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Abstract: This article examines the Alternative for Germany’s (AfD) position follow-
ing the 2025 federal election, considering whether the party is entering a stage of
decline, sustaining its previous support, or moving toward greater ascendancy. The
analysis assesses changes in voter demographics, regional dynamics, and issue salience
to identify patterns of continuity or transformation in the party’s base. We also define
potential future issues, including continued dissatisfaction with the previous Ampel
coalition and the grand coalition that replaced it, backlash against the end of the
debt brake, and the perceived weakness of Iriedrich Merz as a leader. In light of
recent efforts to classify the AfD as an extremist party, the article evaluates how the
party’s evolving strategy and public perception may influence its capacity to shape
party competition and national policymaking. Finally, it explores whether the AfD’s
post-2025 trajectory signals a tipping point in the normalization of far-right politics
in Germany or a plateau in its influence, with broader implications for democratic
stability in advanced democracies.

Keywords: Alternative for Germany, cultural identity, economic nationalism, national
sovereignty, political entreprencurship, 2025 federal election

nﬁncc its founding in 2013, the Alternative for Germany (AfD) has defied expec-
tations about the trajectory and durability of far-right parties in post-war Ger-
man politics." Emerging initially as a Euroskeptic response to the Eurozone crisis,
the party quickly reinvented itself around more populist and nationalist themes,
capitalizing on successive moments of public discontent. The 2017 federal elec-
tion marked its electoral breakthrough, as the AfD became the third-largest party
in the Bundestag on the back of widespread opposition to Chancellor Angela
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Merkel’s refugee policies.? Subsequent elections and political crises, including the
covip-19 pandemic and economic discontent in eastern Germany, helped the
party sustain a stable and at times expanding electoral base.” By the early 2020s,
the AfD was not only a permanent feature of the German party system but also a
force reshaping political discourse, challenging the norms of post-war consensus
politics, and contesting positions of power in state parliaments.

The 2025 federal election represents a critical juncture in the party’s develop-
ment. With the continued fragmentation of the party system, the weakening of the
governing Ampel coalition, and visible divisions within the ¢cpu/csu under Friedrich
Merz, the AfD entered the election with significant momentum. Subsequently, the
party’s vote share doubled, rising from 10.4 percent in 2021 to 20.8 percent in
2025.* Yet despite this substantial gain, the AfD’s polling numbers had remained
relatively stable, between 17 and 22 percent in the two years preceding the elec-
tion.” This raises the question of whether 2025 marked the beginning of lasting
ascendancy, a plateau in voter support, or a temporary peak before a broader
decline. This article evaluates the AfD’s electoral performance, voter base, and
issue profile in 2025 to assess where the party now stands in its developmental arc.
Special attention is given to changes in regional support, demographic appeal, and
the party’s responsiveness to emerging policy debates such as fiscal conservatism,
national identity, and anti-establishment sentiment.

Beyond evaluating the election results themselves, the article situates the AfD’s
current position within a broader theoretical framework of party development.
We consider whether the party is entering a new phase, one characterized by
institutional normalization, ideological retrenchment, or electoral volatility. We
also appraise how these outcomes may influence the behavior of mainstream
parties and the future of democratic governance in Germany. Whether the AfD
endures, expands, or erodes in the aftermath of 2025 carries implications not only
for national politics but also for broader debates about political dealignment, far-
right mobilization, and the resilience of liberal democratic systems in the face of

populist challenges.

Theoretical Framework

The analysis of the AfD’s electoral development draws on the concept of “polit-
ical entrepreneurship,” a framework that helps explain how smaller, challenger
parties exploit structural opportunities to gain and sustain support. Political entre-
preneurship refers to the strategic behavior of parties or politicians who seek to
reshape political competition by identifying, framing, and promoting issues that

are underemphasized or neglected by mainstream actors.® In our book, Political
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Entrepreneurship in the Age of Dealignment: The Populist Far-Right Alternative for Germany,
we apply this concept to the German context by emphasizing how the AfD has
systematically engaged in “issue entrepreneurship,” that is, seizing on moments
of crisis (or perceived crisis) to promote distinctive positions that resonate with
disaffected or underrepresented segments of the electorate.” This entrepreneur-
ial approach is not limited to capitalizing on existing issues but often involves
inventing or performing crises to maximize political gains.® The AfD’s success
thus hinges not only on its ideological content but also on its capacity to strate-
gically occupy and defend issue spaces that the mainstream parties have vacated
or mishandled.

