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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the third volume of the 
Cook Undergraduate Research Journal 
(CURJ), a scholarly platform dedicated to 
the dispersion of cutting-edge research 
and innovative perspectives within the 
field of political science. CURJ strives to 
facilitate an open dialogue and knowledge 
exchange among scholars, policymakers, 
and practitioners to better understand the 
complexities of political systems and their 
impact on society.

MISSION AND SCOPE

The mission of CURJ is to provide a 
prestigious avenue for researchers, 
scholars, and experts to present their 
original research, theoretical frameworks, 
policy analyses, and critical reviews within 
the realm of political science. We aspire 
to advance the understanding of political 
dynamics, governance, public policy, and 
international relations through high-quality 
research contributions..

CURJ encompasses a wide range of 
political science topics, including but 
not limited to:

Political Theory and Philosophy: 
Ideological analysis, political thought, and 
philosophical underpinnings of political 
systems.

Comparative Politics: 
Comparative analysis of political systems, 
institutions, and practices across different 
regions and countries.

International Relations: 
Study of international actors, diplomacy, 
conflict resolution, and global governance.

EDITORIAL EXCELLENCE

Our distinguished editorial team, composed 
of undergraduate political science 
students, ensures a thorough peer review 
process to maintain the highest standards 
of academic rigor and ethical publishing. 
We are committed to upholding academic 
integrity and ensuring that research 
published in CURJ is credible, insightful, 
and contributes to the advancement of 
political science.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to give a special thanks to 
every member of our editorial board for 
thoughtfully reviewing the submissions for 
our third publication. We could not have 
accomplished as much as we did in such a 
short period without you. We would also like 
to thank Drs. Markie McBrayer and Florian 
Justwan for the administrative assistance in 
getting this student-led publication up and 
running.

Sincerely,

Jacob Bindley,  Editor-in-Chief

Bergen Kludt-Painter, Reviewer

Alexa Benitez, Reviewer

Katrina Beall, Reviewer

Mila Rice, Reviewer
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Trumpism as a Catalyst for 
Conspiratorial Thinking
Brenna Hawkins

Abstract
This paper explores the relationship 
between Trumpism, defined as a blend 
of populist and nationalist ideology 
combined with strong support for 
Donald Trump, and general political 
conspiracy theory belief. Drawing on 
previous literature that links conservative 
ideology and Republican partisanship to 
political conspiracy thinking, this study 
seeks to determine whether Trumpism, 
as a distinct political orientation, has a 
statistically significant effect on political 
conspiratorial belief. Using original survey 
data (N = 198) and a multiple regression 
analysis, this study tests the hypothesis 
that Trumpism (independent variable) 
increases general political conspiracy 
theory belief (dependent variable), while 
controlling for partisanship, age, income, 
gender, and support for political violence. 
Results indicate a statistically significant 
positive relationship between Trumpism 
and conspiracy theory belief, suggesting 
that Trumpism may act as a unique form of 
catalyst for conspiratorial thinking beyond 
traditional partisan identification.

Introduction
After his loss in the 2020 election, Donald 
Trump released a series of tweets that 
would imply voter fraud at a large scale. 
He stated “I WON THE ELECTION BY A 
LANDSLIDE, but remember, I only think 
in terms of legal votes, not all of the fake 

voters and fraud that miraculously floated 
in from everywhere! What a disgrace!” 
(Trump, 2020). This is one of many of 
Trump’s political conspiracy theories that 
he promotes to his supporters. When 
considering the rhetoric of his campaign 
and his subsequent presidencies, which has 
been described in literature as “government 
by conspiracy theory” (Peters, 2022, p. 
1647), we begin to see an emerging pattern 
in both Donald Trump and his supporters 
alike. This connection is apparent through 
the culmination of previous literature on 
conspiracy theory belief, which shows that 
conservative ideology and Republicanism 
have been connected to an increase in 
political conspiracy theory belief (Smallpage 
& Enders, 2018; Van der Linden et al., 2021). 
Further literature states that Donald Trump 
relies on conspiratorial narratives in his 
campaign (Huff, 2024; Sawyer, 2022; Wilson, 
2023). However, the concept of Trumpism, 
a blend of support for Donald Trump and 
the ideological ideals of his campaign 
(including populism and nationalism), has 
never been explicitly studied in relation to 
general political conspiracy theory belief 
(Wilson, 2023). Therefore, I question what 
effect Trumpism has on general political 
conspiracy theory belief in people, as 
Trump has had conspiracy involved in his 
campaigns since as early as 2015 (Butter, 
2022). 

As briefly touched on, the literature 
within this realm of political psychology 
is expansive and reflects a multitude of 
different factors as to why some people 
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may be more conspiratorial politically than 
others. This includes concepts such as the 
dark triad, narcissism, support for political 
violence, social trust, and partisanship, as 
previously mentioned (Smallpage & Enders, 
2018; Farhart et al., 2015; Robertson et 
al., 2022; Uscinski et al., 2022). The gap 
explored by this paper is within the specific 
study of Trumpism as a political ideology. 
Whilst literature has linked Republicanism 
and support for political conspiracy theory, 
as previously discussed, Wilson’s (2023) 
explanation of Trumpism has not explicitly 
been connected to this topic (Smallpage 
& Enders, 2018). Due to the connections 
between Trumpism and political conspiracy 
theory, as seen through Trump’s political 
rhetoric, this study aims to explicitly 
bridge the gap in literature and reflect on 
how this concept may apply to citizens 
contemporarily. The causal relationship in 
this study suggests that a person’s level 
of Trumpism affects their level of general 
conspiracy theory belief. This causal 
relationship is found through the study of 
Trump’s political rhetoric, which frequently 
frames events through a conspiratorial 
viewpoint rather than evidence-based 
claims and factual information (Huff, 2024; 
Sawyer, 2022; Wilson, 2023). This study 
explicitly asks the question: What effect does 
Trumpism have on general political conspiracy 
theory belief? Based on previous literature 
and the unique nature of Trumpism, I 
hypothesize that as a person’s Trumpism 
score increases, their general political 
conspiracy theory belief score will increase 
as well.

In order to test this hypothesis, a 
multivariate regression analysis (N=198) 
was used to test the dependent variable, 
or general political conspiracy theory 
belief, against the independent variable, 
or Trumpism. These concepts were 
found through utilizing questions that 
appropriately measured these variables. 

These answers were then averaged out to 
reveal “Trumpism scores” and “General 
political conspiracy theory belief scores.” 
Control variables, including age, income, 
political affiliation, and propensity to 
approve of political violence, were included 
in the study as well. The study was found 
to be statistically significant, and when 
controlling for all other variables, Trumpism 
had an effect on general political conspiracy 
theory belief. 

Literature Review
The definition for conspiracy theory, 
particularly in the political sphere, 
is somewhat convoluted in nature. A 
conspiracy theory (in the political sense) 
is defined as “an effort to explain some 
event or practice by reference to the 
machinations of powerful people, who 
attempt to conceal their role (at least until 
their aims are accomplished),” (Sunstein & 
Vermeule, 2009, p. 205). Conspiracy theory 
is also, in separate literature, defined more 
loosely as “the idea that particular groups 
of people meet together, secretly or in 
private to plan various courses of action, 
and that some of those plans actually 
exert a significant influence on particular 
historical developments…” by Bale (2007, p. 
47). Similarly, the discussion on conspiracy 
thinking as political belief is murky. Scholars 
have studied not only individual psychology, 
but also ideological concepts, political 
extremism, inclination towards political 
violence, and partisanship, all as potential 
factors into the belief of political conspiracy 
theory (Greenhill & Oppenheim, 2017; 
Smallpage & Enders, 2018). 

Conspiracy theory as political belief has 
been identified as partisan in nature by 
contemporary scholarship (Einstein & Glick, 
2015). Further, both major political parties 
attribute conspiracy beliefs to opposing 
partisan groups, reinforcing the idea 
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that these beliefs carry distinct political 
identities and are used to discredit out-
groups (Smallpage et al., 2017). Expanding 
on this, Smallpage and Enders (2018) 
find that Republicans, as a whole, are 
more susceptible to conspiratorial cues 
than Democrats, suggesting that certain 
predispositions may make individuals more 
receptive to conspiracy narratives. This 
pattern is further supported by research 
showing that conservatives in the United 
States are generally more likely to endorse 
conspiracy theories and adopt conspiratorial 
worldviews than liberals, with extreme 
conservatives displaying significantly 
higher levels of conspiratorial thinking 
than extreme liberals (Van der Linden 
et al., 2021). These findings suggest that 
partisan orientation is not simply a minor 
factor in conspiracy belief, but rather a 
central determinant of whether individuals 
accept or reject conspiratorial theory. The 
association between conspiracy theories 
and political affiliation becomes even more 
apparent when considering the broader 
landscape of politically driven conspiracies. 
Given that a high proportion of conspiracy 
theories revolve around political themes, 
focusing on partisanship is a logical 
approach to understanding their appeal 
(Sunstein & Vermeule, 2009). These patterns 
highlight how conspiracy beliefs are, in 
some manner, shaped and embedded into 
the broader partisan landscape: Political 
conspiracy theories are not just fringe 
or randomized beliefs, but rather deeply 
entrenched components of partisanship. 
However, this is not found to be true by 
every study academically published, as 
Oliver and Wood (2014) find that conspiracy 
theorizing is a widespread tendency across 
a spectrum. Partisanship was inconsistently 
related to conspiracy theory beliefs in 
585 relationships examined, in one study 
(Uscinski et al., 2022). 

To reconcile these differing perspectives, 
a growing body of work highlights the 
importance of individual-level traits, such 
as authoritarianism, social distrust, and 
need for control as potential reasoning for 
political conspiracy theory belief (Farhart 
et al., 2015; Robertson et al., 2022). These 
psychological tendencies could potentially 
help explain why belief in conspiracy 
theories often persist, despite conflicting 
political contexts and shifting targets 
(Uscinski & Parent, 2014). Additionally, 
conspiracy theories are also tied to an 
individual’s social identity within an in-group, 
as they can fulfill psychological needs, 
such as a sense of belonging (Robertson et 
al., 2022). Research further suggests that 
greater exposure to political conspiracy 
increases the likelihood of belief in them, 
which suggests that an individual’s level 
of exposure may alter their perception 
(Uscinski & Atkinson, 2013). These 
perspectives align with the larger school 
of thought that emphasizes individual-level 
factors in conspiracy belief, suggesting 
that personal traits and experiences, 
like increased exposure to conspiratorial 
belief or narcissistic traits, play a crucial 
role in shaping susceptibility (Uscinski 
et al., 2022; Uscinski & Atkinson, 2013). 
Furthermore, recognizing that conspiracy 
theorists do not believe in every theory 
highlights the complexity of these beliefs 
and reinforces the idea that individual-
level differences, such as differences 
in support for violence, influence which 
theories gain traction (Uscinski et al., 2022). 
Together, these factors support that belief 
in political conspiracy theories is driven not 
just by external influences but by deeply 
rooted cognitive and social dynamics at 
the individual level. However, studies on 
the individual level may overemphasize 
individual psychological traits whilst also 
underestimating the broader structural 
and cultural factors that contribute to 
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belief in conspiracy theories. For example, 
crises and social instability can create 
environments where conspiracy theories 
thrive (Kużelewska & Tomaszuk, 2022).

These two schools of thought each emerge 
with their own respective strengths 
and weaknesses. The partisanship and 
ideological framework finds its strengths 
in the pre-existing literature on political 
conspiracy theory belief, stating that both 
conservatives and Republicans are more 
likely to endorse these beliefs (Van der 
Linden et al., 2021; Smallpage & Enders, 
2018). However, works like those of Oliver 
and Wood (2014) and Uscinski et al. (2022) 
show us that conspiracy theory belief is 
not explained by partisanship alone. The 
individual-level framework works to bridge 
this gap through its investigations on traits 
that may influence beliefs in political 
conspiracy theories, like an individual’s level 
of social trust or their propensity towards 
political violence (Uscinski et al., 2022). This 
literature aims to expand on both schools of 
thought through the study of Trumpism, a 
blend of explicit support for Donald Trump 
alongside ideological predispositions 
towards nationalism and populism (Wilson, 
2023). 

Theory and Hypothesis
The existing literature on conspiracy theory 
beliefs has previously addressed the role of 
partisan identity, individual psychology, and 
political ideology outside of partisan issues, 
such as support for political violence, in 
fostering conspiratorial thinking (Enders et 
al., 2015; Uscinski et al., 2022). However, the 
newly studied framework titled Trumpism, 
which is a unique blend of ideological 
factors including nationalism and populism, 
alongside support for President Donald 
Trump, has yet to be studied in relation to 
political conspiracy theory belief (Wilson, 
2023). This research aims to fill that gap by 

investigating how Trumpism, as a distinct 
political orientation, aligns with higher 
levels of general conspiracy theory belief. 
By doing so, this study contributes to 
existing literature on political psychology 
by attempting to understand contemporary 
factors within political conspiracy theory 
belief. 

The causal relationship as proposed in 
this study suggests that a person’s level 
of Trumpism affects their level of general 
conspiracy theory belief. This causal 
relationship is grounded in the nature of 
Trump’s political rhetoric, which frequently 
relies on narrative politics, emotional 
appeals, and the framing of events through 
conspiracy rather than evidence-based 
fact (Huff, 2024; Sawyer, 2022; Wilson, 
2023). Research shows that Trump’s 
rhetoric employs anti-democratic language, 
including threats, attacks, conspiracy 
theories, evasion, and lies, all of which serve 
to subvert democratic norms and undermine 
trust in institutional authority (Wilson 
2023). Trump is a nationalist and has run his 
campaign as such, which has been shown 
in other countries to propel in-group and 
out-group dynamics, making people more 
receptive to conspiracy theories that portray 
out-groups as threats (Mearsheimer, 2021; 
Mir and Siddiqui, 2024). The combination of 
anti-elitism from populism and nationalist in-
group and out-group dynamics may cultivate 
a worldview that is more predisposed to 
accept conspiracy theories as plausible 
explanations for political phenomena. When 
studied for, these variables (Trumpism and 
general political conspiracy theory belief) 
will be quantified based on respondents’ 
answers to questions relating to Donald 
Trump, nationalism, populism, and 
generalized political conspiracy belief. Thus, 
I posit that: As a person’s Trumpism score 
increases, their general political conspiracy 
theory belief score will increase as well. 
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Research Design
Case Selection

In order to test the hypothesis that 
individuals who score highly on Trumpism 
beliefs will also exhibit higher levels of 
general political conspiracy theory, original 
survey data will be used, dated from March 
2025. The survey will be conducted using 
Prolific Academic as the data source, 
ensuring a nationally representative online 
sample (N=200) that is balanced by sex, 
age, and political affiliation. This approach 
allows for more generalizable conclusions 
about the broader U.S. population. The 
survey will include a range of questions 
designed to measure political attitudes, 
ideological alignment, and general belief in 
conspiracy theories. The survey questions 
will all begin with “How much do you agree 
or disagree with the following statement?” 
Following this, the respondents are given 
the specific statement that aligns with 
one of the aforementioned factors that 
relate to Trumpism or general political 
conspiracy theory belief. Respondents may 
answer with any of these five responses: (1) 
Strongly agree, (2) Agree, (3) Neither agree 
nor disagree, (4) Disagree, or (5) Strongly 
Disagree. Given Donald Trump’s victory 
in the 2024 election, studying Trumpism 
offers a timely opportunity to examine its 
influence on broader general conspiratorial 
belief. Further, Donald Trump’s presidency 
has been proclaimed to be “government by 
conspiracy theory,” as previously mentioned, 
making this study particularly relevant in 
understanding how his political movement 
shapes public perceptions and beliefs in 
political conspiracy (Peters 2022, p. 1647). 

Measurement 

The key variables in the study will be 
measured using carefully designed survey 
questions. Trumpism will be assessed 
through a series of questions capturing 

respondents’ alignment with the core 
ideological components of Trumpism, 
including nationalism and populism, as well 
as explicit support for Donald Trump (Wilson 
2023). The survey will include the question 
“How much do you agree or disagree with 
the following statement? Donald Trump 
is the only political leader who represents 
people like me,” in order to further clarify 
the distinction between Trumpism and 
traditional Republican political belief. 
Further questions on nationalism and 
populism will help to explicate the 
relationship between respondents and their 
level of Trumpism: These include statements 
such as “The US should prioritize American 
interests over international cooperation,” 
“For me, the United States is the best 
country in the world,” “Ordinary people 
would do a better job in politics today than 
most elected officials,” and “The political 
differences between the elite and the people 
are larger than the difference is among 
the people.” All of these statements begin 
with “To what extent do you agree with the 
following statement?” These questions 
are then all answered via a Likert Scale, 
with (1) being Strongly Agree and (5) being 
Strongly Disagree. One further question 
is modeled off of a study on Patriotic 
Attitudes and Nationalism by Kosterman 
and Feshbach (1989), in which the question, 
slightly modified, states “To what extent do 
you agree or disagree with the following 
statement? The first duty of every American 
is to honor the national American history 
and heritage,” which is an indicator of 
nationalist beliefs. In total, six questions will 
be asked to determine a respondents’ level 
of Trumpism, and these six aforementioned 
questions will then become the “Trumpism 
score,” after being averaged out to one 
five-point number that encompasses all 
questions relating to Trumpism. 

