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INTRODUCTION

Populism has become not only a “sexy buzzword” in public discourse (Hunger,  2024, p. 1; 
Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 1; Rooduijn, 2019, p. 362) but also a subject of extensive 
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Abstract
In recent years, depression has entered the research agenda 
of political psychology, emerging as a meaningful psy-
chological correlate of diverse political attitudes and be-
haviors. Surprisingly, however, its link to populism—the 
political phenomenon that has probably attracted most 
public and scholarly attention over the past several years—
has not yet been studied. We address this notable blind 
spot and provide a first exploratory evaluation of the rela-
tionship between depressive symptoms and the inclination 
to populism. To do so, we make use of two European data-
sets (CRONOS-2 and ESS 11) that include a validated, epi-
demiological short scale to measure depressive symptoms 
(CES-D8) and allow us to consider both populist attitudes 
and populist voting as key individual-level manifestations 
of populism. Our analyses show that individuals experienc-
ing depressive symptoms tend to exhibit a stronger affinity 
for populist ideas and are more likely to support populist 
parties. Our study thus underlines the importance of pre-
vention, early detection, and treatment measures targeting 
the widespread “black dog” of depression—also in the in-
terest of preserving and promoting democratic health.
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political science research (Oswald et al., 2022). The phenomenon's surge over the past few dec-
ades, as evidenced by populist parties, leaders, and ideas having achieved remarkable public 
support around the globe, seems unbraked. This continuing populist trend is also reflected 
in recent events, such as the re-election of Donald Trump in the US or the electoral success 
of populist parties in the new elections in Germany in early 2025. As agreed upon by most 
scholars, the populist phenomenon poses a substantial threat to liberal democracies (Bang & 
Marsh, 2018), which is why concerns about democratic backsliding are voiced with increasing 
vigor these days (e.g., Levitsky & Way, 2025).

Relevant top-down explanatory factors include failures of governments, politicians, poli-
cymakers, or parties. Bottom-up explanations focus on changing economic and sociocultural 
grievances or citizens' demands (Berman, 2021). We add to the work on the individual-level 
correlates of populism by introducing mental health, specifically depressive symptoms, as 
a hitherto largely ignored factor. Drawing on key insights from psychological accounts, we 
argue that supporting populism may be a strategy for managing emotional, social-behavioral, 
and cognitive facets of depression.

To date, bottom-up explanations of populism focus on various individual-level predic-
tors that are intuitively related to depression, among them general health and psycholog-
ical vulnerability (e.g., Auerbach, 2021; Kavanagh et al., 2021), subjective well-being (e.g., 
Burger & Eiselt, 2023; Lindholm & Rapeli, 2023; Silva, 2024), negative emotions (e.g., Betz 
& Oswald, 2022; Filsinger et al., 2023; Rico et al., 2017, 2020; Vasilopoulos et al., 2019; Ward 
et al., 2024), or loneliness (Langenkamp & Bienstman, 2022; Langenkamp & Stepanova, 2024; 
Peterson et al., 2025). However, the link between depressive symptoms and populism has 
not been studied so far, which is quite startling as depressive symptoms can affect “all as-
pects of life” (WHO, 2023), including the political one. This is evidenced by various studies 
documenting the consequences of depressive symptoms for a variety of political phenom-
ena such as political interest and efficacy, (non-)voting and other forms of political partici-
pation, or indicators of political support (Baum et al., 2025; Baum, Druckman, Ognyanova, 
et al., 2024; Baum, Druckman, Simonson, et al., 2024; Bernardi, Rico, & Anduiza, 2024; 
Bernardi, Sala, & Gotlib, 2024; Chen & Shen, 2025; Landwehr & Ojeda, 2021; Ojeda, 2015; 
Ojeda et al., 2023).

Our explorative study is a first step toward closing this research gap. To the best of our 
knowledge, we provide the first systematic evaluation of the relationship between depressive 
symptoms and populism, thus advancing existing literature on the political consequences of 
depressive symptoms as well as on the psychological roots of populism.1 Moreover, our analy-
sis represents a comprehensive approach to populism. Specifically, we consider two related yet 
distinct manifestations of citizen-level populism, namely populist attitudes and populist 
voting.

Given ethical considerations and the complexity of experimentally manipulating depres-
sive symptoms, we leverage cross-national survey data to uncover possible relationships. 
Using data collected in 10 European countries (n > 4, 300) with the second CROss-National 
Online Survey (CRONOS-2)—a novel, large-scale, probability-based web panel—enables 
us to look at the attitudinal side of populism, that is, populist attitudes. Our analyses show 
that there is a positive relationship between depressive symptoms and populist attitudes 
across different operationalizations of populist attitudes and their various subdimensions. 
To see whether depressive symptoms also relate to populist voting as a central behavioral 
manifestation of populist support, we further examine data from the latest round of the 

 1Ward et al. (2024) examine the relationship between depression expressed via Twitter posts at the local (UK) and county level 
(US) and the respective vote shares for Brexit and Trump in the 2016 presidential election to approach populist support. In both 
cases, they find positive associations. Baum et al. (2025) observe that symptoms of depression are positively related with 
supporting Donal Trump who exemplifies populist politics.

 14679221, 2026, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/pops.70153 by U

niversitatsbibliothek, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [19/08/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



       |  3 of 20DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS AND POPULISM

European Social Survey (ESS11) for the same countries (n > 8, 800). These analyses provide 
further support for the assumption that individuals suffering from depressivity are more 
inclined to populism. This also holds true when we expand our sample to more than 20,000 
respondents by including 12 additional European countries for which the necessary data is 
available. Additional analyses show that people with depressive symptoms are likely to be 
attracted to populist parties, regardless of whether these combine populism with nativist or 
anti-capitalist appeals.

CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND: DEPRESSION AND POPULISM

Depression and its symptoms

The prevalence rate of mental health problems in general and depression in particular is 
high and tends to increase further (e.g., Arias-de la Torre et al., 2023; Santomauro et al., 2021; 
Shorey et al., 2022).2 According to the World Health Organization (WHO), approximately 
280 million people worldwide are affected by depression (WHO, 2023). For Europe, data 
from 2018 to 2020 shows that around 6.5% of the population suffer clinically relevant de-
pressive symptoms (Arias-de la Torre et al., 2023). Depression presents a leading cause of ill 
health and disability (Friedrich, 2017; WHO, 2017), thus threatening individual well-being 
and overall public health.

Depression refers to one of the most common mental illnesses, that is, major depressive 
disorder or unipolar depression (APA, 2014; WHO, 2019). It is an affective (mood) disorder 
characterized by persistent sadness, lack of drive, and a loss of pleasure and interest in most 
activities (Baum, Druckman, Simonson, et al., 2024; WHO, 2023). The clinical diagnosis is 
based on self-reported depressive symptomatology over a prolonged period of time, encom-
passing a wide range of symptoms which can vary in strength and appearance (APA, 2014, 
2024a; Hoepner & Zetin, 2014). Next to somatic manifestations, the multifaceted condition 
presents with affective, social-behavioral, and cognitive symptoms (Huang et al., 2019, p. 1). 
The main focus of our study lies on how continuously measured, depressive symptomatic 
experiences or depressivity, respectively, relate to populist support, irrespective of whether 
these symptoms accumulate into a clinically relevant syndrome. However, we will also pro-
vide additional analyses using a binary measure intended to indicate clinically conspicuous 
symptomatologies.

Populism, populist attitudes, and populist voting

Following an ideational approach, populism is best understood as “A thin-centered ideol-
ogy that considers society to be ultimately separated into two homogeneous and antagonistic 
camps, “the pure people” vs. “the corrupt elite” (Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017, p. 6) and 
consists of three main subdimensions (Hawkins & Rovira Kaltwasser,  2017a; Hofstetter & 
Filsinger, 2024; Mudde, 2017; Rooduijn, 2019). The first is people centrism and speaks to the 
idea of a community of “the ordinary people”, socially constructed as a homogenous and vir-
tuous entity with a common will. This general will should directly guide all political decisions 
and actions (Castanho Silva et al.,  2020; Mudde, 2017; Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2017). 

 2As stated by the prevalence inflation hypothesis (Foulkes & Andrews, 2023), the increased prevalence rates are due to greater 
public awareness of mental health problems. On the one hand, this may lead people to misinterpret milder and transient forms of 
mental distress (overreporting); on the other hand, it allows for better detection and more accurate reporting of mental health 
problems.
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Morally contrasted and set in enmity to the people are those who hold power in the political, 
cultural, and/or economic sphere, the socially constructed entity of the elite. Anti-elitism as 
a second subdimension revolves around the notion that the elite is a corrupt group, which 
selfishly betrays and harms the people for its own benefit (Brubaker, 2017; Hawkins & Rovira 
Kaltwasser, 2017b; Hunger, 2024). The third subdimension of populism is Manicheanism, that 
is, a simplistic binary worldview and splitting thinking style in terms of good vs. evil, right vs. 
wrong. This outlook on society and politics goes beyond the antagonistic conflict between 
the people and the elite and generalizes to politics as such, associated with a reluctance to, or 
rejection of, political discussion and compromise (Filsinger, 2022; Guinjoan & Galais, 2023; 
Mudde, 2017).

To comprehensively assess the relationship between depressive symptoms and populism, we 
consider two conceptually different manifestations of populism at the individual level, which 
are nevertheless theoretically and empirically linked: populist attitudes and voting for a popu-
list party (Loew & Faas, 2019). Populist attitudes are understood as an “attitudinal syndrome, 
which is characterized by the concurrent presence of its non-compensatory concept subdimen-
sions” (Wuttke et al., 2020, p. 356), that is, people centrism, anti-elitism, and Manicheanism. 
Or, as Van Hauwaert et  al.  (2020, p. 5) put it: “populist attitudes are the set of evaluative 
reactions to these elements”. By affecting (political) tendencies and inclinations such as vote 
choice, populist attitudes have an independent explanatory value (Filsinger et al., 2023, p. 526). 
Populist voting is a behavioral manifestation of populist support that is predicted by popu-
list attitudes, but which also depends significantly on other “issues and concerns” (Spruyt 
et al., 2016, p. 336), such as ideological, policy, and candidate preferences. Consequently, while 
populist voting is contingent on the presence of populist parties and actors, populist attitudes 
are indicative of the appeal of populist ideas to individuals, irrespective of the populist supply 
(Mudde & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018, p. 1671). By looking at these key attitudinal and behavioral 
manifestations of populism, we aim to provide a broad account of how depressive symptoms 
relate to populist tendencies in European countries.

TH EORETICA L BACKGROU N D: W H Y IS POPU LISM 
SEDUCTIVE TO PEOPLE W ITH DEPRESSIVE SY M PTOMS?

Our main argument is that turning to populism may serve as a strategy to manage affec-
tive, social, and cognitive facets of depression. Drawing on key insights from psychological 
accounts, we suggest that psychological processes activated by negative emotionality, social 
disintegration, and cognitive disturbances that are characteristic of depressive symptoms in-
crease the likelihood of supporting populism.

