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Abstract
Although susceptibility to populist sentiments among adolescents is viewed with concern, research focusing
on the nature of populism in youth is still rare. This two-wave study (approx. 10 month) among 9th grade
German adolescents (T1: N = 1,205; Mage = 14.4, SDage = 0.6; 52.1% female) examined populist attitudes as
a multi-dimensional construct covering the facets of popular sovereignty, anti-elitism, and homogeneity of
people. Adopting an inventory originally developed for adult samples, analyses supported the concept’s multi-
dimensionality among adolescents. Cross-lagged panel models (CLPM) showed that these dimensions were
linked to sociodemographic correlates (i.e., gender, region, school track, and migration background). Additional
CLPM analyses examined reciprocal associations with conceptually related political attitudes (i.e., political trust,
satisfaction with democracy, intolerance). The results suggested that anti-elitism, in particular, undermines polit-
ical trust and satisfaction with democracy and give rise to intolerant attitudes. The methodological implications
of measuring populism as multifaceted construct among youth are discussed.
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Across many established liberal democracies there
are reports about growing levels of distrust in political
institutions and dissatisfaction with the functioning
of democratic processes. At the same time, many
countries experience an increasing societal polariza-
tion and a public discourse that is characterized by
populist rhetoric. Susceptibilities to populist convic-
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tions are therefore viewed with concern, especially
when observed among young people (Foa et al.,
2020). Although adolescence is considered a critical
period of political development and scholars increas-
ingly draw attention to populism in general, little is
presently known about the development of populist
views among youth (Noack & Eckstein, 2023). The
present study thus sets out to gain a better understand-
ing of populist attitudes and its correlates during this
period in life.

Populism as a Multi-Dimensional Construct

From a theoretical stance, populism is mainly
described as a multi-dimensional construct that is
characterized by three core elements: (1) The elites,
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who are generally perceived as corrupt, disloyal, or
evil, (2) the ‘common’ people, who are seen as pure,
good, and virtuous, as well as the (3) general will
(of the people) that should govern (Mudde, 2004;
Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017). While there
is a strong polarization between ‘the people’ and
‘the elite’ (i.e., manichaeism), each group is consid-
ered to be homogeneous in itself. With ‘the people’
this homogeneity further entails an anti-pluralistic
stance that excludes everyone not considered to
belong to this circle. Both, the strong distrust in
elites (‘anti-elitism’) and the belief in the homo-
geneity and virtuousness of ‘the people’ have been
introduced as characterizing dimensions of populism
(Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017; Schulz et al.,
2018). Another dimension attributed to populism is
the call for an unrestricted enforcement of the peo-
ple’s will (popular sovereignty). According to this
conceptualization, populist sentiments differ from
other constructs, which have been more frequently
considered in previous research (e.g., political trust,
satisfaction with democracy or civic knowledge), by
questioning key features of democratic processes,
such as representative forms of government and
multi-party political systems. Moreover, a populist
rhetoric appeals to the importance of the common-
sense that excels rational explanations or scientific
evidence and that promises simple solutions to com-
plex problems. Although, right-wing populism is
most prominent in public discourse and empirical
research, populism is not limited to specific political
topics, currents, or ideologies, and can consequently
be found on both the left and the right side of the
political spectrum (Mudde, 2004). Likewise, populist
attitudes may co-occur with other right-leaning atti-
tudes such as right-wing authoritarianism, prejudice,
or intolerance toward minorities, while still forming a
construct in its own right (e.g. Akkerman et al., 2017;
Castanho Silva et al., 2020).

Populism in Adolescence

The adolescent years are suggested to be “impres-
sionable years” in the course of civic development
(Neundorf & Smets, 2017; Sears & Levy, 2003). This
is primarily explained by the numerous changes that
characterize this period in life. In the course of an
intensified searching for a sense of identity, questions
about oneself but also the world surrounding oneself
become more present (i.e., civic identity; Yates &
Youniss, 1999). Rapid cognitive changes further char-
acterize the adolescent years and allow young people

to grasp societal and political issues and questions
in more abstract, holistic, and complex ways (for an
overview of socio-cognitive changes in adolescence,
see Metzger & Smetana, 2010). Moreover, public and
political issues might move closer into adolescents’
everyday life due to experiences in broader social sur-
roundings (e.g., school, neighborhood). In line with
this, political attitudes (e.g., Rekker et al., 2015) and
behaviors (e.g., Eckstein et al., 2012) were found to
increasingly stabilize throughout adolescence.

