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Abstract

How Anti-Racist Protests Influence Pro- and Anti-Migration Voting
Behavior: Evidence from National and European Elections

by Meret Stephan and Lennart Schiirmann

Racist attacks and incidents frequently spark anti-racist protest campaigns. This research
examines the effect of such mobilization on voting behavior in subsequent national and
European elections. We focus on two periods of anti-racist demonstra-tions in Germany
that followed 1) the killing of nine people in the 2020 Hanau racist terrorist attack and 2)
the uncovering of a racist mass deportation plan by far-right actors, including some
Alternative for Germany (AfD) politicians in 2024. The study hypothesizes that local anti-
racist protests lead to less anti-migration, i.e. far-right AfD voting, and more pro-
migration, i.e.,, Green voting. Empirically, we connect protest data with aggregate voting
data from German state offices. Using difference-in-differences (DID) and entropy
balancing, we show that local anti-racist protests can indeed influence voting behavior
toward a more inclusive society. We find the hypothesized effect in the 2021 federal
elections for both parties. However, in the European elections, we only find negative
effects on AfD vote share. The Green Party only benefited from anti-racist protests in 2021,

when they held a clear pro-migration stance and were part of the opposition.

Keywords: protest, migration, anti-racism, voting behavior, Afd, Greens, Germany.
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1 Introduction

Migration has emerged as a decisive topic in many elections around the globe, contributing
to electoral successes of far-right parties in several countries (Grande et al., 2019; Hutter
and Kriesi, 2022). This politicization of migration is often accompanied by an increase in
racist behavior (Krzyzanowski, 2020). Such behavior can include attacks on fellow citi-
zens, some of which have tragically resulted in fatalities. For example, on February 19,
2020, a far-right and racist extremist killed nine people in a violent terrorist attack in
Hanau, Germany. This horrible event not only represented a profound tragedy but also
led to large-scale protests advocating for cultural diversity and inclusivity and mobilizing
against racism and right-wing extremism (Stjepandi¢, 2022). These protests briefly inter-
sected with the emerging COVID-19 pandemic, which introduced unprecedented challenges
to public mobilization due to nationwide lockdowns. Nonetheless, anti-racist activism re-
sumed during the Black Lives Matter protests, peaking on June 6, 2020, and underscoring
a persistent public commitment to combating racism and promoting an open society (Za-
jak et al., 2023). While in 2022 and 2023, many protests in Germany focused on Russia’s
war in Ukraine, in January 2024, anti-racist demonstrations surged once more in response
to the uncovering of mass deportation plans discussed in a meeting by far-right actors,
including Alternative for Germany (AfD) officials (Guardian, 2024a).

Amidst these societal upheavals, the AfD, known for its anti-migration stance, has
seen fluctuating electoral results: they have been losing votes in Germany’s 2021 federal
elections compared to 2017 (Bundeszentrale fiir politische Bildung, 2022) but gaining
votes in the European election of 2024 compared to 2019. The Green Party, which is the
ideological opponent of the AfD concerning cultural and, therefore, also migrational issues
(Franz et al., 2019; Heinze and Weisskircher, 2021), gained votes from 2017 to 2021 and
even made its way into the coalition of the federal government after the election in 2021
(Bundeszentrale fiir politische Bildung, 2023). However, the Green Party also lost many
votes in the European election of 2024 compared to 2019. This poses pressing questions

about the impact of anti-racists protests. Are they effectively influencing voting behavior



toward a more inclusive society, or are they rather a symbolic expression of dissent? These

considerations lead to our main research question:
How do anti-racist protests influence pro- and anti-migration voting behavior?

Protests can be a central driver of political change, especially when it comes to demanding
policies (Rucht, 2003, 153). Nevertheless, it is difficult to predict when protests actually
are successful in influencing the public (Rucht, 2013). While there is research on the effect
of environmental protests on the public, which shows that these protests achieved a change
in voting behavior and, partly, in attitudes (Valentim, 2023), we do not yet know whether
the same mechanisms work for other issues in the German context, such as migration,
and whether these mechanisms work across different electoral levels. Our study fills these
research gaps.

As an outcome, we focus on the electoral performance of the AfD and the Green
Party, which are two important and large parties in the German party system. The AfD
represents the strongest anti-migration positions. The Greens, though associated with a
pro-migration position, particularly stand out as the ideological and cultural opponent
of the AfD. Using a difference-in-differences (DID) approach, we demonstrate that local
anti-racist protests lead to a decrease in votes for the anti-migration AfD while increasing
support for the pro-migration Green Party. We find this positive effect for the Greens only
during the period leading up to the 2021 federal election, when they upheld an explicitly
pro-migration stance and were part of the opposition. However, after shifting to a more
migration-critical position during their time in government, the positive impact of anti-
racist protests for Green Party votes disappears.

This study contributes to increasing literature showing that protests can indeed con-
tribute to a more open and inclusive society. To our knowledge, however, only studies
focusing on the US (Bauer et al., 2024; Caren et al., 2023) specifically examine the ef-
fects of anti-racist protests, often focusing on the Black Lives Matter movement. The
studies in Europe—focusing on Greece (Ellinas and Lamprianou, 2024), Italy (Colombo
et al., 2024), and France (Lagios et al., 2022)—primarily investigate protests against the

far-right. While the issues raised during protests against the far-right often intersect with



anti-racist positions, they should not be viewed as identical. Protests against the far-right
may also address concerns other than racism. Additionally, it is essential to recognize that
racism exists not only within far-right parties or political actors but also throughout the
broader political landscape. This distinction is crucial, which is why our findings are not
only important for the academic debate but also have important real-world implications

for practitioners such as social movements.

