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Abstract Why do individuals in democratic nations sympathize with autocratic
leaders from abroad? In this article, we address this general question with regard to
Germans’ attitudes toward Vladimir Putin in the aftermath of the Russian invasion
of Ukraine in February 2022. Building on the intuition that “the enemy of my enemy
is my friend” and its formalization in balance theory, our study focuses on the role
of political alienation at home. To study this role comprehensively, we consider
several facets of political alienation: a lack of trust in political institutions, low
support for democracy as a regime, a sense of estrangement from public discourse,
and an inclination toward conspiracy thinking. Using longitudinal analyses on data
from the German Longitudinal Election Study panel, we provide empirical evidence
consistent with our argument that political alienation—particularly in terms of low
political trust and a proclivity for conspiracy thinking—drives sympathies for Putin
and his regime. Against the backdrop of mounting attempts by Russia and other
autocratic powers to influence discourses in Western societies via some segments
of society, our findings illuminate one important source of sympathy for Putin and,
potentially, foreign autocrats more broadly.
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Sympathien für Putin in der deutschen Öffentlichkeit: eine Folge
politischer Entfremdung?

Zusammenfassung Warum sympathisieren Individuen in demokratischen Ländern
mit autokratischen Führern aus dem Ausland? In diesem Artikel befassen wir uns
mit dieser allgemeinen Frage mit Blick auf die Einstellungen der Deutschen ge-
genüber Wladimir Putin nach dem russischen Einmarsch in die Ukraine im Februar
2022. Ausgehend von der Intuition, dass „ein Feind eines Feindes ein Freund ist“
und ihrer Formalisierung in der sozialpsychologischen Balancetheorie, konzentriert
sich unsere Studie auf die Rolle politischer Entfremdung. Um diese Rolle umfas-
send zu untersuchen, betrachten wir mehrere Facetten der politischen Entfremdung:
mangelndes Vertrauen in politische Institutionen, geringe Unterstützung für die De-
mokratie als Regime, ein Gefühl der Entfremdung vom öffentlichen Diskurs und
eine Neigung zu Verschwörungsglauben. Anhand von Längsschnittanalysen mit Da-
ten des GLES-Panels liefern wir empirische Belege für unsere These, dass politische
Entfremdung – insbesondere in Form von mangelndem politischem Vertrauen und
einer Neigung zu Verschwörungsdenken – Sympathien für Putin und sein Regime
fördert. Vor dem Hintergrund der zunehmenden Versuche Russlands und anderer au-
tokratischer Mächte, Diskurse in westlichen Gesellschaften über bestimmte Gesell-
schaftssegmente zu beeinflussen, beleuchten unsere Ergebnisse eine wichtige Quelle
der Sympathie für Putin und, potenziell, ausländischer Autokraten im Allgemeinen.

Schlüsselwörter Öffentliche Meinung · Außenpolitische Einstellungen · Wladimir
Putin · Politische Entfremdung · Russisch-Ukrainischer Krieg

1 Introduction

On 24 February 2022, Russian military forces launched a full-scale invasion of
Ukraine on orders issued by Vladimir Putin. Putin’s decision has resulted in tens of
thousands of deaths, caused Europe’s largest refugee crisis since the Second World
War, and has led to extensive damages to civilian infrastructure and the environment.
The Russian invasion of February 2022 was quickly and harshly condemned by
overwhelming majorities of Germany’s political elite and public alike (see Mader
and Schoen 2023, p. 531). Nevertheless, ever since the attack, a significant minority
has expressed implicit understanding or even outright sympathies for Putin and his
decision to launch the war. Such positions, often coinciding with Russian narratives,
are frequently voiced in pro-Russian demonstrations across the country (N-tv 2022;
Schmitz 2023), by fringe conspiracy groups (Lamberty et al. 2022b; Rathje et al.
2022), by politicians of the radical right Alternative for Germany (AfD; Schmidt
2022), and by parts of the country’s radical left (Pfaff 2022). Albeit being a clear (but
sometimes loud) minority, the heterogeneous group of Putin and Russia sympathizers
has attracted a considerable amount of public interest. Despite this, we still have little
empirical evidence on who exactly holds these positions and why. More generally,
there is little research on the broader puzzle of what makes citizens in democratic
countries sympathize with autocratic leaders from abroad.
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In this article, we aim to fill this gap and add to our understanding of who in
Germany (still) sympathizes with Vladimir Putin and his regime. To do so, we sys-
tematize existent but scattered evidence from research on (1) which parties, and
which parties’ voters, hold pro-Russian stances and (2) which individuals are sus-
ceptible to consuming and believing narratives from Russian information operations.
By connecting these initial findings with psychological insights from balance theory
(Heider 1958), which holds that humans strive for consistency in social relations,
we derive our general argument: We expect that one of the main drivers behind in-
dividuals still holding sympathetic attitudes toward Vladimir Putin, one of the most
prominent “enemies” of the German political system, is a profound sense of political
alienation from said system. This alienation, we propose, manifests itself in feelings
that go beyond low political support in the narrow sense of political trust and ex-
tend to an estrangement from democracy as a political order, a sense of detachment
from public discourses, and an inclination toward conspiracy thinking. We test this
expectation using panel survey data from the German Longitudinal Election Study
(GLES), drawing on data from before and after the invasion of February 2022.

Longitudinal regression analyses provide empirical evidence consistent with our
argument. We first show that the more alienated individuals felt before the invasion,
the more positively they view Vladimir Putin (and his regime) postinvasion, with
all four facets of political alienation being substantially associated with holding
more friendly attitudes toward Putin. To move further toward establishing a causal
effect of political alienation, we then regress change in ratings of Putin in the
wake of the invasion on preinvasion political alienation. Here, we obtain significant
effects for three of the four facets of political alienation, with lack of political
trust and conspiracy mentality—a potent manifestation of deep-seated distrust in
societal and political elites—being especially consequential. We also present results
for a combined measure of political alienation, documenting large overall effects on
(change in) ratings of Putin that trump those of other variables, including individuals’
core postures on foreign policy and their ideological orientations.

