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Affective Polarisation in Southern Europe and Spain from a

Comparative Perspective

This is an introductory article for a special issue on affective polarisation in Spain. After
discussing the concept and its operationalisation in multi-party settings, we offer data on
affective polarisation in Spain and Southern Europe from a comparative perspective using
the Comparative National Election Project (CNEP) and Comparative Study of Electoral
Systems (CSES). In the second part, we pay special attention to the Spanish case,
analysing different dimensions of affective polarisation and its evolution overtime, by
taking advantage of an extensive number of indicators from the E-DEM panel survey.
Finally, we describe its relationship with ideological polarisation and analyse its possible
multidimensional nature. We conclude by introducing the rest of contributions of this
special issue.
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Ideological discrepancies between parties and their supporters provide the basis for the
emergence of political cleavages and, in turn, voter alignments that defines party systems
(Bartolini & Mair 1990; Franklin, Mackie & Valen 1992; Lipset & Rokkan 1967).
Nevertheless, scholars have increasingly noticed the emergence of a distinct process
driving democratic competition referred to as affective polarisation (Hetherington 2009;
Hetherington, Long & Rudolph 2016; McCoy, Rahman & Somer 2018; lyengar et al.
2019). lyengar and his colleagues (lyengar, Sood & Lelkes 2012; lyengar & Westwood
2015) conceptualise this phenomenon as an emotional attachment to in-group partisans
and hostility towards out-group partisans. This process goes beyond classic ideological
polarisation, in the sense that an increase in inter-partisan hostilities may not be reflected
in higher levels of ideological disagreements among citizens and may have more
devastating consequences (McCoy & Somer 2019; Lauka, McCoy, & Firat 2018; Reiljan
2020; Sides, Tesler & Vavreck 2018; Somer & McCoy 2018a and 2018b). Moreover,
affective polarisation can arise from other non-partisan identities that divide the world
into in-groups and out-groups, such as religion or ethnicity (Hobolt, Leeper & Tilley
2020; Westwood et al. 2018).

The study of affective polarisation constitutes a necessity since it could be
responsible for many contemporary ills of democratic functioning (MacKuen et al. 2010;
McCoy & Somer 2019; McCoy, Rahman & Somer 2018; Somer & McCoy 2018b), and
a potential cause behind the support for new illiberal parties, which increases the chances
of democratic backsliding (Levitsky & Ziblatt 2018; McCoy, Rahman & Somer 2018;
Svolik 2019).

While this topic has been primarily studied in the United States (US), affective
polarisation has increasingly received comparative attention from European scholars in

an attempt to study this phenomenon in multi-party settings, making important



contributions, especially on its measurement (Gidron, Adams & Horne 2020; Harteveld
2021 and 2021b; Hobolt, Leeper & Tilley 2020; McCoy 2019; Reiljan 2020; Somer &
McCoy 2018b; Ward & Tavits 2019 Wagner 2020). However, knowledge of affective
polarisation in broader comparative terms is still limited, especially when it comes to its
driving forces and its potential behavioural and attitudinal consequences. The study of
affective polarisation is even more imperative in Southern Europe, a region of the world
that counts with three of the countries (Spain, followed by Portugal and Greece) that,
according to Gidron, Adams & Horne (2020, pp. 36-37), register some of the highest
levels of affective polarisation and the significant appearance of new radical parties in a
context of increasing party fragmentation and electoral volatility. Thus, in the following
pages and this special issue we will try to address the study in this region, paying special
attention to the Spanish case, which is characterised by an increasing level of affective
polarisation together with an increasingly fragmented party system in which new radical
left-wing (Podemos, We can) and right-wing (Vox) parties has successfully emerged to
the electoral arena during the last decade.

In this introductory article, we will describe the levels of affective polarisation in
relevant countries in the region and the relations of this phenomenon with ideological
polarisation. Specifically, we focus on the Spanish case and its relationship with these
new radical left-wing and right-wing parties. This descriptive analysis will show that, in
contrast to Gidron, Adams & Horne’s (2020) initial assessment, Southern Europe does
not appear to exhibit higher mean levels of affective polarisation, compared to other world
regions, although some specific countries/elections in this region are among the most
polarised cases. This article is not limited to the basic descriptions, but it also shows that
affective polarisation is a multidimensional phenomenon in which the results of

‘politised’ social divisions are not completely aligned with the dominant national partisan



and ideological conflicts. The Spanish territorial cleavage, particularly the Catalan
conflict, is also articulated by in- and out-group identities that constitute a different
dimension from the partisan and ideological identities present at the national level.
Furthermore, we provide evidence that partisan affective polarisation and ideological
polarisation are two distinct but related concepts (Reiljan 2020; Rogowski & Sutherland
2016), i.e. individual time variation on affective polarisation is significantly explained by
individual ideological polarisation, but the relationship appears to be weaker or non-
significant for extreme positions on concrete policy-issues.

To discuss all of this we are going to use data from the Comparative National
Election Project (CNEP) and the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) for the
comparative part. The rest of this article relies on different surveys in Spain, especially
on a unique panel dataset (E-DEM) collected in Spain between 2018 and 2019 (Torcal et

al. 2020).

Affective polarisation, ideology and non-partisan identities

The concept of affective polarisation is rooted in social identity theory (e.g. Huddy 2001;
Tajfel & Turner 1979). Specifically, when individuals identify with a particular group in
a competitive environment, they are motivated to positively distinguish the group from
others, leading to in-group bias. That is, to the extent that partisanship constitutes an
enduring social identity (Huddy, Mason & Aarge 2015), the mere act of identifying with
a party leads to affective attachments toward the members of their own party and negative
feelings toward the members of the opposing parties (lyengar, Sood & Lelkes 2012;

lyengar & Westwood 2015).

