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Abstract

Objective: We aimed to predict the trend of populist
orientations and votes in Italy before and during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Method: Using the Consequences of COVID-19 (COCO) data
set (quota sample of the Italian adult population), we conducted
a 3.5-year, seven-wave longitudinal study, with one wave before
the pandemic (June 2019) and six waves during the pandemic
(April and October 2020, April and October 2021, and April
and October 2022).

Results: Two latent growth analyses have shown that in the
period we considered the degree of populism of the party
chosen for the vote decreased lineatly; this change was posi-
tively associated with the anxiety of the participants. Conversely,
populist orientations remained stable.

Conclusion: The COVID-19 pandemic plausibly contributed
to a supetficial and temporary halt to the long populist wave that
hit Italy in the last decades, as demonstrated by the decrease in
populist vote choices concomitant with a persistent substrate of
populist orientations.
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In the last decades, a growing populist Zezfgezst has permeated the political life of many countries worldwide,
both in Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD: see Marchlewska et al. 2018)
and developing (Obschonka et al. 2018) countries. Several populist movements, parties, and leaders have

become increasingly popular, and their successes in parliamentary and local elections have systematically

increased; in parallel, citizens’” populist orientation has increased dramatically (Algan et al. 2017). Italy,
where we conducted this study, is no exception. The Italian parties that, according to Meijers and Zaslove
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(2021), have the most populist ideology and characteristics—the Lega (League), the Movimento 5 Stelle
(Five Star Movement), and the Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of Italy)—received 54.4 percent of the valid votes
in the 2018 general election. In the 2019 European election, this percentage increased to 57.5 percent and,
in the 2022 general elections, it has settled at 50.5 percent.

This long populist wave is worrying, as populism can be considered a danger to the well-being of demo-
cratic societies. First, it supports a simplistic vision of society based on polatizing divisions and opposition
between social and political groups (Pappas, Mendez, and Herrick 2009; Van Drunen, Spruyt, and Van
Droogenbroeck 2021). Second, the populist communication style often appeals to negative emotions that
increase citizens’ perception of threat (Widmann, 2021; Wirz et al. 2018). Finally, populism undermines
trust in institutions and experts, a fundamental resource for cooperation and compliance in functioning
democratic societies (Algan et al. 2017; Merkley 2020).

Many one-shot studies have been conducted to understand the success of populism. However, less
attention has been paid to the changes in populism, especially in case of sudden events, and to the social
psychological factors that promote these changes. In this study, we sought to contribute to this under-
standing by analyzing the dynamics of attitudinal populism and of populist votes in the Italian population
due to the onset of the COVID-19, through a 3.5-year, seven-wave longitudinal study.

WHAT IS POPULISM?

For many years, the scientific community viewed populism as a vague, fuzzy, and overly general concept
(e.g., Tonescu and Gellner 1969) that was improperly used as shorthand for various features of the radical
right (Bonikowski 2017). Currently, however, most of the scientific community agrees with Mudde’s (2007)
definition of populism as “a thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into
two homogeneous and antagonistic camps, ‘the pure people’ versus the ‘corrupt elite’, and which argues
that politics should be an expression of the volonté général (general will) of the people” (p. 23). At the core of
populism is the fundamental idea that people have the right to regain control over democracy that political
elites have wrested from them, in pursuit of the common good. From an emotional point of view, this is
reflected frustration and anger (Magni 2017; Matsusaka 2020; Wahl-Jorgensen 2018).

While traditional politics sees political conflict as a conflict between different groups or social classes
(Kriesi 2014; Mudde 2007), populists see the dispute as between the people, seen as an organic, homoge-
neous and virtuous monolith, and the elite, seen as incompetent, selfish, and corrupt (Hawkins, Riding,
and Mudde 2012). Consequently, populists believe that people’s common sense should replace traditional
ideologies as the main key to understanding and interpreting the political world. Finally, and most impor-
tant for this study, populists harbor a deep distrust in institutions. They criticize the transformation of
parties from “mass” to “cartel” (Katz and Mair 1995), arguing that the gap between representatives and
represented grows as parties move from proximity to society to proximity to the state. Accordingly, they
reject any mediation (by political parties, labor unions, trade associations, etc.) between the people and the
state, and desire a leader who speaks directly on behalf of the people, supposedly to organically express
their concerns (Kriesi and Pappas 2015). Against this backdrop, populism can be understood as a type of
“illiberal democracy” (Molyneux and Osborne 2017), in that it presents the will of the majority as the will
of the people as a whole and, in its ideal form, eliminates all checks, balances, procedures, and other forms
of horizontal accountability that ensure equal representation in traditional democracy.

