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ABSTRACT
The Covid-19 pandemic triggered polarisation across Europe. While most 
citizens supported governments’ containment measures, others took to the 
streets and voiced their dissatisfaction. The article focuses on the mobilisation 
potential related to this heterogenous protest wave. It examines individuals 
that show sympathy and are willing to engage in anti-containment demon-
strations based on 16 waves of a rolling cross-section survey fielded in 
Germany in 2020/2021. The results show a considerable and stable mobilisation 
potential: every fifth respondent sympathises with the protesters, and around 
60% of those are ready to participate themselves. Political distrust, far-right 
orientations and an emerging ‘freedom divide’ structure the potential, as do 
Covid-19-related economic and health threats. Moreover, the findings indicate 
a radicalisation process and show how ideology and threat perceptions drive 
the step from sympathy to willingness to participate, suggesting that ideo-
logical polarisation may quickly spill over to the streets given an appropriate 
supply of protest opportunities.

KEYWORDS Polarisation; protest politics; mobilisation; Covid-19; Germany

Europe saw major protests targeting the state measures to contain 
Covid-19 since the beginning of the pandemic in the spring of 2020. 
Such anti-containment or anti-restriction protests have been particularly 
strong where strict policies had been adopted, while the mortality rate 
remained comparatively low (Kriesi and Oana 2022; Neumayer et al. 
2021). Germany, the country under scrutiny in this study, is an illustrative 
case for the protest wave during the pandemic. Covid-related protests in 
the country emerged early during the pandemic, with several periods of 
heightened mobilisation and radicalisation. As large majorities adhered 
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to anti-containment measures and supported the government’s approach 
to tackling the pandemic (e.g. Altiparmakis et al. 2021; Jørgensen et al. 
2021), the protests became a ‘signifier of conflict’ in German society at 
large. Early on, diverse social and ideological groups took to the streets, 
ranging from hard-hit economic sectors and anti-vaccination groups to 
adherents of extreme left and right ideologies (e.g. della Porta 2022; 
Grande et al. 2021; Nachtwey et al. 2020; Koos 2021; Plümper et al. 2021). 
Organisers were mainly loose, often new networks and citizens’ action 
groups. Most important was the so-called Querdenker (‘lateral thinkers’) 
movement, increasingly shaped by a confrontational action repertoire 
and radical right claims and actors (Hunger et al. 2021). The latter mir-
roring developments elsewhere (e.g. Rohlinger and Meyer 2022; Brennan 
2020; Ariza 2020).

The current study examines the mobilisation potential of these 
anti-containment protests to better understand the emerging polarisation 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. We take up the concept of ‘issue-specific 
mobilisation potential’, defined as ‘an individual’s propensity to engage 
in certain protest activities in order to defend his or her position with 
regard to a specific issue’ (Kriesi et al. 1993: 155). Specifically, we com-
pare the share and the characteristics of those who show sympathy for 
the people protesting the containment measures and those who would 
take it to the streets themselves. This conceptual distinction draws on 
Klandermans’ (1984) ground-breaking work on consensus and action 
mobilisation, differentiating processes of (a) convincing people that a 
social movement’s goals are worthwhile and (b) mobilising them to take 
part (for related research designs: Klandermans and Oegema 1987; Kriesi 
et al. 1993; Oegema and Klandermans 1994; Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; 
Rüdig and Karyotis 2014). Empirically, we draw on 16 waves of a rolling 
cross-section survey. The survey was fielded from June 2020 to April 
2021, with a total of around 13,000 respondents, allowing us to capture 
the dynamics over this eventful period.

Why do we shift from studying actual protest behaviour to the atti-
tudinal concept of issue-specific mobilisation potentials? We know from 
previous research that only a fraction of those who intend to participate 
ultimately take to the street (for a classic, see Klandermans and Oegema 
1987). However, we agree with Kriesi et al. (1993: 157) that noting the 
apparent difference does not render the study of mobilisation potentials 
‘pointless’. By contrast, the study of potentials in the population captures 
an essential part of the mobilisation process. It allows identifying the 
social and political characteristics of individuals drawn to a particular 
protest or social movement, irrespective of the (un)available supply of 
protest events and organisers (Klandermans 1997). Thus, it helps observe 
the demand-side of protest beyond phases and geographic areas of overt 
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mobilisation. Moreover, a focus on over-time changes captures the expan-
sion of the mobilisation potential as a central outcome of social 
movements.

We find such an approach to the study of protest particularly insightful 
in dynamically, at times rapidly, changing contexts such as the Covid-19 
pandemic and for the type of reactionary mobilisation at play (see Caiani 
2019; Muis and Immerzeel 2017). Specifically, the present article makes 
two contributions to the scholarly literature – an empirical and a con-
ceptual one.

First, we provide an exploratory empirical analysis of the social and 
political characteristics of individuals who show sympathy for or would 
participate in anti-containment protests. The analysis offers essential 
information about this significant, and for many observers puzzling, 
protest wave. Since the first anti-containment protests emerged in 2020, 
scholarly and public debates have centred around the heterogeneity of 
the social base, the ideological makeup, and the suspected radicalisation 
at play. Next to the evident empirical relevance of the specific case, the 
study offers more general insights in regressive social movements which 
have been on the rise in Europe’s protest arena during the last decades 
(e.g. Castelli Gattinara et al. 2022; Hutter 2014) and whose mobilisation 
are often marked by the participation of so-called ‘political outsiders’ 
(Borbáth 2023).

Second, we contribute to this special issue (Borbáth et al., 2023) by 
bringing the concept of issue-specific mobilisation potentials to the bur-
geoning research on ideological and affective polarisation. The concept 
of mobilisation potential has been prominent in social movement studies 
in the 1980s and 1990s. Yet, we argue that it has a lot to offer to current 
debates about transformations in European politics. Notably, it comple-
ments the attention to general ideological distributions, i.e. polarisation, 
in the population or across social groups (e.g. Traber et al., 2023) with 
a focus on individuals’ propensity to act on behalf of these preferences. 
We consider such individual predispositions particularly essential when 
linking polarisation research with studies on the emergence of new cleav-
ages, defined as ‘durable patterns of political behaviour linking social 
groups and political organisations’ (Bornschier 2009: 3). The conceptual 
toolkit introduced by Klandermans (1984) offers interesting avenues to 
study the link between the supply of collective political actors and the 
social structuration of the new cleavages (e.g. Marks et al. 2022).