This article makes several contributions to existing research as well as to ongoing
public discussions. To begin with, we provide an explanation for the publicly debated
puzzle of why some German citizens still sympathize with Putin. In doing so, we
put forth an answer to the more general—but so far rarely studied—question of
why people living in democratic societies may hold sympathetic attitudes toward
foreign autocratic leaders and regimes. In times of increasing systemic rivalries
between autocracies and democracies worldwide, this question is especially urgent
to address. Our answer focuses on the role of political alienation because we believe
that this is an important and novel perspective. At the same time, this study adds
to our understanding of the nature and consequences of political alienation. More
specifically, we provide a comprehensive conceptualization of political alienation,
encompassing facets that go beyond mere political support, and empirically test its
consequences for foreign policy attitudes.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: We begin by discussing pre-
vious research and its implications for attitudes toward the Putin regime. After that,
we turn to our conceptualization of political alienation, propose a general mecha-
nism linking it to sympathetic attitudes toward Putin, and—applying this mechanism
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to four different facets of political alienation—derive our four hypotheses. We then
discuss data and methods before moving to the results. The final section presents
our conclusions.

2 Previous Evidence on Attitudes Toward the Putin Regime

To the best of our knowledge, sympathies toward Putin and his regime have seldom
been examined in a focused and systematic way, neither for Germany nor for other
Western democracies. Thus, the main question of this article—who holds such sym-
pathies and why—remains largely unanswered by the scientific community, despite
growing public interest. More generally, there is little systematic research on the
broader question of what leads individuals to sympathize with autocratic leaders
from abroad that we could built on.1

Nevertheless, we can draw on two related strands of research to formulate expec-
tations about the attitudinal drivers of sympathetic views toward Putin: research on
which parties, and which parties’ voters, take pro-Russian positions and research on
individuals’ susceptibility to Russian information operations.

Studies from the first strand of research suggest that—while the positioning and
behavior of individual parties are obviously subject to strategic considerations and
specific contexts (Wondreys 2023)—pro-Russian and pro-Putin positions are es-
pecially prevalent among parties on the fringes of the political spectrum.2 Albeit
being otherwise ideologically heterogeneous, these parties and their electorates
mainly seem to share system-critical, “anti-establishment,” and often radical po-
sitions (Fisher 2021; Golosov 2020; Hooghe et al. 2024; Onderco 2019). They are
therefore sometimes fittingly coined the “fellow travelers” of the Kremlin’s gen-
eral anti-Western and anti-democratic stances (Snegovaya 2022). In Germany, pro-
Russian sentiments have accordingly been most prominent among the elites and elec-
torates of both the populist radical right AfD and the radical Left Party (Die Linke;
Mader and Schoen 2023, pp. 540–541; Olsen 2018, p. 77; Wood 2021, pp. 778–779,
781–784). Even after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, i.e., a time

1 To be sure, there are some studies on attitudes toward foreign leaders and, more broadly, countries.
However, this body of literature has tended to focus on variation at the aggregate level, that is, variation
in overall attitudes toward different leaders (e.g., Goldsmith et al. 2021) and countries (e.g., Nincic and
Russett 1979), whereas our argument is concerned with variation in attitudes toward one autocratic leader
within one country across individuals. One important finding of this literature is that (perceived) similarity
between countries is associated with more positive attitudes (Nincic and Russett 1979; Tims and Miller
1986) and that, more generally, in- vs. out-group psychology plays an important role in shaping those
(e.g., Johnston Conover et al. 1980). The argument we develop accords with this general view. Seen from
this perspective, our balancing argument holds that those who feel attached to the in-group of the domestic
political “mainstream” will come to view its foreign adversaries as an out-group and assess it negatively,
whereas this will be not the case for alienated individuals who do not feel part of this in-group in the first
place. Having pointed out these general parallels to this broader literature, we proceed by reviewing studies
more narrowly focused on the case of Putin and contemporary Russia.
2 Much of this existing research focuses on stances toward the country of Russia rather than its political
system or leadership specifically. However, as we show, attitudes toward Putin, his regime, and Russia
correlate strongly, allowing us to derive general expectations from these results as well.
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when strategic considerations seem especially likely to shape party positioning on
Russia (Wondreys 2023), representatives of the AfD and, albeit to a lesser extent,
the Left Party continued to publicly voice understanding or implicit support for
the Russian regime (Arzheimer 2023; Pfaff 2022; Schmidt 2022; Wondreys 2023,
pp. 4–5). With regard to attitudes toward Putin, in particular the voters of populist
radical right parties have been shown to hold relatively positive attitudes (Huang
2020; Letterman 2018; Silver and Morcus 2021; Wike et al. 2022).

Accordingly, existing research has paid special attention to the sympathies toward
the Putin regime prevalent among large parts of the Western radical right, identifying
an authoritarian–nationalist rejection of the liberal order as an important ideological
similarity (Michael 2019; Wondreys 2023, p. 2). However, while ideological simi-
larities might well play a role in driving sympathies toward Putin among parts of the
radical right, they often seem to take a back seat against strategic considerations and
contextual specifics shaping party positioning on Russia (Wondreys 2023). More
important, they seem insufficient to fully explain sympathies for the Putin regime,
especially among culturally less authoritarian parties and their electorates.

A second line of research focuses on the reach and impact of messages that dis-
seminate pro-Russian and related anti-Western narratives among citizens in Western
democracies. The Kremlin actively spreads such narratives to polarize and desta-
bilize political discourses and to exert influence on specifically targeted segments
of society (Pomerantsev 2016; Snegovaya and Watanabe 2021). Results from these
studies point in a similar direction: These narratives are mainly consumed and be-
lieved among individuals sharing an alienation from the current political system. This
alienation manifests itself in low political trust and low satisfaction with democracy,
fringe political ideologies, or a broader conspiracy mentality (e.g., Helmus et al.
2020; Hjorth and Adler-Nissen 2019; Radnitz 2022; Snegovaya andWatanabe 2021).
In survey experiments fielded in Germany, for example, Mader and colleagues have
shown that citizens “who are estranged from today’s liberal democracies” (Mader
et al. 2022, p. 1734) are more likely to be influenced by pro-Russian or anti-Western
narratives originating from Russian sources. Likewise, observational studies indicate
that pro-Kremlin disinformation and narratives are most widespread among Germans
showing signs of political alienation (Lamberty et al. 2022a; 2022b; Rathje et al.
2022; Smirnova and Winter 2021; Smirnova et al. 2022).