Although affective polarisation generally refers to sentiments toward partisans,

most studies measure this phenomenon using evaluations of political parties/leaders,



which are the two most frequent indicators included in the comparative surveys.
However, the specific mechanisms driving affective polarisation may differ, depending
on the evaluated political objects as well as the social and political consequences
(Kingzette 2021). Druckman & Levendusky (2019), in the U.S. context, reveal that
individuals tend to have more positive feelings towards supporters of the opposing party
than towards the opposing party itself and its leader. Hence, affective polarisation
measures using feelings about parties/leaders may overestimate the levels of hostility
between partisans. In addition, a recent comparative study conducted by Reiljan et al.
(2021) shows that aggregate measures of affective polarisation regarding leaders tend to
be lower than those regarding parties in parliamentary and multi-party systems. Thus, in
this introductory article, we employ feelings scales toward parties, their leaders and their
voters (when possible).

Conceptually, affective polarisation differs from ideological polarisation. While
the former focuses on the emotional responses of individuals toward other parties and
their elites/supporters, the latter refers to the extent to which political elites (or the mass
public) disagree on policy-issues or ideological positions along the left—right dimension.
Part of the literature argues that both types of polarisation are weakly related and that
affective polarisation is mainly the product of partisan identities and the alignment of
other social identities along party lines (e.g. lyengar, Sood & Lelkes 2012; lyengar &
Westwood 2015; Mason 2018a). Conversely, other scholars provide evidence that
ideological polarisation constitutes one of the main drivers of the polarisation of feelings
about partisans.

Meanwhile, ideological differences between parties and candidates fuel affective
polarisation because the stakes associated with vote choice increase as well as the

tendency of citizens to use motivated reasoning to support their preferred electoral option



(e.g. Rogowski & Sutherland 2016; Webster & Abramowitz 2017). Moreover, some
scholars find that affective polarisation leads individuals to perceive that the party supply
is more ideologically polarised than it appears (e.g. Ward & Tavits 2019). The adoption
of extreme ideological positions and the alignment of multiple policy-issue attitudes
along the ideological spectrum also fuel affective polarisation (e.g. Bougher 2017;
Wagner 2020), although some researchers find that these effects are quite weak (e.g.
Lelkes 2018).

Some types of policy-issues may polarise feelings about parties and their
supporters to a greater degree than others. Specifically, different studies find that socio-
cultural issues (such as immigration) fuel affective polarisation more than socio-
economic ones (Gidron, Adams & Horne 2020; Harteveld 2021a). Furthermore, ideology
can refer to a social and political identity that is not necessarily rooted in a coherent set
of opinions on policy-issues. Some scholars provide evidence that affective polarisation
is primarily associated with identity-based ideology, rather than issue-based ideology
(Mason 2018b). In this article, we explore the relationship between affective and
ideological polarisation in the Spanish case.

In addition, affective polarisation could be a multidimensional concept (Criado et
al. 2015; Criado et al. 2018; Harteveld 2021b, p. 18; Lauka, McCoy, & Firat 2018, p.
122), meaning that it might reflect other identities that are also political activated aside
the partisan ones (Rudolph & Hetherington 2021). Affective polarisation could be driven
by national/subnational identities, which some scholars have denominated as one of the
most important formative rifts for affective polarisation (McCoy 2019, p. 27; Somer &
McCoy 2018b, pp. 15-16) (for a recent contribution regarding the Catalan case, see
Balcells, Fernandez-Albertos & Kuo 2021). This could also be the case with other identity

conflicts emerging from immigration and its affiliated intercultural challenges (Hobolt,



Leeper & Tilley 2020). Therefore, affective polarisation could also be the result of other
conflicts not fully aligned with partisan identities and the classic left—right ideological

divide.

This discussion goes beyond the relationship between ideological and affective
polarisation, especially because this relationship might be increasingly muddled as new
conflicts—that go beyond the traditional left and right axis of competition—emerge and
become salient, resulting in an important alternative source of polarisation in many
European countries (Hooghe & Marks 2018; Kriesi et al. 2012; Kitschelt & Rehm 2015).
Thus, affective polarisation could be a multidimensional phenomenon that results from
the presence or emergence of overlapping conflicts and the in-group/out-group identities
it produces. This is for instance, what Hobolt and their colleagues (2020) have argued for

the Brexit conflict in the United Kingdom.

Measurement of affective polarisation

The comparative measures

Our comparative analysis draws mostly on the CNEP and to a lesser degree on the CSES.
The CNEP contains 57 elections across 27 countries between 1992 and 2020, including
15 cases involving multiple elections within the same country.! Unfortunately, the
comparable measures of affective polarisation are only fully available for 48
country/elections. In the CNEP dataset, measurement is only based on respondents’
likes/dislikes of party leaders. The CSES dataset includes both leaders and parties,
although not for all country/elections. All these are 11-point scales ranging from dislike

to like.

We have calculated partisan affective polarisation using the formula proposed by
Wagner (2020, pp. 3-5) for multi-party systems. Specifically, affective polarisation is
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measured as the extent to which the respondent’s affect is spread across the various
relevant leaders (or parties) in a given party system, weighting each leader (or party) by
its size (normalised proportion of votes received in current national elections) (see
sections B and F of the Appendix for more details about this measure). This measure
recognises that there are individuals who, despite not being identified with any party
(something quiet frequent and growing in many democracies), may nevertheless hold
sentiments towards political and partisan groups, so that it takes into account all
respondents who express feelings of like-dislike towards leaders (or parties). Moreover,
as Wagner (2020) argues, this measure also acknowledges that some individuals do not
express sympathy only towards a particular party, but towards different parties that are
relatively close to each other in ideological terms; hence, this index better captures the
opposition between blocs of parties than between single parties, something relevant in
multi-party settings. Recent studies exploring affective polarisation in multi-party
systems have used this spread-of-scores polarisation index (e.g. Harteveld 2021b;
Hernandez, Anduiza & Rico 2021).