This article is structured as follows: We first present a brief overview 
of protest politics during the pandemic and formulate expectations about 
the mobilisation potential of anti-containment demonstrations. Next, we 
present the research design, data, and strategy of analysis, before testing 
our hypotheses using descriptive and regression analyses. The results show 
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a considerable and stable mobilisation potential: Every fifth respondent 
shows sympathy with the protesters, and around 60% of those are ready 
to participate themselves. Political distrust, far-right orientations, and an 
emerging ‘freedom divide’ structure the potential, as do Covid-related 
economic and health threats. Moreover, we observe a radicalisation in 
the ideological makeup and show how ideology and threat perceptions 
drive the step from sympathy to being ready to participate. We conclude 
with a summary of the findings and avenues for further research.

Protesting during and against the government’s containment 
measures

The Covid-19 pandemic and its global effect have been unprecedented 
in the last decades. Since the Spanish Flu hit Europe in the aftermath 
of the Great War and killed millions, no other health-related crisis has 
had a comparable global effect. Governments had to act quickly and 
issue policies to tackle the virus and its adverse effects on economies 
and citizens’ private lives (for an overview: Hale and Webster 2020).

At the onset of the pandemic, limitations on the freedom of assembly 
suddenly but often only briefly halted classical street protest (Bloem and 
Salemi 2021). Moreover, curfews and requirements, such as rules to keep 
distance and wear face masks, forced social movements to adjust their 
action repertoire accordingly (e.g. Kowalewski 2021; Pinckney and Rivers 
2020; Pleyers 2020; Zajak et al. 2021). Data on the extent and nature of 
protest during the coronavirus pandemic is still scarce. Based on survey 
data, Borbáth et al. (2021) show that about 10% of respondents in seven 
European countries stated that they went to a demonstration at least 
once during the early phase of the pandemic, a level comparable to that 
found in previous years. Case studies in the US show that protests petered 
out after the pandemic’s beginning. However, this standstill was followed 
by a heightened protest phase by conservative and progressive actors 
(Brennan 2020). Similarly, Kriesi and Oana (2022), in their study of 31 
European countries, report a precipitous decline in the number of protest 
events and participants in spring 2020. While protest levels rose again 
after that moment, the average number of events, especially the number 
of participants, remained lower in 2020 than in 2019.

The pandemic triggered different types of political actions (e.g. 
Gerbaudo 2020); ranging from civic engagement, like providing help to 
neighbours and elderly people (e.g. Carlsen et al. 2021), via protest events 
that expressed solidarity and support for health care staff or demanded 
better protection of economically hard-hit sectors to contention in oppo-
sition to the governments’ containment measures. Neumayer et al.’s (2021) 
comparative protest event analysis shows that such anti-containment 
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protests have been prevalent in countries with relatively strict measures 
and low death rates (cf. Kriesi and Oana 2022). Moreover, higher levels 
of trust in government and public administration are associated with 
fewer protests. In contrast, the degree of civil liberties (measured based 
on the freedom house index) is associated with more protests.

Germany is an illustrative case of these dynamics. The country has 
come comparatively well through the first phase of the pandemic but 
has – like many countries globally – faced a wave of protest in the spring 
and summer of 2020 (Van der Zwet et al. 2022). This phase of heightened 
protest was observed across Europe: Based on information from ACLED 
(the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project), Neumayer et al. 
(2021) estimate 1,322 protest events in Germany between March 2020 
and January 2021. In Spain (1,487 events) and in France (1,168 events) 
similar numbers were recorded, only Italy experienced slightly more 
protest with 2,618 protest events. The same trend applies to smaller 
European countries, such as Austria (130 events), Belgium (118 events), 
and the Netherlands (240 events). Kriesi and Oana’s (2022) comparative 
study shows this peak in protest is mostly driven by countries in 
north-western Europe and – to a smaller extent – in central-eastern 
Europe. Their analysis of protest claims also demonstrates that 
Covid-related issues were highly salient, accounting for roughly 30% of 
all recorded protest events in 2020. In German protest politics, this trend 
is even more pronounced, with around every second event relating to 
the pandemic throughout 2020. Kriesi and Oana’s (2022) analysis shows 
a common European prevalence of anti-restriction claims, while only few 
countries, for instance Spain, experienced a considerable amount of 
pro-restriction mobilisation. Many of these protest events were driven 
by conservative and radical right actors, as early studies on these protests 
show for the US, Australia, Italy, Spain, and the UK (Rohlinger and 
Meyer 2022; Brennan 2020; Ariza 2020). The same applies to Germany, 
the country under study here, where far-right actors were prominently 
involved in protest events (Hunger et al. 2021).

Detailed protest event data from our protest monitoring project 
MOTRA indicates three surges of Covid-related protests in Germany in 
2020. The first peak right after the easing of the initial lockdown in April 
2020 was characterised by a relatively broad array of protesting groups, 
including parents, the hotel and restaurant industry, and artists (Figure 
1). This situation, however, changed quite drastically in the subsequent 
months, when protests became larger and more homogenous in terms of 
their claims. Two massive demonstrations in Berlin with about 30,000 
participants each in August mark the peak of this second surge. Not only 
the number of protesters but also the escalation dynamics sparked a 
nationwide outcry afterward: on August 29, 2020, several hundred 
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protesters – many with visible extreme-right symbols – managed to cir-
cumvent safety barriers of the Bundestag and tried to ‘storm’, i.e. unlawfully 
enter, the parliamentary building. This incident reflects a general devel-
opment with more radical actors gaining importance in the German 
anti-containment protests, such as the extreme-right Reichsbürger (‘Reich 
citizens’) and supporters of the QAnon movement. Most influential, how-
ever, has been the so-called Querdenker movement (‘lateral thinkers’) 
which originated in the Southern German city of Stuttgart and quickly 
expanded nationally. The group campaigned against the German Infection 
Protection Act. It drew criticism early on for attracting and accommo-
dating diverse far-right actors and groups (Teune 2021a), including the 
far-right party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) (Lehmann and Zehnter 
2022). As our protest event data shows, the shift in actors went along 
with increasingly confrontational protest forms and anti-system claims. 
The protesters increasingly rejected all the countermeasures to the pan-
demic, linked the coronavirus to (racist and antisemitic) conspiracy the-
ories, and demanded the dismissal of the German government altogether.