Taken together, these pieces of evidence allow formulation of a general expec-
tation about who takes Putin-friendly positions in Germany (and in other Western
democracies as well): These attitudes should be especially prevalent among individ-
uals who, for different reasons, are alienated from their democratic systems. This
political alienation manifests itself in a feeling of deep-seated disenchantment from
the political system, its mainstream elites, and its discourses.

3 The Role of Political Alienation

But how is this political alienation linked to Putin-friendly attitudes? We build our
theoretical argument on psychological insights from balance theory (Cartwright and
Harary 1956; Heider 1958). Balance theory holds that humans strive for consistency
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Fig. 1 Application of balance
theory to sympathies toward
Putin

in social relations, and, in this sense, it can be seen as one application of the broader
theory of cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957). The idea of balance can be applied
to triads involving two persons and an impersonal entity or to relationships among
three actors (or more). A triad of three persons A, B, and C is in balance when
all three hold positive relations with one another—reflecting the familiar idea that
“a friend of a friend is a friend.” From the perspective of person A, balance will
also be achieved when she dislikes B, B has a conflictual relation with C, and
A likes C (Fig. 1). This captures the common saying that “the enemy of my enemy
is my friend.” Experimental psychological research has shown that we humans
indeed react in this way and will come to “like someone who dislikes someone
we dislike” (Aronson and Cope 1968, p. 12). Relatedly, research on the political
domain indicates that individuals who view their political system as illegitimate
view (domestic) violators of said system’s norms more positively (Hahl et al. 2018).
Balance theory has also been employed to understand networks of relations between
domestic and foreign political actors (see Kinne and Maoz 2023).

We propose that balance logic provides a useful theoretical foundation to under-
stand the formation of Germans’ orientations toward Putin (and, potentially, toward
rival autocrats more broadly). Balance theory suggests a straightforward and in-
tuitive mechanism for why Putin might appeal to politically alienated individuals
in Germany (and elsewhere), shown graphically in Fig. 1. Accordingly, individuals
alienated from the German political system may think of Putin (and, along with him,
his regime)—himself an apparent “opponent” of the system they do not support—as
an ally in their alienation and subsequently feel more positively toward Putin and
his regime. This “enemy of my enemy is my friend” logic seems particularly well
suited to explain why otherwise ideologically heterogeneous groups on the fringes
of the political spectrum hold more positive views toward Putin and his regime.
Naturally, balance logic can also be applied in reverse, following an equally simple
“the enemy of my friend is my enemy” logic: Individuals who feel strongly attached
to the current German political system and its elites should be inclined do dislike
Putin, as he is perceived as a symbol of opposition or even outright threat to the sys-
tem they approve of. Whereas Putin had been in low-level conflict with the German
political system even before the attack on Ukraine in February 2022, our balance
argument seems especially likely to hold true after the attack. The subsequent war
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made Putin and his regime a clearly visible and more threatening opponent of the
German political system. Thus, we expect political alienation to be especially con-
sequential for attitudes toward Putin after the invasion. At the same time, this means
that intraindividual changes in attitudes toward Putin in response to the war should
be contingent on levels of political alienation. Whereas attitudes toward Putin likely
worsened significantly among those with low levels of political alienation, such
downward adjustment should be less likely the higher an individual’s level of po-
litical alienation. In fact, some of the most strongly alienated individuals may have
updated their views of Putin into a positive direction in response to him becoming
a more visible opponent of the German political system.

Although the presented evidence on the possible drivers of Putin- and Russia-
friendly positions points in this direction, and a simple mechanism is able to explain
the linkage, to our knowledge no substantial attempts have been made at conceptu-
alizing the kind of political alienation that could play a role for sympathetic attitudes
toward Putin and his regime. We suggest that a fruitful starting point for doing so
is the well-established concept of political support (Easton 1975). Drawing on the
conceptual differentiation between more diffuse and more specific forms of support,
political alienation may take different forms as well. In addition to “diffuse” support
for democracy as a regime and trust in specific institutions that are core aspects of
political support (Norris 2017), our conceptualization integrates additional, and in
a way even more deep-seated, forms of political alienation, i.e., feelings of alien-
ation from public discourse and an inclination toward conspiracy beliefs. As our
theoretical framework extends beyond classic indicators of the established concept
of political support, we refer to political alienation as our broader umbrella concept.

At the core of our conceptualization of alienation lies a lack of political trust.
Understood as a core feature of lacking support for more specific elements of the
political system, especially its core institutions, this kind of alienation tends to
be relatively widespread in democratic societies (Dalton 2004; Norris 1999). We
expect a lack of political trust to be highly consequential for sympathies toward
Putin: Following the “enemy of my enemy is my friend” logic, apparent opponents
of the distrusted system should appear more sympathetic to politically alienated
individuals. This is especially likely to be the case in Germany after the outbreak of
the war: As discussed, Putin immediately became one of, if not the most prominent
political actor in apparent conflict with the German political system. This fact alone
may well be reason enough for some citizens to hold sympathies for the opponent of
the system they no longer trust. In contrast, those with high trust in German political
institutions are likely to perceive Putin as an enemy of the system they do support.
These trusting individuals likely followed and accepted mainstream elites’ messages
that—outlining how Putin launched an unjust and unprovoked war of aggression and
was responsible for war crimes—cast him into a decidedly negative light.

Moreover, low political trust has been shown to oftentimes correlate with low
support for incumbent parties as well as voting for populist and protest parties on
both fringes of the political spectrum (Hooghe 2017, pp. 623–624; Hooghe and
Dassoneville 2018; Norris and Inglehart 2019, pp. 284–286). As discussed above,
these parties and their electorates often take sympathetic stances toward Russia and
Putin, despite their different ideologies. Our argument is able to make sense of
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this pattern: It suggests that a lack of support for the existing political order is the
common root of such sympathies for the Putin regime.3 We thus formulate our first
hypothesis:

H1: The lower one’s political trust, the more positive the attitude toward Putin.

Going beyond a lack of trust in institutions, political alienation can also manifest
itself in a lack of support for more diffuse elements of the German political system,
i.e., its democratic ideals, ideas, and norms. Diffusely alienated individuals may call
into question these foundations of democratic governance and, openly or more subtly,
prefer autocratic alternatives. Applying the logic from above to diffusely alienated
individuals is again straightforward: Their rejection of democratic governance should
make Russia, one of the most prominent and well-known autocratic systems, an
“ally” in their alienation and an attractive alternative to the democratic system they
do not support. Putin, as the face and heart of the Russian regime, should act as
a symbol for the rejection of (liberal) democracy. Intuitively, the more open to
authoritarian rule individuals are, the more lenient their assessment of the autocratic
Putin regime should be. We thus propose the following hypothesis:

H2: The lower one’s support for democracy as a regime type, the more positive the
attitude toward Putin.