In the book, we propose a model of party development in three stages: emer-
gence, breakthrough, and sustainment.” Each stage corresponds to different elec-
toral goals, organizational needs, and strategic challenges. In the emergence stage,
a party secks initial visibility and support, often around a single salient issue, as
the AfD did in 2013 in response to the Eurozone crisis. The breakthrough stage
involves surpassing electoral thresholds and gaining parliamentary representa-
tion, as seen in 2017 when the AfD capitalized on the refugee crisis and broader
anti-immigrant sentiment. Finally, the sustainment stage refers to a party’s efforts
to consolidate and normalize its position within the party system, requiring orga-
nizational professionalization, ideological branding, and electoral resilience. In
this phase, the AfD maintained its relevance by adapting its messaging during
the covip-19 pandemic, refining its regional appeal (particularly in eastern Ger-

many),'’

and successfully tamping down inner-party conflict. These stages are
cumulative but not necessarily linear; parties may regress or stall depending on
internal cohesion and external political shifts."!

The theoretical lens of political entrepreneurship is particularly relevant in the
context of political dealignment. As we emphasize, dealignment has weakened
traditional party loyalties, eroded the dominance of catch-all parties, and cre-
ated openings for challengers like the AfD." Although the behavior of German
voters has evolved significantly over the past half-century, scholars note that the
long-standing trend of party system fragmentation accelerated markedly over
the past decade.” Voters increasingly make decisions based on short-term issue
salience rather than long-standing ideological commitments, allowing entrepre-
neurial actors to reposition the political agenda. In Germany, this has translated
into a growing pool of dissatisfied voters, many of whom feel alienated from estab-
lished parties and institutions."* The AfD’s rise can thus be understood not simply
as a reflection of increased voter radicalization and/or radical voter sentiment,
but as the product of a transformed opportunity structure in which a nimble,
polarizing actor has consistently exploited the gaps left by an increasingly frag-

mented and cautious political mainstream.
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Stages of Political Development

The trajectory of the AfD since its founding in 2013 reflects a calculated shift in
1ssue emphasis aligned with broader changes in the political opportunity structure.
The party’s initial emergence occurred in response to Germany’s handling of the
Eurozone crisis, which represented one of the most serious economic and political
challenges facing Europe since World War II. Founded by a group of economists
and former members of the cpu, the AfD’s early platform centered on oppo-
sition to European monetary integration, particularly the bailout packages for
Greece and other struggling Eurozone economies.” The AfD articulated a vision
of economic nationalism that combined fiscal conservatism with a technocratic
critique of elite decision-making within the European Union. Although narrowly
missing the 5 percent threshold required for Bundestag representation in 2013,
the AfD capitalized on public unease about economic risk sharing and German
taxpayer liability, positioning itself as a voice for national sovereignty within the EU
framework. Between 2014 and 2017, the AfD entered almost all state parliaments,
demonstrating its ability to convert economic discontent into electoral gains at the
regional level.

By 2017, the party had undergone a significant ideological transformation,
shifting its focus from economic topics to cultural and identity-based issues. This
breakthrough phase was defined by the AfD’s response to the refugee crisis and
its critique of Chancellor Angela Merkel’s asylum policies. The party’s messaging
emphasized immigration skepticism, national identity, and public safety, tapping
into widespread anxiety in the wake of the large-scale arrival of asylum seckers
beginning in 2015. The AfD’s ability to frame immigration as a crisis of national
control enabled it to attract support from both traditional conservatives and dis-
affected voters across demographic groupings.'® In the 2017 federal election,
the party entered the Bundestag for the first time with 12.6 percent of the vote,
becoming the largest opposition party and fundamentally altering the post-war
German party system.

Following its parliamentary breakthrough, the AfD entered a sustainment
phase in which it sought to stabilize and expand its support base. This period
included internal organizational development, a consolidation of leadership
around more radical factions, and increased efforts to tailor messaging to regional
contexts, especially in eastern Germany.'” The party’s response to the covip-19
pandemic was a key episode in this stage.'”® Unlike mainstream parties, the AfD
opposed lockdowns, vaccine mandates, and other public health measures, framing
them as infringements on individual liberty and government overreach. Although
this strategy attracted criticism, it also helped the AfD maintain a distinct anti-es-

tablishment identity and mobilize segments of the electorate frustrated with
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pandemic governance. Unlike other parties, the AfD held no positions in state
coalition governments and was therefore entirely shut out of pandemic deci-
sion-making at the state level. As a result, the AfD was uniquely positioned to
oppose pandemic-related decisions made by state governments. The 2021 federal
election yielded a slightly diminished national result at 10.4 percent, but the party
remained strong in eastern states, indicating that regional entrenchment rather
than broad-based national growth had become its principal path of sustainment.
The fluctuation in vote share is a normal aspect of party development, and no
party, particularly one reliant on protest and opposition, can expect continuous
growth. For the AfD, the 2021 result suggested the limits of its national appeal even
as it deepened its foothold in regional strongholds.