Only a few studies have assessed the social and political underpinnings 
of the anti-containment protests in Germany. Notably, Plümper et al. 
(2021) show that protests are more numerous in geographical areas where 
vote shares for mainstream parties have been low. Based on an on-site 
and online survey, Koos (2021) shows an over-representation of older 
individuals dissatisfied with the crisis management among participants 
of a Querdenker demonstration in the city of Konstanz. At the same 
time, most respondents reported that they do not feel economically 
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threatened by the pandemic and containment policies. However, they 
believe that the German government exaggerated the pandemic’s threat 
and expressed fears of long-lasting restrictions of political and civic 
rights.1 Based on a nonprobability online survey among members of 
Querdenker-Telegram channels, Nachtwey et al. (2020) also observe the 
dominance of older and highly educated individuals. The supporters of 
the protests are alienated from the political system and tend to believe 
in conspiracy theories. While many respondents indicate having voted 
for left-wing parties in the past, potential voters of the far-right AfD in 
the next election are overrepresented compared to the general electorate. 
Finally, Grande et al. (2021) have assessed the mobilisation potential of 
anti-containment protests among the German population at large. Grande 
et al. (2021) report similar findings as Koos (2021) and Nachtwey et al. 
(2020) for political dissatisfaction and conspiracy theories. However, they 
find a different socio-economic profile when focussing on the wider 
potential in society. Specifically, there is little indication that more edu-
cated individuals show more sympathy for the protest. The mobilisation 
potential is rather heterogeneous regarding its social composition. By 
contrast, the authors emphasise the overrepresentation of AfD voters and 
individuals that do not feel represented by any party in the German 
parliament.

Explanatory framework

Initial research on anti-containment protests in Germany has tackled 
different groups, i.e. protesters, supporters, and members of protest-related 
information channels. The current article complements these studies with 
a systematic analysis of the issue-specific mobilisation potential in the 
wider population. We focus on sympathy and propensity to participate 
as different steps in the mobilisation process, following Klandermans’ 
(1984) classical distinction between consensus and action mobilisation.2 
Our research questions are as follows: Which individuals show sympathy 
for anti-containment protests? Which of them would take to the streets 
if they had the opportunity to do so? To answer these questions, we 
assess two sets of explanatory variables: political attitudes and ideological 
beliefs and Covid-related economic and health-related threats.3 As follows, 
we briefly review the scholarly literature and deduce expectations on the 
specific case of anti-containment protests in Germany.

Political attitudes and ideological beliefs

Political attitudes and ideological beliefs have a dual purpose in our 
study. First, they play a significant role in successful consensus 
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mobilisation, as attitudinal alignment is considered pivotal to convincing 
citizens of a protest movement’s goals. Second, we also ask how holding 
certain, at times extreme, political attitudes and ideological beliefs might 
reinforce an individual’s propensity to participate in a protest. Specifically, 
we are interested in how the mobilisation potential of anti-containment 
protests relates to general left–right orientations, political distrust, and 
specific attitudes about freedom restrictions. Together, these factors allow 
us to better understand the political characteristics of this wave of 
Covid-related protests.

Previous scholarship is inconclusive on how left–right self-placement 
affects protest participation in Europe. While the streets in Western 
Europe generally have a left-libertarian bias (Torcal et al. 2016), recent 
studies stress the importance of contextual factors, such as historical 
legacies, and the specific claims and organisers of a protest event (e.g. 
Borbáth and Gessler 2020; Giugni and Grasso 2019; Grasso and Giugni 
2019; Quaranta 2014). What we observe is a new differentiation in 
Europe’s protest arena where different ideological groups take it to the 
streets, often directly confronting each other (e.g. Borbáth 2023; Daphi 
et al. 2021).

At first sight, opposition to containment measures does not easily fit 
into classic left–right distinctions, given the multifaceted character of the 
coronavirus crisis and the potentially unifying claims of life and death. 
However, as research on Covid-related issues in party competition (Rovny 
et al. 2022) and the electorate (Ruisch et al. 2021) suggests, the political 
right has been less supportive of strict policies limiting the spread of 
the virus. By contrast, the political right favoured rules relying on citizen 
self-enforcement more than the political left. In addition, the previous 
section on the current state of the art has shown the increasingly central 
role of the far-right in organising and supporting the anti-containment 
protests in Germany. Based on these observations, we expect that indi-
viduals from the political right are more likely to belong to the mobil-
isation potential of the anti-containment protests than individuals from 
the political left (right-wing ideology hypothesis). Controlling for the 
right-wing bias of the anti-containment protests, we also expect individ-
uals who hold extreme ideological beliefs from both left and right to be 
more likely to belong to the mobilisation potential than people from the 
political centre (extreme ideology hypothesis). The expectation relates to 
the comparatively confrontational action repertoire and the strong 
anti-system component of anti-containment protests (see also Hunger 
et al. 2021; Teune 2021b).

Like the general left–right orientation, the findings on the general 
relationship between political (dis)trust and protest behaviour tend to be 
mixed and context-dependent (e.g. Norris et al. 2005; Hooghe and Marien 
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2013; Braun and Hutter 2016). On the one hand, citizens disenchanted 
with political authorities are likely to partake in demonstrations to voice 
their frustration and anger. On the other hand, individuals with higher 
levels of trust in government might also take to the streets because they 
believe in the functioning of the political system and, thus, in the effec-
tiveness of street protests – as illustrated by the recent Fridays for Future 
movement (de Moor et al. 2020). However, the claims of the 
anti-containment protests and initial survey-based research during the 
pandemic point in the former direction (e.g. Borbáth 2023). The 
anti-containment protestors are highly critical of the government and 
feel alienated from the political system. Given this anti-system component, 
we expect individuals who distrust the government to be overrepresented 
among the mobilisation potential of anti-containment protests (distrust 
hypothesis). Substantively, the distrust in the political elite’s management 
of the pandemic relates to the balance of public health and security, on 
the one hand, and restrictions on democratic norms and fundamental 
rights, on the other (Engler et al. 2021). This tension has been at the 
core of the anti-containment protests in Germany, as illustrated by the 
Querdenker’s insistence on the restoration of freedom and democracy. 
Thus, we expect individuals who view democratic principles and personal 
freedom as lastingly threatened to be more likely to belong to the mobil-
isation potential (freedom restrictions hypothesis).