Many researchers have attempted to identify the causes of attitudinal populism, operationalized as
populist orientations, and of populist votes (see Andreadis et al. 2019), focusing mainly on four sets of
variables: (a) economic dissatisfaction (e.g., Bergh and Kirni 2022), (b) feelings of cultural threat to local
traditions (e.g., Hochschild 2016), (c) dissatisfaction with representative democracy (e.g,, Matsuaka 2020),
and (d) relative deprivation (e.g,, Cena, Cavazza, and Roccato 2022). However, the overwhelming major-
ity of studies (for an exception, see Caamafio and Bértoa 2020) took a static view and did not focus on
the evolution of populism over time. This is problematic, in that populism is a dynamic feature of public
opinion. Using the COVID-19 pandemic crisis as a kind of natural experiment (e.g, Jurado and Kuo
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2023), we have attempted to overcome this limitation by taking a dynamic view in the study of
populism.

CHANGES IN PUBLIC OPINION DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic shocked public opinion around the world. In the eatly months of 2020, hos-
pitalizations and deaths increased dramatically in a very short period of time, and many countries’ health
systems were crippled. As many governments decided to fight the pandemic by locking down their citi-
zens, people could only leave their homes for weeks and months to buy food and essential medicines from
the nearest stores. After 1 year of the pandemic, the first vaccines against COVID-19 became available
and unprecedented large-scale vaccination campaigns were conducted. At the time we wrote this article
(March 2024), there have been five major pandemic waves, five vatiants of concern of the virus identified
by the World Health Organization, and a NoVax movement emerged in many countries. More than 770
million people have been infected with the virus, and COVID-19 has killed about seven million people
worldwide.

Not surprisingly, this rapid and dramatic chain of events has led to gigantic changes in public opinion
around the world. For our objectives, it is particulatly relevant that the pandemic promoted people’s sense
of threat and hindered their subjective control over their lives (Scardigno and Testa 2021). According to
the literature on the compensatory control mechanism (Kay et al. 2009), the perception of the world as a
random and chaotic environment is a major source of stress (Janoff-Bullman 1989). When people feel that
they cannot exert primary control over their world, they may resort to sources of secondary, compensatory
control to fulfil the basic existential motivation of feeling maximum control. Institutions may be one of
these sources. Consistent with this, after the COVID-19 outbreak onset, stopping a nearly generalized
long-term decrease (Mingo and Faggiano 2020) trust in political institutions increased in a number of
countties (e.g,, Han et al. 2023), including Italy (Cavazza et al. 2022), where we conducted this study. This
increase is not very surprising, as the literature on rally effects shows that exogenous shocks to one’s own
society push people to temporatily (for about 6 months; see Dinesen and Jager 2013; Perrin and Smolek
2009) increase their institutional trust, in order to help society face the threat as a single and cohesive unit
(Chatagnier 2012) and to help people defend their psychological well-being (Roccato et al. 2021). Even
the increase in institutional trust due to the pandemic had a medium-term length and after a few months,
it disappeared (e.g,, Baekgaard et al. 2020; Johansson, Hopmann, and Shehata 2021). Rally effects studies
often consider rather short time spans. A relevant exception can be found in Colloca, Roccato, and Russo
(2024), who showed that—at least in Italy—trust in political institutions followed a cubic trend between
2019 and 2022, with an increase between 2019 and April 2020, a decrease in the subsequent 24 months,
and a partial comeback between April and October 2022.

Since distrust in institutions is at the core of populism (e.g., Mudde 2007), we reasoned that the COVID-
19 pandemic, in line with the increase in institutional trust it triggered, could have stopped, at least
temporarily, the growth of the populist wave, as a result of people coping with the threat the outbreak
brought. We also reasoned that the trend in populism could have followed a specular trend compared
to that shown by trust in political institutions. To our knowledge, only Russo et al. (2021) analyzed how
populism changed in pandemic times. These authors found a decline between populist votes in June 2019
(before the pandemic) and populist voting intentions in April 2020 (in the midst of the first wave of the
pandemic) especially among participants who felt particularly anxious for the outbreak. However, this
study had two major limitations. First, it had a very short time span: Because the data for the second wave
were collected at the very beginning of the pandemic, it was not possible to draw conclusions about the
medium- and long-term effects of the outbreak on populism. Second, it focused exclusively on the trend
in populist votes and neglected the trend in populist orientations (i.e., the set of attitudes and society rep-
resentation that may drive the choice of a populist party). This is problematic, in that it does not allow to
understand whether the decline in the success of populist parties is a true waning of the populist wave or
just a superficial slowdown that might pick up after the pandemic ends. In this study, we have attempted
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to fill these gaps. To deepen our understanding of the psychological processes undetlying these trends, we
also examined the relationship between anxiety and changes in populism.

