteutscher et al. 2015, 2016, 2017, 2019), we chose respondents’ agreement with 

the statement ‘Immigrants should be obliged to adjust to German culture.’ to assess 

anti-refugee sentiment. Answers were given on a 5-Point-Likert-Scale ranging from 

1′strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’.  

 

Political dissatisfaction  

Political dissatisfaction was measured in a variety of ways, using both single and 

multiple indicators. For example, in the Politbarometer survey (Forschungsgruppe 

Wahlen 2016) respondents were asked ‘How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the 

performance of the national government, consisting of CDU/CSU and SPD?’ This 

item was then followed by similar ones regarding the separated performance of 

CDU/CSU and SPD in the government. Answer reactions were assessed on an 11-

point Likert-type scale ranging from −5 = ‘completely dissatisfied’ to 5 = 

‘completely satisfied’. Cronbach’s Alpha for all multiple item scales was good (see 

Table 2-2). From the multiple indicators, we created an index that is the average of 

the single items, with higher scores representing greater political dissatisfaction.  

 

Control variables 

Given the correlational nature of our data, we included several control variables to 

reduce the risk of third variable bias among the variables under study. Political self-

orientation was measured on an 11-point rating scale with the endpoints 1 = ‘left’ 

and 11 = ‘right’. Unfortunately, this variable was not available in both Deutschland-
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Trend surveys. Gender was assessed in two categories (0 = ‘men’ and 1 = ‘women’) 

while age was measured in 10 grouped categories for all datasets as there was no 

other format available in the Politbarometer survey. Finally, we accounted for 

educational attainment, measured in three categories: ‘low’, ‘medium’ and ‘high’. 

Descriptive statistics for each of the control variables in our model are shown in 

Table 2-2.  

 

Method  

 

We employed path analyses (Kline 2016) to accurately test our predictions for or all 

k = 7 data sets. This approach is particularly well-suited for the present purposes as it 

allows the simultaneous estimation of the mediating (i.e. the indirect paths from 

socioeconomic deprivation via anti-immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction 

to ‘Pegida’-related attitudes) and moderating relations (i.e. the interaction between 

anti-immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction) among the variables under 

study. Such path analyses are known as moderated mediation or, synonymously, 

conditional indirect effects analyses (Kline 2016, 434; Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 

2007; Baron and Kenny 1986). Technically, before hypotheses testing, we first 

examined the presence of a direct association between citizens’ relative 

socioeconomic deprivation and their ‘Pegida’-related attitudes, holding all other 

variables constant. Next, we examined the presence of significantly positive indirect 

slopes for the paths from relative deprivation via attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction on positive attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’-movement. Finally, we 

tested for the presumed moderating relation between anti-immigrant attitudes and 

political dissatisfaction. All analyses reported here are based on bootstrapped 
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parameter estimates and standard errors estimated routine implemented in Lavaan,
3
 

version 0.6-5 (Rosseel 2012) and were conducted separately for each survey dataset.
4
 

 

Results  

 

All results referred to hereafter are depicted in Figure 2-2. Our first hypothesis 

predicts that anti-immigrant attitudes mediate the positive association of relative 

socioeconomic deprivation with attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’-movement. To 

examine the empirical adequacy of this expectation, we regressed attitudes towards 

the ‘Pegida’-movement (dependent variable) and anti-immigrant attitudes (mediating 

variable) on relative socioeconomic deprivation (independent variable), while 

simultaneously regressing the dependent variable on the mediator. Additionally, all 

control variables were held constant. In line with the theoretical expectations, the 

slope coefficients indicating the association between relative socioeconomic 

deprivation and anti-immigrant attitudes (path a1) were in six out of seven datasets 

significantly positive (p < .05). This means that those respondents who evaluated 

their socioeconomic situation as more negative showed greater anti-immigrant 

attitudes. The data also showed uniformly significant positive slope coefficients of 

anti-immigrant attitudes with attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’-movement (path b1). As 

expected, this indicates that those respondents who express stronger anti-immigrant 

attitudes evaluate the ‘Pegida’-movement more positively. Most importantly, the 

indirect association between individual economic deprivation and attitudes towards 

the ‘Pegida’-movement via anti-immigrant attitudes (path a1 × path b1) turned out to 

be consistently significantly different from zero, while the direct coefficients (ć) 

were not significant in any model. Given that the data across all surveys revealed 
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such a significant mediating relation, we take these results as clear support for 

hypothesis 1.  

 

Testing hypothesis 2 required essentially the same statistical tests as before, but here 

we focused on political dissatisfaction as the presumed mediating variable. 

Accounting for the control variables, for all samples the data revealed a significantly 

positive slope for the association between socioeconomic deprivation and political 

dissatisfaction (path a2) as well as for the association between political 

dissatisfaction and citizens’ support of ‘Pegida’ (path b2). Further, consistent with 

our expectations, political dissatisfaction proved to mediate the association between 

relative socioeconomic deprivation and attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’-movement 

(path a2 × path b2). This indirect effect turned out to be significantly positive for all 

samples, which we take as clear support for hypothesis 2. Do higher level of political 

 

 

Figure 2-2: Forest-Plots of bootstrapped standardized regression coefficients. Circles 

describe point estimates, and bars describe 95% confidence intervals. 
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dissatisfaction amplify the importance of anti-immigrant attitudes for expressing 

support to the ‘Pegida’-movement, as hypothesis 3 leads us to expect? The results 

suggest an affirmative answer to this question: The samples showed a significantly 

positive slope associated with the anti-immigration attitudes × political 

dissatisfaction interaction term (path b3). Notably, this relation remained intact for 

six of the seven samples.
5
 To illustrate, if we were to move from the politically most 

satisfied to the politically most dissatisfied respondents in the Deutschland-Trend 

(11/2015) sample, the estimated parameter for having strict anti-immigration 

attitudes would rise from .05 to up to .45 points on the 0–1 ‘Pegida’ scale. We 

therefore conclude that political dissatisfaction robustly and importantly moderates 

the positive association of anti-immigrant attitudes with citizens’ attitudes towards 

the ‘Pegida’-movement. To foster a visual understanding of the nature of this 

interaction, Figure 2-3 plots the predicted values of respondents’ attitudes towards 

‘Pegida’ for values one standard deviation below and above the mean of their 

political dissatisfaction respectively their anti-immigrant attitudes. The figure shows 

that for those citizens with relatively low levels of political dissatisfaction (−1SD), 

anti-immigrant attitudes was only modestly associated with their ‘Pegida’- related 

attitudes. However, for those citizens with relatively high levels of political 

dissatisfaction (+1SD), the slope of anti-immigrant attitudes gained considerably in 

strength. For completeness, Figure 2-4 shows Hayes’ (2015) index of moderated 

mediation. Essentially, this index comprises of the multiplication of the mediating 

(a1, a2) and moderating paths (b3). Accounting for the role of socioeconomic 

deprivation, these results reconfirm the interactive nature of the nexus between anti-

immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction.  
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Discussion  

 

Using Germans’ attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’ social movement as empirical test 

case, this study sought (a) to elaborate the mediating mechanisms that explain 

support of populist collective action among the general population and (b) to shed 

new light on the situational circumstances under which such right-wing support 

increases. Combined, these efforts provide a more comprehensive picture of the 

relationships among relative socioeconomic deprivation, anti-immigrant attitudes and 

political dissatisfaction for predicting populist support. Before discussing the 

contributions of this research to existing knowledge as well as directions for future 

research, two words of caution are in order. First, we stress that this research relies 

on concurrent associations based on cross-sectional data only. Therefore, the present 

findings cannot confirm the directions of the statistical relations found. Rather, the 

sequential ordering of the constructs we advanced in this study was solely guided by 

existing theory and research.  

 

Consistent with our expectations considerable evidence conceives of both anti-

immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction as a function of relative economic 

deprivation (Goldstein and Peters 2014; Stockemer, Lentz, and Mayer 2018). 

Although we believe it is not very likely that attitudinal constructs referring to 

interethnic relations (i.e. anti-immigrant attitudes) or evaluative aspects of the 

government (i.e. political dissatisfaction) might predict peoples’ self-reported 

relative socioeconomic standing (i.e. relative socioeconomic deprivation), the 

relation between anti-immigrant attitudes and support of the populist ‘Pegida’-

movement merits further attention. Conceivably, peoples’ identification with the  
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Figure 2-3: Interaction effect of anti-immigrant attitudes on attitudes towards Pegida for 

different levels of political dissatisfaction (blue = arithmetic mean, red = - 1SD, green = + 

1SD). For the Deutschland-Trend (1/2015) and Deutschland-Trend (11/2015) datasets, the 

interaction effect is visualized for all four levels of the political dissatisfaction-variable. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2-4. Index of moderated mediation for both mediators. Circles describe point 

estimates, and bars describe 95% confidence intervals. 
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‘Pegida’-movement might itself enhance their negative attitudes towards immigrants 

or foster their dissatisfaction with the government. Longitudinal studies could help 

testing such alternative – albeit not necessarily contradictory – reciprocal relations 

(e.g. Berning and Schlueter 2016; Stephan and Stephan 2017), but such data seems 

unlikely to become available in the near future. Due to the observational character of 

our data we also cannot exclude the risk that some third undetermined factor is 

causing both anti-immigrant attitudes and attitudes towards the Pegida-movement. 

However, we were able to account for important control variables known from 

previous research, and find unequivocal support for our conclusions across seven 

independent large-scale survey studies. Second, this research shares the limitation of 

many secondary analyses of survey data, such that the indicators available were not 

optimal for the study purposes (Kiecolt and Nathan 1985). For example, some 

constructs could be assessed only by using single indicators, which might increase 

the influence of random measurement error. However, the convergence of results 

from hypothesis testing across multiple operationalizations and including multi-item 

scales testifies to the generalizability of our findings. Having discussed these caveats, 

we believe our findings offer two key contributions to the study of Germans’ 

attitudes towards the ‘Pegida’-movement and non-activists citizens’ support of 

populist social movements more generally. Empirically, to the best of our 

knowledge, this study is the first that describes and explains attitudes to the ‘Pegida’-

social movement using general population samples. Thus, the present research helps 

to reduce the risk of inadequate generalisations from selective protest survey data 

(Walgrave and Verhulst 2011).
6
 However, due to data limitations we could not 

examine differences between participants and non-participants in actual street 

protests (e.g. Klandermans and Oegema 1987), which certainly represents a 



Chapter 2 Why and when do citizens support populist rightwing social movements? 

 

61 

 

profitably avenue for future research. Further, this study deviates from convention by 

utilising an unusually large number of independent survey data. Thus, the fact that 

we could test our predictions using multiple data sets adds to the generalizability of 

our conclusions. On a theoretical level, the sequential integration of well-established 

theoretical constructs yielded new insights on the mediating and moderating roles of 

anti-immigrant attitudes and political dissatisfaction. First, the results from 

hypotheses testing showed that it is adequate to conceive of citizens’ negative 

attitudes towards immigrants as well as of their dissatisfaction with the government 

as mediating variables. This evidence helps us in understanding how citizens’ 

supportive attitudes towards populist protest movements are shaped by their relative 

socioeconomic deprivation. Second – and equally important – the empirical results 

also provided firm evidence that the impact of people’s anti-immigrant attitudes on 

their support of populist social movements is greater when feelings of political 

dissatisfaction become salient. This underlines how the predictive value of intergroup 

attitudes is contingent on the political environment. Combined, we take these results 

to indicate that citizens’ support of populist social movements results as much from 

indirect influences of more distal factors (i.e. relative deprivation) as from the 

interaction of proximal factors (i.e. anti-immigrant attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction). Moving forward, it will be important to explore the validity of the 

conceptual model developed here for explaining related phenomena of populist 

collective action in alternative political and social contexts.  
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Notes  

1. See https://durchgezaehlt.org/pegida-dresden-statistik/ for data about the 

numerical size of the Pegida-Protests in Dresden and Leipzig in 2014–2016.  

2. See Berning (2016) for evidence that aggregate threat perceptions contribute to 

radical right wing voting preferences in addition to individual threat 

perceptions.  

3. For ease of interpretation and consistency with the remaining samples, we chose to 

model the dichotomous dependent variable in sample ‘Politbarometer’ using a 

linear regression model (Hellevik 2009).  

4. It seems tempting to summarise the results from the single analyses using meta-

analytic modeling strategies. Yet meta-analytic procedures for data collected 

using non-randomized research designs seem still in a relatively nascent stage. 

In fact, scholars are still actively debating how to treat standardised slope 

coefficients from multivariate regression models (Aloe and Becker 2011), let 

alone from models including indirect and interactive relations (i.e. conditional 

indirect effect models, Preacher, Rucker, and Hayes 2007). We therefore 

decided to refrain from putting our major empirical focus on conducting a 

meta-analysis.  

5. We were curious whether the differences in the parameters estimates of the three 

GLES studies using identical indicators reflect sampling variation or indicate 

substantial differences. To examine this issue, we conducted a multi-group 

analysis of the three datasets (Kline 2016). According to the results, the 

parameter estimates show no significant differences. Results are available in 

tabulated form upon request.  

6. Of course, survey data based on sampling frames of the general population face 

their own selection biases.  
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Abstract 

The study of demand-side factors for the success of radical right-wing populist 

parties has highlighted anti-immigration attitudes (AIA) as a particularly important 

predictor. However, these findings have relied heavily on direct self-report measures. 

