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Abstract
The rise of the far right is increasingly raising the question of whether partisanship can have negative consequences for
democracy. While issues such as partisan bias and affective polarization have been extensively researched, little is known
about the relationship between identification with anti-system parties and diffuse system support. I address this gap by
introducing a novel indicator and utilising the GESIS panel dataset, which tracks the rise of a new party, ”Alternative for
Germany” (AfD) from 2013, when the party was founded, to 2017, when the AfD, now transformed into a right-wing
populist and anti-system party, entered the federal parliament for the first time. Employing a panel fixed effects design, I
demonstrate that identification with ”Alternative for Germany” reduces trust in the Federal Constitutional Court by a
considerable margin. These findings are robust across various alternative specifications, suggesting that the effects of anti-
system party identification should not be dismissed.
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Introduction and outline

For many citizens, party identification is a political
attitude so central that it has been dubbed the “ultimate
heuristic” (Dalton, 2016): it provides valuable cues to
all aspects of political life. The consequences of this
are widely seen as beneficial. Partisanship increases
turnout and other forms of political participation
(McAllister, 2020). By structuring political choices, it
may also stabilise electoral politics and can help to
limit the short-term impact of political crises (Dalton,
2016, 8–9). More generally, party identification is as-
sumed to increase support for the political system
(Holmberg, 2003). Dealignment, i.e. the decline of
partisan ties observed in many European countries, is
therefore often deemed problematic (Dalton and
Wattenberg, 2000).

More recently though, research has focused on two
negative consequences of partisanship. First, precisely
because party identification is such a powerful heuristic, it
can strongly bias perceptions of politicians’ competence and
issue positions and consequently lead to electoral choices
that go against one’s stated preferences (Dalton, 2020).

Second, and apart from such genuinely political misper-
ceptions, its social-identity component may cause affective
polarisation, a state where society is divided along partisan
lines into different camps that dislike and distrust one an-
other (Iyengar et al., 2019).

A third negative consequence of partisanship, however,
is rarely discussed in the literature: identification with an
anti-system party may undermine diffuse support for
(democratic) political systems. This gap is somewhat sur-
prising: during the inter-war period, anti-system parties
have aimed at and often succeeded in destroying democracy
in Europe from within. More recently, populist anti-system
parties (often, but not always members of the radical right or
radicalised mainstream right)1 have again emerged as a
force that is causing democratic erosion, or backsliding,
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even in fairly established democracies (Diamond, 2021; Foa
and Mounk, 2017; Waldner and Lust, 2018).

While anti-system parties consciously place themselves
outside the political consensus, many of them have existed
long enough for their supporters to develop an identification
with them. And yet, the extant literature on the nexus be-
tween party identification and system support relies chiefly
on data collected more than two decades ago, before the
current fourth wave (Mudde, 2019) of far right mobilisation
fully began. More research into the link between far right
party identification and declining diffuse support for the
(democratic) political system is therefore needed.

The aim of this contribution is to empirically test
whether identification with an anti-system party does
indeed causally reduce system support in contemporary
stable democracies. To this end, I first review the existing
evidence for such an effect. Following that, I show how a
conceptual clarification and the use of alternative indi-
cators and designs could improve upon previous
research. I then introduce Germany as a country case.
Here, the emergence of a new soft-eurosceptic entity that
quickly transformed into an anti-system, radical right
party coincided with the launch of a panel study that is
particularly well suited for the research problem at hand.
Finally, after considering data and methods, I present the
results and discuss their implications.

Literature review: declining system
support as a consequence of identification
with an anti-system party

Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen (2009) were among the
first authors to point out that the traditional view of a
beneficial link between partisanship and system support
may be too simplistic in the presence of electorally relevant
radical right parties. They argue that party identification
may have a “dark side” akin to the negative effects of
(bonding) social capital (Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen,
2009: 159–160). While Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen
do not fully develop the argument, this notion closely re-
sembles the idea of an echo chamber, where partisans
chiefly communicate amongst each other.

Using data from the 2002/2003 wave of the European
Social Survey, they focus on three countries with strong
radical right parties: Austria, Denmark, and Sweden. Their
main finding is that respondents who voted for a radical
right party in Denmark and Sweden and also felt close to
this party reported lower trust in parliament. They found no
such effect in Austria, where the radical right FPÖ was part
of the governing coalition at the time. Söderlund and
Kestilä-Kekkonen conclude that a cordon sanitaire strategy
may undermine trust in the political system amongst sup-
porters of the radical right.

Anderson and Just (2013) make a similar but somewhat
more elaborate argument. They posit that “not all parties are
equally fond of the political status quo, and their supporters’
views reflect this variation as a result” (Anderson and Just,
2013: 340). This is because different parties have “different
positions about the desirability of existing political insti-
tutions” (Anderson and Just, 2013: 338), which they
communicate to their partisans.