The Federal 2025 Election

The 2025 federal election marked a significant moment for the AfD, with the
party securing 20.8 percent of the vote, its highest national vote share to date
and nearly double its result from 2021. This outcome solidified the AfD’s position
as one of the major parties in the German system, although it remained outside
the realm of coalition politics at the national level and (currently still) state level.
The result reflected both long-term structural trends, including continued voter
dealignment and regional polarization, and short-term factors specific to the 2025
campaign context. Notably, the AfD made significant inroads in western states
while reinforcing its dominance in the east, where it emerged as the leading party
in all five Lander.! This electoral performance raised critical questions about
whether the party was entering a new phase of ascendancy or merely capitalizing
on a high point within a limited electoral ceiling.

Exit polls demonstrated that the demographic profile of AfD voters in 2025
showed both continuity and modest expansion.”’ The party continued to draw
a larger share of men (although a substantial share of women also voted for the
party), voters with lower levels of formal education, and residents of eastern Ger-
many. Compared to earlier election cycles, the AfD increased its support across
all age groups, rather than gaining primarily among younger voters. In fact, the
youngest age group ranked only fourth in terms of its level of support for the party
(depending on how age categories are grouped), despite widespread speculation
that platforms such as TikTok would significantly expand the AfD’s reach among
young voters.?’ This broadening support suggests that the party’s messaging on
economic discontent, national sovereignty, and cultural identity resonated beyond
its traditional protest base. In addition, the AfD gained support among former

CDU/CSU voters, particularly those dissatisfied with the perceived moderation and
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indecisiveness of Merz’s leadership. In fact, only 43 percent of Germans reported
that Merz was chancellor material.*® These potential gains indicate an erosion of
the traditional conservative bloc and highlight the AfD’s growing appeal among
voters who previously identified with the political center-right.

As with elections prior, issue salience played a crucial role in shaping the AfD’s
electoral success in 2025. Dissatisfaction with the outgoing Ampel coalition,
especially over economic policy and internal disagreement on immigration and
energy, created fertile ground for opposition messaging. The party’s campaign
emphasized national self-determination, opposition to climate policies (framed in
both economic and “moral” terms), and criticism of the government’s handling
of inflation and public debt.?® The potential end of the debt brake and debates
over fiscal responsibility provided the AfD with a renewed opportunity to frame
itself as a defender of economic prudence. Migration remained a central concern
for voters, with widespread calls for reform amid perceptions of state incapacity
and rising numbers of asylum applications. The AfD also capitalized on growing
public fatigue with Germany’s support for Ukraine, questioning the long-term
costs of military aid and refugee resettlement.?* At the same time, Merz’s failure
to consolidate conservative support and the internal fractures within the cpu/csu
allowed the AfD to capture disillusioned center-right voters. While the AfD’s issue
focus remained rooted in populist opposition to clites and mainstream consensus,
its ability to blend cultural and economic grievances in a time of political uncer-

tainty help to explain its strong showing in the 2025 federal election.

Possible Future Developmental Stages for the AfD

The AfD’s performance in the 2025 federal election presents multiple possible tra-
jectories for its future development. With its highest-ever national vote share, the
party has strengthened its position within the German party system. Yet it remains
unclear whether this moment represents the beginning of long-term transforma-
tion or a temporary peak. This section considers three plausible paths forward,
each shaped by structural opportunities, party strategy, and responses from the

political mainstream.

(Continued) Sustainment

The AfD may be entering a period of consolidation in which it sustains its cur-
rent level of support without significant growth or decline, albeit with some minor
fluctuations in support. The party’s 2025 success builds on a pattern of regional
strength, especially in eastern Germany, and a steady national presence supported

by its anti-establishment posture. The collapse of the Ampel coalition, growing
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frustration with inflation and fiscal instability, and widespread dissatisfaction with
the cpu/csu under Merz, exemplified by his failure to secure a chancellorship vote
on the first attempt, have all reinforced the AfD’s narrative of establishment fail-
ure.” The end of the debt brake has further strengthened the party’s economic
messaging, allowing it to present itself as the sole voice of fiscal responsibility,
leaving aside the now almost irrelevant Free Democratic Party (kpP).2° If the AfD
continues to maintain cohesion and adapts its messaging to emerging issues while

preserving its core themes, it could remain a stable fixture in the political landscape.

Ascendancy

A more transformative scenario involves the AfD entering a phase of electoral and
institutional ascendancy. In this scenario, the party continues to expand its support
base across regions and social groups and begins to exert influence over national
policy, either indirectly, through participation in state-level coalitions, as a blocking
minority in the Bundestag, or (more dramatically) through a future federal-level
coalition government (as accomplished by far-right parties in Finland, Sweden,
and several other European countries). The erosion of traditional party loyalties
and the inability of the ¢pu/csu and the spD to offer compelling alternatives or
simply “get things done” may open new space for the AfD to position itself as a
viable governing actor. Since the 2017 election, the party has moderated its tone
in select western states while intensifying its populist appeals in others. Its response
to the suspension of the debt brake has blended conventional budgetary conser-
vatism with a more radical populist critique of elite mismanagement, drawing
comparisons to the fiscal messaging of the MAGA movement in the U.s. Recent
reports have also detailed the AfD’s internal strategy to grow its influence by focus-
ing on regional consolidation, messaging discipline, and candidate recruitment,
particularly in eastern Germany.”” If the AfD can balance institutional credibility
with its outsider identity, and if public discontent deepens, the possibility of an
ascendancy into formal governance becomes more realistic.