This preregistered study theorises that direct measures may have underestimated, 

through social desirability bias, or overestimated, through cognitive dissonance 

avoidance, the relationship between AIA and support for the German radical right-

wing party Alternative for Germany (AfD). A direct questionnaire and two Single-

Category Implicit Association Tests were administered to a stratified sample of the 

German population (N= 369) to measure both explicit and implicit preferences for 

the AfD and AIA. Results reveal that the firm relationship between AIA and AfD 

voting intentions is strongest in an all-explicit setting, reduced in mixed analyses, 

and eliminated in the all-implicit model. This provides evidence that the need for 

respondents to report consistent ideologies may be a more serious threat to valid 

results in political attitudes research than is generally assumed. Social desirability 

seems to be less of an issue when assessing the strength of the correlation between 

right-wing attitudes and AfD preferences. Thorough robustness checks confirmed the 

reliability of these findings. 
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Introduction 

 

The rise of radical right-wing populist parties (RRP) has been the subject of much 

discussion and debate among scholars. One can divide this debate into supply-side 

research, which emphasises factors such as party ideology and policy strategies, and 

demand-side research, which argues that considerations such as economic and 

attitudinal factors are key to understanding support. The existing demand-side 

literature mostly relies on direct self-report measures of these variables, which may 

be prone to two biases in particular: social desirability and avoidance of cognitive 

dissonance. 

 

It has been shown that citizens may hide or mitigate socially stigmatised opinions, 

known as social desirability bias (Chung and Monroe 2003; Janus 2010). To 

circumvent this issue, researchers have developed methods to assess attitudes in a 

more ‘automatic, unconsciously activated’ (Bos et al. 2018, p. 70) way, labelled as 

implicit attitudes (Greenwald et al. 1998; Payne et al. 2005). Indeed, techniques such 

as the Implicit Association Test (IAT) have shown that the relationship between anti-

immigration attitudes (AIA) and RRP support may be biased at both ends, meaning 

that both variables may suffer from underreporting (Bos et al. 2018; Tutić and Grehl 

2021; Maier et al. 2022). In parallel, research on political ideologies and polarisation 

has long considered cognitive dissonance as an influence on citizens’ reported 

attitudes (Festinger 1957; Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones 2007). More recent 

research suggests that implicit attitudes may also circumvent this phenomenon 

(Breithaupt et al. 2020). 
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The current study aims to bridge the gaps between these different strands of 

literature. Drawing upon their findings and theoretical arguments, grounded 

hypotheses were formulated to capture the potential influence of social desirability 

bias and cognitive dissonance avoidance on the association between AIA and RRP 

support. The preregistered
1
 research design of this study relies on implicit and 

explicit ratings of the independent variable (AIA) and the dependent variable (RRP 

sympathy), enabling distinct assessments of the proposed hypotheses. The test case 

for this study is the German party Alternative for Germany (AfD). 

 

This study advances existing knowledge in several ways. First, it adds empirical 

evidence to the relationship between AIA and support for an RRP, making a unique 

contribution by assessing both variables explicitly and implicitly. This approach 

allows estimation of the effect size in all possible combinations of these variables, 

enabling the testing of specific hypotheses regarding social desirability bias and 

cognitive dissonance avoidance. Second, this study advances theoretical 

understanding by integrating two previously separate strands of research in a 

combined setting and analysis. By drawing on theoretical and empirical knowledge 

from both strands, it establishes a solid theoretical foundation for the empirical 

analyses. Third, at the conceptual level, it uses a stratified quota sample, which 

allows for better generalisation than common convenience samples in social 

psychology (Gawronski and Strack 2004; Friese et al. 2007). 
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Biases in the Association Between Anti-immigration Attitudes and 

Sympathy for the AfD 

 

The AfD – A Radical Right-wing Populist Party 

Radical right-wing populist parties have entered most European parliaments. In the 

last decade, previously exceptional cases such as Sweden (Rydgren and van der 

Meiden 2019) and Germany (Arzheimer and Berning 2019) have also seen the 

successful establishment of such parties. Although this family of parties has attracted 

considerable scholarly attention (Golder 2016; Mudde 2019), the lack of a 

universally accepted definition has led to a wide range of interpretations. The often-

cited definition by Mudde (2007) emphasises the element of ‘identity’ in politics, 

whereas more recent studies seek to identify several relatively well-defined criteria, 

which may include, for example, whether ‘the electorate sees the party as far right’ 

(Donovan 2020). Alternatively, some researchers split the term, defining ‘populist’ 

and ‘radical/extreme right’ separately and then identifying parties that meet both 

criteria (Rooduijn et al. 2019). Despite this lack of an accepted definition, there is ‘a 

near consensus on which parties should be included in the party family’ (Rydgren 

2007), which has allowed scholars to identify common explanatory factors for their 

success. 

 

These factors can be grouped into contextual (Knigge 1998; Han 2016; Amengay 

and Stockemer 2019), supply-side (Werkmann and Gherghina 2018; Heinze 2018), 

and demand-side factors. Commonly considered individual demand-side predictors 

include, but are not limited to, sociodemographic variables, such as gender and 

education (Spierings and Zaslove 2017; Stockemer et al. 2018); attitudes towards 
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politics and the political system, such as dissatisfaction with and distrust of politics 

and polities (Bowler et al. 2017; Rooduijn 2018; Muis et al. 2021); populist attitudes 

(van Hauwaert and van Kessel 2018; Hawkins et al. 2020); nationalist or 

authoritarian attitudes (Dunn 2015; Lubbers and Coenders 2017); and individual 

economic situations/attitudes (Golder 2016; Rama Caamaño and Cordero 2018; 

Savage 2023). Among these factors, AIA stand out due to their frequent 

consideration and consistently strong results (Rydgren 2008; Oesch 2008; Lubbers 

and Coenders 2017; Spierings and Zaslove 2017; Arzheimer 2018; van Hauwaert and 

van Kessel 2018; Rama Caamaño and Cordero 2018; Rooduijn 2018; Stockemer et 

al. 2018; Muis et al. 2021; Savage 2023). 

 

Many of these common predictors also reliably predict support for the party 

examined in this study, the AfD. Men, the less educated, the politically disaffected, 

and citizens from eastern Germany are more likely to express support for the AfD 

(Klein et al. 2018; Arzheimer and Berning 2019; Weisskircher 2020; Peshty et al. 

2021). There is considerable scholarly debate regarding the relationship between 

economic disadvantage and support for the AfD, with some arguing that education 

and AIA mediate this association (Klein et al. 2018; Lengfeld 2018; Lux 2018; Rippl 

and Seipel 2018; Schröder 2018; Tutić and von Hermanni 2018). However, scholars 

mostly agree that sociocultural issues, especially AIA, are crucial for understanding 

support for this party (Goerres et al. 2018; Steiner and Landwehr 2018; Hansen and 

Olsen 2019; Franzmann et al. 2020; Wurthmann et al. 2021). The remainder of this 

study will focus on this explanatory factor in particular. 
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Although today’s AfD is almost unanimously seen as an RRP party and shares core 

characteristics with other parties in this family, this was not always the case. When it 

was founded only a decade ago as a more or less single-issue party focused on the 

Euro and European politics, it was regarded more as an ordo-liberal, conservative 

challenger party with populist elements (Grimm 2015; Franzmann 2016; Schmitt-

Beck 2017). However, even in its formative years, its electorate held the typical AIA 

(Schwarzbözl and Fatke 2016) and was seen by some as an RRP or ‘functional 

equivalent’ (Arzheimer 2015; Berbuir et al. 2015; Lewandowsky et al. 2016). In the 

course of the so-called refugee crisis and the change of party leadership, the party 

completely transformed into a radical right-wing populist party (Jankowski and 

Lewandowsky 2018; Arzheimer and Berning 2019; Atzpodien 2022). 

 

The unique setting of German politics and the history of the party make it a perfect 

test case for the present study. First, the German setting is particularly interesting for 

the study of social desirability bias—one of the two biases that this paper seeks to 

investigate. Due to the history of a fascist regime and the Holocaust, openly racist 

opinions were heavily and promptly sanctioned in public debates. This contributed to 

both a long-standing German exceptionalism with regard to the presence of radical 

right parties in national politics and social desirability biases with regard to AIA the 

main independent variable of this study (Art 2006; Berbuir et al. 2015). Second, 

compared to other European RRPs, the AfD is a relatively young party, founded only 

a decade ago, and was not generally considered racist or anti-immigration per se until 

the so-called refugee crisis (Arzheimer and Berning 2019). This distinguishes it from 

parties in culturally or historically similar neighbouring countries, which have a 

much longer tradition of anti-immigrant and partly racist positions, such as the Lega 
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(Nord) in Italy (Richardson and Colombo 2013), the SVP in Switzerland or the FPÖ 

in Austria (McGann and Kitschelt 2005). Particularly as this study attempts to use 

implicit – ‘automatic, unconsciously activated’ (Bos et al. 2018, p. 70), this temporal 

distinction is advantageous as it allows to examine associations with the AfD that are 

based solely on the party’s recent years, rather than decades-old associations or 

prominent historical figures. 

 

Issues with the Use of Self-reports in Studying the Effect of AIA On AfD 

Sympathy 

Although extensive literature has revealed a clear pattern regarding the impact of 

AIA on support for the AfD, these findings are mostly based on direct self-reports. 

These direct measures are prone to bias. Participants may—consciously or 

unconsciously—deviate from their ‘true’ opinion on an issue, which ultimately 

distorts the analysis of such variables and the relationships between them. In this 

study, two biases are discussed that may have particularly distorted results in the 

past: social desirability bias and cognitive dissonance avoidance. 

 

Social desirability bias, which means that respondents may hide—or at least 

mitigate—their opinions if they are perceived as ‘undesirable’, may have biased 

previous, fully explicit results, on the relationship between AIA and AfD sympathy. 

Issues of migration have become highly controversial and emotional in recent years, 

especially since the European refugee crisis, so respondents may have learned to take 

softer positions in this context, even if their ‘true’ opinion is more pronounced, in 

order to avoid confrontation. Previous research suggests, that direct measurements 

indeed underestimate the extent of AIA among citizens (Janus 2010; An 2015; 
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Creighton et al. 2015; Bazo Vienrich and Creighton 2018; Maier et al. 2022) and 

particularly among sympathisers of right-wing parties (Carmines and Nassar 2021). 

With respect to the research topic of this study, social desirability may actually lead 

to flawed direct measures at both ends of the relationship. Similar to open AIA, 

radical right parties face considerable opposition in Germany, as in many other 

European countries. Involvement or sympathy for such parties can cause serious 

problems with one’s social environment. Therefore, social desirability bias may also 

lead to an underestimation of reported support for the AfD (Bos et al. 2018; 

Gschwend et al. 2018). 

 

The possibility of underestimating anti-immigrant attitudes and sympathy for the 

AfD in direct measures introduces a potential bias in the distribution and levels of 

these variables, potentially impacting their relationship. Specifically, the influence of 

AIA on AfD sympathy may have been underestimated if individuals with 

simultaneous attachment to both opted for lower ratings on the relevant scales, 

despite holding more extreme views towards both. Thus, the correlation and 

ultimately the effects between these variables may be lower than they would be 

without social desirability bias. Consequently, the following hypotheses are 

formulated, capturing the anticipation that the underestimation of the relationship 

between these variables is a result of social desirability bias in the explicit 

measurement of one or both of them. 

 

H1a) Using explicit measures of both concepts underestimates the relation of AIA to 

AfD sympathy because of social desirability bias in the measurement of AIA. 
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H1b) Using explicit measures of both concepts underestimates the relation of AIA to 

AfD sympathy because of social desirability bias in the measurement of AfD 

sympathy. 

 

Another factor, albeit less prominent, that may introduce bias in drawing conclusions 

is respondents’ tendency to avoid cognitive dissonance. According to Festinger 

(1957), individuals often strive to avoid holding contradictory opinions. When 

confronted with conflicting attitudes towards two objects, people may attempt to 

resolve the contradiction by adjusting their evaluation of one of the objects to 

harmonise their ideology.
2
 This phenomenon has been extensively documented 

across various domains (for a summary, see Harmon-Jones and Harmon-Jones 2007) 

and is vital in recent publications on, e.g., technology adoption (Marikyan et al. 

2023), leadership–employee relations (Mesdaghinia et al. 2019), and eating habits 

and health (Ong et al. 2017; Rothgerber and Rosenfeld 2021; Stiglbauer et al. 2019). 

Regarding political attitudes, researchers have shown that individuals tend to ‘stick 

to their vote’ (Mullainathan and Washington 2009) after an election, adjusting their 

attitudes (Vecchione et al. 2013) and even perceptions of economic performance 

(Sorace and Hobolt 2021) to avoid cognitive dissonance. 

 

The presence of cognitive dissonance avoidance is also likely to be significant in this 

study. Given the highly polarised discourse surrounding migration, individuals may 

feel compelled to maintain a high level of consistency in their political stance, 

leading them to align their attitudes with the appropriate political parties,
3
 even if 

their true ideology is less coherent (Mullainathan and Washington 2009; Levendusky 

2010; Vecchione et al. 2013). This alignment could potentially inflate the correlation 
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between the two concepts, resulting in an overestimation of the relationship between 

AIA and AfD sympathy when assessed through direct self-report measures. 

Consequently, the following hypothesis is formulated: 

 

H2) Using explicit measures of both concepts overestimates the relation of AIA to 

AfD sympathy because of avoidance of cognitive dissonance by the 

respondents (leading them to give answers that fit well together). 