2 Theoretical Approach

2.1 Migration and the Socio-Cultural Cleavage in Contemporary Society

Migration has become a salient and highly politicized issue, emerging as a divisive topic
in national politics in numerous countries (Grande et al., 2019; Hutter and Kriesi, 2022).1
This development has given rise to new challenger parties focusing predominantly on the
issue of migration (Gessler and Hunger, 2022). Notably, far-right parties have capital-
ized on and further fostered anti-migration sentiments, consequently gaining support by
framing migration as a threat to national identity and security. The electoral successes
of these anti-migration challenger parties often caused mainstream parties (particularly
center-right parties) to follow an accommodative strategy by also adopting anti-migration
positions (Williams and Hunger, 2022). This process left socialist/social-democratic par-
ties and Green parties with a comparatively more pro-migration stance. While social-
ist /social-democratic parties are often also internally divided on the issue of migration,
it is particularly Green parties who still advocate for more inclusive policies while also
emphasizing the benefits of diversity, multi-ethnic society, and the importance of human
rights (Harteveld et al., 2017). Equally important, Green parties can be seen as the ide-
ological opposition to the new far-right challengers: Unlike traditional parties, such as
social-democratic, socialist, or conservative parties that typically prioritize economic is-
sues, Green and new far-right parties are characterized by their emphasis on cultural issues

(Marks et al., 2021), which also includes migration issues. This focus shows both in their

'For an extended explanation of the term migration as used in this study, see Appendix A.1.



policy agendas as well as in how they are perceived by the public.

As migration becomes increasingly dominant in shaping the political policy-space, its
politicization has become a key driver of the restructuration of European politics along a
new socio-cultural cleavage. This cleavage is characterized by a deep divide between those
who favor more open, inclusive policies and those who prioritize national sovereignty and
cultural preservation. Various labels have been used to describe this cleavage, including
‘integration-demarcation’ (Kriesi et al., 2012), ‘universalism-communitarianism’ (Born-
schier, 2010), ‘cosmopolitanism-communitarianism’ (Wilde et al., 2019), or the ‘transna-
tional cleavage’ (Hooghe and Marks, 2018).2 They all describe that the previous junctures
detected by Lipset and Rokkan (1967) are not the decisive conflict lines between political
parties anymore, but the socio-cultural cleavage is becoming increasingly dominant. The
emergence of these socio-cultural cleavages, in which attitudes regarding migration are an
important part of leads to the rise of new parties, such as Green and newer, far-right par-
ties. This aligns with the argument that these two are then the most obvious ideological
opponents. In sum, the political conflicts over migration are a major factor in the restruc-
turing of party systems in liberal democracies, primarily shaped by the rise of far-right

challenger parties.

2.2 How Protest Affects Political Outcomes

This growing strength of far-right political elites has not gone unanswered by citizens
in liberal democracies. These democracies offer their citizens various ways to engage in
political conflicts and to participate in political decision-making beyond voting. One such
way is political protest. Among the various types of protest, this paper focuses on peaceful
street demonstrations. Demonstrations can be defined as a “collective gathering in a public
space whose aim is to exert political, social, and/or cultural influence on authorities, public
opinion and participants through the disciplined and peaceful expression of an opinion or
demand” (Casquete, 2006, 47). In the following, we present three key mechanisms how

local protests affect political outcomes and, therefore, voting behavior on the local level.

2For an overview of the different labels in the context of European integration, see Hutter and Schéfer
(2020).



2.2.1 Protest as a Proxy for Existing Civil Society Engagement

Protests do mostly not arise spontaneously but are carefully planned and executed by
civil society organizations and political activists (McAdam, 1999). Many studies treat
the appearance of protest events as an external shock, but they can also be treated as
an indicator of activist engagement in a specific geographic area. In order to organize a
protest and mobilize people, activists need resources, such as money, time, know-how, and
a social network (McCarthy and Zald, 1977). A protest is, therefore, often organized by
social movements and/or civil society organizations that have such resources (Weisskircher,
2022).

In the context of political activism, protest events are usually just one element of a
larger campaign (Porta and Diani, 2009; Tilly and Wood, 2015). Other activities include:
(1) educational initiatives, such as distributing information material in public spaces or
producing podcasts; (2) political advocacy, for instance, through meeting policymakers
and applying pressure on governments; and (3) networking efforts to bring together stake-
holders in industry, science and local communities. Protests, in this broader context,
are a specific strategy serving the purpose of capturing public attention, fostering public
support, and setting the political agenda (Walgrave and Vliegenthart, 2012).

While many activities of social movements or civil society organizations occur behind
closed doors and are difficult to quantify, protests are inherently public, making them
comparatively easier to measure (Porta and Diani, 2009). Nevertheless, it is essential to
understand that protests are not exogenous, one-off events. Instead, they can be treated
as proxies for ongoing civil society engagement and activism regarding a political issue in

a specific geographic area (Boulding, 2014).

2.2.2  Protest as an Amplifier of Future Political Activism

Protest events not only serve as a proxy for existing political activism but also play
a significant role in shaping future activism, particularly through their impact on the
participants involved. First, participants become more politically sophisticated through

participation in a protest. At protest events, participants are exposed to new information



through protest speeches, distributed leaflets, or other forms of communication (Nieto,
2020). Through this process, participants learn about the protest’s underlying issues and
deepen their understanding (Branagan and Boughton, 2020). Furthermore, the communal
nature of protests fosters informal exchanges of political ideas, creating bonds of solidarity
(Casquete, 2006). The hours spent at the event, including travel time, provide opportu-
nities for dialogue with fellow participants, further enriching their knowledge through
interpersonal communication and collective discussion. Through these processes, political
narratives are created (Polletta, 1998).

Second, protest events have an emotional dimension that shapes protest participants’
experiences (Jasper, 1998). The role of emotions at protest events cannot be overstated.
Speeches and political slogans by activists not only convey information but are also written
and performed in a way that causes an emotional response in the audience (Van De Velde,
2024). Besides speeches, visual elements such as banners held up by other participants or
activists also heavily aim at causing emotional responses, for example, through dramatic
messages or humor (Hart, 2007). The emotionality of protest events is further reinforced
through the entire setting in which hundreds, thousands, or sometimes even ten-thousands
of people gather together, sharing one goal, sometimes culminating even in synchronous
applauding or chanting (Angkasa, 2023). Moreover, famous singers and bands frequently
perform at events or music is played so that a protest event can also get a festival char-
acter (Sharpe, 2008), which also elicits positive emotional reactions among the protest
participants and creates a sense of belonging and purpose.

The combination of these two aspects, the transmission of information to the par-
ticipants combined with an intense emotionally charged experience, is perfect to further
politicize people (Verbalyte et al., 2022). Participating in a protest event is often just a
first step for people to become activists themselves, with the protest event being an am-
plifier for future activism in institutional or non-institutional politics (Corrigall-Brown,
2011). And even if participants do not become activists within social movements, polit-
ical parties, or civil society organizations themselves, they still act as multipliers. They

share their experiences by talking to family members, friends, colleagues, and neighbors,



transmitting the political message of protests to other people, thus further spreading the

message of the protest (Walgrave and Wouters, 2014).