As of January 2026, the AfD is polling at roughly the same level as the cbu/csu
(around 26 percent) at the federal level and between 35 and 40 percent in several
eastern German states that hold state elections in 2026, placing it in direct com-
petition for the position of Germany largest party.”® Ascendancy would become
more plausible if this electoral parity were to coincide with a weakening of the
Brandmauer (firewall), allowing other parties to justify cooperation with the AfD
on the grounds of its status as the largest or co-largest party. There is emerging
evidence that voters of competing parties are becoming more open to such coop-
eration, particularly in contexts where the AfD is perceived as an unavoidable
parliamentary actor.” Interestingly enough, if the AfD were to gain the absolute
majority of seats in upcoming state elections in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania
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and Saxony-Anhalt, there would be no need for a coalition with the Union parties.
This is a double-edged sword for the AfD, however. A quasi-firewall might stay in
place if the cbu/csu is consigned to the opposition and works with other parties to
obstruct the AfD’s agenda. Thus, it might be advantageous for the AfD to secure

a solid plurality of votes but not enough for an absolute majority.

Decline

Despite these opportunities, the AfD also faces significant risks that could lead to
a decline in support. First, the party continues to face institutional challenges, as
the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution (BfV) recently classified
the AfD as an extremist organization, although the designation has been tempo-
rarily suspended.*® Such classification could alienate moderate voters and curtail
the party’s activities. Second, internally there exist persistent tensions between
radical and (more) moderate factions that could erupt into public conflict, which
would undermine the party’s image and organizational strength. This 1s in addi-
tion to inner-party conflict over recent nepotism scandals in several of the AfD’s
state party organizations. Third, shifts in the issue agenda may weaken the AfD’s
appeal. A reduction in the salience of immigration, a rebound in economic per-
formance, or successful repositioning by the cbu/csu could all deprive the AfD of
its comparative advantage. If mainstream parties begin to absorb protest voters
through stronger leadership and more responsive platforms, the AfD may find
itself unable to reproduce its 2025 success. Taken together, these dynamics suggest
that the AfD’s recent gains remain contingent rather than self-reinforcing, which

leaves the party vulnerable to stagnation or decline if external conditions shift.

Which Stage Is Most Likely to Occur in the Future?

At present, the most likely trajectory for the AfD is continued sustainment. While
the party has achieved unprecedented electoral success and current polling shows
a slight increase from the 2025 federal election results, its long-term growth
remains constrained by the enduring stigma attached to its brand. A decisive
majority of the German electorate continues to view the AfD as an unacceptable
choice under any circumstances, limiting the party’s potential for broader appeal.
This stigma not only rules out the prospect of the AfD securing a chancellorship
but also ensures that it remains excluded from coalition negotiations at the federal
level. As a result, the party is likely to remain in the sustainment stage in the short
to medium term, maintaining its current level of support and reinforcing its role
as a protest vehicle rather than a governing force.

Over time, however, the lack of any real influence at the federal level could
have spillover effects, diminishing enthusiasm among supporters or prompting vot-

ers to view the AfD primarily as a regional or state-level actor. Voters may also
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begin to shift their support to parties with a realistic chance of entering government,
especially if dissatisfaction with the status quo remains high and other alternatives
appear more viable. If core supporters come to see the AfD as permanently shut out
of national policymaking, disillusionment could grow, potentially pushing the party
into a period of decline. This pattern has been observed in other protest-oriented or
outsider parties in both German and broader European contexts, where long-term
exclusion from power has often led to stagnation or decline.” Conversely, even if
the Brandmauer were to weaken and the AfD were to enter a federal coalition, the
party would confront the challenge of governing, a transition that has frequently

constrained far-right populist parties once protest appeals give way to responsibility.

Implications for German Politics

The formation of a new grand coalition between the ¢pu/csu and spb has not
resolved the discontent that emerged under the Ampel government and may face
its own legitimacy challenges if voter frustration persists. The AfD’s sustained
strength in the 2025 federal election is likely to have lasting effects on the strategies
and positioning of Germany’s mainstream parties. For the cbu/csu in particu-
lar, the AfD’s success has intensified internal debates over how to respond. Some
within the conservative bloc have called for a harder stance on immigration, law
and order, and cultural issues in an effort to win back voters who have shifted to
the AfD. As Matthias Dilling notes, significant overlap in the policy positions of the
AfD and the cpu/csu was already evident by the time of the 2017 federal elec-
tion.*? Others remain committed to upholding a strict separation from the far right,
concerned that any form of accommodation would legitimize a party still under
scrutiny for extremist tendencies.