General political conspiracy belief will be 
measured using the standard definition of 



 9

political conspiracy belief, which is defined 
as the belief that governmental elites are 
forming secretive, malevolent schemes that 
are possibly an explanation of important 
political events (Goertzel, 1994; Bale, 2007). 
From this definition, questions were created 
to determine the respondent’s potential 
belief in this form of political conspiracy 
theory. One question in this category is 
“How much do you agree or disagree with 
the following statement? The government 
keeps many important secrets from the 
public.” Some further questions included 
come from the Department of Psychology 
at Goldsmith University, wherein Brotherton 
et al. (2013) surveys for conspiracy 
theory. Such questions will include asking 
respondents how much they agree or 
disagree with statements such as “Certain 
significant world events have been the 
result of the activity of a small group who 
secretly manipulate world politics,” and “The 
government has staged important social 
events in order to manipulate voters.” These 
three, in total, culminate to the “general 
conspiracy theory belief” score, after being 
averaged out to one five-point number 
that reflects their average scores on these 
questions.

To ensure that the relationship between 
Trumpism and political conspiracy 
theory belief is not confounded by other 
explanations, I will include several control 
variables commonly associated with 
political conspiracy belief. This includes 
partisan identity, measured by asking if 
respondents are a Republican, a Democrat, 
an Independent, or Other. This distinction 
is important not only for conspiracy theory 
belief, but also for controlling for the 
differences between traditional Republican 
beliefs and Trumpism. I will also include 
coverage of support for political violence, 
which has been shown to align with political 
conspiracy belief (Uscinski et al., 2022). I 
will also control for standard predictors of 

difference in political belief, including age, 
gender, and income.  

Methodology 

To test this hypothesis, I will use multiple 
regression analysis to estimate the effect of 
Trumpism beliefs, my independent variable, 
on general conspiracy theory beliefs, my 
dependent variable, while controlling for 
other factors that may influence conspiracy 
theory belief. Prior to analysis, I will 
construct a composite “Trumpism Score” by 
averaging responses from several 5-point 
Likert scale questions measuring its core 
dimensions: nationalism, populism, and 
support for Donald Trump (Wilson 2023). 
I will do the same for general political 
conspiracy theory belief. A regression 
analysis is essential to isolate the effect of 
Trumpism on conspiracy theory belief while 
controlling for Republican identification 
and other confounding variables as it 
ensures that the observed relationship is not 
spurious.

Results
After running my multivariate regression 
analysis, the above results were found. The 
multivariate regression found that Trumpism 
is statistically significant, with the p-value 
being <0.001, specifically 0.000143. The 
coefficient is 0.38, meaning that for every 
1 scale point that Trumpism increased, 
general conspiracy belief increased by 0.38 
scale points. Further variables, including 
income and political violence, were 
statistically significant, with an Independent 
political affiliation having some marginal 
findings. For every scale point increase in 
income, there was 0.03 scale point increase 
in general political conspiracy theory 
belief, with the p-value being <0.05. This 
is statistically significant, yet with lesser 
influence than that of Trumpism. For every 
scale point increase in support for political 
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violence, there’s a 0.12 scale point increase 
in general political conspiracy theory belief, 
with the p-value being <0.05. When someone 
identifies as an Independent, there’s a 0.35 
scale point decrease in general political 
conspiracy theory belief, with the p-value 
being <0.1. The findings on Independent 

Table 1: Variables That Explain Generalized 
Political Conspiracy Theory Belief

 
Dependent Variable: 

General Political Conspiracy 
Theory Belief 

Trumpism    0.38*** 
 (0.09) 
Age 0.05 
 (0.04) 
Income 0.03* 
 (0.02) 
Support for Political 
Violence 0.12** 

 (0.05) 
Gender: Male 0.76 
 (0.49) 
Party Affiliation: 
Democrat -0.16 

 (0.18) 
Party Affiliation: 
Independent -0.35** 

 (0.17) 
Party Affiliation: No 
Preference -0.002 

 (0.61) 
Party Affiliation: 
Other Party -1.12 

 (0.86) 
Constant 0.72** 
 (0.34) 
Observations 198 
R2 0.17 
Adjusted R2 0.13 
Residual Std. Error 0.83 (df = 188) 

F Statistic 4.16*** (df = 9; 188) 

Note: *p**p***p<0.01 

political affiliation are only marginally 
significant and yield further research. My 
other independent variables, including 
age, gender (male), and party affiliation 
(Democrat, other party, and no preference) 
were not statistically significant, with the 
p-value being greater than 0.05. 

VIF Test:

DV GVIF Df GVIF^(1/
(2*Df))

Trumpism 1.473956 1 1.214066

Age 1.139711 1 1.067572

Income 1.031803 1 1.015777

Support 
for Political 

Violence

1.108365 1 1.052789

Gender 
(Male)

1.033577 1 1.016650

Political 
Affiliation

1.551757 4 1.056460

In broader terms, holding all other variables 
constant, for every one scale point that 
gender, age, or certain party affiliations 
increase, there is no statistically significant 
change in general political conspiracy theory 
belief. These findings show us that, when 
controlling for other potential indicators of 
political conspiracy theory belief, Trumpism 
remains statistically significant. This 
regression had an adjusted R2 value of 0.13, 
signifying that the regression accounted 
for 13% of the variance in my dependent 
variable, or general political conspiracy 
theory belief. The constant is 0.72, which 
represents the general belief in political 
conspiracy theory when all other variables 
are held at zero. The VIF test shows us that 
all independent variables studied had a 
value under the maximum threshold of 5, 
which means that none of the independent 
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variables had a collinear relationship with 
my dependent variable, or general political 
conspiracy theory belief. When tested for 
outliers, this analysis had none.

Discussion and Conclusion
Ultimately, my regression results support 
my hypothesis that as the level of Trumpism 
increases, so does belief in political 
conspiracy theory. This aligns with previous 
literature that finds that political conspiracy 
theory belief is related to Republicanism 
and conservatism, respectively (Smallpage 
& Enders, 2018; Van der Linden et al., 2021). 
This is an interesting finding in and of itself, 
as my test controlled for Republicanism 
and specifically focused on Trumpism. 
The implications of these findings are 
widespread, due to Donald Trump’s current 
position as President of the United States. 
These results could possibly suggest that 
political conspiracy theory belief is on the 
rise in the U.S. from 2020, as Donald Trump 
lost that election, yet has won this one. 
The implications of my other independent 
variables are intriguing as well. Political 
violence has already been tied to general 
conspiracy theory belief, so this one less 
so (Uscinski et al., 2022). But, an increase 
in income within the study also causes an 
increase in political conspiracy theory belief, 
which does not align with previous literature, 
which states that people with lower incomes 
are more likely to believe in political 
conspiracy (Enders et al., 2024). This should 
be studied further in future iterations of 
this study and is an intriguing finding of this 
research.

Some potential alternative explanations 
I wasn’t able to account for include the 
concept that the questions for political 
conspiracy theory were not inclusive 
enough or did not fully capture the true 

concept behind my dependent variable. 
Since I was only able to allot for so many 
questions, this analysis could be challenged 
under the notion that I did not ask enough 
questions pertaining to general political 
conspiracy theory belief to justify utilizing 
this term for my results. Similarly, Trumpism 
could potentially be not fully founded 
within the questions. An expansion of 
this questionnaire could potentially lead 
to different results and a more precise 
measurement of these variables, as my 
independent and dependent variables are 
somewhat difficult to quantify based on only 
a few questions. For example, Trumpism is 
also noted to have some factors relating to 
neoliberalism (Wilson, 2023). Due to survey 
constraints, this could not be included: if 
it had been, the regression results could 
potentially change. 

Further research in this topic should account 
for the questions that this study has created. 
This includes additional research into the 
relationship between income and general 
political conspiracy theory belief, as the 
results I have found do not have a robust 
literature behind them. Income and general 
conspiracy theory have a relationship that 
is not traditionally seen in other works 
of literature, which could prompt further 
study in this area (Enders et al., 2024). 
Since Donald Trump has just begun his 
second term, future iterations could yield 
different results, as Trump’s political term 
could influence respondents’ levels of 
general political conspiracy theory in either 
direction. 
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Belief in Disenfranchisement as 
a Driver of Political Violence
Katrina Beall

Abstract
In recent years, the United States has 
witnessed a widespread rise in political 
violence, exemplified by high-profile 
events such as the January 6th Capitol 
riot, the attempted kidnapping of Governor 
Gretchen Whitmer, and the assault on 
Paul Pelosi. While existing scholarship 
has attributed this trend to factors like 
partisan polarization, elite rhetoric, 
and individual psychological traits, 
one potential driver has received little 
attention: the belief in systemic voter 
disenfranchisement. This study examines 
whether belief in disenfranchisement 
predicts increased support for political 
violence. I hypothesize that individuals 
who believe disenfranchisement occurs 
at a high rate are more likely to think that 
violence is an acceptable way to express 
their disagreement with elected officials. 
Drawing on a nationally representative 
survey of 200 U.S. adults recruited 
through Prolific Academic, I conducted 
a multivariate regression analysis, 
controlling for demographic and political 
variables. The results indicate that belief 
in disenfranchisement is a statistically 
significant predictor of support for political 
violence, even after accounting for age, 
education, and political ideology. These 
findings suggest that perceptions of 
exclusion from democratic participation 
may contribute to political radicalization 
and willingness to endorse violent action 

against elected officials. This study 
highlights the importance of addressing 
disenfranchisement narratives in order to 
mitigate threats to democratic stability.

Introduction
Political violence has become a hot topic in 
the past few years, both across the world 
and in the U.S. In the U.S. alone, citizens 
have seen a sizeable increase in political 
violence since 2016 (Norris, 2019). This 
has been seen through the attempted 
assassination of Donald Trump, the 
attempted kidnapping of Gretchen Witmer, 
the events of January 6th, 2021, and the 
attack on Paul Pelosi. This uptick in political 
violence has to be the result of some change 
in society that has recently come to light. 
Many authors have stated that the recent 
uptick in politically violent behaviors has 
been caused by growing party polarization 
(Piazza, 2023b; Norris, 2019; Pasek, 2022). 
This can be seen in the increasing levels 
of affective polarization that Americans 
hold for members of the perceived out-
party (Albertson and Guiler, 2020). Other 
scholars suggest that the recent increase in 
support for political violence is due to elite 
rhetoric (Piazza, 2024a; Armaly et al., 2022; 
Kingzette et al., 2021). Extremist elites such 
as Donald Trump have increasingly created 
campaigns and targeted messaging that 
instill support for political violence in their 
supporters (Piazza, 2024a). One other body 
of literature shows that individuals who 
show signs of aggressive traits are more 
likely to support political violence (Piazza, 
2024b; Kalmoe, 2014). The last body of 
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literature that I found suggested that there 
is no one factor that thoroughly explains 
variation in support for political violence 
(Armaly and Enders, 2024; Piazza, 2023a). 

While these factors do give a very thorough 
overview of potential causes for support 
for political violence, I found that there was 
one factor that was not discussed. This was 
the effect that belief in disenfranchisement 
has on individuals’ support for political 
violence. I hypothesize that individuals who 
believe disenfranchisement occurs at a high 
rate are more likely to think that violence 
is an acceptable way to express their 
disagreement with elected officials.

Disenfranchisement is defined 
as “the action of taking away 
the right to vote from a person or group” 
(Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 
Disenfranchisement can manifest in a 
series of forms, both substantive and 
non-substantive. The most common form 
of disenfranchisement that comes to mind 
is the legal measures that are put in place 
to restrict certain groups of people from 
voting. These can take the form of mail-in 
voting restrictions, limitations on election-
day registration, and voter ID laws. Using 
these definitions, I posit that individuals 
who believe disenfranchisement tactics 
are in place across the United States in 
high quantities will develop higher levels of 
support for political violence due to building 
resentment and lowered trust in the national 
government, governmental institutions, and 
the opposing party officials. This will result 
in a perceived need to rectify government 
institutions and replace politicians of the 
out-party, which they believe cannot be 
achieved using established democratic 
systems. Therefore, these individuals will 
be more likely to engage in or support 
politically violent behavior to achieve their 
goals and express their resentment. 

To test my hypothesis, I conducted a 
multiple regression analysis to examine 
whether belief in disenfranchisement had 
a statistically significant effect on support 
for political violence. Through my analysis, 
I reaffirmed my theory and saw support 
for my hypothesis. I found that belief in 
disenfranchisement had a positive effect on 
support for political violence, leading me to 
believe that my theory was supported. 

Literature Review
Support for political violence is a highly 
studied area, as I will demonstrate through 
the following literature. In recent years, 
political violence has increased, especially 
following the events of January 6, 2021. 
This can be seen in a variety of different 
ways, including violence against out-groups, 
violence toward political elites, and general 
discontent towards the American system 
(Armaly et al., 2022; Kalmoe, 2014; Norris, 
2019). The effects of political violence can 
be seen throughout numerous functions 
and institutions. Authors have found many 
different factors that can explain this 
increase in support of political violence. 

Some researchers suggest that the main 
cause of political violence is partisan divides. 
This can be seen through the increasingly 
affectively polarized nation wherein biases 
play a large role in creating divisions 
within society (Piazza, 2023b). One article 
suggests that political polarization allows 
for the dehumanization of the opposing 
party, facilitating group mobilization (Norris, 
2019). Authors also argue that political 
polarization generates moral disengagement 
which creates the belief that members 
of the opposing party are “not entitled 
to the same level of consideration, trust, 
empathy, protection, and fair and humane 
treatment” (Piazza, 2023b, p. 11). Parties 
also lend themselves to create significant 
dislike or even hate towards the out-group, 
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creating ideological differences that can 
lead to political violence (Pasek, 2022). 
One study found that when partisans were 
shown stimuli suggesting election fraud 
from international actors such as Russia 
and China, they were more likely to support 
political violence and in turn subvert 
democratic norms due to their perceived 
view of the opposing party (Albertson & 
Guiler, 2020). They also believe that political 
violence can be caused by the American 
system’s intrinsically turbulent nature, 
leading to increased affective polarization 
(Norris, 2019; Pasek, 2022; Piazza, 2023b).

A second body of research finds that the 
root of the political violence stems from 
elites, categorized as those holding positions 
of power. They find that Republican elite 
rhetoric is negative toward the Democratic 
party at a higher rate than Democratic elite 
rhetoric is toward the Republican Party. This 
showed that elites within the Republican 
Party are more affectively polarized than 
elites from the Democratic Party, which 
then trickles down into the Republican 
electorate (Piazza, 2024a). Others found that 
elite cues tend to urge people to become 
more extreme, making them more willing 
to attack the opposing party (Armaly et 
al., 2022). Scholars also find a connection 
between the violation of democratic norms 
by elites in electoral rhetoric directed at 
voters and voters’ increased support for 
political violence (Kingzette et al., 2021). 
This is linked with polarization as elites 
themselves are heavily polarized and 
through their messaging, both subliminal 
and explicit, they influence partisans by 
drafting a message that “the others” wish 
to destabilize their reign (Kingzette et al., 
2021). Through this tactic, elites create 
a sense of us vs. them that becomes 
increasingly dangerous as political violence 
becomes more institutionalized after the 
events of January 6th (Piazza, 2024a).

Others have found that certain traits lend 
themselves more to political violence. The 
first of these is trait aggression in adults. 
Authors find that trait aggression can be 
used as a predictor of political violence 
(Piazza, 2024b). In one study, Kalmoe 
finds that when adults were shown violent 
metaphors, support for political violence 
increased among trait-aggressive individuals 
(2014). Academics also found that one’s level 
of populist thinking leads to an increased 
support for political violence (Piazza, 
2024b). This can be seen in how likely one 
is to endorse illiberal rule, exhibit economic 
grievances, fear social change, and express 
distrust in political institutions (Piazza, 
2024b). This body of thought arises as a way 
to connect psychology and political science 
by bridging the gap between political 
ideology and psychological traits. 

In opposition to the other schools of 
thought, one group finds that there is no 
one determinant for predicting support 
for political violence, rather it arises from 
a mix of several factors. Scholars theorize 
that these factors are far too embedded in 
American politics and cannot be separated 
from one another (Piazza, 2023a). They 
also find that the factors driving support 
for political violence are intrinsically linked 
with one another and therefore cannot 
be accurately picked apart to study the 
effects (Armaly & Enders, 2024). While some 
experts do find that certain factors are more 
influential in predicting support for political 
violence, they find that there is no one factor 
that thoroughly explains variation in support 
for political violence (Armaly & Enders, 
2024). 

While existing scholarship addresses 
several factors that contribute to 
support for political violence, there is a 
notable gap in research on how belief 
in disenfranchisement from both the 
Democratic and Republican parties 
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influences support for political violence. 
This belief, which reflects a perception 
of systemic exclusion from political 
representation, has gained traction in 
recent years. Elites such as Donald Trump 
have intensified these perceptions by 
framing electoral outcomes as illegitimate 
and reinforcing the idea that certain 
groups of citizens are being deliberately 
silenced. As previously mentioned, belief 
in disenfranchisement is an issue that 
has often been overlooked as a driver 
for political violence. Unlike broader 
mistrust in the government, belief in 
disenfranchisement speaks directly to 
a perceived lack of political agency, an 
emotional and moral grievance that may 
uniquely motivate individuals to endorse or 
engage in political violence against elected 
officials. I will look into the effect that belief 
in governmental disenfranchisement has on 
support for political violence in both parties 
to see whether or not there is a causal 
relationship between the two. 