THE ROLE OF ANXIETY

The affective intelligence theory (AIT; Marcus et al. 2000) is probably the most influential theory on the
role of emotions in politics. Based on neuroscientific findings, AI'T assumes that people have two different
emotional systems. The dispositional system controls habitual behavior in familiar situations and enables
people to act based on learned routines without much conscious effort. The surveillance system, activated
in unfamiliar or threatening situations that challenge expectations, shifts attention to new stimuli, leading
to more active decision-making processes, as habitual reactions are no longer sufficient to cope with the
perceived threat. AIT departs from traditional cognitive appraisal theory in psychology, which views each
emotion as a distinct physical response to the appraisal of the current situation (e.g, Lazarus 1991, see
Marcus et al., 2019 for a detailed discussion on the differences between these two theories). Instead, AIT
emphasizes a dimensional approach to emotions: Emotions exist along a continuum, with various emo-
tions representing different intensities of three core emotional dimensions, namely enthusiasm, anger, and
anxiety. Enthusiasm is a reaction to familiar and favorable stimuli, while anger is triggered by familiar and
unfavorable stimuli. Despite different antecedents, both enthusiasm and anger cause people to draw on
previously learned cognitions and habits.

The role of anxiety is more interesting for our purposes. According to AIT, anxiety is the emotional
expression of surveillance system activation; it not only signals the presence of a problem in the envi-
ronment and indicates that careful and systematic processing is required, but it also stimulates a desire to
better understand and analyze the source of a potential threat, thus promoting active learning, deliberative
thinking, and reduce reliance on habits and dispositions (Marcus et al. 2000). The main difference between
anxiety- and anger-eliciting threats lies in the familiarity of the emotion-eliciting situation: If the threaten-
ing stimulus is familiar and violates important norms, people are more likely to become angry. However,
if the stimulus is unfamiliar, the reaction is more likely to be dominated by anxiety. Since the COVID-19
pandemic presented a clear and present danger for which there were no recent precedents, we considered
it an anxiety-inducing situation.

Anxiety and anger also differ in their relationship with populism: Anger is associated with support for
populist parties (Rico, Guinjoan, and Anduiza 2020), while anxiety (or fear) is associated with rejection
of right-wing populist parties (Vasilopoulos et al. 2019). One reason for this finding lies in the fact that
anxiety leads people to trust political experts in order to reduce their feelings of uncertainty (Albertson
and Gadarian 2015). Since a core dimension of populism is distrust of the political elites, populist parties
may be less attractive to anxious voters. This idea was supported by Russo et al. (2021), who showed that
anxiety is associated not only with a change in voting decision but also with the direction of such a change:
Anxious voters tend to turn away from populist parties.

THE PRESENT STUDY
Goals and hypotheses

Our aim in this study was twofold. First, we wanted to analyze the evolution of populist orientations and of
the degree of populism of the vote choice in the context of the COVID-19 outbreak, using prepandemic
levels as a baseline. Based on the literature on the commonalities between trust in political institutions and
populism (e.g., Kriesi 2014) and on Colloca, Roccato, and Russo’s (2024) study on the changes in trust
in political institutions the pandemic triggered, we hypothesized that the outbreak promoted cubic trends
in populist votes (H1a) and in attitudinal populism (H1b), with a downward trend in the first months of
pandemic, an upward trend in the following months, followed by a descent when the situation normalized.
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Second, we aimed to model the possible changes identified, focusing primarily on the role of anxiety, seen
as a reaction to novel threats which makes people pay more attention to the stimuli coming from the
environment and change their opinions and behaviors accordingly. With this in mind, we hypothesized
that downward trends in populist votes and in populist orientations would be associated with the anxiety
fostered by the pandemic (H2a and H2b, again focusing on changes in populist votes and in populist
orientations).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

We tackled our research goals using the COCO (Consequences of COVID-19) data set. The COCO sam-
ple is a quota sample of the adult Italian general population, stratified by gender, age, and geographical
area of residence, surveyed seven times by email, in June 2019 (i.e., before the pandemic, T N = 1504),
April 2020 (T,, N = 1199), October 2020 (T3, N'= 1156), April 2021 (T,, N = 1148), October 2021 (Ts,
N =1151), April 2022 (Ty, N = 1150), and October 2022 (T, N = 1150). Starting from T}, the samples
were integrated with new respondents (118 at Ty, 236 at T, 192 at T, and 211 at T5) in addition to those
who were already contacted at Ty. According to the literature, latent growth models have much higher lev-
els of statistical power than traditional models. Analyses on real-world and artificial data show that small
samples, even composed of few hundreds of participants, are large enough to detect longitudinal changes
(e.g., Muthén and Curran 1997). Thus, our sample should be large enough to detect the cubic effects we
expect. The Bio-ethical Committee of the University of Torino approved the study (protocol 181488).

