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Abstract
Terrorism often seeks to impact democratic politics. This article explores how it can influence the electoral
fortunes of the incumbent. Existing research is contradictory. Models of retrospective voting predict a
negative impact, as terrorism is detrimental to voters’ welfare. However, the well-known ‘rally around
the flag’ effect suggests otherwise: following a terrorist attack, voters often cling to the incumbent. We rec-
oncile these arguments and argue that while both effects can coexist, the retrospective assessment is more
durable than the rally around the flag. Using data on all deadly domestic terrorist attacks in Spain between
1977 and 2008, matched with municipal-level national election results, we show how exposure to strikes
that occur during the last quarter of the term benefit the incumbent, while more temporally distant attacks
are electorally harmful. In line with our theory, we find a more pronounced temporal heterogeneity for
indiscriminate attacks and those that target civilians.
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Terrorist activity in democracies often seeks to influence the political system in order to advance
its goals. One key channel through which political violence may exert its influence can be its
impact on elections. This is why it is important to understand how voters react to terrorist
attacks. Will incumbent support increase or decrease as a consequence of terrorist activity? In
standard retrospective voting models, the expectation tends to be the latter. Research in political
behaviour consistently shows that voters generally hold the incumbent accountable for events that
have a deleterious effect on their welfare. Moreover, this is often the case even with respect to
events that are beyond the incumbents’ direct control, such as terrorist attacks.

However, we also know that terrorism does not always hurt incumbents. In some circum-
stances, threatening events induce the so-called ‘rally around the flag’ effect: faced with external
threats and uncertainty, citizens unite around the country’s leadership and, as a result, incum-
bents get a popularity boost. The ‘rally around the flag’ effect was first identified for US presidents
in the case of wars, international crises and external attacks (Mueller 1970), but it has also been
found to occur elsewhere and in reaction to not only international crises or terrorism, but differ-
ent types of threatening events more generally, such as wildfires (Ramos and Sanz 2020) or the
COVID-19 pandemic (Bækgaard et al. 2020; Herrera et al. 2020; Yam et al. 2020).

In this article, we study the effects of terrorism on incumbent electoral support and address
this fundamental theoretical ambiguity. Should we expect terrorist attacks to benefit or harm
the incumbents’ re-election prospects? While it is obvious that being targeted by terrorism is a
negative shock to any society’s welfare, terrorism has also been shown to be a favourable case
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for the ‘rally around the flag’ effect. In the aftermath of terrorist attacks, it is all but uncommon to
witness pleas for unity and unconditional support of the incumbent from media, opinion leaders
and even opposition parties (Chowanietz 2011).

There are hence two potentially competing expectations as to why and how terrorism might
affect the electoral fortunes of incumbents. On the one hand, the expectation from a standard
retrospective logic would be that exposure to terrorism will make voters more likely to vote against
the incumbent. On the other hand, the rally hypothesis would posit that voters exposed to terror
attacks will be more prone to support the incumbent in the interest of the country. Not surprisingly,
empirical studies investigating the effect of terrorism on incumbent support have provided incon-
clusive results. Some authors find support for the rally around the flag, while others identify a nega-
tive effect of terrorism on incumbent support, and yet still other studies show null effects (see, for
example, Baccini et al. 2021; Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Kibris 2011).

However, given this theoretical ambiguity and seemingly contradictory findings, we are not
interested in a horse race to adjudicate empirically between the two hypotheses. Both effects
may coexist and, eventually, cancel each other out. Learning that in a given case, the average effect
of terrorist attacks on incumbent support is either positive or negative (or indistinguishable from
zero) would not provide much insight. It could simply be a weighted average of positive and nega-
tive effects that would remain obscured by the aggregation. Hence, we need to move beyond the
empirical estimation of the average effect of terrorism on incumbent support and further develop
the theory to derive some additional and more precise observable implications that are more
informative of the actual electoral reactions to terrorism.

In this article, we discuss the conditions under which either the rally or the accountability
effects should be expected to prevail, and then try to empirically assess them. We expect time
to be the key conditioning factor. The ‘rally round the flag’ effect has often been found to be
extremely short-lived. Furthermore, while retrospective voting models also show that voters are
myopic and incumbents can escape punishment from temporally distant events, we expect the
rally effect to dissipate even more rapidly than the retrospective voting effect.

This expectation is grounded on the nature of the political and psychological underpinnings of the
rally around the flag. The key observable implication of this proposition, which we test, is that those
attacks that occur close to the election should boost incumbents’ electoral prospects, while those that
occur at an earlier point in time should not benefit, and perhaps even harm, the incumbent.

In order to test this argument, we leverage fine-grained information on over 200 geolocated,
deadly domestic terrorist attacks that occurred in Spain between 1977 and 2008 (De la Calle and
Sánchez-Cuenca 2011). We merge the terrorism data with local-level results of Spanish general
elections for the same period, generating a municipality–election-attack dyadic dataset. We use
geographic proximity of a municipality to an attack as a measure of exposure.

