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A populist surge in Germany and beyond

Source: FAZ

Source: Politico

Source: Spiegel

Source: FAZ

“The AfD rejects any policy and any tax that invokes alleged 
climate protection, because humans cannot protect the climate. 
We also want to withdraw from the Paris Climate Agreement.” 

(AfD, manifesto for the 2025 federal elections)



A populist surge in Germany

Source: Statista (Data from Forschungsgruppe Wahlen/ARD)
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The Russian invasion and German household energy prices … 
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… and issue attention
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The German response to the energy crisis

• > € 150 Bln in earmarked funding to relieve 
firms and households (> 4% of GDP)

• Large relief package for households

• Lump-sum payments to households of a few 
hundred euros in November/December 2022

• Tax breaks

• Abolition of feed-in tariff levy

• Mostly transfer-based, some price subsidy, 
no price control, i.e. close to economics
textbook

• Mostly targeting poor or middle-class
households→ progressive
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Relief packages for households by volume in billion € and primarily targeted
income group (progressive green, middle class blue, regressive, red). 

Income transfers
(64.8%)

Price subsidies
(35.2%)
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The role of political backlash

• Crisis, economic decline and political alienation as significant drivers of right-wing backlash (Scheiring 
et al. 2024)

• Evidence of more economic nationalism due to import shocks in Western Europe (Colantone and 
Stanig, 2018) and of heightened political polarization in the US (Autor et al., 2020), with 
heterogeneous effects on groups of the population (e.g. Clark et al. 2022 on gendered effects) 

• Coal mining job losses significantly increased Republican vote shares in US presidential elections (Egli 
et al., 2022; Gazmarian, 2025) 

• Climate policies can boost the popularity of populist parties (Colantone et al. 2024, Brännlund and
Peterson, 2024)

• Exposure to international trade lowers green voting and lowers positive attitudes towards the
environment (Bez et al. 2024)

What we do not know: What is the political backlash we should expect from energy price increase, 
e.g. induced by climate policy? And why would it happen? 7



Our study in a nutshell

Key question: What is the causal effect of of individual electricity price changes on AfD 
support and underlying political attitudes? 

• We collect four waves of panel data of 2,000 German households between January 2023 and 
February 2024, during a time of rising energy prices due to an exogenous shock, i.e. Russia‘s
invasion in Ukraine

• Our survey includes detailed questions on energy consumption and pricing (including
expectations), political party preferences, underlying attitudes, as well as socio-economic
data

• We hypothesize that households that have experienced higher energy prices are more likely
to support the AfD
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A populist surge in Germany

End of billing period
for year 2021

End of billing period
for year 2022

Source: Statista (Data from Forschungsgruppe Wahlen/ARD)
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Data

• Panel data with 4 survey waves, from January 2023 to February 2024 (N=8335), including: 

• Self reported data on electricity and heating bills

• Attitudes toward liberal democracy

• Xenophobic attitudes

• Attitudes toward redistribution

• Attitudes toward climate policies

• Attitudes toward Russian/Ukraine war

• … 

We measure the effect of rising energy costs on political attitudes using an event –study
design. 
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Desciptive statistics
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Our study in a nutshell

Key question: What is the causal effect of individual electricity price changes on AfD support
and underlying political attitudes? 
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Getting at causality requires: 

• Exogenous supply shock (Russia → prices)
• Idiosyncratic billing timing → staggered treatment
• Event-study DID robust to heterogeneity
• Extensive placebo & pre-trend checks

Source: 9GAG



Treatment

• German households receive actual electricity and heating bills once a year to pay for their onsumption
in the previous year (i.e., bills received in 2023 cover the year 2022 consumption)

• Utilities can adjust installment payments→ increase in energy costs

• German households are treated highly idosyncratically, which is a particularity of the German system
→ Quasi-experimental interpretation

• Staggered treatment: not all households receive their bills at the same time (at any given point, some
are treated and others are not yet treated)

• Many potential treatments in our design: increase in electricity costs (binary), relative change in 
electricity costs (continuous), increase in heating costs … 

• Here: Binary variable indicating an experienced increase in electricity costs
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Method: Event study design

14

We estimate the ”actual-versus-status-quo” effect of the treatment (De Chaisemartin and d’Haultfoeuille, 2024)
• Accounts for heterogeneous and dynamic effects. Treatments with fixed effects are biased when these effects exist 

(Callaway and Sant’Anna, 2021; De Chaisemartin et al., 2022)
• Handles staggered treatments, both binary and continuous, → Formal notation, link to Appendix.
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Note that N1 > N2 > N3

Parallel trends The identification assumptions are likely to
hold (parallel trends, no anticipation) 

→ LINK to Appendix



Identification: Exogenous price shocks? 