Covid-related economic and health threats

Early approaches to the study of social movements focussed on the 
structural causes of protest action: structural strains or grievances have 
a disruptive impact on society, thus leading to the emergence of social 
movements (McAdam 1982). Especially suddenly-imposed grievances – 
like chemical spills, nuclear accidents, or economic crises – may facilitate 
mobilisation processes (Walsh 1981). For instance, the Chernobyl disaster 
enhanced discontent with nuclear energy and sparked anti-nuclear pro-
tests across Germany (Opp 1988). The primary focus of this literature 
has been inequality and economic deprivation fuelling protest and dissent 
(e.g. Gurr 1970; Regan and Norton 2005; Stekelenburg and Klandermans 
2013; Kurer et al. 2019). Recently, Rüdig and Karyotis (2014) found that 
the perceived size of economic deprivation has been a crucial predictor 
of support for protesting the unprecedented austerity measures in Greece. 
Interacting micro-level grievances with contextual influences, Grasso and 
Giugni (2016) also show that individual deprivation is a stronger pre-
dictor for protest action in contexts when individuals are more aware 
that their struggle is a general one, thus being politicised rather than 
individualised.
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The Covid-19 pandemic resulted in a multifaceted crisis with severe 
economic and health-related threats distributed unevenly across society. 
Starting with economic threats, the containment measures hit the German 
economy hard. It shrank by 5%, accompanied by a significant rise in 
unemployment,4 severe falls in household spending, and a decline in 
total production of goods and services of 10%—the sharpest on record 
in post-war history (Walker 2021). Many businesses had to shut down 
because of the national lockdown. To save jobs during the pandemic, 
state-sponsored furlough schemes, Kurzarbeit (short-time work), were 
widely implemented in Germany. After reaching its peak with 6 million 
short-time workers in April 2020 (Eichhorst and Rinne 2020), their 
number gradually decreased in the following months. A crucial measure 
implemented worldwide to fight the spread of Covid-19 infections was 
school and day-care closings. In Germany, federal states closed schools 
for extended periods creating a ‘disruptive exogenous shock’ to family 
life (Huebner et al. 2020). This strategy had consequences beyond the 
adverse effects on children’s educational outcomes, as parents were con-
fronted with additional child-caring and home-schooling duties. The 
additional care work decreased well-being and increased perceived stress. 
It also led to financial hardships arising from reduced working hours, 
casting further economic strains on households with children (Chen 
et al. 2022). From a grievance perspective, one can expect individuals 
who suffered financial losses or had to shoulder more care work to 
develop grievances towards the government. These expectations are also 
true for individuals who perceive that they are at a greater risk of losing 
their jobs or being furloughed. Accordingly, we expect individuals with 
greater Covid-related economic threat to be more likely to belong to 
the mobilisation potential of anti-containment protests (economic threat 
hypothesis).

In addition to economic threats, health-related threats may also play 
a role. Studies show that individuals who are not afraid of getting 
infected or do not perceive to be at risk are much less likely to comply 
with Covid-related policy measures, such as wearing masks, social 
distancing, or avoiding public gatherings (Zimmermann et al. 2022). 
Early in the pandemic, public health authorities identified two key 
characteristics associated with a greater health risk: old age and 
pre-existing medical conditions (CDC 2021). However, lockdowns and 
other Covid-19 containment measures affected everyone regardless of 
demographic characteristics or health status. Thus, it is likely that 
individuals with a lower (perceived) threat to their health feel unfairly 
treated and develop grievances against the governing bodies for imple-
menting them. We, therefore, expect that individuals with greater actual 
and perceived Covid-related health threats are less likely to belong to 



822 S. HunGEr ET al.

the mobilisation potential of anti-containment protests (health threat 
hypothesis).

In general, we expect all hypotheses to hold for both steps in the 
mobilisation process (reinforcement hypothesis). We assume that ideo-
logical beliefs, political attitudes, and Covid-related economic and 
health threats explain who shows sympathy for the anti-containment 
protesters and, controlled for that sympathy, they also explain who 
is even likely to participate him/herself. In our opinion, this reinforc-
ing dynamic indicates an intense form of ideological polarisation, 
which is most likely in situations when a protest or social movement 
becomes a ‘signifier of conflict’ itself. Note that the reinforcing 
dynamic seems least likely for the two ‘threat factors’. Protest research 
has also subsumed these variables (especially employment status and 
child-care obligations) under the term biographical availability, defined 
‘as the absence of personal constraints that may increase the cost and 
risks of movement participation’ (McAdam 1986: 70). These costs are 
understood as ‘the expenditures of time, money, and energy that are 
required of a person engaged in any particular form of activism’ 
(McAdam 1986: 67).5 Thus, interpreted in this perspective, obligations, 
such as having children at home who require care, increase the costs 
of activism and are likely to hinder protest participation (Wiltfang 
and McAdam 1991, 997). Moreover, the two sets of explanatory factors 
in our theoretical framework might contradict each other. Economic 
and health threats can also drive beliefs in the necessity of decisive 
state action to fight Covid-19. Thus, they might trigger political 
responses, but not in the right-leaning, government-distrusting, and 
citizen-self enforced direction expected when considering the attitu-
dinal and ideological underpinning of the anti-containment protests 
in Germany.

Data and methods

We use original survey data to empirically assess the associations of 
political and social characteristics with the mobilisation potential of 
anti-containment protests,. The survey covers various social and political 
topics related to the Covid-19 pandemic in Germany. The respondents 
were recruited by respondi from an online access panel. To ensure that 
different demographic groups are equally represented in the survey, quotas 
regarding education, age, and gender were used for the selection of 
respondents.6 The survey was conducted in 23 waves in a so-called rolling 
cross-section procedure. Between 512 and 1,044 persons were interviewed 
per wave. This procedure enabled us to react to unforeseeable or currently 
relevant events and to adapt our questionnaire. Thus, starting with the 
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8th wave of the survey in June 2020, we included items about the current 
protest events.

