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Abstract

This article examines the relationship between crisis concerns and conspiracy-related and populist
attitudes, viewed as facets of anti-establishment sentiment. Research shows that crises can trigger
fear, uncertainty, and loss of control, making individuals more receptive to conspiracism and
populism, as both provide simple explanations for complex problems. Yet most studies have
treated ‘crisis’ as a uniform concept, whether linked to the Covid-19 pandemic, the economy,
or migration, overlooking how different crises may resonate differently with citizens. We refine
this understanding by analysing concerns across five domains: Covid-19, the climate crisis, the
immigration emergency, the Russia—Ukraine war, and the energy crisis, assessing their distinctive
effects on three facets of anti-establishment attitudes. Drawing on survey data from seven
European countries, our findings reveal variation in perceptions of different crises and their
associations with conspiracism and populism. Since not all crises are equally associated with the
spread of anti-establishment attitudes, this nuanced analysis highlights the need for more tailored
approaches to understanding crises and their political consequences.
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Introduction

The last two decades have been marked by the rise of anti-establishment attitudes across
the globe in the context of growing distrust towards elites, institutions, and mainstream
political actors (Barr, 2009; van Kessel, 2015). These sentiments manifest across multiple
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dimensions, including conspiracy beliefs, conspiracy mentality, and populist attitudes,
together forming a constellation of scepticism and discontent with established political
orders (Enders and Uscinski, 2021). One particular salient factor has been identified as
‘crisis situations’ amplifying feelings of resentment and providing fertile ground for the
development of anti-establishment attitudes (Moffitt, 2015; van Prooijen, 2020; van
Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). However, existing studies on the effects of crises on anti-
establishment attitudes often treat the notion in a uniform manner, failing to account for
how different crises may evoke distinct psychological and emotional responses, thereby
shaping the nature and intensity of anti-establishment attitudes in diverse ways (e.g.
Abadi et al., 2024; van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017; for a recent exception, see Endtricht
and Kanol, 2024).

This article seeks to address this gap by examining the relationship between concerns
about five crises — the Covid-19 pandemic, the climate crisis, the immigration emergency,
the Russia—Ukraine war, and the energy crisis — and anti-establishment attitudes, opera-
tionalised as conspiracy beliefs, conspiracy mentality, and populism. By focusing on these
three dimensions through an analysis of the five crises, we intend to provide a more
nuanced understanding of the association between crisis concerns and anti-establishment
attitudes. In this regard, the article seeks to contribute to the literature by contesting the
monolithic treatment of crisis perceptions and emphasising rather their divergent relation
to anti-establishment dispositions. While much of the existing literature assumes that
crises foster generalised distrust or discontent, we argue that the type of crisis matters, as
different crises can generate varying levels of uncertainty and urgency among individuals.
Moreover, the way each crisis is framed in political debate also shapes these reactions.

We test a set of hypotheses on the differentiated relationships between different crisis
perceptions and anti-establishment attitudes against comparative data from mass surveys
fielded in seven European countries in 2024. Unlike the almost uniform treatment of the
concept of crisis in the literature, our results reveal a pattern of differentiation in their
translation to anti-establishment attitudes. In this way, our research contributes to the
literature by offering a more nuanced analysis of crisis perceptions, highlighting the need
for tailored analyses to understand the dynamics of different crises and their potentially
varying translation to anti-establishment attitudes. Beyond its theoretical contributions,
our study also carries important policy implications, for example regarding how phenom-
ena like immigration are framed, as framing by political actors can either mitigate or fuel
their association with anti-establishment attitudes.

This article is organised as follows. The next two sections set out the theoretical frame-
work and formulate the hypotheses, respectively. The subsequent section presents the
data, the operationalisation of variables, and the methods used, while the following sec-
tion illustrates our findings. The final section concludes.

Theoretical framework

The relationship between crises and anti-establishment attitudes is widely discussed in
the literature. Crises are considered a prominent factor for belief in conspiracy theories.
This is partly based on the idea that crises represent uncontrollable situations that act as a
source of uncertainty and anxiety among people, generating the need for reducing these
feelings by forming immediate judgements usually referred to as ‘cognitive closure’
(Marchlewska et al., 2018). The cognitive need for explanation is likely heightened in
times of crisis, leading to certain psychological motives — such as epistemic, existential,
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and social — discussed in the literature, contributing to a greater susceptibility to con-
spiracy theories as a means of seeking understanding (Douglas et al., 2017). In such situ-
ations, it is deemed easier to attribute responsibility to hostile groups by holding them
accountable for the secret conspiracy formation as the root cause of the crisis (van
Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). Thus, crises might increase the sense of loss of control, mak-
ing people gravitate more towards conspiracies as coherent and meaningful explanations
as a means of ‘sense making’ in the face of an existential threat compared to the discom-
fort and uncertainty emanating from crisis situations (Dow et al., 2023; Schopfer et al.,
2023; van Prooijen, 2020).

Likewise, populist attitudes tend to flourish in times of crises, as they are consistently
associated with heightened concern about the future of one’s group or country, often
accompanied by emotions such as anger, protest, and insecurity, as well as a general sense
of pessimism about the condition of society (Maher et al., 2022). Scholars argue that
perceptions of crisis serve not only as a background condition, but also as a constitutive
element of populist discourse (Moffitt and Tormey, 2014). Thus, populism often flour-
ishes in contexts of perceived crisis, and rhetorical strategies employed in populist fram-
ing of crises not only represent a reaction, but also their active construction and
amplification as a key aspect of ‘the performative aspect of crisis politics’ (Brubaker,
2017; Charalambous et al., 2025; Moffitt, 2015). However, despite frequent references
and the well-established link between crises and anti-establishment attitudes, it is also
unclear whether and how different crisis characteristics foster such attitudes.