 

Implicit Attitudes as a Possible Way to Detect Such Biases 

It can be inferred from the preceding discussion that the use of explicit attitudes is 

not ideal for evaluating citizens’ attitudes and their interrelationships. Social 

psychology has proposed alternative indirect measures to assess so-called implicit 

attitudes (Greenwald et al. 1998). The aim of this paper is to compare the assessment 

of attitudes using both direct and indirect measures, with particular focus on 

examining the associations between them. By doing so, this empirical study 

contributes to the ongoing discourse on predictors of sympathy for RRPs and the 

current debate on implicit attitudes within political sociology (Tutić and Grehl 2021; 

Maier et al. 2022). To this end, it is crucial that terms are clearly defined and used 

consistently. This study adheres to the definition of implicit
4
 attitudes as a 

measurement of an ‘automatic, unconsciously activated component’ (Bos et al. 2018, 

p. 70) of attitudes, drawing upon the dual-process model (Smith and DeCoster 2000; 

Greenwald et al. 2009). Stated differently, ‘what differs [between explicit and 

implicit attitudes] is just that there are factors that influence explicit (verbal) 

responses that don’t influence implicit (non-verbal) ones, and vice versa’ (Carruthers 

2018, p. 70). 
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Despite the documented advantages of implicit attitudes in the field of demand-side 

predictors, particularly in assessing socially undesirable views such as AIA in voting 

preferences (Friese et al. 2007; Arcuri et al. 2008; Roccato and Zogmaister 2010; 

Ditonto et al. 2013), the method is still used relatively rarely. In the German research 

context, however, there has been a recent resurgence of interest in this topic, 

exemplified by the works of Tutić and Grehl (2021) and Maier et al. (2022). The 

former discovered relatively weak correlations between explicit and implicit racism, 

and no significant impact of implicit attitudes on explicit AfD voting intentions. 

Likewise, in the study by Maier et al. (2022), the explanatory power of implicit AIA, 

based on Muslim/Islam primes, in predicting AfD sympathy was found to be quite 

limited. The literature on assessing implicit attitudes towards an RRP is even scarcer. 

As of now, the study by Bos et al. (2018) is perhaps the only publication that 

examines implicit attitudes toward a specific party, namely the Dutch PVV. 

 

Although these recent findings concerning the explanatory power of implicit 

attitudes in predicting voting intentions are somewhat discouraging (Tutić and Grehl 

2021; Maier et al. 2022), they converge on the notion that implicit attitudes have the 

potential to mitigate or at least minimize the influence of social desirability. 

Furthermore, previous research suggests that implicit attitudes may also circumvent 

the issue of cognitive dissonance avoidance. While explicit attitudes can be 

manipulated by inducing cognitive dissonance, implicit attitudes appear to remain 

unaffected (Breithaupt et al. 2020; Gawronski and Strack 2004). A compelling 

example of this is the study by Swanson et al. (2001), in which stigmatized 

individuals (smokers) tended to report highly consistent views about their 
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stigmatised behaviour, despite having rather inconsistent implicit attitudes. The same 

may be applicable to the examination of support for the AfD, potentially leading to 

an overestimation of the true relationship between AIA and sympathy for this party. 

 

These facets of implicit attitudes form the basis of this study’s research design. 

Assuming that social desirability bias and avoidance of cognitive dissonance are 

factors that ‘influence explicit (verbal) responses [but] don’t influence implicit (non-

verbal) ones, and vice versa’ (Carruthers 2018, p. 70), their differences in empirical 

explanatory power are expected to provide a measure of the extent of these factors. 

The subsequent section outlines the approach taken to quantify and assess the 

significance of these differences. 

 

Analytic Strategy to Test for Significant Differences Between Implicit and 

Explicit Relationships 

The primary focus of this study is to examine whether prior findings on the 

association between AIA and sympathy for the AfD have been influenced by social 

desirability bias and avoidance of cognitive dissonance. In order to accomplish this, 

it was investigated whether there were significant variations in the impact of AIA on 

AfD sympathy when different combinations of direct and indirect measures were 

employed in the analyses. Table 3-1 presents the specific combinations used in the 

study, with groups A to D representing distinct combinations of measures. The 

dataset contains both implicit and explicit measures of both variables for each 

respondent, which have been transformed into a long format. Each respondent is thus 

represented by four entries, corresponding to the different combinations of explicit 

and implicit measurements. The implicit and explicit measures of AfD sympathy and 
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AIA have been collapsed into one column each. The group variable (A, B, C, or D) is 

used to differentiate the combinations, indicating whether none, one, or both 

variables were measured implicitly for a particular entry in the dataset. 

 

The experimental design enables the testing of the aforementioned hypotheses. A 

preregistered analytical and inferential strategy was employed as follows: Hypothesis 

1a, which assumes a bias resulting from social desirability bias in AIA, will be 

supported if the effect of AIA is significantly greater when AIA is measured 

implicitly and AfD preferences are measured explicitly (B) compared to when both 

variables are measured explicitly (A). Hypothesis 1b, which posits a social 

desirability bias in AfD sympathy, will be supported if the effect of AIA is 

significantly larger when AfD sympathy is measured implicitly and AIA explicitly 

(C) than when both are measured explicitly (A). Hypothesis 2, which captures the 

expectation of avoidance of cognitive dissonance bias, will be supported if the effect 

of AIA on AfD sympathy is significantly reduced when both variables are measured 

implicitly (D) compared to when both are measured explicitly (A). 

             Anti-immigration attitudes (AIA) 

  Explicit Implicit 

AfD sympathy 

(AfD) 

 

Explicit 

Group A 

Explicit AfD / 

Explicit AIA 

Group B 

Explicit AfD /  

Implicit AIA 

 

Implicit  

Group C 

Implicit AfD / 

Explicit AIA 

Group D 

Implicit AfD /  

Implicit AIA 

Table 3-1: Illustration of combinations of implicit and explicit variables and the associated 

group label.  
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Methods 

 

Description of the Survey, Data Collection, and Cleaning Process 

Data collection for this study was carried out via an online access panel provider 

(mingle, a Bilendi platform). Invitation and access to the survey followed 

stratification based on census data for sex and age.
5
 The panel provider was 

instructed to invite only participants who were permanent residents of Germany and 

had proficient command of the German language. Individuals with severe visual 

impairments, including partial or total blindness, were excluded from participating in 

the survey.
6 

 

Within the survey, participants were initially requested to provide information 

regarding their sociodemographic characteristics. Subsequently, they were presented 

with anti-immigration items, questions related to party sympathies, and two Single-

Category Implicit Association Tests (SC-IATs). These SC-IATs are adaptations of 

the original Implicit Association Test (IAT) developed to measure implicit attitudes 

(Greenwald et al. 1998). Although the IAT is considered ‘the most frequently used 

and most carefully tested technique’ (Arcuri et al. 2008) in that regard, it has also 

encountered criticism (see Jost 2019 for a review and response). The SC-IAT reduces 

the target categories from two to one (Karpinski and Steinman 2006). Instead of 

having two poles within one category (e.g., black and white faces), it evaluates 

implicit positive or negative attitudes towards a single category (e.g., white faces). In 

brief, participants are presented with visual or verbal primes from three categories: 

positive, negative, and the target category. They are then required to swiftly sort 

these primes into the appropriate category by pressing keys on a keyboard. The target 
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category shares a key either with the ‘positive’ or the ‘negative’ category. If an 

individual performs better (worse) when the target category is associated with the 

negative category, it is assumed that they have a more negative (positive) implicit 

attitude towards the target concept. The questionnaire concluded with an open 

feedback section and a short debriefing on the SC-IATs. By employing a stratified 

sample and incorporating the use of SC-IATs, the aim is to leverage the internal 

validity of an experimental design while enhancing
7
 the generalizability of the 

study’s findings. 

 

The field phase of data collection commenced with the primary collection period 

from 20 to 24 April 2022, followed by a supplementary phase from 23 to 25 May 

2022. The purpose of the second phase was to address gaps in the intended 

quotations caused by unevenly distributed error rates observed in the SC-IATs.
8
 A 

total of 547 individuals completed the questionnaire after both rounds, but 

approximately 33% had to be excluded due to missing data. A listwise deletion 

approach was employed to handle missing data, encompassing both the questionnaire 

responses and the results of the SC-IATs. This decision was preregistered and 

implemented to reduce potential issues arising from the interaction between 

responsiveness in the questionnaire and performance in the tests. Within the SC-

IATs, participants were excluded based on the routine outlined by Karpinski and 

Steinman (2006), whereby individuals with an error rate exceeding 20% were not 

included in the analysis. Following these selection criteria, a final sample of 369 

individuals remained for analyses. 

 



Chapter 3 Reconsidering the Relationship between AIA and Sympathy for the AfD 

 

85 

 

This final sample slightly diverges from general population characteristics.
9
 Most 

notably, the ratio of individuals reporting a higher education degree is 29.5%, which 

is considerably higher than the approximately 23% in the general population aged 18 

years and older (Statistisches Bundesamt 2022a). Men in their 50s and women in 

their 60s are slightly underrepresented in the sample due to their particularly high 

failure rates of over 40% among all cases collected, which could not completely be 

compensated for by oversampling these groups. However, in general, the sample 

matches age and sex of the general German public relatively closely. In the final 

sample, women make up about 51% and 61.5% were employed, compared to about 

65% in the general population aged 18 years and older (Statistisches Bundesamt 

2022b). 

 

Measurements 

The study measures four main variables of interest: explicit and implicit AIA 

(independent variable) as well as explicit and implicit RRP preferences (dependent 

variable). This section briefly describes these measurements of this survey. For more 

details, please refer to the Online Appendix. 

 

Explicit Measurements 

To assess RRP preferences, this study relies on a ‘sympathy scale’ (‘In general, what 

do you think of the following parties?’) instead of the traditional voting question 

(Gschwend et al. 2018). Given that citizens’ voting intentions are influenced by 

external factors (e.g., thresholds for parliamentary entry, coalition considerations; see 

van der Eijk et al. 2006), sympathy scales are more suited to capture tendencies 
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towards a specific party. Wording was adopted from the German Longitudinal 

Election Study (GLES) Short-term Campaign Panel (GLES 2019). 

 

The direct measurement of AIA is composed of four well-established items. These 

items aimed to capture respondents’ opinions on the economic, cultural, and crime 

rate impacts of immigration in Germany, as well as their stance on whether 

immigration to Germany should be facilitated. The wording for the first three items 

was adapted from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES 2021), and the 

wording for the fourth item was derived from the GLES Short-term Campaign Panel 

(GLES 2019). An equally weighted index of the four items was computed. For this 

index of explicit AIA, Cronbach’s alpha shows high reliability (0.90). 

 

Furthermore, participants were asked to report their age, gender, level of education, 

and employment status within the survey. These variables constitute common 

covariates in the related literature and are used accordingly. 

 

Implicit Measurements 

The core elements of data collection for this study were two SC-IATs, one focusing 

on indirect attitudes towards migration and the other on attitudes towards the AfD. 

Verbal primes were used for all categories, drawing on previous research. Positive 

and negative terms were derived from the German version of the Project Implicit 

website (Nosek et al. 2007). The terms for ‘migration’ were informed by Johann and 

Thomas (2018) and are mostly synonyms or subgroups of the term ‘migrants’. Note 

that, unlike other studies in this field (Tutić and Grehl 2021; Maier et al. 2022), the 

primes for this study were limited to synonyms of ‘migration’ and avoid any direct 
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association with Islam or Muslims, such as Islamic names or images of women 

wearing headscarves. While acknowledging that the majority of migrants in recent 

years have come from Islamic countries and that this fact has a prominent role in 

public debates and strategies of RRPs, these are nevertheless distinct concepts and 

should be studied that way. This is crucial to ascertain the driving factors behind the 

observed effects, namely opposition to immigration/immigrants, opposition to Islam 

or Muslims, or opposition to Muslim immigrants. This differentiation also facilitates 

the applicability of methodology and findings to various contexts, including 

Christian immigrants or Islamic host countries. However, it remains possible that 

respondents’ associations between Islam and immigration could still exert an 

influence on the results. The terms used to describe the AfD were developed from 

scratch, encompassing the party’s full name, prominent and leading figures, and the 

slogan employed during the most recent election, which took place approximately 6 

months prior to the data collection phase. 

 

The methodology closely adhered to the guidelines set forth by Karpinski and 

Steinmann (2006). Each of the two tests comprised four blocks of trials, during 

which participants were required to swiftly categorise items from the ‘positive’ and 

‘negative’ categories, as well as from a target category, by pressing the 

corresponding keys on their keyboard. The first test focused on attitudes towards 

migration, and the second test targeted attitudes towards the AfD. Following 

established procedures (Karpinski and Steinman 2006), D‑scores were derived from 

the collected reaction times. These D‑scores serve as the implicit measures of 

attitudes, with higher values indicating higher AIA or sympathy for the AfD. 
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Results 

 

This section consists of two components. The first part is a descriptive discussion of 

the results obtained from the SC-IATs. Subsequently, a preregistered multivariate 

analysis was conducted to test the hypotheses. This study adheres to the most recent 

standards of open science. All analyses presented in this article were preregistered, 

and comprehensive robustness checks address important limitations of the obtained 

results. The dataset and all recoding, analyses, and visualisations are openly 

accessible, facilitating easy replication of all findings.
10 

 

Descriptive Results 

Descriptive Results of Main Variables 

Before turning to the multivariate model, the collected data are described, with 

specific emphasis on the SC-IAT data. Descriptive results of the SC-IATs are 

reported alongside the corresponding explicit measures. All variables were 

z‑standardised to a mean of zero and a standard deviation of 1. 