Dependent variables

Two items were tailored to measure the respondents’ sympathy for 
and readiness to participate in protests related to the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The exact wording of the ‘sympathy question’ was: ‘How under-
standing are you of the people who took part in demonstrations against 
the state’s coronavirus measures?’ [Answer options: Very, fairly, some-
what, not at all].7 We deliberately opted to ask about ‘the people in 
the streets’ and not about specific claims of the protests. First, we 
argue that, in dynamic and polarised contexts, such measure is more 
suitable given that the movements’ exact goals were often time vague 
and changed during the protest wave. Second, we argue that ultimately 
a movement consists of the crowd on the street and thus sympathy 
towards participants is crucial when studying the different steps of 
mobilisation. We asked for the respondents’ readiness to participate 
using the following question: ‘Would you take part in a demonstration 
against the state’s coronavirus measures if one were organised in your 
area?’ [Answer options: certainly, probably, rather not, certainly not]. 
Phrasing the latter question in that manner prevents a bias for respon-
dents that lived in an area without demonstration, which were par-
ticularly rare in the early phase, thus introducing bias of lacking 
protest supply. We re-coded the resulting variables as binary, where 
1 indicates that an individual reported ‘very much’ or ‘much’ sympathy 
or would ‘certainly’ or ‘probably’ participate in anti-containment 
protests.

Asking people’s attitudes towards protest is no trivial exercise and 
might lead to a social desirability bias, especially in polarised cases such 
as the anti-containment protests in Germany. Respondents may be reluc-
tant to admit their sympathy for the protests and refrain from expressing 
their willingness to participate. To address these concerns, we conducted 
a list experiment in a later round of the survey (Hunger et al. 2022): the 
control group is presented with a 3-item list of political engagement, 
while the treated group is presented with a 4-item list that additionally 
includes the sensitive item, i.e. participating in the anti-containment 
protest. The respondents are then asked to state in how many activities 
they would participate. By comparing the two groups, the share of indi-
viduals that would participate in the sensitive protests can be determined. 
Hunger et al.’s (2022) detailed analysis shows that there is no social 
desirability bias.
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Political attitudes and ideological beliefs

To test our explanatory framework, we take advantage of the broad array 
of issues and items in the survey to operationalise the theoretically 
motivated clusters of factors outlined above. For political attitudes and 
ideological beliefs, we use political left–right self-placement, a measure 
of political trust (i.e. to what extent respondents believed that the federal 
government is acting in the interests of German citizens during the 
Covid-19 crisis), and two scales that grasp the respondents’ worry about 
political and individual freedom restrictions. The measure for worries 
about political freedom restrictions combines four survey items via means 
of principal component analysis (see online appendix, section 6). The 
items are the following: asking respondents how worried they are about 
(1) restrictions on the freedom to assembly; (2) the government’s bypass-
ing of parliaments when issuing coronavirus containment policies; (3) 
restrictions on public life; and 4) restrictions on private contacts.8

Economic and health-related threats

We operationalise economic and health-related threats using different 
measures of economic vulnerability (i.e. the risk of being fired or fur-
loughed and having children at home), perceived health risks (i.e. how 
worried respondents were that a coronavirus infection would cause them 
or a member of their immediate family to develop a life-threatening 
illness and their own health assessment) and factual health risks (i.e. 
pre-existing medical conditions and age of the respondent).9

Control variables

We control for several demographic, contextual, and temporal variables: 
education, gender, marital status, personal experience with the virus, 
general economic situation, whether the respondent resides in East 
Germany, and the wave of the survey.10 The data, however, does not 
include a direct measure of respondents’ social class. Moreover, the lon-
gitudinal data does not include information on additional key explanatory 
factors for participation such as respondents’ embeddedness in mobilising 
structures, political interest, and political efficacy beliefs.

Data analysis strategy

We limit our sample to complete cases leaving us with 12,815 respon-
dents, of which 2,304 express sympathy for the protests against the 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2166728
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government’s containment measures. Very few respondents expressed 
willingness to participate but no sympathy of the protests. As our two 
dependent variables – sympathy for and willingness to participate in 
anti-containment protests – are coded binary, we use logistic regression 
analyses to test our hypotheses. This allows us to test the two steps of 
the mobilisation process in two separate analyses. Previous scholarship 
has used empirical approaches such as structural equation models 
(Beyerlein and Hipp 2006), which is unsuitable since we consider more 
explanatory factors in our analyses. Like Rüdig and Karyotis (2014), we 
use logistic regression models and run separate models for the different 
dependent variables for several reasons. First, this allows us to evaluate 
the steps independently, without giving us averaged coefficients for step 
1 and step 2 as a classic ordered logit would do. While the first model 
assesses drivers of sympathy solely, the second model is concerned with 
what motivates individuals to move beyond sympathy to readiness to 
participate. Additionally, we run a series of robustness checks and com-
plementary analyses with alternative model specifications, further cor-
roborating our findings (see online appendix, sections 7, 9 to 11).

Empirical results

Descriptive findings

At first, we use this novel data set to assess the size of the mobilisation 
potential, especially the gap between protest sympathy and willingness 
to participate. Figure 2 shows shares of respondents broken down into 
three categories: The first group consists of respondents who do not 
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Figure 2. Development of sympathy and readiness to participate in anti-containment 
protests by survey wave (2020–2021).
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sympathise with or are not willing to participate in anti-containment 
protests; the second group are the respondents who show sympathy for 
the protestors but are not willing to participate in them; the third group 
are the respondents who show sympathy for the protestors and are also 
ready to act on their beliefs given a supply of protest. As the results 
highlight, most respondents – on average 82% – neither sympathise nor 
are likely to participate in anti-containment protests. Nevertheless, around 
every fifth respondent belongs to the broadly defined mobilisation poten-
tial of the anti-containment protests. Around 60% who showed sympathy 
for anti-containment protests also stated that they would be willing to 
engage in protest themselves. Thus, around 10% of Germans can imagine 
themselves participating in anti-containment protests. Notably, the shares 
of all three groups are relatively stable from June 2020 to April 2021. 
This stability is remarkable considering the background of the dynamically 
evolving protest landscape described before.