Alienation from the political system may well extend to a feeling of disconnect
from the mainstream public discourses within that system. Such a disconnect could
manifest in a feeling of one’s views entirely lacking representation in mainstream
discourses. Individuals who feel alienated in this way may more readily discount or
ignore messages from the mainstream public debate. For attitudes toward Putin af-
ter the war, this feeling of disconnect from societal discourse should be particularly
relevant as well. So far, public discourse on the war in Germany has been dominated
by strong stances against Putin and the war in Ukraine as an act of aggression by
his regime (cf. Mader and Schoen 2023). Previous research has shown that nega-
tive (positive) media coverage of foreign countries and their leaders can negatively
(positively) influence attitudes toward the portrayed countries among recipients (Bal-
mas 2018; Brewer et al. 2003; Ingenhoff and Klein 2018). Nonalienated individuals
are therefore likely to have accepted the mainstream media’s decidedly negative
framing of Putin. Following balance logic, such an effect seems considerably less
likely among alienated individuals. On the contrary, a feeling of disconnect from
mainstream discourse could translate into a feeling of disconnect from the positions
articulated in it. It is therefore plausible that politically alienated individuals—who
feel they are no longer part of mainstream discourse—are most likely to be unmoved
by respective information and messages and are even inclined to feel sympathy for

3 For related evidence at the party level, see the recent study by Hooghe et al. (2024). These authors show
that an anti-establishment orientation accounts for much of the variation in how “pro-Russian” various
European parties are.
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the portrayed enemies within said discourse. As a third hypothesis, we therefore
expect the following:

H3: The more alienated one feels from public discourse, the more positive the atti-
tude toward Putin.

So far, we have covered three mostly passive facets of political alienation: manifes-
tations that center on a lack of (1) trust in the system, (2) support for its democratic
norms, and (3) identification with its mainstream discourses. However, alienation
can also manifest as an even more active, deep-seated, and wide-ranging distrust
toward political and societal elites in general. Distrust of this kind is different from
the already discussed lack of political trust in that it entails not only a lack of positive
expectations and feelings toward the system but explicitly negative ones (Bertsou
2019). A potent and often discussed manifestation of this wide-ranging distrust is an
inclination toward conspiratorial beliefs, or a “conspiracy mentality”—understood
as “the general propensity to subscribe to theories blaming a conspiracy of ill-in-
tending individuals or groups for important societal phenomena” (Bruder et al. 2013,
p. 2). This worldview suspects events to be caused by secret plans of powerful elites
and is predictive of beliefs in more specific conspiracy theories (Imhoff et al. 2022).
We follow the view that a conspiracy mentality constitutes a generalized political
attitude, with the readiness to blame current high-power groups for negative events
and outcomes being a manifestation of a deep-seated distrust in these elites (Imhoff
and Bruder 2014; Uscinski et al. 2021).

Having a conspiracy mentality seems highly relevant for attitudes toward Putin,
especially after the war. Individuals with a strong conspiracy mentality should not
only be more likely to attribute blame for the war and its negative consequences
to current German and Western elites, but they may also take the mere fact that
these elites in large part condemn the attack on Ukraine as a reason to believe con-
spiratorial counternarratives. Individuals with a conspiracy mentality are especially
likely to be more receptive to counternarratives on the war provided by the Kremlin
as part of its information operations, which will, in turn, shape their views on the
war and their attitudes toward Putin. Indeed, survey experimental results of Mader
et al. (2022) show that anti-Western propaganda messages resonate (only) among
Germans who score high in conspiracy theory beliefs, and observational findings
reveal that Russian narratives about the war in Ukraine are widespread within the
German conspiracy scene (Lamberty et al. 2022b; Rathje et al. 2022). Thus, our
fourth and final hypothesis is as follows:

H4: The stronger one’s inclination to believe in conspiracies, the more positive the
attitude toward Putin.

We focus our analysis on the role of political alienation, as we believe that this
perspective is not only novel but also very well suited to explain Putin-sympathies
of an otherwise heterogeneous minority in Germany. However, this focus is not
to disregard other possible causes of sympathy for Putin and his regime. Another
important driver of attitudes toward another country’s leader and regime might be
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people’s general foreign policy orientations. Existing research shows that these core
postures significantly shape how individuals think about their country’s foreign poli-
cies, including its relations to other international actors (Hurwitz and Peffley 1987;
Mader 2015). In the German context, four core postures of this kind are typically
distinguished: general attitudes on the extent of one’s country’s international in-
volvement (isolationism vs. internationalism), general attitudes on cooperation with
other countries and international actors (unilateralism vs. multilateralism), general
attitudes on the role and legitimacy of military means as a tool in international re-
lations (militarism vs. pacifism), and general attitudes on transatlantic cooperation
with the United States (Atlanticism vs. anti-Atlanticism; Mader 2015; Mader and
Schoen 2023, p. 529). We expect these postures to shape attitudes toward Putin and
his regime as well and therefore include them in our empirical models. More pre-
cisely, we expect pacifists, multilateralists, internationalists, and pro-Atlanticists to
view Putin less positively, as he clearly acts as an antipode to associated international
norms.

Another possible string of explanations includes ideology-related reasons for sym-
pathies toward Putin. For instance, cultural grievances and their linkage to specific
anti-Western and antiliberal narratives the Russian regime refers to could well play
a role too (Onderco 2020), as already discussed regarding the Western radical right’s
ideological similarities with the Putin regime (Michael 2019). In our view, such ex-
planations are at least partially compatible with our argument that these kinds of
ideological grievances may trigger feelings of political alienation, which then act
as more proximate causes of pro-Putin views. Nevertheless, we control for whether
individuals hold “authoritarian” or “traditionalist” policy positions and for whether
they locate themselves at an extreme end of the political spectrum, as Putin’s appeal
might also be directly related to holding such positions.