2.2.8 Local Protest as a Driver of Political Salience

Beyond that, protest further increases the salience of a topic in the public debate (for
similar reasoning, see also Bittner and Goodyear-Grant, 2017; Colombo et al., 2024; Valen-
tim, 2023). Salience means bringing a subject to the political and societal agenda. This
includes the visibility of issues in the media debate (Zajak et al., 2023, 553), but also rais-
ing political attention (Schiirmann, 2024; Schiirmann et al., 2024) and public awareness
to a particular issue (Carey et al., 2014). When talking about salience in the context of
political and societal issues, this can be referred to as the concept of public issue salience
(Dennison, 2019, 437). This concept of public issue salience can focus on either the psy-
chological or behavioral aspects of salience. Psychological aspects mean “how important
an individual believes an issue to be (or how much thought they give to it, or similar)”
(Dennison, 2019, 437). Behavioral aspects are defined “as the weight an individual gives
to an issue when making behavioral choices, typically electoral” (Dennison, 2019, 437).
Public issue salience, therefore, describes the visibility, awareness, attention, and impor-
tance that the public—instead of, for example, parties—gives a particular subject, that
is, in our case, migration.

Protests are an essential tool to increase public awareness of a subject since they aim
to shed more light on the respective issues. This also divides protesting from other forms
of political participation like voting or lobbying (Gause, 2022, 260). So, salience does
not describe a change in behavior or attitudes per se but instead serves as a starting
point for possible changes by activating a person’s thinking and reflection about a specific
subject. How will this then translate into actual changes in political behavior? The main
causal mechanism that can explain the effects of salience on behavior is that “attaching
importance to an issue may activate and engage a person’s emotion systems” (Miller et al.,
2016, 131). This process might then lead to “increased knowledge of its possible causes
and solutions, stronger opinions, less likelihood of taking a neutral position, and more

likelihood of participating in politics through such behavior as signing petitions, voting,



attending meetings, and writing letters” (Weaver, 1991, 53). A change in voting behavior
can be explained by the weighted spatial model of voting. In this concept of voting, the
main argument is that more than one issue exists for voters. This is why they must
decide how much weight to give each issue, aligning their preferences according to their
importance to various issues (Ansolabehere and Puy, 2018; Dennison, 2019). Following
this line of argument, we state that this increased knowledge and emotional attachment
that comes with salience will first increase the weight of the subject ‘migration’ and,
second, change actual voting behavior in favor of the protests.

Nevertheless, one cannot overlook that triggering emotions and raising salience can
also lead to the opposite effect. The exposure to protests might also reinforce existing
cleavages and in-group/out-group sentiments (Borbath, 2023). This is where the external
shocks come into play. We argue that an external shock, such as a racist terrorist attack
or the uncovering of mass deportation plans, might shake up strong negative opinions
towards migration since we know that external shocks can influence voting behavior and
attitudes — also regarding migration (Levi et al., 2024). We argue that protests can draw
on these shocks by being seen as a direct reaction to them rather than as random or
isolated events. In these situations, people may already be moved or inclined toward anti-
racist perspectives because of the shock itself. This means that the external shocks affect

the whole nation, and the protests can strengthen and expand this effect locally.

2.3 Voting as the Determinant for Political Power Distribution

Arguably the most important political impact of protest is their influence on voting be-
havior. Contrary to protesting, voting is a form of institutionalized political participation
(Marien et al., 2010). While protesters act outside of the electoral arena, voters have insti-
tutional political power: their vote decides who governs and is thus integral to democracy.

While there is literature that shows that parties or policies can influence public opinion
(Abou-Chadi and Finnigan, 2019; Béland et al., 2022), these dynamics can also work the
other way around: voters can decide, firstly, which subjects are on the political agenda

at all and, secondly, how the subjects that made it on the agenda are dealt with (Kliver



and Sagarzazu, 2016). Regarding migration, voters, therefore, decide whether migration-
related subjects are a part of policy-making at all and, if so, how migration will be framed
and handled by the government. Attitudes toward migration play an important role in
voting behavior, especially for voters who hold anti-immigration views and less so for
people who emphasize the pros of migration (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014; Kustov,
2023).

Even though we know about the just-mentioned intertwinement of protesting, voting,
and governing, research has not yet sufficiently analyzed these exact links between anti-
racist protests and migration-related voting behavior. One of the few studies that are
close to ours is examining anti-far-right protests’ effect on voting (Colombo et al., 2024).
They show that the Italian anti-far-right Sardine Protests negatively affected local far-
right electoral results. We expect similar results for anti-racist protests and their effects
on anti-migration party vote shares for elections on the national and supra-national level.?
Furthermore, we go beyond the mere presence of events and take repeated exposure to
protest events into account (Valentim, 2023), which we expect to indicate an even stronger
public opinion signal. Finally, we focus on the number of protest participants. As protest
follows a logic of numbers, larger protest crowds send a stronger public opinion signal and

attract more media attention. These considerations lead to our first set of hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1la (H1la): Local exposure to anti-racist protest events decreases anti-
migration party vote shares.

Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Repeated local exposure to anti-racist protest events decreases
anti-migration party vote shares.

Hypothesis 1c (H1c): An increasing number of anti-racist protest participants decreases

anti-migration party vote shares.

However, the protests do not just reduce the vote shares of ideological opponents. We

also expect that parties aligned with the protesters’ political positions will benefit from

3We use the term national elections when discussing elections in a more theoretical or general sense,
while the term federal elections is used to refer specifically to our case, that is the German context.
Similarly, when talking about elections at the supra-national level, we refer to them as Furopean elections
in our case. Therefore, we have chosen to use these terms interchangeably, depending on the context.



street mobilization. Consequently, we propose a second set of hypotheses, parallel to the
previous ones, focused on pro-migration parties. This way, we not only observe whether
protest strengthens alliance partners in the electoral arena or weakens opponents in the

sense of counter-mobilization but look at both of these aspects simultaneously.

Hypothesis 2a (H2a): Local exposure to anti-racist protest events increases pro-migration
party vote shares.

Hypothesis 2b (H2b): Repeated local exposure to anti-racist protest events increases
pro-migration party vote shares.