Additionally, we have also calculated the aggregate measure proposed by Reiljan
(2020) using feelings about leaders. This index indicates the average divergence of
respondents’ affective evaluations between the in-leader and the out-leaders, weighted by
the electoral size of the parties of the leaders. This measure is preferable if the focus is on
exclusive partisan identities. However, it reduces the number of considered individuals in
countries where party identification is low (Thomassen & Rosema 2009), even though it
constitutes a salient social identity (Huddy, Bankert & Davies 2018; Bankert, Huddy &
Rosema 2017). This operationalisation is also problematic in multi-party settings with
increasing levels of electoral volatility and number of independent voters. Following

Wagner (2020), we have addressed some of these limitations by defining in-groups not



based on party identification, but on the most-liked leader; in this way, we also take into
account those individuals who, despite declaring no identification with any party, express
more sympathy towards a particular party leader (see sections D and F of the Appendix

for more details about this index).

Measurements for the Spanish case

Our Spanish data derive from the E-DEM dataset (Torcal et al. 2020), which is comprised
of a four-wave online panel survey of the Spanish voting age population conducted
between October 2018 and May 20192 (for details, see Table 1A in section A of the
Appendix). This period of time covers some key political moments in the recent evolution
of Spanish politics.

We have also reproduced the same formula proposed by Wagner (2020) using
feelings scales for the leaders of the five national political parties and the three most
important Catalan and Basque regional parties: Spanish Socialist Workers Party (Partido
Socialista Obrero Espafiol-PSOE), Popular Party (Partido Popular-PP), Citizens
(Ciudadanos-Cs), United We Can (Unidas Podemos-UP), Vox, Republican Left of
Catalonia (Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya-ERC), Together for Catalonia (Junts per
Catalunya-JXCAT), and Nationalist Basque Party (Partido Nacionalista Vasco-PNV).
These feelings scales have been rescaled to range from 0 to 10. Furthermore, this dataset
can create the same indices of polarisation but with two other partisan indicators based
on the same formula and logic: feelings towards the same parties (although this was not
included in the first two waves of the study) and feelings towards parties’ voters (although
this index only includes the five national parties). This way we have three partisan-based
indices of polarisation: parties, voters and leaders (for details, see sections B and F of the

Appendix).
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Finally, the E-DEM dataset contains feelings and trust scales towards different
territorial groups in Spain: Catalans, Basques, Madrileans and Andalusians. These last
two are used together as the reference for Spanish identifiers. We have also rescaled and
summed up the two items (feelings and trust) and divided the resulting scale by 2, which
ranges from 0 to 10. From these scales, we built different territorial affective polarisation
indices.® First, there is the index that captures how much an individual (on average)
likes/dislikes other territorial groups, compared to his/her own group (i.e. the mean
distance in sentiments from the respondents’ own territorial group). Second, the same
index is used for two pairs of groups: Catalans vs. others, and Basques vs. others. These
indices range from —10 to 10. In this case, positive values mean that the respondents have
more positive sentiments toward their in-territorial group than to the out-territorial
groups; negative values refer to the opposite; and 0 means that the respondents have the
same sentiments towards the in- and out-territorial groups (for the details of these indices,

see section B of the Appendix).

About ideological polarisation

These datasets contain questions measuring ideological polarisation departing from the
self and party allocation on the left-right scale and use the standard formula for perceived
ideological polarisation. This measure, which departs from the classic treatment by Hazan
(1995), is based on summing how the respondent positions each party compared to her/his
average ideological positioning of all parties (Alvarez & Nagler 2004, p. 50; Ezrow 2007,
p. 186; Wagner 2020, pp. 7-8). This is the most accepted measurement of ideological
polarisation in the comparative literature (e.g. Curini & Hino 2012; Lupu 2015). We have
also computed a measure of ideological extremism based on the spatial distance from the

average position (for more details, see sections C and F of the Appendix).
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Affective polarisation from a comparative perspective

Figure 1 displays the average levels of the spread-of-scores affective polarisation index
based on leaders thermometer feelings (WAPSL) for the 48 country/elections of the
CNEP dataset, but including also the ones computed from the CSES dataset for the
Southern European countries. Thus, this figure contains information on affective
polarisation for 61 country/elections. In the on line appendix, we also report the affective
polarisation regarding parties for the available Southern European country/elections in
the CSES dataset, as well as the aggregate measure of affective polarisation based on

Reiljan’s formula (2020) (see Table 2A).*

Countries’ polarisation mean scores range widely from very low polarisation in
Russia 2016 and Indonesia 2014 to high levels in Turkey (2011, 2015 and 2018 legislative
elections), Mozambique 2004 and the US (2004, 2012, 2016 and 2020). The mean scores
obtained by the recent presidential elections in the US, therefore, confirm the widespread
recognition of its high levels of affective polarisation (e.g. Hetherington 2009; McCarty,
Poole & Rosenthal 2006; lyengar et al. 2019). Mozambique experienced a 15-year civil
war from 1977 to 1992 and continuing tension between the parties of its rival combatants
after a return to democratic elections.® Regarding Turkey, other studies have already
signalled that the country has become one of the most polarised around the globe under

the Justice and Development and Recep Tayyip Erdogan government (e.g. Somer 2019).

