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1. Conceptualization

 What is polarization? What is affective polarization?

 How to measure affective polarization?

 Our study: methodology

2. Results

 What degree of affective polarization can be observed in different countries?

 Which social groups show the highest amount of affective polarization?

 What do high rates of affective polarization actually mean?

 How does affective polarization influence a democracy?

 Which issues have the highest potential to cause (political/societal) divisions?

CONTENT



What is Polarization?

Natural science as a model?

Emotion, aversion, confrontation? Fractures and divisions within societies?

Group formation, ideologization, erosion of social cohesion?



 the extent to which people with opposing views are rejected or condemned

 high affective polarization refers to: 

o strong affinity toward people who hold similar views, and 

o strong dislike of people who hold divergent views on an issue

What is Affective Polarization?

Types of Measuring on Affective Polarization 

 Original: focus on U.S. party (partisan) research 
(Iyengar et al. 2012; Mason 2015)

 Recently: increasing research in the context of multiparty systems 
(Reiljan 2020; Wagner 2021)

 New approaches: application to political issues 
(Wagner/Eberl 2022; Hobolt et al. 2021; Harteveld et al. 2023) 
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 Defining antagonistic groups 

 Self-positioning

 Evaluating opposing opinion groups 
(instrument: `feeling thermometer´)

 Calculating the absolute value of the 
distance between the evaluations

Measuring Affective Polarization

„Immigration 
opportunities for 
foreigners should 
be eased“

Example: Immigration

„Immigration 
opportunities for 
foreigners should 
be restricted“

„People who think 
that immigration 
opportunities for 
foreigners should 
be eased“

„People who think 
that immigration 
opportunities for 
foreigners should 
be restricted“



Self-positioning

Question: “There are different opinions on the issue of immigration. Where would you place your personal opinion here?” Respondents were 
asked to position themselves between “0 – Immigration opportunities for foreigners should be eased” and “10 – Immigration opportunities for 
foreigners should be restricted.” Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449).



Evaluating Opposing Opinion Groups

Note: Distribution of responses to the question: “When you think of other people in [country] with their different opinions on the issue of 
immigration, how do you feel about each of the following groups of people?” Respondents were asked to position themselves between “ -5 
Very cool and negative” and “ +5 Very warm and positive” with respect to each group. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and 
region (n = 20,449).



Affective Polarization and Self-positioning



Survey

 20,449 people in 10 European Union 
countries

 Data collected in fall 2022

 In cooperation with YouGov

Methodology

 (Regional) online access panels

 Population-representative quotas (age, 
gender, region and education)

 Standardized questionnaire with 
country-specific adaptions

Data



Analysed Issues
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Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the
stronger the affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region, n = 20,449 (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

All Issues: Polarization by Country 

Which countries show the 
greatest amount of 
polarization?

 Italy and Greece exhibit 
Europe’s highest level of 
affective polarization

 Respondents in the 
Netherlands and Czechia are 
the least polarized



Affective polarization on the issue of immigration. Dots indicate the average group values on the polarization score with associated 95% confidence intervals.
The higher the value, the stronger the affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region, n = 20,449 (Source: Own survey /
YouGov)

IMMIGRATION: Which 
countries show the 
greatest amount of 
polarization?

 In Italy and Czechia:       
Europe’s highest level of 
affective polarization

 Respondents in Poland and 
Spain are the least polarized

Immigration: Polarization by Country



CLIMATE CHANGE: Which 
countries show the most 
affective polarization?

 In Greece, Spain and 
Hungary: Highest affective 
polarization in Europe

 Respondents in Czech 
Republic least polarized

Climate Change: Polarization by Country

Affective polarization on the issue of climate change. Dots indicate the average group values on the polarization score with associated 95% confidence
intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region, n = 20,449 (Source: Own
survey / YouGov)



Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the
affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for gross household, where n = at least 16,569. Missing
values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

All Issues: Polarization by Sociodemographic Group 

Which groups of people 
are particularly strongly 
polarized?

 People in the oldest age 
group are significantly more 
affectively polarized than 
younger people

 Well-educated people and 
people with high incomes 
show the greatest amount of 
polarization

 Residents of large cities are 
significantly more polarized 
than people who live in rural 
areas



Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the
affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for gross household, where n = at least 16,569. Missing
values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)
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Affective polarization on the issue of immigration. Dots indicate the average group values on the polarization score with associated 95% confidence
intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for
gross household, where n = at least 16,569. Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

Immigration: Polarization by Sociodemographic Group

IMMIGRATION: Which 
groups of people show 
the greatest amount of 
polarization?

 People in the oldest age 
group are significantly 
more polarized than 
younger people

 People with low levels of 
formal education show the 
highest amount of 
polarization



CLIMATE CHANGE: Which 
groups of people are 
most polarized?

 Older people are 
significantly more 
polarized than middle-
aged people

 People with high levels of 
formal education exhibit 
the highest levels of 
polarization

Affective polarization on the issue of climate change. Dots indicate the average group values on the polarization score with associated 95% confidence
intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for
gross household, where n = at least 16,569. Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

Climate Change: Polarization by Sociodemographic Group



Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the
affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for party groupings, where n = at least 16,569.
Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

All Issues: Polarization by Political Characteristics 

Which groups of people 
are particularly strongly 
polarized?

