
Article

Jihadist Terrorist Attacks and Far-Right
Party Preferences: An “Unexpected Event
During Survey Design” in Four European
Countries
Tim Vlandas and Daphne Halikiopoulou

This article presents new empirical evidence about the impact of Jihadist terrorist attacks on far-right preferences using the
“unexpected event during survey” research design. This strategy allows us to match individual-level data from the European Social
Survey (ESS) to data on Jihadist terrorist attacks to compare respondents’ party preferences before and after a terrorist attack during
the same survey period in the Netherlands, Sweden, France, and Germany. We theorise and test three distinct hypotheses about
how different combinations of attitudinal changes including out-group prejudice and trust in institutions impact far-right
preferences. We find no statistically significant effects. Analyses of the two indirect mechanisms— i.e., prejudice and trust—
yield mixed results consistent with the null effect on far-right party preferences. By showing that terrorist attacks are unlikely to
decisively change party support despite attracting significant public attention and affecting political attitudes, our results challenge
the argument that Jihadist terrorism necessarily benefits the far-right and highlight the importance of null effects for overcoming
confirmation bias in the study of voting behaviour.

T
his article presents new empirical evidence about the
effect of Jihadist terrorist attacks on far-right party
preferences, as well as attitudes that have been linked

with such preferences, using the “unexpected event during
survey” research design, which exploits the occurrence of a
salient and unforeseen event during the fieldwork of a
public opinion survey (e.g. Muñoz, Falcó-Gimeno, and

Hernández 2020).While similar methodologies have been
previously used to identify the effects of terrorist attacks on
attitudes, populism, and voting patterns either compara-
tively (Legewie 2013; Larsen, Cutts and Goodwin 2020;
Giani 2021) or in single case studies (Jakobsson and Blom
2014 on Norway; Geys and Qari 2017 on Sweden; Bali
2007 and Balcells and Torrats-Espinosa 2018 on Spain;
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Castanho Silva 2018 on France; Baccini et al. 2021 on the
United States; Bove, Efthyvoulou, and Pickard 2022 on
Brexit), they have not been used to identify changes
specifically in far-right preferences despite recent debates
about the impact of security threats on the rise of the far
right in Europe (Mudde 2019; Vasilopoulos et al. 2019;
Hutchins and Halikiopoulou 2020).
We theorise and test three distinct hypotheses about the

impact of Jihadist terrorist attacks on far-right preferences
taking into account different combinations of potential
attitudinal changes including out-group prejudice and
trust in institutions, which have been linked with far-right
party support. First, if Jihadist terrorist attacks reinforce
out-group prejudice and simultaneously weaken institu-
tional trust then they are likely to increase individuals’ self-
declared proximity to far-right parties. Second, if Jihadist
terrorist attacks either a) simultaneously increase out-
group prejudice and institutional trust or b) simulta-
neously reduce out-group prejudice and institutional trust,
then we should expect a null (i.e., non-significant) effect
on far-right party preferences. Under both of these latter
circumstances, the two attitudinal dimensions cancel each
other out. Third, if Jihadist terrorist attacks increase
institutional trust but not out-group prejudice, then they
are likely to deter people from far-right parties when these
are not in government, favouring instead mainstream
parties or the incumbent.
Our quasi-experimental research design matches

individual-level data from the European Social Survey
(ESS) to data on Jihadist terrorist attacks, allowing us to
compare respondents’ party preferences before and after a
terrorist attack during the same survey period in four
European countries: the Netherlands, Sweden, Germany,
and France. The use of the unexpected event during survey
identification strategy addresses a range of methodological
concerns. First, because terrorist attacks in our dataset
affect those respondents who were interviewed post-
attack, but not those who were interviewed pre-attack,
and because the day and person interviewed are fixed in
advance and unaffected by the attack, our design resembles
a natural experiment. Leveraging terrorist attacks as “ran-
dom treatments” allows us to address issues of endogeneity
and to maximise internal validity. Second, the inclusion of
representative samples from four separate countries in our
empirical analysis increases external validity. Third, our
examination of individual-level data safeguards us from
ecological fallacy issues inherent in analyses of aggregated
electoral results, including those that have strong internal
validity but do not use individual-level data. Last, our
focus on party proximity as the dependent variable allows
us to disentangle the effect of terrorist attacks on attitudes
from their effect on individuals’ self-declared closeness to
political parties.
We test our hypotheses in the four European coun-

tries mentioned earlier that experienced Jihadist terrorist

attacks of various intensities during the ESS fieldwork
period. We find no statistically significant effect of
Jihadist terrorist attacks on self-declared proximity to
far-right parties (Vlandas & Halikiopoulou 2023),
thereby challenging the expectation that terrorism ben-
efits the far right. We also find no statistically significant
effect on any other political party including the incum-
bent. Our results are consistent with our second hypoth-
esis as terrorist attacks have a positive effect on both anti-
immigration attitudes and trust in institutions. In terms
of prejudice, the effect of Jihadist terrorist attacks on
overall negative attitudes towards immigrants and refu-
gees is positive and statistically significant, but their
effect on cultural concerns over immigration is not. In
terms of trust, Jihadist terrorist attacks are associated
with greater confidence in parliament and satisfaction
with government, but not with trust in politicians or
political parties.

Finally, while we find no heterogeneity in terms of
proximity to the attack, we show that our null result is
concealing substantial heterogeneity in the treatment
effect among individuals with different characteristics.
Individuals typically associated with far-right party sup-
port, such as being unemployed, are deterred from far-
right parties after Jihadist terrorist attacks. Conversely,
Jihadist terrorist attacks have a positive effect on individ-
uals not typically associated with the far right, for example
on respondents with tertiary education. Certain socio-
demographic and attitudinal characteristics such as gender
and subjective income insecurity do not seem to moderate
the effect of Jihadist terrorist attacks.

To ensure the validity of our results, we follow best
practice by testing their robustness across a broad range of
different models, restrictions and specifications (refer to
Muñoz, Falcó-Gimeno, and Hernández 2020), sum-
marised in table 4. We also replicate our analysis using a
completely different dataset that compiles data from sev-
eral Eurobarometer surveys (see Böhmelt, Bove, and
Nussio 2020; Nussio, Böhmelt, and Bove 2021). This
dataset covers a considerably larger sample than our own
ESS dataset, allowing us to test the potential effect of
terrorist attacks on far-right preference in different cases
during different time periods and with a much larger
number of observations. These analyses consistently yield
a null result.