(Figure 1)

Among the most important European cases, we observe in this table the highest
levels of affective polarisation regarding leaders in Hungary (2006, 1998), France (2017),

Greece (2015, first election), United Kingdom (2017), and, as mentioned, Turkey (2011,
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2015, 2018). Countries in other parts of the world have high levels of polarisation such
as Uruguay (2004), the Dominican Republic (2010), Kenya (2013), Colombia (2018) and
Mexico (2006). Overall, there does not appear to be a significant pattern in affective
polarisation by regions from these data.

Regarding Southern European countries, Turkey (2011, 2015, 2018 and, to a
lesser extent, 2014) as well as Greece (2015 first election and, to a minor degree, 2004)
seem to be among the most polarised cases in the dataset. Interestingly, the most recent
election in Spain (2015) included in this dataset also seems to display remarkably high
levels of polarisation regarding leaders. Concerning Portugal, the election held in 2015
also registers polarisation levels slightly above the average of the selected
country/elections, although the rest of elections exhibit lower polarisation levels, being
the most recent one (2019) among the less polarised in the dataset. Italy also shows above
average affective polarisation levels for the 2006 election, while the 1996 and the most
recent 2018 elections are around the average. Other country/elections from the region are
located below the mean, some with quite small levels of polarisation (see Spain 2000,
2004 and 2011 and Portugal 2019). Although some of the country/elections in the region
are among the most polarised in Europe, which has been pointed out by other studies
(Gidron, Adams & Horne 2020, pp. 36-37), Southern Europe as a whole does not appear
to have particularly high levels of polarisation.

As indicated above, the CSES dataset has enabled us to also calculate affective
polarisation regarding political parties (and not only leaders) for the available Southern
European country/elections (see Table 2A in the online Appendix). Congruent with
Reiljan etal. (2021), the polarisation vis-a-vis parties tend to register slightly higher levels
than the polarisation vis-a-vis leaders. The difference between both measures is especially

high for Spain 2004, where the polarisation regarding parties is more than 0.5 points
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higher than the polarisation regarding leaders. The main exception is Italy 2006, where
the discrepancies are more notable for feelings about leaders than for parties, may be due
to Silvio Berlusconi’s highly divisive leadership.

The ranking of the countries presented here significantly differs from the one
presented by Gidron, Adams & Horne (2020), according to which South European
countries (Spain, Greece and Portugal) are among the most affectively polarised countries
and the US occupies more intermediate positions. The differences may be due to the fact
that, first, we use a spread-of-scores measure of polarisation that also includes individuals
not identified with any party.® Additionally, we primarily use feelings towards leaders to
measure affective polarisation, which tend to be less polarised than feelings towards
parties in parliamentary and fragmented party systems compared to presidential and
bipartisan systems (Reiljan et al. 2021). Lastly, our main dataset is the CNEP, while
Gidron, Adams & Horne (2020) use the CSES dataset.

Finally, although the cases are too few to support definite conclusions about
general time trends in affective polarisation, we tentatively conclude that there is not a
clear pattern in its evolution, which reflects factors unique to particular elections more
than the increasing general tendencies (Boxell, Gentzkow & Shapiro 2020). Nor do we
observe a globally higher level of partisan affective polarisation in Southern Europe
compared to other regions of the world. At most, we observe an increase in affective
polarisation in Greece, Portugal and Spain in the aftermath of the Great Recession if we
take into consideration the data available for the 2015 elections, even though polarisation
experiences a significant decline in the subsequent elections in Greece (second election

of 2015) and Portugal (2019).

Trends in affective polarisation in Spain

Before analysing our Spanish panel survey data, we ponder how affective polarisation
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has evolved in Spain over recent decades.” Unfortunately, there is a lack of data with the
all necessary indicators that allow us to build a complete series of the aggregate measures
of affective polarisation for the Spanish party system. In our case, we have computed
these aggregate indices using data from the CNEP and CSES datasets, with the addition
of the E-DEM dataset (using sentiments towards leaders). The indices are calculated using
the formula proposed by Reiljan (2020), with the main difference that we define
respondents’ in-groups based on their most-liked leader (for the details, see section D of

the Appendix).

Figure 2 displays the evolution of affective polarisation in Spain between 1993
and 2019. Observing the data on affective polarisation during this time, we can appreciate
four important aspects. Firstly, affective polarisation has oscillated quite substantially
during these years, showing that this phenomenon is election specific and responds to the
dynamics of party competition. Second, the periods of lowest polarisation have happened
when the conservative party, the Partido Popular (PP, Popular Party), obtained the
absolute majority (2000 and 2011) and in 2004, when the socialist party, which was in
the opposition, won the election. Third, the period with the highest levels of affective
polarisation was initiated with the 2008 election when leader of the Partido Socialista
Obrero Espafiol (PSOE, Spanish Socialists Workers Party), Jose Luis Rodriguez
Zapatero, won the election against Mariano Rajoy, leader of the PP. This period of high
affective polarisation was only interrupted in 2011 when the PP gained a large majority
during the economic and financial crisis initiated in 2008. After this election, affective
polarisation reached its highest peak in the 2015 election, which was marked by the
impact of the austerity policies and the emergence of the radical left-wing Podemos and
the centre-right Ciudadanos. Fourth, the current high levels of affective polarisation were

already in place before the arrival of the radical right-wing party, Vox, to the national
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arena at the end of 2018 with the Andalusian elections. In fact, affective polarisation

decreased somewhat in 2019.