Theory and Hypothesis
Some scholars found that support for 
political violence is handed down from 
elites and that messages or cues from elites 
create an increase in support for political 
violence (Armaly et al., 2022). Others found 
that certain traits, such as populist thinking 
and levels of aggression, lead to more 
violent tendencies that can be transposed 
into political protests. The literature also 
shows that affective polarization creates 
increasingly negative feelings towards the 
opposing party, which can lead to physical 
violence. Another sect of the existing 
literature shows that a collection of factors 
influences support for political violence, 
some being stronger than others, but none 
fully explaining the variation in support for 
political violence. While these all examine 
the cause for support for political violence, 
none of the literature touches on belief in 

voter suppression as an explanation for 
support for political violence. In the next 
section, I will explain the phenomenon of 
voter suppression and how it can be linked 
to support for political violence. 

Voter suppression can occur in many 
ways, the most prevalent being 
disenfranchisement, meaning laws that 
prevent certain groups from voting 
(Piazza, 2024b). I will specifically 
focus on individuals who believe that 
disenfranchisement occurs at a high 
rate. I posit that individuals who believe 
disenfranchisement tactics are in place 
across the United States in high quantities 
will develop higher levels of support 
for political violence due to building 
resentment and lowered trust in the national 
government, governmental institutions, 
and the opposing party officials. Individuals 
will develop possibly false, negative 
beliefs towards politicians of the out-
party. This will result in a perceived need 
to rectify government institutions and 
replace politicians of the out-party, which 
they believe cannot be achieved using 
established democratic systems. Therefore, 
these individuals will be more likely to 
engage in or support politically violent 
behavior to achieve their goals and express 
their resentment. Ultimately, this leads to 
the following hypothesis:

Individuals who believe disenfranchisement 
occurs at a high rate are more likely to think 
that violence is an acceptable way to express 
their disagreement with elected officials.

Research Design
In this section of my paper, I will outline my 
research design. The survey I will be using 
will include 200 respondents, as determined 
and recruited by Prolific Academic. The 
sample will be stratified and balanced based 
on key demographic variables, including 
sex, age, ethnicity, and political affiliation, 
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to ensure alignment with U.S. population 
benchmarks. The survey will be nationally 
representative as it will pull from all 
sections of the U.S. population. As previously 
mentioned, the respondents in this survey 
will be recruited by Prolific Academic, a 
survey platform that recruits respondents 
based on the criteria determined by the 
researcher. Respondents fill out an “about 
you” section, which matches them to certain 
surveys based on their personal data 
(Prolific Academic, n.d.).

My independent variable is the level at 
which people believe disenfranchisement 
occurs in the United States. This variable 
will be measured using the following 
question: “How strongly do you agree or 
disagree with the following statement: ‘The 
United States is actively taking actions to 
disenfranchise select portions of the voting-
age population.’” Responses to this question 
will be measured using a 5-point Likert scale 
(strongly agree to strongly disagree). My 
dependent variable is the likelihood that 
an individual will endorse political violence 
against politicians when they believe 
there is no other avenue to express their 
discontent against U.S. institutions. This will 
be measured using the following question: 
“Some of the problems citizens have with 
politicians could be fixed with a few well-

aimed bullets” (Piazza, 2024). Responses 
to this question will be measured using 
a 5-point Likert scale (strongly agree to 
strongly disagree). 

The question that I previously outlined 
for my independent variable will 
examine respondents’ feelings toward 
disenfranchisement, specifically, if they 
believe that it occurs at a high rate at the 
state level. The question I have outlined 
for my dependent variable will examine 
respondents’ feelings towards political 
violence in situations wherein people may 
feel that politicians are “failing” at their 
jobs. To test my hypothesis, I will be using a 
multivariate regression analysis to estimate 
the effect that a high belief in state-wide 
disenfranchisement has on support for 
political violence in individuals. I will use a 
multivariate regression analysis to account 
for the inclusion of control variables. In 
this regression analysis, I will control for 
other alternative explanations for support 
of political violence, including: gender, 
race, level of education, political view 
(very conservative to very liberal), age, and 
income. I will be sourcing these questions 
from several previous authors listed in the 
literature review (Armaly et al., 2022; Piazza, 
2024).
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Analysis and Results

Table 1: Variables That Explain Variation in 
Support for Political Violence

Dependent variable:
Support for political 

violence

Belief in 
disenfranchisement

0.14**

(0.07)

Gender -0.03

(0.04)

Race 0.21

(0.19)

Level of education -0.34

(0.23)

Political views -0.02

(0.06)

Age -0.30**

(0.15)

Constant 4.09***

(0.43)

Observations 198

R2 0.08

Adjusted R2 0.05

Residual Std. Error 1.06 (df = 191)

F Statistic 2.64** (df = 6; 191)

Note: N=198
*p<0.10

**p<0.05
***p<0.01

After running my multivariate regression, 
the above results were found. My dependent 
variable was support for political violence; 
the question I used for this variable 
was: “To what extent do you agree or 
disagree with the statement: Some of the 
problems citizens have with politicians 

could be fixed with a few well-aimed 
bullets.” As seen above in the regression 
table, my independent variables: belief in 
governmental disenfranchisement in the 
U.S. (belief in disenfranchisement) and age, 
were all statistically significant. Belief in 
disenfranchisement had a p-value of 0.03 
and a coefficient of 0.14, which means that 
a one-unit increase in disagreement in 
belief in disenfranchisement leads to a 0.14 
increase in opposition to political violence. 
Age had a p-value of 0.04 and a coefficient 
of -0.30, meaning that for every one-unit 
increase in age (10 years), opposition to 
political violence decreased by 0.30 points. 

After running my regression, I ran an outlier 
test and found that there were no outliers 
that changed the outcomes of my data. I 
also ran a VIF analysis for collinearity and 
found that all of my variables were under 
the maximum threshold of 5. This means 
that none of my independent variables had 
a collinear relationship with my dependent 
variable, belief in disenfranchisement. 

This multivariate regression had an R2 
of 0.05, meaning that about 5% of the 
variation in support for political violence 
can be explained by the independent 
variables in the model. Although this 
indicates a relatively weak model fit, it still 
suggests that the included variables have 
a statistically meaningful, if limited, role in 
shaping attitudes toward political violence.

The constant refers to the level of support 
for political violence if all independent 
variables in the model were 0. This means 
that a person who was rated 0 on all the 
independent variables in the model would 
have answered the question: “Some of the 
problems citizens have with politicians could 
be fixed with a few well-aimed bullets” 
somewhere between strongly disagree and 
disagree, towards the lower end of the scale.
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The results of this regression support my 
hypothesis that individuals who believe that 
governmental disenfranchisement occurs 
at a high rate are more likely to think that 
violence is an acceptable way to express 
their disagreement with elected officials. 
Belief in disenfranchisement is statistically 
significant with the dependent variable, 
support for political violence. Age was 
also found to be a statistically significant, 
meaning that as a person gets older, they 
show higher support for political violence. 
Political violence has been carefully studied 
over the years (Armaly et al., 2022; Armaly 
& Enders, 2024; Piazza, 2024; Albertson, 
2020). Due to this, there are many different 
explanations as to why certain individuals 
are more likely to support political 
violence than others. There may be other 
explanations for the dependent variable that 
the model did not account for. These could 
include religiosity, support for democratic 
norms, conspiracism, and racist ideology.

Discussion and Conclusion
As detailed above, I found support for 
my hypothesis. As I expected, belief in 
disenfranchisement had a statistically 
significant positive effect on support for 
political violence. My hypothesis was 
supported in that individuals who believed 
that state-wide disenfranchisement occurs 
at a high rate were proven to be more likely 
to show support for political violence against 
elected officials. This also supported my 
theory that such individuals would develop 
resentment towards office-holders and seek 
a way outside of established democratic 
institutions to rectify this perceived 
wrongdoing. 

My findings also matched what the existing 
literature outlines as potential causes for 
support in political violence. Researchers 
found that support for political violence 
against elected officials was usually linked 

with deep resentment for the existing 
system and populist thinking (Piazza, 
2024b). This prior research matched what 
I expected to find and the results that I 
gathered through regression analysis. I 
hypothesized that support for political 
violence would be associated with distrust in 
government institutions, reflected in higher 
levels of belief in disenfranchisement. I 
did so based on the existing literature and 
its findings that detailed the correlation 
between distrust in governmental 
institutions and support for political 
violence. 

Limitations in my research may exist in 
the lack of pertinent control variables, 
particularly the exclusion of party 
identification (Republican or not) as an 
independent variable. In my original analysis, 
I controlled for political views (highly 
conservative to highly liberal) and did not 
include party identification as a control 
variable. After presenting my findings, I 
reran my regression analysis with party 
identification and found that it was not 
statistically significant and did not greatly 
change any of the other coefficients. While 
I did not find that party identification 
changed the results of my analysis, I would 
like to include other control variables 
such as Christian nationalism, religiosity, 
conspiracism, and populism. 

In future research, I would like to 
investigate the impact that party 
identification has on conspiracism and 
belief in disenfranchisement. While I did 
not find that party identification had an 
effect on support for political violence, 
I would like to see if it has any effect on 
belief in disenfranchisement or levels of 
conspiracism. I would also like to see what 
kind of impact trait aggression has on 
support for political violence and belief in 
disenfranchisement. 
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My findings indicate that citizens of the 
United States believe that their government 
may be taking deliberate action to prevent 
certain populations from casting their 
votes. This alludes to the fact that populist 
sentiments may be increasing among the 
voting-age population (Piazza, 2024b). This 
also implies that extremist candidates such 
as Donald Trump have had a substantive 
impact on the citizens of the United States. 
These findings suggest that as the public 
becomes more susceptible to populist 
rhetoric and extremist ideals, there will be 
an uptick in politically violent acts across the 
nation. We have already seen a substantial 
increase in political violence in the past few 
years, and this may not be the last that we 
see of extremist groups seeking justice from 
perceived threats and wrongdoings against 
elected officials on both sides of the aisle. 

References

Albertson, B., & Guiler, K. (2020). Conspiracy 
theories, election rigging, and support for 
democratic norms. Research & Politics, 
7(3), 2053168020959859. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2053168020959859

Armaly, M. T., Buckley, D. T., & Enders, A. M. 
(2022). Christian nationalism and political 
violence: Victimhood, racial identity, 
conspiracy, and support for the capitol 
attacks. Political Behavior, 44(2), 937–960. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-021-09758-y

Armaly, M. T., & Enders, A. M. (2024). Who 
supports political violence? Perspectives 
on Politics, 22(2), 427–444. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S1537592722001086

Disenfranchisement. (n.d.). Cambridge Dictionary. 
Retrieved May 2, 2025, from https://
dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/
english/disenfranchisement 

Kalmoe, N. P. (2014). Fueling the fire: Violent 
metaphors, trait aggression, and support for 
political violence. Political Communication, 
31(4), 545–563. https://doi.org/10.1080/1058
4609.2013.852642

Kingzette, J., Druckman, J. N., Klar, S., Krupnikov, 
Y., Levendusky, M., & Ryan, J. B. (2021). How 
affective polarization undermines support for 
democratic norms. Public Opinion Quarterly, 
85(2), 663–677. https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/
nfab029

Norris, P. (2019). Do perceptions of electoral 
malpractice undermine democratic 
satisfaction? The US in comparative 
perspective. International Political 
Science Review, 40(1), 5–22. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0192512118806783

Pasek, M. H., Ankori-Karlinsky, L.-O., Levy-
Vene, A., & Moore-Berg, S. L. (2022). 
Misperceptions about out-partisans’ 
democratic values may erode democracy. 
Scientific Reports, 12(1), 16284. https://doi.
org/10.1038/s41598-022-19616-4

Piazza, J. A. (2023a). Drivers of political violence 
in the United States. Journal of Public 
Policy & Marketing, 42(1), 11–14. https://doi.
org/10.1177/07439156221133763

Piazza, J. A. (2023b). Political polarization and 
political violence. Security Studies, 32(3), 
476–504. https://doi.org/10.1080/09636412.2
023.2225780

Piazza, J. A. (2024a). Allegations of Democratic 
election fraud and support for political 
violence among Republicans. American 
Politics Research, 52(6), 624–638. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1532673X241263083

Piazza, J. A. (2024b). Populism and support 
for political violence in the United States: 
assessing the role of grievances, distrust 
of political institutions, social change 
threat, and political illiberalism. Political 
Research Quarterly, 77(1), 152–166. https://doi.
org/10.1177/10659129231198248



22 

Political-Environmental Violence 
Nexus in Russia’s Informational 
Autocracy
Steve Lemeshko

Abstract
In the 21st century, the global rise of 
authoritarianism coincided with an 
ecological and climate crisis. This paper 
examines the nexus between political and 
environmental violence through a case 
study of Russia, an informational autocracy 
where power is sustained less through overt 
repression and more through manipulation. 
Using longitudinal data from 2000 to 
2022, the autoregressive distributed lag 
models test the hypothesis that higher 
levels of political violence are associated 
with increased environmental violence 
over time. Results show that information 
manipulation within mass manipulation 
and civic repression within mass repression 
both contribute to long-term environmental 
decline. These mechanisms produce 
statistically significant deferred effects 
on ecological performance indicators, 
consistent with Nixon’s theory of slow 
violence, while results for pollution 
remain mixed. The temporal dynamics of 
authoritarian rule also appear to follow 
election-cycle horizons, where short-term 
signals of stability around electoral cycles 
then become delayed environmental harm. 
Taken together, this study implies that 
longitudinal frameworks should become 
the new standard for capturing the 
effects of authoritarian governance on the 
environment and that meaningful long-term 

environmental protection may ultimately 
depend on democratization.

Introduction
Over the past few decades, the interrelation 
between governance and environmental 
performance has become a growing 
interdisciplinary field in political science 
(Kojola & Pellow, 2020). Research suggests 
that democratic countries tend to exhibit 
greater environmental commitment and 
higher sustainability levels (Neumayer, 
2002). However, some have been more 
skeptical that democracy is necessary, 
as authoritarian regimes can implement 
decisions fast, bypassing popular opinion 
(Beeson, 2017). Despite a growing body of 
literature on environmental performance 
in relation to political regimes, much of it 
relies on cross-sectional or comparative 
analyses to support its conclusions, and few, 
if any, studies have adopted a longitudinal 
approach to analyze how shifts in political 
violence correlate with environmental 
conditions over time.

This study addresses that gap by analyzing 
the long-term effects of political violence 
on the environment within a new type 
of autocracy—informational autocracy, 
taking Russia as a case from 2000 to 2022. 
Russia is a particularly compelling case for 
studying these interactions: since Vladimir 
Putin assumed the presidency in 2000, 
aspirations for a transition to democracy 
have gradually ceased to exist (Hale, 2005). 
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Over the past two decades, Russia has 
clearly shifted toward the consolidation of 
super-presidential powers, a process that, 
coupled with various external factors, has 
reinforced conditions facilitating the erosion 
of democratic norms (McFaul, 2018). At the 
same time, Russia has faced significant 
environmental challenges exacerbated by 
political factors, from illegal logging (Shytov 
& Shytov, 2022) to climate change inaction 
(Javeline et al., 2023).

The research question guiding this paper 
is “What is the political–environmental 
violence nexus in modern-day Russia?” 
The central hypothesis is that political 
violence in an informational autocracy 
produces cumulative ecological harm, 
often with delayed effects. Building on the 
theory of informational autocracy (Guriev & 
Treisman, 2020), I distinguish between two 
mechanisms: mass manipulation and mass 
repression. The analysis uses autoregressive 
distributed-lag models to capture both short- 
and long-run dynamics. In brief, the findings 
suggest that mass manipulation (information 
manipulation in particular) as well as 
mass repression are long-term drivers of 
environmental decline.

Given the global rise of autocratic 
governance (Lührmann & Lindberg, 2019) 
and escalating ecological and climate 
crises (Cowie et al., 2022; Calvin et al., 
2023), a dynamic understanding of how 
environmental decline and authoritarian 
consolidation may be intertwined over time 
seems to be more important than ever. The 
paper is organized as follows: first, I review 
key concepts and literature; second an 
introduction to hypotheses; then I outline the 
research design; finally, I present the results, 
findings, and the study’s limitations and 
future research directions.