Developmental theorizing typically explains path-
ways and processes underlying specific political
attitudes and behaviors while drawing on individ-
ual, social, and societal (risk) factors (e.g., model
of radicalization; Beelmann, 2020). Although basic
developmental assumptions can be certainly applied
to the formation of populist attitudes, specific mod-
els are still lacking, as is corresponding research.
Consequently, the available literature on populism
in youth is primarily descriptive (rather than theory-
driven) to date. At least, previous findings point to a
considerable susceptibility toward populist and anti-
democratic sentiments among youth. According to
a German youth survey, a quarter of young peo-
ple aged 12 to 25 years are leaning toward populist
statements and a little less than 10 percent support
a right-wing populist rhetoric (Shell Deutschland
Holding, 2019). On a similar note, almost a quar-
ter of US youth between the age of 16 to 24 was
found to reject democracy as a way of governing (Foa
& Mounk, 2016). A comprehensive integration of
large-scale data sets further showed that young peo-
ple’s satisfaction with democracy has been declining
worldwide (Foa et al., 2020). However, given the lack
of research on the development of populist attitudes
during adolescence, it is even uncertain whether the
multi-dimensional nature of populism that has been
found among adults can be replicated at this period
in life.

Correlates of Populism in Adolescence

The nature and development of populist attitudes
in youth cannot be completely understood with-
out taking social and personal characteristics into
account helping to explain why some youth are
more prone to develop populist attitudes than oth-
ers. Drawing on an Australian sample, Heiss and
Matthes (2017), for example, showed that young peo-
ple aged 15 to 20 years who followed right-wing
populist candidates or organizations on Facebook
were less educated and more likely to be male. Like-
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wise, populist attitudes were reported to be linked
to lower levels of educational attainment among
German youth (Shell Deutschland Holding, 2019).
In the same study, more pronounced populist atti-
tudes were found in East Germany than in West
Germany (Shell Deutschland Holding, 2019). This
pattern of regional differences was also reflected in
the support of populist parties among young voters
in recent German elections (Der Bundeswahlleiter,
2022). For other sociodemographic characteristics,
such as age, gender, or migration background, and
their links to populist attitudes the empirical evidence
is less consistent or lacking. Considering gender,
for example, only minor differences in populist
attitudes were reported among German youth (indi-
cating slightly higher approval ratings among male
than female participants; Shell Deutschland Holding,
2019).

In order to gain a more comprehensive under-
standing, populist attitudes should also be considered
in relation to conceptually linked constructs. For
instance, Heiss and Matthes (2017) also showed
that, in addition to demographic correlates, ado-
lescent followers of right-wing populist candidates
and organizations reported lower levels of political
trust. Among adult samples, relations of populist
views with political trust and related constructs
also have been found (e.g., Castanho Silva et al.,
2020). However, the reported effects might not only
go in one direction and populist sentiments them-
selves may not only result from political distrust
but also, reversely, undermine trust in political insti-
tutions or foster political or democratic discontent.
Given the paucity of longitudinal studies on populism
as a multi-dimensional construct in adolescence,
a better understanding of associations with con-
ceptually related political attitudes across time is
needed.

The Present Study

The present study aims at arriving at a better under-
standing of populist attitudes and its correlates in
youth. More precisely, we examined whether facets
of populism, which have been previously established
in adult samples, can be identified among youth
in middle adolescence. We adopted an inventory
introduced by Schulz and colleagues (2018), which
allows to differentiate three dimensions of populism,
namely anti-elitism (AE), popular sovereignty (PS),
and homogeneity of people (HP). In a first step,

the construct’s dimensionality as well as the stabil-
ity of its dimensions across time were examined in
a sample of German 9th grade students who were
surveyed twice at the beginning and at the end of a
school year (Research Question 1). We expected that
we could replicate the three-dimensional structure of
populist attitudes both at T1 and T2. The stability
of each dimension was assessed by drawing on two
indicators: First, mean-level stability, which reflects
the average amount of increase or decrease within
the sample and, second, rank-order stability (corre-
lational stability), which provides information on the
stability of interindividual differences in a person’s
relative position across time. Given the dearth of pre-
vious research, we took an exploratory approach to
the extent of both forms of stability at this age.

