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Abstract
What is the effect of violence on political mobilization? Taking the repression-mobilization nexus debate
as a starting point, we study the effects of police interventions on political participation, focusing on the
Spanish police crackdown on Catalonia’s independence referendum on 1 October 2017. We analyze the
effect of police actions on turnout using detailed aggregate data, as well as a survey conducted a few days
after the referendum. The two empirical approaches show that police interventions had both deterrent and
inverse spatial spillover effects. Although police raids had a local negative impact on turnout, they induced
positive spillover effects in the surrounding areas. Our findings also indicate heterogeneity in the spatial
dynamics, with police actions encouraging people to go to vote in nearby areas, but also mobilizing residents
in neighboring areas to participate, especially those individuals with fewer incentives to turn out to vote.

Keywords: Civil/domestic conflict; ethnicity and nationalism; political participation and turnout; voting behavior

1. Introduction
The effect of state violence on political mobilization remains an open question. The literature on
the relationship between state-prompted violence and political behavior has generally focused on
violent clashes against demonstrators or social movements, events that are infrequent or normally
occur on a single specific location. Crucially, and despite much ink has been spilled as to why and
how state violence should affect political mobilization, most studies still revolve around two dif-
ferent theoretical expectations. The first strand suggests that violence quells collective action and
diminishes political participation. The second strand of the literature argues that violence can
backfire and ultimately stimulate political mobilization. In parallel, the literature has also dis-
cussed the existence of a U-shaped pattern between violence and mobilization, but most studies
think of this relationship in temporal terms. In contrast, there are not many studies focusing on
the type of relationship between violence and subsequent mobilization from a spatial point of
view. Although there are reasons to believe that the effect of violence is the same locally than
in neighboring areas, it can also be argued that the effect of violence on mobilization is amplified
in spatially close areas. Taking these gaps into account, this paper aims at making a contribution
to the literature of state violence and political mobilization. By focusing on the state-sanctioned
police interventions perpetrated against the 2017 Catalan referendum on independence, we study
whether electoral participation was significantly affected by police interventions, the dynamics of
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this relationship over space and who was more likely to be (de)mobilized. More specifically, our
contribution is threefold:

First, we complement the literature on the effects of police actions on political mobilization in
democracies. As mentioned, scholars have long examined whether state violence quells political
mobilization or whether it can backfire and stimulate protest. Most contributions, however, come
from non-democratic systems, where repression does not only take place during the election day
but is a constant feature of the political system. This for instance led Aytaç et al. (2017, 1) to argue
that “backlash mobilization [as a result of violence] may be less germane in democracies.” Despite
in the 2017 referendum on Catalan independence both the occurrence and intensity of violence
was unprecedented, many contemporary democracies coexist with violent events (Muñoz and
Anduiza, 2019; Kriesi et al., 2020), the consequences of which remain largely understudied.

Second, previous studies debate whether the relationship between repression and subsequent
mobilization follows a U-curve, an inverted U-curve or, more in general, whether the deterrent
and radicalizing effects both occur and/or trade off over time (Francisco, 1995). We complement
this debate by examining a similar but largely ignored relationship in the mobilization literature,
that is, the spatial dynamics triggered by violence on political mobilization. In other words, do we
observe a positive/negative effect of violence on political participation only in places where it
occurred? Or do people also react to violent events in the surrounding areas?

Finally, from an individual point of view, the scholarly literature has recently devoted much
effort to understand who reacts to the actions perpetrated by the police—see, for instance,
Aytaç, Schiumerini, and Stokes (2017) or Enos, Kaufman, and Sands (2019). By studying the
Catalan case, we complement this literature by analyzing a context in which political competition
is polarized along national identity lines and, therefore, it is a priori unclear who gets mobilized.

Our empirical analysis makes use of detailed geographic information on police raids and a survey
that includes information on the geo-coordinates of each respondent’s address. After showing that
police interventions followed aquasi-randompattern, our findings show thatpolice violencedecreased
political participation locally, but induced mobilization in the immediate surrounding areas. In add-
ition, we show that this pattern was especially prevalent among those individuals with a dual
Catalan and Spanish identity, whose initial predisposition to vote in the referendum was low.

2. Theoretical arguments: violence and political mobilization
Does state-prompted violence have an effect on political mobilization? And, if so, does it decrease
mobilization or increase it? Academic research has long been preoccupied with understanding the
effects of violence on political behavior, a debate that is often referred to as the repression-dissent
nexus or the repression-mobilization puzzle (Lichbach, 1987; Earl, 2011).

The first theoretical perspective contends that state violence and/or repression quells political, and
collective action. As a result of the socio-psychological consequences of violence (i.e., fear or
risk-aversion) (SalamonandVanEvera, 1973), the targeted groupmight becomediscouraged andwith-
draw frompolitical activism. Similarly, the rationalperspective argues that violence increases the costsof
collective action and therefore has a negative impact on the level of political mobilization (Muller and
Weede, 1990). Several findings are in line with the deterrence logic. For instance, in the context of
Mexico, Ukraine, and Afghanistan, respectively, Ley (2017), Coupe and Obrizan (2016), and Condra
et al. (2018) show that state violence depresses electoral participation. Similarly, Jones et al. (2017)
find that lynching in the USA reduced local black voter turnout, and Linden et al. (2006) conclude
that repression to extreme-right activism in the Netherlands let to political disengagement.