Our empirical strategy leverages variation in the location, timing and characteristics of terrorist
attacks (Bove, Efthyvoulou and Pickard 2021), together with the incumbency of various (left and
right) parties during an extended period of time. This makes the Spanish case particularly suitable
to examine our theory on the conditional effect of terrorism on incumbent electoral support.

In our empirical specifications, we use municipality and year fixed-effects models to account
for various sources of heterogeneity. Our results indicate that, on average, exposure to terrorism
tends to harm the incumbent. Electoral support for the party in office declines to a larger extent
in municipalities that are more exposed to the attacks: one standard deviation increase in
geographical proximity to one given attack decreases the incumbent’s share of votes by around
0.3 percentage points, which is quite a substantial effect for a single attack, compared to the base-
line electoral losses that government parties suffer. On average, therefore, we observe that the
retrospective voting logic tends to prevail. However, our results also indicate that the effect of ter-
rorism is highly conditional on the timing of the attacks with respect to the elections. Exposure to
strikes that occur during the last year of a term is beneficial for the incumbent’s electoral fate, as
the rally theory would predict.
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Moreover, leveraging various characteristics of the attacks, we show how those strikes that pose
a more serious threat for the population at large exacerbate this conditional relationship.
Indiscriminate attacks and those that target civilians are both more harmful for the incumbent
if they occur early on during the term and more beneficial if they are perpetrated during the
last months before an election. This result provides additional evidence in support of our argu-
ment of the two effects coexisting sequentially.

Our findings support the idea that terrorism elicits both rallies around and blaming of the
incumbent parties; the relative prevalence of one or the other may just depend on the circum-
stances surrounding the attacks. Rallies around the incumbent to facilitate the effective manage-
ment of the aftermath of a terror attack by the sitting leadership could yield an electoral premium
for government parties when terrorist violence occurs near election dates. However, as this short-
term effect vanishes, voters exposed to terrorism may rather prefer replacing the incumbent.

In the next section, we discuss the relevant literature and develop our argument in detail. Then,
we contextualize the case and present the data and empirical strategy used to test our theory. The
fourth section describes and discusses the results, explores the mechanisms, and rules out some
potential alternative explanations. We also briefly discuss a number of additional robustness
checks that we present in the Online Supplementary Material. We conclude with a general dis-
cussion of our findings and their implications for our understanding of the interplay between ter-
rorism and democratic politics.

Theory
Related Literature

It is well established that terrorist attacks are salient events that capture the attention of the public
(Nussio, Bohmelt and Bove 2021) and have the potential to shape citizens’ political attitudes on
different domains, from law and order (Brouard, Vasilopoulos and Foucault 2018) to foreign pol-
icy (Gadarian 2010) or immigration (Böhmelt, Bove and Nussio 2020; Legewie 2013; Nussio,
Bove and Steele 2019). However, terrorist violence also affects the cornerstone of democratic pol-
itics: elections. Research on the electoral consequences of terrorism has tended to examine
whether attacks benefit conservative (‘hawkish’) or progressive (‘dovish’) parties, rather than
focusing on the incumbent-versus-opposition logic. In general, these studies conclude that terror
attacks appear to benefit conservative and authoritarian parties (Berrebi and Klor 2006; Berrebi
and Klor 2008; Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Gould and Klor 2010; Helbling and Meierrieks
2022; Kibris 2011). This is often attributed to the salience of law and order, a type of issue gen-
erally owned by the Right, and the sense of threat leading to seek protection from hard-line
leaders.

However, studies specifically aimed at investigating the impact of terror attacks on incumbent
electoral support are scarce and, if anything, mostly inconclusive. One reason is that in most
designs, incumbency is collinear with the partisan composition of the government. In single-case
studies, it is not possible to disentangle the progressive–conservative dimension from the incum-
bent–opposition effect. In any case, some works on the subject find a negative effect of terrorism
on incumbent support, others find a positive effect, and yet still other recently published works
point to a null effect.

On the one hand, in the literature, there is evidence that, in some cases, incumbents lose elect-
oral support following attacks and casualties, as expected by the retrospective voting theory. Karol
and Miguel (2007), for instance, find that Iraq casualties significantly decreased Bush’s vote share
in the 2004 US presidential election. Similarly, for the Spanish case, Bali (2007) and Montalvo
(2011; Montalvo 2012) show that the 2004 Madrid bombings had a remarkably negative impact
on electoral support for the incumbent party, even though this effect could be due to the
extremely controversial handling of the information on the authorship of the attack by govern-
ment officials. More informative is the study in which Gassebner, Jong-A-Pin and Mierau (2008)
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analyse over 800 elections in about 115 countries over the period 1968–2002. They find that
terror attacks increase the likelihood that the incumbent government is replaced and that the
magnitude of the effect increases with the severity of the attack. Finally, a negative effect of attacks
on trust in government has also been identified in contexts of weaker institutions (Gates and
Justesen 2020) or larger-scale violence (De Juan and Pierskalla 2016).