In a second step, sociodemographic correlates
were considered to gain a deepened understanding
of characteristics accompanying populist attitudes.
Based on research that focused on related civic
outcomes we considered school track, gender, age,
region, and immigrant background (Research Ques-
tion 2). We expected populist attitudes to be more
pronounced among adolescents attending lower-
track schools (i.e., vocational schools) and among
Thuringian adolescents compared to their age-mates.
As previous findings concerning age, gender, and
migration background are less consistent or lacking,
we chose an exploratory approach.

Finally, we focused on associations of populist atti-
tudes with related but conceptually distinct political
attitudes. Drawing on previous findings, we included
measures of political discontent (i.e., political trust,
satisfaction with democracy) and exclusionary atti-
tudes against societal minorities (i.e., intolerance).
We expected that the three dimensions of populist
attitudes would be related to less political trust,
satisfaction with democracy, and higher levels of
intolerance at T1. We further expected reciprocal
longitudinal associations between the dimensions of
populist attitudes and the examined political out-
comes (Research Question 3).

Method

Participants and Procedure

Data were collected during the school year 2021/2022
in 31 schools (90 classes) from two federal states
of Germany - Thuringia in the Eastern and North
Rhine-Westphalia in the Western part of Germany.
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Most of the participating Thuringian schools were
located in rather rural areas, while the North Rhine-
Westphalian sample included schools from mostly
urban regions. Students filled in a questionnaire
covering various political topics at the beginning
(NT1 = 1,206) and at the end (NT2 = 1,096) of 9th

grade, with NT1-2 = 1,045 students participating in
both waves (response rate of 86.7%). Participa-
tion was voluntary with permission of parents and
school authorities and without individual compen-
sation, but all classes received 100 Euros for their
class fund after the data collection was finished (irre-
spective of the number of participants per class to
avoid peer pressure). Data were collected at 16 sin-
gle track academic schools (German: Gymnasium;
58.3% of students), eight vocational schools (Ger-
man: Regelschule; 16.3% of students) and seven
comprehensive schools (German: Gemeinschaftss-
chule; 25.4% of students). Students’ mean age at
T1 was M = 14.4 years (SD = 0.6 years, range: 13-17
years), 52.1% identified as female (47.1% male; 0.8%
diverse), and 59.5% students came from Thuringia.
Moreover, 25.1% of the T1 sample reported hav-
ing a migration background (i.e., at least one parent
not born in Germany). In accordance with official
population figures (Federal Institute for Population
Research, 2023) the percentage of youth with and
without migration background differed markedly
between the two federal states with 42.9% students
of immigrant descent in North-Rhine Westphalia and
11.9% in Thuringia. Comparing students who par-
ticipated at both measurement points to students
who participated only at T1 with regard to all study
variables showed that the former were on aver-
age slightly younger (F (1, 1203) = 13.91, p < .001,
η2 = .01), reported higher levels of political trust (F
(1, 1194) = 13.09, p < .001, η2 = .01) and satisfac-
tion with democracy (F (1, 1185) = 6.75, p = .010,
η2 = .01), and indicated lower levels of intolerance (F
(1, 1192) = 6.66, p = .010, η2 = .01). However, differ-
ences in mean levels were small and attrition was not
related to populist attitudes or any sociodemographic
characteristics (except for age).

Measures

Populist Attitudes

To assess populist attitudes among students, we used
an inventory that was originally developed for adult
samples (Schulz et al., 2018). Nine items from the
original scale (12 items) were used to assess the facets

of Anti-Elitism (AE; e.g., “The differences between
citizens and the ruling elite are much greater than
differences between citizens”), Popular Sovereignty
(PS; e.g., “The citizens, not the politicians, should
make our most important political decisions.”), and
Homogeneity of People (HP; e.g., “Ordinary people
are of good an honest character”). The assessment
was complemented by two further items as an initial
set of exploratory factor analyses proved that both
were a suitable addition. One item complemented the
dimension of anti-elitism (“A few important groups
of people determine the fate of millions of people”;
Imhoff & Bruder, 2014), while the second item fit into
the dimension of sovereignty of the people (“Politi-
cians should listen more to the people”; see Appendix
A for all item wordings). Items were rated on a 5-pt
rating scale (1 = totally agree; 5 = totally disagree).
Consistency measures of subscales are reported as
part of the result section (RQ 1).