Next, we focus on the bivariate associations with political attitudes 
and ideological beliefs (Figure 3). We examine left–right self-placement, 
distrust in government, and how much a respondent worries about free-
dom restrictions (we differentiate here ‘social’ and ‘political’ worries 
instead of the combined measure as used in the regression analyses 
below). The graphs in the first column of Figure 3 (panels A, C, E, G) 
present the share of participants who show sympathy for the protests by 
these political attitudes. The graphs in the second column present the 
shares of ‘sympathisers’ who would also be willing to participate in the 
demonstrations.

Panel A in Figure 3 on the left–right self-placement of respondents 
shows that the further we move away from the political centre towards 
the extreme right, the larger the share of sympathisers, thus providing the 
first indication for our right-wing ideology hypothesis. However, looking 
on the opposite fringe of the political spectrum, sympathy for the 
anti-containment protest is also slightly more common among the most 
left-leaning respondents. Similarly, supporters who expressed their willing-
ness to participate in anti-containment protests (panel B) are over-represented 
on the right side of the political spectrum. Around 90% of supporters on 
the most extreme right would also participate in such demonstrations. 
Next, panel C in Figure 3 relates to our distrust hypothesis, showing the 
share of protest sympathisers across different levels of distrust in govern-
ment. This offers preliminary support for our hypothesis that respondents 
with lower trust are more likely to belong to the mobilisation potential 
due to the strong anti-system component of the protests. Mirroring the 
context-dependent association between political trust and protest behaviour, 
respondents with higher and lower levels of trust in government among 
the ‘sympathisers’ are more willing to participate (panel D). Lastly, we turn 
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Figure 3. share of groups by respondents’ attitude.
Note: left–right self-placement is measured on an 11-point scale from 0, left, to 10, 
right. trust in government also ranges from 0, do not trust at all, to 10, trust com-
pletely. Worries about individual and political freedoms are composite measures (see 
online appendix sections 1 and 2). they range from 1 to 5, lower values indicating 
less concern. note that the graphs in the first column present the share of partici-
pants who show sympathy for the protests by these political attitudes. the graphs 
in the second column focus on the shares of ‘sympathisers’ and their (non-)willingness 
to participate in the demonstrations.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2023.2166728
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to the descriptive relationship between worries about political and indi-
vidual freedom restrictions and protest support and potential participation 
(panels E to F). Our freedom restrictions hypothesis posits that worries 
about democratic principles and personal freedoms are associated with 
higher sympathy and willingness to participate. This is strongly reflected 
in the descriptive evidence: People who worry more about these aspects 
are clearly overrepresented in the group of those who show sympathy for 
the protestors. However, the picture is less clear when we turn to willing-
ness to participate among the supporters (panels G and H).

Regression analyses

In the following, we present the central results of our logistic regression 
analyses in Figure 4. The models on the left-hand side use sympathy for 
the anti-containment protests as the dependent variable. In contrast, we 
use the willingness to participate as the dependent variable in the models 
on the right panel. For each of the dependent variables, we present two 
different models: one for the full sample (models 1 and 2) and one for 
the reduced sample (models 3 and 4) to be able to include the measure 
for worries about freedom restrictions, since these items were only 
included in the survey from wave 14 onwards. Our empirical setup allows 
us to understand what drives people to feel sympathy for anti-containment 
protest and express their willingness to participate. This enables us to 
investigate the determinants of the mobilisation potential of 
anti-containment protests among a representative sample of the German 

sympathy willing to part.
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Figure 4. average marginal effects of logistic regression models predicting sympathy 
for and willingness to participate in anti-containment protests.
Note: the full regression models with all control variables can be found in the online 
appendix section 5. the coefficients come from models excluding (models 1 and 2) 
and including (models 3 and 4) ‘worries about freedom restrictions’, which have only 
been asked from august 2020 onwards. a coefficient depicted in Figure 4 corresponds 
to the association between a change in an independent variable and a change in 
the dependent variable. please also note that the models with willingness to par-
ticipate as DV include sympathy as an additional iV.
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population. Mirroring the theory section, we discuss the independent 
variables in two clusters: (i) political attitudes and ideological beliefs and 
(ii) Covid-related economic and health threats. We start the discussion 
by focussing on the drivers of protest sympathy (models 1 and 3) before 
proceeding to factors associated with willingness to participate (Model 
2 & 4). Figure 4 reports average marginal effects. In the text, we discuss 
the substantive effect sizes by reporting how, on average across all of 
the cases in our data, each variable affects the probability of sympathy 
or being willing to protest.

Regarding political attitudes and ideological beliefs, the findings meet 
our expectations regarding sympathy for the anti-containment protests (see 
left-hand side of Figure 4). As predicted by the right-wing ideology 
hypothesis, a one-unit increase on our 10-point scale for ideology increases 
the probability of showing sympathy for the anti-containment demonstra-
tions by 1%.11 While these effects may seem small at first glance, we 
argue that they are substantive, since a change of one point on a 10-point 
scale is also very fine-grained. How different ideological dispositions affect 
sympathy and propensity to protest is further visualised and discussed 
below (see Figure 5). To test for the extreme ideology hypothesis, we also 
include a measure for more extreme political beliefs in our regression 
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Figure 5. average marginal effects of left–right ideology and trust in government 
conditional on time.
Note: Figure 5 shows the average marginal effects for two variables – ideological 
self-placement and distrust in the government. interacting the variables with different 
time periods allows for assessing how much their effect on protest sympathy and 
willingness to participate changes over time. the regression models include all our 
standard independent variables, expect for freedom restrictions, which were only 
asked from wave 14 onwards.
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models. On our three point-extremism scale, respondents who are at the 
extreme right and extreme left of the ideological scale, are 2% more likely 
to be among those who express sympathy for anti-containment protests, 
which is in line with our hypothesis and with the descriptive evidence 
in Figure 3. We explore the role of extreme ideology further by including 
a quadratic term of left–right ideology in the regression model to test 
for a potential curvilinear relationship (see online appendix, section 9). 
Our results indicate a minor curvilinear relationship which is strongly 
biased towards the right. Overall, these findings suggest that right leaning 
individuals and particularly those on the extreme right are more likely 
to support the anti-containment protests. Moreover, we find that a one-unit 
increase in our distrust in the German government measure increases the 
probability of sympathy for the protests by 4%, confirming our expecta-
tions concerning the relationship between distrust in government and 
protest sympathy (distrust hypothesis).12 Turning to model 3 in Figure 4, 
we investigate whether worries about lasting freedom restrictions positively 
affect sympathy for the anti-containment protestors. Our results support 
the idea of an emerging ‘freedom divide’: respondents who are one-unit 
more concerned about freedom restrictions are also 5% more likely to 
show sympathy for the anti-containment protests.