Not all crises are the same. For the purposes of this article, we argue that certain
crises generate particularly high levels of uncertainty and a sense of urgency among
individuals, while others do so to a much lesser extent. Building on Pierson’s (2004)
typology, Kriesi, Ferrera, and Schelkle (2021) classify crises according to two tempo-
ral dimensions: the time horizon in which critical events occur (sudden and unex-
pected vs cumulative and foreseeable) and the time horizon in which their effects
unfold (immediate vs delayed) (see also Anderson, 2021). They argue that crises that
occur suddenly and unexpectedly tend to generate greater uncertainty among the pub-
lic than those that emerge gradually through cumulative and anticipated processes.
Likewise, crises that have short-term effects tend to create a stronger sense of urgency
— a perception of an emergency situation — than those whose consequences develop
over a longer period. We posit that such uncertainty and urgency often provide the
context in which anti-establishment attitudes develop.

Our argument on the temporality of crises as a potential differentiation factor in their
perceptions does not contradict but rather complements arguments on the cognitive
underpinnings of anti-establishment sentiments. The psychological literature suggests
that aversive feelings experienced during crises trigger desires to satisfy important psy-
chological motives: epistemic (e.g. the desire for understanding, accuracy, and subjective
certainty), existential (e.g. the desire for control and security), and social (e.g. the desire
to maintain a positive image of the self or group) (Douglas et al., 2019). These feelings
can lead individuals to adopt conspiracy-related and populist attitudes. Building on this
psychological research and integrating it with the literature on different types of crises,
we argue that not all crises generate equivalent responses among individuals. Specifically,
crises that are sudden, unexpected, and produce immediate effects generate particularly
acute feelings of uncertainty and urgency. These heightened states, in turn, amplify the
desire to satisfy key psychological motives — especially epistemic needs (understanding)
and existential needs (control and security).
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Following these insights, the next paragraphs discuss the five crises considered in this
article and classify them according to the two temporal dimensions outlined above. An
additional factor we take into account is that different crises are framed in different ways
by actors such as political parties or the media. This allows us to derive hypotheses about
how different crises are likely to be associated with anti-establishment attitudes.

The Covid-19 crisis

Covid-19 spread suddenly and unexpectedly, creating high uncertainty among popula-
tions in Europe and beyond. Its immediate consequences generated a sense of emergency,
with people expecting urgent action from policymakers (Kriesi, 2024; Kriesi et al., 2021).
This situation — directly affecting people’s health, mobility, the economy, and daily life
— heightened public anxiety and made individuals more receptive to alternative explana-
tions, including conspiratorial thinking and populist rhetoric. This is because the feelings
experienced during crises like Covid-19, where it is unclear what the future may hold, can
stimulate a need to understand and a need to feel safe and secure, needs that are served by
anti-establishment arguments.

The pandemic emerged as a global crisis, marked by an extraordinary proliferation
of anti-establishment attitudes. Uncertainty, scepticism towards governmental and sci-
entific institutions, and individual grievances were found as key factors associated with
belief in pandemic-related conspiracy theories (Pellegrini et al., 2021). Existential
motivations like regaining control and reducing anxiety were also highlighted as driv-
ing forces behind such beliefs (Imhoff and Lamberty, 2020). During the pandemic,
anti-establishment narratives portrayed Covid-19 either as exaggerated or as a result of
purposeful manipulation for political and economic gains, reinforcing a broader con-
spiracy mentality surrounding the event (EU DisinfoLab, 2020; Imhoff and Lamberty,
2020). The combination of an invisible but immediate threat, constantly evolving sci-
entific guidance, and strict governmental interventions fostered the proliferation of con-
spiracy beliefs, particularly about the origins of the pandemic, intentions of the actors
held responsible, and strategies to contain and cure it, especially regarding vaccines (De
Coninck et al., 2021; Winter et al., 2022).

The climate crisis

If health crises like Covid-19 are a typical example of shocking events that occur sud-
denly and have immediate effects, the climate crisis has very different characteristics.
Climate change can be thought of as a ‘slow-burning crisis’ (Seabrooke and Tsingou,
2019), which Pierson (2004: 80—81) himself — referring to it as global warming — took as
a typical example of events with long-term causes and effects. Both the causes of climate
change — the accumulation of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere — and its effects — start-
ing with the rise in global temperatures — are slow-moving processes. Climate change
comes about gradually and cumulatively, not from an unexpected shock that suddenly
focuses everyone’s attention on the crisis and generates high uncertainty. Its consequences
will unfold over a very long period — and would continue to unfold for some time even if
emissions ceased tomorrow — thus not creating a sudden emergency situation.! According
to our framework, these are not the conditions typically associated with the emergence of
anti-establishment attitudes.
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Looking at the literature, one would not typically expect concern about climate change
to be associated with anti-establishment dispositions. Conspiratorial beliefs are often
anchored in climate change denial and linked to scepticism towards elites, scientists, and
environmental activists; lower concern for the environment; reduced intentions to take
action (Biddlestone et al., 2022; Douglas and Sutton, 2015); and are fuelled by industry-
backed misinformation campaigns (Cook, 2019; Lewandowsky, 2021). Also factors like
political ideology and elite cues have been regarded as indicative of climate change denial
(Lewandowsky, 2021; Lewandowsky et al., 2013). At the individual level, conspiracy
beliefs on climate change tend to be more prevalent among politically conservative indi-
viduals who perceive climate policies as threats to personal freedom and economic stabil-
ity and who also hold populist attitudes and distrust towards scientists (Stockemer and
Bordeleau, 2024; Uscinski et al., 2017).2 At the party level, although there is widespread
scientific consensus on the existence of the crisis, it is still primarily green and left-wing
parties that seek to place climate-related issues at the centre of the political agenda (Grant
and Tilley, 2019; Spoon et al., 2014).