Our research design gives us confidence about the
validity of our null result in the following ways. First, we
document strong media attention to the terrorist attacks
which ensures full compliance. Second, our design ensures
that the treatment does not affect response rates and
composition of respondents. The ESS does not alter its
interview dates (Giani 2021) and we checked that our
treatment does not affect the distribution of covariates nor
missing values in our dependent variable. The results are
also unchanged when we apply entropy weighting to
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compensate for any population differences pre- and post-
treatment. In addition, rerunning results with different
time bandwidths shows the effect is also null very shortly
after the attack, while the analysis for each country sepa-
rately confirms that this non-significant effect holds across
different contexts and varying degrees of intensity of
Jihadist terrorist attacks. Therefore, our results are neither
conditional on the treatment time window, nor on which
country is considered. Third, we are confident that our
null result is not driven by the choice of our dependent
variable. Previous literature has shown that party proxim-
ity is both a valid measure of party preference and can
often change, thus not necessarily signifying long-term
attachments to the party (Chiru and Gherghina 2012;
Dassoneville, Hooghe, and Vanhoutte 2012; Lucassen
and Lubbers 2012).
While our sample size is not large enough to fully rule

out concerns about low statistical power, we believe our
null result is unlikely to be driven by this issue for the
following reasons. First, we do find some conditional
effects of terrorist attacks on far-right party proximity for
certain groups of individuals in our heterogeneity ana-
lyses. Second, studies using similar designs with that
same dataset but on different dependent variables have
found statistically significant results (e.g., Giani 2021).
Consistent with these previous findings, our analysis also
shows that there are significant effects on several atti-
tudes. Third, the extensive robustness checks we have
carried out as well as the replication of our analysis with
the much larger Eurobarometer dataset (Böhmelt, Bove,
and Nussio 2020; Nussio, Böhmelt, and Bove 2021)
yield similar results. Future research could further
address this potential limitation by testing the effect of
Jihadist terrorism on far-right preferences using different
and larger samples.
This article makes a substantive contribution to our

understanding of a highly topical and salient issue. First,
our study, which is among the first to offer a comparative
assessment of the impact of Jihadist terrorism specifically
on far-right party identification in Europe, highlights the
presence of significant regional variation. Despite sig-
nificant advances in the study of terrorism, it remains
unclear to what extent findings can be generalized across
different research contexts (Godefroidt 2022). Indeed,
the context in European countries where attacks are
perceived as coming from a foreign group even if perpe-
trated by homegrown militants is very different to that in
countries such as Israel and Turkey where Jihadist
attacks occur due to domestic armed conflicts. Contrary
to such cases where we might observe significant effects
(see e.g., Berrebi and Klorr 2008; Kibris 2011; Get-
mansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Aytaç and Çarkoğlu 2021),
we show that Jihadist terrorism is unlikely to have a
direct positive significant effect on far-right party pref-
erences in Western Europe. Future research could

further unpack the dynamics behind these differences,
including region-specific factors, the nature of the con-
flict, the structure of the political system, and particular
historical trajectories.
Second, we make sense of our result by examining how

certain attitudes are distinct from political preferences.
Specifically, we posit that terrorist attacks are unlikely to
decisively change party support, despite attracting signif-
icant public attention (Nussio, Böhmelt, and Bove 2021)
and affecting political attitudes (Echebarria-Echabe and
Fernandez-Guede 2006; Balcells and Torrats-Espinosa
2018; Bove, Böhmelt, and Nussio 2020; Ferrín, Man-
cosu, and Cappiali 2020; Baccini et al. 2021). Even if
terrorist attacks carried out in the name of Islam have a
significant effect on out-group hostility (Ferrín, Man-
cosu, and Cappiali 2020; Van Hauwaert and Huber
2020; Godefroidt 2022), this does not necessarily and
automatically translate into support for the far right.
Indeed, responses to terrorist attacks may be limited in
size and duration (Sniderman et al. 2019). This is
important as it implies that prejudices do not necessarily
translate into political extremism. They may instead be
channelled into support for more moderate parties, or
not at all, if they constitute the short-term effect of an
emotional response (Nussio 2020).
Third, we follow a growing literature that reports null

effects (Schaub, Gereke, and Baldassarri 2021; Blair,
Christensen, and Rudkin 2021; Masterson and Yasenov
2021) thus contributing to endeavours to balance scien-
tific findings and overcome confirmation bias in the social
sciences (Gerber and Malhotra 2008; Franco, Malhotra,
and Simonovits 2014; Abadie 2020).
The article unfolds as follows. In the next section, we

theorise the effect of terrorist attacks on far-right party
support by identifying different attitudinal mechanisms.
Next, we present our data and methods. We then proceed
with our empirical analyses, discuss our results and carry
out a wide range of robustness checks and additional
analyses. The last section concludes with some wider
implications for future research.

Theorising the Effect of Jihadist Terrorist
Attacks on Far-Right Parties
This article does not aim to offer a comprehensive review
of the extant literature that examines the impact of terror-
ism on public attitudes (see Godefroidt 2022 for a com-
prehensive review). Instead, we focus our discussion
specifically on the ways in which Jihadist terrorism might
benefit the far right. We build on existing literature to
theorise and test a set of hypotheses about how different
combinations of attitudinal changes resulting from a
terrorist attack might impact on individuals’ self-declared
proximity to far-right parties. In our conceptualisation, the
effect of terrorist attacks on far-right party preferences is
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likely to be associated with changes in two types of
attitudes: out-group prejudice and trust in institutions.
Table 1 summarises the ways in which distinct combi-

nations of these two types of attitudes may lead to four
potential outcomes. An increase in far-right party prefer-
ence is likely only when out-group prejudice increases and
trust in institutions decreases. Under the remaining three
scenarios, far-right party preference will either stay the
same or decrease, either because out-group attitudes
remain unchanged or because institutional trust increases.
It is important to note here that, for the purposes of
parsimony, this conceptualisation assumes that far-right
parties are not in government. While this is not always the
case, it applies to the universe of cases we examine in our
empirical analyses: none of the countries in our dataset had
a far-right party in government when the terrorist attacks
took place.
Under SCENARIO 1, we expect a simultaneous increase in

out-group prejudice and institutional distrust resulting
from a Jihadist terrorist attack to benefit the far right.
Our logic is as follows. Far-right parties center their
programmatic agendas on a purported conflict between
in-groups and out-groups (Lucassen and Lubbers 2012;
Halikiopoulou and Vlandas 2019). As such, these parties
focus on limiting immigration (see e.g., Van de Brug,
Fennema, and Tillie 2005) and seek electoral support
mainly from individuals with anti-immigrant attitudes
(Ivarsflaten 2008; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014;
Golder 2016; Halikiopoulou and Vlandas 2020). Jihadist
terrorism is likely to fuel out-group prejudice, reinforcing
anti-immigration attitudes. Indeed, a substantial body of
literature finds a positive effect between terrorist attacks
and out-group prejudice (e.g. Echebarria-echade and
Fernandez-Guede 2006; Legewie 2013; Ferrín, Mancosu
and Cappiali 2020; see Godefroidt 2022 for an extensive
overview). Note this may not be the case for other types of
terrorism. For example, far-right terrorism is likely to have
a different effect on attitudes: after a far-right attack people
tend to distance themselves from the ideology associated
with the perpetrator and shift away from ideological

positions at the right end of the political spectrum
(Pickard, Efthyvoulou, and Bove 2023).

By explicitly linking Jihadist terrorist attacks to immi-
gration, far-right parties are well placed to exploit them to
their benefit (Larsen, Cutts and Goodwin 2020). Far-right
parties target Muslims and rely heavily on Islamophobic
narratives (Zuquette 2008; Kortmann, Stecker and Weiß.
2019). Terrorist attacks carried out in the name of Islam
are likely to reinforce anti-Muslim attitudes that far-right
parties capitalise on (Zúquete 2008). As a result, attacks
perpetrated in the name of Islam offer the far right an
opportunity to capitalise on terrorist threats in their official
documents, speeches, and programmatic agendas (Wood
and Finlay 2010; Hutchins and Halikiopoulou 2020). In
short, terrorism could be beneficial to the far right by
increasing out-group hostility.