4 Data and Methods

Our empirical analysis draws on the panel survey of the German Longitudinal Elec-
tion Study (GLES). The GLES Panel is an online panel survey designed to represent
those eligible to vote in German national elections, with quotas for age, sex, and
education. For our analysis, we considered data up to wave 24, carried out in May
2023.4 For all analyses, we used a weight adjusting the sample of wave 21 to the
German microcensus of 2019.

Our main outcomes of interest are respondents’ attitudes toward Vladimir Putin.
These attitudes were captured as part of a battery in which respondents were asked,
“In general, what do you think of the following countries and politicians?” Respon-
dents could choose their answers from a scale ranging from +5 (“I think much of
him”) to –5 (“I think nothing of him”). This item allows us to capture precisely the
kind of overall assessment of Putin that we are interested in, rather than evaluations

4 Specifically, we merged the preliminary single-wave dataset for waves 22 (GLES 2022), 23 (GLES
2023b), and 24 (GLES 2023c) to the cumulative file containing data for waves 1–21 (GLES 2023a). Our
analysis focuses on the “A” samples, containing the bulk of the panelists and available for remote access.
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of more specific traits, e.g., his personality or leadership skills. In additional analy-
ses, we will consider ratings of Russia, drawn from the same battery, and a broader
composite measure of attitudes toward the Russian regime to triangulate our findings
on the determinants of attitudes toward Putin personally.

In our main analysis, we focus on ratings of Putin as measured in wave 24 of
May 2023. We turn to wave 24 rather than earlier ones for three reasons. First, we
are interested in who still had favorable views of Putin after his decision to launch
the reinvasion. Second, we prefer measuring attitudes toward Putin not in the early
phase of the war, when attitudes might have been more transitory in consequence
of a temporary shock, but at a later stage, when these are more likely to have been
consolidated. Third, we prefer to use the most recent data available at the time of
writing to speak to the current public debate.

Our empirical strategy seeks to leverage the longitudinal nature of the data to
address concerns of reverse causality. It is possible that individuals’ reactions to
the events around the Russian invasion affected their level of political alienation:
Individuals who sympathize with Putin might have become more alienated from the
German political and societal mainstream in response to the broad condemnation of
the Russian war of aggression; that is, sympathy for Putin might have led to political
alienation. To deal with this, we regress postinvasion ratings of Putin on independent
variables as measured before the invasion began. Specifically, we took the indepen-
dent variables, including the control variables, from wave 21 of December 2021 or
the latest wave before that in which they had been included.

In a first set of models, we regress levels of (postinvasion) ratings of Putin on
preinvasion predictors. These models straightforwardly address our main question
of who still sympathizes with Putin after Russia’s full-scale invasion. To this end,
we estimated both ordinary least squares (OLS) and binary logistic regressions.
For the OLS regressions, we simply used the numerical Putin rating (–5 to +5) as
an outcome variable. For the binary logistic regressions, we used a dichotomous
indicator of support for Putin that codes all negative answers (–5 to –1) as 0 and
all neutral and positive ones as 1. While the numerical rating has the advantage of
using all the variation, including variation in the degree of dislike of Putin, the logit
model allows us to focus on what divides those who do not view Putin negatively
from those who do.

In a second set of models, we regress change in ratings of Putin on preinvasion
predictors. To do so, we computed the difference in individuals’ ratings of Putin
in May 2023 vs. December 2021 and estimated OLS regression with this outcome
variable. With a mean of –1.45, ratings of Putin worsened on average. But with
a standard deviation of 2.45, there is still a lot of variation. While ratings of Putin
deteriorated among 54.3% of respondents, 6.7% gave even a higher rating of Putin in
May 2023 than in December 2021 (Fig. A1 in the online appendix). Via these models,
we asked whether (preinvasion) political alienation is predictive of how respondents
updated their views of Putin in response to the Russian invasion. Our theoretical
argument suggests that the deterioration in ratings of Putin we observe was concen-
trated on average among individuals with low levels of political alienation. Thus,
the more politically alienated an individual was preinvasion, the less negative (or
more positive) the value should be on the difference variable. By studying variation
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in Putin ratings within individuals over time, we aim to move an additional step
closer toward establishing a causal effect of political alienation on ratings of Putin.
At the same time, by looking at only the difference, these estimations do not take
into account that politically alienated individuals might have already viewed Putin
more positively before the Russian invasion of February 2022 and to some degree
just continued to do so. For this reason, we present results from both the level and
the change models. We estimated all regression models with robust standard errors.

Our central independent variables are measured as follows, with further details
listed in Online Appendix A. We measure lack of political trust in German insti-
tutions by absence of trust in the Bundestag, the federal constitutional court, and
public broadcasting (each recorded on a five-point scale). While deliberatively cov-
ering different types of institutions, as is common when measuring political trust
(Marien 2017), the three trust items load well on a single scale. We use their re-
versed mean as an encompassing measure of lack of political trust. Lack of diffuse
support for democracy is captured via an item that asks for agreement with the state-
ment “Under certain circumstances, dictatorship is a better form of government,”
recorded on a five-point scale. To measure alienation from public discourse, we
draw on agreement with the statement “People like me are no longer allowed to
express their opinions freely in public.” Finally, conspiracy mentality is measured
by four items following Imhoff and Bruder (2014), with an exemplary item stat-
ing that “Most people do not recognize to what extent our lives are determined by
conspiracies hatched in secret.” We used the mean agreement with the four (highly
correlated) statements. All four measures were recoded to range from 0 to 1, with
higher values indicating greater political alienation.

Distributions and pairwise correlations of these variables are shown in Online
Appendix A. Notably, alienation from public discourse and, especially, lack of sup-
port for democracy are right skewed, with few respondents (fully) agreeing with the
statements. The four measures all correlate positively with one another. However,
these correlations are not exceedingly high, hovering between 0.20 and 0.55, corrob-
orating that the items do in fact measure related but still separate facets of a broader
political alienation. To also capture this broader political alienation through a single
measure, we combined the four measures described above through factor analy-
sis (Table A3 in the online appendix). With loadings between 0.77 and 0.81, the
measures load strongly on a single scale, with only lack of support for democracy
exhibiting a somewhat weaker loading (0.54). While we will primarily rely on the
separate measures to test our individual hypothesis (H1 to H4), we will also present
results with the combined factor score. This is useful because it readily gives us in-
formation on the overall effect of political alienation. At the same time, we address
the concern that the correlations between the different facets of political alienation
might make it challenging to establish their individual effects.