Affective symptoms and populism

To begin with, depression is a mood disorder characterized by negative affect (APA, 2024a; 
ICD, 2024). Building on well-established theories of depression (see Abramson et  al.,  1989; 
Seligman,  1972), feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, powerlessness, and low self-efficacy 
reflect a perceived lack of control and are central to the onset and maintenance of the con-
dition. In line with Compensatory Control Theory (Kay et al., 2008; Rutjens & Kay, 2017), 
individuals are expected to attempt to counteract a loss of personal control by investing their 
confidence in external systems that impose order on the world, such as political ideologies. 
Populism could be an ideological system with considerable appeal because it accentuates the 
theme of control (Hogg & Gotzsche-Astrup, 2021; Kay & Eibach, 2013). With its emphasis on 
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threat and crisis, and its portrayal of ordinary people as being overlooked, disempowered, and 
betrayed by the evil elite who holds power and control, populism revolves around the basic 
human need for control and might thus be embraced if this need is frustrated. By separating 
society into two homogeneous and antagonistic groups, morally glorifying one and condemn-
ing the other, which is held responsible for everything that goes wrong, populism can serve 
as a means to increase perceived order and thus as an external source of (negative) control. 
Hogg and Gotzsche-Astrup (2021), for example, demonstrate that endorsing populist ideolo-
gies, identifying with populist groups, and supporting populist leaders serves to resolve self-
uncertainty, which is closely linked to a lack of personal control. What is more, scapegoating 
as a means to regain a sense of control and thus psychological relief is well established in the 
literature (see, e.g., Stoeckel & Ceka,  2023). Consistent with this argument, research shows 
that low personal control facilitates beliefs in the existence and influence of powerful politi-
cal enemies (Kay & Eibach, 2013; Sullivan et al., 2010), which are considered a core element 
of populism (Hogg & Gotzsche-Astrup, 2021). Beyond its simplified diagnosis of social (dis-)
order and provision of scapegoats, populism embodies the promise of restoring control by 
returning power to the people (Elçi, 2022) and offering easy solutions that provide “hope, opti-
mism, and greater wellbeing in the future” (Ward et al., 2024, p. 5). In light of this empowering 
promise (Kruglanski et al., 2021, p. 162), constructing a populist identity makes sense as to ful-
fill the central identity motive of efficacy outlined in Motivated Identity Construction Theory 
(MICT), too (Vignoles, 2011).

Self-Verification Theory (Swann,  2012) indicates another psychological process that 
may increase individuals' susceptibility to populism in the context of depressive emotion-
ality. The theory presumes that, driven by a need for (self-)consistency, individuals seek 
verification of their self-concept, even if this is negative such as in depression (Arens & 
Stangier, 2020). Although populist ideology contains emotionally positive elements through 
its glorification of “the people”, its core idea and rhetoric remain fundamentally negative 
and emphasize a gloomy state of politics, society, and the world (Nai, 2021; Schumacher 
et  al.,  2022; Ward et  al.,  2024). This very negative emotionality may attract individuals 
whose own affective experience is marked by negativity. For people feeling helpless, pow-
erless, irrelevant, or overlooked—common emotional experiences in the context of the de-
pressive symptomatology—the adherence to populism may thus function as a self-verifying 
strategy, as populism draws a very similar picture of the ordinary citizen. Relatedly, assum-
ing that self-uncertainty attracts populism, Hogg and Gotzsche-Astrup (2021, p. 204) assign 
importance to what they call “consensual validation” of one's worldview and sense of self. 
This brings us to the need to feel understood, which may further generate a proximity to 
populism in the context of negative affect. Emotional validation, understood as the process 
of interpersonally communicating to someone that their affective experiences make sense, 
functions to reduce the intensity of negative emotions and strengthens self-identity (Kuo 
et al., 2022). Although evidence is drawn primarily from the interpersonal or therapeutic 
context, it is conceivable that political communication can foster a similar validating expe-
rience. That is, the predominantly negatively valenced affect conveyed through the populist 
outlook and rhetoric may validate the negative emotionality characteristic of depressive 
affectivity, thus providing individuals with a sense of being recognized and understood (for 
a similar argument, see Ward et al., 2024). The compensatory and self-verificatory accounts 
are not mutually exclusive. Both mechanisms may co-occur, rendering populist narratives 
psychologically compelling insofar as they concurrently restore perceived control and pro-
vide experiential and emotional validation of individuals' negative outlook. Compensatory 
processes speak to the positive social identity of ‘the people’, whereas self-verification pro-
cesses speak to the negative view of the political and social world that is associated with 
depressive experiences.
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Social-behavioral symptoms and populism

With respect to the social and behavioral expression of depression, social withdrawal constitutes a 
core symptom that fosters social isolation and feelings of loneliness (Elmer & Stadtfeld,  2020; 
Kupferberg et al., 2016; Mushtaq et al., 2014). Extending on Manunta et al. (2022, 2025), we argue that 
endorsing populism can be viewed as an identity management strategy facilitated by frustrations of 
the fundamental need to belong arising from social disintegration and disconnectedness. Attempting 
to manage such identity threats to belonging, Manunta et al. (2025, p. 1771) assert that individuals 
become more likely to the “populist identity frame” (Bos et al., 2020) that promotes a shared identity, 
group cohesion, and a sense of belonging (Bogatyreva et al., 2026, p. 4; Hogg & Gotzsche-Astrup, 2021, 
p. 209). It is well-researched that populism represents a problem of social (dis)integration 
(Filsinger, 2022; Gidron & Hall, 2020; Langenkamp & Bienstman, 2022). Gidron and Hall (2020), for 
example, find that socially disengaged individuals are alienated from mainstream politics, making 
them more likely to support populism.3 In addition, the literature also associates loneliness—the 
affective component of social disintegration—with an increased vulnerability to anti-democratic 
and populist ideas, especially on the political right (Langenkamp & Bienstman, 2022; Langenkamp 
& Stepanova, 2024; Peterson et al., 2025). Besides the belonging motive, supporting populism may 
also serve the self-esteem motive in identity construction (see Vignoles, 2011) by providing a distinct, 
positive ingroup-identity of a morally pure group of like-minded people, sharply delineated from the 
evil and corrupt outgroup, that is, the elite (see Manunta et al., 2025, p. 1771).