According to this “party persuasion” perspective
(Anderson and Just, 2013: 340), partisans are receptive to
in-party messages about the constitutional order, broadly
defined. Using expert data on each party’s office-vs-policy
orientation and seat-vote disproportionality as instruments,
Anderson and Just find that the in-party’s position towards
the constitutional status quo has a strong effect on both
satisfaction with the way democracy works and on external
efficacy in 15 democracies covered by the 1996–
2000 module of the CSES (Anderson and Just, 2013: 353).

Theory and measurement: A fresh look at
party identification and system support

The contributions by Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen and
by Anderson and Just represent important steps towards a
better understanding of the link between party identification
and system support, but they also raise a number of follow-
up questions. In this section, I will discuss three of them.

Conceptualisation and mechanisms

Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen do not really discuss the
question of how identifying with the radical right can reduce
political trust. Presumably, the fundamental nature of the
radical right’s opposition to the liberal elements of de-
mocracy appeared obvious to them. Similarly, Anderson
and Just do not discuss why some parties prefer principled
opposition to government participation, and their notion of a
lacking “fondness” for the “political” or “constitutional
status quo” (that is then transmitted to the respective party’s
identifiers) remains vague. Moreover, it is not entirely clear
if policy orientation and underrepresentation are just indi-
cators for or also (partial) causes of this scepticism.

The concept of anti-system parties, that was first pro-
posed by Sartori (1966, 1976), provides a much clearer label
for the phenomenon that these authors describe. Although
the notion of what it means to be “anti-system” has been
repeatedly re-assessed in the intervening decades
(Capoccia, 2002; Zulianello, 2018, see also Zulianello,
2019 for a review of related concepts), the literature
agrees that in the most general sense, anti-system parties
are parties that would, if given the opportunity, change
not just government policy but also the “metapolicies”
(Zulianello, 2018) including “the very system of government”
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(Sartori, 1976: 133). Their opposition to the status quo is
stable, ideological, and fundamental. The newer literature
agrees that this opposition need not be confined to positions
that are formally enshrined in the constitution but may also
“encompass other crucial dimensions of political conflict, such
as major economic and social issues” (Zulianello, 2018: 659)
and hence correspond to what Anderson and Just call the
“status quo”.

Besides this ideological dimension, there is also a “re-
lational” (Capoccia, 2002: 13) or “systemic integration”
(Zulianello, 2018: 662) aspect to a party’s anti-systemness,
which refers to its interactions with other parties. This
throws an interesting light on Söderlund and Kestilä-
Kekkonen’s Austrian findings: the FPÖ of the early
2000s is a textbook case of a “halfway” party that enters
coalitions but rejects “one or more of the crucial factors of
the status quo ideologically” (Zulianello, 2018: 668).

More generally, far right parties are currently the most
important anti-system parties in democratic societies, be-
cause they are proponents of an identity based on ethnicity
and reject many of the liberal elements of democracy
(Mudde, 2007: 26). They vocally communicate these po-
sitions to their supporters, which should lead to the party
persuasion effect posited by Anderson and Just. Of course,
this does not rule out that there are also effects of the
partisan bonding to which Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen
allude. Conversely, the literature suggests that both effects
are equally plausible and may complement each other.

The first mechanism is based on an idea that can be traced
back to at least the 1980s: Partisans are more likely to be
persuaded by messages from in-party elites while they tend
to discount messages from out-parties. This insight has
spawned a (now very large) literature on party cues (see
Harteveld et al., 2017: 1180–1181), which demonstrates that
party identification can have a powerful causal effect on
other political attitudes.

At the same time, there is strong evidence that many
citizens prefer to associate with co-partisans, leading to
contact networks where political attitudes are relatively
homogeneous and hence may reinforce each other.
Although such homophily is most often studied in
digitally mediated social networks such as Facebook or
Twitter, political and partisan echo chambers exist in the
offline world, too, even in relatively new, fragmented,
and volatile party systems (see e.g. Hrbková et al.,
2023).

While partisan cues and chambers are frequently dis-
cussed in the context of the rise of the radical right, they
apply to other types of (anti-system) parties as well. The
concept of anti-system parties is a general and abstract one.
Everything in the next sections should apply, mutatis mu-
tandis, to members of other party families that strive for a
fundamental change of the political system.

System support and its operationalisation

According to Easton’s classic perspective, diffuse support
— “a reservoir of favorable attitudes or good will” (Easton,
1965: 273) — is essential for the long-term survival of any
political system. Without such generalised and durable
support from the citizenry, regimes need to invest in specific
incentives, i.e. benefits and sanctions, to safeguard their
rule, which can be both costly and risky. For democracies in
particular, a lack of diffuse support is also a major normative
problem.

Although the importance of the systems approach as a
grand theory of the social sciences has faded, the notion that
diffuse support is essential for the stability of any political
system has remained central to the study of democratic
consolidation, backsliding, and survival. However, there is
an ongoing debate about its exact conceptualisation and
operationalisation.