Measures

In each wave, attitudinal populism was measured using Roccato et al.’s (2019) PopOr Scale, a balanced
scale with six items, such as: “There are those who say that conflicts among people are inevitable because
it’s just part of human nature. On the other hand, others think that ordinaty people are basically good and
honest and that it’s only because of those in charge that people are set against each other” and “Some peo-
ple say that politicians, journalists, and financial experts are all part of the same corrupt system that has led
Italy into crisis. Others say that it’s not right to lump those groups all together, because they have different
responsibilities” (con-trait item). The response options were presented in a forced-choice format in which
participants were asked to express their preference between the two opposing opinions in a five-point
category format, labeled at the extremes. Table 2 contains the full text of the items with the correspond-
ing response options in brackets. After correcting for the acquiescent response set using Marsh’s (1989)
correlated uniqueness approach (which consists of correlating all con-trait items), we modeled populist
orientation as a latent unidimensional variable using confirmatory factor analysis. Following Widaman,
Ferrer, and Conger (2010), we tested the longitudinal factorial invariance of the PopOr scale by comparing
the fit of an unconstrained model in which the factorial loadings were set free with that of a constrained
model in which we fixed all factorial loadings to be equal across the seven waves (metric invariance). We
compared the nested models based on differences in ¥ and in comparative fit index (CFI) and root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA), with recommended thresholds of change > —0.010 for CFI and
> —0.015 for RMSEA indicating non-invariance in large samples (Chen 2007).

The unconstrained model had good fit: ¥>(651) = 1445.443, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.950, Tucker—Lewis
index (TLI) = 0.935, RMSEA (90 percent confidence intervals [Cs]) = 0.023 (0.022, 0.025). Constraining
the factor loadings over time did not worsen the model: )(2(681) = 1477.4806, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.950,
TLI = 0.937, RMSEA (90 percent CIs) = 0.023 (0.021, 0.025). The differences in y?, CFI, and RMSEA
(A (30) = 32.043, p = 0.366; ACFI = 0.000; ARMSEA = 0.000) confirmed that the second model was not
worse than the first one. Additionally, we also tested the longitudinal scalar invariance of the PopOr scale by
comparing the fit of the above metric invariant model with that of a more constrained model in which we
fixed all intercepts to be equal across the seven waves. Constraining all the intercepts worsened the model:
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TABLE 1 Degree of populism of the Italian parties according to the POPPA Expert Survey.

Party Degree of populism
Movimento 5 Stelle (5 Star Movement) 9.46
Lega (League) 8.60
Fratelli d’Italia (Brothers of Italy) 7.44
Forza Italia (Let’s Go Italy) 5.56
Sinistra Italiana (Italian Left) 3.32
Partito Democratico (Democratic Party) 2.11

X (717) =1575.982, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.946, TLI = 0.936, RMSEA (90 percent CIs) = 0.023 (0.022, 0.025).
Although the differences in CFI and RMSEA were marginal (ACFI = —0.004, ARMSEA = 0.000), the y*
change was significant, Ay?(36) = 98.496, p < 0.001. Wee reached partial scalar invariance by setting free two
intercepts: ¥*(715) = 1517.785, p < 0.001, CFI = 0.950, TLI = 0.940, RMSEA (90 percent CIs) = 0.022
(0.021,0.024), with Ay (34) = 40.299, p = 0.212, ACFI = 0.000, ARMSEA = 0.000, when compared to the
metric invariant model. Overall, these analyses indicated longitudinal metric and partial scalar invariance
of the attitudinal populism measure.

As concerns the degree of populism of the party chosen for the vote, at T; and at T5 an item was
available on how participants respectively voted in the 2019 European election and in the 2022 Italian
general election. Since between 2019 and 2022 there were no other elections, in the other waves we
used participants’ voting intentions as indication of their likely vote choice. Following Lau and Red-
lawsk (1997), we quantified participants’ levels of behavioral populism using the POPPA expert survey
(https://poppa.shinyapps.io/poppa/, see Table 1), which presents the positions of 250 parties from
28 European countries on key attributes of populism based on the survey of 294 experts. Further details
on the POPPA study can be found in Meijers and Zaslove (2021).