The second theoretical approach stands at the opposite side and argues that state violence can
backfire and stimulate political mobilization. The basic tenet of this model is that state violence
reveals new information about the regime and its opponents and further intensifies the frustra-
tions underlying citizens’ protests, which contributes to its escalation (Gurr, 1969; Rasler, 1996).
In other words, violence might give incentives to core opposition supporters to increase their
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mobilization efforts or even convince bystanders or undecided to join the protest activities (Chenoweth
and Stephan, 2011). Previous studies also provide evidence supporting the backfire logic. Wilkinson
(2006) shows that violence encouraged by Indian elites increased turnout among their supporters,
whereasBlattman (2009) finds that violence inUganda led to ahigher involvement inpolitical activities.
This backfire effect is not circumscribed to developing economies. Recently, Enos, Kaufman, and Sands
(2019) have found that, as a result of the 1992 Los Angeles riots, violent political protests crucially
spurred political participation among people who shared an identity with the rioters. Additionally,
Aytaç, Schiumerini, and Stokes (2017) have shown that police violence has a mobilizing effect, even
among citizens who are ideologically away from protesters. Finally, Muñoz and Anduiza (2019)
showthatpeople reactdifferently toviolence as a functionof their ideologicalpredisposition: it strength-
ens the view of those that stand at the opposite ideological side of the protester’s goals, but it also has an
effect on weak supporters or non-aligned citizens.

The debate about the consequences of State violence on political mobilization is especially
intense in the literature that examines the effect of police violence on people’s attitudes and
behavior. This literature, particularly prominent in the USA, mirrors the debate presented
above and offers once again a dual picture. On the one hand, some studies show that violent
police actions decrease an individual’s contact with the government and/or dampens other
forms of political engagement (Lerman and Weaver, 2014; Desmond et al., 2016; Laniyonu,
2019). On the other, there is alternative evidence showing that policing may backfire and trigger
a wave of political protests (Martin, 2005), when individuals react with outrage to events that they
perceive as unjust (Hess and Martin, 2006).

This (non-settled) debate is intertwined with a related one, namely the specific type of rela-
tionship between repression and subsequent mobilization. Classical studies argue that responses
to repression follow an inverted U-curve (Rasler, 1996; Lichbach and Gurr, 1981; Muller and
Weede, 1990), that is, protest mobilization increases with repression, but it decreases over time
(DeNardo, 2014). However, the type of relationship between state repression and the spatial
dynamics of political mobilization has received far less attention. The literature on social conflict
emphasizes the role played by contagion, bandwagon effects, and information cascades in mobil-
izing people (Rasler, 1996). The crucial point of these studies is that an individual’s probability to
participate depends critically on how many other individuals participate. The classical study by
Granovetter (1978) explains that an individual’s decision to participate can potentially push
others over their own individual-specific thresholds, triggering what the literature calls a band-
wagon effect or an information cascade. This spatial contagion effect has been shown by some
studies. For instance, Baudains, Johnson, and Braithwaite (2013) find strong evidence of conta-
gion in the 2011 London riots, whereby violence spread in a contiguous ways from one area to the
next. Similarly, and focusing on the UK’s Swing riots of 1830–31, Aidt, Leon, and Satchel (2017)
conclude that spatial contagion is a powerful force driving mobilization. If we accept the spatial
perspective and consider that state violence triggers political mobilization in surrounding areas,
one can also theoretically incorporate the idea of an inverted U-shape relationship. In other
words, once neighboring citizens perceive that police interventions are taking place next door,
violence can backfire and stimulate mobilization in the surrounding areas and do it at a higher
degree than places located further away. This behavior not only hinges on the idea that people in
neighboring areas are more likely to expect a police intervention, but on several other factors.
More concretely, citizens in neighboring towns are more likely to know people directly affected
by a police intervention, their social network—and hence the flow of information—is likely to be
tighter, and the affective connection to a place they know or have probably visited in the past is
likely to be higher. Consequently, the anger likely spurred by police violence is expected to be
stronger where a police intervention took place or in the surrounding areas.1

1Anger is a crucial psychological trait that motivates a person to take action against the responsible agent and boosts pol-
itical mobilization (Valentino et al., 2011).
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3. The Catalan case: support for secession and the role of identity
3.1 The 2017 referendum on secession

In this paper, we examine the effect on political mobilization of the state-sanctioned police inter-
ventions perpetrated against the Catalan referendum on independence that took place on the 1
October 2017. We next succinctly contextualize our case of study.