Hypothesis 2c (H2c): An increasing number of anti-racist protest participants increases

pro-migration party vote shares.

3 Research Design

3.1 Case Selection

We test our hypotheses on two recent periods of anti-racist protests in Germany. The first
one emerged in response to the racially motivated terrorist shooting in Hanau in early 2020,
where nine people were killed. This period lasted until the German federal election in 2021.
The second one was triggered by the uncovering of racist mass deportation plans linked to
far-right actors, including officials from the far-right party AfD, unfolding shortly before
the European elections in 2024. Supra-national elections are generally seen as second-
order elections, which are considered less important (Giebler and Wagner, 2015). In this
context, people generally do not adapt their voting behavior to the electoral level but
just vote as they would in national elections (Reif and Schmitt, 1980). Our expectation
is, therefore, that effects should be similar for both cases so that they serve as mutual
validity tests. Table 1 provides an overview of key information for our cases.

Table 1: Overview of Selected Cases, External Shock, and Subsequent Election

Case External Shock Subsequent Election
1 Terrorist Attack in Hanau in 2020 Federal Election 2021
2 Uncovering of Mass Deportation Plans in 2024 European Election 2024
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Case 1: Terrorist shooting in Hanau and the Federal Elections 2021

On February 19, 2020, eleven people died and five were wounded in a racist, far-right
extremist terrorist shooting in Hanau, Hesse (Guardian, 2020). The attacker was targeting
a shisha bar, a bar, and a kiosk. After the attack, he killed first his mother and then
committed suicide. The nine victims, excluding his mother and himself, were of a foreign
origin or holding a foreign nationality.

In the following days, weeks, and months after this horrific event, hundreds of thou-
sands took to the streets across Germany to demonstrate against racism and for cultural
plurality (Tagesschau, 2020). Nationwide initiatives like “Initiative 19. Februar Hanau”
and networks like “Migrantifa” were founded as a reaction to the racist attack and have
been organizing, amongst others, demonstrations against racism in Germany ever since.

When only a few weeks later, in March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic also hit Ger-
many, protesting on the streets became very much impossible. Only a little later, in June
2020 in the United States, George Floyd was killed by a police officer who was choking
and holding Floyd’s breath for nine minutes until he suffocated (Guardian, 2021). The
slogan “I can’t breathe” quickly spread and led to worldwide protests against racist police
violence and racism in general against Black people and People of Color (Guardian, 2021).
Even though the coronavirus pandemic had already led to widespread contact restrictions,
also in Germany, countless people gathered to participate in these demonstrations (Zeit,
2020).

In September 2020, after the detection of around 35 COVID cases, the Greek refugee
camp Moria—which had already been criticized for its conditions before—burst into flames
and almost completely burned down (BBC, 2020). This again shocked the European
and German society, started a debate about the EU’s refugee policy, and led to protests
(Seebriicke, 2021). In the following year, in 2021, we again saw protests on Hanau and
Black Lives Matter, marking the one-year time point of these tragic events. In August
2021, the Taliban took over Afghanistan, which led, again, to nationwide protests that

were calling for the reception of Afghan refugees (Pro Asyl, 2021).
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Case 2: Uncovering of Mass Deportation Plans and the Furopean FElections 202/

Our second case examines the period between the uncovering of mass deportation plans
by far-right actors in January 2024 and the European Parliament elections in June 2024.
On November 25, 2023, a meeting of high-ranking far-right political actors took place
at a hotel near Potsdam, Germany. Participants included members of the Identitarian
Movement, the far-right AfD party, and even some members of the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU). During this meeting, they discussed plans for a large-scale, forced deporta-
tion campaign, referred to as “remigration,” which targets several millions of people living
in Germany, including German citizens (Correctiv, 2024). The multi-step plan aimed to
deport asylum seekers, foreign residents with valid permits, and those the participants
labeled as “non-assimilated” German citizens. Additionally, the group discussed strate-
gies to eliminate foreign restaurants from German streets, envisioning the project as a
decades-long effort. Later it was uncovered that this secret meeting was the seventh of its
kind (RedaktionsNetzwerk Deutschland, 2024a).

In January 2024, the investigative journalism network Correctiv published an article
exposing the meeting, sparking widespread national and international media attention.
The revelation sent shockwaves through Germany and beyond. The sinister nature of
the mass deportation plan drew comparisons to the policies of Nazi Germany’s “Third
Reich,” further underscored by the meeting’s proximity to the Wannsee Conference site,
where senior Nazi officials planned the mass deportation and murder of Europe’s Jewish
population in 1942 (Correctiv, 2024).

Immediately after the Correctiv article was published, a wave of anti-racist protests
erupted across Germany. In Berlin, between 150,000 and 300,000 protesters demonstrated
against racism and far-right extremism (Guardian, 2024b). More than 180,000 demon-
strated in Hamburg, while cities like Cologne or Munich had protests with up to 100,000
participants (RedaktionsNetzwerk Deutschland, 2024b). Protests with such participation

levels had been unprecedented in the country’s protest history.
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3.2 Independent Variable: Local Anti-Racist Protest Events and Par-

ticipants

Our main independent variable is the presence of local anti-racist protest events. For the
data collection, we rely on Protest Event Analysis (PEA). We are working with data from
the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data Project (ACLED) (Raleigh et al., 2010). We
downloaded two datasets of all protest events coded in Germany on the municipality level
in our time frames and created two subsets of anti-racist protests for our two cases. The
first subset focuses on demonstrations between the time of the Hanau shooting (February
19, 2020) until the German federal election (September 26, 2021). This period encom-
passes the aftermath of the terrorist attack, the founding of networks against racism, the
uncertainties of the COVID-19 pandemic, and ongoing migration-related protests. The
second subset covers demonstrations between the uncovering of the mass deportation plans
of millions of people living in Germany (January 10, 2024) and the European election 2024
(June 9, 2024). We have decided to classify protests as anti-racist if their content relates
positively to issues of ongoing migration and to the issues that dominate the public debate
on migration and racism. To be more precise, this includes protests about asylum and
refugees, foreign working rights, citizenship, cultural plurality, or the deportation plans.
A detailed overview of the subjects is shown in Table Al and A2 in the Appendix.*
Figure 1 shows the number of anti-racist protests in the data set that took place in
each district in Germany between February 19, 2020, and September 26, 2021. In total,
755 protests took place in 183 of the 401 districts, relatively evenly distributed throughout
Germany. Considering that we are only looking at demonstrations that took place on the

streets during a pandemic and nationwide lockdowns, this is quite a large number. Most