At the same time, far-right parties are often described as
protest- or niche- parties which thrive on anti-system
narratives. These parties draw upon trust-related griev-
ances over government and state institutions and attempt
to mobilise those who express discontent with the political
establishment (van der Brug and Fennema 2007). Indeed,
many empirical studies confirm a positive association
between institutional distrust and far-right support (see
e.g., Akkerman, Zaslove, and Spruyt 2017; Vasilopoulou
and Halikiopoulou 2023). Terrorist attacks can prompt
blame attributions and elicit a range of negative emotions
including anxiety, fear, and anger associated with discon-
tent against the establishment. Social psychology literature
has demonstrated how different emotions may generate
different responses to terrorism: while fear is expected to
lead to the support of more risk-averse measures, anger
is likely to evoke risk-prone responses often associated
with far-right party support (Vasilopoulos et al. 2019;
Godefroidt 2022). Terrorist attacks, therefore, might have
a negative impact on institutional trust if they trigger
anger, and more general discontent against the establish-
ment. In this instance, individuals may hold the govern-
ment accountable for the attacks and perceive it as offering
inadequate crisis management solutions. This then creates

Table 1
Conceptualising the relationship between Jihadist terrorism, attitudes, and far-right party
preferences

Attitudes toward
Out-Group

Attitudes toward Institutions

Decline in Trust Increase in Trust

Increase in out-group
prejudice

SCENARIO 1 (H1): Positive effect on far-right
party preferences

SCENARIO 3 (H2): No effect on far-right party
preferences

No change in out-group
prejudice

SCENARIO 2 (H2): No effect on far-right party
preferences

SCENARIO 4 (H3): Negative effect on far-right
party preferences

Note: Authors’ conceptualisation based on the literature reviewed in this section.
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further opportunities for far-right parties, as individuals
are prompted to punish the incumbent parties whom they
hold accountable.
In sum, under this scenario, individuals may be steered

towards the far right through two different mechanisms:
increasing out-group hostility on the one hand and
increasing institutional distrust on the other hand. The
simultaneous presence of these two mechanisms maxi-
mises opportunities for the far right.
These two types of attitudes, however, may not change,

or may change in different directions. Indeed, recent
reviews of the literature demonstrate empirically that the
effects of terrorism on attitudes can vary widely
(Godefroidt 2022). In terms of out-group hostility, some
work suggests that views on immigration may have stabi-
lized in the European context, thus being less susceptible
to shock events (Castanho Silva 2018). Alternatively, it is
plausible that the public has become increasingly desensi-
tised to terrorism, hence attacks no longer affect out-group
attitudes (Nussio 2020). In terms of trust, terrorist attacks
may have the opposite effect of that outlined in SCENARIO

1, leading to greater trust in institutions and the govern-
ment (Mueller 1970; Dinesen and Jæger 2013; Epifanio,
Giani, and Ivandic 2023). Indeed, the finding that terror-
ism tends to bolster trust in the nation and its leaders is
very common in the extant literature (Van Hauwaert and
Huber 2020; Godefroidt 2022). The mechanism is the
well-known rally-around-the-flag effect: intense, interna-
tional, specific, and sharply focused events are likely to
boost the popularity of the incumbent (Mueller 1970, 21;
see also Baker and Oneal 2001). Islamic terrorist attacks
are such events, likely to lead to higher levels of trust in
government institutions and incumbent politicians
(Epifanio, Giani and Ivandic 2023) either by triggering a
surge of patriotism, as the public is likely to react to
dramatic events by setting aside its disagreement with
the incumbent policies (Baker and Oneal 2001); or by
boosting levels of trust and turning individuals towards
parties perceived as ideologically moderate and competent
for office (Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Godefroidt
2022).
In sum, far-right parties are unlikely to benefit if out-

group attitudes do not change (see e.g., Castanho Silva
2018; Nussio 2020) or if trust in institutions increases
(Dinesen and Jæger 2013; Godefroidt 2022). These pos-
sibilities are captured by SCENARIOS 2 and 3 in table 1.
Under SCENARIO 2, when out-group attitudes do not
change but decreasing institutional trust reduces support
for mainstream political actors, other niche parties such as
the Greens or the far left might be more likely to benefit
than the far right, hence the effect on individual far-right
preferences is likely null. Under SCENARIO 3, when out-
group attitudes and institutional trust both increase, far-
right parties are also unlikely to benefit. In this scenario,
attacks might be more likely to benefit centre-right,

Christian Democratic or Conservative parties either in
government or with significant office experience through
a “conservative shift” mechanism (Bonnano and Jost
2006; Echebarria- Echabe and Fernandez-Guede 2006;
Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Brouard, Vasilopoulos,
and Foucault 2018; Godefroidt 2022) or a rally-around-
the-flag mechanism (Godefroidt 2022). These latter
parties may also adopt strict positions on immigration
but are more likely than the far right to be perceived as
experienced and competent actors that can implement
effective policies (see, for example, Hunter et al. 2019).
As such they are more likely than far-right parties to
benefit electorally from this process.
SCENARIO 4 combines prejudice and trust dynamics that

are least beneficial to far-right parties. Under this scenario,
out-group attitudes do not change in response to Jihadist
terrorist attacks (Castanho Silva 2018; Nussio 2020), and
trust in institutions increases (Dinesen and Jæger 2013).
Unchanged out-group attitudes suggest no new opportu-
nities for the far right. At the same time, government
satisfaction and increased levels of trust in institutions, as a
result of concerns about competence in the context of
external threats, will likely lead to higher support for
political parties with government experience (Bozzoli
and Müller 2009).

Data and Method
Our dataset merges data from the Global terrorism dataset
and the ESS to identify those terrorist attacks that occurred
during the ESS fieldwork period. Four Jihadist terrorist
attacks match this combined criterion: Netherlands
(2004), Sweden (2010), France (2015), and Germany
(2016).
The attack in the Netherlands took place in Amsterdam

on November 2, 2004, when radical Islamist Mohammed
Bouyeri shot and stabbed filmmaker Theo van Gogh.
Bouyeri claimed to be a martyr, prepared to die for his
faith, and framed his attack as an act of retaliation for van
Gogh’s critique of Islam. According to the Global Terror-
ism database, authorities reported that Bouyeri was part of
the Hofstad Network, a radical Islamic group that claimed
responsibility for the assassination. In Sweden, the attack
that took place in Stockholm on December 11, 2010,
involved the detonation of an improvised explosive device
by a suicide bomber. This was one of two related attacks in
the Drottningatan area of Stockholm. The resulting blast
killed the bomber and wounded two civilians. The
bomber identified as Taimour Abdlwahab had suspected
links to Al-Qaeda in Iraq.While indiscriminate, this attack
was also carried out in the name of Islam. The attack in
France took place in Paris on January 7, 2015, when
brothers Cherif and Said Kouachi stormed the offices of
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, opening fire on journal-
ists and building security. They killed 12 people and
injured 12 others. Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
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(AQAP) claimed responsibility for the incident, stating
that the attack was an act of retaliation for the magazine’s
depiction of Prophet Muhammad. While this attack was
more broad ranging, it is similar to theDutch case in that it
was framed as an act of retribution for the depiction of
Islam in media outlets intended for the broader public.
Finally, the attack in Germany took place on December
19, 2016, when an assailant drove a truck into a Christmas
market in Breitscheidplatz, Berlin, killing 12 people and
injuring 48 others. This was one of two attacks carried out
on the same day; in an earlier event, the assailant hijacked
the vehicle and killed the driver. The perpetrator, identi-
fied as Anis Amri, had pledged allegiance to the Islamic
State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) which claimed respon-
sibility for the incident.
While these four attacks vary in intensity, number of