An important landmark is Easton’s (1975) own “re-
assessment” of his original ideas. Against the backdrop of
the survey-based research of his time that seemed to show a
“crisis of governability”, he developed a complex con-
ceptualisation based on (1) a hierarchy of possible objects of
support, (2) a distinction between two major modes of
support (diffuse and specific), and (3) a further differenti-
ation of the latter into legitimacy and trust.

Reflecting on an additional quarter century of empirical
comparative research into the structure and distribution of
political support, Norris (1999) deftly streamlined this
conceptualisation. She merged Easton’s distinctions be-
tween specific and diffuse support on the one hand and his
hierarchy of more or less durable objects of support (po-
litical community, system values, processes and structures,
and incumbents) on the other into a single dimension. Her
stated aim in this was not just to make the concept more
tractable, but also to closely align it with the mostly
standardised indicators available in countless national and
comparative surveys.

Norris’s idea of a continuum of support that runs from the
diffuse and fundamental to the specific and ephemeral has
widely been adopted, because it provides a useful frame of
reference. Its logic undergirds most studies that treat levels
of durable support for system values and core institutions as
important markers of democratic health. Moreover, mea-
sures of diffuse support such as trust or perceived legitimacy
also gauge the relative and absolute power of specific in-
stitutions within a given political system: an actor that can
rely on a “reservoir of good will” has much better chances to
prevail in a political struggle than one who is seen as un-
trustworthy and illegitimate. This latter idea applies to all
institutions (and authorities) but is particularly well de-
veloped in the literature on high courts (see Sternberg et al.,
2022, for a review of this debate).
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Against this backdrop, the operationalisations chosen by
Anderson and Just and by Söderlund and Kestilä-
Kekkonen, respectively, are less than ideal. Both use
measures of support for the political system that are prone to
short-term effects and more generally to winner/loser status.
Put differently, they are closer to the ‘specific’ than to the
‘diffuse’ pole of the continuum.

Conceptually, satisfaction with the way democracy
works may be a measure of perceived regime performance
(Linde and Ekman, 2003; Norris, 1999). In practice, An-
derson himself has demonstrated in his earlier work that
citizens who voted for a winning party are more satisfied
with democracy than the supporters of losing parties (see
also Singh andMayne, 2023: 8). This even holds in contexts
where support for democratic principles is generally high
(Linde and Ekman, 2003: 405). By the same token, it is not
surprising that supporters of parties that are marginal and/or
disadvantaged by the electoral system perceive themselves
as less than efficacious.

Trust in institutions as used by Söderlund and Kestilä-
Kekkonen is therefore a better indicator for gauging the
effect of anti-system party identification on diffuse, long-
term political support.2 However, trust in party political
institutions such as parliament and politicians (Söderlund
and Kestilä-Kekkonen, 2009, 161) is also prone to suffer
from bias due to losers’ discontent.

Trust in a high-profile, but not party political institution
such as a constitutional court, is therefore an attractive
alternative. Writing about the US Supreme Court, Citrin and
Stoker (2018: 54) note that although public support re-
sponds to major decisions and appointments, “party iden-
tification is not central to the scholarship on trust in the
Supreme Court”, because trust has remained high over the
1976-2016 period (Citrin and Stoker, 2018: 53) and is
hardly affected by partisan polarisation (Citrin and Stoker,
2018: 56).

Although the Supreme Court is in some ways a unique
institution and may enjoy particularly high levels of support
because of its age (see Gibson et al., 1998), most European
countries have adopted a process of constitutional review,
initially proposed by Austrian legal theorist Hans Kelsen,
that shares similarities with but also exhibits subtle dif-
ferences from the American model (Stone Sweet, 2002: 79–
80). In the Kelsenian system, constitutional courts are
distinct from the ordinary judiciary as they exclusively
engage in the process of constitutional review, holding a
monopoly in this regard. Within this remit, they can declare
any action of other state authorities, including decisions by
ordinary courts and acts of parliament, null and void.

Constitutional courts thus exist in a “space” of their own
(Stone Sweet, 2002: 80) adjacent to but separate from the
political and the judicial spheres. While their decisions have
political consequences, constitutional courts are therefore
not ostensibly party political institutions. Moreover, as they

embody the political system’s normative core, they repre-
sent the deliberative and counter-majoritarian principles that
have become the target of populist mobilisation against
liberal democracy.

Finally, even if this is not the focus of this article, the
aforementioned rich literature on diffuse support for high
courts provides additional context for the findings presented
here. This makes trust in constitutional courts a particularly
interesting indicator for investigating the link between anti-
system party identification and political support.