Indeed, some scholars question whether the AfD’s voters are even available to
mainstream parties.® On the left, Die Linke staged a surprise rebound in 2025
after a difficult 2021 election,™ which demonstrates that there remains an appe-
tite for left-wing populist alternatives, particularly among economically disaffected
voters in the east. This resurgence, along with the short-term breakthrough of
the Bsw (Sahra Wagenknecht Alliance, but slated to be renamed the Alliance for
Social Justice and Economic Rationality),” may complicate the AfD’s efforts to
monopolize protest sentiment and could pressure the spb and Greens to sharpen
their messaging on social justice and economic inequality. Across the political
spectrum, the AfD’s performance is prompting a reconsideration of messaging,
coalition strategies, and voter engagement.

The presence of a strong far-right party has clear implications for political sta-

bility in Germany. While the institutional framework remains durable, the AfD’s
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growth has intensified polarization and exacerbated regional divides, particularly
between castern and western states. In the east, the AfD now leads in many polls
and has gained influence in state and local governance. This growing presence is
testing political norms related to cooperation, party exclusion, and democratic
accountability. At the national level, the persistent refusal by all other parties to
consider the AfD as a coalition partner has complicated government formation
and weakened the role of parliamentary opposition. Over time, this situation
may contribute to a broader sense of political dysfunction or exclusion, especially
among AfD supporters, potentially undermining trust in democratic institutions.
Even outside of government, the AfD has significantly influenced Germany’s
political agenda. The party has been instrumental in shifting debates on immi-
gration, national identity, and sovereignty from the fringes to the center of
political discourse. Tor instance, following the 2025 federal election, Chancellor
Merz’s administration (under the immigration hardliner Alexander Dobrindt of
the ¢su) has sought to implement stricter border controls and policies to curb
illegal migration, including turning away undocumented migrants at the bor-
der. This policy shift reflects the AfD’s impact on mainstream parties’ stances on
immigration.*® The AfD has also contributed to the politicization of previously
consensual issues, such as climate policy. The party’s opposition to Germany’s
climate initiatives has resonated in conservative and rural areas, leading to a
broader backlash against the Green Party’s agenda. This backlash has pressured
other parties to reconsider their positions on environmental policies.” At the state
level, particularly in regions like Saxony and Thuringia, the AfD’s presence has
influenced legislative priorities. The party’s electoral strength has complicated
coalition-building efforts and influenced leadership votes in state parliaments,
often forcing mainstream parties to form awkward or unstable alliances to avoid
working with the AfD.*® These dynamics emphasize the AfD’s ability to exert
policy influence without holding formal power. As long as the AfD maintains its
electoral support and distinct ideological identity, while not being viewed as too
extreme by potential swing voters, it will continue to challenge the traditional

boundaries of Germany’s post-war political consensus.

Conclusion

This article has examined the AfD’s position following the 2025 federal election
and situated it within the party’s broader developmental arc. We reviewed the AfD’s
emergence during the Eurozone crisis, its breakthrough in the context of the ref-
ugee crisis, and its strategies of sustainment in the years that followed. The 2025

election result, in which the party doubled its national vote share to 20.8 percent,
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represents a major milestone but not necessarily a turning point leading to gov-
ernance. While the AfD’s support has clearly expanded, its long-term trajectory
remains uncertain due to persistent political stigma, exclusion from coalition pol-
itics, and structural limitations on its influence. At present, the most plausible sce-
nario is continued sustainment (so long as the firewall holds), although longer-term
decline remains possible if supporters begin to view the party as permanently shut
out of power.

Efforts to categorize the AfD as an extremist organization have added a new
dimension to the party’s future prospects. In 2024, Germany’s domestic intelli-
gence agency reaflirmed its classification of the party’s youth wing and several
regional branches as right-wing extremist.* Meanwhile, public debate over ban-
ning the party has intensified, with recent polling showing that nearly half of Ger-
mans would support such a move.*” However, these developments have coincided
with a rise in AfD polling numbers, likely driven by frustration with the collapse
of the Ampel coalition, dissatisfaction with the suspension of the debt brake, and
the perceived weakness of Merz’s leadership, as well as signs of disillusionment
with the newly formed grand coalition. This paradox highlights a central tension
in the AfD’s position: it remains institutionally isolated yet politically potent. This
may help explain why the BfV labeled the party as extremist in May 2025, only to
walk back the designation a few days later.*! What remains to be seen is whether
mnstitutional efforts to contain the AfD will limit its appeal or, instead, reinforce its
narrative as a persecuted outsider and further deepen its support.