Next, we turn our attention to the associations of economic and 
health-related grievances with protest sympathy. As expected, individuals 
who fear the coronavirus are less likely to show sympathy (-9%), while 
economic grievances are associated with significantly more sympathy for 
the anti-containment protestors. Specifically, a one-unit increase on the 
economic concerns index, increases the probability of showing sympathy 
by 8%. These findings are in line with the economic threat and health 
threat hypotheses.

In the second step of our estimation strategy, we focus on those respon-
dents who expressed their willingness to participate in the protests (see 
right-hand side of Figure 4). We include the sympathy variable in these 
regressions as an independent variable. This allows us to investigate what 
makes sympathisers ‘walk the extra mile’, i.e. motivates them to be willing 
to participate in demonstrations. For simplicity, these coefficients are not 
included in Figure 4 (please refer to the regression table for the main 
models in the online appendix, section 5). As we have posited in our 
reinforcement hypothesis, sympathy for the protestors strongly determines 
their willingness to participate. However, even when controlling for this 
sympathy, our results shed light on the significance of attitudes for later 
stages of a mobilisation process. While previous research usually stresses 
the role of ideology and political attitudes for consensus mobilisation, our 
findings tell a story of reinforcement. While controlling for the group of 
‘sympathisers’, we show that political attitudes are still crucial for the next 
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step in the mobilisation process, i.e. voicing willingness to protest. 
Right-wing ideological beliefs (1% increase), distrust in government (1% 
increase),13 and worries about the damaging effect of Covid-19 on demo-
cratic principles and personal freedoms (1% increase) significantly increase 
the probability of the second dependent variable, i.e. willingness to par-
ticipate. These findings indicate that even though more radical and dis-
trusting individuals are already more likely to sympathise with the protestors, 
these characteristics also enhance their willingness to participate.

We observe a similar reinforcing dynamic for health and economic 
threats: being threatened by the virus significantly decreases the proba-
bility of being willing to participate in the demonstrations. As we have 
argued above, this effect might also stem from the fear of getting infected 
during a demonstration, where standard hygiene rules, such as wearing 
masks and social distancing, were often not adhered to. On the contrary, 
economic threats have a potentially mobilising effect. A one-unit increase 
in the economic threats scale is related to a marked increase in the 
probability of partaking in protests (4%).

In a final step, we test whether our results depend on the timing of 
the survey waves by running models in which we interact three crucial 
periods of mobilisation with several variables of interest. (for detailed 
results, see section 8 in the online appendix). This serves as an additional 
control for the dynamically evolving protest landscape during the Covid-19 
pandemic. The actor constellation and major protest claims changed 
throughout the pandemic, indicating increasing radicalisation. The 
three-time periods are the survey waves before August 2020, after August 
2020—when the anti-containment protests escalated notably—and the 
survey waves in 2021. As ideological self-placement and trust in govern-
ment are identified as crucial drivers of mobilisation, Figure 5 shows the 
average marginal effects of these individual variables conditional on 
period. The results suggest a certain tendency of ideological dispositions 
to become more important in driving sympathy and willingness to protest 
over time. However, note that only the association between trust in 
government and willingness to protest is statistically significant. Similarly, 
we do not find strong over-time differences regarding extreme ideology 
as well as economic and health threats, reflecting a rather stable size of 
the mobilisation potential throughout the observation period.

Conclusion

This article has focussed on the mobilisation potential of anti-containment 
protests in Germany. The country has seen public demonstrations and 
other protest actions targeting the state measures to contain Covid-19 
early on during the pandemic, with several peaks of heightened 
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mobilisation and radicalisation. We have analysed individuals’ sympathy 
for and willingness to engage in such anti-containment demonstrations 
based on 16 waves of a rolling cross-section survey from 2020/2021. The 
study contributes in two ways to the scholarly literature in general and 
this special issue more specifically: First, we have presented an original 
large-scale study on the mobilisation potential of this unusual protest 
wave, allowing us to study the emerging polarisation in European societies 
during the Covid-19 pandemic. Specifically, our empirical analyses have 
examined two clusters of explanatory factors: individuals’ political attitudes 
and their (perceived) economic and health-related threats. Second, our 
study brings to the currently burgeoning research on polarisation the 
concept of issue-specific mobilisation potentials. Pioneered by Klandermans 
(1984), the concept has been prominent in social movement research of 
the 1980s and 1990s. It helps observe the demand-side of protest beyond 
phases and geographic areas of overt mobilisation. As we argue, the 
concept offers a welcome addition to research on ideological polarisation, 
putting individuals’ propensity to act on behalf of their preferences centre 
stage. It also allows moving beyond a narrow focus on electoral behaviour, 
which seems particularly relevant in times when protest campaigns and 
social movements become key ‘signifiers of conflict’.

The empirical analyses point to four main conclusions: First, we observe 
a considerable and stable mobilisation potential of anti-containment protests 
in Germany from June 2020 to April 2021. Around every fifth respondent 
shows (very) much sympathy for the people demonstrating against the 
government’s measures; around 60% of those would also participate in 
demonstrations if they had the opportunity to do so. Second, political 
distrust is a primary driver of the mobilisation potential, confirming pre-
vious research about citizens’ preferences for containment measures (e.g. 
Altiparmakis et al. 2021; Jørgensen et al. 2021). Yet, the mobilisation poten-
tial is also embedded in left–right conflict and emerging divides over 
political freedom restrictions. Far-right orientations and worries about 
lasting freedom restrictions explain individuals’ sympathy and willingness 
to participate in anti-containment protests. Third, economic threats (includ-
ing child-care obligations) relate to more sympathy for the protests, whereas 
health threats (including older age groups) relate to less sympathy. Finally, 
and most notably in the context of the special issue, we find that the step 
from showing sympathy for the protestors to being ready to participate is 
mainly driven by political attitudes and not by anticipated biographical 
constraints. As posited in our reinforcement hypothesis, this result suggests 
that ideological polarisation may quickly spill over to the streets depending 
on the availability of opportunities to protest.