(Figure 2)

The study of the evolution of this polarisation index disaggregated by sentiments
towards out-party leaders and in-party leader highlights something else about the
evolution of affective polarisation in Spain. As it is appreciated in Figure 1, positive
sentiments towards one’s own party leaders have clearly overpassed negative sentiments
towards out-party leaders since 2004, constituting in the last decade the main source of
affective polarisation. The only exception is 2008, when negative sentiments towards
other leaders were at its highest. This constitutes a positive sign for the levels of affective
polarisation in Spain, since the most disturbing consequences of this type of polarisation
are mainly associated with out-group dislike. Nevertheless, the levels of out-leader dislike
continue to be high, oscillating in the last decade between 6.6 (2011) and 7.2 (2015)
points.

Next to consider is the levels and evolution of affective polarisation during the
convulsive months of 2018 to 2019 in Spain. Figure 3 draws on the E-DEM panel survey
data to show the evolution of the spread-of-scores polarisation indices referring to leaders
(WAPSL) and voters (WAPSV) from 2018 to 2019. This figure shows three important
aspects. First, in October 2018, affective polarisation was already high, paving the way
for the electoral success that the radical right-wing party, Vox, gained in the Andalusian
elections (December 2nd) in which this party emerged as the fifth political force with
almost 11 per cent of the vote. Second, in the months that followed this initial wave,

polarisation grew significantly, paving the way for the electoral success of this same party
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at the national arena (April 28th). It could be that the electoral success and the arrival of
extreme right-wing parties to the institutions might increase affective polarisation (as
Bischof & Wagner 2019 demonstrate for ideological polarisation), but the Spanish case
might also indicate that the arrival and greater visibility of these types of parties are
fostered by the growing levels of affective polarisation produced in the system by the
other parties. This means that radical right-wing parties do not prosper in context of low
polarisation, and required one of high polarisation to grow, giving them greater visibility.
Finally, affective polarisation produced by feelings towards leaders is always much
higher than feelings towards voters, congruent with previous findings (Druckman &
Levendusky 2019; Kingzette 2021). However, the increase in polarisation of feelings

about voters seems to be stronger and more consistent over time.

(Figure 3)

Territorial conflicts have been another source of political confrontation and
articulation of the Spanish party system, forming several sub-areas of party competition
in many regions (Pallarés & Keating 2003). This is especially remarkable during the last
years in Catalonia, where confrontation has increased between the state and the regional
government about decentralisation and the referendum for independence from the
Spanish state (Balcells, Fernandez-Albertos & Kuo 2021). To what extent are feelings
about territorial identities polarised?

Figure 4 shows that respondents tend to like their own territorial group more than
other ones, with a mean difference of around 1.5 points. If we analyse the mean distance
per pairs of groups, the conflict produced by the Catalan identity generates the highest

levels of territorial affective polarisation, adding an important additional component of
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polarisation to the Spanish national arena. Concretely, the mean distance from a
respondent’s own territorial group is around 2 points. The levels of affective polarisation
for the Basque identity are significantly lower, the mean distance here of around 0.8
points. The results for the Basque case are especially remarkable, given that the region

used to experience a highly polarised conflict for many years.

(Figure 4)

Notable in Figure 4 is the stability of this polarisation during the period under
study, which clearly contrasts with the upward trend observed for the partisan indices of
polarisation. At most, we can observe that the index comparing the sentiments towards
Catalans and other groups (as well as the general index including all territorial groups)
follows a gentle downward trend. At least for this period and at the aggregate level, the
increase in partisan affective polarisation observed in the Spanish case at the national
arena does not seem to be attributable to territorial affective polarisation. However, this
will be analysed in more detail in the following sections.®

But to what extent are these trends in affective polarisation related to the evolution
of perceived ideological polarisation and ideological extremism? Unfortunately, the E-
DEM dataset includes the needed measures for only three initial waves, the third of which
was completed just before the 28th of April 2019 for the National Elections.® Despite this
shortcoming, the aggregate measures of these indices over the first three waves reveal
two important findings (see Figure 1A in section G of the Appendix). First, there was a
tendency in the period to increase both measures of ideological polarisation, but it was
reduced and limited. Second, ideological extremism is always lower than the weighted

perceived ideological polarisation (Enders & Armaly 2019), reflecting that this
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perception could be inflated by party competition and the political discourses adopted by
political elites (Lu & Lee 2019; Suhay, Bello-Pardo & Maurer 2018). Nevertheless, the
increase in aggregate ideological extremism over time is a bit more pronounced than that
of perceived ideological polarisation.

We reproduced the data on perceived ideological polarisation and ideological
extremism coming from a different source'® and extending the analysed time period to
November 2019. It is important not only to display this evolution for a longer period of
time, but also because another national election took place on November 10th after
several attempts in the parliament to produce even a simple majority to form a coalition
government.

Figure 5 contains the aggregate levels of both measures between October 2018
and November 2019.%! These data confirm a slight increase. As expected, the perceived
level of ideological polarisation among parties reached its peak in November 2019, just
before the general elections, while the highest levels of ideological extremism occurred

in the period between the two Spanish general elections.

(Figure 5)

Individual variation in polarisation in Spain

Utilising the panel design of the E-DEM dataset, we can also estimate the within
individuals variation of polarisation in Spain during this time span. Table 1 contains the
average change within individuals across waves of the main polarisation indices.

The data displayed in this table aligns with observations at the aggregate level.
First, the levels of party-based affective polarisation have increased within individuals,
although the increase is greater for voters than for leaders. The greatest individual

increase for both partisan affective polarisation indices is between the second and the
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third waves, just before the Spanish general elections held in April. By contrast, between
the third and the fourth waves (before the European Parliament election), the polarisation
produced by feelings towards voters does not present a relevant increase, while the
polarisation produced by feelings towards leaders experiences a significant decline. These
results show how the context of party competition influences this type of polarisation
(Hernéndez, Anduiza & Rico 2021).