Attitudinal Correlates

Political Trust was assessed in terms of students’
trust in political institutions and processes. Students
were asked to indicate how much they trust “1)
. . . the federal government”, “2) . . . political par-
ties”, and “3) . . . elections and election results”
(Schulz et al., 2016; 1 = not at all; 5 = completely;
ωT1 = .75, ωT2 = .78). Intolerance was measured with
four items reflecting students’ negative attitudes
toward refugees and immigrants (Gniewosz & Noack,
2008; e.g., “Refugees and newly migrated people
come here to exploit our welfare state“; 1 = totally
disagree; 5 = totally agree; ωT1 = .87, ωT2 = .88). Sat-
isfaction with democracy was measured with a single
item (“All in all, how satisfied or unsatisfied are you
with democracy as it exists in Germany?”, 1 = not
at all satisfied; 5 = very satisfied; Shell Deutschland
Holding, 2019).

Sociodemographic Correlates

Sociodemographic correlates comprised Age, Gen-
der (1 = female versus 0 = male and diverse), Region
(1 = North Rhine-Westphalia versus 0 = Thuringia),
School Type (two dummy indicators; 1 = vocational
schools and comprehensive schools, respectively ver-
sus 0 = single-track academic schools) and Migration
Background (1 = at least one parent born abroad ver-
sus 0 = both parents born in Germany).
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Analytical Approach

All analyses were run with Mplus 8.7 (Muthén
& Muthén 2010-2021) using a full information
maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation for con-
tinuous variables. In a first step, we employed
a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to examine
the factor structure of all populism items and to
test whether the three underlying dimensions of
anti-elitism (AE), popular sovereignty (PS), and
homogeneity of the people (HP) can be identi-
fied in our adolescent sample. In doing so, three
latent factors were specified simultaneously at T1
and T2. The three-factor-model was further com-
pared to a single-factor model. We then tested for
measurement invariance across time. Model fit was
evaluated based on the χ2-statistic and standard val-
ues of common goodness-of-fit indices (Goodness of
Fit Index (GFI) ≥ .95, Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ .06, Standardized Root
Mean Square Residual (SRMR) ≤ .08; Hu & Bentler,
1999). Next, a cross-lagged panel model (CLPM)
was specified to capture rank-order stabilities within
each dimension of populism as well as bidirec-
tional relations between dimensions across time.
Mean level stability was examined using Wald Chi-
Square Test, testing significance of T1 and T2 level
differences.

In a second set of CLPM-analyses, sociodemo-
graphic correlates were examined by regressing the
latent factors of PS, AE, and HP at T1 and T2 on age,
gender, region, school track, and immigrant back-
ground. In doing so, the effect of each covariate was
controlled for the effects of the other covariates in
the model. In a third set of analyses, we focused on
longitudinal associations between the three dimen-
sions of populism and political trust, intolerance, and
satisfaction with democracy. Again, CLPM-analyses
were run and cross-lagged effects were examined
separately for political trust, satisfaction with democ-
racy, and intolerance to avoid multicollinearity. The
sociodemographic variables tested in step 2 were
added as covariates at T1 and T2.

Data were collected at the classroom level, which
leads to a clustered structure of the data. We com-
puted intraclass correlations (ICCs) for the manifest
variables that were less than .10 for populist atti-
tudes and less than .17 for attitudinal correlates.
Although in case of such ICCs the regression esti-
mates may not be biased, standard errors still can
be underestimated (McNeish et al., 2016). We there-
fore used Mplus’ Type = Complex-option with class

as clustering variable and the implemented sandwich
estimator to adjust standard errors in all CLMP-
analyses. Due to the number of parameters in relation
to the number of clusters and number of indepen-
dent observations, respectively, we also decided to
run CLMP-analyses of steps two and three separately
for PS, AE, and HP to ensure trustworthy standard
errors.