For sociodemographic control variables, we include sex, education, a dummy
for whether respondents speak Russian at home, age group, residence in eastern
Germany, and—to capture possible effects of socialization in the German Demo-
cratic Republic—the interaction between the latter two variables. As further rival
explanations of holding sympathies for Putin, we consider foreign policy orienta-
tions, authoritarian policy positions, and left–right positions. Following Mader and
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Schoen (2023), we constructed mean indices of (anti-)Atlanticism, isolationism, uni-
lateralism (the reverse of multilateralism), and pacifism. To measure authoritarian
policy positions, we include a factor capturing a preference for a restrictive immi-
gration policy, opposition to measures for gender equality, and opposition to climate
protection. Finally, we distinguish between an extreme left, a left, a centrist (refer-
ence category), a right, and an extreme right self-placement on the left–right scale.
Again, we measured all these variables before the invasion (i.e., wave 21 or earlier)
to avoid endogeneity problems and rescaled them to range from 0 to 1 to ease model
interpretation.

In the models for change in ratings of Putin, we additionally control for individu-
als’ preinvasion ratings of Putin, as measured in wave 21. This is crucial to capture
regression-to-the-mean effects that stem from the bounded nature of the rating scale.
The potential for decreases in ratings of Putin was by design much greater when
individuals initially rated him as favorable. For respondents who had already rated
him at –5, no further decrease was possible. This relationship is captured well by
including the lagged level of the Putin rating as a linear and squared term in the
regression equation (see the scatterplot in Fig. A2 of the online appendix).

5 Results

5.1 Descriptive Results

We begin our empirical investigation with a descriptive look at ratings of Putin over
time. In Fig. 2, we show how respondents rated Putin in December 2021 and May
2023. While Germans overwhelmingly held negative views of Putin even before the
invasion of February 2022, the ratings had markedly deteriorated in May 2023. Still,
13.5% of German respondents viewed Putin at least neutrally in May 2023, with
6.3% indicating a positive rating.5

Figure 3 provides first insights into the role of political alienation. It shows mean
ratings of Putin over time in groups with different levels of political alienation,
measured via the four indicators. In all waves and for all indicators, there is a sizable
gap in mean ratings of Putin between individuals with lower vs. higher levels of
political alienation. Unsurprisingly, attitudes toward Putin became more negative
in every group after the Russian invasion of February 24, 2022. As to the size of
the decreases, the much higher preinvasion levels within the alienated groups imply
that the potential for decreases in ratings of Putin was much larger in these groups.
Despite this, there is no pattern of convergence. In the case of lack of political trust,
and more tentatively for conspiracy mentality as well, the gap even became notably
larger over time: The difference in means between those with high and low lack of
political trust increased from 1.1 in December 2021 to 1.7 in May 2023. In Fig. A3
of the online appendix, we show that a similar tendency applies to ratings of Russia:
These also deteriorated during the invasion, and the difference in means between

5 Given social desirability bias, it is possible that the actual number of respondents with a friendly view of
Putin is a bit higher, especially in postinvasion waves.
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Fig. 2 Ratings of Putin in December 2021 and May 2023. Observations held constant over time (n=
7389)

5
4
3
2
1
0

12/2021 05 06/2022 10 11/2022 5/2023  

Lack of political trust

5
4
3
2
1
0

12/2021 05 06/2022 10 11/2022 5/2023  

Lack of support for democracy

5
4
3
2
1
0

12/2021 05 06/2022 10 11/2022 5/2023  

Alienation from public discourse

5
4
3
2
1
0

12/2021 05 06/2022 10 11/2022 5/2023  

Conspiracy mentality

alienation: high alienation: medium alienation: low

Fig. 3 Mean rating of Putin across waves and facets of political alienation. Observations held constant
over time. Political alienation variables are measured preinvasion and collapsed into three categories as
follows. Lack of political trust and conspiracy mentality—high: values≥ 0.75; medium: >0.25 and <0.75;
low: values≤ 0.25. Lack of support for democracy and alienation from public discourse—high: (partly)
agree that dictatorship might be better/that people like me are no longer allowed to freely express opinions;
medium: neither; low: (partly) disagree

individuals with high and low lack of political trust widened from 0.6 preinvasion
to 1.4 in May 2023.

These descriptive patterns support previous findings of a considerable negative
turn in public opinion toward Putin and Russia after the attack (Graf 2022; Wike
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Fig. 4 Predicting ratings of Putin in May 2023. Left-hand side: Coefficients from ordinary least squares
(OLS) regressions with 95% (thick) and 90% (thin) confidence intervals. Right-hand side: Average
marginal effects (AMEs) with 95% (thick) and 90% (thin) confidence intervals from binary logistic regres-
sions (outcome variable: Putin rating of –5 to –1 coded as 0; Putin rating of 0 to +5 coded as 1). Pseudo-R2

on the right-hand side refers to McKelvey and Zavoina. All independent variables scaled from 0 to 1. N=
6820

et al. 2022). However, several studies in the immediate aftermath of the attack
found indications of a growing convergence in negative views between individuals
positioned on the left and right of the ideological spectrum as well as supporters
of different parties in several Western societies (e.g., Asadzade and Izadi 2022;
Bordignon et al. 2022; Poushter and Connaughton 2022; Wike et al. 2022; for an
exception, see Mader and Schoen 2023, pp. 539–541). However, convergences have
not occurred between groups with different levels of political alienation in Germany.
This is another hint that political alienation may play a crucial role for sympathetic
stances toward the Putin regime.

5.2 Regression Analysis of Levels of Ratings of Putin

In Fig. 4, we present the results of our first set of regressions for levels of (postinva-
sion) ratings of Putin in May 2023. The left-hand side presents coefficients from OLS
regressions using the gradual Putin rating as an outcome variable. The right-hand
side shows—using the binary indicator as an outcome—average marginal effects on
the probability to view Putin favorably, calculated from binary logistic regressions.
In both panels, we present results for our main specification (in blue or, in the print
version, dark gray) alongside results for a specification with the combined political
alienation factor instead (in orange or, in the print version, light gray).