Literature Review
Defining Political Violence

Political violence has traditionally been 
defined as the deliberate use or threat of 
physical force by political actors to influence 
political outcomes (Kalyvas, 2019). Yet, this 
definition may be too narrow to capture the 
full spectrum of political violence in today’s 
changing political landscape. In modern 
informational autocracies, overt repression 
is increasingly supplemented, or even 
replaced, by strategic manipulation (Guriev 
& Treisman, 2018). Schedler (2002) finds 
that manipulation within electoral systems 
(arguably the pillar of democratic regimes) 
distorts the “free supply” of alternatives and 
the “free demand” of citizen preferences. 
When these conditions are replaced by 
state engineering, the result cannot be 
democratic. However, not just the electoral 
systems are affected by manipulation 
but rather all spheres of political life. 
Information manipulation in particular (e.g., 
censorship, the internet, and social media) 
is actively used to shape belief formation, 
knowingly or unknowingly narrowing 
citizens’ demand and constraining their 
capacity for informed belief (Roberts, 2020; 
Zhuravskaya et al., 2020). In effect, these 
practices narrow the range of meaningful 
options available, thereby expanding the gap 
between potential and actual outcomes—
what Galtung (1969) calls structural 
violence. To not classify these manipulative 
practices as violence, albeit slower and 
“quieter” than overt repression, would 
obscure the coercive nature of informational 
control that defines contemporary 
authoritarianism. Therefore, I refine the 
definition of political violence to include 
both mass repression, already recognized 
as political violence (Kalyvas, 2019), as well 
as the political violence of manipulation. In 
this study, political violence includes both 
the deliberate use or threat of overt physical 
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force and structural coercion by political 
actors to influence political outcomes.

Defining Environmental Violence

Environmental violence should likewise 
extend beyond direct ecological destruction 
to include systemic harm that unfolds 
over time (Kojola & Pellow, 2020). Rather 
than relying on a definition focused on 
harm caused by pollutants (Marcantonio 
& Fuentes, 2023), I adopt an aspect of 
Lee’s broader framing of environmental 
violence as human-inflicted damage to the 
environment that ultimately jeopardizes 
human survival (Lee, 2016). To further 
develop this concept, I incorporate the 
notion of slow environmental violence, 
building on Robert Nixon’s idea of slow 
violence—harm that is incremental, long-
term, and often obscured from public view 
(Nixon, 2011). In this study, environmental 
violence is understood as the cumulative and 
often concealed harm inflicted on ecological 
systems by human activity that undermines 
the long-term conditions necessary for 
human and nonhuman life.

Political Violence within Informational 
Autocracy

Guriev and Treisman (2020) identify two 
dimensions of the informational autocracy: 
mass manipulation, including the elements 
of information manipulation, corruption, 
and legal-institutional manipulation, and 
mass repression. Both mass manipulation 
and mass repression have the potential 
to significantly influence environmental 
outcomes through either direct or indirect 
means and, thus, are relevant to the analysis 
of environmental outcomes.

Mass Manipulation 

Mass manipulation operates through 
multiple, often overlapping mechanisms that 
shape public perception in ways favorable 

to the autocrat (Guriev & Treisman, 2020), 
and in the process, diminishes the likelihood 
that environmental concerns, even if they 
exist, can have a meaningful influence on 
policy. In the Russian context, this study 
focuses on three central components: (1) 
the manipulation of information flows, (2) 
systemic corruption as a tool of elite co-
optation, and (3) the weakening of legal and 
institutional checks. 

Freedom to gather, share, and access 
reliable information is a precondition for 
public awareness and mobilization around 
environmental issues (Payne, 1995). In 
informational autocracies, where autocrats 
lack democratic input (Kneuer, 2012), 
their authority depends heavily on the 
illusion of effective public goods provision, 
including in the environmental domain, 
as a substitute for electoral legitimacy 
(Deacon, 2009; Morrow et al., 2008). To 
protect this illusion, autocrats impose 
censorship and content control, discredit 
independent voices, and amplify regime-
aligned narratives through state propaganda 
(Roberts, 2020; Zhuravskaya et al., 2020). 
Such strategies divert attention and limit 
what citizens can credibly know, not only 
preventing environmental concerns from 
surfacing publicly but also constructing 
narratives that reinforce regime legitimacy. 
As such, environmental degradation can 
persist behind manufactured success. 
Such constraints limit the establishment 
of critical feedback in a way that would 
benefit the decision-making process and 
environmental governance (Shahar, 2015), 
making autocracies worse at generating 
environmental policy outputs (Lindvall & 
Karlsson, 2023).

Corruption functions as a mechanism of co-
optation that allows the regime to maintain 
loyalty among elites and key stakeholders, 
including polluting industries. Even in cases 
where ambitious environmental policies are 
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passed, corruption undermines enforcement 
and implementation (Povitkina & Jagers, 
2022). Corruption, through both economic 
and non-economic factors, is consistently 
associated with worse environmental 
performance, as it enables polluters to 
circumvent regulations (Hu et al., 2020). This 
form of co-optation also helps the regime 
maintain a façade of social consensus by 
distributing rents and patronage (Guriev & 
Treisman, 2020). In this sense, corruption 
becomes a tool of mass manipulation, 
pacifying potential critics while intensifying 
extractive practices.

Legal-institutional manipulation refers to the 
instrumental use of the system of elections 
and of checks and balances to entrench 
authoritarian control while maintaining an 
appearance of procedural legitimacy (Varol, 
2015). Electoral accountability is often seen 
as a driver of better public goods provision, 
including environmental protection (Downs, 
1957; Lake & Baum, 2001). In informational 
autocracies, the institutions responsible 
for such accountability are deliberately 
weakened or manipulated to insulate the 
regime from public demands. The political 
constraints of checks and balances can 
either support or hinder environmental 
policy depending on their orientation: 
if existing policies are environmentally 
sound, institutional constraints benefit 
environmental protection; if policies 
are extractive or damaging, those same 
constraints obstruct reform (Von Stein, 
2020). Informational autocracies tend to 
erode constraints altogether, allowing for 
abrupt policy shifts aligned with regime 
interests.

Mass Repression

Mass repression involves the use of 
overt physical force and intimidation to 
suppress political opposition and civil 
society (Kalyvas, 2019). Historically, this 

dimension of autocratic governance has 
been more visible and has received greater 
attention in the literature. In democracies, 
freedom of association and assembly 
protect the environmental activism of civil 
society and media outlets that play the 
role of watchdogs in early identification of 
environmental problems and pressuring 
the government to act (Böhmelt et al., 
2013). In contrast, authoritarian regimes 
often suppress dissent and disrupt the 
institutional capacity of civil society to 
engage with environmental governance, 
thus creating conditions that allow 
environmental harms to go unchecked. 
Considering this, higher state capacity in 
such regimes does not necessarily translate 
into better environmental performance, as 
it can be directed toward pursuing regime 
interests rather than building meaningful 
environmental governance (Ward et al., 
2013).

Theory and Hypotheses
Political violence systematically distorts 
the supply and demand of political choice, 
producing less-than-perfect outcomes 
and increasing the gap between potential 
and actual environmental conditions, 
often with cumulative and delayed effects, 
consistent with Galtung’s (1969) concept 
of structural violence and Nixon’s (2011) 
concept of slow violence. I hypothesize that 
political violence operates either through 
direct means (repression) or less direct 
means (manipulation), where in the former I 
identify two major elements—overt violence 
and civic repression—and in the latter I 
identify three major elements—information 
manipulation, elite co-optation, and 
legal-institutional manipulation—largely 
consistent with the theory of informational 
autocracy (Guriev & Treisman, 2020).
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H1 (System-Wide): Higher levels of political 
violence are associated with greater 
environmental violence over time.

Manipulation weakens environmental 
outcomes by restructuring the rules and 
narratives that govern policy. Control over 
information flows prevents the public 
from recognizing ecological decline, 
while the distribution of rents through 
corruption and the weakening of legal-
institutional constraints insulate actors from 
accountability, and thus their effects tend to 
accumulate gradually under the illusion of 
stability.

H2 (Manipulation): Higher levels of mass 
manipulation are associated with greater 
environmental violence, including delayed 
effects.

Repression relies on civic repression 
and overt violence to raise the costs for 
detection and deterrence of environmental 
harm. Through arrests and intimidation of 
assembly, repression silences environmental 
watchdogs, allowing harmful practices to 
persist and intensify. Due to the nature of 
mass repression, its effects may appear 
more immediate than those of mass 
manipulation.

H3 (Repression): Higher levels of mass 
repression are associated with greater 
environmental violence, including delayed 
effects.

Research Design
Data overview

To investigate how political strategies 
associated with authoritarian governance 
affect environmental conditions, the analysis 
covers the period 2000–2022 using the 
Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) dataset for 
political indicators and the Environmental 
Performance Index (EPI) for ecological 
indicators (Coppedge et al., 2025; Block 
et al., 2024) To ensure consistency and 
temporal coverage, only V-DEM and EPI 
indices with values across most of the study 
period, clear variation, and conceptual 
alignment within relevant categories were 
retained, while static or redundant indicators 
were excluded. Control variables include 
population size in millions and GDP per 
capita in current US dollars from the World 
Bank Open Data Portal (World Bank, 2025). 

Composite indices were developed for 
dependent and independent variables by 
normalizing V-DEM and EPI source variables, 
assigning equal weights, and rescaling the 
resulting composite, with higher values 
denoting better outcomes (e.g., stronger rule 
of law, lower pollution) (Table 1; Table A1). 
For political variables, grouping followed 
the informational autocracy framework 
discussed in the literature review and 
hypotheses. Environmental groupings were 
derived from EPI policy objectives and issue 
categories (Block et al., 2025), with slight 
adaptations to improve analytic clarity.
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Table 1: List of Independent (Political Violence), Dependent (Environmental Violence), and 
Control Variables Used in the Model

Independent Variables (Political 
Violence)

Dependent Variables 
(Environmental Violence) Control Variables

M
as

s 
M

an
ip

ul
at

io
n

Information 
manipulation

Elite co-optation
Legal-institutional 

manipulation

Ec
ol

og
ic

al
 

Pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

Biodiversity
Forestry
Fisheries

GDP per capita
Population

M
as

s 
Re

pr
es

si
on

Civic repression
Overt political violence

Po
llu

tio
n 

an
d 

Ex
po

su
re Air pollution

Agriculture
Air quality

Climate change

Model Setup

To test H1-3, I first estimate how each 
political violence index relates to each 
environmental violence index over time in a 
single-country time series. Substantively, 
the idea is simple: shocks to political 
violence today can have effects on the 
environment with delays. In other words, 
the effects of political decisions are not 
instantaneous and may take at least several 

years to appear in environmental indicators. 
Methodologically, I use an autoregressive 
distributed-lag (ARDL) model in R software 
that lets the data choose how many 
past periods (lags) of a political variable 
matter for a given environmental outcome 
(Statsmodels Developers, 2025; R Core 
Team, 2025). ARDL models are standard 
tools for capturing short- and longer-run 
relationships in time series (Shrestha & 
Bhatta, 2018). 

α ϕ β γ γ ε

For each environmental outcome Yt , and each political index Xt , I estimate:

Here, Yt-1 denotes state dependence, 
implying that current environmental 
conditions partly depend on previous 
ones. The summation term represents the 
cumulative distributed effects of political 
violence on the environment. Lastly, GDP per 
capita and population control for economic 
growth and demographic change that are 
known to influence environmental variables 

(Grossman & Krueger, 1995; Saraswati et 
al., 2024). Although the original Kuznets 
curve has a nonlinear relationship between 
economic wealth and environmental quality, 
Russia and many of its heterogeneous 
regions are still mainly in the rising portion 
of the curve (Sohag et al., 2021), and, thus, I 
use log (GDPpc)t-1 as a sufficient control.
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To avoid spurious correlations driven by 
external shocks, all control variables are 
entered at lag 1, while the political variables 
are restricted to enter with a minimum lag 
of 1 and a maximum of 9. For each pair, I 
also allow for political variables to vary 
and for the model to pick the value that 
minimizes Bayesian Information Criterion 
(BIC) (Schwarz, 1978), which balances 
model fit against overfitting. This adaptive-
lag approach also has theoretical value: if 
manipulation operates primarily through 
indirect means, we should expect longer 
optimal lags on average for manipulation 
than for repression.

To check whether political variables have 
a coherent impact on the environment, not 
just a couple of significant but isolated lags, 
I test whether the combined influence of all 
lagged effects differs from zero:  
H0: β1 = . . . = βL* = 0. In matrix form, with 
selecting for those coefficients, the Wald 
statistic is 

where  q= L* and V is Newey-West HAC (Fox 
et al., 2024; Gregory & Veall, 1985).

A useful summary from the ARDL models is 
the long-run multiplier (LRM), the net effect 
of a lasting change in the political variable  
on environmental conditions:

This term can be interpreted as the total 
long-term association implied by the 
dynamic process, or the extent to which the 
environment shifts after accounting for all 
lagged and feedback effects. 

Because environmental time series often 
show serial correlation, standard OLS 
errors would underestimate uncertainty and 
overstate significance (Baillie et al., 2022). I 
therefore compute heteroskedasticity- and 
autocorrelation-consistent (HAC) standard 
errors using the Newey–West estimator 
for all three models (Newey & West, 1987; 
Zeileis, 2004). Finally, since I estimate 
many pairs and multiple lags, I control the 
false discovery rate (FDR) across families 
of tests using the Benjamini–Hochberg 
procedure (BH), thereby reducing the 
likelihood that findings are artifacts of 
multiplicity (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995). 
Together, all the steps outlined in this 
section should improve the results’ ability to 
reflect the genuine patterns of the political-
environmental violence nexus.

Results
System-Wide Trends

The regression results are reported in Table 
2. While there are at least several significant 
results between political and environmental 
violence, those must be interpreted with 
caution, as the sample size is relatively 
small, the number of predictors is large, 
and environmental outcomes are known to 
be influenced by many factors. For each 
variable, there is also a strong correlation 
with GDP per capita and/or population in 
at least some of the models. The results, 
therefore, must be interpreted with the 
understanding that the relationships under 
study are inherently unstable.

β β

β

ϕ
ϕwhen               .   

̂



 29

Table 2: Long-Run Effects of Political and Environmental Violence

Mass Manipulation Mass Repression

Information 
manipulation

Elite co-
optation

Legal-
institutional 
manipulation

Civic 
repression

Overt 
violence

Ec
ol

og
ic

al
 

Pe
rf

or
m

an
ce

Biodiversity 1.0*†  (0.0) 
GDP, Pop 1.3* (1.2) 1.1*†  (0.0) 1.5*†  (0.0) 

Pop
1.3*†  (0.0) 
GDP, Pop

Forestry 0.6*†  (0.2) 
GDP, Pop

-0.7* (0.5) 
GDP

1.0* (1.9) 
Pop

1.6*†  (0.3) 
Pop

0.6 (0.3) 
GDP, Pop

Fisheries 0.7†  (0.3) 
GDP, Pop -2* (2.9) 1.7* (0.8) 

Pop 1.8 (2.2) -0.4* (0.6)

Po
llu

tio
n 

an
d 

Ex
po

su
re

Air pollution 0.6* (0.6) 0* (0.8) 8.3* (201.5) 
Pop

5.5* (3.9) 
GDP, Pop

2.2* (2.2) 
Pop

Agriculture 0.3* (0.4) 1.8*†  (0.3) 
GDP, Pop -0.3* (1) -0.2* (0.5) 0.2 (0.5)

Air quality -0.6*†  (0.1) 
GDP, Pop -0.2* (0.2) -1.0*†  (0.2) 

GDP
-0.8*†  (0.1) 

GDP, Pop

-0.5*†  
(0.2) 

GDP, Pop

Climate 
change -0.6*†  (0.2) 0.5* (0.3) 

Pop -1.1*†  (0.2) -0.8 (1.4) -1.0 (0.5)

Note. Entries are long-run coefficients; Newey–West SEs in parentheses. * = BH-adjusted joint/
Wald p < 0.05 (lags of X jointly matter). † = BH-adjusted long-run p < 0.05 (net effect ≠ 0). “GDP/
Pop” lines list lag-1 controls that are significant (control p-values not FDR-adjusted). Interpret 
signs by coding: higher values = greater effect on environmental violence.

Across outcomes, several political indicators 
exhibit jointly significant lag structures, 
indicating that the chosen lags of a political 
variable are not jointly equal to zero, as well 
as significant long-run effects, meaning that 
when the lagged effects are combined, they 
do not average around zero. For the purpose 
of this study, the primary interest is in the 
long-run associations between political and 
environmental variables, since these capture 
the cumulative and enduring impact.

Looking first at the political side, the 
optimal lag length selected by the adaptive 
procedure was generally longer for 
manipulation (L=6.6) than for repression 
(L=6.1), and, thus, the effects of manipulation 
tend to operate on a somewhat longer 
temporal scale. The manipulation variables 

also return a greater number of significant 
results than repression variables, with 
information manipulation being the most 
frequent significant predictor for mass 
manipulation and civic repression for mass 
repression (Table 2). Nonetheless, each 
of the political indicators, whether from 
the manipulation or repression category, 
produces at least one significant entry 
(Table 2), which shows that all dimensions of 
political violence play at least some role in 
influencing environmental indicators.