The immigration crisis

In the case of the immigration emergency, we can think of a challenge that develops in
cumulative and foreseeable ways, but whose immediate effects create a sense of urgency
and call for quick action (Kriesi et al., 2021). Although mass migration flows into the EU
space have long antecedents and are not new, the waves beginning in 2015 with the refu-
gee crisis can be considered a tipping point in this long-term process (Anderson, 2021)
and represented a moment of shock that required a rapid and immediate response from
policymakers (Kriesi, 2024). Immigration may well drive people to seek explanations, to
feel they lack control over their environment, and to maintain a positive image of them-
selves or the in-group they belong to vis-a-vis the out-group of immigrants.

The issue of immigration and its depiction as a crisis have long been fertile ground for
anti-establishment attitudes, especially considering its portrayal as an existential threat to
European societies. Anti-immigrant conspiracy beliefs often emerge in settings where
economic anxiety, national identity concerns, and media framing accentuate threat
perceptions (Lutz and Bitschnau, 2023). The ‘Great Replacement’ theory, suggesting
European elites’ deliberate intentions to replace native populations with — mostly Muslim
— immigrants, has become a widespread conspiracy narrative often articulated by the radi-
cal right to fuel xenophobic attitudes (Bergmann, 2021). Thus, often framed politically as
a covert plan orchestrated by global elites to undermine national sovereignty and popula-
tions (Mondon and Winter, 2020), concerns for immigration have been found as a consist-
ent indicator correlating positively with the endorsement of conspiratorial thinking
(Gaston and Uscinski, 2018).

The immigration emergency differs from crises like Covid-19 not only because it was
not unexpected, but also because of its political framing, as its salience is often strategi-
cally constructed through political discourse — especially by radical right parties — rather
than arising from direct personal impact. While some individuals experience migration
directly — as residents of areas with large influxes — many others perceive immigration as
a crisis mainly through media and political narratives. The topic of immigration is often
discursively framed as a threat to national identity and security, making it particularly
potent for populist narratives that portray elites as disconnected from the concerns
of ‘ordinary people’ while fuelling xenophobic conspiracy beliefs (Jolley et al., 2020).
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This aligns with previous findings arguing that crises framed as threats to cultural identity
rather than to direct personal security may also result in heightened populist sentiments
and a rejection of mainstream political elites (Gaston and Uscinski, 2018; Lutz and
Bitschnau, 2023).

The Russia—Ukraine war

The Russia—Ukraine war started in February 2022 cannot be easily placed within the
Pierson/Kriesi-Ferrera-Schelkle’s typology. Although it occurred suddenly and had
immediate effects, the invasion of Ukraine is unlikely to have generated uncertainty and
a sense of urgency uniformly across Europe. Concerns about a close military threat
depend largely on geographical proximity to Russia or Ukraine. In Eastern Europe, con-
cerns over security and territorial integrity have heightened due to the direct military
threat, while in Western Europe and beyond, the war is more often perceived through its
economic and geopolitical consequences (Genschel, 2022, 2025; Fernandez et al., 2023).
Thus, international conflicts are more likely to be perceived through the prisms of ideol-
ogy and media influence rather than direct personal encounters, especially for individuals
living in distant places (Mazepus et al., 2023).

With regard to anti-establishment attitudes, earlier research on wartime misinforma-
tion suggested a higher likelihood for conflict-related conspiracy beliefs to thrive in
polarised environments due to low levels of trust in mainstream narratives (Egelhofer and
Lecheler, 2019). Likewise, research on misinformation and propaganda in conflict set-
tings highlighted the use of conspiracy theories by both state and non-state actors to jus-
tify military operations and weaken opponents (Bennett and Livingston, 2020). Scholars
suggested that fake news and conspiracy theories have been utilised by Russian state
media as part of propaganda since 2014, portraying Ukraine as a puppet of Western elites,
engaging in bioweapon research, staging attacks against Russia to manipulate global
opinion, or depicting its soldiers as ‘fascist executioners’killing people of Russian descent
(Jankowicz, 2020). Moreover, Western audiences were found to be susceptible to con-
spiracy theories about the war, speculating about NATO’s involvement in provoking the
war for geopolitical or economic gain (Hameleers et al., 2024; Radnitz, 2023; Zilinsky
et al., 2024). The war’s salience is further amplified through media coverage and political
framing, and in some cases, it has reinforced populist sentiments by instilling contempt in
global institutions and mainstream global elites (Oleinik, 2024a, 2024b).

The energy crisis

One of the most pronounced effects of the war has been the potential emergence of a
Europe-wide energy crisis, marked by the disruption of energy supply chains, rising
prices, and heightened concerns about winter heating. In terms of its time horizon, the
energy crisis occurred suddenly and unexpectedly, creating high uncertainty among pub-
lic opinion, and produced immediate effects that required prompt policy responses,
thereby generating a sense of urgency. We can thus argue that the prospect of an energy
crisis has provided fertile ground for anti-establishment reasoning. Because of the direct
economic hardship caused by rising fuel prices and heating costs, the immediate and
tangible consequences of an energy shortage for citizens’ daily lives and household well-
being might be expected to translate into anti-establishment attitudes. Economic hardship
has historically been a strong predictor of such attitudes, often prompting individuals to
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attribute responsibility to political elites for mismanagement (Abts and Rogenhofer,
2024; Droste, 2021; Rooduijn, 2018). This is largely because crises that affect issues like
basic economic stability or energy security tend to elicit strong public reactions, as they
threaten the immediate material well-being of individuals (Lewin et al., 2023). In other
words, anti-establishment attitudes can help satisfy the social-psychological motives —
especially the desires for understanding and for control and security — that emerge during
crises like the energy crisis.