Results

Dimensional Structure of Populist Attitudes

The CFA with three latent factors for AE, PS,
and HP at T1 and T2 yielded an acceptable
model fit (χ2(183) = 496.46, p < .001, RMSEA = .04,
CFI = .94, SRMR = .04). All three dimensions were
substantially related, ranging from rAE,HP = .32 to
rPS,AE = .60 at T1 and rAE,HP = .40 to rPS,AE = .62
at T2. Comparing this three-factor model to a
single-factor model (χ2(197) = 1204.50, p < .001,
RMSEA = .06, CFI = .81, SRMR = .07) showed that
the former fit the data significantly better than the
latter (�χ2(14) = 708.06, p < .001), supporting the
assumption that the three dimensions of populist atti-
tudes are related, yet distinct.

Focusing on the consistency of measurements,
however, showed that particularly for HP some
of the standardized loadings were lower than .50
(see Appendix A). Moreover, the Omega of scales
remained below the recommended threshold of .70
(Hayes & Coutts, 2020), ranging from ωT1 = .69 for
PS to ωT1 = .58 for AE and ωT1 = .53 for HP at
T1. At T2, standardized factor loadings and Omega
measures were higher and quite acceptable for PS
(ωPS-T2 = .76) and AE (ωPS-T2 = .68) given the small
number of items, but omega for HP remained rather
low (ωPS-T2 = .63).

Analyses of measurement invariance across time
supported the existence of full metric invariance
(i.e., equal factor loadings; �χ2(8) = 7.06, p = .530)
and partial scalar invariance (i.e., equal intercepts;
�χ2(8) = 38.22, p < .001). Since the overall model
fit was still acceptable (χ2(199) = 541.73, p < .001,
RMSEA = .04, CFI = .94, SRMR = .04), both forms
of invariance were kept in all further analyses.

Stability analyses (Wald Test) indicated that,
except for PS, there were no average mean-level
changes across time (AE: W(1) = -1.42, p = .156;
HP: W(1) = 0.15, p = .884). PS showed a small,
but significant decrease between T1 and T2
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Figure 1

Final Three-Factor-Model of Populist Attitudes

Note. (χ2 (199) = 541.73, p < .001, RMSEA = .04, CFI = .94, SRMR = .04; Standardized Estimates; Error Terms Across Time were Allowed
to Correlate; for Reasons of Clarity non-significant Paths are not shown)

(�M = 0.06, W(1) = 2.57, p = .010). Further, CLMP-
analyses pointed to a substantial rank-order stability
of all three dimensions across time ranging from
b = .56 for PS to b = .69 for HP. Although levels at
T1 and T2 were correlated, there were no significant
cross-lagged effects between the three dimensions
(the final three-factor model is depicted in Figure 1).

Sociodemographic Correlates of Populist
Attitudes

To examine sociodemographic correlates, the latent
factors of AE, HP, and PS at T1 and T2 were regressed
on age, gender, region, school track, and immigrant
background. CLMP-analyses were run separately for
each dimension. As part of the longitudinal design,
effects on AE, HP, and PS at T2 were controlled for
the outcome’s initial level at T1.

The findings are summarized in Table 1 and
revealed a similar pattern for PS and AE at T1. Both
dimensions were significantly related to region, with
lower levels observed among students from North-

Rhine Westphalia than among adolescents from
Thuringia. Moreover, young females scored higher
than their male age-mates at T1. For HP, school type
and immigrant background showed significant rela-
tionships, suggesting that HP at T1 was lower among
students from single-track academic schools and stu-
dents with no migration background as compared
to their counterparts. We found no effects across
time, indicating that none of the considered sociode-
mographic factors explained relative changes in the
considered dimensions of populism between T1 and
T2.

Associations Between Populist Attitudes and
Political Correlates

The final set of CLPM-analyses separately examined
the relations of PS, AE, and HP with intolerance,
political trust, and satisfaction with democracy at
T1 and T2. In addition, the effects of sociodemo-
graphic variables on all outcomes at T1 and T2 were
considered. Results are depicted in Figure 2. Analy-
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Table 1
Results of CLMP-Analyses for Sociodemographic Correlates