4The literature is not conclusive regarding the question of whether racism is a part of the issue of
migration (Della Porta, 2000) or vice versa (Matas, 1994). We decided to label the protests as anti-
racist rather than pro-migration because, in both instances, the protests were mostly triggered by racist
happenings. Consequently, most claims of the protests are against racism, racist hate crimes, or the
mentioned deportation plans, which are, at the core, racist. This is evident in both cases, as illustrated
in Table A1 and Table A2. We decided to classify voting as anti- or pro-migration, firstly because the
outcomes of elections can either support or oppose pro-migration policies. Second, it is important to note
that racism can also manifest in political parties that advocate for pro-migration policies, which is why we
argue that for voting, the term pro-migration is more appropriate.
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of the protests took place in larger cities like Berlin or Hamburg, which is no surprise.’®

Nevertheless, districts that experienced more than ten protests during the treatment period
were evenly distributed across Germany.

When taking a more detailed look into when the most protests happened, as shown
in Figure 1, we can observe notable peaks in protest activity during February, June,
and September 2020, as well as in February and August 2021. These peaks correspond
to significant events that sparked large protests and were already discussed in the case
selection: the Hanau shooting in February 2020, the murder of George Floyd and the
ensuing Black Lives Matter movement in June 2020, the tragic fire in the Moria refugee
camp in September 2020, the one-year remembrance of the Hanau attack in February 2021,
and the calls to accept refugees following the Taliban’s return to power in Afghanistan in
August 2021. Looking into the data and examining the protest notes confirm these issues
as the most frequent ones in the respective months. These protests also show the various
aspects of topics, with people taking to the streets to oppose racist terror attacks and
racial profiling, but also to advocate for a culturally diverse society and the reception of
refugees.

In 2024, the distribution of protests looks different. In 329 out of 401 districts, we know
that at least one anti-racist protest took place, and in total, 1054 protests occurred from
January until June 2024. What stands out is that during this time frame, the protests
spread even more across Germany than in 2020-21. Only the southeast of Germany shows a
notable number of districts without protests. Additionally, it is not only the usual suspects
that have the most demonstrations but also districts like the Hochsauerlandkreis in North
Rhine-Westphalia, as well as districts in Bavaria and Baden-Wiirttemberg, that show a
large number of protests. This aligns with how the protests were portrayed in the media:
as very locally organized events, often featuring actors not from larger organizations but
from small groups within civil society. Figure 1 also shows that in 2024, protests against
racism appeared mainly in the context of mass deportation plans at the beginning of the

year. During the summer, the overall number of events decreased substantially.

5See Table A3 and Table A4 for an overview of the cities where the most protests occurred.
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Figure 1: Overview of Districts with Anti-Racist Protests in Germany: Spatial Distribu-
tion and Temporal Peaks
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Note: The maps show the number of anti-racist protests on the district level (Kreise and
kreisfreie Stadte) that took place between February 19, 2020, and September 26, 2021
(left) and between January 10, 2024, and June 9, 2024 (right).

In addition to examining the binary indicator for the presence of local anti-racist protest
events, we also consider the number of local anti-racist protest events. We hypothesize that
repeated exposure amplifies the effects of local protests (Valentim, 2023). However, we
anticipate that each additional protest event yields diminishing marginal returns. In other
words, while an additional protest is more impactful when there have been very few or
even no prior events, its effect diminishes as the number of prior events increases. We
account for this diminishing marginal utility by applying the natural logarithm. Similarly,
we hypothesize that an increasing number of local anti-racist protest participants increases

the impact of protests, but also with diminishing marginal effects. For instance, the 100"
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protest participant is expected to have a larger effect on vote share than the 10,000t
participant. We model this diminishing marginal impact using the natural logarithm as

well.

3.3 Analytical Framework and Modeling Strategy

Building on the hypotheses developed in the theoretical section, our research design looks
at aggregate voting behavior, which serves as an indicator of whether protest can affect the
political power distribution within a political system. We employ a difference-in-differences
(DID) design with the aim of finding a causal effect of anti-racist protests on related
voting behavior. DID methods have become a well-established method for “estimating
causal effects in both experimental and observational data” (Imbens, 2024). With a DID
approach, one compares the effect of a “treatment on an outcome” by examining two groups
over time: the treated and the control group (De Chaisemartin and d’Haultfoeuille, 2023,
1). To test the treatment effect, we examine both groups before and after the treatment
period. That allows us to analyze the within-group variations between these two groups,
thereby revealing the effect of protests. This means that we do not assume that the
external shocks themselves may not have an effect on the public. Instead, we acknowledge
that such shocks could have nationwide effects and argue that protests have an additional
local effect. We also take into account that the districts in which the protests took place
might differ in all kinds of aspects that do not change over time and already have been
present before the treatment, such as size, location, or historical background. Further,
we decided to include entropy balanced models to make the treatment and control group
even more comparable and, therefore, avoid biased results. Entropy balancing is a method
that aims “to achieve covariate balance” (Hainmueller, 2012, 25). This means that, before
running the actual analyses, the distributions of the control group get weighted to match
the treatment group, which creates more balance between the two (Hainmueller, 2012).
To learn about voting behavior regarding migration, we examine the vote share of the
anti-migration party, the AfD, and their main political opponent, the Green Party. The

far-right AfD plays a crucial role in the German migration debate, as it is mainly known
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for its advocacy of anti-migration and nationalist positions. The party is referred to as the
“issue owner” or “issue entrepreneurs” of migration, meaning that it emphasizes migration
the most in its manifesto, therefore leading the respective debate. The AfD also criticized
the anti-racist protests in 2020. For example, Gottfried Curio, an AfD parliament member,
stated that the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020 was only an “Africa-Guilt-Cult” and
that the disadvantage of foreigners is made up by anti-white German lefts (Alternative
fiir Deutschland, 2020). In 2024, the anti-racist protests are even more closely connected
to the AfD’s position on migration and racism, as many events were sparked after the
release of the already-mentioned Correctiv investigation, which revealed a secret meeting
involving AfD politicians, during which plans were made for the expulsion of millions of
people with foreign backgrounds from Germany (Correctiv, 2024).