 

The AIA measure shows relatively similar distributions for both measures (Fig. 1). 

The traditional self-report measure shows an overrepresentation of extreme values 

and a higher concentration around the mean, whereas the implicit measure partially 

compensates for these characteristics. However, when the measurement of AfD 

sympathy is examined, notable differences between the two methods emerge. The 

explicit measurement demonstrates a highly skewed shape with a prominent peak at 

the lowest value on the scale, indicating that nearly three-quarters of all valid 
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respondents reported having no sympathy at all for the AfD. In contrast, the implicit 

attitudes display an almost perfect Gaussian distribution. 

 

Figure 3-1: Density plots of explicit and implicit AIA and AfD sympathy. All variables were 

z-standardized. All graphs based on n=369 cases. 

 

The skewed sympathy distribution for the AfD is not entirely unexpected, as surveys 

often find an overwhelming majority of respondents expressing no sympathy towards 

the party.
11

 However, the discrepancy between the explicit and implicit assessments 

raises questions regarding the validity of implicit attitudes and their implementation 

in this study or the justification of explicit assessments of AfD sympathy. The widely 

used method of SC-IATs was implemented in this study with great attention, 

adhering closely to the established guidelines and using face-valid items. If one 

agrees with the general assumption that implicit measures reflect a distinct yet valid 

assessment of individuals’ attitudes, there is little reason to question the general 

validity of the present findings. This suggests that common direct measures of AfD 

party sympathy may indeed be biased. However, the correlations between implicit 

and explicit measures are remarkably similar for both variables at 0.37 (p < 0.01) and 

0.38 (p < 0.01), which is in line with previous research (Greenwald et al. 2015; Bos 

et al. 2018), providing evidence that the extreme aversion towards the AfD expressed 

in direct measures may overestimate its true extent, but the general tendency of 
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citizens is also reflected in the implicit measure. Consequently, both variables were 

deemed comparable and used in subsequent multivariate analyses. 

 

Universality of the SC-IAT 

Due to unevenly distributed failure rates in the SC-IATs,
12

 it was suspected that 

variations in these results might be related to sociodemographic variables. Figure 3-2 

plots the means for AfD sympathy and AIA by method of measurement as well as 

age and education level. To keep the graphs comparable, the standardised versions of 

all variables were used; therefore, the overall mean is always zero, and the overall 

standard deviation is always 1. 

 

Regarding the education variable, the overall pattern and differences between the 

various education levels remain relatively similar regardless of the method of 

collection. However, respondents with the lowest level of education move from the 

far left of the graph (indicating relatively low explicit AfD sympathy and AIA) to the 

far right in both graphs. It is important to note that the number of respondents in this 

educational group is small. Nevertheless, this shift may suggest that social 

desirability is more pronounced within this educational category, leading individuals 

to report low levels on both variables while holding more right-leaning implicit 

attitudes. The age variable also exhibits some differences between explicit and 

implicit attitudes in this respect, although the pattern is less clear. For AIA, the 

youngest age group has low levels when asked explicitly, which become even lower 

when assessed implicitly, relative to other age cohorts. On the other end of the scale, 

individuals in their 60s shift from the lowest to the highest level compared to others 

when the implicit measure is used. Regarding sympathy for the AfD, the youngest 
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Figure 3-2: Descriptive statistics for AIA and AfD Sympathy split by means of collection 

(implicit vs explicit) and age groups or education. 
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age group switches from the most unfavourable to the most sympathetic position in 

implicit attitudes. All other groups remain in almost identical positions between the 

left and right panels, with older respondents having slightly less sympathy for the 

AfD. 

 

Regarding gender and employment status, the SC-IAT shows slightly lower implicit 

and explicit AIA among male respondents than in female respondents. However, this 

and other differences are unlikely to be statistically significant.
13

 

 

These additional insights should not be overinterpreted because most 95% 

confidence intervals overlap to a great extent. Although this does not per se rule out 

statistically significant differences between these groups, it does give confidence that 

the SC-IATs are generally applicable to all societal groups within the variables 

investigated. 

 

Multivariate Results 

 

To adequately test the hypotheses, this study uses linear regression analyses. Note 

that the terms ‘effect’ and ‘predictor’ in relation to the coefficients from such 

regressions are used, as such analyses require the specification of independent and 

dependent variables. However, this should not be interpreted as implying causality. 

This analysis is subject to the same caveats as other nonexperimental research 

designs based on survey data, and findings should be interpreted as solely 

correlational. In all models, AIA is the independent variable, while AfD sympathy is 
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the dependent variable. Additionally, all models include covariates, namely age, 

gender, level of education, and self-placement on the political left–right spectrum. 

 

As a first step, separate ordinary least square models are estimated for the four 

possible combinations of measures (Table 3-1), employing a multigroup design in 

which each of the four combinations (A, B, C, D) is treated as a separate group. This 

approach allows an initial understanding of possible differences in the effect of AIA 

across the different operationalisations. In a second step, the statistical significance 

of these differences in effect sizes is estimated. This is achieved by using group 

dummy variables for the measurement combination as part of interaction terms with 

the AIA variable, testing their effect on AfD sympathy (with A serving as the 

reference group). This straightforward approach allows for precise point estimates of 

the difference between the ‘traditional’ operationalisation A and each alternative 

option, including confidence intervals for these estimates. Central inferential criteria 

are the p-values of two-tailed tests within the regression analyses, and null 

hypotheses are rejected below the high threshold of p < 0.01. Standardised regression 

coefficients are reported. All analyses were conducted as they were preregistered. 

 

Multigroup Analysis 

The first conducted analysis is a multigroup analysis (Table 3-2), treating each of the 

four possible combinations of implicit and explicit dependent and independent 

variables as a distinct group of data, although using the same cases. Within each 

group, all variables were z‑standardised, which also sets the intercept of each model 

to zero by default. Model A reflects the ‘traditional’ approach, relying solely on 

direct questions from the questionnaire. In this model, the effect of AIA on sympathy 
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for the AfD is strongest, indicated by a standardised beta of 0.55 (0.05). The 

following two models use implicit measures for either AfD (model B) or AIA (model 

C), while using explicit measures for the other main variable. In both models, the 

effect size is more than halved compared to model A. In model D, in which both 

variables are implicit measures, the effect is close to zero and not statistically 

significant. Relatedly, the explanatory power of the models, expressed as R2, is 

much higher in model A than in the other groups. 

 

Sociodemographic variables have quite diverse levels of impact on respondents’ 

evaluation of the AfD. Gender and current employment have no significant effect in 

any model. Interestingly, the effect of a person’s age is significantly and strongly  

 

 Group A Group B Group C Group D 

  (AfD ex/AIA ex) (AfD im/AIA ex) (AfD ex/AIA im) (AfD im/AIA im) 

Predictors std. Beta p std. Beta p std. Beta p std. Beta p 

Anti-imm. 

Att. (AIA) 

.55 

(.05) 
<.001 

 

.16 

(.05) 
.002 .25 

(.05) 
<.001 .00 

(.05) 

.891 

Age -.13 

(.05) 
.005 -.05 

(.06) 

.342 -.21 

(.06) 
<.001 -.17 

(.06) 
.002 

Female -.04 

(.04) 

.397 -.03 

(.05) 

.565 .04 

(.05) 

.443 .05 

(.05) 

.361 

Education 

level 

-.03 

(.05) 

.549 -.15 

(.05) 
.005 -.11 

(.05) 

.042 -.16 

(.05) 
.002 

Work status -.04 

(.05) 

.400 .01 

(.06) 

.904 -.02 

(.05) 

.712 .00 

(.06) 

.992 

Observations 369 369 369 369 

R
2
 / R

2
 adj. .317 / .308 .047 / .034 .107 / .095 .047 / .034 

 

Table 3-2: Multi-group regression analysis. Standardised beta coefficients are reported with 

standard errors in brackets. Italics indicate p-values below p<0.1, bolded p-values indicate 

significance below p<0.01. Intercepts have been deliberately omitted from the table as the 

prior z-standardisation of all variables sets them to zero within each group. The dependent 

variable is always AfD sympathy, either explicit or implicit depending on the group. 
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 negatively associated with preferences for the AfD in all models except model B 

(AfD implicit/AIA explicit). Conversely, the education variable reaches levels of 

statistical significance in all models except model A (AfD explicit/AIA explicit). 

These patterns may reflect the limited interaction effects between the mode of data 

collection and the sociodemographic variables discussed in the descriptive results. 

 

So far, the groupwise analysis has revealed notable differences between the various 

model/measure combinations. Regarding the study’s hypotheses, the results seem to 

falsify the expectations of social desirability bias, as the effects of models involving 

implicit attitudes are significantly lower compared to the explicit–explicit model A, 

but they support the notion of avoidance of cognitive dissonance. However, it has not 

yet been assessed whether these differences are statistically significant. The next 

analytical step is to do precisely that. As described in the analytical strategy above, a 

multivariate regression was conducted using interaction terms between the groups 

and AIA. 

 

Combined Analysis 

Table 3-3 presents the results of a combined analysis. All variables were 

z‑standardised within each group, resulting in a default intercept and group 

dummies’ effects of zero by default. The sociodemographic variables now capture an 

overall effect across all combinations of measures. The AIA variable is included, 

both as it is and as an interaction term with each group dummy. The overall base 

effect thus reflects the standardised effect for group A, and the interaction terms 

capture the difference from A. These effect sizes are identical to the differences 

between each group and model A in the groupwise model above. However, 
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modelling these as interaction effects allows a statistically sound test of the 

significance of these differences. 

 

The results confirm the previously described patterns: Although AIA is strongly 

related to sympathy for the AfD in group A, which uses only explicit measures, all 

interaction effects are negative, meaning that the positive effect of AIA is reduced in 

all groups compared to A. These differences are statistically significant (p < 0.001), 

meaning that whenever one or both of the main variables are assessed implicitly, the 

relationship between AIA and sympathy for the AfD is significantly lower compared 

to an all-explicit measure. Note that this analysis does not allow testing for 

significant differences between models that use at least one implicit measure. As no 

  Combined Model 

Predictors Estimates p 

Anti-imm. Attitudes (AIA) .55 

(.05) 
<.001 

Age -.14 

(.03) 
<.001 

Female .00 

(.02) 

.842 

Education level -.11 

(.03) 
<.001 

Work status -.02 

(.03) 

.551 

AIA * B (AfD im/AIA ex) -.39 

(.07) 
<.001 

AIA * C (AfD ex/AIA im) -.30 

(.07) 
<.001 

AIA * D (AfD im/AIA im) -.54 

(.07) 
<.001 

Observations 1476 

R
2
 / R

2
 adjusted 0.122 / 0.116 

 

Table 3-3: Combined regression model of all groups. Intercepts and group dummy variables 

(although included) have been deliberately omitted from the table as the prior z-

standardization of all variables sets them to zero. Dependent variable is AfD sympathy. 
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specific theoretical implications for such differences were specified, these tests were 

not conducted. The following section discusses the results in light of the theoretical 

assumptions set out at the beginning of this paper. 

 

Discussion 

 

How do these findings relate to the initial, preregistered hypotheses? The discussion 

focuses on two major theoretical issues that could bias explicit measures: social 

desirability and cognitive dissonance avoidance. Strategies were designed to test the 

presence of these phenomena. Regarding hypotheses 1A and 1B, it was stated that a 

stronger effect in the explicit–explicit model compared to the mixed models would 

confirm the presence of social desirability bias in the explicit measurement of the 

main concepts. The results regarding AIA indicate a significantly stronger effect of 

explicitly assessed AIA on explicit AfD sympathy compared to implicitly measured 

attitudes (comparing group A to B). This finding implies falsification of hypothesis 

1A, which proposed a stronger effect in the partly implicit model due to socially 

desirable underreporting in explicit AIA. Similarly, when comparing explicit and 

implicit measures of AfD sympathy, the effect is stronger when the concept is 

assessed explicitly rather than implicitly (compare A with C). Hence, hypothesis 1B, 

which postulated a stronger effect for the implicit measurement due to socially 

desirable underreporting of explicit AfD sympathy, is also rejected. 

 

Hypothesis H2 predicted that the relationship between AfD sympathy and AIA 

would be more pronounced in the explicit model compared to the implicit model, due 

to respondents’ tendency to report a coherent ideology, i.e., to report high sympathy 
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for the AfD if they also report high AIA, and vice versa to avoid cognitive 

dissonance. Results support this hypothesis, as the relationship between sympathy for 

the AfD and AIA is significantly lower when implicit measures are used compared to 

when explicit statements are used (comparing A to D). In fact, not only is the effect 

reduced, but the relationship is essentially zero in the all-implicit model. 

 

Taken together, these findings suggest that social desirability bias appears to be less 

of an issue, both in the direct measurement of sympathy for the AfD and in AIA. 

This conclusion depends on the premise that implicit attitudes can circumvent the 

issue of social desirability and that a comparison between a partially implicit and a 

fully explicit model can thus estimate the extent of social desirability in the 

respective variable. 