casualties, and target range, they share certain important
similarities which suggests they are comparable. First, all
attacks were cultural-ideological in nature, perpetrated in
the name of Islam, and specifically targeting the Western
democratic way of life and its ideals. Second, in all cases the
perpetrator(s) had links to broader Islamist networks.
Third, while two of the attacks were indiscriminate
(Germany and Sweden) and the remaining two were
targeted towards specific individuals (Netherlands) or
organisations (France), they all aimed at harming civilians
for their beliefs, as well as damaging private property.
Finally, all attacks received significant media and public
attention as demonstrated by the intensity of newspaper
coverage of the attacks, Google searches, and the attacks
making front page news in all four countries (refer to
online appendix section A7, where we present a systematic
analysis).
These commonalities in terms of the motives and

background of the perpetrators suggest that all these
attacks would likely strengthen far-right party support
through the prejudice mechanism, which expects an
increase in anti-immigration attitudes. All attacks had
the potential of having an intended intimidating effect
on the public, potentially eliciting blame attributions to
foreigners and Muslim individuals perceived as foreigners
regardless of their citizenship status, and triggering a range
of negative emotions including anxiety, fear, and anger.
Far-right elites often link Jihadist terrorism to the main
issue they “own,” i.e., immigration, in order to expand
their electoral appeal (e.g., Vasilopoulos et al. 2019;
Hutchins and Halikiopoulou 2020). They frame terror-
ism as an external problem and the perpetrators as out-
siders regardless of whether they are citizens of the country
in which the attacks take place. They also portray terrorism
as a value conflict, perpetrated by individuals who are
hostile to western democratic ideals such as democracy and
liberty (Hutchins and Halikiopoulou 2020).
Figure 1 shows the date of each terrorist attack during

the fieldwork period, while table 2 presents background

information about each terrorist attack. None of the four
countries in our research design had a far-right party in
government when the attack took place. In online appen-
dix section A1, we provide detailed information about the
number and distribution of survey responses, before and
after the attack in each country, as well as share of far-right
party supporters.

We model the local effect of terrorist attacks on self-
declared proximity to far-right parties by estimating the
following equation:

yi,g = αþβTi,g þ γ0Xi,g þθg þμi,g

First, our outcome is a dummy variable yi,g that takes
the score of 1 if the respondent i indicates “feeling close
to” any far-right party in their country g, and 0 otherwise
(i.e., if they select any of the remaining political parties as
their answer). To code our dependent variable, we use the
ESS question about “party closeness” (henceforth prox-
imity). This is the most appropriate question to capture
party preference within the context of our research design
because it is the only available party preference proxy that
allows us to accurately compare respondents’ responses
before and after a terrorist attack. Using party proximity
as a proxy for party preference is also common practice in
voting behaviour literature (e.g., Rosema 2006, Söder-
lund and Kestilä-Kekkonen 2009; Dassonneville,
Hooghe, and Vanhoutte 2012; Lucassen and Lubbers
2012; Hooghe and Kern 2015). By contrast, party
voting, which is also indicated by respondents in the
ESS, cannot be used in our design because we cannot
compare responses to this question pre and post the
terrorist attacks as vote cast would not change between
different times of a survey interview. It is worth noting
that our secondary analysis using Eurobarometer data,
which examines a different dependent variable (left-right
placement) yields similar results (refer to online appendix
section A6).

We focus on closeness to far-right parties. We adopt the
term “far right”, in line with a growing body of literature
(Lucassen and Lubbers 2012; Vlandas and Halikiopoulou
2022; Mudde 2019), to refer to parties that all adopt
authoritarianism, populism, and nationalism in their pro-
grammatic agendas. We use the PopuList classification
(Rooduijn et al. 2023a; Rooduijn et al. 2023b) to code the
following far-right parties in our sample: the French Front
National (FN) and Movement for France (MPF); the
Sweden Democrats (SD); the Wilders Group in the
Netherlands; and the Alternative for Germany (AfD).
We also add the Dutch List Pim Fortuyn (LPF) and the
German National Democratic Party (NPD) based on the
far-right classification offered in Vlandas and Halikiopou-
lou (2022). We code the remaining parties (centre-right,
centre-left and far left) using theManifesto Project Dataset
(Lehmann et al. 2018). For a full list of parties see online
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appendix table A1.1, while appendix table A1.6 also
reports the share of respondents in each country that
declared support for far-right parties in each country.
For the next step in our empirical analysis, which explores
additional observable implications concerning potential
mechanisms, we rely on questions that ask respondents
about their attitudes towards immigrants and refugees as
well as their trust in politicians, legislators, and political
parties.
While social desirability bias might lead respondents to

under-report their proximity to far-right parties, there is
no a priori reason for this bias to be affected by the terrorist
attack treatment itself. Indeed, there is no statistically
significant effect of our treatment on missing responses
(refer to online appendix table A1.5) and we show that the
treatment does not affect the distribution of most of our
covariates, and in the few cases where it does entropy
weighting addresses the issue (see Appendix Table A1.4–
we return to this question further below). In addition, the
far-right parties included in our sample vary in terms of

their extremism. The FN (now Rassemblement National
RN), the AfD, and the LPF are often treated as more
moderate parties in the literature because by adopting
“normalisation strategies” they have modernised their
narratives and distanced themselves from extremism and
fascism (Koopmans and Muis 2009; Betz 2013; Arzhei-
mer 2015; Ivaldi 2015; Hutchins and Halikiopoulou
2020). As such they have managed to appeal to a broad
range of voters and extend their support beyond their
secure voter base. This suggests that support for these
parties does not carry the same stigma as support for
extreme or neo-nazi parties, and as such survey respon-
dents would not be as reluctant to indicate their prefer-
ences for them. In our robustness checks, we show that our
results hold when restricting our analysis to each country
separately (refer to online appendix section A3).
Second, the effect of our treatment (Jihadist terrorist

attacks) is captured by β. Our research design allows us to
causally identify the effect of Jihadist terrorist attacks on
support for the far right. As these terrorist attacks occur

Figure 1
Jihadist terrorist attacks as a random shock to survey respondents
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Table 2
Overview of the four Jihadist terrorist attacks that took place during the ESS fieldwork

Country City Date Incumbent
Incident Summary and
Motive Perpetrator Fatalities Injuries Target Group

ESS Wave
(year)

France Paris 07/01/2015 PS Two assailants stormed
the offices of Charlie
Hebdo, opening fire
on journalists and
building security /
retaliation for the
magazine’s depiction
of Prophet
Muhammad

Al-Qaeda in
the Arabian
Peninsula
(AQAP)

12 12 Journalists and
media,
police,
private
citizens and
property

7 (2014, 2015)

Germany Berlin 19/12/2016 CDU, CSU
and SPD
coalition

An assailant drove a
truck into
Breitscheidplatz
Christmas market/
Islamic extremism

Jihadi-inspired
extremists

12 48 Private citizens
and property

8 (2016)

Netherlands Amsterdam 02/11/2004 CDA and
VVD
coalition

Radical Islamist
Mohammed
Bouyeri shot and
stabbed filmmaker
Theo van Gogh /
retaliation for being
critical of Islam

Hofstad
Network

1 2 Private citizens
and property

2 (2004)

Sweden Stockholm 11/12/2010 M, L, C, and
Kd
coalition

A suicide bomber
detonated an
improvised explosive
device/ Islamic
extremism

Iraqi extremists 1 2 Private citizens
and property

5 (2010)