Second, ideological polarisation has also increased within individuals, and the
increase of ideological extremism during this period has been greater than that observed
with perceived ideological polarisation, both on average and between the second and third
waves. Finally, the territorial affective polarisation regarding Catalans decreased within

individuals, especially between the first and second waves.*?

(Table 1)

The multidimensional nature of affective polarisation and its relationship

with ideological polarisation

Is affective polarisation a multidimensional phenomenon? To answer this question, we
have conducted a dimensional analysis using the E-DEM dataset. The first selected
variables for this analysis are the partisan affective polarisation measures for parties,
leaders and voters, as well as the ideological polarisation indices. Second, we have also
included the territorial affective polarisation indices based on sentiments towards
different territorial identities. Finally, we have utilised data from feeling thermometers
for immigrants, refugees and also people from other religions. Although we were not able
to build polarisation indices for these last three groups based on in-group/out-group
feelings, the sentiment scales towards these groups can be included in the

multidimensional analysis.
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(Table 2)

The results of the dimensional analysis with all of these indicators are displayed
in Table 2, which contains the varimax rotated factor loadings (only those with the scores
above 0.3) of these items for the second and third waves (the only ones containing all
these items). The results show the presence of three very distinctive factors. The first
includes all the party-based polarisation indices, including both the affective polarisation
measures (parties, voters and leaders) and the ideological ones, although the latter have
significantly lower loadings. The second contains the cultural/nativism items, which
include feelings towards immigrants, refugees, and, with quite lower factor loadings,
people from other religions. The third is formed by the territorial affective polarisation
indices, with very similar loadings for the two pairs of territorial groups. Thus, it seems
that affective polarisation could be a multidimensional phenomenon that does not always
merge with the polarisation produced around partisan identities and the left-right
ideological conflict.*3

On the other hand, we are interested in exploring to what extent partisan affective
polarisation is related to ideological polarisation and territorial affective polarisation in
Spain. To obtain a greater understanding of these relationships, we refer to our panel
survey and estimate regression models with individual fixed effects using wave dummies
(double-way fixed effects) and standard errors clustered on individuals. The dependent
variable is affective polarisation regarding party leaders. As independent variables we
have included weighted perception of ideological polarisation, ideological extremism and
territorial affective polarisation regarding Catalan identity. As controllers, other

important potential sources of partisan affective polarisation include the left-—right scale
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(polarisation could be higher at a result of moving towards one side of the ideological
spectrum), evaluation of the economic situation, evaluation of the situation with regard
to corruption, personal economic uncertainty index, and subjective well-being (see

section E of the Appendix for the details about these variables).

(Table 3)

As shown in Model 1 of Table 3, increases in perceived ideological polarisation,
ideological extremism and territorial affective polarisation lead to higher levels of
partisan affective polarisation within individuals. Although we cannot demonstrate this
empirically in this model, the direction of these relationships is likely reciprocal. Even
though the effect of territorial affective polarisation is weaker and a bit less significant
compared to that exerted by ideological factors, the results suggest that the Catalan crisis
may have also contributed to fuel the polarisation of feelings about leaders. This finding
contrasts with the temporal evolution of the territorial polarisation described above, which
does not match the upward trend of partisan affective polarisation. Finally, none of the
control variables seem to influence the evolution of affective polarisation in each
individual.

Another source of affective polarisation regarding leaders could be the increase in
extremism on different salient policy-issues. Miller (2020) explores the levels of
polarisation on different issues in Spain and their trends over the last decades, showing
that the polarisation surrounding concrete policies is lower than ideological positions.
Similarly, we have calculated extremism indexes for four different issues: government
decentralisation, immigration, socio-economic issues (including redistribution, public

services and state interventionism), and socio-cultural issues (including abortion, women
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working and same sex marriage). These indices have also been calculated by groups of
respondents defined by their party identification (for the aggregate levels and trends of
these extremism indices, see Figures 2A-5A in section G of the Appendix). Notably,
respondents who identified with the radical right-wing party Vox tend to present the
highest levels of extremism on all five issues (together with those identified with the
Catalan and Basque nationalist parties in the decentralisation issue), and the extremism
levels on socio-cultural, economic and, especially, immigration issues among Vox
supporters have increased during the period analysed here, which is congruent with the
ideological profile of the party.

In Model 2 of Table 3, these four issue extremism indices are included as
independent variables only, together with the scales of opinion on these issues and the
control variable included in the previous model (see section E of the Appendix for the
details about these variables). The results show that among them, only increases in
extremism on the immigration issue are related to partisan affective polarisation within
individuals at a conventional level of significance, although the effect is not very strong.
This is congruent with the polarising effects of the immigration issue found in the
previous literature (e.g. Harteveld 2021a). Moreover, extremism on socio-economic
issues is also associated with this type of polarisation, although only at a confidence level
of 90%. Opinion on immigration and socio-cultural issues are also related to partisan
affective polarisation at a confidence level of 90%, in the sense that respondents who
move towards more restrictive views on immigration and towards more leftist positions
on economy increase the polarisation of feelings about leaders.

Finally, we have estimated another final model with all the variables selected in
the preceding ones we just estimated. Results displayed in the same table (Model 3)

confirm the findings described previously. Although we cannot imply any causality in
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these findings, the results suggest that partisan affective polarisation does not really
depend on factors such as economic evaluations or personal socio-economic conditions,
nor on the extremism around concrete policy-issues, with the exception of immigration,
although in the last model it loses some strength and significance. By contrast, at least for
the period analysed here, partisan affective polarisation in Spain seems to be mainly the
result of perceived ideological polarisation among elites, extreme ideological identities

and, to a lower degree, the polarisation surrounding the Catalan identity.'4.