Future research should explore how sustained exclusion from governance
affects the behavior of far-right voters and activists in Germany. Comparative
studies might also examine whether the AfD follows a path similar to other Euro-
pean far-right parties that have either normalized and joined coalitions or stalled
due to political isolation. Furthermore, the role of mainstream party missteps,
especially within the ¢pu/csu, should remain a key focus for scholars of political
competition and party systems.

The AfD’s trajectory will continue to shape not only German politics but also
broader patterns in European democracy. The party’s ability to maintain or expand
support without access to governing coalitions challenges conventional expecta-
tions about the limits of populist parties. Whether the AfD ultimately declines,
sustains its position, or ascends to greater influence will offer insight into how far-
right parties adapt to exclusion, institutional pressure, and evolving political oppor-
tunities. As Germany navigates a period of political uncertainty, the AfD’s role will

remain a key indicator of the resilience of the post-war political order.

e 70 ees



Michael A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen

MicHAEL A. HANSEN is a Professor of Political Science and Head of the Depart-
ment of Philosophy, Contemporary History, and Political Science at the Univer-
sity of Turku. His scholarly articles have appeared in numerous peer-reviewed
journals, such as Party Politics, Political Behavior, Electoral Studies, Political Research
Quarterly, Comparative European Politics, German Politics, and German Politics and Society.
He is a co-author of the book Political Entrepreneurship in the Age of Dealignment: The
Populist Far-Right Alternatwe for Germany (2024).

JoNaTHAN OLSEN is a Professor of Political Science at Texas Woman’s University.
He is the author or co-author of six books as well as numerous peer-reviewed
articles in journals such as Party Politics, German Politics, German Politics and Society,
Journal of Politics, Religion, and Ideology, and Problems of Post-Communism. He is a
co-author of the book Political Entrepreneurship in the Age of Dealignment: The Populist
Far-Right Alternative for Germany (2024).

Notes

1. See Kai Arzheimer, “The AfD: Finally a Successful Right-Wing Populist Eurosceptic
Party for Germany?” West European Politics 38, no. 3 (2015): 535-556; Manes Weiss-
kircher, ed., Contemporary Germany and the Fourth Wave of Far-Right Politics: From the Streets
lo Parliament (London, 2023); Nicole Berbuir, Marcel Lewandowsky, and Jasmin Siri,
“The AfD and Its Sympathisers: Finally a Right-Wing Populist Movement in Ger-
many?,” German Politics 24, no. 2 (2015): 154-178; Frank Decker, “The ‘Alternative for
Germany’: Factors Behind Its Emergence and Profile of a New Right-Wing Populist
Party,” German Politics and Society 34, no. 2 (2016): 1-16; Rudiger Schmitt-Beck, “The
‘Alternative fir Deutschland in the Electorate’: Between Single-Issue and Right-Wing
Populist Party,” German Politics 26, no. 1 (2017): 124-148.

2. Michael A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen, “Flesh of the Same Flesh: A Study of Voters
for the Alternative for Germany (AfD) in the 2017 Federal Election,” German Politics
28, no. 1 (2019): 1-19; Kai Arzheimer and Carl C. Berning, “How the Alternative for
Germany (AfD) and Their Voters Veered to the Radical Right, 2013-2017,” Electoral
Studies 60 (2019): 102040.

3. Michael A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen, “The Alternative for Germany (AfD) as Pop-
ulist Issue Entrepreneur: Explaining the Party and Its Voters in the 2021 German Fed-
eral Election,” German Politics 33, no. 4 (2024): 643-667; Lars Rensmann and Thijs de
Zee, “The Pandemic Factor: The COVID-19 Cirisis in the Alternative for Germany’s
2021 Federal Election Campaign,” German Politics and Society 40, no. 4 (2022): 69-103.

4. The Federal Returning Officer, “Bundestag Election 2025” (8 May 2025), https://
bundeswahlleiterin.de/en/bundestagswahlen/2025/ ergebnisse/bund-99.html.

5. Europe Elects, “Germany: National Poll Average” (7 May 2025), https://europe-
elects.eu/germany/.

6. See Catherine E. De Vries and Sara B. Hobolt, Political Entrepreneurs: The Rise of Chal-
lenger Parties in Europe (Princeton, 2020); De Vries and Hobolt, “When Dimensions Col-
lide: The Electoral Success of Issue Entreprencurs,” European Union Politics 13, no. 2

e 80 eee



10.

11.

12.
13.

14.
. Michelle Martin, “Greek Turmoil an Unexpected Boon for German AfD Euroscep-
16.
17.
18.

19.
20.

21.

Turning Point or Plateau?