As for anxiety, we used the standard emotion markers for the anxiety dimension as proposed in previous
studies (Matcus et al. 2006). Specifically, at T, participants were asked to indicate (1 = Never, 2 = Rarely,
3 = Sometimes, and 4 = Often) how often they felt anxiety, fear, and worry in the days prior to the
interview. Based on o = 0.85, we calculated participants” anxiety' as the mean of these three items. Despite
the general wording of the stem question, the anxiety dimension correlated strongly with respondents’
concern about the consequences of COVID-19 for themselves (r = 0.61, p < 0.001). This suggests that
the anxiety dimension is related to the assessment of the contextual situation in which the data were
collected, that is, the outbreak of the pandemic.

In our predictive analyses, we used participants’ gender (1 = Woman), age, years of formal education,
and perceived economic vulnerability, measured via the following item from the European Social Survey:
“Which of the following descriptions comes closest to how you feel about your household’s income nowa-
days?” (1 = Living comfortably on present income, 2 = Coping on present income, 3 = Finding it difficult
on present income, and 4 = Finding it very difficult on present income) as control variables. Table 2 shows
the descriptive statistics for the study variables.

Data analyses

We used latent growth curve models to examine trajectories of change in attitudinal populist and behavioral
populism. These models allowed us to estimate the initial level of attitudinal populism and of the degree
of populism of the party chosen for the vote and their evolution over time, modeled as latent factors. In
these models, the latent intercepts reflected the mean level of populism at the first assessment, whereas the

"To date, most political psychologists use the terms “anxiety” and “fear” interchangeably (e.g., Gadarian and Brader 2023).
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TABLE 3  Latent growth models’ comparisons for behavioral populism.

Model AIC BIC X (df RMSEA CFI TLI
Intercept only 19,781.364 19,829.518 229.653(26)*** 0.071 0.953 0.962
Linear 19,745.344 19,809.550 187.633(23) 0.068 0.962 0.965
Quadratic 19,740,780 19,826.388 175.069(19) 0.073 0.964 0.960
Cubic 19,717.990 19,830.351 142.279(14y 0.077 0.970 0.955

Note: N = 1557. %F*p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05
Abbreviations: AIC, Akaike information criterion; BIC, Bayesian information criterion; CFI, comparative fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of
approximation; TLI, Tucker—Lewis index.

latent slopes reflected the amount of change occurred over time. Because seven time points were available,
in addition to the linear slope, we could also estimate quadratic and cubic slopes. As changes over time
were represented as latent factors, it was also possible to estimate the variances of the latent intercept and
slope that represent the amount of inter-individual differences in mean levels of attitudinal and behavioral
populism at T and inter-individual differences in mean levels of change over time (Hertzog and Nessel-
roade 2003). We used maximum likelihood (ML) estimation; we conducted all the analyses using Mplus,
Version 8 (Muthén and Muthén 1998-2017).

To find the best-fitting models, we examined four nested models for each construct: no change
(i.e., intercept-only), linear change, quadratic change, and cubic change. We determined the best-fitting
model by examining both the relative and absolute fit indices (West, Taylor, and Wu 2012). We considered
the differences in x?, CFI, and RMSEA as previously done with the longitudinal invariance test. Addition-
ally, we examined the Akaike information criterion (AIC) and Bayesian information criterion (BIC), with
lower AIC and BIC values generally indicating better fit, a BIC difference larger than 6 to be strong and
larger than 10 to be very strong evidence for one model over the other (Raftery 1995; Schwartz 1978). After
determining the best-fitting model, the resulting change trends were predicted focusing on participants’
anxiety.

RESULTS

We compared four models to determine the best-fitting growth function for changes in both the degree
of populism of the vote and attitudinal populism. For populist votes (see Table 3), we identified the model
with a linear change as the best-fitting model. While the )(2, CFI, and RMSEA indicated all models to
fit the data equally well (smallest AX2(4) = 12.654, p = 0.014, and largest ACFI = 0.009 and largest
ARMSEA = 0.005), the BIC values provided strong evidence in favor of the linear model. In this model,
the degree of populism of the chosen party showed a linear negative trend between June 2019 and October
2022 (coeff = —0.113, standard error (SE) = 0.022, p < 0.001), with significant individual variation around
this trend (variance = 0.075, SE = 0.026, p = 0.003). Thus, H1 was not confirmed, as a cubic trend was
not found in the time span considered, 3.5 years, with seven measurement occasions. Instead, we found
that respondents chose linearly less populist parties across this time span; this trend is shown in Figure 1
(left panel).