Previous research on energy-related conspiracies highlighted fossil fuel interest groups
historically promote conspiracies on climate change and energy to influence public opin-
ion and policy debates (McCright and Dunlap, 2011). Such energy-related conspiracies
often centre around claims that governments and elites deliberately induce shortages to
increase dependence on renewable energy sources or to benefit particular industries
(Hornsey et al., 2018). Recent scholarship, especially regarding energy supply and secu-
rity in Europe amid the war in Ukraine, has linked the impact of Russian propaganda
networks to the spread of conspiracy narratives portraying Western efforts to manipulate
energy markets as a rationale for sanctions against Russia (Yang et al., 2024).

Hypotheses

Unlike the almost unidimensional treatment of the notion of crisis in the extant literature,
we suggest that crisis perceptions are likely to bear diverse relations to anti-establishment
dispositions. This is because, as discussed above, not all crises generate the uncertainty
and sense of urgency that constitute fertile conditions for the development of anti-estab-
lishment attitudes such as conspiracism and populism. In terms of the time-based typol-
ogy discussed above, we hypothesise that only those crises that occur suddenly and
unexpectedly and/or have immediate effects on people’s lives create such conditions.
Hence, across Europe, individuals concerned with these types of crises are expected to
exhibit more pronounced anti-establishment attitudes. This applies to three of the five
crises considered here: the Covid-19 pandemic, the immigration emergency, and the
energy crisis. Accordingly, our first hypothesis is as follows:

H1. Individual concern about Covid-19, the immigration emergency, and the energy
crisis will be positively associated with anti-establishment attitudes.

With regard to the other two crises — climate change and the Russia—Ukraine war —
we do not posit a positive association between crisis concern and anti-establishment
attitudes across Europe. Since the climate crisis unfolds slowly and has delayed effects,
we should not expect to observe a positive association between concern for climate
change and anti-establishment dispositions. Moreover, the fact that climate change has
become a mainstream issue in party competition (Dickson and Hobolt, 2024; Honeker
and Spoon, 2025), with anti-establishment positions often coinciding with climate
change denial, could even lead us to expect a negative relation between concern for cli-
mate change and anti-establishment attitudes. As for the Russia—Ukraine war, the geo-
graphical location of the conflict does not pose an immediate threat across all of Europe,
which leads us not to expect a positive association between concern for the war and
anti-establishment attitudes.? In this case, as well, given the almost unanimous support
for Ukraine among mainstream parties (Hooghe et al., 2024), we might even anticipate
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that concern for the war is negatively associated with anti-establishment attitudes.
Therefore, our second hypothesis is as follows:

H2. Individual concern about the climate crisis and the Russia—Ukraine war will be
negatively associated with anti-establishment attitudes.

The third hypothesis we put forward focuses on the relation between individuals’ ideo-
logical positions and the anti-establishment attitudes they develop.* Radical political ide-
ologies are often characterised by a rejection of the political mainstream based on their
critique of liberal democracy, globalism, and political elites (Eatwell and Goodwin, 2018;
Mudde, 2007). This is especially more pronounced among the radical right, often framing
mainstream politicians as corrupt and detached from ‘the people’, reinforcing distrust in
institutions (Rydgren, 2018), whereas the radical left’s anti-establishment discourse often
targets economic elites rather than the entire political system (March and Mudde, 2005).
Previous research suggests a strong and positive correlation between the endorsement of
anti-establishment attitudes and aligning with radical right ideology based on the negative
portrayal of the political elite and their intentions (Hameleers, 2021; Hameleers et al.,
2018; see also Imhoff et al., 2022). Therefore, we expect a higher likelihood of the
endorsement of anti-establishment attitudes among individuals with radical ideologies,
particularly among those on the radical right:

H3. Individuals who identify with radical political ideologies, especially those on the
radical right, are more likely to endorse anti-establishment attitudes than those with
moderate or mainstream ideological orientations.

Our last two hypotheses rely on the argument that concern about specific crises is associ-
ated in different ways with anti-establishment attitudes depending on individuals’ ideo-
logical leanings. This is because crises differ not only in the degrees of uncertainty and
urgency they generate, but also in the ways they are framed within political discourse.
Certain crises touch on issues that are central to particular political ideologies, whereas
others may be considered more politically ‘neutral’. For example, the immigration emer-
gency clearly concerns an issue at the core of right-wing, conservative ideologies, while
the climate crisis involves themes traditionally central to left-wing, progressive perspec-
tives. Importantly, when forming their perceptions and concerns about these crises, citi-
zens receive cues from the political parties that mobilise them — mainly from right-wing
parties in the case of immigration (Gessler and Hunger, 2022; Hutter and Kriesi, 2022)
and from green and left-wing parties in the case of climate-related issues (Grant and
Tilley, 2019; Spoon et al., 2014). In addition, cues may also come from parties that tradi-
tionally counter-mobilise on certain issues, as radical right parties have recently begun to
do with regard to climate change (Dickson and Hobolt, 2024; Honeker and Spoon, 2025).

According to H1, we expected that individuals more concerned about the immigra-
tion emergency would display stronger anti-establishment attitudes than those less con-
cerned. However, we may argue that heightened concern about immigration will not
strongly correlate with anti-establishment attitudes among individuals whose ideology
already emphasises that issue. Rather, it will be more markedly associated with anti-
establishment attitudes among individuals whose ideological orientation does not focus
as heavily on that crisis. In other words, among those on the radical right, being more or
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less concerned about immigration should not significantly affect the development of
anti-establishment attitudes — as they already hold an ideology centred around the immi-
gration issue. However, among individuals with centrist or left-wing ideological posi-
tions, perceiving a threat to national identity and security due to immigrants is more
likely to be associated with anti-establishment attitudes. We thus hypothesise the
following:

H4. The (positive) association between concern about the immigration emergency and
anti-establishment attitudes should be weaker among individuals with a radical right
ideology and stronger among individuals with a centrist or left-wing ideological
position.