(2012): 246-268; Hobolt and De Vries, “Issue Entrepreneurship and Multiparty Com-
petition,” Comparative Political Studies 48, no. 9 (2015): 1159-1185.

. Michael A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen, Political Entrepreneurship in the Age of Dealign-

ment: The Populist Far-Right Alternative for Germany (Cham, 2024).

. See Benjamin Moffitt, “How to Perform Cirisis: A Model for Understanding the Key

Role of Cirisis in Contemporary Populism,” Government and Opposition 50, no. 2 (2015):
189-217.

. Hansen and Olsen, “The Alternative for Germany (AfD) as Populist Issue Entrepre-

neur.”

See Manes Weisskircher, “The Strength of Far-Right AfD in Eastern Germany: The
East-West Divide and the Multiple Causes behind “Populism’,” Political Quarterly 91,
no. 3 (2020): 614-622; Michael A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen, “A Tale of Two Elec-
torates? The 2021 Federal Election and the AfD Voter in East and West,” German Poli-
tics and Soctety 40, no. 2 (2022): 110-133; Kai Arzheimer, “The Electoral Breakthrough
of the AfD and the East-West Divide in German Politics,” in Weisskircher (2023),
Contemporary Germany and the Fourth Wave, 140-158; Jonathan Olsen, “The Left Party
and the AfD: Populist Competitors in Eastern Germany,” German Politics and Society 36,
no. 1 (2018): 70-83.

Tor a discussion on the AfD’s internal cohesion, see Anna-Sophie Heinze, Benjamin
Hohne, and Felix Wortmann Callejon, “What Drives the Intra-party Democracy of
the Alternative for Germany’: Populist Ideology, Low Institutionalisation or Lack
of Party Unity?,” Party Politics 30, no. 5 (2024): 795-807; Anna-Sophie Heinze and
Manes Weisskircher, “No Strong Leaders Needed? AfD Party Organisation between
Collective Leadership, Internal Democracy, and ‘Movement-Party’ Strategy,” Poli-
tics and Governance 9, no. 4 (2021): 263-274; Michae A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen,
“Strategies for Sustaining Success: Ideological Positioning and Fashioning a Party
Brand,” in Hansen and Olsen (2024), Political Entrepreneurship in the Age of Dealignment,
129-149.

Ibid.

Rudiger Schmitt-Beck, Sigrid RofBteutscher, Harald Schoen, et al., eds., The Changing
German Voter (Oxford, 2022).

Hansen and Olsen, “Flesh of the Same Flesh.”

tics,” Reuters (1 February 2015), https://www.reuters.com/article/world/greek-tur-
moil-an-unexpected-boon-for-german-afd-eurosceptics-idUSKBNOL5 1 FZ/.

Hansen and Olsen “Flesh of the Same Flesh.”

Arzheimer, “The Electoral Breakthrough of the AfD and the East-West Divide in
German Politics.”

Hansen and Olsen, “The Alternative for Germany (AfD) as Populist Issue Entrepreneur.”
The Federal Returning Officer, “Bundestag Election 2025.”

Kristin Zeier and Gianna-Carina Grin, “German Election Results Explained in
Graphics,” DWW (27 February 2025), https://www.dw.com/en/german-election-re-
sults-explained-in-graphics/a-71724186.

One of this article’s authors was contacted by multiple journalists leading up to the
election seeking comment on the claim that younger voters were driving support for
the AfD. In response, the author pointed to exit poll data from the 2024 European
Parliament elections showing that younger voters did not support the AfD at higher
rates than other age groups and that the party’s gains were consistent across demo-
graphic categories. He also highlighted how this idea had become a news narrative

ve 81 eee



Michael A. Hansen and Jonathan Olsen

22.

23.

24.
. Nette Nostlinger, “Humiliated Merz Fails to Be Elected German Chancellor on First

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

without any evidence to support the claims. Despite this clarification and a willingness
to provide further information, the journalists did not follow up or respond to subse-
quent e-mails. Several of the resulting articles nevertheless advanced the narrative of
a youth-driven AfD surge without offering empirical evidence to support the claim.
Deborah Cole, “A Country Divided: Five Key Takeaways from the German Election,”
Guardian (24 February 2025), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2025/feb/24/a-
country-divided-five-key-takeaways-from-the-german-election.

See Alternative for Germany, “Zeit fur Deutschland: Programm der Alternative fiir
Deutschland fiir die Wahl zum 21. Deutschen Bundestag” (12 January 2025), https://
www.afd.de/wahlprogramm?25/.

Cole, “A Country Divided.”

Parliament Ballot: This Failure Is Unprecedented in Germany’s Postwar History,”
Politico (6 May 2025), https://www.politico.eu/article/conservative-leader-fried-
rich-merz-fails-clected-german-chancellor-first-parliamentary-vote-bundestag/.