With environmental variables, the choice of 
variable appears to have a disproportionate 
effect on the results, with variables 
within the ecological performance group 
performing better than in pollution and 
exposure. Fisheries, forestry, biodiversity, 
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and agriculture generally return results 
consistent with the theoretical expectations 
of H1-3, with positive long-run associations 
between political and environmental 
violence (Table 2). However, air pollution 
does not yield any robust long-run effects, 
while climate change mitigation and air 
quality produce negative results (Table 2), 
which appear to contradict the hypotheses 
and suggest that, in these cases, worsening 
politics is associated with environmental 
improvement. These indicators, however, fall 
under the pollution and exposure category, 
which is more closely tied to economic 
development and population growth, making 
their interpretation more problematic and 
raising the possibility that they are capturing 
unrelated dynamics outside of political 
governance.

Temporal Trends
Figure 1: Temporal Profile of Political 
Violence Effects on the Environment

Note. Black dots are all significant (BH-
adjusted p < 0.05) per-lag coefficients (lags 
1–6) with 95% CIs (Newey–West SEs). Red 
line is LOESS smoother (equal weights 
across variables) with CI band. Higher values 
= greater effect.

Figure 2 shows the significant per-lag 
results of all political–environmental 
variable pairs of the regression model 
described in Section 4.2. Because the 
adaptive lag procedure allowed different lag 
lengths (with ) the actual  varied between 
one and seven across specifications. 
However, only  are displayed, as these have 

enough datapoints to provide a meaningful 
comparison. The average temporal pattern 
shows a wave-like structure across lags: 
the average coefficients begin modestly at 
lags 1 (0.6 ± 1.5) and 2 (0.1 ± 1.5), then dip 
into negatives at lag 3 (–0.7 ± 1.4), before 
rebounding strongly at lag 4 (2.1 ± 1.8), with 
the average remaining positive through 
lags 5 (1.2 ± 1.2) and 6 (1.4 ± 1.6). Taken 
together, this pattern suggests that in the 
first few years following the intensification 
of political violence, there is no strong or 
consistent relationship with environmental 
violence. However, over time, the 
environmental costs appear to accumulate 
and eventually generate significant long-
term associations.

Discussion
System-Wide Trends

Regime type is often used as a proxy for 
environmental outcomes, even though 
it does not necessarily clarify causal 
relationships, as autocracies have been 
shown to be highly heterogeneous in 
environmental performance​ (Eichhorn 
& Linhart, 2022). While scholars often 
associate stronger environmental outcomes 
with democratic responsiveness and 
transparent institutions (Wurster, 2011), 
these mechanisms rely on the assumption 
that citizens place a high priority on 
environmental protection and that civil 
society has the institutional space to 
articulate such concerns. In practice, 
the relationship between democratic 
responsiveness and environmental outcomes 
is better defined by which actors hold 
power in society and whether these actors 
prioritize environmental issues (Von Stein, 
2020). Unlike more technocratic autocracies 
such as Singapore, Russia’s regime is 
deeply intertwined with the fossil fuel and 
extractive industries and is dependent on 
them for political survival and economic 
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gain. Because resource extraction is central 
to the regime’s durability, the state mobilizes 
the political machinery it knows best to 
protect these interests: in an informational 
autocracy, this primarily means the 
manipulation of information. For this reason, 
it is important not to treat “autocracy” as a 
monolithic category but to disaggregate the 
mechanisms through which it operates into, 
in our case, mass manipulation and mass 
repression.

The results in Table 2 suggest that mass 
manipulation has a strong long-term 
effect on environmental costs in Russia, 
consistent with H2. Components of mass 
manipulation in this study—information 
manipulation, elite co-optation, and legal-
institutional manipulation—directly erode 
environmental enforcement and capacity, 
a pattern that aligns with prior studies 
(Dasgupta & De Cian, 2018; Hu et al., 2020; 
Çoban, 2022) showing similar dynamics. 
Among these, informational manipulation 
seems to be the most influential, which is 
consistent with the defining character of 
informational autocracies, where information 
manipulation is the predominant mode 
of political violence (Guriev & Treisman, 
2018). Because environmental performance 
ultimately depends on who holds power 
and whether they prioritize environmental 
protection (Von Stein, 2020), Russia’s 
tight grip on information and institutions 
effectively stifles public awareness and 
concern about environmental problems: 
free media and public transparency, critical 
for environmental improvement elsewhere 
(Çoban, 2022), are thus systematically 
undermined. At the same time, systemic 
corruption allows polluters to bypass 
regulations with impunity, while poor 
institutional checks exacerbate the issue 
(Dasgupta & De Cian, 2018; Hu et al., 2020). 

By contrast, mass repression yielded fewer 
significant results, although the direction 

remained consistent with H3. A plausible 
explanation is in the regime’s tactical shifts: 
periods of lower repression (2000s) and 
selective surges of high repression (post-
2012), leading to a non-monotonic trend. 
Interestingly, repression of civil society 
exhibited the strongest association within 
the repression category, stronger than the 
overt political violence index. Civil society 
actors often function as watchdogs for 
environmental accountability (Peeters, 2018; 
Li & Reuveny, 2006) but are systematically 
targeted under authoritarian regimes, where 
they are viewed as political threats and 
suppressed accordingly. 

Repression and manipulation operate on 
somewhat different temporal scales, with 
the latter being longer, which suggests 
that its effects accumulate more gradually, 
consistent with the concept of slow 
violence, where harm is delayed across 
time and institutional processes (Nixon, 
2011). Additionally, while mass manipulation 
produced a greater number of significant 
results, its effects were generally weaker in 
magnitude than those of repression. Taken 
together, however, the evidence suggests 
that from 2000 to 2022, Russia’s reliance 
on mass manipulation through information 
control and mass repression through civic 
repression steadily eroded its environmental 
capacity, largely in accordance with H1–3 
(Table 2, Figure 1). 

Environmental indicator–wise, ecological 
performance indicators (biodiversity, 
forestry, and fisheries) show stronger and 
more robust associations with political 
indicators than do pollution and exposure 
indicators (air pollution, agriculture, air 
quality, and climate change) (Table 2). This 
difference can be at least partly attributed 
to the nature of pollution indicators, 
which frequently co-move with economic 
development and demographic trends, thus 
making them poor stand-alone measures 
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of policy performance (Ward et al., 2013; 
Eichhorn & Linhart, 2022). By contrast, 
ecological performance indicators are more 
directly shaped by protection dynamics; 
however, even here, the literature shows 
mixed findings, with some studies reporting 
improvements under democracy and others 
finding null or context-dependent effects 
(Dasgupta & De Cian, 2018). On this basis, 
I conclude that the hypotheses H1–H3 are 
supported for the ecological performance 
indicators, while the results for the pollution 
and exposure indicators remain inconclusive.

Temporal Trends

The longitudinal results (Figure 2) show 
a long-term positive inflection in the 
political–environmental nexus, consistent 
with H1. The immediate aftermath of 
political violence doesn’t produce strong 
results for the environment; rather, it is 
a temporary by-product of social and 
economic dislocation, not an improvement 
in environmental conditions. Similar short-
term “improvements” have been observed 
elsewhere: for example, the sharp decline 
in nitrogen dioxide emissions following 
the political instability of the Arab Spring 
(Lelieveld et al., 2015). However, this trend 
is short-lived: coefficients turn strongly 
positive at lag 4 and stay positive at lags 
5 and 6. Environmental violence, in line 
with Nixon’s concept of “slow violence,” 
disperses over time, delayed in appearance 
but not in consequence (Nixon, 2011). The 
delayed effects can also be explained by 
the state’s illusion that all is under control 
(Guriev & Treisman, 2018), while the hidden 
environmental effects steadily accumulate 
beneath this surface stability. Additionally, 
the environment itself possesses an 
adaptive capacity, but once that threshold is 
reached, harm rebounds, often dramatically 
(Gunderson & Holling, 2002).

The pattern of the political-environmental 
violence nexus displays a wave-like 
structure: an initial dip at lag 3, followed by a 
sharp surge at lag 4. Even when differences 
between manipulation and repression and 
the influence of small-sample noise are 
considered, I hypothesize that this pattern 
is not random but rather reflects a period of 
Busenberg’s (2004) punctuated equilibria, 
an initial policy change, followed by cycles 
of path dependency that reinforce long-term 
environmental deterioration. One plausible 
explanation for this wave ties it to the first 
presidential term of Vladimir Putin and the 
subsequent election cycles. This argument 
aligns with Eichhorn and Linhart’s (2022) 
time-horizon theory, which posits that 
autocrats shape policies in accordance with 
their expected tenure. In the 2000s and 
early 2010s Russia, time-horizon theory 
likely meant governing toward the next 3- to 
4-year election horizon, where short-term 
stability and visible improvements were 
prioritized over sustained environmental 
performance. The dataset itself is dominated 
by this structure, with three four-year 
presidential terms (2000–2012) before 
the constitutional amendment extended 
the term length to six years. It is therefore 
reasonable to expect such a cyclical 
pattern: initial weak results and eventual dip 
may reflect the incentive to demonstrate 
environmental improvements in the run-up 
to elections, while the subsequent surge at 
lag 4 captures the period after elections. 

Within the lag structure, information 
manipulation and civic repression, which 
produced the strongest results in the 
regression analysis, appear to play an 
important role. Schulze and Zakharov (2025) 
found that media repression in Russia, an 
element of primarily mass manipulation but 
also of mass repression, follows a cyclical 
pattern that is closely tied to election 
timing. The core informational component of 
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informational autocracy is therefore bound 
with its most stressful periods of survival, 
namely elections (Bernhard et al., 2019), 
when the regime must balance the need to 
project stability (including environmental 
performance) with the incentives to 
suppress dissent. It is precisely in these 
windows that we observe an increase in 
political violence, accompanied by the 
delayed but accumulating environmental 
costs that are externalized by the regime’s 
short-term stability logic.

The observed surge at lag 4 does not imply 
that each episode of political violence has a 
fixed four-year duration or that the system 
operates strictly in four-year cycles. Rather, 
it reflects the prominence of election-tied 
violence, which tends to appear around 
each presidential cycle and is often planned 
or justified within a four-year time horizon. 
Some episodes have shorter or longer 
horizons; however, when aggregated in the 
ARDL framework, the four-year horizon 
is the most visible signal. In this sense, 
the lag-4 effect captures the recurrent 
electoral logic that structures much of 
Russia’s political violence and the delayed, 
accumulating environmental costs that 
surface after each cycle.

The most important finding of this study 
is that “quiet” mass manipulation can 
rival mass repression in driving long-term 
environmental violence, particularly in 
ecological performance indicators such 
as biodiversity, forests, and fisheries. 
Informational autocracies, such as Russia, 
sustain power through sophisticated public 
manipulation and tactical repression, 
designed to imitate competence (Guriev 
& Treisman, 2019), thereby stabilizing the 
regime in the short term but simultaneously 
removing the institutional pressure 
and public mobilization necessary for 
environmental protection.

From a theoretical perspective, adopting 
a temporal lens when assessing the slow 
environmental impacts of political violence 
should become standard in modeling, as 
the effects of political oppression may 
only manifest environmentally near the 
end of the time horizon. In informational 
autocracies, these delays translate into 
precisely the kind of “long emergencies” 
of environmental degradation described 
by Nixon (2011). From a policy perspective, 
because manipulation and repression are 
embedded in the regime’s survival strategy 
and distort both the supply and demand of 
political choice, environmental cooperation 
with informational autocracies like 
Russia faces structural limits. Addressing 
environmental decline in informational 
autocracies is inseparable from addressing 
the political mechanisms that produce it. 
Democratization—understood as restoring 
the balance of free supply and demand, 
with a particular emphasis on the free flow 
of information and civic participation—thus 
becomes a precondition for sustained 
environmental protection.

Limitations and Further 
Research
Future research could benefit from 
incorporating additional country-specific 
control variables (e.g., international oil 
prices, sanctions) that can plausibly 
influence environmental outcomes in 
autocratic states. Extending the temporal 
scope of the analysis could further 
strengthen causal inference, although the 
limited availability of consistent and reliable 
data has been a constraint for this study. 
Furthermore, applying a similar empirical 
framework to a cross-national panel would 
allow for a more precise assessment of the 
extent to which the observed associations 
in Russia generalize across different regime 
types, particularly among countries situated 
at various points along the democratic-
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authoritarian spectrum or undergoing 
processes of political liberalization or 
autocratization.

Conclusion
The present case study on modern-day 
Russia shows a delayed but intensifying 
nexus between political violence shaped by 
the dynamics of informational autocracy. 
While the short-term aftermath of political 
disruption may create the illusion of 
environmental improvement, over time, 
environmental harm resurfaces more 
strongly, producing the wave-like pattern 
linked to election cycles. Another notable 
finding is that while mass manipulation, 

primarily through information manipulation, 
returned the greatest number of significant 
results, civic repression of mass repression 
is also an important driver of long-term 
environmental decline, at least in Russia’s 
case. These impacts are clearest in 
ecological performance indicators, while 
results for the pollution and exposure 
category are largely inconclusive. Together, 
these findings challenge the assumption 
that visible political violence is the sole 
source of harm and emphasize the long-
term, dispersed ecological costs of 
informational autocracies, as well as the 
necessity of considering a regime’s political 
mechanisms when analyzing environmental 
outcomes under authoritarian rule.
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Appendix A.

Table A1: Source Indicators and Weighting Factors for Variables Used in Regression Models

Type of 
Variable

Composite Index Weighting 
Factor

Source Indices

Independent 
Variables 
(Political 
Violence)

Information 
manipulation

0.11 (x3) Government censorship effort — Media​
Internet censorship effort​
Print/broadcast media critical​

0.17 (x2) Government dissemination of false 
information domestically
Government dissemination of false 
information abroad

0.33 Academic Freedom Index

Elite co-optation 1 Regime Corruption Index

Legal-institutional 
manipulation

0.33 Accountability Index

0.17 (x2) Election government intimidation
EMB autonomy​

0.11 (x3) High court independence​
Lower court independence​
Transparent laws with predictable 
enforcement

Civic repression 0.5 Core Civil Society Index

0.17 (x3) CSO anti-system movements
Freedom of peaceful assembly
Political group equality in respect for civil 
liberties

Overt violence 0.5 (x2) Arrests for anti-system movements
Political killings

Dependent 
Variables 
(Environmental 
Violence)

Biodiversity 0.5 (x2) Red List Index
Species Habitat Index

Forestry 0.5 (x2) Intact Forest Landscape Loss
Tree cover loss weighted by permanency

Fisheries 1 Fish Stock Status

Air pollution 0.5 (x2) Adjusted emissions growth rate for nitrous 
oxides
Adjusted emissions growth rate for sulfur 
dioxide

Agriculture 1 Sustainable Nitrogen Management Index

Air quality 0.5 (x2) Anthropogenic PM2.5 exposure
Household solid fuels

Climate change 1 Adjusted emissions growth rate for carbon 
dioxide

Control 
Variables

GDP 1 GDP per capita (current US$)

Population 1 Population, total
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The Effect of Group Influence on 
Political Behavior
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Abstract
Political violence has undergone 
substantial growth in the last decade, 
and this has become increasingly visible 
through events such as the January 6th 
Capitol riots, the attempted assassination 
of Donald Trump during his 2024 campaign 
trail, and the assassination of Democratic 
lawmaker Melissa Hortman and her 
husband (Boyette, 2025; Sarnhoff, 2024). 
The research goal of this paper is to 
investigate the rising trend of political 
violence in the United States over the 
past decade, focusing on how violations 
of democratic norms are connected to 
levels of trust within society. I expect 
that individuals’ low social trust leads to 
an inclination toward political violence, 
particularly in their acceptance and 
justification of violent acts committed by 
others. To test this, I used a stratified online 
survey that was conducted with a nationally 
representative sample of 194 respondents. 
A multivariate regression analysis was then 
used to examine the relationship between 
levels of social trust and responses to three 
dependent variables measuring attitudes 
toward political violence. Contrary to my 
expectations, the results showed that the 
variables associated with social trust did 
not have a statistically significant impact 
on inclinations toward political violence. 
These findings suggest that while social 
trust may align with theories of a lack 

of democratic norms, other factors such 
as political polarization, and extremist 
ideologies, may play a more direct role. 
While prior studies have explored the 
impact of political distrust, partisanship, 
and institutional accountability on support 
for political violence, this research is crucial 
to understanding the motivations behind 
political violence at a time when it is on the 
rise. 

Introduction 
Within the last ten years, political violence, 
a sub-category of violations of democratic 
norms, has become increasingly more 
prominent within the United States. Political 
violence is defined as the deliberate use of 
power and force to achieve political goals 
(WHO, 2002). These actions can include 
movements by both state and non-state 
actors, ranging from mass protests and riots 
to terrorism, coups, and rebellions. In the 
United States, however, these politically 
violent acts generally fall under the category 
of mass protests, riots, and what some may 
argue is terrorism. Some recent events in the 
United States led to my interest in the topic 
of political violence, such as the Capitol 
Riots on January 6th, 2021, and the attempted 
assassination of Donald Trump during his 
2024 campaign trail. This paper examines 
the potential violations of democratic norms 
and if there are strong connections between 
perceptions of trust and the likelihood of 
either upholding or undermining these 
principles through committing violent acts. 
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There are several studies that find a 
connection between factors such as 
accountability of officials, preferred parties, 
aggression and violence as a response, 
and general distrust in the government, 
which can lead to norm violations (Armaly & 
Enders, 2024; Kingzette et al., 2021; Marien 
& Hooghe, 2011). However, this research 
notably overlooks the role of perceived 
trust of individuals within their immediate 
communities, better phrased as social trust. 
Furthermore, studies fail to establish an 
explicit connection between social trust 
and the emergence or escalation of political 
violence in any form.  In this paper, I theorize 
that individuals who have limited social 
trust within their respective communities 
are more inclined toward political violence. 
This is due to the lack of faith individuals 
hold in the actions and intentions of those 
around them, including leaders within the 
political sphere and fellow citizens (Marien & 
Hooghe, 2011). Given the diminished sense of 
trust, individuals are led to perceive existing 
political and social systems as unresponsive, 
unjust, or corrupt. Additionally, these 
individuals may not fully consider or 
empathize with the consequences of 
violence on others, viewing such actions 
to address grievances or to bring about 
change in an environment they perceive as 
otherwise unreceptive to their concerns. 
I theorize that individuals’ lack of social 
trust leads to an inclination toward political 
violence. 