In H2, we expected less pronounced anti-establishment sentiments among individuals
who are more concerned about climate change. However, recent studies suggest that
those with a radical right ideology differ from the rest when it comes to this issue. In
particular, Crulli and Zulianello (2025) demonstrate that (populist) radical right voters
care much less about climate change compared to all other voters (see also Szlen and
McCright, 2025). This is because climate change is perceived as an issue emphasised by
cosmopolitan elites and established scientific knowledge, and one that transcends domes-
tic politics by being intrinsically transnational — features that clash with the core ideologi-
cal tenets of the radical right. As a consequence, we may expect right-wing individuals
not to display a negative correlation between concern about the climate crisis and anti-
establishment attitudes. Hence, we formulate our final hypothesis:

H5. The (negative) association between concern about the climate crisis and anti-
establishment attitudes should be absent among individuals with a more radical right-
wing ideology.

The other crises considered here — Covid-19, the energy crisis, and the Russia—Ukraine
war — are not traditionally central to, or the negative target of, any particular political
ideology. As such, they are less politically framed, and party cues are less prominent (see,
for example, Vezzoni et al., 2022 on Covid-19 in Italy). Therefore, in the case of these
crises, we do not hypothesise or test any specific interaction between crisis concern and
ideology.’

Data and methods

For our analyses, we use an original cross-sectional dataset covering seven European
countries — France, Germany, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom —
collected as part of the project SUSPECTS — StUdying SuPply, demand, and Endorsement
of Conspiracy TheorieS in six European countries (Mancosu et al., 2025). The sample
consists of 17,551 respondents — around 2500 from each country — who were questioned
in the summer of 2024 using the computer-assisted web interviewing (CAWI) method. In
each country, case selection was carried out to reproduce the quotas of the main socio-
demographic variables (gender, age, and geographical area).

The dependent variables are anti-establishment attitudes measured across three dimen-
sions: conspiracy beliefs, conspiracy mentality, and populism. In doing so, we follow
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Figure |. Distribution of anti-establishment attitudes in seven European countries.

previous research that conceptualises conspiracism and populism under the broader
notion of anti-establishment sentiments (Abadi et al., 2024; see also Castanho Silva et al.,
2017; Mancosu et al., 2017).° Our measure of conspiracy mentality summarises five
items that capture a generalised worldview suspecting conspiracies at play, while our
indicator of conspiracy beliefs summarises endorsement of a set of specific conspiracy
theories.” Populism is operationalised following Akkerman et al.’s (2013) populist atti-
tudes scale. Each of these three dimensions is measured on a scale from 1 to 10. Higher
values indicate a higher likelihood of endorsing anti-establishment attitudes. Figure 1
displays the average levels of the three dependent variables by country. The graph indi-
cates some variation across the seven European countries examined: anti-establishment
sentiments are, on average, more prevalent in Poland and Spain and less common in
Germany and Sweden.

The main independent variables of the research are crisis concerns measured across
five different crises — Covid-19, climate, immigration emergency, the Russia—Ukraine
war, and the energy crisis. I[tems measuring crisis concerns have a scale of 1 to 10, where
higher values show a higher level of concern. Figure 2 displays, by country, the average
levels of concern for the five crises considered. The graphs reveal that Covid-19 is the
crisis about which individuals in Europe are least concerned (unsurprisingly, given that
the data were collected in 2024). Moreover, there is noticeable cross-country variation in
the extent to which public opinion is concerned about each specific crisis.

To test H3—HS5, we include a six-category variable on political ideology (left, centre-
left, centre, centre-right, right, and not located). Models also incorporate a set of
socio-economic and political control variables. Socio-economic variables consist of
a five-category variable on employment status and a dummy indicating whether
respondents reported that their personal economic situation had worsened in the last
6 months (coded 1), as opposed to having improved or remained the same (coded 0).
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Figure 3. Relationship between conspiracy beliefs and concern about different crises in seven
European countries.
The reported coefficients were estimated from Model | in Supplemental Table A2.

Political variables comprise an item on political trust combining trust in the national
parliament and in the local and regional institutions, a binary variable on interest in
politics, and an index of victimhood made up of five items ranging from 1 to 10. As
further control variables, we include a three-category measure of area of residence
(urban, rural, or intermediate), along with standard socio-demographic variables such
as age, gender, and education.®

All our models are OLS regressions with country fixed effects and standard errors
clustered at the respondents’ area of residence (NUTS2 level). In using an OLS setup to
analyse the relationship between crisis concerns (treated here as independent variables)
and anti-establishment dispositions (treated as dependent variables), we acknowledge
that we cannot fully disentangle the direction of the causal relationship between these two
types of attitudes. On the one hand, our analysis does not aim to unpack the complex
processes through which attitudes form (see Saris and Sniderman, 2004); rather, we rely
on the well-established literature that assumes crisis situations tend to foster anti-establish-
ment attitudes (van Prooijen & Douglas, 2017). On the other hand, we try to avoid using
excessively ‘causal’ terminology throughout the text. Moreover, we acknowledge that,
while our data are cross-sectional, we would need longitudinal data to properly disentan-
gle the causal relationship between crisis concerns and anti-establishment attitudes.

Empirical analysis and results

The results of our analysis are illustrated graphically in Figures 3—5, which show the
regression coefficients for Models 1-3, with 95% confidence intervals. Full regression
results are reported in the appendix (Supplemental Table A2). In each of these three mod-
els, the covariates included on the right-hand side of the equation are the same, while the
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Figure 4. Relationship between conspiracy mentality and concern about different crises in

seven European countries.