Data and design

Both Söderlund and Kestilä-Kekkonen and Anderson and
Just argue that party identification is responsible for lower
levels of system support, but their analyses rely on cross-
sectional survey data. This raises questions about the au-
thors’ causal interpretation of their findings.

On the surface, Anderson and Just’s instrumental vari-
ables design is somewhat stronger than that of Söderlund
and Kestilä-Kekkonen, because it appears very unlikely that
the respondents’ answers could somehow cause the experts’
assessment of a party’s primary goal or the mechanical
disproportionality the party faces in elections. Using in-
struments for outsider status instead of raw expert ratings
does, however, does not guard against a different type of
reverse causality: it is quite possible (and even plausible)
that respondents who are particularly unhappy with the state
of democracy and perceive their external efficacy as low
become supporters of an anti-system party. In that case, the
link between partisanship and low system support would
not, or not exclusively, result from party persuasion or an
echo chamber effect, but from self-selection by the re-
spondents. Confounder bias would lead one to overestimate
the negative effect of party identification on system support.

With observational data, one can of course never rule out
such bias and hence never fully identify causal effects. Having
said that, open, population-representative panel studies3 may
provide valuable additional insights into the link between party
identification and system support, especially when they are
conducted in an environment where a new anti-system party
emerges. More specifically, the fixed effects panel estimator,
discussed in the section after the next, can eliminate a whole
host of person-specific confounders. It is, however, important to
note that using panel data usually requires abandoning the
comparative perspective.

Case selection: identification with “Alternative for
Germany” and trust in the Federal Constitutional
Court

Germany, an established liberal democracy, is singularly
well suited to examine the link between identification with
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an anti-system party and declining diffuse support for the
political system for a number of reasons.

First, Germany’s Federal Constitutional Court (FCC)
closely resembles the Kelsenian ideal. Set up after the
Second World War as the guardian of the new democratic
constitution, it quickly became a powerful veto player
(Brouard and Hönnige, 2017) and one of the country’s most
respected institutions. Unlike some other European high
courts (see Gibson et al., 1998), it enjoys very high level of
public support. This near-universal approval continues to
the present day. In the 2018 German General Social Survey
(ALLBUS), the court emerged as the most trusted of eleven
institutions (tied with the higher education system),
achieving an average score of 4.2 on a scale ranging from
0 to 6. For comparison, trust in the federal parliament was
considerably lower at 3.2. These high levels of trust may
even give the FCC the ability to legitimise or de-legitimise
specific policies (Sternberg et al., 2022).

Second, Germany also features a relatively new anti-
system party. “Alternative for Germany” (AfD) was only
founded in 2013.4 They won their first seats in the
2014 European parliamentary election and a string of state
elections later that year. The AfD initially campaigned on a
soft-eurosceptic centre-right platform (Arzheimer, 2015). In
2015, they began to turn into a prototypical populist radical
right party focused on the issues of immigration, asylum,
and multi-culturalism, while the relative importance of soft
euroscepticism declined for both the AfD and their voters
(Arzheimer and Berning, 2019). This transformation was
complete by 2016.

In 2017, when they became the first far right party since
the 1950s to enter the federal parliament (Bundestag), the
most radically nativist faction within the party had clearly
won out (Pytlas and Biehler, 2023). As a result, the
transformed AfD maintains links with openly right-wing
extremist actors and tolerates extremist tendencies within.
This makes it easier for other German parties to establish,
maintain and justify a cordon sanitaire around the AfD.
From 2016 on, the AfD therefore fulfils both criteria for
anti-system status: it is radically opposed to the constitu-
tional and political status quo and excluded from interac-
tions with other parties.

At the same time, the AfD has been electorally relevant
since 2014. Their relatively high level of support makes it
comparatively easy to study the small fraction of their
supporters who claim to be party identifiers with random
population samples.

Unlike previous anti-system parties such as the NPD, the
AfD is also able to effectively communicate their positions
to not just their members but also to (potential) supporters
and the wider electorate. They employ a strategy of de-
liberate and calculated provocations to secure extensive
coverage by legacy media (Maurer et al., 2023). At the same
time, they have cultivated an audience on social media

which dwarves that of all other parties (Serrano et al., 2019).
Moreover, in some of their local and regional strongholds,
the AfD is numerically the strongest party and closely
embedded in networks that link members, partisans, and
other far right actors (Deodhar, 2020). All this suggests that
there is ample potential for both partisan cues and echo
chamber effects.

Third, by a lucky coincidence, GESIS Leibniz Institute
for the Social Sciences, a large public research infrastruc-
ture, launched a new panel study in 2013 just before the AfD
ran its first ever election campaign, thus providing a clean
baseline. This unique constellation makes Germany and the
AfD a particularly attractive case for the present analysis.
While electorally relevant anti-system parties have been part
of the socio-political fabric for years and even decades in
many countries, the AfD (and partisan attachment to it)
could not possibly exert an influence on respondents before
2014. With the GESIS panel, which is freely accessible for
outside researchers, it is therefore possible to monitor the
emergence of AfD identifications and track their conse-
quences during the party’s first parliamentary cycle, from
their failed bid to enter the Bundestag in 2013 to their
breakthrough election in 2017.