 

Conversely, the results suggest that avoidance of cognitive dissonance appears to be 

a real threat to valid results in the context of this study. When asked directly, 

respondents reported much more consistent ideologies (high sympathy for the AfD 

along with high AIA and vice versa) compared to indirectly measured attitudes. This 

finding is based on the assumption that implicit attitudes may circumvent the 

phenomenon of cognitive dissonance avoidance, and a comparison between an all-

implicit and an all-explicit model using the same variables can thus reveal its extent. 

 

Robustness Checks 

 

Although the above results appear to provide strong (counter)evidence for the 

hypotheses of this study, these findings are subject to the typical caveats of 



Chapter 3 Reconsidering the Relationship between AIA and Sympathy for the AfD 

 

99 

 

correlational studies, and the implications should be treated with caution. This 

section therefore discusses the robustness of these results. These tests were not 

preregistered. 

 

Selective Covariates Bias – Specification Curve 

Researchers have considerable freedom in the specification of their models. The set 

of covariates included in the model, or the coding of their main variables, can have a 

significant impact on the results. One way to address this issue and test for the 

influence of such ‘researcher’s degrees of freedom’ is to perform what is known as a 

multiverse analysis. In this analysis, the researcher determines all possible 

combinations of different crossroads during the formulation of the model, runs the 

analysis for all of them, and reports all of them to transparently show how specific 

choices affect the results. As shown above, the type of measurement  

 

 

Figure 3-3: Multiverse analysis for the results obtained in Table 3-3. The top part (A) shows 

the point estimate for the effect of AIA on AfD sympathy for each model configuration. The 

lower part (B) shows information on which covariates were included in the model (model) 

and which group (see Table 3-1) was analysed (subsets). 
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(implicit/explicit) can interact with sociodemographic variables. Do these 

interactions bias the results in Table 3-3? This was tested using a multiverse 

approach (Masur and Scharkow 2020). Figure 3-3 presents the specification curve, 

which illustrates the effect of AIA on sympathy for the AfD across all possible sets 

of covariates. 

 

Although the point estimates are ordered by effect size, they strictly resemble the 

order of the groups, with no overlap between them. This suggests that the choice of 

covariates has no relevant effect on the differences between the groups in terms of 

the effect of AIA on AfD sympathy. In all cases, group A has significantly higher 

estimates compared to any model of the other groups, while the estimates of group D 

are always statistically insignificant. 

 

Omitted Variable Bias – Sensitivity Analysis 

The combined analysis revealed statistically significant differences for the effect of 

AIA on AfD sympathy depending on the collection method. However, the analysis of 

observational data always suffers from a potential omitted variable bias. This means 

that an unobserved variable could make an effect insignificant once it is included in 

the model formula. However, sensitivity analysis allows estimation of the strength of 

such an unobserved variable that would be required to change the conclusion drawn 

from the observed variables. 

 

Table 3-4 presents the results of the sensitivity analysis conducted for the three 

interaction effects as shown in Table 3-3. The first row concerns the statistically  

 



Chapter 3 Reconsidering the Relationship between AIA and Sympathy for the AfD 

 

101 

 

 Outcome: AfD-Sympathy 

 Coefficient  Sensitivity 

Variable Est S.E. t-value  RVq=1 RVq=1,α=0.05 R
2

Y∼D|X 

AIA*B  

(AfD im/AIA ex) 

-0.39 0.07 -5.537  13.5\% 8.9\% 2.1\% 

 Note: df = 1464; Bound (10x Education): R2
Y∼Z|X,D = 13.5%, R2

D∼Z|X = 5.5% 

AIA*C  

(AfD ex/AIA im) 

-0.30 0.069 -4.368  10.8\% 6.1\% 1.3\% 

 Note: df = 1464; Bound (10x Education): R2
Y∼Z|X,D = 13.3%, R2

D∼Z|X = 0% 
AIA*D 

(AfD im/AIA im) 

-0.54 0.07 -7.785  18.4\% 14.1\% 4\% 

 Note: df = 1464; Bound (10x Education): R2
Y∼Z|X,D = 13.5%, R2

D∼Z|X = 5.5% 

Table 3-4: Results of sensitivity analyses testing the interaction effects of AIA with group 

dummies (see Table 3-1). The table lists the tested estimate (see also Table 3-3), its standard 

error (S.E.), t-value and sensitivity measures (Cinelli et al. 2020). 

 

 

Figure 3-4: Sensitivity plots for the interaction terms between AIA and group dummies (see 

Table 3-1). The top row shows the value of the actual coefficient (‘Unadjusted’, black 

triangle) and compares it to its hypothetical value (‘10xedu’, red diamond) if there were an 

unobserved confounder in the model that was ten times as strongly correlated with the 

interaction effect and the dependent variable as the education variable. The bottom row 

shows the corresponding t-values for the same scenario. Crossing the dashed red lines would 

indicate a zero effect (top row) and an insignificant effect (bottom row). 
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significant difference between groups A and B. The analysis reveals that an 

unobserved confounder would need to account for 13.5% of the total variance of 

both the interaction effect and AfD sympathy to bring the interaction effect exactly to 

zero, while 8.9% would be sufficient to reduce the interaction effect to a 

nonsignificant level (α = 0.05). In an extreme scenario in which an unobserved 

confounder would explain all the remaining variance in the dependent variable, AfD 

sympathy, this confounder would also need to explain 2.1% of the variance in the 

interaction term in order to set it to zero. The other rows of the table can be 

interpreted accordingly for the interaction effects of groups C and D. 

 

These values are challenging to evaluate because the likelihood that such 

confounders exist cannot be estimated. However, they can be put in context by 

comparing them with multiples of the variables present in the model. Figure 3-4 

displays the remaining effect size (top row) and the t‑value (bottom row) for all 

interaction effects (columns), assuming the presence of a confounder ten times as 

strong as the education variable in the model. This 10×education variable would then 

explain 13.5% of the residual variance of AfD sympathy and 5.5% of the first 

interaction effect, reducing it to an effect size of −0.149 (red diamond in the upper 

left window; see also Table 3-4) and a t-value of −2.22 (red diamond in the lower left 

window; see also Table 3-4). Therefore, such a confounder would not render the 

effect nonsignificant (α = 0.05) or reduce it to zero. The same applies to the other two 

interaction effects (middle and right columns in Figure 3-4). 

 

Given the strong negative influence of education on sympathy for the AfD in the 

models of this study, which is also in line with findings in the related literature, it 
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appears rather unlikely that there is a confounder more than ten times as influential. 

However, the possibility that such a confounder exists cannot be completely 

dismissed. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this study, the aim was to reconsider the relationship between AIA and sympathy 

for RRPs by combining direct and indirect measures. In doing so, the present study 

attempted to fill a gap in previous research. Despite the ability of implicit attitudes to 

circumvent cognitive biases in explicit attitudes, researchers have only used implicit 

attitudes at one end of their models (Bos et al. 2018; Maier et al. 2022). The research 

design of this study included them at both ends: AIA as the independent variable and 

sympathy for RRPs as the dependent variable are measured as explicit and implicit 

attitudes. This allows assessment of the strength of the relationship depending on the 

type of measurement used to collect these variables. The study adhered to open 

science principles, with the entire project being preregistered, including hypotheses, 

survey details, and analyses, prior to data collection. 

 

To assess implicit attitudes, the study employed two SC-IATs, one with primes for 

the AfD, the most relevant RRP party in Germany, and another with synonyms for 

migrants. These tests were complemented by an explicit survey on the same 

constructs. In order to enhance the generalisability of the findings compared to using 

convenience samples (Gawronski and Strack 2004; Friese et al. 2007), a stratified 

sample based on age and gender was collected. 
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First, and consistent with previous research, the results provide clear evidence that 

implicit political attitudes can influence explicitly reported attitudes (Friese et al. 

2007; Bos et al. 2018). Regression analyses reveal significant effects for implicit 

AIA in predicting explicit AfD sympathy, as well as for explicit AIA predicting 

implicit AfD sympathy. Further findings align with previous studies by indicating 

that partially implicit models (using one implicit and one explicit variable) yield 

significantly lower effect sizes than the fully explicit model (Tutić and Grehl 2021; 

Maier et al. 2022). The conclusion drawn from these insights is that social 

desirability may actually be less of an issue in distorting the relationship, as measures 

that avoid this issue tend to result in lower effect sizes than those that account for it. 

 

Second, going beyond previous research, the relationship between these variables 

was examined in an all-implicit model. It was found that implicit AIA had no impact 

on implicit AfD sympathy. This outcome supports the expectation of a cognitive 

dissonance bias in the relationship between these two variables. When giving explicit 

answers, respondents may match answers (high AIA, high AfD sympathy, and vice 

versa) in order to project a highly consistent political ideology. However, the 

findings indicate that their implicit beliefs are less coherent. Consequently, the 

results suggest that the avoidance of cognitive dissonance may threaten valid results 

in attitudinal political science research, in the sense that attitudes that appear to be 

‘good matches’ may be artificially overreported by participants in such surveys. 

 

Robustness checks provide evidence that these results are resilient to changes in 

covariates, and sensitivity analyses suggest that unmeasured confounders are 

unlikely to overturn them. Nevertheless, it is important to stress the limitations of this 



Chapter 3 Reconsidering the Relationship between AIA and Sympathy for the AfD 

 

105 

 

study. First, although this study achieved a stratified sample by matching age and sex 

to population statistics, and the sample also approximates the general distributions of 

education and employment status, it does not claim to use a representative sample of 

the German population. Therefore, this study underpins the necessity already 

described by other scholars to include implicit attitudes in permanent, representative 

panels (Tutić and Grehl 2021). Second, the selection of primes for this study’s SC-

IATs was based on sound theoretical considerations, deliberately limiting them to 

‘migration’, as such avoiding any direct association with Islam. However, public 

images of terms such as ‘refugee’ and ‘asylum seeker’ are likely to be associated 

with the Islamic religion. This is difficult to disentangle in designs like the one in this 

study, and results may therefore be influenced by this bias. Nevertheless, the use of 

such formally neutral terms allows for the best approximation of a distinct, religion-

neutral, implicit anti-immigration attitude. Third, this study cannot claim to predict 

vote choice for the AfD or electoral potential. Although there is evidence that the use 

of a sympathy scale rather than reported voting intentions is better suited to assessing 

citizens’ attitudes towards parties, there is still a significant gap between attitudes 

and actions (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975) that deserves further research, especially with 

regard to implicit attitudes (Greenwald et al. 2009). 

 

Taken together, the results of this study point to the relevance of implicit attitudes in 

shaping party preferences. Compared to the broader debate on demand-side versus 

supply-side factors, the field of unconscious explanations for the rise and support of 

RRPs has received relatively little attention. Scholars have started to develop a 

research agenda in this regard in recent years (Bos et al. 2018; Tutić and Grehl 2021; 

Maier et al. 2022), and this study attempted to contribute to this strand. However, 



Chapter 3 Reconsidering the Relationship between AIA and Sympathy for the AfD 

 

106 

 

there is a need for further exploration of the combined explanatory power of implicit 

and explicit attitudes, the implications of their differences, and the contextual factors 

that influence their impact on citizens’ preferences and actions. Future research in 

this domain is crucial for a comprehensive understanding of people’s support for 

right-wing populism. 
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Notes 

1. See the declarations at the end of this paper for information on the 

preregistered report, data, and code availability. 

2. In this study, the term ‘ideology’ is used to describe the sum of respondents’ 

positions towards the two main variables, sympathy for the AfD and anti-

immigration attitudes. The term ‘consistent ideology’ is used if high (low) 

levels of sympathy match with high (low) levels of anti-immigration attitudes. 

3. This implies that in order to develop cognitive dissonance, citizens need to 

have general knowledge about which party suits their attitudes. However, there 

is convincing evidence that people are not aware of contradictions in their 

political ideology (Otjes 2016). In the case of this study, it is assumed that 

respondents are aware that strong anti-immigration attitudes are generally seen 

as compatible with the AfD. An analysis of data from the GLES Panel (GLES 

2023a, 2023b) supports this assumption: 90.5% (in 2021) and 91.4% (2023) of 

a representative sample believed that the AfD strongly opposes immigration. 

More details on this analysis can be found in the Online Appendix. 

4. Recently, debate has evolved around the concept and terminology of implicit 

attitudes (Greenwald and Banaji 2017; Jost 2019; Corneille and Hütter 2020; 

Greenwald et al. 2021). It has been suggested that scholars should generally 

avoid the term ‘implicit’ in order to avoid confusion between different 

definitions (Corneille and Hütter 2020). While definitional clarity is desirable, 

complete neglect of the term ignores its tradition in the field of social 

psychology and hinders the linking of new findings with established ones. In 

this paper, therefore, the terms ‘indirect’ and ‘implicit’, as well as ‘direct’ and 

‘explicit’, are considered and used as synonyms. In this study, ‘implicit/indirect 

(explicit/direct) measures’ are those that assess ‘implicit/indirect 

(explicit/direct/self-reported) attitudes’. 

5. Due to an uneven distribution in error rates and item nonresponses, the final 

sample diverges slightly from the planned quotation. Details of this can be 

found in the Online Appendix. 

6. In general, it would be highly desirable to include these people. However, the 

reactivity of the participant and the test itself, which loads a new prime/word as 

soon as a key is pressed, make it difficult to predict how blind people, even 

when using reading programs, would perform on such tests and whether their 

results would be comparable to those of nonblind people. 

7. It is important to stress that this sample is not a completely representative 

sample of the general German public. It is generally questionable whether this 

could be achieved by an all-online access panel at all. 
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8. For a detailed discussion of this issue, please refer to the Online Appendix. 