In contrast to the AfD, the Green Party is, next to their obvious focus on environ-
mental politics, also known for advocating a culturally diverse society. For example, the
party clearly condemned the Hanau attack (Biindnis 90/Die Griinen, 2024) and empha-
sized participation in the Black Lives Matter protests (Biindnis 90/Die Griinen, 2020).
Also, in their manifesto for the 2021 German federal elections, they focus, again, next
to environmental claims, on migration, integration, and cultural diversity. The manifesto
advocates the reception and quick integration of refugees, the stop of deportations to Syria
and Afghanistan, and the fight against racism (Biindnis 90/Die Griinen, 2021). At least
as important for the Greens is, however, their position as the ideological opponent of the
AfD. The AfD and the Greens both focus on socio-cultural positions (Franzmann et al.,
2020), what divides them from the other larger parties in Germany, that are, the Social
Democrats (SPD), Christian Democrats (CDU/CSU), Liberals (FDP), and the Left (Die
Linke).® Therefore, voting for the Greens, which we indicate as pro-migration voting,
could also be seen as opposing anti-migration voting.

As shown in our hypotheses and their theoretical derivation, we argue that anti-racist

protests influence political behavior in the direction they favor. To find out about these ef-

SWe also ran the main analyses for these parties. The results can be found in Table A29 and Table
A30. Further, the newly founded left-nationalist party Bindnis Sahra Wagenknecht (BSW) would be an
interesting case to study as it also advocates for anti-migration policies. However, our research design
focuses on vote changes between elections, which is not yet possible for this party.
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fects, we apply fixed effects to control for time-invariant characteristics and further control
variables for the usual time-variant suspects in protest and voting research. Our analytical

framework is visualized below:

Figure 2: Visualization of the Analytical Framework
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To find out about the parties’ vote shares, we work with data on the district level
(Kreise & kreisfreie Stddte) provided by the federal and state statistical offices (Statistische
Amter des Bundes und der Linder, 2024). This dataset includes the vote shares for all
large parties in federal and European elections for 294 Kreise and 107 kreisfreie Stddte,
which result in 401 districts. For the European elections, this is the most fine-grained level
where high-quality data is available. Further, as outlined in our theoretical approach, we
assume that the mechanisms we propose regarding the role of protests—such as their
function in civil society engagement, their capacity to amplify political activism, and their

ability to increase political salience—have a wider impact at the local level.
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We estimate DID OLS regression models on the district level with fixed effects based

on the following equation::
PartyVote; = a; + v + BProtest; x Posty + Cy + €5

where PartyV ote; is each party’s vote share in the respective elections in ¢ 2013 [EU 2014],
2017 [EU 2019], or 2021 [EU 2024], and i each district. «; shows the district fixed effects
and ~; the election year fixed effects. BProtest; is a dummy variable indicating whether
in the district 7 at least one anti-racist protest took place in the specified time frames and
takes the value 1 for districts with protests and 0 for districts without protests. Post; is a
dummy variable that characterizes the period after the protests occurred, meaning 1 for
2021 [EU 2024] and 0 for 2013 and 2017 [EU 2014 and 2019]. This takes into account a
possible secular effect of the external shocks. SProtest; x Post; is the interaction term that
represents the DID estimator. This term measures the effect of the anti-racist protests on
vote shares in the post-treatment year 2021 [EU 2024] compared to the pre-treatment years
2013 and 2017 [EU 2014 and 2019]. Cj; represents the control variables, €;; represents the
error term. In our second step of the analysis, we replace the binary protest variable with
continuous measures that capture the number of protests and the average, maximum,
and total number of participants. These variables are log-transformed” to account for
the diminishing effect of additional protests or participants because we assume that their
additional impact decreases as their absolute numbers increase. As before, we focus on

the federal and European election results and use the same district and year fixed effects.

4 Results

4.1 Presence of Protest Events

We argue that anti-racist protests can decrease anti- and increase pro-migration voting
behavior in national and supra-national elections on the local level. Before moving to the
effect of protests on AfD vote shares, we first briefly show the development of AfD and

Green Party vote shares in Germany descriptively. Figure 3 shows the AfD vote share in

"We calculated In(value + 1) so that no protest results in a value of 0.
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federal elections from 2013 to 2021 and from European elections from 2014 to 2024. On
the federal level, the AfD gained votes from 2013 to but then again lost votes in 2021. On
the EU level, the AfD gained votes continuously from 2014 to 2024. The AfD is known
for being particularly successful in the eastern part of Germany, even though by no means
exclusively (Manow and Schwander, 2022), which also shows in Figure 3. For both the
federal and EU elections, the AfD is way stronger in eastern Germany, and this divide has

increased over the years.

Figure 3: AfD Vote Shares in % on the District Level Over Time

(a) Federal Elections 2013, 2017 and 2021
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The Greens gained votes in the federal elections continuously from 2013 to 2021 and
received over 10% of votes in the 2021 elections. In this year, they even became one of the
governing parties. Possible explanations for the electoral success of the Green Party are
the rise of climate change as a major issue, for example, due to Fridays for Future protests
(Fabel et al., 2022; Valentim, 2023). As can be seen in Figure 4, in contrast to the AfD,
the Greens are more successful in western compared to eastern Germany. The picture for
the EU elections is particularly interesting. While the Greens gained votes from 2014 to

2019, they lost votes all over Germany from 2019 to 2024.

Figure 4: Green Vote Shares in % on the District Level Over Time

(a) Federal Elections 2013, 2017 and 2021
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Yet, how did anti-racist protests affect these national and supra-national election re-
sults on the local level? We first look at the German federal elections and then, in a second
step, at the European elections to see how the effects have changed over time.

Table 2 presents the results of DiD models with fixed effects for districts and election
years. Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. In both models, we include
control variables. In these two models, the Protest x Post interaction is of primary interest.
This interaction represents the average treatment effect on the treated (ATT), showing
whether at least one anti-racist protest took place in each district during the respective
treatment time. Therefore, this variable shows the effect of at least one anti-racist protest
on the AfD vote share in the 2021 federal elections (Model 1) and the Green Party vote
share in the 2021 federal elections (Model 2).