Notes: This information is taken from theGlobal Terrorism database, which defines terrorist attacks as “the threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state actor to attain
a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, or intimidation”, available at https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/ (retrieved September 8, 2021)
Party abbreviation: French Socialist Party (PS); German Christian Democratic Union (CDU); German Christian Social Union (CSU); German Social Democratic Party (SPD); Dutch
Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA); Dutch People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD); Swedish Moderate Party (M); Swedish Liberals (L); Swedish Centre Party (C); Swedish
Christian Democrats (Kd)
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unexpectedly, the exact date of the attack is as good as
random with respect to the date during which interviews
are scheduled, which is decided at the sampling stage and
crucially, according to the ESS sampling procedures, is
never changed. Nevertheless, it could be the case that—for
reasons unrelated to our identification strategy—the dis-
tribution of the chosen covariates could be different
between the control group (i.e., individuals interviewed
before terrorist attacks) and the treatment group
(individuals interviewed after terrorist attacks). This could
happen, for instance, because individuals in the control
group are more reachable by interviewers than individuals
in the treatment group. Reachability may then correlate
with some individual characteristics that are not fully
accounted for by controls. The fact that the survey collec-
tion rates are not themselves affected by an attack mini-
mises the risk of attrition (refer to online appendix table
A1.5), while full compliance issues are unlikely to be
present given that respondents most certainly have heard
about a terrorist attack in their country and all four Jihadist
terrorist attacks received substantial media attention on
the day they took place (Giani 2021, 13-14; see online
appendix section A7 for an analysis of media attention and
Google search trends). Equally, there is no plausible a
priori reason why treatment status would be conditional
on their potential outcomes.
It is important to note that the treatment (Jihadist

terrorist attacks) is “bundled” (Enos, Kaufman, and Sands
2019), i.e. it is associated with a series of related events
which immediately follow the attack. These include most
notably media coverage, which we document in online
appendix section A7, and elite reactions, for instance by
politicians and the government. We follow previous liter-
ature and use the phrase “effect of the terrorist attack” to
refer to the bundled effect of all the treatments associated
with the attack (refer to Enos, Kaufman, and Sands 2019),
consistent with the notion that the terrorist attacks treat
respondents precisely because they read or hear about
them via media mentions and elite reactions. Although
we cannot conclusively disentangle the bundled treat-
ment, we expect the attack itself to have causal primacy
because it comes first and is likely to have at least some
independent effect on party preferences.
Third, α is the intercept and xi,g is a vector of baseline

covariates for each individual i in country g. Following
previous literature (e.g., Lucassen and Lubbers 2012; Vlan-
das and Halikiopoulou 2022), we control for relevant
individual characteristics: the age and gender of respondents;
having children at home; residing in rural areas; level of
education; subjective income insecurity (higher values indi-
cate lower insecurity) and unemployment. The definitions
for all variables are shown in online appendix table A1.2.
Fourth, we include θg dummies for each country g (and

also report results without country fixed effects in the

online appendix) and the standard errors μi,g are robust
and clustered at the country-level. Standard clustering
techniques are problematic when the number of clusters
is small (in our case, four countries), so we check robust-
ness for two alternatives: pairs clustered bootstrapped and
clustered adjusted T-stat (see Giani 2021;Menger 2017).
Fifth, all coefficients are estimated using Ordinary Least

Squares regressions, but using binary logistic or multino-
mial logistic regressions does not change our results.
Descriptive statistics for all variables before and after the
treatment (terrorist attacks) are shown in figure 2 (but
please refer to online appendix section A1 for much more
detailed descriptive statistics). We only control for socio-
demographic variables because attitudinal variables would
be endogenous to the treatment, but the results do not
change if we control for these attitudinal variables. In some
cases, the treatment seems to lead to a statistically signif-
icant change in the mean of certain characteristics (online
appendix table A1.3). For this reason, we further show that
using entropy balancing (Hainmueller 2012) to achieve
covariate balance (refer to online appendix table A1.4),
does not affect our results. This procedure weighs units in
the control group such that the weighted distribution of
each covariate mimics—in terms of mean and variance—
the one empirically observed in the treatment group. We
further check that our results hold when changing stan-
dard errors, estimation methods, time bandwidth, dataset
and dependent variable, as well as carry out placebo tests
(refer to the online appendix).

Results

The Non-Effect of Terrorist Attacks on Far-Right Party
Preferences
Results from the linear regression of our treatment
(Jihadist terrorist attacks) on proximity to far-right
parties suggest no evidence of a causal effect. We observe
the same null effect when rerunning the analysis for each
country separately and changing the bandwidth (online
appendix section A.3). Model 1 in table 3 presents the
results when robust standard errors and design weights
are applied but no controls are included. Next, models
2 to 7 include stepwise standard objective controls, which
have results consistent with the conventional wisdom: for
example, with regards to age, gender, and education (e.g.,
Lucassen and Lubbers 2012; Vlandas and Halikiopoulou
2022).
Moreover, rerunning the analysis while adding a qua-

dratic age term does not change the null result. The results
suggest that employed individuals who are struggling on
their income, rather than the unemployed, are more likely
to express a preference for the far right. In models 8 to
11, we include more subjective controls for religiosity,
authoritarian attitudes, and cultural concerns over
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immigration. As we are testing three hypotheses, note that
Bonferroni corrections do not change the null result since
it further lowers the threshold for statistical significance. In
online appendix section A8, we explore whether our
results are affected by issues of statistical power.

Robustness Checks
To ensure the validity of our results we carry out an
extensive number of robustness checks that we summarise
in table 4. First, we show that the results are not dependent
on whether controls, country fixed effects or design
weights are included (refer to online appendix table
A2.1, models 1 to 5). Second, applying entropy weighting
to ensure that the distributions of relevant characteristics
of individuals before the terrorist attack matches the
distribution after the attack does not change the results
(model 6 in online appendix table A2.1). Third, model
7 then reports results with robust standard errors. Fourth,

model 8 shows results with robust standard errors clus-
tered by country. However, these are typically argued to be
excessively unforgiving with a small number of clusters.
Thus, fifth, in model 9, we use instead the pairs cluster
bootstrap-t procedure, in which the t-statistics and 95%
confidence intervals are robust to clustering with a small
number of sampling units. In model 10, we then use the
clustered adjusted test procedure which runs the model in
each of 4 clusters and then conducts Wald tests against
null hypotheses. Sixth, to lend further credibility to our
causal estimates and to account for the possibility that
simultaneous events may be affecting our outcome, or that
the average effect may be “watered down” by those whose
responses are too far from the event, we rerun the analysis
while changing the bandwidth to 10, 20, 30, and 40 days
before/after terrorist attacks in each country, as well as
7, 14, and 21 days before/after the terrorist attacks in the
whole sample (online appendix table A3.9). We also run
placebo tests by changing the precise day of attacks. These

Figure 2
Descriptive statistics before and after the treatment

184 Perspectives on Politics

Article | Jihadist Terrorist Attacks and Far-Right Party Preferences

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980
http://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592723002980


Table 3
The effect of terrorist attacks (treatment) on proximity to far-right parties

Model (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11)

Treatment −0.000887 −0.00346 −0.00323 −0.00174 −0.00114 −0.00357 −0.00351 −0.00297 −0.00303 −0.00600 −0.00587
(0.00848) (0.00856) (0.00856) (0.00853) (0.00855) (0.00856) (0.00855) (0.00858) (0.00869) (0.00832) (0.00826)

Age −0.000925*** −0.000985*** −0.00104*** −0.00111*** −0.00111*** −0.00113*** −0.001000*** −0.00103*** −0.00129*** −0.000971***
(0.000216) (0.000225) (0.000228) (0.000231) (0.000231) (0.000232) (0.000234) (0.000240) (0.000230) (0.000242)