Since 2012, the Catalan government has sought to agree with the Spanish executive on the
celebration of a referendum on secession. Despite various attempts, the response from the central
government has invariably been to reject them. In parallel, the Catalan government has attempted
to circumvent the veto through alternative means. On 9 November 2014, the Catalan executive
organized a “Popular Consultation,” but prohibition from the Spanish Constitutional Court
forced the Catalan government to turn it into a “Citizen participation process.”2 The impossibility
to hold a legal referendum encouraged the Catalan executive to call for early regional election in
September 2015, which was announced as a plebiscite for independence. Within the secessionist
camp, the purported goal of the election was to obtain a majority of seats in the Catalan parlia-
ment and proclaim independence within the following 18 months. Finally, the pro-secession par-
ties gained 72 out of 135 seats in the Parliament but fell short of achieving a majority of the votes
(47.7 percent).

Soon after the elections took place, pro-independence politicians expressed the need to hold a
new and definitive referendum on secession, irrespective of the central government’s approval. In
September 2016, the Catalan government announced that a new referendum would be held
within the following year. Despite the proposition immediately faced the opposition of the
Spanish government and the main Spanish parties, the referendum was finally announced on
Sunday 1 October 2017. The preparation of the referendum entailed a series of legal arrange-
ments such as an electoral commission, a census, polling stations, etc. However, when the law
of the referendum was passed in the Catalan Parliament in early September 2017, the Spanish
Constitutional Court soon declared it unconstitutional. Thereafter, the electoral commission
was dismantled, the census register was not sent to voters in advance at home, the system of vot-
ing by post was shut down and, to prevent the celebration of the referendum, in late September
2017 the Spanish government deployed more than 10,000 police officers in Catalonia, most of
them coming from other Spanish regions. All in all, the Catalan government stood firm in the
determination to hold the referendum.

Given the Constitutional Court’s mandate to police to seal-off and prevent anyone from enter-
ing polling stations (mainly schools) on Sunday 1 October, two days before the referendum poll-
ing stations were occupied by individuals—mostly coordinated by Parents’ Associations—in
order to ensure that these could open on the referendum day. On 1 October, only a few minutes
before the vote began, the Catalan executive announced that a universal census would be estab-
lished so that citizens who wished to vote in the referendum could do so at any polling station in
the region. The goal was to ensure that, if voting locations were eventually closed by the police,
voters could go to another polling station and cast their ballot. In the early morning of the 1
October, Spanish police squads were sent to several locations to stop the referendum. Finally,
in many polling stations, the police attempts to halt the vote exploded into violence. Riot squads
pushed their way through crowds of would-be voters to access some of the polling stations, using
batons, rubber bullets, and tear gas canisters. More than a thousand people were injured.3

2More information on the 9 November consultation can be found in the online Appendix, section D. We use data from
this consultation in some robustness checks.

3Source: Catalan Health Service from the Generalitat de Catalunya. Available at http://premsa.gencat.cat/pres_fsvp/docs/
2017/10/20/11/15/232799c8-755f-4810-ba56-0a5bbb78609c.pdfpremsa.gencat.cat (last accessed: 28 November 2018). Such
a violent crackdown by the Spanish police was not expected. This implies that voters did not foresee violent events
and, therefore, could not adapt their behavior ahead of time. This assumption is explored in more detail in the online
Appendix, section I.
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Finally, two important things are worth mentioning:
First, although the referendum was designed to work as an official consultation, it faced strong

opposition from most Spain-wide parties in Catalonia. These parties encouraged their supporters
to boycott it. In the end, 2.29 million votes were counted (41.2 percent of the census), 90.2 per-
cent of which were Yes votes, 7.8 percent No votes, and 2 percent blank votes). Overall, the per-
ception of the meaning of the 1 October referendum varies across individuals: whereas some
considered it was a real referendum on independence, others saw it as an act of protest or
civil disobedience or as an illegal act. As we will see below, these different ways of seeing the 1
October referendum were essentially shaped by an individual’s national identity, a crucial factor
that shapes political behavior in the region.

Second, the images of police violence quickly spread over the (social) media, which constitutes
a violation of the Stable Unit Treatment Value Assumption (SUTVA). In other words, a lot of
people were exposed to the police violence, even citizens living in municipalities where the police
did not intervene. Yet, we believe SUTVA is not crucially affecting our story. From a theoretical
point of view, and precisely for the reasons developed above, such as the tight spatially close net-
works, the flow of information was unlikely to be similar near affected/unaffected municipalities.
But, even if we assume it was the same, it is reasonable to think that the effect it triggered was
larger where it occurred or in nearby places. Realizing that a police intervention took place
next door, knowing a relative that witnessed it or was affected by is arguably not the same
than watching police interventions in a distant municipality or on TV/Twitter. In addition,
from an empirical point of view, the existence of SUTVA goes against our alternative hypothesis,
as it decreases the likelihood of not rejecting our null hypothesis—no relationship between
policing and political mobilization—and, if anything, underestimates our results.