Popular Sovereignty Anti-Elitism Anti-Pluralism
T1 T2 T1 T2 T1 T2

B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p

Outcome T1 - - .68 (.06) <.001 - - .73 (.06) <.001 - - .69 (.09) <.001
Being Femalea .09 (.04) .036 -.01 (.05) . 853 .08 (.04) .048 .00 (.04) .980 .02 (.06) .721 -.06 (.05) .288
Age -.06 (.05) .184 .03 (.04) .472 .02 (.03) .530 -.01 (.03) .830 .05 (.05) .243 .00 (.04) .911
School type
Regular schoolsb .01 (.08) .929 .11 (.06) .086 -.03 (.06) .598 .09 (.04) .090 .49 (.08) <.001 -.13 (.09) .133
Comprehensive schoolsb .00 (.07) .999 .01 (.06) .801 -.04 (.06) .450 -.00 (.03) .952 .21 (.07) .003 .09 (.07) .232
North Rhine-Westphaliac -.17 (.06) .003 -.10 (.06) .096 -.22 (.06) <.001 -.01 (.05) .849 .02 (.07) .791 .03 (.06) .605
Having Migration Backgroundd .08 (.06) .225 -.08 (.06) .225 .09 (.06) .141 .05 (.06) .401 .29 (.07) <.001 .02 (.08) .785

Note. CLMP-analyses were run separately for each dimension. As part of the longitudinal design, effects on T2 were controlled for initial
levels at T1. a 0 = male & diverse, b 0 = single-track academic schools, c 0 = Thuringia, d 0 = both parents born in Germany.

ses revealed significant correlations between all three
dimensions of populism and the examined outcomes
at T1. All correlations were in the expected direction,
showing that higher levels of AE, PS, and HP were
negatively related with political trust and satisfaction
with democracy, and positively related to intolerance.

Further, the results revealed significant cross-
lagged effects on all attitudinal outcomes at T2. More
precisely, the results showed that higher levels of AE,
PS, and HP at T1 were related to lower levels of polit-
ical trust at T2 above and beyond the level of T1 trust.
Higher levels of AE and HP at T1 further predicted
lower levels of political satisfaction at T2. Intoler-
ance at T2, in contrast, was only predicted by levels
of AE at T1. Reversed cross-lagged paths were found
for political trust and AE only, suggesting that higher
levels of trust at T1 were associated with lower levels
of AE at T2.1

Discussion

Given the paucity of longitudinal research on pop-
ulism in adolescence, the present study aimed at
getting a better understanding of the nature and devel-
opment of populist attitudes in middle adolescence. In
particular, we examined the multi-dimensional struc-

1To test whether cross-lagged effects of populist attitudes
remain stable when the mutual effects of all facets were con-
trolled, we ran a further CLMP analysis including PS, AE, and
HP simultaneously. Results showed that effects of PS and HP at
T1 on political trust at T2 decreased and were no longer significant
(PS: B = −.02, SE = 0.05, p = .733; HP: B = −.07, SE = 0.05,
p = .165). As pointed out earlier, standard errors and significance
levels of these models should be interpreted with caution due to
the ratio of parameters to independent observations following the
clustered data structure. Still, the results indicate that effects of PS
and HP on trust might be substantially driven by the variations that
both dimensions share with AE.

ture of populist attitudes based on a sample of German
adolescents from two federal states, who were sur-
veyed at the beginning and at the end of the 9th
grade. As in adult samples, the dimensions of popu-
lar sovereignty, anti-elitism, and homogeneity of the
people as part of populist attitudes could be identified.
Yet, these dimensions seemed to be less consistent
among adolescents than among adults. We found
differences in the level of popular sovereignty and
anti-elitism depending on region and (small effects
of) gender, and differences in the level of homo-
geneity of the people depending on school type
and migration background. The pattern of reciprocal
associations with conceptually close constructs var-
ied depending on which dimension and outcome was
examined. Mutually reinforcing relations across time
were found only for political trust and anti-elitism.
Otherwise, lagged effects from populist sentiments
(especially anti-elitism) to political outcomes were
more pronounced than vice versa.

Most of researchers agree that populism can be
understand as a multi-dimensional construct (e.g.,
Mudde, 2004). Since to the best of our knowl-
edge there was no established youth-specific measure
of populism available in the field, we adopted an
instrument that had originally been developed for
adult samples (Schulz et al., 2018). As expected, we
could identify three distinct dimensions representing
the facets of popular sovereignty, anti-elitism, and
homogeneity of the people as also found in adult sam-
ples. The overall fit of a three-factor model across
both measurement time points was good and each
item loaded on the expected dimension. Moreover,
the three-factor model clearly exceeded the fit of
a single-factor model. However, indices of internal
consistency and standardized factor loadings were
lower than those reported for adult samples (e.g., Cas-
tanho Silva et al., 2020; Schulz et al. 2018). This
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Figure 2