To test the theory that an individual’s 
limited social trust will cause them to be 
more inclined toward political violence, 
I utilize a stratified online sample and 
multivariate regression analysis to test my 
hypothesis on a nationally representative 
level and determine the impact of various 
independent variables. This survey gave me 
a total of 194 respondents who answered 
three separate dependent variables with 
various independent variables. However, this 

survey found that the independent variables 
I utilized to focus on social trust did not 
have a statistically significant impact on 
inclinations towards political violence.

Literature Review 
Previous research across different levels 
of analysis has explored the factors that 
influence support of violations of democratic 
norms and shed light on the different drivers 
behind these shifts (Armaly & Enders, 2024; 
Friedman, 2008; Kingzette et al., 2021; 
Marien & Hooghe, 2011). Studies suggest 
that there is a strong link between the 
perceptions of trust and the likelihood of 
either upholding or undermining democratic 
principles (Marien & Hooghe, 2011).  This 
connection highlights the critical roles trust 
plays in the shaping of attitudes towards 
democratic government. 

Political science research is strongly swayed 
towards violations of democratic norms 
taking place in an aggressive or violent 
manner (Friedman, 2008). The reaction 
leading to aggressive or violent behavior 
happens to be strongly associated with 
a variety of psychological, political, and 
social factors, leading to feeling justified 
in aggressive actions such as those of 
January 6th, 2021 (Armaly & Enders, 2024).  
Aggression can be a reaction caused by a 
change in the processes of a government 
or regime, which can lead to resentment 
towards the democratic system, whether 
explicit, and can also lead to the belief that 
aggression is justifiable (Friedman, 2008). 
In other studies, political violence may also 
have a basis in conspiratorial thinking and 
informational sources, such as focusing on 
aspects related to Christian nationalism 
instead of information coming from 
institutions (Armaly et al., 2022). 

As the United States has become more 
polarized over time, a common basis behind 
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satisfaction in democracy, and a lack of 
violations often stems from whether one’s 
preferred party holds power. Norms in the 
United States have, in some people’s opinion, 
become politicized due to the greater biases 
due to affective polarization in American 
politics (Armaly et al., 2022; Kingzette et 
al., 2021; Klein, 2020).  These biases can 
cause voters to believe that restrictions 
placed on others are driven by political 
ideologies or party affiliation, leading to a 
loss of trust in the opposing party (Kingzette 
et al., 2021). The competitive basis or views 
of one ideology or party being greater than 
the other has led to Americans feeling 
generally more satisfied with democracy 
if their preferred party is the one in power 
of the federal and the respective state 
governments (Klein, 2020). It is found that 
even if the out-party controls one level of 
government, the individual is still more 
satisfied with democracy than if the in-party 
controls no levels of government (VanDusky-
Allen & Utych, 2021). 

In addition, support for democratic norms 
and the lack thereof can be found in the 
accountability of officials within institutions 
(Goodhart, 2011). Certain dimensions of 
democratic accountability, such as that 
achieved through holding those in power 
accountable to human rights standards 
based on democratic principles, can 
potentially eliminate concerns about who is 
entitled to power, as these individuals are 
protecting their constituents (Goodhart, 
2011).  The punishment of violations 
can also aid in Americans’ support for 
democratic norms due to the actions of 
actively holding those in power accountable, 
in some circumstances, that of officials 
own peers. This can signal to the public 
that accountability for wrongdoings is 
an acceptable action, therefore allowing 
individuals to see positive actions within the 
government and the institutions (Cagle & 
Davis, 2024). 

Finally, general political distrust can be a 
push factor away from the democratic norms 
put into place. Citizens with low levels of 
trust in government and political institutions 
can be expected to find it more acceptable 
to break the law or democratic norms 
(Marien & Hooghe, 2011). Employing political 
trust implies that those who happen to have 
a lower level of trust towards those in power 
are more likely to support populist parties 
and, in turn, have stronger feelings about 
how the out-party or institutions may not be 
trustworthy to make decisions regarding the 
government (Geurkink et al., 2020). This lack 
of trust in the out-party, or the governmental 
institutions in place, can not only push 
people away from supporting sociological 
and standard norms but can also stimulate 
greater support for the removal of those 
systems and a direct democracy, especially 
among those who already support populist 
parties. (Van der Meer & Janssen, 2024). 

The goal within this research is to identify 
the variables that lead to a lack of support 
for democratic norms, more specifically, 
political violence, based on the perceived 
trust of government institutions. It is 
found that factors such as accountability 
of officials, preferred parties, aggression 
and violence as a response, and general 
distrust in the government can lead to norm 
violations. However, the research leaves 
out the potential for perceived trust of 
individuals within local communities, better 
phrased as social trust, which is better 
defined as a belief in the honesty, integrity, 
and reliability of others (Pew Research, 
2007). 

Theory and Hypothesis
Based on previous literature, there is an 
association between trust in the government 
and support for political violence. Some 
scholars found that citizens with low 
levels of trust in government and political 
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institutions can be expected to find it more 
acceptable to break the law or norms (Cagle 
& Davis, 2024; Marien & Hooghe, 2011). This 
suggests that individuals with lower levels 
of trust in those in power are more inclined 
to support populist parties and, as a result, 
are more likely to hold stronger beliefs 
that opposition parties or institutions are 
untrustworthy when making governmental 
decisions. There is no research that 
investigates the gap between social trust 
and inclinations towards violence. I intend 
to investigate citizens’ beliefs in social 
trust and their inclinations towards political 
violence. 

How does a citizen’s view of social trust 
influence their tendency toward political 
violence? I argue that individuals who have 
limited social trust within their respective 
communities are more likely to develop an 
inclination toward political violence. This 
is primarily because they lack faith in the 
actions and intentions of those around 
them, including political leaders and fellow 
citizens (Marien & Hooghe, 2011). Their 
diminished sense of trust leads them to 
perceive the existing political and social 
systems as unresponsive, unjust, or corrupt 
(Marien & Hooghe, 2011). Furthermore, 
these individuals may not fully consider 
or empathize with the consequences of 
violence on others, viewing such actions to 
address perceived grievances or to bring 
about change in an environment they feel 
is otherwise unreceptive to their concerns.  
Hypothesis: Individuals’ lack of social trust 
leads to an inclination towards political 
violence. 

The hypothesis, individuals’ lack of social 
trust leads to an inclination towards political 
violence, in plain language, is how likely an 
individual is to be drawn to politically violent 
acts in relation to social trust. These acts are 
those that are directly connected to events 
within politics, such as the Capitol riot on 

January 6th, 2021, just before President 
Biden’s inauguration, where citizens are 
actively engaging in violence against a 
political figure or system.  

Research Design
To test my hypothesis: individuals’ lack 
of social trust leads to an inclination 
towards political violence, I will be using a 
multivariate regression analysis. To obtain 
numerical data, the survey platform Prolific 
Academic will be used. This includes a 
survey with 200 respondents, and these 
data will be nationally representative as the 
respondents are randomly selected. The 
respondents will be randomly chosen from 
Prolific Academic based upon age, sex, race, 
and political affiliation as provided by the 
respondent. 

I will measure the independent and 
dependent variables with the survey 
published on Prolific Academic. My 
independent variable, social trust, will be 
measured through a series of questions, 
including: “Generally speaking, would you 
say that most people can be trusted, or 
that you can’t be too careful dealing with 
people?” (1. Most are trustworthy 2. Can’t be 
too careful, 3. Depends), “Do you think most 
people would try to take advantage of you 
if they got the chance, or would they try to 
be fair?” (1. Try to be fair 2. Take advantage 
3. Depends), and “Would you say that most 
of the time people try to be helpful, or 
that they are mostly just looking out for 
themselves?” (1. Try to be helpful 2. Look 
out for themselves 3. Depends). Each of the 
independent variable questions had a final 
option titled “do not know” that was removed 
before the final analysis due to a lack of 
responses. 

The dependent variable, inclination towards 
political violence, will be measured based 
on a series of questions including “To what 
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extent do you agree or disagree with the 
statement violence is sometimes justified to 
achieve political goals” (1. Strongly agree 2. 
to 5. Strongly disagree), “Do you believe that 
political violence (e.g., violent protests, riots, 
or armed resistance) can be an effective way 
to bring about social or political change?” 
(1. Yes 2. Unsure 3. No), and finally, “How 
acceptable do you think it is for people 
to use violence in response to political 
oppression or government actions they 
disagree with?” (1. Very acceptable to 5. Very 
unacceptable). To control for confounding 
factors that may have an impact on the 
inclination that one may have to political 
violence, there are general questions 
also published in the survey for control 
purposes. These control variables include 
the demographic factors of age, gender, 
race, socioeconomic status, educational 
background, political ideology, and party ID. 

In the data collection for my survey, I 
will be relying on a series of multivariate 
regression analyses as it provides an 
insight into the relationships between my 
independent and dependent variables and 
allows for control of various confounding 
variables. Regression analyses also allow for 
measures of statistical significance and a 
quantitative way to view just how impactful 
the variables are on the dependent variable. 
Within the survey, there will be a series of 
questions that account for confounding 
variables that may influence individuals’ 
inclination towards political violence. 
These control variables are represented as 
quantitative data, so they can be measured 
and controlled in comparison to the primary 
independent variable of theoretical interest, 
social trust.

Results
Table 1: Regression Model of the Belief that 
Violence is an Effective Way to Bring about 
Change

Dependent variable:  
Violence Change

Age 0.10***

(0.03)

Race -0.01

(0.13)

Gender 0.14

(0.10)

Education -0.04

(0.03)

Ideology -0.39*

(0.21)

Party ID -0.17**

(0.07)

Trust People -0.02

(0.07)

Take Advantage 0.05

(0.07)

Helpful -0.09

(0.07)

Constant 2.87***

(0.36)

Observations 194

R2 0.10

Adjusted R2 0.06

Residual Std. Error 0.72 (df = 184)

F Statistic 2.38** (df = 9; 184)

Note: *p**p***p<0.01

The first multivariate regression that I 
ran focused on the dependent variable 
of disagreement with the effectiveness 
of violence to bring about change, which 
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addresses the agreement that the survey 
taker believes “that political violence can 
be an effective way to bring about change” 
from 1 (yes), 2 (unsure), and 3 (no). The 
regression found that the independent 
variables age, ideology, and Republican were 
statistically significant at the 0.01 level. The 
variable, age, had a regression coefficient of 
0.10; in plain language, this means that for 
every 10-year increase in age, the belief that 
political violence is not an effective way to 
bring about change increases by 0.10 scale 
points.  Ideology had a regression coefficient 
of -0.39, meaning that for every increase 
from very conservative ( 1 ) to very liberal ( 5 
), or the more liberal individuals are, the less 
likely by 0.39 scale points they are to believe 
that political violence is not an effective way 
to bring about change, meaning that more 
liberal individuals are more likely to believe 
that political violence is an effective way to 
bring about change.  This number falls at 
the significance level of 0.1. The variable, 
Republican, had a regression coefficient 
of -0.17, meaning in plain language that 
for every change from Not Republican to 
Republican, Republicans scored 0.17 scale 
points less on the dependent variable, which 
means that Republicans are more likely to 
view political violence as an effective means 
of change. This regression analysis found 
that the R squared was 0.10, meaning that 
the regression model accounted for 10% of 
the variance in the dependent variable. The 
constant was 2.87, meaning that if all the 
independent variables are measured at zero, 
the respondents would score at a level of 
2.87 on the scale of 1 to 3. 

Given the multivariate regression analysis 
of my dependent variable, which is the 
disagreement that political violence is an 
effective way to bring about change, the 
regression does not support my hypothesis. 
There were significant control variables 
such as age, ideology, and whether the 
respondent was Republican.  

Table 2: Regression Model of the Belief that 
Violence is Acceptable to Use as a Response

Dependent variable: 
Violence Accepted

Age 0.22***

(0.04)

Race 0.01

(0.16)

Gender 0.26*

(0.14)

Education -0.13***

(0.04)

Ideology -0.21

(0.27)

Party ID -0.25***

(0.09)

Trust People 0.01

(0.10)

Take Advantage -0.01

(0.09)

Helpful -0.12

(0.09)

Constant 4.57***

(0.47)

Observations 194

R2 0.21

Adjusted R2 0.17

Residual Std. Error 0.93 (df = 184)

F Statistic 5.47*** (df = 9; 184)

Note: *p**p***p<0.01
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The second multivariate regression that I ran 
focused on whether violence is recognized 
as an acceptable response, from 1 (very 
acceptable) to 5 (very unacceptable).  The 
regression found that the independent 
variables age, whether the respondent was 
a woman, highest level of education, and 
whether the respondent was a Republican, 
were statistically significant at the level 
of 0.1. Age had a regression coefficient of 
0.22, meaning in plain language that for 
every ten-year increase in age, the belief 
that the use of violence is not an acceptable 
response increases by 0.22 scale points. 
Whether or not the respondent was a 
woman had a regression coefficient of 0.26, 
meaning that women scored 0.26 points 
more and were more likely to believe that 
violence is unacceptable.  The variable 
highest level of education had a regression 
coefficient of -0.13; the higher the level of 
education the respondents had, they score 
0.13 points less on the scale that indicated 
the belief that violence is unacceptable. 
In plain language, respondents with 
higher education levels were more likely 
to find violence acceptable. Whether or 
not the respondent was Republican had a 
regression coefficient of -0.25, meaning 
that Republicans score 0.25 points less on 
the scale. In plain language, Republicans 
are more likely to believe that violence is 
an acceptable response. This regression 
analysis found that the R squared was 0.21, 
meaning the regression model accounted 
for 21% of the variance in the dependent 
variable. The constant was 4.57, meaning 
if all of the independent variables are 
measured at zero, the respondents would 
score at a level of 4.57 on a scale of 1 – 5 on 
how acceptable they believe violence is as a 
response. 

Although there were results that were 
statistically significant at the 0.01 level, the 
regression analysis that focuses on how 
acceptable the use of violence is, does not 

support my hypothesis as the independent 
variables that measured at that level were 
control variables and did not address social 
trust. 

Table 3: Regression Model of the Belief that 
Violence is Justified to Achieve Political 
Goals

Dependent variable: 
Violence Justified

Age 0.18***

(0.05)

Race 0.09

(0.19)

Gender 0.22

(0.15)

Education -0.12**

(0.05)

Ideology -0.13

(0.30)

Party ID -0.04

(0.10)

Trust -0.13

(0.11)

Take Advantage -0.02

(0.11)

Helpful -0.17

(0.10)

Constant 4.48***

(0.53)

Observations 194

R2 0.16

Adjusted R2 0.12

Residual Std. 
Error 1.05 (df = 184)

F Statistic 3.87*** (df = 9; 184)

Note: *p**p***p<0.01
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The third multivariate regression that I 
ran focused on the dependent variable of 
disagreement with justification of violence, 
which addresses the belief on “how 
justifiable the use of violence to achieve 
political goals” from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 
(strongly disagree), meaning higher values 
equal more disagreement with justifying 
violence. The regression found that the 
independent variables age and highest level 
of education were statistically significant 
at the 0.01 and 0.05 levels, respectively. 
Age had a regression coefficient of 0.18, 
meaning that for every ten-year increase 
in age, respondents score 0.18 scale points 
more on the disagreement scale that the use 
of violence is justified to achieve political 
goals, meaning the older, the more likely 
that individuals are to disagree that violence 
is justified. Highest level of education had 
a regression coefficient of -0.12, meaning 
that for every increase in level of education, 
respondents score 0.12 scale points less 
on the disagreement scale, showing that 
individuals with higher levels of education 
were more likely to agree that violence is 
sometimes justified to achieve political 
goals. This regression analysis found that 
the R squared was 0.16, meaning that the 
regression model accounted for 16% of 
the variance in the dependent variable. The 
constant was 4.48, meaning that if all the 
independent variables are measured at zero, 
the respondents would score at a level of 
4.48 on the scale of 1 – 5 (strongly agree to 
strongly disagree). 

Although there were results that fell at a 
point that was statistically significant at 
the 0.01 level, the regression analysis that 
focuses on the belief that the violence is 
justified to achieve political goals does not 
support my hypothesis, as the independent 
variables that were measured at that level 
were control variables and did not directly 
address social trust. 