3.2 The correlates of support for secession

When assessing support for secession in regions such as Catalonia, the general claim in the lit-
erature is that national identity plays a crucial role: the higher an individual feels attached to the
region (as compared to the nation), the more likely is that he/she supports secession. Previous
studies have confirmed this logic and found a strong link between regional identity and secession-
ist attitudes in Catalonia (Muñoz and Tormos, 2015; Guinjoan and Rodon, 2016a), as well as in
other regions—see, for instance, Costa-Font and Tremosa-Balcells (2008) for a study on the
Basque country. In the specific case of Catalonia, Rodon and Guinjoan (2018) show that more
than 90 percent of individuals that feel only Catalan (approximately 40 percent of the population)
support secession, whereas the percentage for those who feel more Catalan than Spanish (about
30 percent of the population) is 65 percent. In contrast, among those individuals that feel only
Spanish or more Spanish than Catalan (15 percent of the population), support for secession is
below 5 percent. In between those individuals who feel exclusively or predominantly Catalan
or Spanish, there are those who feel equally identified with the two entities, the so-called
dual-identity individuals. Support for secession among individuals holding a dual identity
(more than 40 percent of the population) is around 20 percent, despite it remarkably varies
depending on the context in which the individual lives. Crucially, we know that, in Catalonia,
the context in which an individual interacts shapes his or her preferences toward secession.
Rodon and Guinjoan (2018) show that the effect of social networks is not the same for all identity
groups. The most relevant change occurs among dual-identity individuals, whose probability to
favor secession grows as the context in which they interact becomes more pro-secession. In con-
trast, the context is marginally relevant for the more Catalan than Spanish individuals, and irrele-
vant for those who feel exclusively Catalan or Spanish, and for those more Spanish than Catalan.
The reason why the effect of context is stronger among dual-identity individuals than among the
other identity groups stems from the fact that individuals in this group are more likely to be
cross-pressured by both the pro- and anti-secession camps and, thus, can more easily opt for

Political Science Research and Methods 157

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.48
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


one side or the other depending on contextual circumstances. This behavior is different for indi-
viduals with predominantly or exclusive national or regional identities, as their identity strongly
predetermines their stances toward independence, irrespective of where and with whom they
interact—that is, the local contextual circumstances.

Thus, our expectation is that the effect of police interventions on the likelihood of participating
in the referendum will be crucially shaped by an individual’s identity. In a nutshell: we expect the
predisposition to participate in the referendum to be considerably unaffected by police interven-
tions among those individuals with exclusively and predominantly Catalan identities. Their
strong stances on the issue of independence and their (favorable) predisposition to participate
in the consultation are unlikely to be modified by police violent actions. Also, we expect that,
when participation became impossible in the polling station where the individual wanted to
vote (either because it was closed down by the police, or because of the fear of being beaten),
an individual feeling predominantly Catalan was likely travel to a neighboring polling place to
cast a ballot—and the opposite stands for individuals who feel predominantly Spanish, whose
negative predisposition to participate in the referendum was unlikely to be modified as a result
of the police actions during the referendum day.

We have, however, a different expectation for dual-identity individuals. Compared to exclu-
sively and predominantly Catalan or Spanish individuals, their stances toward the referendum
(and independence) are more ambivalent. Thus, we contend that they will be more elastic to
police violence. In other words, if police interventions had an effect on political participation,
both locally and in the neighboring areas, we should observe that dual-identity individuals are
more likely to be mobilized than the rest.

From a behavioral point of view, if a police intervention had an effect on the likelihood of par-
ticipating, we could also expect the timing of the decision to vote—whether the individual
decided to vote before or during the referendum day—to be different across identity groups.
Late vote deciders have been shown to lack partisan predispositions (Schmitt-Beck and
Partheymüller, 2012), to be less interested in politics (Henderson and Hillygus, 2016), and to
hold more ambivalent opinions (about candidates)—thus being more open to persuasion (Nir
and Druckman, 2008). Hence, in the specific case of the 1 October referendum, late deciders
may coincide with those individuals with more ambivalent stances toward the referendum,
that is, dual-identity voters. Indeed, among exclusively and predominantly Catalan individuals,
the decision to vote was likely taken before referendum day and, consequently, would have
been unaffected by police interventions. The same should happen for exclusively and predomin-
antly Spanish individuals and their decision to not vote in the referendum. In contrast,
dual-identity individuals might have been more uncertain on whether to vote or not, with several
individuals deciding it in the very same day of the referendum. A police intervention close to their
place of residence might have tip the balance in favor of participating.

4. Data and research design
We use a two-stage research design. In the first part, we exploit the spatial distribution of police
interventions to examine the effect of police actions on turnout at the municipality level. In the
second stage, we employ a survey conducted a few days after the referendum that contains the
exact geographical coordinates of each respondent’s place of residence.

4.1 Aggregate level analysis

In the aggregate-level analysis, we utilize a newly-created dataset that contains information on
police interventions across the 947 Catalan municipalities (our unit of analysis), as well as the
level of participation during the day of the referendum and other relevant covariates. Our
main outcome of interest is the percentage of voters who participated in the referendum in
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each municipality.4 Due to the implementation of a universal census system, in 16 percent of the
municipalities turnout was higher than 100 percent. Following an outlier analysis (see section E in
the online Appendix), we restrict the analysis to 938 municipalities.5

Our main explanatory variable captures whether the municipality experienced a police inter-
vention. The information about the geographical distribution of police interventions has been
extracted from www.catmemoria.cat website and Altesa (2017). We identified and computed
the geographical coordinates of polling stations raided by the police. Figure 1 shows the spatial
distribution of polling stations affected by police interventions. In total, police raided 117 polling
stations, located in 56 different municipalities. Most raided municipalities experienced only one
police intervention, except for Barcelona and the other three capitals of the Catalan provinces
(Girona, Tarragona, and Lleida), which witnessed more than one.