Data and methods

Data: the GESIS panel

The GESIS panel started in 2013 with a large (N = 4938)
probability sample from the general (German-speaking)
population (Bosnjak et al., 2018).5 Since then, respondents
have been interviewed up to four times per year, either web-
based or by mail.

While not all items are included in each wave, infor-
mation on trust in the FCC was collected first in June/July
2013 and then every year in April/May. Values for trust
range from 1 (no trust at all) to 7 (trust fully).

The German standard item on party identification6 was
also included once per year from 2014. For the purpose of
the analysis, responses were recoded to a value of one for
AfD identifiers and 0 for all other respondents.

In 2013, everyone was assigned a value of 0, because
the AfD had only existed for a couple of months when
information on trust in the FCC was collected, whereas
party identification takes time and familiarity to develop.
Information on party identification was collected in April
2014, 2015 (before the de facto split), and 2016. In 2017,
trust was measured in April as usual, but information on
party identification was only collected in a separate wave in
December 2017.7 However, excluding the observations
from 2017 does not substantively alter the empirical find-
ings (see Tables 2 and 3 in the appendix).8

A further complication arises from changes in the format
of the party identification question. In 2014 and 2017,
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respondents were presented with a list of options that in-
cluded the AfD and could also choose “no party” or “an-
other party”. In 2015 and 2016, the list did not include an
explicit AfD option so that AfD identifiers were lumped
together with supporters of smaller parties in the “other”
category. While this is obviously unfortunate, the AfD had
at this time already begun to absorb the electorate of other
right-wing parties such as the NPD, so it seems safe to
assume that most of these “other” partisans were in fact AfD
supporters. Moreover, most of the “other” parties could be
classified as anti-system, too. Following this logic, re-
spondents who chose the “other” option in 2015 and
2016 were coded as having an AfD identification while
everyone else was coded as 0. For a robustness check, the
(few) respondents who chose “other” in 2014 and
2017 were recoded as AfD partisans. Again, this does not
alter the conclusions from the analysis (see Table 3 and
Figure 4 in the appendix).

Methods: Fixed effects panel regression

The main hypothesis developed in the previous sections is
this: Identification with an anti-system party (here: Alter-
native for Germany) causes a reduction of diffuse support
for the political system, measured by trust in the FCC (H1a).

Having repeated observations of the same respondents is
advantageous for attempting to isolate this causal effect of
party identification on trust, compared to a single cross-
sectional study. This is because any analysis of the link
between party identification and political support is faced
with a fundamental challenge: respondents cannot be ran-
domly assigned to party identification groups but rather self-
select to identify with an anti-system party (or not), based on
their predispositions. As a consequence of that, two po-
tential problems arise. First, it is possible that respondents
with lower levels of support are more likely to take up an
identification with an anti-system party (reverse or reciprocal
causality). Second, unobserved background variables (e.g.
ideology or personality) may cause low levels of system
support and a higher likelihood to identify with an anti-system
party. Both mechanisms would lead to bias that overstates the
effect of party identification on system support.

Not much can be done about the first problem,9 although
it seems not very likely that a negative orientation towards a
specific institution would in itself strongly increase the
likelihood of identification with a specific party.10 Panel
data do, however, provide some leverage for addressing the
second problem: respondents who change their party
identification over time may act as their own control
(Allison, 2009), as they are observed with and without the
“treatment”.

More specifically, fixed effects (FE) panel regression
models (Brüderl and Ludwig, 2015) include a respondent-
specific error term αi that is not required to be independent

from the time-variant regressors. This term absorbs any
individual time-invariant background variables that could
potentially affect both party identification and trust in the
FCC. Fixed effects estimates of AfD identification’s effect
on trust are therefore not biased by stable unobserved
background variables.

There may also be time-variant background variables
that are not respondent-specific, i.e. period effects. Po-
litical events such as the so-called refugee crisis could
simultaneously reduce system support and increase the
number of AfD identifiers, thereby creating a spurious
correlation between the variables. Such global shifts in
public opinion can be accommodated by including a
vector γt = 1, γt = 2, … of T � 1 fixed effects for the
survey year.

Finally, the effect of AfD party identification on trust
need not be stable over time. As mentioned above, the
AfD’s ideology and communication have become in-
creasingly radical over time, raising the party’s anti-system
profile. Therefore, the effect of identification with the AfD
should be more pronounced towards the end of the ob-
servation period (H1b).