About the content of this volume
The rest of the articles in this special issue cover different topics on affective polarisation
in Spain in an attempt to contribute to some of the theoretical debates discussed in this
introductory article. More concretely, there are two groups of articles based on the topic
covered. The first group comprises four articles that address the potential elements that
might foster affective polarisation. The second group comprises three articles that cover
some of the behavioural and attitudinal consequences of affective polarisation.

Regarding the first group of articles, Miller et al. estimate the causal effect of
elections on partisan affective polarisation combining two different methodological
strategies designed to take advantage of the panel structure. They pay special attention to
understanding the channels through which the effect of elections on partisan affective
polarisation is manifested. To do so, they estimate the conditional effects on three
ideological groupings (left, centre and right) and whether the increase in polarisation is
related to changes in attitudes toward co-partisans (in-group) or non-co-partisans (out-
group).

The second article is co-authored by Garmendia and Riera, who use information

from two CIS panel studies and the E-DEM dataset to determine how polarised Spanish
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voters were around the conflict articulated by territorial identities when the radical parties
Podemos and Vox entered the national parliament for the first time. This article shows
how the entrance of radical parties into the political competition might affect to other
political dimension of polarisation that goes beyond what is normally linked to traditional
left—right competition.

The third article, by Padré-Solanet and Balcells, addresses in a very innovative
way the effect of the media diet on affective polarisation in Spain. Their analysis takes
advantage of web-tracking data to directly observe the individual’s habits of media
consumption instead of simply relying on self-reported data. Such an approach has the
advantage of providing a richer and more detailed picture of the individual’s media diet.
While some indicators of media diet diversity point towards a reduction of ideological
extremism, some others show seems to be linked with an increase of the polarisation
produced by territorial identities. Overall, this article illustrates the complex relationship
between media diet and affective polarisation.

The fourth article, by Lorenzo and Torcal, deals with the effects of social media
on affective polarisation (partisan and territorial). More concretely, they use a survey
experiment to estimate the effect of being exposed to anti-out-group parties and anti-
Catalans/Spanish expressions in the tweets sent by primary political candidates during
the 2019 EU Spanish electoral campaign. Despite the non-randomisation of the treatment,
which would give the experiment greater external validity, these authors are convincing
in demonstrating the very limited effect of candidates’ messaging on these two
dimensions of affective polarisation.

Concerning the second group, Serani conducts an analysis on the association
between partisan affective polarisation and propensity to vote in Spain. Utilising two

waves of E-DEM (third and fourth ones), this author evaluates the impact of previous
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polarisation on individual propensity to vote. This is a relevant and almost unique
contribution to the study of the effect of affective polarisation on electoral participation.

The second article of this group by Rodon addresses the hitherto neglected
relationship between affective polarisation and vote choice in Spain, a context in which
distrust between different and opposite groups occurs both on ideological and territorial
terms. This is also an innovative contribution which shows how affective polarisation
can, at the same time and in a different way, affect political behaviour and political
competition, especially in contexts where party competition is multidimensional, as it is
in Spain.

Finally, Torcal and Carty use the panel structure of the data to explore how much
and in what direction affective political polarisation can affect political trust. This topic
has been neglected in the comparative literature on affective polarisation and political
trust. This contribution sheds light on how individual increase in political trust might be
sometimes an undesirable consequence of increasing polarisation, especially when we
distinguish the effect of out-group polarisation from the one produced by the increased in

polarisation due to the liking of the partisan in-group.

Notes

1. For more on the CNEP and its surveys, see: u.osu.edu/cnep.

2. This survey was administered by Netquest using their large online non-probabilistic
panel: https://www.netquest.com/es/home/encuestas-online-investigacion.

3. We have used both feelings and trust scales to take advantage of all the richness of
our dataset. In addition, we have also calculated the territorial affective polarisation
indices using only the feelings scales towards the territorial groups. Pearson’s
correlation coefficients between both types of affective polarisation indices (those
constructed with feelings and trust vs. those built only with feelings) are very high,
ranging between 0.92 and 0.94.

4 As explained earlier, affective polarisation at the aggregate level can also be computed
by the formula proposed by Reiljan (2020). However, the country ranking
according to this formula (using like-dislike feelings toward leaders) is quite
similar (see column 2 in Table 1A). In fact, the correlation between these two
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measures is a high 0.90 (see section D of the Appendix for more details about this
aggregate affective polarisation index).
5. In a country of 27 million inhabitants, the estimate is that the civil war resulted in the
killing/starvation of more than one million Mozambicans and the displacement of
five million more. It is no wonder that the residue of that conflict lasted until 2004.

6 To the extent that Spain, Portugal and Greece have a low percentage of people
identified with a particular party, and that those who are identified with a party
tend to hold higher levels of affective polarisation (e.g. lyengar, Sood & Lelkes
2012), the inclusion of individuals without party identification in the measure may
weaken the levels of affective polarisation in Southern Europe. A preliminary
analysis using our main dataset (CNEP) reveals that the average percentage of
respondents who feel close to a particular party across the different selected
elections is 51.3% for Spain, 43.0% for Portugal, 60.4% for Greece and 62.1% for
the U.S.

7. See also Orriols and Leon (2021) for the evolution of affective polarisation in Spain
during the last two decades. However, they use the probabilities to vote and the
evaluations of leaders’ performance as indicators of affective polarisation.

8. If we observe the levels and trends of the territorial affective polarisation indices
constructed only with feelings towards territorial groups (and, hence, not
including trust scales), the conclusions are very similar. The main difference is
that the mean levels of polarisation are even somewhat higher (see Figure 6A in
the Appendix).