All in all, I performed three separate 
multivariate regression analyses, each 
focused on my dependent variables that 
fell under the category of political violence. 
In this case, although I had various control 
variables that performed well in the model, 
my hypothesis, that individuals’ lack of 
social trust leads to an inclination towards 
political violence, was challenged. This could 
be accounted for with some alternative 
explanations; the sample size was too 
small to account for a truly nationally 
representative body, the survey was 
completed online, reverse causality, instead 
of social trust reducing political violence, 
exposure to political violence might reduce 
social trust, and question framing, or order 
could have affected responses. The results 
also suggest that the theorized relationship 
between social trust and political violence 
may be more dependent on the context of 
specific relationships instead of core beliefs. 

Conclusion 
My hypothesis - that a lack of social trust 
leads to an inclination towards political 
violence - was found to be statistically 
insignificant. This conclusion was drawn 
from an online stratified sample from 
Prolific Academic, which found nationally 
represented respondents based upon 
gender, age, race, and various other factors. 
Although factors such as trust towards 
the government or social trust in other 
situations have been researched in the past, 
social trust was an independent variable 
that has never focused on inclinations 
towards political violence. Although I 
addressed this gap in my research, social 
trust was found not to have an impact on 
inclinations towards political violence. My 
other independent variables age, level of 
education, and party ID measured with 
Republican as the base category, were found 
to be statistically significant in regards to 
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inclination towards political violence, which 
aligns with research in articles such as that 
from Armaly & Enders (2024), Armaly et Al 
(2022),  and a Pew research survey (2007), 
which also found them significant in relation 
to political violence. 

As my research did not find social trust 
to have an impact on inclinations towards 
political violence, it can be assumed that 
the two are not connected. However, 
the survey that took place had only 194 
respondents, a very small number which 
may have skewed results towards one end 
or another. I believe that with a greater 
respondent pool, the results may change in 
terms of significance to an extent. If more 
time was involved, I would include a survey 
question that questions the respondent’s 
role of civic engagement, as it may control 
for individuals who have a lack of connection 
toward political movements, voting, or goals, 
and may allow for more homed in research, 
which I believe opens opportunities 
for more targeted future research.  My 
hypothesis challenges existing beliefs 
surrounding political violence in this current 
era and suggests that trust could play a 
role in politically violent acts, and points 
toward the possibility that other factors, 
such as partisanship, may have a greater 
explanation. Future research should explore 
under what conditions, if any, social trust 
can shape political behavior, and whether 
other institutional or psychological factors 
have an impact on the relationship. 

References

Armaly, M. T., Buckley, D. T., & Enders, A. M. 
(2022). Christian nationalism and political 
violence: Victimhood, racial identity, 
conspiracy, and support for the capitol 
attacks. Political Behavior, 44(2), 937–960. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-021-09758-y

Armaly, M. T., & Enders, A. M. (2024). Who 
supports political violence? Perspectives 
on Politics, 22(2), 427–444. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S1537592722001086

Boyette, C. (2025). Melissa Hortman: Who 
was the minnesota state representative 
assassinated in her home?. CNN. https://www.
cnn.com/2025/06/14/us/melissa-hortman-
minnesota-assassination 

Cagle, D., & Davis, N. T. (2024). Civility norm 
violations and political accountability. Social 
Science Quarterly, 105(3), 832–842. https://
doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.13383

Friedman, G. (2008). Identifying the place 
of democratic norms in democratic 
peace. International Studies Review, 10(3), 
548–570. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
2486.2008.00804.x

Geurkink, B., Zaslove, A., Sluiter, R., & Jacobs, 
K. (2020). Populist attitudes, political trust, 
and external political efficacy: Old wine in 
new bottles? Political Studies, 68(1), 247–267. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321719842768

Goodhart, M. (2011). Democratic accountability 
in global politics: Norms, not agents. The 
Journal of Politics, 73(1), 45–60. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S002238161000085X

Kingzette, J., Druckman, J. N., Klar, S., Krupnikov, 
Y., Levendusky, M., & Ryan, J. B. (2021). How 
affective polarization undermines support 
for democratic norms. Public Opinion 
Quarterly, 85(2), 663–677. https://doi.
org/10.1093/poq/nfab029



 49

Klein, E. (2020). Why we’re polarized (First Avid 
Reader Press hardcover edition.). Avid Reader 
Press.

Marien, S., & Hooghe, M. (2011) Does political 
trust matter? An empirical investigation 
into the relation between political trust and 
support for law compliance. European Journal 
of Political Research, 50(2), 267–291. https://
doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2010.01930.x

Pew Research Center. (2007, February 22). 
Americans and Social Trust: Who, where 
and why. Pew Research Center. https://www.
pewresearch.org/social-trends/2007/02/22/
americans-and-social-trust-who-where-and-
why/ 

Sarnhoff , L. (2024). Trump assassination attempt 
timeline: Witnesses spotted gunman 2 minutes 
before shooting. ABC News. https://abcnews.
go.com/US/timeline-trump-assassination-
attempt-unfolded-rally-pennsylvania/
story?id=111933309 

VanDusky-Allen, J., & Utych, S. M. (2021). The 
effect of partisan representation at different 
levels of government on satisfaction with 
democracy in the United States. State Politics 
& Policy Quarterly, 21(4), 403–429. https://doi.
org/10.1017/spq.2021.2

van der Meer, T. W. G., & Janssen, L. A. (2025). 
The static and dynamic effects of political 
distrust on support for representative 
democracy and its rivals. Political Behavior. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-024-09994-y

World Health Organization (Who) World Report 
on Violence and Health. Geneva: 2002.



50 

How Many Do You See?  
Alexa Benitez 

Abstract
Public misperceptions about the size of the 
immigrant and undocumented immigrant 
populations have been widely documented, 
yet limited research has explored the 
psychological traits that may contribute 
to these inaccuracies, particularly within 
the U.S. context. While previous studies 
have focused on media exposure, group 
threat, and social attitudes, this study 
investigates whether personality traits, 
specifically the Big Five, predict individuals’ 
innumeracy regarding undocumented 
immigrants. I conducted research on 
three hypotheses. First, individuals who 
score high in neuroticism on the TIPI 
will be more likely to overestimate the 
proportion of the undocumented immigrant 
population. Second, individuals who score 
high in openness to experience on the 
TIPI will be more likely to provide a more 
accurate estimate of the proportion of 
the undocumented immigrant population. 
Third, individuals who score high in 
agreeableness on the TIPI will be less 
likely to overestimate the proportion of the 
undocumented immigrant population. Using 
a cross-sectional survey of 341 U.S. 
adults recruited via Prolific Academic, 
participants completed the Ten-Item 
Personality Inventory (TIPI) and estimated 
the proportion of both immigrants and 
undocumented immigrants living in the 
U.S. Over half of the sample overestimated 
the undocumented population, with even 
greater overestimation for the general 
immigrant population. A multivariate 

regression analysis was conducted, 
controlling for economic, cognitive, 
emotional, and demographic factors. The 
results showed that individuals high in 
openness were more likely to overestimate 
the undocumented population, contrary 
to the initial hypothesis. In a logistic 
regression model examining predictors of 
accurate estimation, political conservatism 
was the only statistically significant factor. 
This model showed that more conservative 
individuals were less likely to estimate the 
undocumented population accurately and, 
in fact, tended to overestimate. None of the 
Big Five traits were significant predictors 
of accurate estimation in this model. These 
findings suggest that political ideology is 
the strongest determinant of demographic 
numeracy. Future research should 
investigate the mechanisms by which 
ideological worldviews influence fact-
based judgments, particularly in politically 
charged domains like immigration. 

Introduction
What effect do personality traits have 
on Americans’ misperceptions about 
undocumented immigrants? While 
numerous studies have documented public 
overestimation of immigrant group size, 
particularly undocumented immigrants, 
much of this work focuses on external 
influences like media exposure and 
neighborhood demographics (Alesina 
et al., 2022; Herda, 2010). However, 
limited information is known regarding 
how different personality traits could 
potentially affect an individual’s perceptions. 
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This research examines the role of 
personality traits in innumeracy, which is 
the overestimation of the population of 
undocumented immigrants in the United 
States. This issue needs to be addressed, 
given that misperceptions about immigration 
can influence political behavior, enhance 
xenophobia, and negatively shape policy 
preferences (Meltzer & Schemer, 2021; Kosic 
et al., 2005; Goldsmith, 2009). 

A large number of researchers discuss the 
cognitive and social origins of innumeracy 
(Herda, 2010; Gallagher, 2003; Schlueter & 
Davidov, 2013). Additional research shows 
that people exposed to anti-immigrant 
media are more likely to overestimate 
immigrant populations, especially when they 
lack personal contact with undocumented 
individuals (Gallagher, 2003; Herda, 2010; 
Schlueter & Davidov, 2013). Other studies 
show that there is a relation between local 
environment and group threat and the 
tendency of the people to overestimate the 
national immigrant numbers (Lundmark, 
2017; Sigelman & Niemi, 2001; Wong, 2007). 
Nonetheless, current research has failed to 
explore the relationship between personality 
traits and these perceptions. There is 
only limited research, mostly conducted 
outside the U.S., that investigates the role of 
dispositional factors, including fearfulness 
or empathy, as potential mediators of 
innumeracy (Ackermann & Ackermann, 2015; 
Hannuschke et al., 2019). 

This research fills this gap by suggesting 
that neuroticism, openness to experience, 
and agreeableness, three of the Big Five 
personality traits, can significantly predict 
differences in overestimation. Neuroticism 
may enhance innumeracy due to the 
increased vulnerability to threats (Barlow 
et al., 2014), openness may decrease the 
likelihood of overestimation by enhancing 
cognitive flexibility and curiosity (Silvia 
& Christensen, 2020), and agreeableness 

may act as a shield against negative 
stereotypes due to prosociality (Hilbig et 
al., 2014). For these reasons, I addressed 
the following theories. Individuals who 
score high in neuroticism tend to be more 
emotionally responsive and may view 
immigrants as a threat, and therefore are 
likely to overestimate their population 
size (Marcus et al., 1995). Individuals who 
score high in openness are considered 
more tolerant and receptive to diverse 
perspectives, which might cause them to 
challenge stereotypes, thus decreasing 
the likelihood of overestimation (Silvia & 
Christensen, 2020). Finally, people who 
score high in agreeableness are generally 
compassionate and less likely to harbour 
prejudiced attitudes, which may make them 
less susceptible to fear-based messages, 
thus also decreasing the likelihood of 
overestimation (Hilbig et al., 2014).  

To test this theory, I performed a cross-
sectional survey with a national sample 
of 341 U.S. adults obtained from Prolific 
Academic. The participants answered a 
32-item questionnaire with the Ten Item 
Personality Inventory (TIPI), immigration 
perception questions, and a set of 
demographic and control measures derived 
from previous studies (Gustafson, 2008; 
Herda, 2013; Paquet & Lawlor, 2022). I 
conducted a multiple regression analysis 
along with a logistic regression analysis 
to establish the relationship between 
personality traits and overestimation, after 
accounting for economic vulnerability, 
cognitive vulnerability, emotional attitudes, 
and other demographic variables. The 
results showed that individuals who scored 
higher in openness to experience were 
more likely to overestimate the proportion 
of undocumented immigrants, contrary 
to the hypothesis, while neuroticism and 
agreeableness were not statistically 
significant predictors of innumeracy. These 
findings suggest that more research is 
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needed to understand how psychological 
traits interact with political and 
informational environments. 

Literature Review 
In recent years, a growing body of 
scholarship has examined the determinants 
of innumeracy. Research in the field of 
innumeracy has found that “respondents 
greatly overestimate the total number 
of immigrants” (Alesina et al., 2022). It 
is for this reason that I ask, what effect 
do personality traits have on Americans’ 
innumeracy regarding undocumented 
immigrants? In this section of the paper, I 
will discuss the major schools of thought 
in recent scholarship, as well as the 
limitations of this scholarship, before 
ultimately providing a plausible alternative 
explanation. The three schools of thought I 
will be discussing are anti-immigrant media, 
social environment, and psychological 
predispositions.  

Multiple studies about innumeracy have 
studied how media shape how people 
perceive issues. Research has shown 
that selective reporting on immigration 
can set the public agenda, which can 
result in skewing attitudes toward 
immigrants (Farris & Silber Mohamed, 
2018). Moreover, prolonged exposure to 
anti-immigrant media messages leads 
individuals to cultivate distorted views 
of reality by resulting in more perceived 
threats associated with undocumented 
immigrants (Meltzer & Schemer, 2021). 
Herda (2010) shows that European people 
tend to misjudge immigrant numbers 
because they rarely meet immigrants in 
person and are frequently exposed to 
stereotypes. Gallagher (2003) observed in 
his research that local television news in 
the United States displays criminal acts by 
people of color at higher rates than their 
actual numbers, thus creating inaccurate 

public perceptions of immigrant and racial 
demographics. People who watched these 
programs extensively made incorrect 
population estimates about racial groups. 
Herda (2010) demonstrates that media 
contact with immigration information stands 
as a major predictor of innumeracy for 
individuals without immigrant encounters. 
Schlueter and Davidov (2013) support this by 
demonstrating that media representations 
can distort public perceptions of group size, 
especially when they are not balanced by 
interpersonal contact. 

The second school of thought emphasizes 
local context and group threat. Research 
by Lundmark (2017) supports the idea of 
“subjective neighborhood assessments,” 
meaning that people rely on their 
personal perceptions of who lives in their 
neighborhood, rather than actual data, 
which can distort how they estimate national 
immigrant numbers. The negative effects 
of social psychological dynamics become 
more significant because of the group 
threat theory. According to Sigelman and 
Niemi (2001), the perception of demographic 
change often leads people to see it as a 
zero-sum game, which means out-group 
size growth represents potential losses for 
the in-group. Wong (2007) builds upon this 
theory by explaining that people create 
their mental images of minority group 
size through the combination of personal 
context and media cues, which often leads to 
number inflation due to symbolic threats. 

The third school of thought involves 
psychological predispositions. This is the 
least studied area, especially in U.S.-based 
research. Research on psychological traits 
remains limited because most studies 
investigate social or structural variables. The 
authors Ackermann and Ackermann (2015) 
state that emotional instability, together 
with anxiety and distrust, form individual-
level factors which lead to anti-immigrant 
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attitudes in South Africa. However, this 
study conducted by the researchers did 
not analyze direct group size perceptions. 
The authors Hannuschke et al. (2019) 
propose that dispositional empathy and 
anxiety affect immigration attitudes through 
affective distortions, which also impact 
numerical estimates. Moreover, Marcus et 
al. (1995) tied emotional responsiveness, 
especially anxiety and fear, to political 
decision-making, which may indirectly affect 
demographic estimations. 

The aforementioned studies indicate that 
psychological predispositions matter, 
yet they lack Big Five personality traits 
entirely. This research develops current 
understanding by analyzing the effect of 
neuroticism, openness to experience, and 
agreeableness personality traits on people 
who tend to overestimate the actual number 
of undocumented immigrants. Additionally, 
it expands the work on innumeracy in the 
U.S. context through the combination of 
personality psychology with established 
media and group threat models. To provide 
more context, the Big Five are considered 
stable personality traits that serve as a 
framework in psychology for describing 
behavioral characteristics, which consist of 
individuals’ patterns of thought, emotion, 
and behavior (Soto, 2018). The five traits 
include: agreeableness, extraversion, 
conscientiousness, neuroticism, and 
openness to experience. By incorporating 
this model, researchers can better account 
for how internal psychological traits interact 
with environmental factors such as media 
exposure to influence cognitive biases, like 
innumeracy. 

Theory  
Existing literature on innumeracy regarding 
undocumented immigrants does not 
discuss the role of personality traits in 
shaping individuals’ overestimation of the 

undocumented immigrant population, 
specifically in regard to the Big Five 
personality traits. Scholarship in the realm 
of innumeracy has explored the effects of 
media exposure and social environment, but 
there is limited research on how different 
personality traits may increase individuals’ 
vulnerability to overestimate undocumented 
immigrants (Herda, 2010; Gallagher, 2003; 
Schlueter & Davidov, 2013). Current research 
on the psychological effects of innumeracy 
has been predominantly addressed through 
social explanations such as social exposure 
to undocumented immigrants but has largely 
neglected the role of personality traits such 
as neuroticism (Herda, 2010; Ackermann 
& Ackermann, 2015; Hannuschke et al., 
2019). This gap in the literature is significant 
given that one’s exposure to media and 
social environment will not significantly 
impact one’s innumeracy if personality traits 
are the main factor. Additionally, limited 
research has been done in the United States 
despite it being the largest immigrant 
population worldwide (Statistica, 2025). 
By incorporating the Big Five personality 
traits through the Ten-Item Personality 
Inventory-(TIPI), this study aims to provide 
an alternative explanation with regards to 
the influences on individuals’ innumeracy 
regarding undocumented immigrants. 