For a discussion on the debt brake, see Sabine Kinkartz, “What Is Germany’s Debt
Brake?,” DWW (5 March 2025), https://www.dw.com/en/what-is-germanys-debt-
brake/a-67587332.

Maria Fiedler, Sophie Garbe, Tobias GroBekemper, et al., “How Germany’s AfD
Intends to Boost Its Influence,” Spiegel International (11 April 2025), https://www.
spiegel.de/international/germany/right-wing-report-how-germanys-afd-intends-to-
boost-its-influence-a-140£c377-8981-4411-9f31-78e4b267eb3f.

Europe Elects, “Germany: National Average Poll” (21 January 2026), https://europ-
eelects.eu/germany/ (accessed 26 January 2026).

See “Umlfrage: Jeder Zweite im Stidwesten gegen Brandmauer zur AfD,” Welt (25
January 2026), https://www.zeit.de/news/2026-01/25/umfrage-jeder-zweite-im-
suedwesten-gegen-brandmauer-zur-afd .

See Andreas Rinke, “German Spy Agency Pauses ‘Extremist’ Classification for
AfD Party, Local Court Says,” Reuters (8 May 2025), https://www.reuters.com/
world/europe/german-spy-agency-pauses-extremist-classification-afd-party-lo-
cal-court-says-2025-05-08/.

Anders Ravik Jupskas, “Why Did the Danish People’s Party Lose More Than Fifty
Percent of Its Votes?,” C-REX-—Center for Research on Extremism (6 June 2019),
https://www.sv.uio.no/c-rex/english/news-and-events/right-now/2019/dan-
ish-election-2019.html.

Matthias Dilling, “Two of the Same Kind? The Rise of the AfD and Its Implications
for the CDU/CSU,” German Politics and Soctety 36, no. 1 (2018): 84—104.

Marcel Lewandowsky and Aiko Wagner, “Fighting for a Lost Cause? Availability of
Populist Radical Right Voters for Established Parties. The Case of Germany,” Repre-
sentation 59, no. 3 (2023): 485-512; Anna-Sophie Heinze, “Dealing with the Populist
Radical Right in Parliament: Mainstream Party Responses toward the Alternative for
Germany,” European Political Science Review 14, no. 3 (2022): 333-350. For a more histor-
ical analysis, see David Art, “Reacting to the Radical Right: Lessons from Germany
and Austria,” Party Politics 13, no. 3 (2007): 331-349.

For a more detailed discussion on Die Linke in 2021, see Jonathan Olsen and Michael
A. Hansen, “The Party without Qualities? Explaining the Left Party’s Electoral Disas-
ter in the 2021 German Federal Election,” German Politics and Soctety 40, no. 3 (2022):
1-22.

e 82 uee



36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

Turning Point or Plateau?

. Although the Bsw narrowly (and disappointingly) missed entrance into the Bundestag

with 4.97 percent of the vote, its result nevertheless demonstrates that the AfD does
not monopolize populist protest sentiments. Indeed, although it does not appear that
the Bsw took a significant number of votes away from the AfD in the 2025 election,
there is considerable evidence for this dynamic in the eastern German states. The Bsw
thus has the potential to help solidify a hard ceiling for the AfD vote.

“Germany to Reject Undocumented Migrants at Border, Interior Minister Says,” A/
Jazeera (7 May 2025), https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/5/7/germany-to-re-
ject-undocumented-migrants-at-border-report’utm_source=chatgpt.com.

Ajit Niranjan, ““People See It as Invasive’: Did Anti-Green Feeling Fuel the Right’s
Rise in Germany?,” Guardian (4 March 2025), https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2025/mar/04/did-anti-green-feeling-fuel-right-rise-germany-climate-af-
d?utm_source=chatgpt.com.

“Eastern German Legislature Elects Mainstream Conservative Speaker after Far-
Right Election Win,” AP News (28 September 2024), https://apnews.com/article/
germany-thuringia-far-right-afd-speaker-cd3 1f1d3ece5{772035a4a75e4098bda.
Hans Pfeifer, “Why Germany’s Far-Right AfD Youth Wing Faces a Ban,” DIV (25
February 2024), https://www.dw.com/en/why-germanys-far-right-afd-youth-wing-
faces-a-ban/a-68332280.

Matt Ford, Kieran Burke, Roshni Majumdar, and Nik Martin, “Germany Updates:
Almost 50% of Germans Back AfD Ban—Poll,” DIW (3 May 2025), https://www.
dw.com/en/germany-updates-almost-50-of-germans-back-afd-ban-poll/live-
72424562.

Rana Taha, “Germany Updates: AfD Party’s ‘Extremist’ Label Suspended,” DIW
(8 May 2025), https://www.dw.com/en/germany-updates-atd-partys-extremist-la-
bel-suspended/live-72474770.

e 83 eee