The reported coefficients were estimated from Model 2 in Supplemental Table A2.
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countries.

The reported coefficients were estimated from Model 3 in Supplemental Table A2.

dependent variable varies. The outcome variable captures conspiracy beliefs in Model 1,
conspiracy mentality in Model 2, and populist attitudes in Model 3.°
Taken together, the data indicate that not all types of crises have the potential to trans-

late into anti-establishment attitudes. More precisely, our findings support H1, which
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posits that individual concern about crises that generate high uncertainty and a sense of
urgency is positively associated with anti-establishment attitudes. Specifically, we find a
positive association between concern about Covid-19 and both conspiracy beliefs and
conspiracy mentality; a positive association between concern about the energy shortage
and both conspiracy mentality and populist attitudes; and a positive association between
concern about immigration and all three types of anti-establishment attitudes.

Such a pattern is not observed in the case of climate change and the Russia—Ukraine
war. As expected under H2, individuals who are more concerned about these two crises
are less likely to believe in conspiracy theories, to display a conspiratorial mind-set, or to
be populist. As discussed above, this may be related to the fact that climate change and
the war in Ukraine are not ‘fast-burning’ crises capable of generating high levels of uncer-
tainty and urgency across Europe. Another important factor regards the way in which
these crises have been framed in political discourse. In most European countries, concern
about the war in Ukraine — particularly the threat posed by Russia — and about the climate
crisis are (or have become) mainstream issues. They are topics emphasised by most major
parties and governments, rather than by actors at the fringes of the party system. Consider,
for instance, the widespread military aid provided to Ukraine by European governments
or EU-level initiatives such as the European Green Deal.

The different findings associated with concern about an energy crisis and concern
about the Russia—Ukraine war offer an intriguing illustration of how perceptions of
urgency and uncertainty can translate into anti-establishment sentiments. Although the
energy crisis is related to the war in Ukraine, anti-establishment attitudes among citizens
display a negative correlation with concern for the war itself but a positive correlation
with concern for an energy crisis. This corroborates the idea that the differing natures of
crises can lead to perceptual discrepancies even within distinct facets of the same phe-
nomenon, depending on levels of uncertainty, urgency, and tangible effects.

According to H3, we expected anti-establishment attitudes to be more spread among
individuals located at the extremes of the left-right scale, especially on the far right. This
is exactly what we find in the case of populism — a relationship that follows a U-shaped
pattern. In the case of conspiracy-related attitudes, this U-shape is less pronounced on the
left. These findings align with existing literature highlighting that individuals at the
extreme ends of the political spectrum are more likely to embrace anti-establishment
attitudes. It is attributed to a tendency among those with radical political ideologies to
prefer simplistic explanations and political solutions as a means of making sense of events
and managing feelings of uncertainty and fear (Imhoff et al., 2022; van Prooijen et al.,
2015). Thus, Manicheanism — known as perceiving politics as a battle between ‘good and
evil’ — is regarded as a common view shared by both left and right ideological extremes,
characterised by mutual distrust and the demonisation of groups and ideas seen as outsid-
ers (Imhoff et al., 2022: 393). The curvilinear relationship between political ideology and
anti-establishment sentiments, which we found to be more pronounced in relation to pop-
ulism, also confirms previous research on populist conspiracism, where Manicheanism
serves as an underlying factor in the belief in conspiracy theories (Castanho Silva et al.,
2017; van Prooijen et al., 2022).

Of course, extreme left-wingers and extreme right-wingers may differ in the ‘target’ of
their anti-establishment attitudes. For example, left extremists are more likely to believe
in conspiracies about multinationals and other issues concerning capitalism, while right
extremists are more prone to perceive conspiracies about issues like immigration (Douglas
etal., 2017).
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Figure 6. Marginal impact of concern about the immigration emergency on anti-establishment
attitudes, by political ideology.
The reported coefficients were estimated from Models 4-6 in Supplemental Table A3.

Let us also note that, as other studies have shown, our data reveal that anti-establish-
ment sentiments — especially conspiracy-related ones — are more widespread on the
extreme right than on the extreme left (van Prooijen et al., 2015). This may also be related
to the fact that right-wingers tend to display personality predispositions more conducive
to conspiracy thinking as an existential need to manage uncertainty (Jost et al., 2003).

H4 and H5 hypothesise an interaction between concern about specific crises and indi-
viduals’ ideological positions. To test these hypotheses, we ran a set of regression models
in which concern about the immigration emergency or climate change is interacted with
the political ideology variable. While the full regression coefficients are reported in the
appendix (Supplemental Tables A3—A4), here we illustrate the interaction results graphi-
cally (Figures 6 and 7).

Starting with H4, as expected, we find that the (positive) association between concern
about immigration and anti-establishment attitudes is weaker among those with a right-
wing ideology and stronger among individuals with centrist or left-wing positions. This
pattern is especially clear in the case of conspiracy beliefs, but much less so for populism
(Figure 6). In other words, among right-wing individuals, there is no statistically signifi-
cant association between concern about immigration — an issue that is already salient for
them!® — and conspiracism. In contrast, among other groups, including left-wing individu-
als, those who feel more threatened by immigrants are more likely to express conspiracy-
related attitudes.

We also find support for HS, which posits that there should be no negative association
between concern about the climate crisis and anti-establishment dispositions among indi-
viduals with a more radical right-wing ideology. Here again, the pattern is clearer when
we focus on conspiracy-related attitudes (Figure 7). Unlike the rest of the population,
among right-wing individuals we find no statistically significant association between
climate concern and either conspiracy beliefs or conspiratorial mentality. As discussed
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Figure 7. Marginal impact of concern about climate change on anti-establishment attitudes, by
political ideology.
The reported coefficients were estimated from Models 7-9 in Supplemental Table A4.

above, this may be due to the relatively low level of concern these individuals express
about climate change.!' Outside the right-wing group, however, the association between
climate concern and conspiracy-related attitudes becomes increasingly negative as we
move from right to left on the ideological spectrum. In other words, for centrist and left-
wing individuals, concern about climate change corresponds to a more mainstream rather
than anti-establishment perspective. Anti-establishment stances on climate change are
often associated with denial of the issue. Once again, this aligns with the idea that climate
change has become a mainstream issue in political discourse.