I propose that neuroticism, openness to 
experience, and agreeableness play a 
significant role in influencing innumeracy. 
First, in the case of neuroticism, individuals 
who score lower in emotional stability 
(score high in neuroticism) on the TIPI are 
more likely to overestimate the size of the 
undocumented immigrant population due 
to their predisposition to have a heightened 
stress response to threat (Barlow et al., 
2014). Their response to threat-related 
information could, in turn, make these 
individuals more susceptible to fear-based 
media that exaggerate the proportion 
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of undocumented immigrants, which 
would explain why studies have found a 
relationship between media exposure and 
innumeracy. Second, I claim that individuals 
who score high in openness to experience 
on the TIPI are expected to provide more 
accurate estimations. Being that openness 
to experience is determined by those who 
are more complex and receptive to diverse 
perspectives (Silvia & Christensen, 2020), 
this could make them less vulnerable 
to fear-driven misinformation as well as 
less affected by their social environment, 
the inverse of those who score high in 
neuroticism. Lastly, I claim that individuals 
who score higher in agreeableness on the 
TIPI, which is determined by their sympathy 
and prosocial behavior (Hilbig, 2014), are 
expected to be less likely to overestimate 
the proportion of undocumented 
immigrants. Since the TIPI considers 
prosocial behavior when determining how 
agreeable an individual is, this could mean 
that having prosocial behavior makes you 
more resistant to the negative portrayals 
of undocumented immigrants, since 
these individuals would be more likely to 
sympathize with them, thus leading them 
to not rely on fear-driven narratives. Taken 
together, these expectations point toward 
a common mechanism: personality traits 
shape innumeracy by influencing how 
individuals perceive information about 
immigrants. Specifically, neuroticism 
heightens perceptions of threat, openness to 
experience affects receptivity to information 
and social diversity, and agreeableness 
promotes prosocial orientations that can 
counter negative stereotypes. These 
mechanisms provide a causal pathway 
linking personality traits to whether 
individuals overestimate the size of the 
undocumented immigrant population. Based 
on these theoretical expectations, I propose 
the following hypotheses:  

H1: Individuals who score high in neuroticism 
on the TIPI will be more likely to overestimate 
the proportion of the undocumented 
immigrant population.  

H2: Individuals who score high in openness 
to experience on the TIPI will be more likely 
to provide a more accurate estimate of the 
proportion of the undocumented immigrant 
population.  

H3: Individuals who score high in 
agreeableness on the TIPI will be less 
likely to overestimate the proportion of the 
undocumented immigrant population. 

Research Design  
To test whether personality traits affect 
individuals ‘ innumeracy, my study will 
employ a cross-sectional survey design, 
utilizing both the Ten-Item Personality 
Inventory (TIPI) and a questionnaire 
based on Herda (2010), adapted to the 
American context with an emphasis on 
innumeracy regarding undocumented 
immigrants rather than immigrants in 
general. The survey was a representative 
sample that included responses from 
341 adults living in the United States, 
sampled using the online platform Prolific 
Academic. Participants were compensated 
for completing a 32-question survey. 
Additionally, participants were 18 years or 
older. As mentioned, I will use the TIPI test 
to determine personality traits. This portion 
of the test will consist of 10 short questions 
about the participants’ personality traits.  

To determine individuals’ overestimation 
of undocumented immigrants, I will be 
using sections of a European questionnaire 
(Herda, 2010) that were utilized to 
evaluate individuals’ overestimation of 
immigrant populations. The dependent 
variable was respondents’ estimation of 
the undocumented immigrant population. 
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Participants were asked: “Out of every 100 
people living in the United States, how 
many do you think are undocumented 
immigrants?” Respondents will be directed 
to select an option. The options I will provide 
the respondents with are the following: less 
than 5%, 5% to less than 10%, 10% to less 
than 15%, 15% to less than 20%, 20% to less 
than 20%, and over 20%. Responses were 
compared to the actual number, based on 
publicly available estimates from the Pew 
Research Center, American Immigration 
Council, and the Migration Policy Institute 
(Pew Research Center, 2024; American 
Immigration Council, 2024; Migration 
Policy Institute, 2024). This allowed for 
the construction of a variable measuring 
numerical inaccuracy or “innumeracy.”  

The independent variables were based 
on the Ten-Item Personality Inventory 
(TIPI), developed by Gosling, Rentfrow, 
and Swann (2003). The TIPI uses two 
questions per trait, each rated on a 7-point 
Likert scale. The following traits will be 
assessed: extraversion, agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, emotional stability, 
and openness to experiences. To reduce 
response bias, one question in each trait 
pair is reverse-coded (Gosling et al., 2003). 
The test utilizes the 7-point Likert scale, 
where respondents will be asked “How 
much do you agree or disagree with the 
following statement on a scale of 1-7” 
and the numbers will be coded for as the 
following: 1 = Disagree strongly, 2 = Disagree 
moderately, 3 = Disagree a little, 4 = Neither 
agree nor disagree, 5 = Agree a little, 6 
= Agree moderately, 7 = Agree strongly. 
All respondents will answer the same 
questions to ensure that their personalities 
are taken into account and compared to 
their innumeracy. Low scores in emotional 
stability will indicate high scores in 
neuroticism. I used these items to compute 
scores for my independent variables, being 
that of neuroticism, openness to experience, 

and agreeableness to determine if my 
hypotheses were supported.  

The data will be analyzed using a 
multiple regression analysis to assess the 
relationship between each of the Big Five 
personality traits and the respondent’s 
estimated undocumented immigrant 
population. The dependent variable will 
be the overestimation of undocumented 
immigrants, which will be a continuous 
measure derived from the survey responses. 
The independent variables will be the 
Big Five personality traits, which are 
measured by the TIPI. In addition to the key 
personality variables, I included multiple 
control variables identified in previous 
literature. These were grouped into four 
categories: demographic (age, gender, 
education, race), economic (income level, 
employment status), cognitive (knowing an 
undocumented immigrant, living in a racially 
homogeneous area, media exposure), 
and emotional (conservatism, cultural 
attitudes, crime concerns). These variables 
were drawn from studies by Herda (2013) 
and Meltzer and Schemer (2021), which 
documented their relevance in shaping 
immigration attitudes and perceived threat. 
To control for economic vulnerability, I will 
ask questions regarding whether they have 
unemployment experience and their income. 
As for cognitive factors, respondents will 
be asked if they have regular contact with 
undocumented immigrants, such as having 
friends or neighbors. The second part of 
the cognitive factors is media exposure, 
and I will be asking how much exposure, if 
any, they have to the following: television, 
political newspapers, and political radio. 
Lastly, to address emotional factors, I will 
ask the following questions: whether the 
U.S. cultural life is generally undermined 
or enriched by people coming to live here 
from other countries, if the U.S. crime 
problem is worsened by immigrants, and 
the respondent’s political ideology. The 
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data will be analyzed using a multivariate 
regression analysis and a logistic regression 
model to assess the relationship between 
each of the Big Five personality traits and 
the respondent’s estimated undocumented 
immigrant population as well as the control 
variables. 

The multiple regression analysis will 
use three of the Big Five personality 
traits as the main independent variables 
to establish whether scores in neuroticism, 
conscientiousness, and openness predict 
innumeracy, given that they are the 
personality traits I have hypothesized 
the effect of on innumeracy. The other 
two personality traits within the Big Five, 
extroversion and conscientiousness, will 
still be used in the multiple regression 
analysis; however, there were no hypotheses 
created for these personality traits, since 
there was limited research regarding their 
effect on innumeracy. As for the control 
factors, I will include economic vulnerability 
to test whether the effects of personality 
traits remain significant after accounting 
for economic factors, as well as cognitive 
and emotional factors. The finding of this 
multiple regression analysis will test if the 
relationship between personality traits 
and innumeracy has an overall statistically 
significant effect on innumeracy when 
including all of the control variables.  

Results
The results of the multivariate regression 
analysis addressed the participants’ 
overestimation of the undocumented 
immigrant population based on Big Five 
personality traits and a broad set of 
demographic, economic, emotional, and 
cognitive variables. Holding all other 
variables in the model constant, several 
predictors were statistically significant. 
In this study, variables with p < 0.1 were 
considered marginally significant, those 
with p < 0.05 were statistically significant, 
and those with p < 0.01 indicated highly 
significant relationships. An increase of one 
point on the Openness to Experience scale 
was associated with a 0.18-point increase in 
overestimation (p < 0.05). The relationship 
between education and overestimation 
was negative since a one-unit increase in 
education was associated with a 0.15-point 
decrease (p < 0.05). Television exposure 
was positively related to overestimation and 
increased overestimation by 0.12 points (p 
< 0.05). Age had a positive effect, and an 
increase of one unit in age resulted in an 
increase of 0.10 in overestimation (p < 0.1). 
Being female was a significant predictor, and 
it was associated with a 0.64-point increase 
in overestimation (p < 0.01). Identifying as 
White resulted in a 0.88-point reduction in 
overestimation (p < 0.01). 
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Table 1: Variables that Explain Respondents’ Level of Overestimation Regarding the Proportion 
of Undocumented Immigrants  

Concern about crime and personal 
relationships with undocumented 
immigrants were also significant variables. 
A one-unit decrease in concern about 
immigrants worsening crime was associated 
with a 0.22-point decrease in overestimation 
(p < 0.1). Finally, having friends who are 
or have been undocumented immigrants 
corresponded to a 0.63-point increase in 
overestimation (p < 0.01).  

As we can see, the second hypothesis was 
contradicted by the finding that higher 
openness to experience was associated 
with greater overestimation (p = 0.030). 
This finding suggests that individuals 
high in openness may be more focused on 
immigration as a prominent social issue and 
overestimate its scale. Neither neuroticism 
nor agreeableness were statistically 
significant predictors, so there was no 
support for Hypothesis 1 or 3. This lack of 
significance may be because these traits 
have a small independent effect when 
social, cognitive, and demographic variables 
are controlled. The compact nature of the 
TIPI scale may also have limited its ability 
to fully capture the complexity of emotional 
traits such as neuroticism. The model’s 
constant was 10.02 (p < 0.01), which means 
that for an individual who scores zero on 
all independent variables, the predicted 
estimate of the size of the undocumented 
immigrant population is approximately 
10 percent. This baseline could reflect 
the perceptions of respondents with low 
exposure and concern. Notably, individuals 
who reported low concern about immigrants 
increasing crime were significantly less 
likely to overestimate the undocumented 
population (p < 0.1), further supporting 
the role of emotional attitudes in shaping 
innumeracy. The model’s R-squared was 
0.263, meaning that 26.3% of the variation 
in respondents’ overestimation was 
explained by the combination of personality 

Dependent variable:
 Overestimation of the Proportion o  

Undocumented Immigrants

Extroversion  0.002 
  (0.06) 
Agreeableness  0.06 
  (0.08) 
Conscientiousness  0.10 
  (0.08) 
Neuroticism  -0.03 
  (0.06) 
Openness  0.18** 
  (0.08) 
Age  0.10 
  (0.06) 
Gender  0.64*** 
  (0.18) 
Education  -0.15** 
  (0.06) 
White  -0.88*** 
  (0.18) 
Income  -0.01 
  (0.06) 
Unemployment  0.01 
  (0.18) 
Ideology   0.10 
  (0.09) 
Culture  -0.03 
  (0.08) 
Crime  -0.22* 
  (0.12) 
Friends  0.63*** 
  (0.18) 
Neighbors   -0.10 
  (0.10) 
Television  0.12** 
  (0.06) 
Newspaper  -0.07 
  (0.07) 
Listening to News   0.06 
  (0.07) 
Constant  10.02*** 
  (1.48) 
Observations  341 
R2  0.26 
Adjusted R2  0.22 
Residual Std. Error  1.52 (df = 316) 
F Statistic  6.027*** (df = 19; 321) 

Note:   

The dependent variable is whether individuals 
overestimated the proportion of undocumented 
immigrants. 

*p<0.1, **p<0.05,***<0.01 
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traits, demographic characteristics, and 
exposure variables. 

Table 2: Logistic Regression of Variables 
Affecting Individuals’ Accurate Estimations 
Regarding the Proportion of Undocumented 
Immigrants   

Dependent Variable:
Accurate Est. of Undocumented  

Immigrant Pop.:

Extroversion  -0.28*
(.14)

Agreeableness  0.04
(.16)

Conscientiousness  0.11
(.15)

Neuroticism  -0.09
(.13)

Openness  -0.05
(.15)

Age  0.07
(.11)

Gender (Female)  -0.67***
(.25)

Education  0.13
(.12)

White  0.61***
(.21)

Income  0.20**
(.09)

Unemployment  0.06
(.24)

Ideology  -0.40**
(.16)

Culture  -0.08
(.14)

Crime Concern  0.23*
(.13)

Undocumented Friends  -0.17*
(.10)

Homogeneous Neighborhood  -0.12
(.15)

TV Exposure  -0.09*
(.05)

Newspaper  -0.04
(.06)

Listening to News  0.05
(.06)

Constant  -1.08***
(.31)

*p<0.1, **p<0.05,***<0.01 

The dependent variable is whether an 
individual correctly estimated the proportion of 
undocumented immigrants with a total of 341 
observations. 

These findings raise the question: Who was 
accurately estimating the undocumented 
immigrant population? A logistic regression 
analysis with the dependent variable 
being those who accurately estimated the 
proportion of undocumented immigrants. 
The previous variable was transformed 
into a new variable, which showed 
whether respondents exceeded the actual 
percentage of undocumented immigrants 
(coded as 1) or not (coded as 0). Individuals 
who responded “less than 5%” were the 
group that was coded as 1. The model 
evaluated the independent variables’ ability 
to forecast inaccuracy instead of their 
effect on the degree of inaccuracy. The 
logistic regression analysis provided new 
insights by predicting the probability of 
respondents making incorrect estimates 
about undocumented immigrant numbers. 
The results showed that respondents who 
were more extroverted tended to make less 
accurate estimates. Women demonstrated 
a lower probability of making accurate 
estimates than men in this study, which 
mirrored the gender pattern observed in the 
linear model. The identification as White 
increased the probability of making accurate 
estimates, and higher income levels also led 
to better estimation accuracy. The findings 
supported previous research by showing 
that the more conservative an individual 
was, the less accurate their predictions 
were and tended to overestimate the 
undocumented population, which may relate 
to political perception research regarding 
ideological distortions. The presence of 
undocumented friends slightly reduced 
estimation accuracy, which may be due 
to the fact that personal experiences can 
modify how people perceive undocumented 
population numbers. The analysis showed 
that increased television exposure led 
to marginally less accurate estimation, 
possibly because media narratives create 
immigration scale distortions that are 
independent of political ideology.  



 59

Discussion and Conclusion
This research aimed to study how 
personality traits affect innumeracy, 
specifically through the analysis of the 
overestimation of the undocumented 
immigrant population in the United 
States. Although neuroticism, openness 
to experience, and agreeableness 
were thought to have distinct effects 
on misperceptions, the study found 
alternative results. The findings reveal that 
individuals who scored higher in openness 
to experience were a strong predictor of 
overestimation, while both neuroticism 
and agreeableness did not result in any 
statistical significance. These findings were 
contrary to my expectation that higher 
scores in openness would lead to better 
accuracy, along with better awareness of 
others’ perspectives, because of a possible 
attentiveness to prominent political issues in 
the media.  

The logistic regression analysis built 
upon this knowledge by showing which 
characteristics lead people to make more 
accurate population size estimates. The 
model revealed that White respondents who 
earned more money and watched television 
less frequently provided more accurate 
estimates. People who were extroverted, 
along with political conservatives, females, 
and those with undocumented friends, 
demonstrated lower estimation accuracy. 
Media exposure research confirms these 
findings because visual and emotional 
storytelling mechanisms dominate statistical 
understanding, especially among people 
who base their judgments on personal 
experiences (Meltzer & Schemer, 2021).  

These findings expand knowledge about the 
relationships between political thinking and 
psychological characteristics. The research 
indicates that openness, together with other 
personality traits, impacts innumeracy, but 
they function as part of a complex system. 
The relationship between personality traits 

and demographic characteristics, together 
with cognitive factors and media exposure, 
produces complex interactions that make it 
difficult to establish straightforward cause-
and-effect relationships.  

However, the study has limitations. The Ten-
Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) provides 
limited ability to detect subtle trait effects, 
particularly when analyzing complex 
constructs such as neuroticism. Moreover, 
the study used a national distribution of 
participants through online methods, which 
could have resulted in selection biases that 
could be addressed by including questions 
regarding the regions the respondents were 
from. Additionally, future studies should 
implement longer personality assessments 
along with experimental methods to achieve 
better causal effect measurement. Another 
possibility would be to address increased 
exposure to diverse or politically charged 
information, which should be studied 
as possible variables that may affect 
innumeracy. Moreover, more questions 
regarding personality traits should be 
added, especially regarding neuroticism.  

This study reveals alternative directions 
for studying how personal dispositions 
affect incorrect factual beliefs. Future 
research needs to determine whether 
personality traits require personalized 
political numeracy intervention approaches 
and how traits affect intervention success 
rates. Researchers should explore the 
relationship between media environments 
and how different personality traits, 
such as conscientiousness and political 
trust, produce biased perceptions about 
marginalized groups. Building informed 
public discourse alongside equitable policy 
outcomes requires understanding which 
groups are most likely to misinterpret vital 
demographic information. It is clear that in 
the U.S., a vast number of the population is 
currently overestimating the undocumented 
immigrant population, but the main question 
is why. 
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