For the effect on AfD vote shares in the 2021 federal elections, this interaction has
an estimated coefficient of -1.008, which is statistically significant at the p < 0.01 level.
This result indicates that the presence of at least one protest in the district during the
treatment period is associated with a decrease in the AfD vote share in federal elections
2021 by approximately 1.01 percentage points, holding other factors constant and taking
into account already existing previous differences between the districts. Therefore, the
first model shows what we expected: On the district level, anti-racist protests decreased
AfD vote share in the federal elections in 2021.

The results regarding the effect of anti-racist protests on Green vote share also align
with our expectations. As can be drawn, again, from the interaction term Protest x Post,
the occurrence of at least one protest is associated with a significant increase in Green
voting by 2.2 percentage points in the respective district. The effect size is more than
twice as large for the Greens as for the AfD.

In Table 3, we find similar results for the EU election outcomes regarding the AfD,
but the results for the effect on Green Party vote share are less straightforward. In the
European elections, districts with anti-racist protests show a decrease in AfD vote share
of around 0.8 percentage points. The effect is smaller than in the federal elections but still

significant. However, for the Green Party, we now find a statistically insignificant effect,
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Table 2: Effect of Protests on AfD and Green Party Vote Shares: Full Models Including
Controls (Federal Election Results 2013, 2017 and 2021)

Dependent variable:

AfD Vote Share Green Party Vote Share
Model Including Controls  Model Including Controls
(1) (2)
Protest x Post (DiD ATT) —1.008*** 2,184
(0.233) (0.213)
Post-Treatment Election 7.688*** 4287
(0.535) (0.366)
Youth Quotient 1.235%** —0.412***
(0.092) (0.048)
Unemployment —0.542*** —0.045
(0.155) (0.096)
Share Foreigners —0.246** —0.061
(0.098) (0.072)
Population Density —0.026*** 0.023***
(0.003) (0.004)
Number of Refugees —0.0001* 0.00004
(0.0001) (0.00005)
(Intercept) 13.264** —7.295
(5.558) (5.709)
Election FEs Yes Yes
District FEs Yes Yes
Observations 1,179 1,179
R? 0.932 0.949
Adjusted R? 0.897 0.923
Residual Std. Error (df = 776) 1.908 1.367
F Statistic (df = 402; 776) 26.465%** 36.175%*

Note:
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meaning that the Greens could not benefit from anti-racist protest mobilization despite
its comparatively pro-migration platform. One possible reason might be that the Green
Party shifted towards more anti-migration positions in the three years between the federal
election in 2021 and the European election in 2024, therefore losing its institutional ally
status of pro-migration mobilization.

To make sure that our findings are not just an artifact of model specifications, we ran
various models with alternative specifications. The full regression tables can be seen in
Appendix A.3. We visualized the respective Protest x Post (DiD ATT) in Figure 5. The
plot shows the average treatment effect of the treated (ATT) for both parties. In these
plots, we show (1) basic models with just two-way fixed effects, (2) our main models,
including controls, which are already discussed above, and (3) entropy balanced models.
These plots show that when not including controls but still fixed effects for elections and
districts, the effects go in the same direction as they do when controlling for demographics
but are even more substantial in the federal elections. When we apply entropy balancing,
the effects become less substantial in the federal election results. Regarding the European
election, we see that results for the Green Party remain insignificant in all models, whereas

results for the AfD remain negative, albeit not in the entropy balanced model.
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Table 3: Effect of Protests on AfD and Green Party Vote Shares: Full Models Including
Controls (European Election Results 2014, 2019 and 2024)

Dependent variable:

AfD Vote Share Green Party Vote Share
Model Including Controls  Model Including Controls
(1) (2)
Protest x Post (DiD ATT) —0.790** —0.421
(0.362) (0.256)
Post-Treatment Election 7.946*** 1.302%**
(0.741) (0.501)
Youth Quotient 1.626™** —0.168**
(0.100) (0.066)
Unemployment —1.339*** 0.261**
(0.194) (0.130)
Share Foreigners —0.163* —0.060
(0.098) (0.065)
Population Density —0.044*** 0.011***
(0.004) (0.003)
Number of Refugees —0.00000 0.00003
(0.00003) (0.00003)
(Intercept) 40.398"** 8.567
(7.396) (5.901)
Election FEs Yes Yes
District FEs Yes Yes
Observations 1,178 1,178
R? 0.945 0.948
Adjusted R? 0.917 0.921
Residual Std. Error (df = 776) 1.988 1.930
F Statistic (df = 401; 776) 33.312%** 35.139***

Note:
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Figure 5: Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) of Anti-Racist Protests on AfD
and Green Party Vote Shares in Federal and European Elections.

(a) Federal Elections 2013, 2017 and 2021
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Note: All models include election year and district fized effects. Thick line indicates 90%
confidence interval, thin line indicates 95% confidence interval.

In sum, the results almost fully support Hia: Local exposure to anti-racist protests
decreases anti-migration vote shares. For HZ2a: Local exposure to anti-racist protests
increases pro-migration vote shares, we also find strong evidence, however, only for the
2021 federal election and not for the 2024 European election. The reasons why the Green
Party did profit from anti-racist mobilization prior to the federal election 2021 but failed
to capitalize on the anti-racist mobilization prior to the European election 2024 remain

open. However, we discuss possible explanations below and in section 5.

4.2 Repeated Exposure to Protest Events and Participation Numbers

In the previous section, we just focused on whether protests took place in a district but

did not engage with their frequencies or specifics. In the next step, we test to what

26



extent these factors contribute to outcomes in voting behavior. Again, we look at German
federal and European election outcomes in 2021 and 2024 on the local level. We focus on
the interpretation of the visualization. The respective regression tables can be viewed in
Appendix A.3.

For the interpretation, we first focus on the federal election results. Figure 6 again
shows the ATT for these two elections. The results we see for the 2021 federal elections
again align with what we expected. Due to the logarithmic transformation of the indepen-
dent variables, the interpretation of the results is not entirely self-explaining: using the
logarithm means that every additional protest that takes place in a district has a smaller

8 This leads to 2 protest events resulting in a decrease of

effect than the previous one.
0.644% votes for the AfD and an increase of 1.902% for the Green Party. The next thresh-
old for an effect increase times 2 is reached with 7 protest events, which lead to a decrease
of 1.288% AfD votes and an increase of 3.804% Green votes.”