9. For more details on this issue, please refer to the Online Appendix. 

10. See the declaration section at the end of this paper for further information. 

11. In fact, the jointly collected respective explicit items for the Christian Social 

Union in Bavaria, the Greens, and the Left Party all have their modus on the 

first value, although to a far lesser extent. 

12. For a more detailed investigation of failure rates in the SC-IATs, please refer to 

the Online Appendix. 

13. Please see the Online Appendix for more details. 
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Abstract 

Demand-side research on the success of Radical right-wing populist parties (RRPPs) 

parties has highlighted the crucial role of anti-immigration attitudes, political 

dissatisfaction and their interaction as drivers of sympathy for them. Supply-side 

research is highly interested in the isolation that RRPPs face in their respective 

parliaments. Linking these perspectives, we theorize and test whether cross-country 

differences in the degree of parliamentary isolation of an RRPP can predict 

differences in attitudinal associations. We find that, beyond direct links, anti-

immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction vary considerably in their 

moderated association with RRPP sympathy. This variation is consistent with the 

status of the RRPP in each country. In parliamentary isolation, anti-immigration 

attitudes and political dissatisfaction reinforce each other in predicting RRPP 

sympathy, attenuate each other when the RRPP is in government and are independent 

when the RRPP has a history of government. We briefly discuss implications of 

these results.  
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Introduction 

 

Many studies highlight the importance of anti-immigration attitudes and political 

discontent in predicting citizens' sympathy for radical right-wing populist parties 

(RRPPs) (Roodujin 2018). On the supply side, RRPPs face unique challenges in 

many European parliaments, as they are often isolated by a cordon sanitaire imposed 

by the remaining parties. However, little is known about how this affects voters' 

attitudes towards such parties. Here, we contribute to filling this gap by drawing on 

large-scale cross-national survey data. By combining these with data on the 

parliamentary inclusion of RRPPs, we are able to identify differences in attitudes 

towards RRPPs across countries.   

 

Beyond the direct association of anti-immigration attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction with RRPP sympathy, we focus on the moderation between these 

concepts. Thus, we answer the question how political dissatisfaction is linked to 

issue-related party sympathy in different political contexts. 

 

Linking demand-side attitudes with supply-side circumstances 

 

On the supply side of party competition, RRPPs face unique challenges in many 

parliaments. Unlike mainstream parties, which occasionally alternate between 

opposition and government, RRPPs are sometimes isolated by a cordon sanitaire 

imposed by the rest of the parliament. This means that no other party will form a 

coalition with them often even refusing informal ties and support. A whole strand of 

research is devoted to understanding when and how such strategies are pursued by 
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mainstream parties (Heinze 2018), how they affect RRPPs (Krause et al. 2022; 

Rummens and Abts 2010), as well as how they affect mainstream parties (Abou-

Chadi and Krause 2020; Gessler and Hunger 2021). However, efforts to understand 

the association of an RRPP's standing with citizens' attitudes and sympathy for these 

parties on an individual basis rather than aggregated electoral outcomes are largely 

lacking (for an exception, see Han 2020). This might be the case because the degree 

of RRPPs inclusion in parliamentary processes varies strongly, which complicates 

cross-country comparisons. For this study, we propose to break down this variation 

in a concept labelled 'parliamentary status' with three categories: Isolation (also 

labelled 'cordon sanitaire' or 'pariah status' (Moffitt 2022), prior governmental 

participation, to-date governmental participation. We acknowledge that this 

simplification widely ignores various facets of each category, e.g. whether isolation 

is limited to no coalition proclaims or also affects committees or media. However, 

this comparably distinct, universal and accessible reduction allows for clear cross-

country comparisons.   

 

At the demand-side, researchers have documented strong correlations between anti-

immigration attitudes and sympathy for RRPPs (Rydgren 2007), which is sometimes 

seen as a core ideology, a lowest common denominator that unites voters behind 

these parties (Roodujin 2018). Political discontent is mostly linked to RRPPs through 

the 'protest vote' theory, which argues that citizens' disapproval of current policies 

makes them more likely to sympathize with RRPPs (Schmitt-Beck 2017; Voogd and 

Dassonneville 2020). It has also been shown that these factors can reinforce and 

moderate each other (Kleinert 2021). Theoretically, this is based on the assumption 

that political issues, such as anti-immigration attitudes, are more salient predictors of 
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party preferences for citizens who are dissatisfied with the incumbent government. 

But what if an RRPP is (or at least has been) part of the government? How does this 

affect these predictors and the interaction between them?  

   

In this article, we link demand-side attitudes and supply-side circumstances to 

explain cross-country differences in predictors of sympathy for such parties. 

Following previous research and theory, we expect positive direct links
1
 of anti-

immigration attitudes with sympathy for RRPPs. However, for the protest vote effect 

of political dissatisfaction, we expect the link to be positive in countries where such 

parties are isolated ('protest vote') and negative when the RRPP is part of the 

government, implying that citizens who are satisfied with the government's 

performance also give credit to the governing parties. We then pay particular 

attention to a moderating term between anti-immigration attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction, which´s sign we expect to vary along with the parliamentary status of 

the RRPP in a given country: These attitudes should be mutually reinforcing when 

the party in question is isolated. If the party in question has participated in 

governments before, the interaction may be less pronounced, and finally, in the 

context of RRPP governments, the terms should attenuate each other.  

  

To illustrate these premises, imagine a citizen with strong anti-immigration attitudes 

who is increasingly dissatisfied that the current government is not doing enough in 

his preferred direction. In search for alternatives, our concept of parliamentary status 

may implicitly be applied. Parties that advocate tough immigration policies and 

appear as the complete opposite of the incumbents (often in their self-portrayal, but 

also by competitors, which punish them with isolation) may seem like a promising 
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alternative. However, parties that had been in government before may be less 

attractive, as high expectations may have been disappointed before. Finally, RRPPs 

that are currently in government are obviously not the right choice for someone who 

is disappointed with current policies. Isolated parties may therefore benefit from their 

status in the sense that political dissatisfaction is associated with greater salience of a 

main motive - anti-immigration attitudes - for sympathizing with them. For parties 

that have been part of governments in the recent past, this effect becomes less 

relevant, and for the currently ruling RRPP, citizens with higher levels of political 

dissatisfaction should be less likely to sympathize with this party, but also have a 

weaker link of anti-immigration attitudes in predicting their sympathy for it. 

 

Data and analytic strategy 

 

To test our assumptions, we combine data from different sources and countries. 

Detailed information on variables, parties and descriptive statistics can be found in 

the online appendix. Survey data were chosen primarily for the availability of a 

metric sympathy scale for parties and other items to represent our theoretical 

constructs. The Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES; CSES 2021) and 

the RECONNECT survey (abbreviated as REC; Plescia, Wilhelm et al. 2020) met 

our criteria. Combined and filtered for countries where critical items were not asked, 

we were left with 15 national samples
2
. 

 

The operationalization of our theoretical constructs was guided by theoretical 

arguments and common practice. Anti-immigration attitudes are an equally weighted 

index of three items in both datasets. Following common definitions (Torcal 2011), 
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political dissatisfaction is represented by a single indicator asking about satisfaction 

with the current national government. In contrast to much of the existing literature, 

our dependent variable is a sympathy scale for the most relevant RRPP of the 

respective country. Note that these scales allow the respondent to indicate a general 

preference for an RRPP, independent of voting intentions (Gschwend, Juhl et al. 

2018). As these scales do not force respondents to select only one party, they allow 

researchers to identify also respondents who would no more or not yet vote for the 

RRPP but have general sympathy for the RRPP and therefore may be volatile in their 

reported voting intention. This subtle distinction is useful because it makes the 

sympathy scale appear more robust to changes in external conditions, which 

influenze citizens' voting intentions (e.g. thresholds, relative strength, coalition 

signals; cf. van der Eijk, van der Brug et al. 2006). Within our sample, we also 

witness the case that a party switches from opposition to government between two 

observations. Along with this change voters may change their voting intention 

against (as an important hurdle to exerting political influence has been overcome) or 

in favor of the party (to align with the winners, 'bandwagon effect'), but it appears 

less likely that their general sympathy changes due to that switch. To identify the 

'most relevant RRPP in each country', from PopuList (Rooduijn, van Kessel et al. 

2019), we took the one that obtained the largest vote share in the last election before 

the survey. 'Parliamentary status' was determined using Parlgov dataset (Döring, 

Huber et al. 2022). In all analyses we also used common socio-demographic 

variables as controls. 

 

We employ these cross-sectional, cross-national datasets in OLS models. Prior to 

their estimation, we standardized all variables and computed the index of anti-
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immigration attitudes. The models include the interaction term between anti-

immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction and the regression of all variables 

on the respondent's sympathy for the RRPP.  

 

Results 

 

At the individual level, we find strong support for both of our theoretically relevant 

variables (Figure 4-1). Association of anti-immigration attitudes with RRPP 

sympathy is positive in all countries except Poland and Hungary (REC). Although 

the RRPPs in these countries (PiS and Fidesz) also express strong anti-immigration 

sentiments, these parties are also majority parties supported by a broad and diverse 

part of the electorate. Therefore, individual issues may be less relevant for their 

voters. In general, estimates for anti-immigration attitudes appear stronger in the 

CSES dataset than in the REC dataset. This may be related to the different items 

included in the measurement of this construct. 

 

Regarding political dissatisfaction, the results are more stratified, ranging from 

strong positive to strong negative associations with RRPP sympathy. This variation 

is in line with our expectations: We find strong positive links for isolated parties, 

links close to zero when the RRPP used to govern, and negative ones when the RRPP 

is currently in government. This supports our expectation that satisfaction with the 

government is strongly associated with sympathy for the governing parties. 

 

We now turn to the interaction term of political dissatisfaction and anti-immigration 

attitudes predicting RRPP sympathy. The results above suggest it is worth taking the 
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Figure 4-1: Forest plot of coefficients by variable and country. Order of countries follows 

parliamentary status and strength of the interaction. Light blue = RRPP is isolated; dark blue 

= RRPP was previously part of a cabinet or supported a minority government; purple = 

RRPP is in government. (C) = CSES, (R) = RECONNECT. Generated with ggplot2 

(Wickham 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4-2: Plots showing predicted unstandardized RRPP sympathy (0-10) for different 

levels of political dissatisfaction and anti-immigration attitudes (blue = arithmetic mean, red 

= mean-1SD, green = mean+1SD). For Sweden (C), the index is missing one variable, so it 

has only nine levels, all of which are shown (red = lowest, gray = highest). Countries are 

arranged in rows according to the status of the RRPP: Top row, A = RRPP is isolated in this 

country; middle row, B = RRPP was previously part of a cabinet or supported a minority 

government; bottom row, C = RRPP is in government. (C) = CSES, (R) = RECONNECT. 

Plotted with sjPlot (Lüdecke 2023). 
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parliamentary status perspective into account when interpreting cross-country 

differences. Indeed, we find strong support for our hypothesis that the positive 

association of the interaction term with RRPP sympathy, varies with the party's 

parliamentary status. For our sample of countries, RRPPs were isolated at the time of 

the survey in Germany, France, Sweden, and Spain. It is precisely in these countries - 

and only in these countries - that we find positive (reinforcing) links of the 

moderator. This is also depicted in Figure 4-2, where the predictions for different 

levels of anti-immigration attitudes spread out with higher levels of political 

dissatisfaction. The RRPPs in Austria, Finland, Denmark and Italy (CSES) were not 

part of the current government but of previous ones. In this group of countries the 

interaction term is insignificant. In Norway, Hungary, Poland and Italy (REC) the 

RRPPs were in government during the field period. Here, greater political 

dissatisfaction is linked to lower estimates of anti-immigration attitudes and the 

linear predictions move closer together towards the right side of the graph.  

 

Note that the unstandardized sympathy scales in Figure 4-2 allow interpreting the 

practical relevance of these results. In the upper row, especially in Germany and 

France predicted values span across nearly half of the sympathy scale. In the center 

row differences are comparably weak, while in the lower row, mainly Poland and 

Hungary, our models yield predictions nearly across the whole spectrum. 

 

The cases of Italy and Denmark are particularly interesting. Italy is the only country 

for which we can make a comparison between different statuses of the RRPP we are 

studying. The Lega party was part of previous governments, but not of the current 

one, when data for the CSES was collected. Shortly thereafter - and during field 
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phase of the REC dataset - it was a major participant in the government. With this 

switch from opposition to government benches the moderation term for Italy also 

moves from narrowly insignificant to strong and significantly negative in our 

models. Denmark (REC) stands out as a bit odd, fitting our predicted scheme only by 

a small margin and showing a negative link for political dissatisfaction, implying that 

those who were more satisfied with the government's performance were also more 

likely to report positive evaluations of the RRPP. The party in question, 'Dansk 

Folkepartiet', was not formally part of the government, but informally supported a 

right-wing government during the period of data collection, and thus has a unique 

and exceptional status among the parties in our data sets. Therefore, this case fits 

both theoretically and empirically between the two levels we formally specified (not 

in government but also not isolated vs. in government). 

 

Taken together, these results suggest that the degree of parliamentary exclusion or 

inclusion, a supply-side factor, is strongly linked to differences in demand-side 

predictors of party sympathy. Consistent with previous research, anti-immigration 

attitudes emerge as nearly universally associated with higher RRPP sympathy. 