Overall, our findings underline that the Covid-19 pandemic—and its 
nature as a multifaceted crisis—have led to political polarisation beyond 
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party competition. Further research should focus on how the protests 
and their resonance in German society and other European countries 
have been structuring public debate over the containment measures in 
general and the legitimacy of protest and dissent in particular. These 
questions seem crucial to improve our understanding of how the 
anti-containment protests have been embedded in the broader landscape 
of political contestation during the pandemic and to what extent they 
may also have a lasting impact on citizens’ beliefs in a post-pandemic 
era. Since our findings show how polarised attitudes can easily spill over 
to the streets, a deeper engagement with consensus mobilisation offers 
an additional avenue for further research, contributing to our under-
standing of what drives people ‘to act on their beliefs’. While large shares 
of the literature on consensus mobilisation have focussed on progressive 
movements, our study covers a more reactionary type of mobilisation, 
mirroring a common trend of emerging regressive movements in Europe 
and beyond (Caiani 2019; Castelli Gattinara et al. 2022; Hutter 2014).

Our study was limited in its lack of focus on several essential concepts 
from the social movement and political participation literature: the role 
of mobilising structures, class belonging, and the role of political interest 
and efficacy. Due to the specifics of our case, we see further need to 
investigate how the novel, and thus less homogenous Querdenken move-
ment ties in with individual level characteristics such as social status 
and class belonging. Unfortunately, our survey did not allow us to inves-
tigate how organisational infrastructures or measures of internal or exter-
nal political efficacy may have contributed to the sympathy and willingness 
to protest. Future research, for example, could explore whether 
anti-containment protests have been more successful in mobilising sup-
porters in national or regional contexts where a dense organisational 
infrastructure contesting the status quo was already in place pre-pandemic. 
We also would invite further scholarship to investigate how online mobil-
isation affected offline participation, especially in the context of the 
pandemic where face-to-face-interactions were thwarted by the 
anti-containment policies against the spread of the pandemic.

Notes

 1. Some findings—for instance that 47% of the online interviewees hold a 
university degree and 51% of them are more than 50 years old—might be 
driven by the survey design and the location of the protest in 
Baden-Württemberg, which might not be representative for the movement 
in other parts of Germany (Koos 2021: 12).

 2. Originally, Klandermans introduced four steps: first, an individual becomes 
a member of the group of potential participants; second, this individual 
is exposed to attempts at mobilisation; before third, s/he develops a mo-
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tivation to participate; and lastly, overcomes barriers to participation. 
Subsequent studies have typically considered individuals that are already 
potential participants, i.e. are already convinced of the movement’s goals 
(for an overview, see Stürmer and Simon 2004; notable exceptions are 
Beyerlein and Hipp 2006; Kriesi et al. 1993; Rüdig and Karyotis 2014). 
However, in this paper, we are interested in the first and third steps: se-
lection into sympathy and selection into willingness to participate in 
anti-containment protests.

 3. One important variable from the social movement theories that has been 
prominently used in explaining the emergence and prevalence of protest 
and collective action is mobilising structures (McAdam et al. 1996; 
McCarthy and Zald 1977). Mobilising structures provide the infrastructure, 
resources, staff, and safe spaces for interactions, recruitment, ideological 
encapsulation and protest organisation. Proponents of this approach argue 
that activism and mobilisation are more likely to occur and endure if 
there is a dense organisational and institutional infrastructure (e.g. 
McCarthy and Zald 2015). Although, we acknowledge the importance of 
this variable, unfortunately our survey design did not include any items 
on the mobilising structures to enable us to investigate their role in the 
anti-containment protests in Germany. We address this limitation in the 
concluding section.

 4. According to a report published by the Institute of Labour Economics, 
‘the number of registered unemployed stood at 2.75 million persons [in 
October 2020], an increase by 25% compared to October 2019’ (Eichhorst 
and Rinne 2020: 3).

 5. Following this line of argumentation, parental status, for example, has been 
considered a crucial biographical availability variable (Oliver 1984; Beyerlein 
and Hipp 2006).

 6. Additionally, the sample corresponds well to the distribution of the pop-
ulation across the federal states. There are some minor differences: 
Baden-Württemberg is slightly underrepresented with −2.4 percentage 
points, whereas Berlin (+1.1) and Hamburg (+1.2) are slightly overrepre-
sented (see online appendix, Table 2).

 7. In the questionnaire, we used the German word ‘Verständnis.’ Literally 
translated as understanding, the term refers to (a) comprehension, the 
ability to understand the content of an issue; (b) empathy, the ability to 
put oneself in the place of other people and to sympathise with them; 
and (c) opinion, in the sense of a view or point of view. We opted for 
it because it captures a weak form of support. After consulting with 
several native speakers, we opted for the English translation ‘sympathy,’ 
aiming to avoid the narrower definition of ‘understanding’ as compre-
hension.

 8. See also online appendix section 1.1 for more details on the operational-
isation

 9. See also online appendix section 1.2 for more details on the operational-
isation

 10. See also online appendix section 1.3 for more details on the operational-
isation

 11. Including the worry about political and social freedoms variable in the 
regression models does not considerably change the coefficients of the 
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other independent variables. We therefore report the odds ratios from the 
regression models without this variable (models 1 and 2).

 12. Since most of our data includes a measure of political trust that is close-
ly related to the pandemic, we perform additional robustness checks using 
an item that asks for trust in politicians and political parties in general. 
Note that these measures have only been asked in later survey waves. The 
models in the online appendix, section 10, show that the results are con-
sistent with the main models presented in the text (models 1 and 3 in 
Table 11, online appendix).

 13. Please note, however, that this association is not robust to include alter-
native measures for political trust, i.e. trust in politicians and parties, and 
not trust in the government as the key executive institution (see online 
appendix, section 10).
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