Additionally, it is also possible that AfD identifiers react
differently to political events captured by the period effects,
because they respond to partisan framing cues (possibly as a
consequence of party persuasion efforts). To account for
both types of heterogeneity in the effect of AfD identifi-
cation, the model includes a vector δt = 1, δt = 2, … of
interaction effects:

Trustit ¼ αi þ βPIDit þ γt¼1Yeart¼1/
þδt¼1Yeart¼1 × PIDit/þ ϵit:

(1)

It is, however, important to note that even a panel design
cannot safeguard against a final potential source of bias:
unobserved person-specific time-variant background vari-
ables. It is at least conceivable that intra-individual changes
(i.e. an independent and individual radicalisation over time)
could affect both trust and identification, which would in
turn bias estimates of the causal effect of party identification
on trust.

This leaves one final issue: the disturbances (ϵit) are
unlikely to meet the standard assumptions of identical and
independent distribution (i.i.d.): presumably, they will be
heteroscedastic and autocorrelated within respondents,
which may produce overly optimistic standard errors.
Therefore, cluster-robust standard errors are reported in the
next section.

Results

Descriptive findings

Using the coding scheme outlined above, there are
4373 respondents for whom information on both trust and
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AfD identification is available for the same year at least
once. For 85.2% of these respondents, there is complete
information from at least 2 years. The average number of
complete observations per respondent is 3.5. While panel
attrition is always a concern, its extent is not excessive. Just
seven per cent of the respondents dropped out after the first
year, and a further 9% after the second year. Moreover, some
respondents have missing values for one year, but return to
the panel during the next. Data for the last year under study
(which were collected in two separate waves) are available
for 2498 respondents (57% of the original sample).

The number of AfD identifiers is low and varies between
107 (in 2015) and 160 (in 2017). Based on 11,415 observed
transitions, the probability of acquiring an AfD identifi-
cation is very low (3%), whereas the probability of retaining
such an identification from 1 year to the next is 51%.
Figure 2 in the appendix shows all transitions across the
2013–2017 period.

Overall, trust in the FCC is high with a mean of 4.8 and a
standard deviation of 1.6 across all observations, but was
markedly lower (by 0.1 points) in 2015 and 2016. Intra-
individual variation is substantially smaller than variation
between respondents (σ = 0.85 vs σ = 1.37). Finally, across
all observations trust is a whole scale point lower for AfD
identifiers than for respondents who do not identify with
the AfD.

Panel regression

Table 1 shows the estimates for the fixed effects panel
regression. For the reference year of 2015 (the midpoint of
the period under study), the effect of identifying with the
AfD is negative but not significantly so. The period effects
for all years but 2016 are positive and substantial, con-
firming that 2015-2016 was indeed a phase of political crisis
in Germany.

Moreover, the interaction effects11 for 2016 and 2017 are
negative and rather large, pointing to a significant gap
between AfD supporters and the other respondents.

However, the significance and impact of interactions is
best assessed graphically (Brambor et al., 2006). Figure 1
shows the expected levels of trust over time for both AfD
identifiers and other respondents. Confidence intervals for
the former are very wide, because this group is so small.
Nonetheless, the picture that emerges is remarkably clear.

For the non-identifiers, trust in the FCC declined by
almost 0.2 scale points in 2015 and 2016, but bounced back
in 2017. For the AfD identifiers, model-based estimates of
trust in the court were indistinguishable from those of all
other respondents in 2014 and 2015. Put differently, their
trust levels dropped in 2015, but not more than those of the
other respondents.

Yet in 2016, when the AfD’s transformation into a radical
right party was complete, a large and statistically significant

gap opened up between both groups. Trust levels amongst
AfD identifiers were now 0.3 scale points lower than
amongst other respondents, and almost 0.5 points lower
than they had been in 2014. Importantly, the gap between
AfD identifiers and all other respondents did not close in
2017. While trust increased somewhat amongst AfD sup-
porters as well, the difference of 0.3 points between both
groups remained essentially unchanged even after trust
returned to its initial levels for the non-identifiers.

These findings suggest that identification with the AfD
exerts a politically relevant negative effect on diffuse system
support once the AfD has completed its transformation into
a fully-fledged anti-system party. This is in line with hy-
potheses H1a and H1b.

Crucially, the AfD has not in any way attacked the FCC
during this period, and the court has done nothing to attract
the wrath of AfD partisans. This further strengthens the
notion that trust in the FCC is a good indicator of diffuse
system support.

Moreover, the conclusions do not depend on using trust
in the FCC as an operationalisation of system support. The

Table 1. The effect of identifying with the AfD on trust in the
Federal Constitutional Court.