Female −0.0165** −0.0164** −0.0156* −0.0185** −0.0211*** −0.0212*** −0.0159** −0.0155* −0.00744 −0.00940
(0.00800) (0.00800) (0.00799) (0.00804) (0.00798) (0.00798) (0.00810) (0.00828) (0.00778) (0.00839)

Child 0.00955 0.0112 0.00382 0.00787 0.00886 0.00730 0.00702 0.00895 0.0144*
(0.00867) (0.00862) (0.00880) (0.00870) (0.00875) (0.00877) (0.00888) (0.00828) (0.00821)

Domicile 0.0127*** 0.00950*** 0.0112*** 0.0107*** 0.0112*** 0.0113*** 0.00562* 0.00484
(0.00319) (0.00317) (0.00319) (0.00321) (0.00323) (0.00326) (0.00306) (0.00333)

Education −0.0115*** −0.00832*** −0.00854*** −0.00908*** −0.00907*** 0.00117 0.00124
(0.00193) (0.00199) (0.00199) (0.00203) (0.00207) (0.00196) (0.00219)

Income −0.0349*** −0.0378*** −0.0386*** −0.0396*** −0.0294*** −0.0250***
(0.00706) (0.00727) (0.00727) (0.00743) (0.00685) (0.00733)

Unemployed −0.0315* −0.0331* −0.0339* −0.0364** −0.0350**
(0.0172) (0.0175) (0.0178) (0.0173) (0.0163)

Religiosity −0.00499*** −0.00516*** −0.00499*** −0.00430***
(0.00144) (0.00146) (0.00137) (0.00160)

Authoritarian 0.00294 −0.00320 −0.00507
attitudes (0.00332) (0.00316) (0.00342)
Cultural concerns 0.0360*** 0.0323***
over immigration (0.00242) (0.00268)

Observations 4,535 4,532 4,532 4,531 4,517 4,502 4,502 4,492 4,430 4,397 4,397
R-squared 0.055 0.060 0.061 0.064 0.071 0.081 0.081 0.085 0.086 0.190 0.173

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses and design weights applied; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Country fixed effects and constant included (but not shown) and rerunning the
analyses without these country effects does not change results, nor does changing the standard errors (see Appendix Table A2.1).
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Table 4
Robustness check summary

Potential Issue Robustness check Details Where

Is our treatment exogenous? Check data
collection
procedure.

• The attack is random and unex-
pected by the respondents.

• The interviews schedule is decided
at the sampling stage and is never
changed.

• Use entropy weighting to ensure
covariate balancing before and
after the attack.

Data and
method
section
Appendix
Table A2.1

Does omitted variable bias or
multicollinearity affect null
finding?

Change control set. • Introduce control variables step-
wise.

• Religiosity, authoritarian attitudes,
cultural concerns over immigration.

Table 3

Does the treatment affect the
distribution of covariates?

Examine the effect
of the Treatment
on controls.

• There is some effect but entropy
weighting does not change the
results.

Appendix
Table A2.1

Does unobservable country
heterogeneity affect the
results?

Exclude country
fixed effects.

• Including or excluding country fixed
effects does not change our results.

• Rerunning the analyses by country
does not change the results.

Appendix
Table A2.1
Appendix
section A3

Do our findings have external
validity?

Four countries and
design weights.

• Our analysis is based on four dif-
ferent countries with different ter-
rorist attacks.

• Applying design weight does not
change the results.

• Rerunning analysis for each coun-
try does not change the results.

Appendix
Table A2.1

Is the null result driven by the
choice of standard errors?

Rerunning the
analyses with
different standard
errors.

• Robust standard errors.
• Robust standard clustered error
clustered by country.

• Pairs cluster bootstrap-t procedure.
• Clustered adjusted test procedure.

Appendix
Table A2.1

Are there simultaneous events
that affect our outcome?

Changing the
bandwidth.

• Changing the bandwidth to 10, 20,
30 and 40 days before/after terrorist
attacks does not change results.

Appendix
section A3

Is our null finding driven by a mis-
specified duration of effect?

Changing the
bandwidth.

• Changing the bandwidth to 10, 20,
30 and 40 days before/after terrorist
attacks does not change results.

Appendix
section A3

Is the null finding dependent on
the coding of the timing of the
attack in different countries?

Placebo tests. • We carry out placebo tests by
changing the day of attacks in each
country.

Appendix
section A3

Is the null finding due to a wrong
estimation method?

Change the
regression
method.

• Logistic regression.
• Multinomial logistic regression dis-
tinguishing between far right,
centre-right, centre-left, and far left.

Appendix
Table A2.2

Is the null finding driven by small
sample bias?

Change the
regression
method.

• Penalized maximum likelihood
logistic regression.

• Note that there are significant
results for other dependent vari-
ables.

Appendix
Table A2.2

(Continued)
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robustness checks confirm there is no statistically signifi-
cant effect (refer to online appendix section A3).
Moreover, using a logistic regression or a penalized

maximum likelihood logistic regression analysis does not

change the results (models 1 and 2 in online appendix
table A2.2). It might also be inappropriate to collapse self-
reported proximity to any other political party in the
0 category. We therefore rerun the analysis using a

Table 4 (Continued)

Potential Issue Robustness check Details Where

Is the null finding due to the
wrong coding of the dependent
variable?

Use other coding of
the dependent
variable or
change it.

• Change the coding of the proximity
variable.

• Explore the possibility that terrorist
attacks have an effect on support
for the incumbent.

• Check effect on support for the
incumbent.

• Check the effect on other political
parties.

Appendix
Tables A2.2
and A2.3

Is the null finding due to
insufficient power?

Rerun the analyses
on other variables.

• Check the Treatment effect on dif-
ferent proxies of prejudice found to
be affected by terrorism in previous
literature.

• Check the Treatment effect on
trust.

• Rerun the analysis on a dataset
with a much larger sample
(Eurobarometer).

Appendix
Tables A4.1
and A4.2.
Also
Appendix
section A6

Does the null finding conceal
heterogeneity?

Rerun the analyses
while allowing the
Treatment effect
to vary by
covariate.

• Rerun the analyses while allowing
the Treatment effect to vary by:

• Age
• Gender
• Income
• Education
• Rural-urban cleavage
• Immigration attitudes
• Analyse the distribution of far-right
supporters for different levels of
attitudes.

Appendix
Figures A5.1
to A5.6.
Appendix
section A1

Is the null finding due to the
survey data used, the
operationalisation of partisan
preferences, or the country-
time cases relied on?

Rerun the analyses
using a
completely
different survey
dataset.

• We show our null finding holds
when using a Eurobarometer data-
set covering different variables,
time periods and countries, and a
different dependent variable.

Appendix
section A6

Are attrition rates affected by the
Treatment?

Rerun the analyses
with missing
values as the
dependent
variable.

• We show that the Treatment has no
statistically significant effect on
probability of missing response to
party closeness variable.

Appendix
Table A1.5

Is the null finding due to the time
bandwidth before/after attack?

Rerun the analyses
with different
bandwidths.

• We show that null findings are pre-
sent for different time windows,
both overall and for each country.

• We explore the temporality of dif-
ferent attitudes by varying the time
bandwidth for our analysis of each
attitude.