CLMP-Analyses (Unstd./Std. Estimates) for Dimensions and Political Trust

Note. (a), Satisfaction with Democracy (b), and Intolerance (c). Analyses were run Separately for each Outcome and Dimension of Populist
Attitudes (indicted in Parentheses). All Variables at T1 and T2 were Controlled for Sociodemographic Covariates (Age, Female, Region,
School Type, and Migration Background)

applied particularly to the first time point and to the
assessment of youth’s ratings on the subdimension
“homogeneity of the people”. One potential expla-
nation of this lower consistency might be provided
by the quite abstract wording of the original items.
Although, we have adapted selected terms to make
items more suitable for our sample, we did not intro-

duce any youth-specific reformulations. Thus, some
phrases might still have been difficult to understand
for adolescents, resulting in more noise within our
measurement.

Yet, the finding that the consistency of scales
increased across time and that the intercorrelations
between the three dimensions were higher at T2
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might also point an increasing crystallization of pop-
ulist attitudes. In adolescence, young people achieve
the necessary maturity and (cognitive) abilities to
deal with more abstract concepts and ideas (Metzger
& Smetana, 2010). As a result, political views and
ideas might become more consistent and coherent
with growing age. For instance, perceptions on eth-
nocentrism and economic egalitarianism were shown
to stabilize significantly throughout adolescence and
young adulthood (Rekker et al., 2015). The fact that
adolescents’ views become more consistent across
time does, however, not necessarily mean that their
level of agreement increases as well. As our results
showed, on average, mean levels did not change
across the school year, except for a small but sig-
nificant decrease of popular sovereignty. At the same
time, there was a substantial inter-individual stability
of all three dimensions across time.

Apart from the structure and changes of populist
attitudes, we also examined possible associations
with sociodemographic characteristics. The results
revealed that Thuringian adolescents scored higher
on popular sovereignty and anti-elitism than did stu-
dents from North-Rhine Westphalia. This pattern is
consistent with findings from another recent Ger-
man youth study (Shell Deutschland Holding, 2019)
as well as regional differences in voting behavior
(Der Bundeswahlleiter, 2022). Furthermore, school
track was related to the dimension of homogeneity of
people, with higher levels of agreement among stu-
dents from comprehensive and vocational tracks than
among students from single-track academic schools.
Quite unexpectedly, approval ratings for popular
sovereignty and anti-elitism were also higher among
female adolescents and for homogeneity of people
among adolescents with immigrant background than
among their respective age-mates. Yet, similar to
other studies gender differences were rather small.
A possible explanation for the differences depend-
ing on migration background may be provided by the
wording of one particular item highlighting the con-
cept of Germanness (i.e., “Although the Germans are
very different from each other, when it comes down
to it they all think the same”). Higher approval may
mean different things among youth with and without
migration background. For German adolescents, the
wording may strike at the core element of ingroup
homogeneity with the good and virtuous ‘common
people’ versus the ‘disloyal elite’ (Mudde, 2004).
For adolescence with immigration background, in
contrast, the wording might rather reflect a kind of
outgroup homogeneity effect (e.g., Judd et al., 1995).

Finally, we examined whether populist views and
discontent with politics and democracy mutually
reinforce each other across time. In line with our
expectations, all three dimensions of populist atti-
tudes were negatively related to political trust and
satisfaction with democracy, and positively linked
to intolerance at the first time point. This further
speaks in favor of the external validity of the scale as
the correlational pattern showed that the dimensions
were linked, yet distinct from conceptually close con-
structs (Castanho Silva et al., 2020). We also found
evidence that populist sentiments may foster polit-
ical distrust and dissatisfaction with democracy as
well as intolerance across time. In particular, anti-
elitism predicted a relative decrease of political trust
and satisfaction with democracy as well as a rela-
tive increase of intolerance during the school year.
For popular sovereignty and homogeneity of peo-
ple effects were less consistent and less pronounced.
With regard to the latter, this might be probably due
to its lower reliability. Yet, the pattern of relation-
ships could also point to the particularly polarizing
effect of anti-elitism. While popular sovereignty still
has some kind of democratic core, the sense that elites
(disloyal and looking out for the own advantage) have
lost touch to the people undermines trust in politi-
cal institutions, its incumbents, and democracy itself
(Noack & Eckstein, 2023). The loss of political trust,
in turn, seems to foster anti-elite sentiments as shown
by reversed effect of political trust at the first time
point on anti-elitism at the second time point.