Therefore, while our findings on the relationship between political ideology and anti-
establishment sentiments indicating curvilinearity are consistent with the literature, the
interaction results present an intriguing and significant element to consider when research-
ing crises and anti-establishment attitudes, particularly in terms of the importance of an
issue’s ‘embeddedness’ within the host ideology for its perception as either mainstream
Or a Crisis.

Regarding the control variables included in the models, Figures 3—-5 show that
conspiracy-related attitudes are more common among younger individuals, whereas
populist attitudes are more frequent among older individuals (see also Abadi et al., 2024).
As for gender, in line with previous research, men appear to be more populist than women
(see Harteveld et al., 2015; Inglehart and Norris, 2016; Spierings and Zaslove, 2017). In
addition, the propensity to develop anti-establishment attitudes decreases with higher levels
of education. Regarding employment status, compared to employed individuals, retirees
are less likely to hold conspiracy-related attitudes but more likely to express populist ones
— a finding that is consistent with the observed age effect. Moreover, unemployed indi-
viduals tend to be less populist than those who are employed. The divergent roles of
unemployment and retirement also reflect the complexity of life-stage and structural
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vulnerabilities in shaping discontent. Nevertheless, individual economic evaluations are
not consistently linked to anti-establishment attitudes. Those who perceived a deteriora-
tion are not systematically more likely to endorse anti-establishment attitudes than those
who reported stability or improvement: they tend to be more populist but, counterintui-
tively, also less likely to believe in conspiracy theories. This complicates the prevalent
claim that economic distress directly incites political animosity across the board. Finally,
as largely expected, anti-establishment orientations are positively associated with feel-
ings of victimhood and negatively associated with political trust and interest in politics.

Discussion and conclusion

This article has examined the relationship between crisis perceptions and anti-establish-
ment attitudes across three dimensions: conspiracy beliefs, conspiracy mentality, and
populism. In doing so, we have attempted to integrate the psychological literature on the
motives that trigger anti-establishment attitudes with the political science research on dif-
ferent types of crises. We have challenged the often-assumed unidimensional treatment of
crises as exerting an almost homogeneous effect on anti-establishment sentiments.
Instead, we suggested that largely because of the varying degrees of uncertainty and
urgency they generate in public opinion, different crises are likely to exhibit different pat-
terns of association with anti-establishment attitudes. Our findings support this core argu-
ment, highlighting distinct relationships between the two phenomena. Specifically, we
found that crises that occur suddenly and unexpectedly and/or have immediate effects on
individuals — such as Covid-19, immigration, and energy — are positively associated with
two or more facets of anti-establishment attitudes. Notably, concern about immigration
stands out as the most consistent predictor, having a positive correlation with all three
facets of anti-establishment attitudes. This might be read as the enduring capacity of
immigration as a focal point for various aspects of scepticism and political resentment
cutting across both its conspiratorial and populist modes of expression.

Not all crises operate in this way. We hypothesised and found a negative correlation
between concerns about crises that do not generate widespread uncertainty and urgency
across Europe — the Russia—Ukraine conflict and climate change — and anti-establishment
attitudes. Our results also underscore the importance of elite cues and discursive main-
streaming. In most European countries, support for Ukraine and action on climate change
have been institutionally consolidated, framed not as controversial issues but as shared
political and moral imperatives. In this context, expressing concern about these crises
may signal alignment with dominant political narratives rather than resistance to them.'?
These findings suggest that crisis perceptions are likely to trigger anti-establishment reac-
tions when the crises are framed as threatening or mismanaged by elites — not when
institutionally embraced.

It could be argued that issues like climate change and the Russia—Ukraine war have
been depoliticised — that is, they have been framed as problems that admit only one solu-
tion and removed from the sphere of political conflict and public debate. In the case of the
war, depoliticising tendencies took place soon after it started: across most European
countries, public backing for assisting Ukraine was wide (Moise and Wang, 2025); main-
stream parties firmly supported military aid to Ukraine (Holesch and Martill, 2026); sev-
eral radical right and radical left parties that had previously shown pro-Russian sympathies
adopted more assertive stances towards Russia (Holesch et al., 2024); and radical right
populist parties in office persisted in depoliticising the issue notwithstanding growing
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public war fatigue (Cladi, 2026). Consistent with this, our data document that higher
concern about the conflict is negatively associated with conspiracy-related attitudes and
with populism, regardless of individuals’ ideological leanings. The depoliticisation argu-
ment can also be applied to the issue of climate change, although our findings show that
on this issue there are specific patterns for radical right individuals.

Finally, our findings on ideology further emphasise the interplay between structural
positions and attitudinal dynamics. Populist attitudes follow a clear U-shaped curve,
peaking on both ends of the left-right spectrum, while conspiracy beliefs are somewhat
more prevalent on the right. The interaction analyses yield particularly illuminating
results. For immigration, concern is more strongly associated with conspiracy beliefs
among left-wing and centrist individuals — a reminder that even groups traditionally less
characterised by anti-establishment rhetoric may adopt such views when they perceive
personal or social threat. Among centrists and leftists, concern about climate change is
instead associated with lower levels of conspiratorial thinking, underscoring the main-
stream nature of environmental discourse in those parts of the spectrum.