In the empirical analysis, we not only employ a dummy distinguishing whether the munici-
pality was “treated” with police violence, but also capture the type and intensity of police inter-
ventions using additional indicators. We distinguish between municipalities where the police did
not intervene (reference category), those where the police intervened but there was no violence,
and those where the police clashed violently with citizens who were protecting the polling sta-
tions. We also calculate the number of police officers sent to each polling station. Finally, we cap-
ture whether the police raids confiscated electoral material (i.e., ballot boxes, computers, or
ballots).

In a subsequent step, we explore the spatial spillover dynamics triggered by police violence by
analyzing whether the police crackdown in certain places mobilized or demobilized citizens living
near the affected point. We first calculated the (log of the) distance between each municipality’s
centroid and the closest polling station raided by the police. We use a first- and second-order
term of the distance to see whether turnout followed an inverted U-shape trajectory (or not)
around municipalities affected by police interventions. Similarly, we create a dummy variable
that distinguishes municipalities adjacent to affected municipalities and another dummy that
identifies municipalities that fall within a 5 km or 10 km buffer-radius based on the geographic
location of polling stations that witnessed police intervention.

We include several controls in the models. We control for the political affiliation of the
municipality’s Mayor. This categorical variable distinguishes pro-independence mayors and
pro-unionist ones. Its inclusion aims at accounting for two different logics. On the one
hand, pro-secessionist Mayors may have facilitated the celebration of the referendum, thus
boosting participation. On the other, police might have directed their interventions toward
municipalities with pro-independence mayors. We also control for the percentage of people
born in other Autonomous Communities (AC); the percentage of support for secessionist par-
ties in the 2015 elections; population density; the (log of the) total population; and the muni-
cipality’s elevation.6

To check whether the spatial distribution of police interventions followed a quasi-random pat-
tern, we conduct a placebo test. For doing so, we examine whether affected and unaffected muni-
cipalities behaved differently before the referendum. In other words, in the absence of a police
action, the difference between municipalities that experienced a police intervention versus
those that did not should be constant over time. Figure 2 visually shows that the parallel trends
assumption is not violated. Indeed, affected and unaffected municipalities evolved similarly up

4Source: Generalitat de Catalunya. Available at premsa.gencat.cat (last accessed: 11 November 2019).
5The online Appendix shows the summary statistics as well as extra information on the referendum and the events of that

day.
6A control for turnout at the municipality level in the 2015 regional elections accounting for the fact that some munici-

palities have a larger tendency to participate in regular elections than others, provides the same results. However, since the
mobilization logic of a referendum deemed illegal by the Spanish institutions and an ordinary election is different, we
excluded the variable from the analyses.
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until October 2017, when the police interventions took place.7 In substantive terms, we observe
that in 2017 turnout is 25 percentage points lower in affected than in unaffected municipalities.

We complement the placebo test approach with several additional tests to check the spatial
logic of police interventions. As we show in sections C and D in the online Appendix, police
actions were not more likely to occur, for instance, in pro-secessionist areas or in densely popu-
lated municipalities. In addition, we carried out eight interviews to police officers, of different
ranks, to examine the logic behind some police decisions. The interviewees confirm that each
police squad was given a list of polling stations to go in the same morning of the referendum.
Most importantly, as the interviewees acknowledged, police plans radically changed on the
very morning of the referendum day as they were not expecting the implementation of the uni-
versal census, nor the large number of voters in front of the polling stations. As a result of this,
each police squad radically changed its plans, which created an intervention pattern that was close
to random (see online Appendix, section C). This interpretation of events by police officers is
confirmed in our empirical tests, which show that affected and unaffected municipalities are
very similar regarding some crucial covariates. Finally, previous literature on the effect of violence
on political behavior has focused on the timing of such violence (Rasler, 1996). Accordingly, we
coded the time of arrival of each police squad to each polling station. Although the data have
some limitations (it is self-reported, there was no homogeneous criteria for reporting it, and
there are a few missing), we confirm that turnout is not statistically different in those places
where the police arrived earlier versus those where the police arrived later (see online
Appendix, section H).

Figure 1. Spatial distribution of polling stations affected by police interventions.

7If anything, police interventions took place in municipalities where turnout was slightly lower, which goes against the
expectation that the police targeted places with a priori higher level of mobilization.
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4.2 Individual-level analysis

In the individual-level part, we utilize a face-to-face survey conducted by the Centre d’Estudis
d’Opinió (CEO) between 16 and 29 October 2017, just a few days after the referendum (N = 1,
338). Our dependent variable is a dichotomous measure identifying whether the individual
voted in the 1 October referendum. We then employ the exact location (latitude and longitude)
of the respondent’s residence in order to calculate the distance between polling stations that were
raided by the police and his/her place of residence. Following the same strategy as in the
aggregate-level analysis, we log transform the distance (in km). We finally assign a value of 0
to all individuals whose municipality of residence experienced a police raid. The idea is that
the distance to the polling station is irrelevant when an electoral college from the same munici-
pality where an individual votes has been affected—even if we do not do it, results are virtually
the same. We modulate the curvilinear effect by interacting the quadratic term of the (log of the)
distance.