For attitudinal populism (see Table 4), we again identified the model with a linear change as the best-
fitting model. The fit indices indicated intercept, linear, and quadratic models to fit the data equally well
(smallest Ay?(4) = 12.366, p = 0.015, largest ACFI = 0.002 and largest ARMSEA = 0.001), but the BIC
values indicated strong evidence in favor of the linear model. However, the linear negative trend of populist
orientations over time did not reach statistical significance (coeff = —0.007, SE = 0.004, p = 0.069), with
significant variance around the linear slope (variance = 0.003, SE = 0.001, p = 0.001). These results were
not consistent with H1b: Instead of following a cubic trend, attitudinal populism was stable between June
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FIGURE 1  Graphical trends of behavioral and attitudinal populism.

TABLE 4  Latent growth models’ comparisons for attitudinal populism.

Model: AIC BIC X@h RMSEA CFI TLI

Intercept only 147,772.100 148,965.064 1739.205(736)%+* 0.025 0.937 0.927
Linear 147,746,951 148,957.039 1708.057(733)+* 0.024 0.939 0.929
Quadratic 147,742.586 148,975,505 1695.691(729)+* 0.024 0.940 0.929
Cubic 147,739.009 149,000.469 1682.114(724)+* 0.024 0.940 0.929

Note: N = 2226. %%%p < . 001. **p < .001. *p < .05.
Abbreviations: AIC, Akaike information criterion; BIC, Bayesian information criterion; CFI, comparative fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of

approximation; TLI, Tucker—Lewis index.

2019 and October 2022 (see Figure 1, right panel). Based on this result, it was not possible to predict its
change. Thus, we could not test H2b.

In a second step, we added the time-invariant covariates to our linear models: anxiety at T, with gen-
der, age, and years of formal education as control variables. Table 5 shows the results of these models.
Our main interest was in predicting the latent slopes, but for completeness, we also present the param-
eters related to predicting the latent intercepts (i.e., the mean behavioral and attitudinal populism at T}).
With respect to the model predicting the degree of populism of the chosen party, we found a significant
negative association between education and age with the latent intercept, showing that older respondents
and respondents with higher education were less likely to express a populist vote at T. More interest-
ingly for our purposes, consistent with H2a, we also found that the level of anxiety at T, was negatively
and significantly associated with the latent slope. In other words, this result corroborates the hypothesis
that feelings of anxiety may be associated with a change in people’s typical political behaviors, in our case
leading people to shift away from populist voting. The intercept of attitudinal populism, that is, its level
at T, was negatively associated with age and education and positively associated with perceived economic
vulnerability. As attitudinal populism did not show to change in the 3.5 years of our longitudinal research,
we did not predict its slope.

DISCUSSION

In this 3.5-year, seven-wave longitudinal study, we analyzed the trend of attitudinal populism (operational-
ized as populist orientations) and of the degree of populism of the voted party from a prepandemic period
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TABLE 5 Time-invariant covariates of the latent intercept and slope of the trend in behavioral populism and of the latent
intercept of attitudinal populism.

Behavioral populism Attitudinal populism

Intercept Slope Intercept

Coeff. SE Coeff. SE Coeff. SE
Being woman 0.028 0.035 —0.082 0.082 0.065* 0.030
Age —0.073* 0.036 —0.056 0.084 —0.108*** 0.031
Years of education —0.121%* 0.036 0.123 0.083 —0.093** 0.031
Perceived economic 0.068 0.035 —0.047 0.080 0.136*%* 0.030
vulnerability at T4
Anxiety at T, —-0.195* 0.077
N 971 1,504
Fit CFI=0.961 CFI1=0.933

TLI = 0.955 TLI=0.923

RMSEA =0.058 RMSEA =0.028

x2(49) = 210.162%* 22 (898) = 1928.363**

Note: Standardized parameters are displayed.
Abbreviations: CFI, comparative fit index; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; SE, standard error; TLI, Tucker—Lewis index.
*p < 0.05; #*p < 0.01; *+¥p < 0.001.

(June 2019) to October 2022 in a broad quota sample of the Italian adult population. In addition, we
sought to analyze the association between the emerging trends in populism and pandemic-related anxiety.
Using a dynamic approach, our analyses revealed a linear downward trend in the populism of the chosen
party, more pronounced among those who showed more anxiety in the eatly months of the outbreak, and
a stable trend in attitudinal populism across the seven waves of the study.

An imposing mass of studies performed in the United States show that exogenous shocks such as wars
and terrorist attacks foster rally effects, consisting in a short-term increase in trust in U.S. presidents. After
its first steps (Lane 1962; Mueller 1970), the literatute on rally effects has gradually expanded at least in
three directions. First, rally effects have been observed outside the U.S. context: among other countries,
in Spain (Dinesen and Jaeger 2013), Japan (Kobayashi and Katagiri 2018), and South Korea (Hwang, Cho,
and Wiegand 2018). Second, studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic have shown that even
exogenous shocks triggered by invisible and morally neutral enemies such as the Coronavirus can trigger
rally effects (e.g., Bol et al. 2021; Colloca, Roccato, and Russo 2024; Esaiasson et al., 2021). Third, Bol et al.
(2021) and Esaiasson et al. (2021) showed that rally effects extend to satisfaction with democracy and to
interpersonal trust. Our study helped to expand this literature in a threefold way.