In this regard, right-wing individuals emerge as a somewhat distinct group. They are
more anti-establishment than other ideological groups (and also more than those who do
not locate themselves on the left-right axis). Interestingly, their propensity to express anti-
establishment attitudes does not depend on concerns about crises such as immigration and
climate change.

The findings of this research have several implications for the study of crises and anti-
establishment attitudes in contemporary democracies. Most importantly, they caution
against treating crises as uniform drivers of anti-establishment sentiments. Instead, the
research points to the potential for differentiated effects, depending on the uncertainty
and tangibility produced by their temporal and cognitive underpinnings. This serves as
a call for scholars to consider these dynamics, particularly when examining domestic
perceptions of crises, even if their scale is international. In addition, factors such as dis-
cursive framing, political ownership, and the embeddedness of an issue within the host
ideology are important considerations.

Moreover, for those concerned about limiting the spread of anti-establishment atti-
tudes among the population, it is crucial to prevent certain crises from being framed and
perceived as ‘fast-burning’ — that is, as crises that erupt suddenly and unexpectedly with
immediate effects. Of course, events such as pandemics or energy shocks can hardly be
framed otherwise, given their nature. However, immigration is a phenomenon that does
not necessarily unfold suddenly or unexpectedly, nor does it necessarily have immedi-
ately tangible consequences on individuals’ lives in the way that a virus or energy short-
age does. Rather, it is largely the way immigration has been politically framed — especially
by right-wing parties — that creates a sense of urgency and uncertainty among citizens,
thereby translating into anti-establishment attitudes. This, in turn, can fuel the negative
consequences often associated with conspiracism and anti-establishment attitudes more
generally: lower political participation, diminished trust in institutions, disillusionment
with politicians and scientists, erosion of social capital, and so on (Douglas et al., 2019).
Thus, to the extent that policymakers wish to limit the spread of conspiracist and populist
attitudes associated with concerns about immigration, they should strive to prevent peo-
ple from perceiving immigration as threatening their sense of control.

Regarding the limitations of our study, we acknowledge that our data do not allow us to
fully determine the causal direction between crisis concerns and anti-establishment atti-
tudes. Future studies could employ longitudinal data to better establish the directionality of
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this relationship. Another possible approach would be to rely on non-attitudinal indicators
measuring the salience of different crises for individuals.

Altogether, this study contributes to a growing body of research calling for a disag-
gregated view of crises while embarking on their relation to anti-establishment attitudes.
Crisis perceptions do influence political worldviews, but not uniformly. Rather than see-
ing crises as almost uniform triggers of anti-establishment attitudes, future research
should focus on the framing, salience, and political ownership of crises, as well as how
different psychological and ideological predispositions mediate their impact. In doing so,
we may better understand the conditions under which public discontent transforms into
political resentment — or remains within the bounds of institutional legitimacy.
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Notes

1. Our intention here is not to downplay the threats posed by climate change. Of course, individuals directly
affected by extreme weather events such as heat waves, wildfires, floods and droughts are more likely to
perceive the crisis as a proximate threat and demand policy action (Bromley-Trujillo and Poe, 2018).

2. It is important to underline that in this article, we are not interested in explaining the drivers of belief in
climate change conspiracy theories, but rather in assessing whether anti-establishment attitudes such as
conspiracism are associated with concern about climate change.

3. One might expect to observe such a positive association in countries geographically closer to the war, such
as Poland in our sample. However, our analyses do not reveal any notable difference between Poland and
the other six countries. To check if Poland presents some peculiarities in terms of the association between
crisis concerns and anti-establishment attitudes, we re-ran the same regression models presented in the
fifth section using only Polish respondents (N=2357). Generally speaking, what we found in Poland
regarding most hypotheses is consistent with our findings in the pooled dataset. Only in the case of H4 (see
below) were findings in Poland slightly different from the general ones, possibly related to the specificities
of the party system.

4.  Although not particularly novel, H3 serves as a preliminary step before turning to the final two hypotheses.

5. As arobustness check, we ran a set of regression models in which concern about Covid-19, the Russia—
Ukraine war, and the energy crisis is interacted with the left-right variable. The findings (available upon
request) show that, generally speaking, concern about these crises translates into anti-establishment atti-
tudes regardless of one’s ideology. This can be seen especially in the case of the war in Ukraine. Whether
individuals lean to the left, the centre, or the right, or do not locate themselves on the spectrum, higher
concern about the conflict is negatively associated with conspiracy-related attitudes and with populism,
albeit to a lower degree.

6. In this regard, Wood and Douglas (2019: 249) talk about ‘outsiderdom’, or separation from mainstream
society.

7. Items used to build our measure of conspiracy mentality were chosen based on Brotherton et al. (2013),
while items regarding specific conspiracy beliefs were selected following pre-tests conducted in a pilot
study.

8. Table Al in the appendix provides comprehensive details on variable operationalisation, including survey
question wording, response categories, and (for the dependent variables) Cronbach’s alpha coefficients.

9. In the models, reference categories are: ‘centre’ for political ideology, ‘employed’ for employment, ‘18-
35 for age, ‘tertiary’ for education, ‘urban’ for area of residence, and ‘Germany’ for countries.

10.  Our data show that right-wing individuals, with an average score of 8.19, are the group expressing the
highest level of concern about the immigration emergency.

11.  With an average score of 5.84, right-wing individuals are the group least concerned about climate change.
At test indicates that this value is statistically lower than the average level of concern observed in the rest
of the population (6.93). This finding is consistent with Crulli and Zulianello’s (2025) analysis.

12.  Not surprisingly, in our data, individuals more concerned about these crises tend to trust political institu-
tions more. The correlation between trust and concern about the climate crisis is 0.22 (p<<0.001), while
the correlation between trust and concern about the war is 0.19 (p <0.001).
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