Cognitive symptoms and populism

Finally, managing the cognitive aspects of depressive experiences may make people more 
prone to populism, too. Among the symptoms most frequently reported by individuals suf-
fering from depression are impairments in different cognitive areas, such as attention, mem-
ory, executive functions, and information processing (Perini et al., 2019; Rock et al., 2014). 
Particularly common are poor concentration, rumination, and indecision (APA,  2024a; 
Trivedi & Greer, 2014; WHO, 2017). These impairments in formal thinking may increase the 
risk of finding relief in simplistic accounts of socio-political problems and solutions inherent 
in the populist ideology and rhetoric. When the cognitive resources available for information 
processing and decision-making are reduced, reliance on simple, certainty-providing heuris-
tics serves as a strategy to minimize cognitive effort. Through its simplistic and dichotomous 
Manichaean nature, populism drastically reduces complexity and readily provides such heu-
ristics (Kruglanski et al., 2021). It portrays two antagonistic, internally homogeneous groups, 
one presenting the good and the other the bad; the bad is blamed for all problems, and direct 
popular rule is offered as the obvious, only solution. Under conditions of reduced cognitive 
functioning, populism can be experienced as relieving because it “gives permission to think 
less” (Krueger & Grüning, 2021), and, at the same time, helps to restore a sense of control 
and efficacy often lost in rumination processes (Bernardi, Sala, & Gotlib, 2024).4

Moreover, depression is typically characterized by specific cognitive thinking styles and biases 
that structure thought content. In this vein, Beck et al. (1979)'s cognitive triad model of depression 
posits that negative thinking about oneself, the surrounding, and the future is central to the depres-
sive experience. Memory, attention, interpretation, and recall processes are typically shaped by the 
operation of negative biases, reflected in “more frequent negative thoughts, selective attention to 

 3Against the background of persisting “stigma, prejudice, and discrimination against people with mental illness” (APA, 2024b), 
their findings further imply that the identity threat posed by social disrespect fuels populism.
 4This argument is indirectly supported by evidence that depressive symptoms are associated with a greater need for cognitive 
closure (Freeman et al., 2006; Roets & Soetens, 2010), which in turn is linked to populism (Kruglanski et al., 2021).
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negative stimuli, and greater accessibility of negative memories” (Bernardi, Sala, & Gotlib, 2024, 
p. 3). Individuals tend to seek out information that is congruent with their cognitive schemata, to 
allocate greater attention to such information, and to interpret ambiguous stimuli in ways that pre-
serve schema congruence (Fiske & Taylor, 2021). This cognitive dynamic makes populist appeals, 
which often convey negativity (Moffitt, 2016; Nai, 2021; Nguyen et al., 2022; Ward et al., 2024), more 
salient, plausible, and convincing to individuals with depressive symptoms, as they can be easily in-
corporated into existing negative cognitive schemata. Cognitive dissonance can be avoided and cog-
nitive effort conserved, which seems particularly important under conditions of impaired cognitive 
functioning. The populist narrative of disregarded and disempowered ordinary people, a corrupted 
social system run by evil forces, and an impending societal breakdown appears consonant with a 
negative self-schema, a pessimistic perception of the social world, and a bleak outlook on the future.

Hypothesis

To summarize, we submit that turning to populism may be an effective means of managing the 
affective, social, and cognitive facets of depression (see Figure 1). In the affective domain, we 
assume that populism is able to provide individuals with depressive symptoms a sense of con-
trol when their emotional experience signals lacking control and further serves self-verification 
and emotional validation. Regarding the social-behavioral facet of depressive symptomology, 
we propose that frustrated desires to belong and the need for a positive social identity drive 
individuals toward populism. Finally, we posit that endorsing populism might be a way to re-
duce complexity in the context of limited cognitive capacities and a consequence of negativity 
biases operating in information seeking, attention allocation, and interpretation in the context 
of depressive experience. Thus, based on the literature mentioned above, we hypothesize:

H1.  Depressive symptoms will be positively associated with populist attitudes 
and voting for populist parties.

M ETHODS

Data and samples

To test the relationship between symptoms of depression and populism, we use data from two 
independent, large European survey projects with different participants: the second 

F I G U R E  1   Theoretical model. Key elements of our theoretical argumentation linking depressive symptoms to 
populist inclination. Own illustration.
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CROss-National Online Survey (CRONOS-2) and the eleventh round of the European Social 
Survey (ESS 11). To the best of our knowledge, there is no qualitatively comparable dataset 
that includes a validated measure of depressive symptoms and items for populist attitudes and 
voting behavior.5 This is why we test the relationships separately and cannot test whether 
depressive symptoms relate to populist voting by being (partially) mediated by populist 
attitudes, which would be a theoretically convincing assumption.

We use the CRONOS-2 data to study the relationship between symptoms of depression and 
populist attitudes. Participants from 10 countries (Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Iceland, 
Italy, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) were recruited from random 
probability samples of the tenth round of the European Social Survey (ESS10), using a piggy-
backing approach and targeting the adult (+18) population with internet access (see also 
Bogatyreva et  al.,  2026, p. 6).6 The information relevant to this study was collected in the 
fourth wave of CRONOS-2, fielded between May 2022 and December 2022 in all countries 
(Bottoni, 2023).7 To keep the sample restrictions constant across both forms of individual-level 
populism, we exclude respondents who were born outside the country, resulting in a sample 
size of 4322 respondents for our main analysis.

Measures

With the 8-item Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D8; items provided 
in Table A.1), CRONOS-2 contains a reliable and validated brief measure of depression for 
non-clinical populations (see Briggs et al., 2018, p. 121; Radloff, 1977). The items are combined 
into a summative index. Based on CRONOS-2's survey module on attitudes toward technoc-
racy and populism, we construct an arithmetic index derived from nine items previously used 
to measure populist attitudes, reflecting different components of the populist ideology (see 
Akkerman et al., 2014; Littvay, 2021). Table A.2 in the appendix provides an overview of the 
CRONOS-2 items to measure populism, which we assign to its three subdimensions based 
on theoretical accounts and previous research (Hawkins & Rovira Kaltwasser, 2018; Schulz 
et al., 2018; Van Hauwaert et al., 2020).