9. Both measures are calculated based on 11-point left-right scales.

10. CIS database, study nos. 3226, 3238, 3247, 3257 and 3267.

11. In the CIS database, the original left-right scales range from 1 to 10. However, we

rescaled them to vary from O to 10.

12. The decrease in affective polarisation regarding Catalans, especially between the
first and second waves, is even stronger when this index is calculated only using
feelings scales (see Table 3A in the Appendix).

13. The same results are obtained if the territorial affective polarisation indices
introduced in the dimensional analysis are calculated only using feelings scales
towards territorial groups (see Table 4A in the Appendix).

14. If affective polarisation regarding Catalans measured only with feelings scales is
introduced into the models (instead of the index calculated with both feelings and
trust scales), the results remain quite the same. At most, the effect of territorial
affective polarisation loses some strength, although this variable remains
significantly related to partisan affective polarisation (see Table 5A in the
Appendix).
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Table 1. Average within individual change in polarisation in Spain, December 2018-

May 2019
WAPS  WAPS Polarisation Percel\{ed Ideological
Catalans vs. Ideological .
Voters Leaders 2 Extremism
Others Polarisation
Total Average 0.075 0.047 -0.048 0.056 0.085
By waves
October 2018- 0.078 -0.017 -0.139 0.067 0.043
February 2019
February 2019- 0.147 0.197 -0.009 0.045 0.127
April 2019
April 2019-May 0.002 -0.040 0.003

2019

Source: E-DEM panel dataset.
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Table 2. Factor loadings for the affective polarisation indices in Spain,

February and March 2019 (Varimax Rotated)*

February 2019 (2 Wave)

April 2019 (3 Wave)

Polarisation
Variables
WAPS Party
WAPS Leaders
WAPS Voters

Catalans vs.
others
Basques vs.
others

Feelings
towards
Immigrants
Feelings
towards
Refugees
Feelings
towards
people from
other religions

Perceived
Ideological
Polarisation
Ideological
Extremism

Chi?
N

Factor Factor Factor
1 2 3
n.i.

0.841
0.849

0.892
0.914
0.892
0.884
0.694
0.523
0.628
5146.07***
1770

Factor Factor Factor
1 2 3
0.853
0.870
0.832
0.898
0.921
0.894
0.885
0.699
0.538
0.550
6187.61***
1599

Source: E-DEM dataset, waves 2 and 3.
Notes: *Principal-Component Factors.
Only loadings above 0.3 are displayed.
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Table 3. Predictors of affective polarisation regarding leaders (double-way fixed
effects regressions)

Modell Model2 Model 3

Perceived Ideological Polarisation 0.101*** - 0.095***
(0.024) - (0.024)

Ideological Extremism 0.080*** - 0.076***
(0.017) - (0.017)

Territorial Affective Polarisation: Catalans 0.031** - 0.029**
vs. others (0.010) - (0.009)
Left-Right Scale -0.002 - -0.002
(0.014) - (0.014)

General Economic Situation -0.010 -0.012 -0.009
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009)

Situation of Corruption -0.009 -0.008 -0.008
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009)

Personal Economic Uncertainty Index 0.017 0.014 0.013
(0.035) (0.035) (0.035)

Subjective Well-being 0.019 0.008 0.016
(0.029) (0.030) (0.029)

Opinion on Government Decentralisation - -0.003 -0.002
- (0.007) (0.007)

Opinion on Immigration - -0.021+ -0.019
- (0.012) (0.012)

Opinion on Socio-Economic Issues - 0.019+ 0.015
- (0.011) (0.011)

Opinion on Socio-Cultural Issues - 0.023 0.018
- (0.019) (0.019)

Extremism on Decentralisation - 0.017 0.012
- (0.011) (0.011)

Extremism on Immigration - 0.031* 0.026+
- (0.014) (0.013)

Extremism on Socio-Economic Issues - 0.030+ 0.025
- (0.016) (0.016)

Extremism on Socio-Cultural Issues - -0.004 -0.003
- (0.027) (0.026)

February 2019 -0.035 -0.021 -0.027
(0.023) (0.024) (0.024)

April 2019 0.152***  (0.191*** (0.167***
(0.026) (0.028) (0.027)

Intercept 1.775%**  1.907***  1.485***
(0.125) (0.227) (0.245)

Overall R? 0.132 0.039 0.146
Sigma u 1.058 1.103 1.048
Sigma e 0.688 0.694 0.687
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Observations ier iroui 3 3 3

Source: E-DEM dataset, waves 1, 2 and 3.
Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.10, "p<0.05 " p<0.01, ™ p<0.001.



Figure 1. Comparative levels of affective polarisation regarding leaders
(WAPSL), country/election means
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Sources: CNEP and CSES.
Notes: 95% confidence intervals. The dashed line indicates the average level of affective
polarisation.
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Figure 2. Out-leaders dislike, in-leader

liking and total aggregate

affective polarisation (in-leader and out-leaders liking difference) in

Spain, 1993-2019
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Sources: E-DEM, CNEP, CSES.
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Figure 3. Affective polarisation regarding leaders (WAPSL) and
voters (WAPSV) in Spain, October 2018—May 2019
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Source: E-DEM panel dataset.
Notes: 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 4. Territorial affective polarisation in Spain, October 2018-
May 2019
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Source: E-DEM panel dataset.
Notes: 95% confidence intervals.
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Figure 5. Ideological polarisation in Spain, October 2018-November

2019
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Source: Own calculations from CIS data base, studies no. 3226, 3238, 3247, 3257
and 3267.
Notes: 95% confidence intervals.
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