• Pure supply shock, linked to terminiation of contracts with Gazprom

• Increase in consumption price linked to suppliers‘ idiosyncrasies and likely exogenous from
the household‘s perspective
• Relatively high liberalisation of the energy market with local competition

• Expectations of increased energy costs has a negative effect on eventual increase: 
• Consistent with a general demand-side reaction to the energy concern, less with knowledge of utilities‘ 

idiosyncrasies

• For households: Energy price increases very salient, but electricity price increases might have
come as a surprise to households

• The identification assumptions are likely to hold (parallel trends, no anticipation) 

→ LINK to Appendix
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Identification: Main issues

• Pure control group is made up of people who do not report a cost increase between
January 2023 and February 2024

• People could have been treated before we started collecting data

• Likely underestimation of the treatment effect

• Data quality and measurement errors

• Restrict the sample to people who declare being responsible for the bills in their household

• Use a binary treatment allevates some concerns about the reporting quality of respondents

• Correct for over-reporting: Some people report increases in costs every 4 months→ unlikely

• Under-reporting is likely to lead to underestimating the treatment effect

16



Results: Full sample
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Electricity price increase

For the full sample we find a slight
increase of AfD votes, increasing over
time. 

However: Results are not statistically
significant!



Results: Government spending (as proxy for trust)
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For people who previously thought that
the government wastes tax money, 
rising electricity prices lead to an 
average 5 percentage point increase in 
AfD support

Electricity price increase



Results: Salience of transfers
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For people who did not realize that they
got compensated (about 60% in the
sample!) rising electricity prices lead to
a 5 percentage point increase in AfD 
support. 

The effect strengthens with time. 

Electricity price increase



Results: Liberal democracy

20

Support for liberal democracy shrinks
after treatment (full sample). 

Stronger effect for people who think
that tax money is wasted (not shown). 

Electricity price increase



Results: Xenophobia

No clear results for xenophobia for
the full sample, but … 

21

Electricity price increase



Results: Xenophobia
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… increase for those who do not 
support a mainstream party. 

Note: No significant effect on other
attitudinal variables

Electricity price increase



Will the effects last? 

• Energy prices have come down today, still we see high support for AfD

• Voters might change their preferences after election
• See e.g. theoretical argument by Callander and Carbajal (2022, JPE)

23

Within respondents results



Consistent with post-election polls
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After-poll interviews whether AfD is voted out of content (light blue) or out 
of protest (dark blue) differentiated between all respondents (left) and AfD 

supporters only (right). 
Here: Post EU election, but similar results for recent state elections



A theoretical explanation: Why do people turn to populists?

General intuition: Voters want a party to stick to a previously announced policy. 
Populist parties are particularly committed, that is the expected deviation is zero (see
Morelli et al. 2021)

The utility of voting a specific party is

Mainstream party Uᵢ = –δ(bᵢ – q)² – ϵᵢ  

Populist party Uᶜᵢ = –δ(bᵢ – qᶜ)² – ϵᵢ 

The implemented policy is not observable: 

and depends on an individual‘s belief µi which policy a government implements and
uncertainty about the policy implementation (“How well do I understand what they are
doing?“). 

25

with

bᵢ: voter's preferred policy (bliss point)
q: policy implemented by mainstream party (uncertain)
qᶜ: policy implemented by populist party (certain)
ϵᵢ: external shock (unknown source)



From surprise to belief revision

The expected utility for voting a mainstream party is

Voters chose the mainstream party if their expected utility with the mainstream
party is larger than with populist party: 

Voters update their belief about the average policy after observing a particular
signal, Vᵢ = –δ(bᵢ – q)² – ϵᵢ

26

μi: Voter's subjective belief about the 
average policy the government 
implements
σi²: Uncertainty in that belief
xi: Expected shock



Mechanisms behind heterogenous responses to a given shock

People will update their beliefs if their expected utility is larger than the observed  policy

27

People turn to populistic parties if:  
• No good prior about gov’t policies, high uncertainty σ² 

• Empirically: less confident about the government, little 
trust or less informed

• Negative surprise: Shock worse than expected (xᵢ low) 
• Empirically: Did not expect an increase or did not 

understand compensation

(x
i)

Note: Illustrative example. 
Red area indicates conditions under which people turn to populist party



Key takeaways

• Electricity price shocks can increase anti-liberal and xenophobic attitudes. No effects on the other 
indices.

• People who think they do not benefit from government spending are more likely to support the AfD 
after having experienced an increase in energy costs.

• After people start supporting the AfD they adapt political preferences accordingly, in particular related 
to Ukraine / Russia and climate-related topics

• Because these people change part of their political preferences after they start supporting the AfD, it 
makes them more likely to remain AfD voters, even if their living conditions subsequently improve, or 
– in our case – the energy prices come down again.

• (Low) Trust in government and (bad) communication important drivers of people switching to a 
populist party after a given shock

28
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Belief updating
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Electricity prices and AfD vote share
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Link between treatment intensity and control variables
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Pre-test : Anti-liberal-democracy index
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Parallel trends No anticipation



D-i-D estimator in De Chasemartin and d‘Haultfoeuille (2024)
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