 In general, people on the 
political left are more 
polarized than those on the 
right

 Polarization is strongest 
among supporters of left, 
far-left, and environmental 
parties

 People with progressive 
positions are more polarized 
than conservatives



Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the
affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for party groupings, where n = at least 16,569.
Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)
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polarized?

 In general, people on the 
political left are more 
polarized than those on the 
right

 Polarization is strongest 
among supporters of left, 
far-left, and environmental 
parties

 People with progressive 
positions are more polarized 
than conservatives



Affective polarization on the issue of immigration. Dots indicate the average group values on the polarization score with associated 95% confidence
intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for
party groupings, where n = at least 16,569. Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

Immigration: Polarization by Political Characteristics

IMMIGRATION: Which 
groups of people show the 
greatest amount of 
polarization?

 In general, people on the 
political right show the 
highest polarization, 
followed by those on the left 

 Polarization is strongest 
among supporters of right 
and far-right

 Supporters of conservative 
and Christian democratic 
parties exhibit the lowest 
level of polarization



1. Conceptualization

 What is polarization? What is affective polarization?

 How to measure affective polarization?

 Our study: methodology

2. Results

 What degree of affective polarization can be observed in different countries?

 Which social groups show the highest amount of affective polarization?

 What do high rates of affective polarization actually mean?

 How does affective polarization influence a democracy?

 Which issues have the highest potential to cause (political/societal) divisions?

CONTENT



What do high rates of affective polarization actually mean?

 negative evaluation of persons whose opinion differs from one's own

 Interpretation: high affective polarization scores could indicate (spectrum):

o high political interest

o strong will to shape policy

o strength of opinion, self-confidence, conviction

o confidence in the correctness of one's own world view

o linkage of one's own opinion with emotions and processes of identity formation 

(also hinting at associated processes of exclusion and demarcation)

o lack of tolerance, ideological rigidity
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Distrust of others: "Speaking generally: Do you think most people can 
be trusted, or that you can't be careful enough when dealing with 
other people?" (0 = "Most people can be trusted," 10 = "You can't be 
careful enough.")

Breaking off contact: "I have broken off contact with certain people 
because of their political views." (high values = agreement)

Note: The figure shows the average answer to the respective question according to the degree of affective polarization of the respondents (x-
axis). Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449). Own survey / YouGov.

How does affective Polarization influence Democracy?

Affective Polarization and Breaking contactAffective Polarization and Social Trust



Satisfaction with democracy: "How satisfied are you - all in all - with 
the way democracy works in [country]?" (0 = "extremely 
dissatisfied," 10 = "extremely satisfied")

Note: The figure shows the average answer to the respective question according to the degree of affective polarization of the respondents (x-
axis). Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449). Own survey / YouGov.

Political trust: "Please indicate how much, if at all, you personally trust 
the following institutions." Here: mean index of "the parliament," "the 
political parties," "the judiciary," "the police," “science," "the media," 
"the European Parliament" (high values = high trust)

Affective Polarization and Satisfaction with Democracy

How does affective Polarization influence Democracy?



-0.18

All countries: -0.17

Affective Polarization and Satisfaction with Democracy

Average marginal effects 
(AME) of affective 
polarization (index) on 
satisfaction with 
democracy. Basis: robust 
linear regression models 
that include control 
variables and country 
fixed-effects. Results are 
weighted by age, gender, 
education and region.

-0.23

-0.23

-0.29
-0.12

-0.23

-0.23

-0.24

-0.03

-0.19



Influence of the position on 
immigration (interaction effect) on 
the relationship between affective 
polarization (x-axis) and 
satisfaction with democracy (y-
axis) across the full sample (The 
lines show predicted values with 
95% confidence intervals). Source: 
Own survey / YouGov.

Migration: Affective Polarization and Satisfaction with 
Democracy



Influence of the position on pandemic control 
(interaction effect) on the relationship 
between affective polarization (x-axis) and 
satisfaction with democracy (y-axis) across 
the full sample (The lines show predicted 
values with 95% confidence intervals). 
Source: Own survey / YouGov.

Covid-19: Affective Polarization and Satisfaction with 
Democracy



Influence of the position on social benefits 
(interaction effect) on the relationship 
between affective polarization (x-axis) and 
satisfaction with democracy (y-axis) across 
the full sample (The lines show predicted 
values with 95% confidence intervals). 
Source: Own survey / YouGov.

Social Benefits: Affective Polarization and Satisfaction with 
Democracy



Affective Polarization and Voting Intention

Average marginal effect of affective polarization on voting intentions (Basis: multinomial logistic regression models; Question: “Which party would you 
vote for, if there were a general election next Sunday?”. Only significant effects are included.) Example: If affective polarization on migration is increased 
by one point on the scale, the likelihood of voting for a right or far-right party is increases by 0.09 points.