First, we have shown that in the first months of the pandemic, the Italian public not only increased
their trust in political institutions (Colloca, Roccato, and Russo 2024) but also reduced the degree of pop-
ulism in their voting intention. Since one of the defining dimensions of populism is distrust of institutions
(e.g,, Kriesi 2014; Mudde 2007) and increasing trust in established institutions can be an effective strategy
for coping with dramatic crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, this result is clearly reasonable. More-
over, this study contributes to deepening our knowledge of the dynamics of public opinion changes in
times of crisis and suggests that the focus of classic studies on rally effects should be broadened to include
changes in other social psychological variables that can help to fulfill the main functions of rally effects,
that is, helping societies to respond quickly and efficiently as a single, cohesive unit to crises (Chatagnier
2012), and helping individuals to increase their well-being by conveying perceived control over their lives
(Roccato et al. 2021). In addition to satisfaction with democracy (Bol et al. 2021), interpersonal trust (Esa-
iasson et al. 2021), and populism, other potential candidate variables could include national identification
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(Gorman and Seguin 2018), patriotism (Lambert, Schott, and Scherer 2011), and self-transcendent values
(Schwartz 2006). Future studies aimed at investigating how these variables change when individuals and
societies are confronted with dramatic exogenous shocks could be interesting.

Second, the trend we identified in the degree of populism of the chosen party showed a different pat-
tern than in classical studies on the rally effect, both before (e.g,, Dinesen and Jaeger 2013; Kam and
Ramos 2008; Perrin and Smolek 2009) and during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g,, Backgaard et al. 2020;
Johansson, Hopmann, and Shehata 2021). While trust in political institutions showed a cubic trend (an
increase in the first months of the crisis, followed by a decrease in the following months and a positive
trend after 2 years of the pandemic: see Colloca, Roccato, and Russo 2024), the degree of populism of the
chosen party showed a 3.5-year linear negative trend. The literature on compensatory control (Kay et al.
2009) can help us interpret this difference. From a social psychological perspective, both people with low
trust in institutions and populists tend to experience particularly difficult conditions in times of crisis, as
they have limited opportunities to cope with the perception of the wortld as a random and chaotic envi-
ronment by resorting to secondary sources of control (Roccato et al. 2021). However, it is plausible that
exogenous shocks could have more severe consequences for populists than for people who “only” have
a low level of trust in political institutions. This is because populists’ dissatisfaction with their relations
with society covers a much broader spectrum that goes beyond mere distrust of political institutions and
includes, among other things, economic, financial, and intellectual anti-establishment attitudes as well as
the idea that the entire ruling class is incompetent and corrupt (Roccato et al. 2019). With this in mind,
it is plausible that in highly threatening societal situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic, voting for a
non-populist party might be a more efficient strategy to deal with the threat than “simply” increasing trust
in institutions, as it might be more effective in creating compensatory control over the world. A direct test
of this interpretation could be interesting.

Third, our results showed that the COVID-19 pandemic was associated with a linear decline in the
degree of populism of the party chosen by citizens, but that the degree of their populist orientations did
not change. Compared to populist votes, populist orientations thus proved to be a more stable feature of
public opinion in Italy, which remained unchanged in terms of “fundamental” populism. This result sug-
gests that changes in public opinion in times of ctisis are not only short-lived but also do not fundamentally
change the relationship between citizens and society. It is plausible that mote structural and substantive
changes are needed to promote such change, namely: (a) the main factors identified in the literature pro-
moting populism in Italy, that is, cultural threat to local traditions (Roccato et al. 2020), dissatisfaction
with representative democracy (Corbetta et al. 2018), and feelings of relative deprivation (Cena, Cavazza,
and Roccato 2022), or (b) radical changes in the relationship between the demand and supply sides of
populism. An ad hoc study that includes these vatiables could be interesting.