Trust FCC

AfD identification = 1 �0.0527 (0.107)
Year = 2013 0.159*** (0.0271)
Year = 2014 0.175*** (0.0248)
Year = 2016 0.0299 (0.0254)
Year = 2017 0.135*** (0.0268)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2014 0.101 (0.159)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2016 �0.254* (0.129)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2017 �0.245 (0.150)
Constant 4.816*** (0.0166)
Observations 15,271

Standard errors are cluster-robust.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 1. Predicted trust in the Federal Constitutional Court.
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same pattern holds for a range of alternative indicators: trust
in the ordinary courts, trust in then national parliament, or
satisfaction with the way democracy works in Germany. As
additional analyses (documented in the appendix) show, re-
estimating the model with these indicators as the dependent
variables yields essentially identical results.

Limitations

Could alternative mechanisms be responsible for the link
between AfD identification and lowered system support?
FE estimates are unaffected by omitted variable bias re-
sulting from stable person-specific confounders such as
personality or effects of socialisation. The model also
controls for period effects that could affect both party
identification and trust, and for period-specific heteroge-
neity in the effect of AfD identification.

Feedback effects and/or reverse causality cannot be ruled
out completely, yet appear unlikely, especially as swapping
trust in the FCC for trust in the ordinary courts yields very
similar findings. However, one cannot rule out that in some
respondents, independent and individual radicalisation
journeys could cause both a decline in trust and an increased
likelihood of identifying with the AfD.

Even so, the estimates are more conservative than the
previous ones based on cross-sectional data, and yet, their
magnitude is substantial. This strongly suggests that
identification with an anti-system party does reduce system
support. Whether this happens primarily through party
persuasion, through communication with co-partisans, or
through a mixture of both remains an open question for
future research.

Conclusion

Surprisingly little is known about the impact of identifi-
cation with an anti-system party on system support. The few
existing studies suggest that such identifications undermine
diffuse support for the political system. But these analyses
are based on data that are more than two decades old and
possibly overestimate the size of the effects.

Using the unique setting of a panel survey that tracks the
rise of a new party, the analysis presented here shows that
identification with a radical right anti-system party, Alter-
native for Germany, does indeed reduce trust in the FCC by
a considerable margin. This is of scientific as well as of
practical importance, because the FCC is a generally
popular institution that embodies and protects the liberal
and anti-majoritarian principles of Germany’s constitution.
Crucially, this negative effect only appears after the AfD’s
transformation into a fully-fledged anti-system party and
thus confirms the older results of Söderlund and Kestilä-
Kekkonen and Anderson and Just.

These findings have implications beyond the AfD,
Germany, and even the radical right. Anti-system parties,
broadly defined (Zulianello, 2019), have grown stronger in
recent decades whilst becoming more extreme (Wagner and
Meyer, 2017). Even when they enter government, they
show no signs of moderation but remain “halfway actors”,
committed to an illiberal agenda (Albertazzi and
McDonnell, 2015) and even willing to use the apparatus
of the state to dismantle democratic principles (Peters and
Pierre, 2019).

It has long been acknowledged that anti-system parties
also undermine the psychological basis of democracy by
fostering affective polarisation within the citizenry. How-
ever, the causal link between identification with anti-system
parties and a decline in trust toward core liberal democratic
institutions highlights another, hitherto understudied, way
in which these parties contribute to democratic backsliding:
through communication with and among their core sup-
porters, they may be able to diminish diffuse support for the
political system itself. Future research needs to explore the
mechanisms involved as well as the potential strategies to
counteract them.
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Notes

1. Following (Mudde, 2019), I use “far right” as a shorthand
for both.

2. While Norris (1999) puts evaluations of regime institutions
somewhat closer to the short-term/specific pole of the support
spectrum than assessments of regime performance, Easton
(1975, 447) unambiguously defines trust as a durable and
diffuse.

3. See here: https://openpanelalliance.org/.
4. Previous anti-system parties on the far right remained confined

to the margins of electoral politics and never gained national
representation (Backer, 2000). They have become completely
irrelevant with the rise of the AfD. On the left, a number of
communist splinter parties are clearly anti-system but have
virtually no supporters. The larger Left Party is sometimes
portrayed as a challenger party and is descended from the post-
communist PDS. However, both the contemporary Left Party
and their current voters were already well integrated in 2013
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(Campbell, 2018) and would thus provide no clear-cut case for
testing the negative effect of party identification on diffuse
system support.

5. Because I’m interested in the 2013–2017 period, I use the
original cohort. Replacements were recruited in 2016,
2018, and 2021. The German Internet Panel resembles the
GESIS panel but only started tracking identifications with
the AfD in 2017, when their transformation was already
complete, and provides only two additional data points
(2020 and 2021).

6. “In Germany many people lean towards voting for a certain
political party over time, although they tend to vote for
another party from time to time. How about you: Do you
lean — in general — toward a certain party? And if so,
which one?”

7. In 2017, party identification was also included in the October
wave, but the format of the question was different.

8. Replication data and Stata scripts to reproduce the tables and
figures are available at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
JB9BUO.