Results for political dissatisfaction are mixed. As expected, RRPP sympathizers also 

tend to approve of the government when the RRPP is part of it and tend to 

disapprove when the RRPP is not part of it. We also find that these variables’ 

interaction varies with the party's parliamentary status. Strong political 

dissatisfaction is linked to greater coefficients of anti-immigration attitudes only in 

countries where these parties are isolated. When the party is not isolated, but also not 

part of the current government, these variables are rather independent, resulting in an 

insignificant moderation term. In countries where the RRPP is in government, higher 
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dissatisfaction is actually associated with a decrease in the predictive power of anti-

immigration attitudes for RRPP sympathy. We conducted sensitivity analyses to test 

for the potential that unobserved confounders distort our results, which are reported 

in our appendix in more detail. These analyses show that it appears rather unlikely 

that our associations are overturned by an unobserved confounder although we 

cannot completely dismiss this possibility. 

 

Conclusion 

 

We argued that the interaction of well-known demand-side predictors of RRPP 

sympathy, anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction, may be correlated 

with parliamentary status of the RRPP. Our results from two data sets and 15 unique 

country observations support this view. Political discontent and anti-immigration 

attitudes reinforce each other in their prediction of sympathy for an RRPP in 

isolation. However, when the RRPP is in government, the predictors work against 

each other. When the RRPP was in government before but not at the time, the links 

are independent of each other. These results add to the vivid and relevant body of 

research investigating incumbent parties' strategies for dealing with RRPPs in 

parliament. In line with resent research efforts (Han 2020; Muis, Brils et al. 2021) we 

show that beyond links of competitors' isolation, adaptation, and accompanying 

strategies with electoral outcomes at the macro level (Pauwels 2011), they also 

appear to be linked to individual level attitudes that are highly relevant in predicting 

RRPP sympathy. 
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Although our results appear quite robust, we acknowledge the typical shortcomings 

of cross-sectional analyses, i.e. that we are not able to establish temporal precedence 

of our concepts. In addition, we strongly simplified parliamentary practice to only 

three levels and also ignored how competing RRPPs (Gessler, Tóth et al. 2021) affect 

our results, which might be promising paths for future research. 
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Notes 

1. We acknowledge the limitations of our research design. Our study is based on 

cross-sectional survey data and all our results correlational only. Yet, our 

theory suggests temporal sequence. We believe that convincing arguments 

are given for this expectation, however we cannot rule out risks associated 

with unmeasured confounders and reversed causality. We therefore refrain 

from using causal language. 

 

2. For the case of Belgium preliminary analyses reveal, that some parties listed 

by PopuList are negatively related to anti-immigration attitudes, thereby 

questioning established characteristics of RRPs. The unique party system of 

Belgium with its strong regional/autonomy cleavage may overlay the 

cleavage of immigration. We therefore regard it as justified to exclude 

Belgium from our analyses. 
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Chapter 5 Summary and Discussion 

 

In its introduction, this study highlighted the ability of micro-level explanations for 

sympathy with Right-wing populism. However, it often remained unclear how 

different factors interact with each other in their explanatory power. It was further 

noted, that innovative methods allow for more targeted analyses of such 

interdependencies. Therefore, this study built on previous findings of this field, 

theoretically integrated them in a comprehensive way and tested this scheme on an 

particularly interesting entity of Right-wing Populism, a movement (Pegida), chapter 

2) using multiple datasets. It then investigated in detail potential biases in the crucial 

relationship between anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy for Right-wing 

Populism using first-hand experimental data (chapter 3). The last chapter (chapter 4) 

analyzed how the reinforcing interaction effect between anti-immigration attitudes 

and political dissatisfaction in explaining sympathy for Right-wing Populism 

depends on the parliamentary status of the Radical Right-wing Populist party in 

European countries.  

 

Therefore, rather than broadening the field of research by introducing new variables, 

the present study attempted to deepen our understanding about well documented 

findings and how they might relate to each other or how they are altered by biases 

and contexts. The three research questions guiding this study and the efforts 

undertaken to answer them are summarized in this chapter. In addition, it will discuss 

the scientific relevance and societal implications of the results.  
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Summary 

 

Why and when do citizens support populist rightwing social movements? 

Development and test of an integrative theoretical model (Chapter 2) 

 

The first research question addressed the phenomenon of Pegida, a Right-wing 

Populist movement in Germany, which attracted thousands of citizens in 

participating in weekly demonstrations in Dresden and other cities, mainly in 2014 

and 2015. Departing from the observation that previous research had only 

investigated motivations and attitudes of direct participants during demonstrations, 

we attempted to test whether their findings also apply to the non-activist German 

public. We were also interested in how these factors may influence each other, thus, 

our research question read: 

 

What are the microlevel mechanisms that explain citizens’ support of populist social 

movements? How are these factors inter-related?  

 

Drawing on existing theoretical and empirical research, we identified three major 

factors to influence sympathy for Right-wing Populist movements in general and 

‘Pegida’ in particular: 1) socioeconomic deprivation, 2) anti-immigration attitudes 

and 3) political dissatisfaction. We further argued for an integrative view on these 

factors allowing them to influence each other. More precisely, we theorized that 

socioeconomic deprivation may raise anti-immigration attitudes and political 

dissatisfaction, while the latter two may reinforce each other in their effect on 

sympathy for ‘Pegida’. We tested our hypotheses on a diverse set of seven distinct 
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data sets using structural equation models with moderated mediations. The results 

nearly unanimously supported our expectations across different surveys, wordings 

and codings of our variables. We concluded that the impact of anti-immigration 

attitudes on people´s sympathy for ‘Pegida’ is strongly related to their level of 

political dissatisfaction. The results of this chapter guided and inspired the remaining 

analyses of this study.  

 

Reconsidering the Relationship between Anti-Immigration Attitudes and 

Preferences for the AfD Using Implicit Attitudes Measures (Chapter 3) 

 

The third research question started from the observation that the previous chapter and 

an overwhelming share of the literature has found anti-immigration attitudes to 

significantly predict sympathy for European Right-wing Populist parties in general 

and the AfD in particular. However, two well-known psychological biases may have 

distorted this relationship in quantitative analyses. We therefore asked: 

 

How do social desirability and avoidance of cognitive dissonance affect the 

relationship between Anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD? 

 

Social psychology has developed the concept of implicit attitudes, which are 

regarded to be able to circumvent the biases of social desirability and cognitive 

dissonance. Therefore, the difference between effects of direct and implicit 

measurements is theorized to illustrate the extent of these biases. Multi-group 

analyses, which alternated the measurement types across the different groups, 

revealed that social desirability appears as less of a problem compared to people´s 
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tendency to avoid cognitive dissonance. Respondents seem to give answers that fit 

well together, although there implicit ideology is less coherent. Consequently, in 

statistical analysis, the relationship between anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy 

for the AfD appears to be more pronounced in an all-explicit setup, compared to all- 

or partially-implicit data. Several robustness checks were conducted, such as a 

multiverse and a sensitivity analysis, which unanimously support these findings.  

 

Parliamentary Status and Drivers of Support for the Radical Right (Chapter 4) 

 

In the final chapter, this study also analyzed attitudes towards Right-wing Populist 

parties. However, the geographical level is broadened to Europe. In this part, one of 

the components which proved crucial for predicting citizen´s attitudes in chapter 2, 

the interaction between anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction, was 

investigated in more detail. More precisely, it was analyzed how this effect is altered 

under different parliamentary conditions these parties face. The third research 

question read:  

 

How does the parliamentary status of Radical Right Parties affect microlevel factors 

of support? 

 

Radical Right-wing Populist parties face unique challenges in some European 

countries. Similar to the AfD in Germany, some are isolated through a cordon 

sanitaire imposed on them by the other parties in parliament. However, in other 

countries, such parties were, or are, involved in governments. OLS regression 

analysis employing interaction terms, revealed that these circumstances appear to 
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impact citizens` attitudes towards these parties indirectly. In countries where the 

Radical Right-wing Populist party was isolated, anti-immigration attitudes and 

political dissatisfaction reinforced each other in predicting sympathy for these 

parties. When the party was part of governments in the past, this effect was 

insignificant and when they were currently part of a government, the effect was 

reversed, meaning that high levels in one of these variables toned down the effect of 

the other one in predicting sympathy for the party. As this pattern reproduced across 

all of the 15 countries investigated, it is concluded that for dissatisfied voters, anti-

immigration attitudes as a motive to vote for such parties is stronger in countries 

where they are isolated, reduced in countries where this party was part of a 

government and even reversed in countries where it currently governs.  

 

Discussion 

 

Scientific Relevance 

Drawing on the above summaries of the study´s results, in this section, we will 

discuss the scientific relevance of these analyses. These advancements will be 

discussed in terms of theoretical, empirical and methodological progress.  

 

Three interrelated research questions guided this study. These fostered, first, an 

analysis of the micro-level predictors and their interrelationships in explaining 

support for Pegida. The second research question investigated how two relevant 

biases may distort the observed relationship between anti-immigration attitudes and 

sympathy for the AfD. The third and last research question was based on the findings 

of the first question. The element of interdependence between political dissatisfaction 
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and anti-immigration attitudes was transferred to the European level, and asked how 

parliamentary status of a Radical Right-wing Populist party might relate to it.  

 

Microlevel mechanisms explaining citizens´ support of Pegida 

On the theoretical level, this chapter developed an integrative framework to explain 

sympathy for a Right-wing Populist movement. It thereby developed testable 

assumptions about the interplay of previously identified factors in explaining this 

dependent variable. The theoretical advantage of such a model is that variables are 

no longer isolated from each other but instead, it is acknowledged that attitudes 

reflected in these variables do not appear in a vacuum but within individual contexts 

and alongside related attitudes (Harris 1997). It therefore allows a more realistic and 

empirically fruitful view on why, when and how citizens develop sympathy for 

Radical Right-wing Populism. Looking at our perspective in more detail, we 

assumed that individual economic deprivation is a crucial factor that may raise levels 

of anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction and therefore indirectly 

increase their effect on sympathy for Pegida. We also hypothesized that anti-

immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction may reinforce each other in their 

effect on sympathy for Pegida. By formulating these assumptions we integrated 

various strands of the literature. First, ethnic conflict theory considers higher anti-

immigrant attitudes to result from higher socioeconomic deprivation (Scheepers, 

Gijsberts, and Coenders 2002). Similarly, it has also been theorized before that 

citizens’ political dissatisfaction may results from their perceived socioeconomic 

deprivation (Lubbers, Gijsberts, and Scheepers 2002). This integration of existing 

theories and assumptions allowed us to, not only test individual variables, but also 

their interrelations. 
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Empirically, this chapter revealed that such interdependencies between the 

independent variables are indeed crucial for understanding peoples´ paths to Right-

wing Populism. Higher levels of economic deprivation were shown to increase anti-

immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction. These in turn, predicted citizens` 

sympathy for Pegida both separately and jointly as moderators. However, once these 

paths were investigated, the direct effect of economic deprivation on sympathy for 

Pegida was rather negligible. This finding supports previous literature, which also 

highlights attitudinal variables vis-à-vis sociodemographic and status variables 

(Reuband 2015). However, it should be noted, that it also supports the notion that 

economic deprivation is a relevant factor in explaining this outcome, although rather 

indirectly than directly. By investigating a right-wing populist movement rather than 

usual party-focused analyses, we have also shown that common general theoretical 

patterns and theories explaining the success of right-wing populist parties are also 

applicable to this type of movement.   

 

On the methodological level this chapter adhered to modern techniques of analysis 

by using Structural Equation Modelling in combination with components of 

moderated mediation. This allowed investigation of the interdependencies between 

common factors in predicting sympathy for Right-wing Populism. In an effort to 

quantify these effects of moderated mediation and their statistical significance, we 

computed an index of moderated mediation (Hayes 2015), which underlined the 

importance of these effects on sympathy for Pegida. This chapter also highlighted the 

importance of cross-validation of findings by means of other datasets. Seven distinct 
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datasets were employed to validate the findings. The unequivocal results confirmed 

the relations found within our statistical model.  

 

The influence of psychological effects on the relationship between anti-

immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD 

Theoretically, this chapter drew on insights from research on the Populist right and 

social psychology, more specifically the study of implicit attitudes. Combining these 

strands proved beneficial as it allowed deeper understanding of the psychological 

mechanisms linking anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD. Extending 

common explicit assessments of anti-immigration attitudes, this study also measured 

implicit attitudes. Going beyond existing studies which employ implicit attitudes, 

this study measured implicit and explicit attitudes at both ends of the theoretical 

relationship, meaning that anti-immigration attitudes, as well as sympathy for the 

AfD was measured in explicit and implicit fashion. This allows differentiating 

between distortion caused by social desirability bias and avoidance of cognitive 

dissonance. Especially the latter one has rarely been formally theorized and analyzed 

with regard to this relationship, thereby providing new directions in this field. 

Further research on this issue may elaborate further on the limitations of implicit and 

explicit attitudes and discuss ways of using and harmonizing both kinds of 

measurements. 