To see whether dual-identity individuals reacted differently to police interventions than pre-
dominantly and exclusively Catalan identity individuals, we interact the (log of the) distance
to the nearest affected place with the national identity indicator. We rely on the most common
measure of national identity employed by the literature on decentralization or secessionism: the
Linz-Moreno question (Moreno, 1995; Guinjoan and Rodon, 2016b). This question asks respon-
dents to choose a single identity from a range of five categories: “I feel only Spanish,” “I feel more

Figure 2. Turnout in municipalities with and without police intervention–parallel trends.

Political Science Research and Methods 161

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.48
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Spanish than Catalan,” “I feel equally Catalan and Spanish” (dual-identity group), “I feel more
Catalan than Spanish,” and “I feel only Catalan.” We recoded the exclusively and predominantly
Spanish individuals into a single category due to the low number of individuals in these two
groups.8 Additionally, to capture the timing when an individual decided to vote in the referen-
dum, we use a dummy variable that identifies whether an individual took the decision to vote
before the 1 October or during the same day.

Finally, all our individual-level models include a series of conventional controls: recall vote in
the last Catalan parliamentary election (a political party in favor of secession, against secession,
ambiguous or abstention), a respondent’s place of birth (born in Catalonia versus born outside
Catalonia), age, gender, education, the (log of the) population in 2017, and a dummy variable
for Barcelona.

5. Results: aggregate-level analysis
5.1 The effects of police intervention

Did police interventions during the Catalan independence referendum day depress or increase
turnout? Results show that, regardless of the indicator employed, those municipalities that wit-
nessed a police presence reported a significantly lower turnout than the rest.

Figure 3 plots the predicted turnout as a function of the different indicators capturing police
actions. The top-left figure shows that turnout in places that witnessed a police intervention was
15 percentage points lower compared to places where the police did not intervene. The top-right
figure shows that the sole presence of the police had a negative effect on turnout, regardless of
whether the intervention ended in violence. Municipalities that witnessed a non-violent police
intervention had a turnout approximately 12 percentage points lower than places with no police
intervention. Interestingly, it is approximately the same effect compared to places that witnessed a
violent police action. The bottom-left figure confirms that the intensity of a police action had a
negative effect on electoral participation. Similarly, the bottom-right figure shows that in places
where the police stopped the consultation by confiscating electoral material, turnout was 25 per-
cent points lower than in no intervened municipalities.

Next, we explore whether police interventions encouraged mobilization in surrounding areas
(Figure 4). The top-left graph shows the predicted turnout rate in municipalities geographically
adjacent to raided municipalities. The effect is positive: municipalities contiguous to places where
the police intervened had a higher turnout than the rest. The top-right panel plots the predicted
turnout in municipalities that fall within a 5 km or 10 km radius of targeted locations and the
bottom graph shows the curvilinear relationship between the (log of the) distance between the
municipality’s centroid and the nearest polling station raided by the police. Both graphs show
that turnout is low in places directly affected by police interventions, that it gradually increases
as we move away from them—reaching its peak at approximately 2.25 log (km) points from
the raided electoral college (around 10 km)—, and slightly decreases again as we move even fur-
ther away—yet still being much larger than the one observed in attacked municipalities.

6. Individual-level analysis
6.1 The heterogeneous impact of police interventions

As we have shown, police intervention on the day of the referendum depressed political partici-
pation locally but increased it in the immediate surrounding areas. Although the results are
robust across different specifications, one important concern remains due to the aggregate nature
of the data. Catalan municipalities are small, but some of them have significant internal

8Police intervention did not heterogeneously affect the change in the configuration of identities before and after the ref-
erendum when comparing raided and non-raided municipalities. See online Appendix, section K.
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Figure 3. The effect of police interventions on turnout.
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heterogeneity, which is removed when we use an aggregate-level percentage. We circumvent this
limitation by using a survey conducted a few days after the referendum. These data also allow us
to dig deeper into who was (de)mobilized as a result of clashes with the police. Most importantly,
it will help us understand whether people from the raided municipalities actually went to vote or
not. In a nutshell: in the aggregate-level analysis, a curvilinear relationship entails that individuals
in municipalities close to towns that witnessed a police action turned out to vote to a larger
degree. This could have been for two different reasons. First, people in surrounding municipalities
who were uncertain about voting and eventually decided to participate due to police intervention;
second, people from affected municipalities who went to neighboring towns to vote.

However, in the individual-level analysis, by asking whether individuals eventually voted, we
are discarding the second of the options: a no vote answer is telling us that the individual did
participate neither in his/her municipality nor in a close town—note that the survey did not
ask whether the individual voted in his/her municipality, but rather whether he/she voted.
Hence, in this section of the analysis, a curvilinear relationship in the probability to vote across
the different values of the (log) distance to the nearest raid polling station means two different

Figure 4. Predicted turnout around targeted municipalities.
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things. First, that people from municipalities that witnessed a police intervention decided not to
vote, that is, they were demobilized due to police violence. Second, that people from neighboring
municipalities decided to participate, that is, they were activated by police intervention. Critically,
this evidence is irrespective of the fact that people from attacked municipalities voted in neigh-
boring towns.