This research is one of the few studies that focused
on populist attitudes among youth and therefore
provides a rare view on populist attitudes and its
correlates during this period in life. However, there
are some limitation that have to be considered when
interpreting the results. As the scale was part of a
multi-themed survey, first, the number of items was
restricted and the facets were measured less consis-
tent among our student sample than among adults.
Some of the effects might therefore not have been
detected due to the noise in these measurements (i.e.,
measurement error). Accordingly, a broader assess-
ment with more youth-specific item wordings would
have been helpful. Furthermore, another follow-up
survey one year or half a year later would make it
possible to rule out that the increasing consistency
of scales is not primarily due to repeated measure-
ment but may reflect a substantive process. Second,
although we could rely on longitudinal data and
used CLMP with covariates to control for initial
levels as well as possible third variables, it is not
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possible to claim causality of the identified relation-
ships (Hamaker et al., 2015). Third, the focus of the
present study was on individual- rather than class-
level effects. To still avoid an underestimation of
standard errors as a result of the classroom-based data
collection, we used sandwich estimator to account for
the nested data structure. Ultimately, however, only
two-level modeling allows for a decomposition and
a more sophisticated analysis of class-level versus
individual-level effects (McNeish et al., 2017).

Finally, the relations found with sociodemographic
as well as attitudinal correlates are not particularly
impressive. This could be due to the limited con-
sistency of measures, but may also indicate more
complex relationship patterns. In particular, several
authors claim that looking at different dimensions is
helpful to better understand the structure of populist
sentiments, but that populism as such is characterized
by the simultaneous presence of all three domains
(Castanho Silva et al., 2018). Future studies might
therefore focus more strongly on the interplay of the
facets of popular sovereignty, anti-elitism, and homo-
geneity of the people. Moreover, future studies might
also consider further possible predictors of populist
views, such as personality traits (e.g., Fatke, 2019),
and account for contextual influences, particularly
effects of family and school (e.g., Noack & Eckstein,
2023). We thus consider our work as an initial step
and hope to stimulate a further inquiry into the devel-
opment of populist beliefs in young people. After all,
a stable and healthy democracy cannot persist without
the support of its younger generation.

References

Akkerman, A., Zaslove, A., & Spruyt, B. (2017). ‘We the peo-
ple’ or ‘we the peoples’? A comparison of support for
the populist radical right and populist radical left in the
Netherlands. Swiss Political Science Review, 23(4), 377-403.
https://doi.org/10.1111/spsr.12275

Beelmann, A. (2020). A social-developmental model of radicaliza-
tion: A systematic integration of existing theories and empirical
research. International Journal of Conflict and Violence, 14,
1-14. https://doi.org/10.4119/ijcv-3778

Castanho Silva, B., Andreadis, I., Eva, A., Blanuša, N., Morlet
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Appendix A

Item Wordings and CFA Factor Loadings

Table 1
Item Wordings and Standardized Factor Loadings of CFA with Three Latent Factors for Popular Sovereignty, Anti-elitism, and Homogeneity
of the People at T1 and T2

No. Item Standardized Loadings

Popular Sovereignty (PS) T1 T2
PS1 The citizens, not the politicians, should make our most important policy decisions. .62 .69
PS2 The citizens should be asked whenever important decisions are taken. .64 .69
PS3 The people should have the final say on the most important political issues by voting on them

directly in referendums.
.53 .63

PS4 Politicians should listen more to the people. .62 .66
Anti-Elistism (AE)

AE1 The differences between citizens and the ruling elite are much greater than the differences
between citizens.

.55 .57

AE2 A few important groups of people determine the fate of millions of people. .59 .68
AE3 Members of the Bundestag very quickly lose touch with citizens. .52 .60
AE4 People like me have no influence on what the government does. .40 .51

Homogeneity of the people (HP)
HP1 Ordinary people all pull together. .64 .67
HP2 Although the Germans are very different from each other, when it comes down to it they all

think the same.
.48 .53

HP3 Ordinary people are of good and honest character. .46 .59

Note. χ2 (183) = 496.46, p < .001, RMSEA = .04, CFI = .94, SMRS = .04.
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