Regarding populist party voting, we base our main analysis on data from the ESS 11 from 
the same 10 European countries. The target population of the survey includes all persons in the 
respective countries aged 15 and older who live in private households, drawn from strict ran-
dom probability sampling. Data for the ESS 11 was collected between March 2023 and June 
2024 through face-to-face interviews (European Social Survey European Research 
Infrastructure (ESS ERIC), 2024). We restrict the sample to respondents born in the country 
and therefore most likely to be eligible to vote. This results in a sample size of 8846 individuals 
for our main analysis. Again, we use the CES-D8 as our measure of depressive symptoms, 
which is also included in the ESS 11. Moreover, we use the indication of which party the re-
spondents voted for in the last national election to construct our dependent variable, populist 
voting. The variable is coded 1 if the party the respondent voted for is classified as populist by 
The PopuList 3.0 (Rooduijn et al., 2023, 2024)8 and 0 otherwise.

 5Due to CRONOS’ recruitment strategy (see below), information on party choice from ESS 10 is available for a proportion of the 
sample. However, the time of measurement significantly precedes that of depressive symptoms and populist attitudes, thus 
rendering the integration of the variables into a mediation or path model unsound.
 6Initially, CRONOS-2 was fielded in twelve countries. However, low recruitment and response rates led to the discontinuation of 
the survey in Hungary after wave two (Bottoni, 2023). Moreover, for the sake of comparability, we exclude the Czech Republic 
since the data from ESS 11 is not yet available for this country. However, additional analyses including Czech respondents 
substantially yield the same main findings regarding the relationship between depressive symptoms and populist attitudes.
 7Response rates for the survey wave of interest range from 37.9 percent in Italy to 81.3 percent in Austria (Bottoni, 2023).
 8See also https://​popu-​list.​org/​.
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       |  9 of 20DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS AND POPULISM

Main analysis

We estimate linear regression models using the following specifications:

where populism P, measured as populist attitudes or populist voting, for a person i living 
in country c is a function of the person's depressive symptoms D, and a vector of individ-
ual controls X′ (gender, age, years of education, income situation, and whether the person 
lives in a city or rural area). We include country-fixed effects c in our models to adjust 
for underlying differences in peoples' mental health between the countries in our sample. 
The coefficient of interest is τ. We prefer linear probability models (LPMs) over logit mod-
els for populist voting to facilitate interpretation. Research has been pointing out prob-
lematic aspects of nonlinear probability models (NLPMs) for some time and suggests that 
LPMs perform similarly well (see, e.g., Breen et al., 2018; Gomila, 2021). To further ease 
interpretability and comparability, we normalize the index capturing populist attitudes to 
range from 0 to 1 and standardize all controls including the CES-D8 depression measure 
(mean = 0, SD = 1). Summary statistics are provided in the appendix (Table A.3).

Additional analyses

Given the exploratory nature of our investigation, we complement our main analysis with a 
series of additional analyses and robustness checks to increase confidence in our findings. 
First, we consider different operationalizations of our main variables. Previous research 
has subjected their populism items to a factor analysis or simply computed mean scores 
across them, as we do in our main analysis. However, strictly speaking, this contradicts the 
understanding of populist attitudes as a non-compensatory syndrome of its subdimensions 
(Filsinger et al., 2023). As Wuttke et al. (2020, p. 358, italics in original) argue, only citizens 
who “exhibit anti-elitist orientations and a Manichean outlook and support popular sover-
eignty” can be considered populists. To empirically account for this fact, we take the row 
mean of each subdimension of populism, that is, people centrism, anti-elitism, and 
Manicheanism (see Table A.2), and use their geometrical mean as dependent variable, too. 
Thus, we ensure that only individuals who score > 0 on all three dimensions also score posi-
tively on populist attitudes (Mohrenberg et al., 2021). Furthermore, we replace our continu-
ous measure of depressive symptoms with a dummy variable roughly indicating a clinically 
relevant degree of depressivity. Following Kliem et  al.  (2020), respondents reaching (un-
standardized) CES-D8 values greater than 7 are coded 1, while respondents reaching values 
up to 6 are coded 0. Second, we provide more fine-grained analyses by differentiating our 
dependent variables. In the case of populist attitudes, we take a closer look at how depres-
sive symptoms relate to the three subdimensions of populism separately. This gives us 
deeper insights into the relationship between the two phenomena and can show whether 
individuals suffering from depressive symptoms are generally attracted to populist ideas or 
whether some aspects of the populist mindset are particularly decisive. When it comes to 
populist voting, we differentiate our findings by examining how they apply to ideological 
sub-groups of populist parties. Based on the The PopuList 3.0 classification (Rooduijn 
et al., 2023, 2024), we distinguish between right-wing and left-wing populist parties (see also 
Gidron & Hall, 2020).9 Third, we expand the models explaining populist party support to 

(1)P
i,c = � D

i
+ �X�

i
+ �

c
+ �

i,c

 9Table A.4, provides an overview of which national election the ESS 11 voting question referred to for each country, which populist 
parties were available as response options in the survey, and where these parties are positioned ideologically.
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10 of 20  |      HERREN et al.

include data from 12 additional countries of the ESS 11 that are not included in CRONOS-2 
and for which the respective data on depressive symptoms and populist party support is 
currently available. Respective analyses are based on a sample including more than 20,000 
Europeans. Fourth, we extend our models by including additional controls. We follow the 
suggestions raised during the review process and add indicators for ideological extremity 
(squared left–right ideological self-placement), social embeddedness (frequency of social 
contacts), and internal locus of control (sense of control over life outcomes). Finally, we 
check the possibility of heterogenous effects by interacting depressive symptoms with ideo-
logical self-placement and gender.

It should be noted, however, that none of these analyses can solve fundamental issues of 
endogeneity and reverse causality with which we are confronted by only having single-wave, 
cross-country survey data at hand. While our theoretical reasoning posits a causal mechanism 
linking depressive symptoms to increased susceptibility to populism, the findings of our ex-
plorative study should be interpreted as correlational.