The top panel in Figure 5 shows the predicted turnout across the different values of the (log)
distance to the nearest raided polling station. Results show that the predicted probability of voting
in the 1 October referendum increases as we move away from a raided area. In particular, in
municipalities 2.2 log points away from an affected municipality (around 10 km), the difference
in participation reaches its highest value, 6.2 percent points—at values higher than 2.75 log points
(more than 15 km) differences cease to be statistically significant. This evidence is highly consist-
ent with the aggregate-level analysis, where the peaking point in the turnout gap also corresponds
to municipalities placed 10 km away from an affected municipality. In these places the participa-
tion rate increased by 25 percent points. All in all, these figures show that around 25 percent of
the total impact of police interventions on turnout (6 percent points out of 25) may be due to the
activation of new voters—as accounted in this individual-level analysis—, whereas the remaining
75 percent may be explained by individuals living in raided municipalities traveling to neighbor-
ing towns.

Next, we assess the existence of heterogeneous effects on participation across identity groups.
As noted in the theory section, we expect dual-identity individuals, who have weaker stances on
the issue of secession, to be more malleable (elastic) to contextual circumstances and hence, in
our case, to police interventions. As shown in the bottom panel in Figure 5, respondents who
feel only Catalan and more Catalan than Spanish were more likely to participate in the referen-
dum than the rest. Crucially, the figure also shows that the curvilinear effect of police interven-
tions affected individuals with exclusive Catalan identities, predominantly Catalan identities, and
dual-identity individuals. In contrast, and in line with our expectations, differences among pre-
dominantly and exclusively Spanish individuals living in affected and non-affected municipalities
are not statistically significant across the different values of the x axis.

Among dual-identity individuals, the likelihood of participating in the referendum, which
remains relatively low in the places where the police intervened, increases in the surrounding
areas. Approximately 1 log point away from an attacked point (around 3 km), the likelihood
that a dual-identity individual votes increases by 7 percent points (differences statistically signifi-
cant at the 95 percent level), whereas the peaking point corresponds to 2.8 log points from a
raided town (16 km), where the turnout gap increases by 12 points (p < 0.01). Finally, results
also show that the turnout gap between the only and predominantly Catalan identity individuals,
on the one hand, and dual-identity individuals, on the other, closes as the distance between the
respondent’s place of residence and the nearest polling station raided by the police increases.
In fact, at 4 log points away from a raided municipality (55 km), the differences between
dual-identity individuals and more Catalan than Spanish individuals are only statistically signifi-
cant at the 10 percent level.

6.2 Who decided to participate during the referendum day?

In this last subsection, we aim at digging deeper on the dynamics discussed above by examining
the moment in which an individual decided he/she would vote in the referendum. If people living
near municipalities that were affected by a police intervention decided to participate in the ref-
erendum in the same day of the vote, this will provide us with further evidence that they changed
their behavior as a result of police actions. Most importantly, a voter’s national identity should be
crucial in shaping his/her decision to vote. We once again expect that dual-identity individuals
were more likely to decide to participate during the referendum day. If this is the case, we will
have additional evidence that some people became angry and hence decided to participate
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when they were exposed to police brutality, a pattern consistent with the idea that some people
participated in the referendum as a way to protest or to engage in a civil disobedience action.

To address this question, we run a logistic regression model using an outcome the recall deci-
sion to vote (1 = R decided to participate in the referendum day; 0 = R decided before the refer-
endum day). The top left panel in Figure 6 displays the predicted probability of deciding to
participate in the referendum on the same referendum day in the different type of municipalities:
those municipalities affected by police intervention, those unaffected municipalities close to
raided ones, and unaffected municipalities far away from a raided one.9 Figure 6 shows a curvi-
linear pattern between the decision to participate and the type of municipality. As can be seen,
individuals living in municipalities near a police intervention are more likely to report that they
decided to participate in the same referendum day. Who decided to participate on the same day
because of the police actions? The top right panel in Figure 6 shows strong support for the idea
that dual-identity individuals decided, to a larger extent, their participation in the referendum during
the same day. Among exclusively Catalan (Spanish) individuals, the likelihood of having been

Figure 5. The effect of police intervention on turnout (individual-level analysis).

9Due to the low number of observations, we cannot use the (log) of the distance to the exact location of a police inter-
vention. Hence, we have split the unaffected municipalities in two equally-sized groups. Also, the model cannot estimate
the effects for exclusively and predominantly Spanish individuals due to the low number of observations in each group.
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Figure 6. The effect of police interventions on whether R decided to vote the same referendum day or before).
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activated during the referendum day is 3 and 5 percent, respectively (differences between the two
groups are not statistically significant). The percentage increases until 9 percent for those who
feel more Catalan than Spanish, and up to 22 percent for the dual-identity individuals. Overall,
these results confirm what we anticipated: nationally ambivalent individuals were more likely to
be mobilized during the day of referendum. Also, it shows that, despite to a much lower degree, pre-
dominantly Catalan individuals were also considerably activated during the 1 October referendum.