The interpretation of the number of participants who participated in the protests
follows a similar logic. We also decided not to calculate the number of participants linear
but logarithmic. This way, every additional protester gets less meaning. As an example:
a difference in participants from 10 to 20 is more meaningful than a difference from 110 to
120. For average protest size, we measured the number in tens, for the maximum number
of protest, we measured in hundreds and for the absolute number of protest participants,
we measured in ten thousands. Otherwise, the calculation logic is equivalent to that of
the protest events. For instance, an average number of 20 protest participants leads to
a decrease of 0.544% AfD votes, while an average number of 70 participants leads to a
decrease of 1.088%.

While the calculation seems to be a bit complex, the directions are easy to interpret,
as the results show a clear direction. With an increase in the average or maximum size of
the protests, we observe a decrease in AfD and an increase in Green Party vote shares in

the federal election. An increase in the total number has no effect on the AfD vote share

8We calculated In(value + 1), ensuring that no protest events have a value of 0. In this transformation,
1 event corresponds to a value of 0.69, 10 events to 2.3, 100 events to 4.6, and 1,000 events to 6.9.

9The next thresholds would be 20 events for an effect increase times 3, 51 events for an effect increase
times 4, and 148 events for an effect increase times 5.
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but a substantial one on the Green vote share.

We applied the same measurement for the EU elections in 2024, which can be seen
in the lower panel of Figure 6. In line with our results for a binary measurement of
protest occurrence, we see a clear continuous pattern for the AfD but less so for the Green
Party. Regarding anti-migration voting behavior, more frequent and larger parties are still
associated with a decrease in AfD vote share, and the effects have even become larger.
However, for the Green Party, we see a complete shift: the positive and significant effects of
the 2021 federal elections become insignificant or even negative in the European elections
in 2024.

While this is not what we expected theoretically, it fits with the empirical patterns we
have been observing so far: a possible explanation might be that the Green Party changed
its migration positions in the years between 2021 and 2024. While in 2021, they were
perceived as the ideological opponent of the AfD, also regarding their migration-related
positions, the picture has changed during the last years. The Green Party became part
of the German government in 2021 and took part in enforcing anti-migration policies, like
introducing a payment card for asylum seekers.'® However, it might also be possible that
there are other factors that drive our results, which we will go into more detail when
discussing the limitations of our study.

In sum, we find similar results for repeated exposure and for participation numbers as
for the presence of protest events. For both elections under review, we can almost fully ver-
ify H1b: Repeated local exposure to anti-racist protest events decreases anti-migration party
vote shares, and Hlc: An increasing number of anti-racist protest participants decreases
anti-migration party vote shares.

However, we can only verify H2b: Repeated local exposure to anti-racist protest events
increases pro-migration party vote shares, and HZ2c: An increasing number of anti-racist
protest participants increases pro-migration party vote shares for the national election in

2021, not for the Kuropean election in 2024.

0The payment card for asylum seekers was introduced by the German national government in May
2024 and is supposed to prevent asylum seekers from sending the money they receive from the German
government to their country of origin or using it for purposes other than the intended ones. This card was
broadly criticized for being a humiliating tool.
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Figure 6: Average Treatment Effect on the Treated (ATT) of Number of Anti-Racist
Protests and Participants on AfD and Green Party Vote Shares in Federal and European
Elections.

(a) Federal Elections 2013, 2017 and 2021
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Note: All models include election year and district fixed effects; and control variables.
Thick line indicates 90% confidence interval, thin line indicates 95% confidence interval.
Variables are logarithmized to account for decreasing marginal effects. Amount (number
of events) is measured in absolute numbers, Average size (number of participants) is
measured in hundreds; Maximum size (number of participants) is measured in thousands;
Sum size (number of participants) is measured in in ten thousands.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

Racist attacks or events frequently spark anti-racist protest campaigns. But how do such
anti-racist protests influence voting behavior? Focusing on two major anti-racist protest

waves in Germany, we study the effects of such mobilization on the 2021 federal and the
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2024 FEuropean elections.

We find that anti-racist mobilization prior to the national election in 2021 does indeed
affect the vote share of pro-migration parties (here, the Green Party), while the vote
share of anti-migration parties (here, the AfD) is negatively affected. This is in line with
the theoretical expectations and, therefore, shows that the salience raised by protest can
indeed be a mechanism that activates people to change their voting behavior. This is not
only the case for environmental (Valentim, 2023) but also migration-related voting.

For the second case under study, the findings differ. Examining the European elections
in 2024, we observe that anti-racist mobilization in 2024 also reduced the AfD vote share,
and to an even greater extent than the mobilization preceding the national election in
2021. However, we do not find consistent evidence for the effect of anti-racist mobilization
on the Green Party’s vote share.

A potential explanation lies in the Green Party’s notable shift in its stance on migra-
tion between 2021 and 2024, which may have hindered its ability to benefit from protest
mobilization. For example, after the Hanau attack in 2020, the Green Party immediately
demanded a commissioner specifically for racism (Zeit, 2024). In 2024, Green politicians
participated in some protests, while in others, the party faced explicit criticism for being
part of a government with anti-migration policies. Later that year, in September 2024, the
Green Youth Board (Grine Jugend Vorstand) collectively resigned, citing, among other
reasons, the party’s stance on migration-related policies (Tagesschau, 2024). These trends
may suggest that while the Green Party once served as a strong institutional ally for
anti-racist movements, their relationship has grown more ambivalent in the years between
the federal and European elections, partly due to the party’s stance on migration policies.
Lastly, as mentioned, the Green Party was part of the governing coalition at the time. It
is worth noting that protests are typically associated with opposition parties (Hutter and
Vliegenthart, 2018). This dynamic could explain why street mobilization did not trans-
late into increased vote shares for the Greens in the 2024 supra-national election. Further
research is needed to fully understand this phenomenon.

The study has certain limitations, including potential media bias in the protest data

30



and the possibility of a spillover effect, as voters may attend protest events outside their
electoral districts.!! Nevertheless, these limitations suggest that the effect sizes may be
even more substantial if we were able to account for all potential biases or shortcomings in
the data. What remains unknown is whether these mechanisms apply to other countries
with different electoral or party systems as well. Future scholarship could engage in
more (comparative) research that unites questions about the protest landscape, political

behavior, and party politics to shed light on these remaining open questions.
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