RESU LTS

Depressive symptoms and populist attitudes

As shown in Table 1, we find strong empirical support for our theoretically derived expec-
tation that individuals currently suffering from symptoms of depression are more likely 
to adopt a (thin) populist ideology than their mentally unencumbered counterparts. In 
our main model (Model 1), the coefficient for depressive symptoms is positive and statisti-
cally significant. An increase in depressive symptoms by one standard deviation is associ-
ated with an increase in the score on the populism index (ranging from 0 to 1) by .17 scale 
points, an effect size similar to that of a loss of 3.7 years of formal education (see Table S12). 
Regarding the controls, our findings are consistent with the findings from previous re-
search: populist attitudes tend to be more pronounced among men, younger individuals, 
and the unemployed. The self-positioning on the ideological left–right spectrum is not ro-
bustly related to the tendency toward populist ideas, which fits the ideational conceptual-
ization of populism.

As can be seen in Models 2–4 in Table  1, alternative operationalizations of the main 
variables do not substantially change our interpretation. When replacing our continuous 
measure of depressive symptoms with a rough dummy indicator of clinically relevant de-
pression, the predicted populism score is around .26 scale points higher in people with 
clinically conspicuous symptoms than in individuals who have no or clinically negligible 
depressive symptoms. Notably, this corresponds to a quarter of the scale width. Estimating 
the geometric mean of populist attitudes yields a statistically significant positive coefficient 
for depressivity that is of similar magnitude to that obtained when using the arithmetic 
mean as the dependent variable.

Table  2 shows how depressive symptoms relate to the people centrist, anti-elitist, and 
Manichean subdimensions of populist attitudes. The higher the reported frequency of de-
pressive experiences, the more pronounced the decisive role ordinary citizens should play in 
politics (people centrism), the animosity toward the ruling elite (anti-elitism), and the moral 
antagonism in politics (Manicheanism). Correlations are similarly strong for anti-elitism and 
Manicheanism and comparatively weak, but still clearly significant, for people centrism. The 
positive and significant coefficient for depressive symptoms remains robust when we control 
for ideological extremity, social embeddedness, and internal locus of control (see Table A.6). 
When added separately, both social contact frequency and the sense of control over life out-
comes exert a significant negative effect on populist attitudes; in the full model, however, only 
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       |  11 of 20DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS AND POPULISM

the latter remains significant. The coefficient for squared ideological self-placement is not 
significant. Finally, as shown in Table A.7, the relationship between depressive symptoms and 
populist attitudes does not differ systematically by gender or political ideology.

In summary, the finding that depressive symptoms are positively related to attitudinal sup-
port for populism—which holds across different model specifications—is in line with our the-
oretical argument that depressivity increases sufferers' susceptibility to the thin ideology of 
populism.

Depressive symptoms and populist voting

We now turn to the question of whether depressive symptoms are also related to the behavioral 
support of populism in terms of voting. The findings of our regression analyses based on the 
ESS 11 data are presented in Table 3.

In our main model (Model 1 in Table 3), we again find a positive and highly significant 
regression coefficient for our continuous measure of depressive symptoms. This indicates 
that support for populism is comparatively high among those experiencing such symptoms, 

TA B L E  1   Relationship between depressive symptoms (CES-D8) and populist attitudes (linear regressions).

DV = Populism (arithmetic mean) DV = Populism (geometric mean)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

CES-D8 .165*** .159***

(.015) (.017)

CES-D8 > 7 .263*** .257***

(.030) (.032)

Female −.054* −.052* −.080*** −.078***

(.028) (.028) (.029) (.029)

Age −.048*** −.058*** −.031** −.041***

(.014) (.014) (.014) (.014)

Yrs. of education −.158*** −.164*** −.144*** −.150***

(.015) (.015) (.016) (.016)

Unemployed .264*** .281*** .257*** .273***

(.071) (.071) (.079) (.078)

Rural location .056* .052* .040 .036

(.031) (.031) (.032) (.032)

Left–right orientation −.013 −.018 −.020 −.024*

(.015) (.015) (.015) (.015)

Constant −.002 −.104*** .017 −.082***

(.024) (.026) (.025) (.026)

Observations 4322 4322 4316 4316

Country FE 10 10 10 10

Note: OLS, adjusted for country-fixed effects (full models presented in Table A.5). CESD-D8 > 7 is an indicator used to roughly 
approximate clinical depression. CES-D8, age, years of education, and left–right self-placement are standardized (mean 0, SD 1); 
female, unemployed, and rural location are indicators. Country coverage: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Finland, France, 
Iceland, Italy, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, United Kingdom. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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12 of 20  |      HERREN et al.

not only in terms of attitudes but also in terms of declared voting behavior. Becoming a stan-
dard deviation more depressed increases the probability of voting for a populist party by 
around one percentage point. The positive relationship also becomes evident when compar-
ing respondents with no or subclinical symptoms of depression with respondents who suffer 
depressive symptoms to an extent that might be concerning from a clinical point of view (see 
Model 2 in Table 3). We then expand both models to include data from 12 additional coun-
tries of the ESS 11 that are not included in CRONOS-2 and for which the respective data on 
depressive symptoms and populist party support are currently available. Based on data from 
more than 20,000 Europeans, our main conclusion holds: people who show subclinical or 
more severe depressive symptoms are more likely to cast their vote for a populist party than 
people free of such symptoms (see Models 3 and 4 in Table 3). As depicted in Table A.9, ideo-
logical extremity, social disintegration, and a lack of perceived control increase the likeli-
hood of voting for a populist party. Holding locus of control constant, the positive coefficient 
for depressivity substantially decreases and becomes nonsignificant, suggesting that per-
ceived control constitutes a key explanatory factor linking depressivity to populist voting, 
although we cannot distinguish between confounding and mediation. As with populist atti-
tudes, the association between depressive symptoms and populist voting does not differ be-
tween men and women. However, Table A.10 provides some indication that the relationship 
between depressivity and populist voting is stronger among left-leaning individuals, although 
the negative interaction is statistically significant only in the extended sample.10

 10In our sample, depressive symptoms are roughly equally distributed across the spectrum of political ideology (see Figure A.1).