Finally, why did dual-identity individuals (and, to a lower extent, more Catalan than Spanish
ones) decide their participation in the referendum much later than the rest? It could be that the
decision was ultimately shaped by police interventions, but it could also be that individuals in the
dual identity group were more ambivalent about the issue of independence and, therefore,
undecided on whether to participate in the referendum until the same day. Despite we cannot
directly address the reasons why these voters ended up casting a vote, we can indirectly explore
them by examining dual-identity individual’s decision to participate in the different type of muni-
cipalities. Our expectation is that, since police interventions had a positive spatial spillover effect
on the decision to vote, dual-identity individuals living in surrounding municipalities should have
been more likely to have decided to participate during the same referendum day. A similar effect
may be expected for predominantly Catalan individuals, but not for the exclusively ones.

Results in bottom panel in Figure 6 show that dual-identity individuals living in unaffected
municipalities close to a raided area were the ones more likely to decide their vote on the
same day of the referendum. Differences are statistically significant when compared to
dual-identity individuals living in raided municipalities, and in municipalities that did not wit-
ness a police action and were located far away from any police intervention. This evidence is con-
sistent with the fact that police interventions triggered a positive impact on mobilization in
adjacent municipalities, when compared to affected towns and spatially distant non-affected
towns. Results for individuals that feel more Catalan than Spanish show that police actions mobi-
lized them, regardless of whether the municipality was close or far away from an affected town.
Finally, and perhaps most surprisingly, we also see that despite most exclusively Catalan indivi-
duals had decided that they would participate in the referendum early on in time, a few undecided
ones did not do so until they were exposed to the police action in a nearby municipality.

7. Conclusion and discussion
Our empirical contribution advances research in several ways. First, although some studies have
found that police actions trigger mobilization, others conclude it depresses it. Our paper shows
that police interventions had a negative effect on political participation locally, but they induced
positive spatial spillover effects on the surrounding areas. Compared to previous studies, our
study not only offers additional evidence on how voters react to violent (police) actions in mod-
ern democracies, but it also adds to the scarce research looking into the spatial dynamics of vio-
lence and mobilization. More concretely, we show that there is a curvilinear spatial relationship
between violence and political mobilization.

Second, on a related point, we show that voter mobility to neighboring towns is not the only
reason that accounts for this spatial curvilinear pattern. According to our results from the
aggregate- and the individual-level data analysis, we have estimated that around 25 percent of
the total impact of police interventions on turnout may be due to the activation of new voters,
whereas the remaining 75 percent may be explained by individuals living in municipalities raided
by the police traveling to neighboring towns. Among the mobilized voters near police interven-
tions, there was a large proportion of undecided or ambivalent voters—those who had a dual
identity. Our interpretation of this pattern is that some dual-identity individuals, for whom
the probability to participate in the referendum, or to travel to another town to vote, was low,
got angry and subsequently mobilized after they saw the police violence in neighboring towns.
In this sense, our results are in line with Aytaç et al. (2017, 13–14), who show that people
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who witnessed violence and joined a Turkish protest in 2013 “expressed a sense of persistent and
increasing irritation rather than a drastic shift in political perceptions or opinions.” Aligned with
this narrative, some dual-identity individuals ended up participating in the referendum, which
does not probably imply they changed their mind on the independence debate, but they rather
wanted to protest against police actions.

Finally, and more in general, our study focuses on a case that is located between an institu-
tional consultation and an act of civil disobedience or protest. In fact, one could see this case
as a protest framed in a voting context. In this sense, our findings shed light on how civil resist-
ance operates when police intervenes and help us understand the reaction of those individuals
less supportive of protests in the context of police overreaction. Despite referendums considered
illegal are uncommon, protests that end up in violence are not. According to data from Kriesi
et al. (2020), a substantial amount of protests in several European countries during the 2000–
2015 period were confrontational or violent. Thus, the findings on our paper can inform us
about the consequences of such events. Future research can also examine whether police inter-
ventions on these protests have an effect on basic democratic attitudes (trust, satisfaction with
democracy) or even on voting patterns in subsequent elections.

More in general, we encourage future scholars to dig deeper on the contagion effect of violence
(Siegel, 2011), both with a spatial and a social network perspective. In this paper, we have offered
what we think is an interesting avenue forward, namely how certain events drive the spatial dif-
fusion of political mobilization. With the appropriate dataset, one can take a step further and
examine how dense versus loose social networks effectively transmit the information or the con-
ditions under which the spatial contagion is stronger/weaker.

Finally, future research might also address under what conditions state violence triggers “soli-
darity” among those groups who are less sympathetic to protesters or to the political cause against
which police violence is directed. Politically ambivalent voters in Catalonia are usually equated to
dual-identity individuals, but ambiguous voters can take different profiles in other contexts.
Future research can examine how politically undecided individuals react to tense political circum-
stances, particularly in ideologically-polarized societies or in contexts in which the voice of the
minority is constantly silenced by the majority via legal or repressive means.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.48.
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