Appendix
sections A3
and A4

Note: this summary table is based on results presented in the results section and in the online appendix.
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multinomial logistic regression distinguishing between far
right, centre-right, centre-left, and far left. We find no
statistically significant effect on any party family in models
3 to 5 in online appendix table A2.2. In appendix table
A2.3, we then explore the possibility that terrorist attacks
have an effect on support for the incumbent. We find no
support for an incumbent effect. Next, it might be argued
that both the attacks and the country context vary sub-
stantially. We address this to some extent by including
country fixed effects; rerunning the analysis for each
country separately does not change this null finding either
(online appendix A3). Throughout, the effect of the
terrorist attack treatment remains statistically insignifi-
cant. In sum, we find robust evidence for a null effect of
terrorist attacks using different estimation methods, oper-
ationalisation of the dependent variable, control inclusion,
fixed effects, weights, and error structures.
Finally, we rerun our analysis using a completely different

cross-national dataset which combines several Eurobarom-
eter surveys (see Böhmelt, Bove, and Nussio 2020; Nussio,
Böhmelt, and Bove 2021). This dataset comprises informa-
tion on public opinion and Jihadist terrorist attacks that
have taken place in Europe and, similarly to our own ESS
dataset, it allows us to contrast the responses of individuals
surveyed before and after each attack. However, it covers a
much larger sample of respondents and a broader range of
attacks than the ones we examine with our ESS dataset
including, for example, in London (2013), Paris and Saint
Denis (2015), Manchester (2017), Carcassonne (2018),
and Utrecht (2019). Replicating our analysis using this
dataset allows us to test the potential effect of terrorist attacks
on far-right preferences in different cases during different
time periods and with a much larger number of observa-
tions.We focus on all the Islamist terrorist attacks that took
place in European countries identified in this dataset (refer
to online appendix table A6.1) but run our analysis on left-
right self-placement as the dependent variable.
This analysis provides us with an additional test of

whether terrorist attacks affect partisan preferences. In line
with the analysis of our own dataset, the analysis of this
different dataset shows there is no statistically significant
effect of terrorist attacks on political preferences in Europe.
Rerunning the analysis for each country separately and
varying the time window yields similar results. More
details about the data, empirical approach, as well as
several robustness checks are presented in online
appendix A6. This increases our confidence that the null
result yielded in our primary analysis using ESS data is not
likely to be driven by insufficient statistical power (refer to
online appendix section A8).

Exploring the Prejudice and Trust Mechanisms
We proceed to uncover the mechanisms and heterogeneity
behind this null result. First, we examine certain individual

attitudes that may be indirectly linking Jihadist terrorist
attacks to far-right preferences, to account for the possi-
bility that the anti-immigration and trust dimensions in
our conceptual framework may be cancelling each other
out. We do so by examining the effect of the treatment on
different proxies of prejudice, captured by negative atti-
tudes towards immigrants and refugees, and trust, which
we measure with trust in institutions and political actors.

Table 5 reports no effect on cultural concerns over
immigration, but Jihadist terrorism is associated with
lower support for the claim that immigrants make the
country a better place to live. Jihadist terrorism also makes
it more likely that respondents disagree with the claim that
government should be generous when judging applica-
tions for refugee status. Thus, there is some evidence that
Jihadist terrorism does increase anti-immigration and anti-
refugee attitudes. Note that this result holds even when
using Bonferroni adjustments for multiple hypothesis
testing.

Regarding trust, we find no evidence for an effect on
support for the party in power and we explore in table 6 the
effect of Jihadist terrorist attacks on trust in politicians,
political parties, parliament, and the judiciary. The coef-
ficient is positive in all cases, but statistically significant
only in the case of trust in parliament. Next, Jihadist
terrorist attacks are also associated with greater levels of
government satisfaction. As with the case of immigration
attitudes, these results hold when using Bonferroni adjust-
ments for multiple hypothesis testing. In online appendix
section A4, we show that the effect of attacks on these
attitudes mostly materialise in the medium to long terms.

In online appendix A3, we check whether these results
are dependent on country fixed effects, design or entropy
weights, the inclusion of controls, and robust and small
cluster errors. The effect of terrorist attacks is statistically
significant and positive for all specifications for the cases
where the dependent variables are anti-refugee attitudes,
trust in legislative institutions, and satisfaction with gov-
ernment. By contrast, the results are not stable for the
dependent variables capturing immigration attitudes, trust
in politicians, and parties. In summary, our analysis pro-
vides some support for the claim that terrorist attacks
increase both anti-immigration attitudes, which would
lead to higher support for far right, and trust in institutions
and satisfaction with government, which would deter
individuals from the far right while potentially benefiting
other political parties.

Heterogeneity Analysis
In this section, we examine two forms of heterogeneity:
geographical and individual. First, with respect to the
former, online appendix table A2.4 identifies regional
proximity to the attack. We create a variable that is coded
to distinguish between respondents living in the area
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Table 5
The effect of terrorist attacks (treatment) on out-group attitudes

Model (1) (2) (3)

Dependent
Variable

Cultural anti-immigration
attitudes

Pro-Immigration overall
attitudes

Anti-Refugee
attitudes

Treatment 0.0967 –0.156*** 0.173***
(0.0646) (0.0590) (0.0501)

Age 0.0104*** –0.0122*** 0.00220**
(0.00162) (0.00143) (0.00100)

Female –0.122** –0.00933 –0.00795
(0.0576) (0.0521) (0.0369)

Child –0.0913 0.0121 –0.137***
(0.0624) (0.0560) (0.0396)

Domicile 0.146*** –0.121*** 0.0873***
(0.0244) (0.0221) (0.0162)

Education –0.314*** 0.220*** –0.0380***
(0.0160) (0.0148) (0.0110)

Income –0.309*** 0.305*** –0.103***
(0.0439) (0.0403) (0.0289)

Unemployed –0.0411 0.0527 –0.356***
(0.123) (0.116) (0.103)

Religiosity –0.0382*** 0.0541*** –0.0200***
(0.0103) (0.00919) (0.00623)

Observations 7,892 7,884 4,632
R-squared 0.144 0.1464 0.141

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses and design weights applied; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Country fixed effects and
constant included but not shown. Question about refugee status in model (3) only has information about France and Germany.

Table 6
The effect of terrorist attacks (treatment) on trust

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

Dependent
Variable

Trust in
politicians

Trust in political
parties

Trust in
parliament

Satisfaction with
government

Treatment 0.0572 0.0231 0.234*** 0.125**
(0.0580) (0.0560) (0.0605) (0.0619)

Age –0.00774*** –0.0121*** –0.00932*** –0.00599***
(0.00146) (0.00138) (0.00152) (0.00143)

Female –0.00534 –0.0598 –0.264*** –0.0936*
(0.0507) (0.0491) (0.0547) (0.0515)

Child 0.155*** 0.164*** 0.0846 0.0877
(0.0540) (0.0514) (0.0574) (0.0551)

Domicile –0.0187 –0.0383* –0.0701*** –0.00267
(0.0215) (0.0210) (0.0235) (0.0222)

Education 0.0916*** 0.0616*** 0.152*** 0.0466***
(0.0143) (0.0137) (0.0157) (0.0149)

Income 0.457*** 0.409*** 0.586*** 0.553***
(0.0370) (0.0365) (0.0416) (0.0399)

Unemployed 0.00122 –0.144 0.00308 –0.0513
(0.126) (0.109) (0.117) (0.116)

Religiosity 0.0994*** 0.0849*** 0.102*** 0.103***
(0.00886) (0.00854) (0.00959) (0.00908)