TA B L E  2   Relationship between depressive symptoms (CES-D8) and populism subdimensions (linear 
regressions).

People centrism (1) Anti-elitism (2) Manicheanism (3)

CES-D8 .096*** .166*** .145***

(.016) (.015) (.015)

Female −.036 −.087*** −.008

(.029) (.028) (.028)

Age −.034** −.044*** −.042***

(.015) (.014) (.015)

Yrs. of education −.104*** −.149*** −.135***

(.016) (.015) (.015)

Unemployed .239*** .157** .272***

(.081) (.072) (.068)

Rural location .072** .055* .015

(.032) (.031) (.031)

Left–right orientation −.017 .005 −.025*

(.015) (.015) (.015)

Constant −.016 .020 −.012

(.025) (.024) (.024)

Observations 4322 4319 4317

Country FE 10 10 10

Note: OLS, adjusted for country-fixed effects (FE). CES-D8, Age, years of education, and left–right self-placement are 
standardized (mean 0, SD 1); female, unemployed, and rural location are indicators. Country coverage: Austria, Belgium, Finland, 
France, Iceland, Italy, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, United Kingdom. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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       |  13 of 20DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS AND POPULISM

Finally, we account for the ideological positioning of the populist party by differentiating 
our dependent variable into left-wing populist and right-wing populist voting. In both cases, 
the coefficient for depressive symptoms is positive and statistically significant, regardless of 
whether the sample includes only respondents from CRONOS-2 countries or additionally re-
spondents from other ESS 11 countries with a relevant left-or right-wing populist party (see 
Table A.11).

DISCUSSION

The “black dog” of depression is on the loose in Western democratic societies. At the same 
time, the specter of populism terrifies democracies in Europe, the US, and beyond. The aim of 
this paper was to find out whether depressive symptoms could contribute to an understanding 
of populist attitudes and voting. We find a positive and statistically significant association 
between depressive symptoms and populist attitudes, which holds when depressive symptoms 
are operationalized in binary terms and across the ideological subdimensions of populism. 

TA B L E  3   Relationship between depressive symptoms (CES-D8) and populist voting (linear regressions).

DV = Propensity to vote for a populist party ×100

(1) (2) (3) (4)

CES-D8 1.044*** 1.347***

(.394) (.284)

CES-D8 > 7 2.458** 3.041***

(.963) (.685)

Female −3.088*** −3.057*** −2.350*** −2.289***

(.766) (.766) (.543) (.543)

Age −4.114*** −4.123*** −2.537*** −2.547***

(.402) (.403) (.286) (.286)

Yrs. of education −3.065*** −3.080*** −3.506*** −3.535***

(.408) (.407) (.291) (.291)

Unemployed 4.557* 4.631* 1.966 2.082

(2.625) (2.622) (1.652) (1.649)

Rural location 1.167 1.123 1.056* 1.029*

(.845) (.844) (.582) (.582)

Left–right orientation 11.676*** 11.668*** 5.436*** 5.423***

(.419) (.418) (.302) (.302)

Constant 24.476*** 23.922*** 24.641*** 23.923***

(.640) (.657) (.460) (.474)

Observations 8846 8846 20,098 20,098

Country FE 10 10 22 22

Note: OLS, adjusted for country-fixed effects (FE) (full models presented in Table A.8). Populist voting is an indicator variable 
× 100. CESD-D8 > 7 is an indicator used to roughly approximate clinical depression. CES-D8, age, years of education, and left–
right self-placement are standardized (mean 0, SD 1); female, unemployed, and rural location are indicators. CRONOS country 
coverage: Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Iceland, Italy, Portugal, Sweden, Slovenia, United Kingdom. Additional ESS 11 
country coverage: Croatia, Cyprus, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Lithuania, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Serbia, Slovakia, Spain, 
Switzerland. Robust standard errors in parentheses.

*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.
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14 of 20  |      HERREN et al.

Moreover, the inclusion of additional controls leaves our central inference unchanged. 
Regarding the key behavioral manifestation of populism, namely populist voting, our findings 
support the assumption that individuals suffering from symptoms of depression show a 
stronger receptivity for populism, irrespective of whether the depressive symptom load is 
measured continuously or binary so to roughly indicate clinically relevant suffering. Enlarging 
the database of our analyses to 12 additional European countries further substantiated this.

Exploratory findings

Some particularly compelling insights emerge from our additional analyses. First, the posi-
tive and significant coefficient for depressive symptoms decreases substantially and ceases to 
be statistically significant when perceived control over life outcomes is added to the model, 
which relates negatively to populist party support. Perceived control is central to our theoreti-
cal account of how the affective facets of depression may generate a proximity to populism 
(see Figure 1). We posited that turning to populism can serve as a strategy to manage feelings 
which signal a perceived lack of control such as helplessness, hopelessness, powerlessness, and 
low self-efficacy. Our finding may indicate that populist parties and politicians successfully 
appeal to individuals who are seeking order by offering them a societal diagnosis that provides 
an external source of (negative) control. Individuals with a diminished sense of control might 
thus try to reduce their self-uncertainty by casting their vote to populist actors and parties 
(see Hogg & Gotzsche-Astrup, 2021). However, since the relationship between perceived lack 
of internal control and depression is theoretically and empirically difficult to disentangle, it 
remains unclear whether we are dealing with a mediator or a confounder here. In the relevant 
literature, perceived lack of control is assigned a pivotal role in the onset of depression, its 
maintenance, course, and severity (Hovenkamp-Hermelink et al., 2019). From a theoretical 
perspective, it can be seen as a risk factor for depression, while depressive symptoms may sub-
sequently reorient the perceived locus of control from internal to external (Cheng et al., 2013, 
p. 177). Empirically, most studies are cross-sectional, but there is longitudinal evidence for a 
bidirectional relationship (see Hovenkamp-Hermelink et al., 2019).