 

On the methodological level, this chapter drew on the Single-category Implicit 

Association Test (SC-IAT, Karpinski and Steinman 2006) technique to assess 

implicit attitudes. However, instead of common, small on-site tested student samples, 

the procedure was implemented in an online survey, which was distributed to an 



Chapter 5 Summary and Discussion 

146 

 

online panel of roughly 400 quota-sampled participants. This procedure greatly 

increases the generalizability of our results to the German public. Furthermore, using 

an elaborated multi-group design in its empirical models, this chapter was able to 

conduct targeted tests of its hypotheses, while also benefitting from the robustness 

and universality of OLS regression models. As this analysis also included interaction 

terms, it was of particular importance to assess the sensitivity of the achieved results, 

which was achieved by conducting sensitivity (Cinelli et al. 2020) and multiverse 

analyses (Masur and Scharkow 2020). These analyses allowed us to estimate how 

large an unobserved confounder would have to be to overturn the results and how 

using different sets of covariates would affect the findings. The results provide 

further assurance of the robustness of the patterns found. Finally, the entire study 

adhered to up-to-date standards of open science and transparency. All hypotheses 

and analyses were pre-registered prior to data collection, all files necessary to 

replicate the results – including the data set and all code – are provided with open 

access along with the respective publication.  

 

Regarding the empirical level, this study shed new light on the connection between 

anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD, which is often found to be a 

particularly strong one, from the perspective of implicit attitudes. The results support 

previous findings with regard to significance and strength on the explicit level. 

However, when one of these two variables was measured indirectly, the relationship 

lost explanatory power and when both were measured indirectly, it vanished. This 

was interpreted as support for the cognitive dissonance hypotheses, meaning that the 

actual relationship between anti-immigration attitudes and sympathy for the AfD 

might be overestimated in all-explicit surveys because respondents appear to match 
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their answers to display more consistent views than their ‘implicit ideology’ 

suggests. Therefore, future research might be well advised to also consider indirect 

techniques to assess these political attitudes.  

 

Reinforcing micro-level effects depend on meso-level parliamentary status 

Theoretically, this chapter built upon the findings of chapter 2 and investigated the 

interaction-effect between anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction in 

more detail. This time however, the focus was on explaining sympathy for Radical 

Right-wing Populist parties instead of movements. Our theoretical innovation was to 

theoretically hypothesize that this moderation is conditioned on the parliamentary 

status of the party in question. As such parties often face a cordon sanitaire, i.e. 

isolation, in national parliaments but are regularly part of governments in other 

countries there is considerable variation in the parliamentary status of this party 

family in particular. The expectation, that this variation may also explain differences 

in the interaction effect under study, was based on the idea that political 

dissatisfaction is often linked to the party in power and that issue identification with 

a party may hinge on its´ performance in government. Thus, issue identification with 

a Radical Right-wing Populist party may be reduced and political dissatisfaction 

increased if expectations of that party´s government have been disappointed before.  

 

To test this hypothesis empirically, we extended the geographical scope of our 

analyses to European parties. Using 15 distinct country samples from two different 

data sets, this chapter allowed us to draw reliable results in that regard. These yielded 

strong support for our previously formulated expectations. We found that the 

interaction effect between anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction is 
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positive, reinforcing, in situations when the Radical Right-wing Populist party in 

question is isolated from the rest of the party system by a cordon sanitaire. If the 

party is currently governing, we witness a negative interaction effect, meaning that, 

instead of reinforcing each other, high values in one of these variables actually 

reduced the effect of the other. Those cases, where the party governed before but not 

at the time of the survey, fell in between, meaning that the effect was non-significant 

in these instances. These insights inform the debate about how established parties 

should handle Radical Right-wing Populist parties. It shows that parties that are 

isolated enjoy a particular supporting effect through the reinforcing effect between 

anti-immigration attitudes and political dissatisfaction. This effect however, 

decreases significantly once the party was, or is, responsible for government policies. 

This may be interpreted as evidence that Right-wing Populist parties tend to 

disappoint their supporter´s expectations regarding anti-immigration policies when in 

government, but may nevertheless be able to create other trajectories for staying in 

power. 

 

On the methodological level, this chapter employed a multi group OLS regression 

using interaction terms. This allowed modeling the moderation between the two main 

variables of interest and their effect in different settings of parliamentary status of the 

Radical Right-wing Populist party. In addition, we adhered to the highest standards 

of transparency and open data. First, it tests the reliability of its findings through 

sensitivity analysis. Thereby, we explicitly stated and also estimated the extent of 

vulnerability of our findings. Second, all data and code used to generate the results 

are transparent and easily accessible through the online supplementary material that 

accompanies the article. The intention behind this approach is not only to enable 
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researchers to replicate the specific findings of this study, but also to enable them to 

perform similar analyses or meta-analyses based on this material. We believe that 

this methodological paradigm should not be seen as self-sufficient, but will help the 

field to move forward empirically and theoretically. 

 

Applied Relevance 

 

The major goal of this study was to advance our understanding of contemporary 

Right-wing Populist parties using innovative methods of analysis. We pursued this 

goal in three distinct, yet connected chapters which build upon each other. However, 

social scientists do not operate in a vacuum and should therefore specify practical 

implications from their research for society (Watts 2017). We thus close this work 

with a summary of potential applications of our findings.  

 

The second chapter introduced our main theoretical model of how different attitudes 

and perceptions are interrelated in explaining sympathy for right-wing Populism. Our 

findings highlight economic deprivation as a major driver of support for the Right-

wing Populist movement Pegida. This factor mainly influenced sympathy for Pegida 

indirectly through increasing political dissatisfaction and anti-immigration attitudes, 

which in turn were strong predictors for sympathy with Pegida themselves. If the aim 

is to contain the appeal of such movements, there are two main conclusions to be 

drawn. First, since economic deprivation might mark a starting point in the path to 

Right-wing movements, it might be a promising path to reduce economic disparity 

and increase social and economic security nets in order to lower anti-immigration 

attitudes and political dissatisfaction. Although, our cross-sectional research design 
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was not able to detect any causal relationships, it appears reasonable to suspect this 

temporal order, as we also discuss in the related chapter. However, we strongly 

encourage longitudinal or experimental research on our theoretical schema to help 

understand this trajectory in more detail. Second, our research shows that such 

movements are not limited to their public appearance in street demonstrations, but 

also resonate in the society as entities of the political discourse. We identified a 

portion of sympathizers with this movement far beyond the fraction one would 

expect if only those involved in the actual protests were to express sympathy. 

Therefore, political competitors might be well-advised to accept – and to some 

extend respect – such large demonstrations as political actors within the society 

because reducing them to the actual numbers of protesters yields the risk of 

underestimating their influence on the political discourse.  

 

Our research also reveals that explanatory factors identified as relevant for 

explaining sympathy for Right-wing Populist parties by previous research also 

applied to the Radical Right-wing Populist movement we investigated. Thus, these 

findings suggest that Radical Right-wing Populist parties or movements are 

manifestations of a broader societal phenomenon. Initiatives to counter such 

developments might therefore be well-advised to address the sources of sympathy for 

sympathy with these political actors, rather than the entities themselves. Anti-

immigration attitudes, alienation and populist tendencies appear to influence 

sympathy for Right-wing Populist entities, relatively independent of the particular 

form of appearance. Based on our analyses, we therefore align with contemporary 

studies that recommend counter strategies rather than accompanying strategies. 

Political representatives of the center should aim at regaining trust in them and their 
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‘original’ programs in order to counter populist narratives, instead of imitating the 

Radical Right (Kendall-Taylor and Nietsche 2020; Krause et al. 2022). 

 

Chapter 3 dealt with the explanatory power of implicit attitudes for sympathy with a 

Radical Right-wing Populist party. The results suggest that the strong connection 

between anti-immigration attitudes and the AfD is probably overestimated and thus 

exaggerated in the academic and consequently also the public debate. Although it 

appears as the most influential factor, the implicit, indirectly assessed, association 

between these concepts seems not as established as one may assume based on 

findings from explicit attitudes. One the one hand, this may signal that indirectly 

activated associations surrounding the AfD are not solid, which may allow 

competitors to successfully push their own narratives and framing of the AfD into 

public debates and citizens´ political mindsets. On the other hand, this also implies 

that people appear to base their sympathy for the AfD on explicit (anti-immigration) 

attitudes and that these are especially influential if they are made salient in the same 

context. Thus, election campaigns of other parties that focus on immigration policies 

appear likely to backfire. Due to the evoked salience of the topic and the strong 

explicit connection between this issue and the AfD, which we showed that they are 

aware of, citizens´ may choose to base their voting decision on these factors 

although, prior to the campaign, other issues may have appeared more important and 

thus other parties also as a reasonable choice.  

 

The fourth chapter was set on the European level. We found that the parliamentary 

status has significant effects on the issue-based factors explaining sympathy for 

Radical Right-wing Populist parties in Europe. This has practical implications for the 



Chapter 5 Summary and Discussion 

152 

 

strategy of established parties vis-à-vis Radical Right-wing Populist parties. One 

conclusion might be that center parties face a dilemma: pursuing isolating strategies 

may have unintended side-effects, in particular, that it may reinforce voters in their 

commitment for the Radical Right. On the other, as discussed above, accommodation 

strategies also appear as unsuited to regain vote shares (Krause et al. 2022). 

Therefore the most promising avenue for other political actors, aiming to lower the 

appeal of Radical Right-wing Populist parties appears to attempt to change political 

attitudes in the electorate, namely to reduce political dissatisfaction and anti-

immigration attitudes. Although challenging and complex, this appears as the major 

key to reducing Populist Radical Right tendencies, not only in electoral outcomes, 

but in society.  

 

_____________  



Chapter 5 Summary and Discussion 

153 

 

References 

 

Cinelli, Carlos, Jeremy Ferwerda, and Chad Hazlett. 2020. Sensemakr: Sensitivity 

Analysis Tools for OLS in R and Stata. SSRN Electronic Journal 

DOI:10.2139/ssrn.3588978. 

Harris, William A. 1997. ‘On “Scope Conditions” in Sociological Theories’. Social 

and Economic Studies 46(4):123–27. 

Hayes, Andrew F. 2015. An Index and Test of Linear Moderated Mediation. 

Multivariate Behavioral Research 50(1):1–22. DOI: 

10.1080/00273171.2014.962683. 

Karpinski, Andrew, and Ross B. Steinman. 2006. The single category implicit 

association test as a measure of implicit social cognition. Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology 91(1):16–32. DOI:10.1037/0022-

3514.91.1.16. 

Kendall-Taylor, Andrea and Carisa Nietsche. 2020. Combating Populism: A Toolkit 

for Liberal Democratic Actors. Center for a New American Society.  Available 

at: www.cnas.org/publications/reports/combating-populism. 

Krause, Werner, Denis Cohen, and Tarik Abou-Chadi. 2022. Does Accommodation 

Work? Mainstream Party Strategies and the Success of Radical Right Parties. 

Political Science Research and Methods 1–8. DOI: 10.1017/psrm.2022.8. 

Lubbers, Marcel, Merove Gijsberts, and Peer Scheepers. 2002. Extreme Right-Wing 

Voting in Western Europe. European Journal of Political Research 41(3):345–

78. DOI: 10.1111/1475-6765.00015. 

Masur, Philipp K., and Michael Scharkow. 2020. specr: Conducting and Visualizing 

Specification Curve Analyses (Version 1.0.0). https://CRAN.R-

project.org/package=specr.  

Reuband, K. H. 2015. Wer Demonstriert in Dresden Für Pegida? Ergebnisse 

Empirischer Studien, Methodische Grundlagen Und Offene Fragen. 

Mitteilungen des Instituts für Parteienrecht und Parteienforschung 21:133–43. 



Chapter 5 Summary and Discussion 

154 

 

Scheepers, Peer, Mérove Gijsberts, and Marcel Coenders. 2002. ‘Ethnic 

Exclusionism in European Countries’. European Sociological Review 18(1):17. 

Watts, Duncan J. 2017. Should Social Science Be More Solution-Oriented? Nature 

Human Behaviour 1(1):0015. DOI: 10.1038/s41562-016-0015.



Specification of the Contributions of Co-authors 

155 

 

Specification of the Contributions of Co-authors 

 

Chapter 2, ‘Why and when do citizens support populist rightwing social movements? 

Development and test of an integrative theoretical model’ is joint work with Elmar 

Schlueter, Justus-Liebig-University Giessen and has been published in Journal of 

Ethnic and Migration Studies, pp. 1–20. DOI: 10.1080/1369183X.2020.1763788. 

 

These are the contributions of both authors in writing this study: 

 

 Tasks 

Manuel 

Kleinert 

 

Elmar 

Schlueter 

 

1. Conceptualization and structuring of the article. 20% 80% 

2. Development of the theoretical frameworks. 20% 80% 

3. Compilation of the research literature. 90% 10% 

4. Data collection. 90% 10% 

5. Data preparation. 90% 10% 

6. Empirical analyses. 80% 20% 

7. Discussion of the results. 50% 50% 

 

  



Erklärung 

156 

 

Erklärung 

 

Ich erkläre: Ich habe die vorgelegte Dissertation selbständig, ohne unerlaubte fremde 

Hilfe und nur mit den Hilfen angefertigt, die ich in der Dissertation angegeben habe. 

Alle Textstellen, die wörtlich oder sinngemäß aus veröffentlichten Schriften 

entnommen sind, und alle Angaben, die auf mündlichen Auskünften beruhen, sind 

als solche kenntlich gemacht. Bei den von mir durchgeführten und in der Dissertation 

erwähnten Untersuchungen habe ich die Grundsätze guter wissenschaftlicher Praxis, 

wie sie in der ’Satzung der Justus-Liebig-Universität Gießen zur Sicherung guter 

wissenschaftlicher Praxis’ niedergelegt sind, eingehalten. 

 

Augsburg, April 2024 

 

 

 

Manuel Kleinert 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