LL = Left and far-left parties
GE = Green and 

environmental parties
SD = Social democratic parties
LB = Liberal parties
CC = Conservative and 

Christian democratic parties
RR = Right and far-right parties
NV = Non-voting

SD = -0.03
LB = -0.03
CC = -0.04
RR = +0.09
NV = -0.02

CC = -0.02
NV = -0.05

SD = -0.02
LB = -0.04
CC = -0.04
NV = -0.05

GE = +0.10
LB = -0.07
CC = -0.09
NV = -0.10

SD = +0.02
CC = -0.04
NV = -0.04

SD = +0.04
LB = -0.03
CC = -0.05
NV = -0.07

SD = +0.05
LB = -0.02
CC = -0.06
NV = -0.07

Increasing affective polarization by 1 Point on the following issue areas:



Affective Polarization and Conspiracy Belief
Relationship 
between affective 
polarization (x-
axis) and 
conspiracy belief 
(y-axis) across the 
full sample for four 
different issue 
areas. Predicted 
Values with 95% 
confidence 
intervals on the 
basis of robust 
non-linear 
regression models 
(Source: Own 
survey / YouGov).



1. Conceptualization

 What is polarization? 

 Why asking for affective polarization?

 How to measure affective polarization?

 Our study: methodology

2. Results

 What degree of affective polarization can be observed in different countries?

 Which social groups show the highest amount of affective polarization?

 What do high rates of affective polarization actually mean?

 Which issues have the highest potential to cause (political) divisions of society?

INHALT



Note: Figure depicts average scores of affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449).
Source: Own survey / YouGov

Affective Polarization by Issue 

Which issues are most 
polarizing?

 “Immigration” and “Climate 
Change” show the highest 
levels of affective 
polarization

 levels of affective 
polarization are lowest for 
the issues of “Gender 
Equality in Society” and 
“Social Benefits and their 
Financing.”



Average answers to the question “For which of the political issues addressed do you see a division in society? Please rate your answer on a scale from 0 (no
division at all) to 10 (very strong division)” and Affective Polarization on the respective issue. n = at least 18,279 per item. (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

What issue do 
respondents expect to be 
the most societally 
divisive?

 “Immigration,” “Pandemics 
such as COVID-19” and 
“Social Benefits” are seen as 
the most divisive issues

 The greatest differences 
between the perceived 
potential for divisiveness 
and the actual extent of 
polarization is seen at 
“Social Benefits” and 
“Climate Change”

Affective Polarization and Subjective Perception of Division



Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the
affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for party groupings, where n = at least 16,569.
Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

Affective Polarization and Self-Positioning

Which groups of people are 
particularly polarized?

 ‘climate change’, ‘gender 
equality’, ‘policy towards 
sexual minorities’: people 
who hold rather progressive 
positions show more 
affective polarization than 
those with conservative 
views

 ‘immigration’, ‘war in 
Ukraine’, ‘pandemics’, ‘social 
benefits’: both opinion 
groups show the same 
amount of affective 
polarization



Note: Dots indicate the average group values of the polarization index with associated 95% confidence intervals. The higher the value, the stronger the
affective polarization. Results are weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449, except for party groupings, where n = at least 16,569.
Missing values = “don’t know”/no answer). (Source: Own survey / YouGov)

Which groups of people are 
particularly polarized?

 ‘climate change’, ‘gender 
equality’, ‘policy towards 
sexual minorities’: people 
who hold rather progressive 
positions show more 
affective polarization than 
those with conservative 
views

 ‘immigration’, ‘war in 
Ukraine’, ‘pandemics’, ‘social 
benefits’: both opinion 
groups show the same 
amount of affective 
polarization

Affective Polarization and Self-Positioning



Affective polarization on the issue of immigration by salience (average scores and confidence intervals), with associated shares of opinion groups (%). The
results were weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449). Source: Own survey / YouGov.

Affective Polarization, Self-Positioning and Salience



Affective polarization on the issue of immigration by salience (average scores and confidence intervals), with associated shares of opinion groups (%). The
results were weighted by age, gender, education and region (n = 20,449). Source: Own survey / YouGov.

Affective Polarization, Self-Positioning and Salience



 Respondents in Italy and Greece are the most polarized, while those in Netherlands and Czechia 
are the least polarized

 Older people, people with high levels of education as well as those with high incomes and 
residents of large cities show the greatest amount of affective polarization

 People on the left and on the right show more affective polarization than supporter of liberal 
parties in the political center; people with rather progressive views who aim at political change 
are more polarized than supporters of conservative parties

 The issues of “climate change” and “immigration” show the highest levels of affective 
polarization. From the people’s perspective, however, “immigration,” “COVID-19” and “social 
benefits” are regarded as most divisive.

 There is no linear relationship between salience and affective polarization.

 In general, affective polarization contributes to democratic discontent, institutional distrust, 
populist resentments, and the success of certain parties. However, its effect is highly dependent 
from the specific issue and people’s position on that issue.

 In some contexts, the impact of affective polarization is not linear: Too little affective polarization 
can have similar negative effects as too much.

Summary: Key Findings
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