K



682 L. Hoffeller, N. D. Steiner

All four facets of political alienation are positively associated with more positive
views of Putin, both in the OLS and the logit model. As hypothesized, the more
someone feels politically alienated, the higher their rating of Putin, or respectively,
the higher the probability that they have a neutral-to-positive view of Putin. Accord-
ing to the OLS model, moving from the low to the high end of political alienation
increases predicted ratings of Putin by 1.3 for lack of political trust (H1), by 0.6 for
lack of support for democracy (H2), by 0.5 for alienation from public discourse (H3),
and by 1.0 for conspiracy mentality (H4). Similarly, according to the logit model,
the predicted probability of a neutral-to-positive stance toward Putin increases by
14 percentage points for lack of political trust, by 7 percentage points for lack of
support for democracy, by 4 percentage points for alienation from public discourse,
and by 11 percentage points for conspiracy mentality. Importantly, these effects may
add up when individuals feel alienated along more than one facet.

The large overall effect of political alienation is illustrated by results from the
second specification based on the combined factor score (which we also rescaled to
range from 0 to 1). Accordingly, moving from the low to the high end of political
alienation is associated with an increase in 3.2 points in the rating of Putin (OLS
model) and of 35% in the probability of a neutral-to-positive view of Putin (logit
model). The average predicted probability of viewing Putin as friendly is 2.5% when
setting political alienation to 0, while it is 50.5% when setting political alienation
to 1.6 If we set political alienation to its 10th, 50th, and 90th percentile values, we
get probabilities of 3.3%, 7.9%, and 22.1%, respectively.

From the sociodemographic control variables, speaking Russian at home stands
out, though with a large margin of error due to the small number of Russian speakers.
While lower education is associated with more Putin-friendly views in a model with
only sociodemographics (Fig. B1 in the online appendix), these associations largely
disappear when accounting for political alienation. In addition, Putin is viewed
more positively among younger respondents and by eastern Germans (of all age
groups). Of the foreign policy postures, rejecting multilateralism (i.e., unilateralism)
and cooperation with the United States (anti-Atlanticism) as well as a preference
for Germany to focus on its domestic problems (isolationism) are associated with
rating Putin more positively, as expected. Pacificism exhibits a weaker effect and, if
anything, is associated with more positive ratings of Putin. Paradoxical as it is, we
reason that pacifists may be more hesitant to take confrontational attitudes toward an
obviously violent dictator out of heightened fears of military escalation. In addition,
holding more authoritarian policy positions is associated with rating Putin more
favorably. Even conditioning on all these covariates, self-placements at the extreme
right-wing remain associated with more positive views of Putin, whereas there is no
such tendency for the extreme left.

In Online Appendix D, we show that one obtains similar results when consid-
ering attitudes toward the Putin regime more broadly. To that end, we draw on

6 In Fig. C1 of the online appendix, we present analogous findings from a logit model with a stricter
definition of pro-Putin views, coding only those with an explicitly positive rating (+1 to +5) as Putin-
friendly. The results are similar, although, naturally, the corresponding predicted probabilities (1% and
27%, respectively) are lower, especially in the second scenario.
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Fig. 5 Predicting change in ratings of Putin between December 2021 and May 2023. Coefficients from
ordinary least squares regressions with 95% (thick) and 90% (thin) confidence intervals. All independent
variables scaled from 0 to 1, except for preinvasion rating of Putin in wave 21 (measured on a scale from
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six items from wave 23 (October–November 2023), including ratings of Putin and
Russia and policy orientations toward the relationship with them. Using the result-
ing factor score as a measure of attitudes toward the Putin regime at large leads
to very similar results as when we solely look at ratings of Putin personally. As
shown in Online Appendix F, results are also similar when using ratings of Putin in
waves 22 (May–July 2022) and 23 (October–November 2022) instead of those from
wave 24 (May 2023). In all these additional models, we find all four political alien-
ation variables to be significantly associated with Putin-friendly views, with lack of
political trust in particular and also conspiracy mentality exhibiting somewhat larger
effects. Moreover, we consistently find large overall effects of political alienation
when using the combined factor.

5.3 Regression Analysis of Change in Ratings of Putin

In a next step, we turn to change in ratings of Putin during the war, calculated as
the difference between postinvasion (wave 24) and preinvasion (wave 21) ratings
of Putin. Again, we show results for our main specification with the individual
indicators of political alienation (in blue or, in the print version, dark gray) and
from a specification with the combined measure of political alienation (in orange
or, in the print version, light gray). The coefficients from the OLS regressions are
shown in Fig. 5. The four alienation variables are all positively signed, and three
of them exhibit statistically significant effects—with lack of political trust showing
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the largest effect, followed by conspiracy mentality and then alienation from public
discourse.

Given that ratings of Putin deteriorated on average (Fig. 2 and Fig. A1 in the online
appendix), it is more natural to think about how the predictors prevent a downward
adjustment of attitudes toward Putin, rather than to think about how they tend to
increase the amount of upward adjustment.7 This downward adjustment was, on
average, 1.3 scale points smaller among those completely lacking political trust
(compared to those with maximum trust), 0.55 scale points smaller for those with
maximum values on conspiracy mentality (compared to those with minimum values
on conspiracy mentality), and 0.22 scale points smaller among those fully agreeing
that people like them would no longer be allowed to freely express their opinions
in public (compared to those not agreeing at all).

Again, the effects may accumulate when individuals score high on more than
one measure of political alienation. To illustrate the overall effect, we turn to the
specification with the combined measure. Setting political alienation to 0 and 1,
respectively, we obtain predicted values of –2.2 and –0.1, with the latter not being
statistically different from 0. If we set political alienation to its 10th, 50th, and 90th
percentile values, we obtain predicted values of –2.1, –1.6, and –0.9, respectively.
These results indicate that the less (more) politically alienated individuals felt before
the invasion, the more (less) their rating of Putin deteriorated after the invasion.