Even before conducting this study, we believe that the relatively stable substrate of attitudinal populism
that we have found should be taken seriously. If, as Molyneaux and Osborne (2017) noted, populism chal-
lenges representative democracy and is a troubling form of illiberal democracy, the reduction in the level
of populism of the vote is far less reassuring than the stability of populist orientations, as the latter has
far-reaching implications for democratic societies and political stability. Specifically, populist orientations
are known to be correlated with a constellation of attitudes that transcend politics and could undermine
effective management of society (e.g., Ulusahin, Mavor, and Reicher 2024). Examples include conspiracy
views that question the discrepancy between people’s daily experience and expert knowledge (Guan and
Yang 2020; Mede, Schifer, and Fuchslin 2021), favoring “counter-knowledge” over “established knowl-
edge” (Ylia-Anttila 2018), and distrust of vaccines and drugs developed by “established medical research”
(Roccato et al. 2019). The latent tendency of a large proportion of citizens to support such attitudes is
anything but reassuring when it comes to coping with the next exogenous shock that could hit our society
in the coming years.

As is often the case, this study had some limitations. First, we conducted our analyses in only one
country, Italy. Italy is usually considered a “laboratory of populism” and a privileged country of observation
for its study (Blokker and Anselmi 2019). Moreover, it was the first Eutopean country to have suffered the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and it was among the European countries where the outbreak had the
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most severe consequences. However, if cross-cultural data were available, a cross-cultural extension of this
study could be interesting. Second, when examining participants’ vote, in the absence of other elections,
we had to move from participants’ actual votes in the 2019 European and in the 2022 general elections
to their voting intention in the waves between June 2019 and October 2022. This limitation could not
be overcome, due to the field nature of this study. Third, in the COCO data set, a prepandemic measure
of anxiety was not available and thus we could not examine the effect of an anxiety increase due to the
pandemic. In the absence of a prepandemic measure of anxiety and of the possibility of compating our
findings with a different context (e.g., another country, a different exogenous shock), our data did not
allow us to deal with causal analyses among the variables we analyzed.

A few comments are needed on our measurement of anxiety, which is in line with earlier studies
(e.g, Russo et al. 2021) but not flawless. First, the wording was quite general, and we could only indi-
rectly assume that high anxiety would be related to the pandemic. However, we also found that anxiety is
highly correlated with people’s concern about the consequences of COVID-19. This, along with the ample
evidence of high prevalence of anxiety in time of COVID-19 (Liu et al. 2021), suggests that our measure
effectively captures a COVID-related emotional response. Second, in line with AIT principles, we focused
on state anxiety. This does not rule out the possibility that trait anxiety also plays a role in how people
felt during the pandemic and how they changed in terms of their voting decisions. MacKuen et al. (2010)
found that personality traits are related to the emotional dimensions of AIT. However, they have also
found that the unique contribution of emotional state to different political responses petsists even when
controlling for stable traits, confirming the idea that people use their emotions as a guiding principle for
their political responses. Including trait anxiety in future research could provide a more complete picture,
although we expect the effects of state anxiety to persist. Finally, the AIT understands anxiety as an emo-
tional dimension that includes feelings such as fear, anxiety, and worry, among others. This departs from
other perspectives on emotions, such as cognitive appraisal theories (e.g, Lazarus 1991) or clinical psy-
chology perspectives (e.g., Ohman 2008), which tend to view anxiety and fear as two distinct emotions. It
would be interesting to thoroughly compare the effects of these two emotions in future studies, including
different measurement tools such as the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger et al. 1983).

Finally, it was not possible with our data to analyze any fluctuations in the level of populism on the
supply side: It is plausible that the parties adapted their appeals to the respective social climate during the
period under consideration and thus changed their appeal in terms of their ability to satisfy the need for
secondary control. An ad hoc extension of this study, considering the relationships between the supply
and demand sides of populism, could enrich the picture we have drawn.

On a positive note, however, the data set we used is certainly a strength of the study. On the one hand, it
consisted of a broad quota sample of the Italian adult population and was thus much mote heterogeneous
than the student samples often used in social and political psychology. On the other hand, our participants
were interviewed seven times over 3.5 years, which allowed us to conduct complex longitudinal analyses,
using the prepandemic time as baseline. This is particulatly relevant, as classical studies of public opinion
changes driven by exogenous shocks have focused on relatively short time periods (e.g., Dinesen and Jaeger
2013; Kam and Ramos 2008; Perrin and Smolek 2009). The novel and specific nature of the COVID-19
pandemic, with its multiple waves and persistent state of threat, allowed us to observe some long-term
effects of a dramatic exogenous shock. In addition, our findings have helped to expand studies of pub-
lic opinion changes beyond trust in institutions to include populist orientations and votes. A new study
focusing on the dynamics of institutional trust during the COVID-19 crisis may be particularly interest-
ing to complete the picture we have painted. Another development of this study could be to compate
the trends and possible antecedents in different countries with different populist orientations and party
offerings, as well as different responses to, and manifestations of, the COVID-19 pandemic. However, we
believe that even before these developments, this study has helped to deepen our knowledge of the social
psychological and political changes in public opinion as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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