9. Dynamic panel models that include lagged dependent
variables are sometimes touted as a solution for dealing
with reciprocal causation, but in practice their estimates
are often inconsistent, especially when the number of
observations for each respondent is low (Brüderl and
Ludwig, 2015, 341–342).

10. To the best of my knowledge, the AfD have not made any
prominent statements on the court during that period that
would have made them particularly attractive for critics of
the FCC.

11. The model includes no interaction term for the year 2013,
because in 2013, all respondents started without an AfD
identification.
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Appendix

Robustness checks

Results are not sensitive to including data from 2017. In
2014-2016, information on trust in the FCC and party
identification were collected in the same (April/may) wave.
However, in 2017, the party identification question was
moved to the December wave. Table 2 and Figure 3 show
that excluding the 2017 data leads to virtually identical
estimates.

Results are not sensitive to alternative operationalisa-
tions of AfD party identification. Party identification is
measured using the German standard item and a closed list
of parties, with an additional option for “other” parties. In
2015 and 2016, the AfD was not included in that list, al-
though the party was polling more than five per cent na-
tionally and won between 13 and 24% of the vote in the
2016 state elections. For the main analysis, respondents who
said they identified with an “other” party in these 2 years
were therefore coded as AfD identifiers. As a robustness
check, respondents who said they identified with “other”
parties in 2014 and 2017 were recoded as AfD partisans,
too. Table 3 and Figure 4 show that this does not sub-
stantively alter the findings.

Results are not sensitive to alternative operationalisa-
tions of system support. Replacing trust in the FCC with
trust in ordinary courts, trust in the national parliament, or
satisfaction with the way democracy works in Germany
yields essentially identical results (see Tables 4–6 and
Figures 5–7).

Figure 2. Trajectories of party identification in the GESIS panel.

Table 2. Robustness check: the effect of identifying with the AfD
on trust in the Federal Constitutional Court, data for 2013-
2016 only.

Trust FCC

AfD identification = 1 �0.0513 (0.110)
Year = 2013 0.154*** (0.0273)
Year = 2014 0.171*** (0.0249)
Year = 2016 0.0326 (0.0257)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2014 0.0722 (0.157)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2016 �0.328* (0.135)
Constant 4.807*** (0.0164)
Observations 12,773

Standard errors are cluster-robust.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Figure 3. Predicted trust in the FCC (data for 2013–2016 only).

Table 3. Robustness check: the effect of identifying with the AfD
(alternative operationalisation) on trust in the Federal
Constitutional Court.

Trust FCC

altafdid = 1 �0.0580 (0.109)
Year = 2013 0.159*** (0.0271)
Year = 2014 0.174*** (0.0250)
Year = 2016 0.0297 (0.0254)
Year = 2017 0.138*** (0.0268)
altafdid = 1 × Year = 2014 0.109 (0.133)
altafdid = 1 × Year = 2016 �0.251 (0.128)
altafdid = 1 × Year = 2017 �0.226 (0.139)
Constant 4.817*** (0.0166)
Observations 15,271

Standard errors are cluster-robust.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 4. Predicted trust in the FCC (alternative
operationalisation).

Table 4. Robustness check: the effect of identifying with the AfD
on trust in ordinary courts.

Trust ordinary courts

AfD identification = 1 �0.0819 (0.113)
Year = 2014 0.0847*** (0.0242)
Year = 2016 0.0318 (0.0244)
Year = 2017 0.127*** (0.0258)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2014 0.337 (0.175)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2016 �0.222 (0.133)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2017 �0.200 (0.139)
Constant 4.646*** (0.0150)
Observations 11,844

Standard errors are cluster-robust.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 5. Predicted trust in ordinary courts.

Table 5. Robustness check: the effect of identifying with the AfD
on trust in the national parliament.

Trust in parliament

AfD identification = 1 �0.202 (0.109)
Year = 2013 0.310*** (0.0242)
Year = 2014 0.0226 (0.0224)
Year = 2016 �0.0276 (0.0244)
Year = 2017 0.133*** (0.0253)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2014 0.190 (0.142)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2016 �0.237 (0.142)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2017 �0.441*** (0.133)
Constant 3.870*** (0.0148)
Observations 15,296

Standard errors are cluster-robust.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Figure 6. Predicted trust in national parliament.

Table 6. Robustness check: the effect of identifying with the AfD
on satisfaction with the way democracy works in Germany.

Trust in parliament

AfD identification = 1 �0.202 (0.109)
Year = 2013 0.310*** (0.0242)
Year = 2014 0.0226 (0.0224)
Year = 2016 �0.0276 (0.0244)
Year = 2017 0.133*** (0.0253)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2014 0.190 (0.142)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2016 �0.237 (0.142)
AfD identification = 1 × Year = 2017 �0.441*** (0.133)
Constant 3.870*** (0.0148)
Observations 15,296

Standard errors are cluster-robust.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

Figure 7. Predicted satisfaction with the way democracy works
in Germany.
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