Still, even more so than in the level models, the facets of political alienation
seem to matter to different degrees. The effect is clearly largest for lack of political
trust, as the perhaps most obvious and direct expression of political alienation. We
also obtain a substantial effect of conspiracy mentality as an expression of active
distrust in political and societal elites. We reason that these two variables play
a particularly vital role in shaping how people updated their views of Putin during
the war because they influence most strongly whether citizens align with and are
swayed by mainstream messages concerning the events, as well as their openness
to believe counternarratives. Although the same could be said about alienation from
public discourse, its smaller effect may reflect that this measure is based on just
a single item and correlates substantially with lack of political trust and conspiracy
mentality.8 In contrast, the absent effect for lack of support for democracy in the
change model seems to indeed indicate that diffuse support for democracy was not
particularly relevant for how individuals updated their views of Putin in light of the
Russian invasion. However, low support for democracy had already been strongly

7 Because the statistical model treats upward and downward changes symmetrically and identifies the ef-
fects of interest from both, this distinction is irrelevant for the statistical model and purely a matter of
convenience of the interpretation. When we relax the symmetry assumption and estimate separate mod-
els for upward and downward changes in ratings of Putin, we find the effects to be largely symmetrical
(see Online Appendix G). In particular, lack of political trust and conspiracy mentality both decrease the
tendency for downward adjustments and increase the tendency for upward adjustments. The same holds
for alienation from public discourse, but the effect is marginally statistically significant (p= 0.07) only for
decreasing downward adjustment.
8 When we omit the other three facets of political alienation, a larger effect (= 0.67, with p< 0.001) is
attributed to alienation from public discourse. If we do the same with lack of support for democracy, its
effect remains rather small (= 0.25, with p= 0.084).
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associated with more positive ratings of the autocrat Putin before the invasion and,
given persistence in ratings of Putin, continues to be thus associated thereafter
(Fig. 4).

Overall, though, we can conclude that political alienation before the invasion is
strongly predictive of how views toward Putin evolved in the wake of the Russian
invasion. In contrast, few of the attitudinal controls are predictive of change in ratings
of Putin. The only statistically significant finding is that the stronger the preference
for multilateralism over unilateralism, the larger the downward adjustment in the
rating of Putin.

Again, we conducted several robustness checks. First, we introduced party
identification, measured preinvasion, as an additional control variable (Online Ap-
pendix E). We find that identifying with the AfD is associated with a less negative
change in ratings of Putin by about 0.7 scale points, likely as a reaction to the cues
sent out by the party (see Arzheimer 2023). Most important, however, our main
results remain similar, suggesting that individuals updated their views mainly in
response to their own feelings of political alienation and not just in response to
party cues. Second, we looked at change in ratings of Russia instead (Online Ap-
pendix D). The results are similar, although in this case all four alienation measures
are statistically significantly associated with more positive (less negative) changes
in ratings. Third, we studied change in ratings of Putin for the earlier postinvasion
waves (Online Appendix F). Again the results are similar, although the effects tend
to get slightly weaker the less time we give for opinion updating to take place.

6 Conclusion

Ever since Vladimir Putin’s decision to launch a full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
February of 2022 there has been considerable public interest in the question of why
a heterogeneous minority of Germans continued to voice understanding or even
sympathies for the Putin regime. In this study, we have proposed an answer that
centers on the role of political alienation, arguing that citizens who are alienated
from the German political system, from democracy itself, and from public discourse
and who are inclined to believe in conspiracy theories are most likely to (still) hold
sympathetic views toward Putin and his regime. Theoretically, we have grounded
our argument in balance theory, proposing that a simple mechanism of cognitive
dissonance reduction according to which an enemy of an enemy is a friend can ac-
count for why politically alienated citizens sympathize with Putin—and nonalienated
individuals dislike Putin.

Drawing on the GLES Panel that brackets Russia’s full-scale invasion of February
2022, we have provided empirical evidence in line with our expectation from two
sets of longitudinal analyses. First, we have linked political alienation measured
before the invasion to postinvasion ratings of Putin and have shown, in line with our
hypotheses, that all four facets are significantly predictive of more positive ratings.
Second, we have tested whether political alienation measured before the invasion
also predicts how ratings of Putin changed during the Russian invasion, expecting
that politically alienated individuals saw less reason to adjust their views of Putin
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downward—or that some even saw reasons for an upward adjustment. Here, we
found three of the facets of political alienation to be significantly associated with
smaller downward (or larger upward) adjustments in ratings of Putin: Those alienated
from public discourse, lacking in political trust, and having a conspiracy mentality
were less likely to adjust their rating of Putin significantly downward, with the latter
two variables playing a bigger role. We also showed that our findings extend to
attitudes toward the Russian regime as a whole and hold for several other robustness
checks. Overall, our results comprehensively point to political alienation as one
important motive for why German citizens (still) sympathize with Putin.

Despite this significance, our study is not without limitations and may be extended
in several ways. Most important, we have focused on four central facets of political
alienation that we suspected to be especially consequential given evidence from re-
lated research, but there may be others that also matter. These may be considered
in future research. At some point, though, it becomes difficult to disentangle the
separate impact of different facets of political alienation given their empirical inter-
relation and that similar mechanisms are likely to apply to them. Although we could
establish distinct effects of a lack of political trust and conspiracy mentality here,
for example, it deserves again to be noted that these attitudes tend to go together
(r= 0.47 in our study) and that we obtained the strongest results when condensing
all four facets into one comprehensive measure of political alienation. In our view,
the most important follow-up questions are whether and how our argument and find-
ings travel to other contexts. Therefore, we especially encourage future research to
probe our argument in other national contexts or on attitudes toward other autocratic
regimes and their leaders.

For now, our results establish a link between political alienation and sympathy
for an autocratic leader abroad. The alienation prevalent in some segments of the
German population seems to affect not only attitudes immediately related to national
political matters but political worldviews that go beyond the national arena. As the
conflict between the Putin regime and the democratic world continues, already alien-
ated individuals sympathizing with Putin and his regime could become increasingly
discontent and detached from mainstream politics. More broadly, this could add to
existing polarization, not only on issues specifically pertaining to Russia but on po-
litical matters more generally. This possibility seems especially relevant against the
backdrop of increasing attempts by Russia and other autocratic powers to influence
precisely these alienated segments of the population in democracies, making use of
disinformation and narratives specifically tailored to target existing feelings of alien-
ation. Sympathies toward the Russian regime might well make targeted segments of
the population even more susceptible to influence by these attempts (Soares et al.
2023). The results of this study indicate that dealing with this global challenge is
one of many good reasons to better understand and address rising political alienation
at home.

Supplementary Information The Supplementary Appendix provides further information on the survey
instruments used as well as additional results (referred to in the main article): https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11615-024-00541-2. Reproduction materials for all results reported in this article are available at Harvard
Dataverse: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/UV4KOM.
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