Observations 7,897 7,867 7,864 7,828
R-squared 0.188 0.201 0.189 0.258

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses and design weights applied; *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Country fixed effects and
constant included but not shown.
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where the attack took place (the regional proximity vari-
able is coded 1), those in locations that were in neighbour-
ing regions (the regional proximity variable is coded 0.5)
and respondents living elsewhere further away (the
regional proximity variable is coded 0). We then rerun
our analysis while interacting our treatment with this
regional proximity variable capturing closeness of respon-
dents to the attack. Next, we calculate the marginal effect
of the Treatment for different levels of geographical prox-
imity and show the results in online appendix figures A2.5
and A2.6. There appears to be no significant heterogeneity
by geographical proximity.
Second, we explore the possibility that different indi-

viduals react to Jihadist terrorist attacks in opposing ways,
thereby leading to a null average effect. We carry out
heterogeneity analysis by interacting the treatment with
a range of individual characteristics and then plotting the
conditional marginal effects (with 95% confidence inter-
vals) for different variables: age, gender, education, unem-
ployment, subjective income, and rural-urban domicile.
The results are mixed in terms of statistical significance
and in some cases counterintuitive. Individuals with char-
acteristics typically associated with the far right, such as the
unemployed, are deterred by terrorist attacks, whereas
certain “unlikely” supporter individuals, such as those
with a tertiary education, appear to be drawn closer to
far-right parties (for detailed results refer to online appen-
dix figures A5.1-A5.6). Overall, this analysis suggests that
our null result may be concealing a degree of heterogeneity
in the effect of the terrorist attack treatment on far-right
party preferences of different individuals (cf. other litera-
ture that reports null results such as Schaub, Gereke, and
Baldassarri 2021).

Conclusion
This article empirically assesses the extent to which
Jihadist terrorist attacks benefit the far right. Using the
“unexpected event during survey design” identification
strategy, we match individual-level data from the ESS to
data on terrorist attacks to compare respondents’ party
preferences before and after a terrorist attack in the Neth-
erlands, Sweden, France, and Germany. While Jihadist
terrorism is often seen as an opportunity for far-right
parties to capitalise on anti-immigrant and Islamophobic
narratives, we find no statistically significant effect of
Jihadist terrorist attacks on self-declared proximity to
the far right. We do find some evidence supporting the
prejudice and trust mechanisms, entailing the possibility
that the two dimensions may be cancelling each other out
as well as some evidence that our null result may be
concealing a degree of heterogeneity in the effect of the
terrorist attack treatment on far-right party preferences of
different individuals.
We take several steps to ensure that our argument is

both theoretically and empirically convincing. In terms of

theory, we succinctly conceptualise possible hypotheses in
a unified theoretical framework that synthesises work on
terrorism and political attitudes that either focuses on trust
or anti-immigrant/racist prejudice. Because our theoretical
framework identifies different possible scenarios, it allows
us to show that a “no effect” finding is theoretically
possible. In terms of our empirical analysis, we are confi-
dent about the validity of our findings for two reasons.
First, while our data is not without its limitations—
notably the group of far-right respondents is small in our
dataset and we cannot fully rule out issues of low statistical
power—we test our results across a very broad range of
different models, restrictions and specifications yielding
similar results. Second, we replicate our findings using
completely different data from a much larger dataset
combining several Eurobarometer surveys and again find
null results.

This article contributes to our understanding of how
shock events might impact domestic politics and opens
several avenues for future research. First, we have provided
strong empirical evidence that in the Western European
context, Jihadist terrorist attacks are unlikely to decisively
change party support, despite potential changes in political
attitudes (Balcells and Torrats-Espinosa 2018; Baccini
et al. 2021). The absence of a direct causal link between
terrorist attacks and far-right party preferences in our
sample challenges the idea that Jihadist terrorism fuels
right-wing extremism in the European context and high-
lights significant variation between European and non-
European countries (see e.g., Berrebi and Klorr 2008;
Kibris 2011; Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Aytaç and
Çarkoğlu 2021). This suggests that European and non--
European cases may not be directly comparable because of
important contextual differences. For example, inWestern
Europe, Jihadist terrorist attacks are perceived as instigated
by foreign groups even if the perpetrators are homegrown
militants, and are not caused by domestic armed conflicts
as is the case in countries such as Turkey and Israel.

This opens new questions about the spatial dimension
of the political impact of Jihadist terrorism, i.e., the cir-
cumstances under which shock events might be affecting
political behaviour differently in different regions. Future
work could further disentangle these dynamics by exam-
ining the ways in which supply-side factors, such as issue
salience, the adoption of accommodative strategies and
party competition, as well as historical trajectories, condi-
tion the relationship between shock events and changing
party support. Our focus on cases that did not have a far-
right incumbent limits the generalisability of our argu-
ment. It is indeed plausible that our findings do not apply
to cases that have far-right parties in government when
terrorist attacks take place. Future research could examine
the extent to which our results are transferable to such
cases and identify how incumbent effects impact on far-
right preferences in these circumstances.
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Second, the null relationship between Jihadist terrorist
attacks and far-right preferences prompted us to carry out
further analyses of the mechanisms that may be behind
this result. As noted earlier, we know from our analyses
that while attitudinal changes do occur in the aftermath of
Jihadist terrorist attacks, these barely translate into party
preferences. A number of factors, alone or in combination,
could be driving this. For example, the prejudice and trust
mechanisms may be cancelling each other. The same may
apply for individual-level heterogeneity, which may be
cancelling out each result. We indeed find some evidence
for both possibilities. Finally, although the extensive
robustness checks we have carried out, as well as the
replication of our analysis with Eurobarometer data,
largely confirm our results, it is possible that the null effect
is at least partly driven by the small number of far-right
respondents in our sample. Future research could use new
data to delve into these dynamics in greater depth. For
example, it is plausible that some individuals are galvanised
by terrorist attacks, while others are simultaneously
deterred. While there may not be an average population-
wide effect, there may be a composition effect resulting in
changes in the make-up of the pool of people who feel
close to the far right. In the longer run, this might lead to
changes in party positions. To fully understand these
complex relationships between terrorist attacks, attitudes,
and party preferences, future research should focus more
on these composition effects, the motives that drive dif-
ferent social groups closer to far-right parties, and whether
the effects of terrorist attacks are resilient over time or
instead ebb away after the initial shock.
Third, our article responds to recommendations for

visible reporting of nonsignificant results (e.g., Abadie
2020) and illustrates how these may advance debates in
the social sciences. While this practice has increased in
recent years, there remains an overall publication imbal-
ance in favour of statistically significant effects, resulting in
a selective reporting of scientific findings (Gerber and
Malhotra 2008; Franco, Malhotra, and Simonovits
2014). The visible reporting of null results can help avoid
confirmation bias and challenge deeply rooted assump-
tions about certain phenomena, prompting researchers to
delve into more complex—and not initially directly visible
—dynamics (e.g. Schaub, Gereke, and Baldassarri 2021).
In this case, our findings contribute to the understanding
of the ways in which citizens behave politically in the
aftermath of Jihadist terrorist attacks in Western Europe.
This is important, particularly in the context of a far-right
populist hype, as the dissemination of research impacts not
only academia but also the policy world (Godefroidt
2022). Far-right parties attempt to capitalise on terrorist
attacks using perceived shifts in political preferences as
justification for their exclusionist platforms. In turn,
centre-right parties often adopt co-optation strategies on
the basis of similar perceptions about public preferences

and the ensuing need to “re-capture” this electorate from
the far right. If we are right, at least in Europe, their bids
are exaggerated. Indeed, responses to Jihadist terrorist
attacks may be limited in size and duration offering less
fertile ground for far-right mobilisation than is often
assumed.
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