Second, regarding individual-level left–right orientation we find a negative interaction with 
depressivity in predicting the likelihood to vote for a populist party in the extended sample. 
Here, a stronger relationship between symptoms of depression and populist voting for politi-
cally left-leaning individuals is in line with the findings of Baum et al. (2025) in the context of 
populist president approval in the US. That is, ideologically right-leaning individuals, com-
pared with left-leaning ones, have a higher probability of voting for a populist party, but this 
gap somewhat decreases as depressive symptomatology increases.

Third, with regard to the ideological positioning of the populist party, additional analy-
ses indicate that depressive symptoms increase the support for populist parties, regardless 
of whether these parties are positioned on the right or left of the political spectrum. While 
previous research has focused primarily on the radical right (see Baum et al.,  2025; Baum, 
Druckman, Ognyanova, et  al.,  2024; Kavanagh et  al.,  2021; Ward et  al.,  2024), we show 
that left-wing populist parties might also benefit from voters' poor mental health (see also 
Lindholm & Rapeli, 2023; Peterson et al., 2025). In this vein, the above-mentioned strategies 
for managing depressive symptoms might increase susceptibility to populism, regardless of 
whether it is linked to nativism or anti-capitalism. In the context of hampered mental health, 
the emphasis on issues such as social justice, solidarity, redistribution, and state responsibil-
ity (see Fagerholm, 2018; Rovira Kaltwasser & Zanotti, 2021) is unlikely to work against the 
propensity toward populism. Rather, it is plausible that individuals who find themselves in a 
psychologically vulnerable situation are drawn to the populist as well as the ideological party 
elements.
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       |  15 of 20DEPRESSIVE SYMPTOMS AND POPULISM

Theoretical and empirical contribution

Drawing on both existing literature on populism as well as key insights of psychological ac-
counts, we argue that endorsing populism can be understood as a strategy for managing the 
symptomatic manifestations of depression across affective, social-behavioral, and cognitive 
domains. More concretely, we posit that populism serves to restore a sense of control when 
feelings of helplessness, hopelessness, and disempowerment signal a lack thereof, and that by 
responding to the populist appeal, individuals experiencing negative emotionality seek and 
obtain self-verification and emotional validation. With respect to social withdrawal as a key 
social-behavioral symptom of depression, we note that endorsing populism may enable in-
dividuals to manage identity threats arising from a frustrated need to belong and to acquire 
a positive social identity. Considering the cognitive facet of depressive symptomatology, we 
elaborate on how embracing populism reduces complexity in the context of impaired formal 
thinking and how negative thought content can increase the salience and persuasiveness of the 
populist narrative.

Our main contribution lies in presenting the first systematic study that theoretically outlines 
and empirically tests how symptoms of depression relate to citizens' tendency toward popu-
lism, both in attitudinal and behavioral terms. In the context of the “depression epidemic” in 
Western democracies (Ormel et al., 2020), providing largely robust evidence that individuals 
suffering from depressive symptoms are more inclined to populist ideas and appeals has im-
portant implications. People suffering from depression are disadvantaged in manifold ways 
that go beyond their personal well-being. As indicated by this study, also symptom-induced 
political vulnerabilities speak in favor of prioritizing mental health on the political agenda.

In this vein, it is of utmost importance to us to explicitly speak out against a simplified 
and therefore misleading interpretation of these results, which further stigmatizes an already 
vulnerable and diversely disadvantaged group. Our findings should not be read to mean that 
people with depressive symptoms pose a danger by threatening the liberal democratic order. 
On the contrary, they highlight the political relevance and responsibility for preserving and 
promoting public mental health. Showing that people in a depressive mood are relatively more 
prone to fall for simplistic, populist ideas underscores how indispensable (further) investments 
in awareness raising, prevention, early detection, and treatment measures addressing the wide-
spread “black dog” (Johnstone, 2005) are.

Limitations and future research

Our study undertakes a very first step only, leaving much room for subsequent research. 
Extensions that will be crucial in advancing our understanding of the nexus between depres-
sion and populism obviously include longitudinal or other innovative designs that are capable 
of approaching causal evidence. It should be noted here, however, that experimental manipula-
tion of depressive symptoms is both empirically difficult and ethically questionable (see also 
Baum et al., 2025). At the theoretical level, we theorized a causal pathway in which depressive 
symptoms precede and shape support for populism. Yet, given that we must rely on cross-
sectional data, our empirical findings should be interpreted in strictly correlational terms. 
Competing causal accounts—including reverse causality and bidirectional dynamics—can-
not be ruled out and warrant systematic investigation in subsequent research. Furthermore, 
while we proposed several mechanisms through which depressivity might increase receptivity 
to populism, it was not possible to test these mechanisms empirically due to a lack of data. 
Future research can take our theoretical considerations as a point of departure and illuminate 
processes through which depressive symptoms relate to different manifestations of populism. 
Relatedly, an encompassing causal mediation model in which the theoretically plausible path 
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from depressive symptoms to populist voting via populist attitudes is scrutinized would also 
present a meaningful extension of our analyses. While our exploratory study is situated at the 
individual level, future research could further examine the role of macro-level factors in shap-
ing the relationship between depressive symptoms and populism. Although our models include 
country-fixed effects to account for country idiosyncrasies, a multilevel analysis could explic-
itly address potential cross-country differences and their determinants. We also encourage the 
use of more encompassing measures of depression. While brief epidemiological scales such 
as the CES-D8 profit from being more easily integrated into population-wide surveys, more 
fine-grained instruments associated with greater clinical value would be able to deepen and 
differentiate our understanding. Based on a threshold suggested by others (Kliem et al., 2020), 
we supplemented our analyses with a binary measure. However, this can at best be seen as a 
very rough approximation to differentiate a symptomology of clinical or diagnostic relevance. 
Since we have to assume that those suffering most severely from depressive symptoms are also 
disproportionally less likely to participate in population surveys, our coefficients are likely to 
present conservative estimates of the relationship between depressive symptoms and the in-
clination to populism in the overall population (see also Landwehr & Ojeda, 2021). The likely 
underestimation of the association makes our findings and their implications all the more 
important.
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