The negative effects of terrorist attacks on incumbent support, whenever they are found,
square well with the standard models of accountability. A standard expectation from political sci-
ence retrospective voting models is that whenever a negative shock to citizens’ welfare occurs, this
will negatively affect incumbent support (Healy and Malhotra 2013). This is also often the case
for those ‘exogenous’ events that are deleterious for citizens’ welfare while not being under the
incumbents’ direct responsibility, such as shark attacks (Achen and Bartels 2012), the weather
(Healy and Malhotra 2010) or even sports events (Healy, Malhotra and Mo 2010).

Some authors interpret these effects as instances of the malfunctioning of the democratic
accountability mechanism, calling it ‘blind accountability’ (Achen and Bartels 2017). Other scho-
lars have pointed to the fact that even for negative shocks that are not under the responsibility of
the incumbent, such as natural disasters, voters might reasonably expect the incumbent to pre-
vent, respond to and mitigate their consequences (Healy and Malhotra 2010). It has also been
shown how such events that are outside incumbents’ control provide opportunities for voters
to learn about the incumbents’ qualities that would have otherwise remained unknown
(Ashworth, de Mesquita and Friedenberg 2018). In other words, facing a security crisis may
expose certain qualities of the incumbent, which are rewarded or sanctioned by voters (Ramos
and Sanz 2020). In the case of terrorism, given that governments are in charge of national secur-
ity, voters may attribute them responsibility for the failure in protecting the country from terror-
ism, or they may judge the incumbents’ ability to respond effectively in the aftermath of an attack.

However, there is also abundant research that points to the opposite prediction: terrorism
increases incumbent support through the so-called ‘rally around the flag’ effect (Mueller
1970). In the aftermath of a serious attack, it is commonplace to find spikes in government popu-
larity and trust. In fact, several empirical studies have documented that these rallies do generate a
pro-incumbent reaction among the public, whereby citizens respond to the terrorist threat by
coming together in support for the incumbent government and institutions.

There are multiple instances of rally effects following terrorist attacks. Research has mostly
focused on a subset of extremely salient attacks, such as the 11 September 2001 (9/11) attacks
in the United States (Bonanno and Jost 2006; Chanley 2002; Hetherington and Nelson 2003;
Landau et al. 2004; Woods 2011), the 2004 Madrid bombings in Spain (Dinesen and Jæger
2013), the 2011 Utoya shootings in Norway (Wollebæk et al. 2012), the November 2015 series
of attacks in Paris (Coupe 2017) or the 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack also in Paris (Muñoz,
Falcó-Gimeno and Hernández 2020). Similar rally effects are also found in contexts of more
widespread violence, such as Afghanistan (Deglow and Sundberg 2021).

We can identify two distinct mechanisms through which this rally effect may occur: one is pol-
itical and the other is psychological. The political mechanism is related to the reaction of media
and opposition parties. External threats have been said to create incentives for elites to cooperate
across party lines, which can bring ‘politics as usual’ to a standstill (Lijphart 1969). Specifically, in
the aftermath of terrorist attacks, opposition parties and the media are often the first to ‘rally
around the flag’. Mainstream parties, including the opposition, often launch pleas for unity
and unconditional support of the incumbent as a sign of responsibility and common effort
against an external enemy. Examples of this include reaction after 9/11 in the United States, as
well as to other attacks in France, the UK or Germany (Chowanietz 2016), and also, as a matter
of fact, Spain (Chowanietz 2011).

There are reasons to believe that these pleas for unity around the incumbent could work
against accountability. By calling to support the incumbent against an external threat, the attri-
bution of responsibility that is necessary if voters are to hold the government accountable
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becomes more difficult. Rallies around the flag, in a certain sense, could be seen as diluting the
clarity of responsibility (Powell and Whitten 1993) because the main political actors rhetorically
take collective responsibility and refrain from blaming the incumbent for security failures leading
to the attacks. Moreover, voters will not be able to punish the incumbent if the opposition fails to
provide a clear alternative (Maeda 2010).

The psychological mechanism that underpins the rally around the flag operates through fear
and sense of threat. Terrorist attacks are often conceived to induce feelings of peril and insecurity
among the population at large, well beyond those directly affected. Often, media coverage and
framing of terrorist attacks, as well as its seeming unpredictability, heighten the subjective percep-
tions of threat. According to terror management theory, one of the basic functions of leaders is
precisely to help citizens to manage this fear of death (Solomon, Greenberg and Pyszczynski
1991). Consequently, when voters perceive themselves as vulnerable or at risk, they have an
incentive to support the sitting government, which is in the position to protect them from the
threat. In the face of an external menace, it is reasonable to expect that citizens will not question
the country’s leadership, but, on the contrary, come together to reinforce it (Huddy et al. 2005).
Consistently with these premises, the experiments of Landau et al. (2004) showed that when
reminded about 9/11, US voters increased their support for the incumbent president (George
W. Bush), and when primed to think about their own death, they also decreased their support
for the challenger presidential candidate (John Kerry).

Finally, some recent articles fail to identify any causal effect of terrorism on voting for the
incumbent. Berrebi and Klor (2008) find that in Israel, suicide attacks increase the vote share of
the right-wing bloc regardless of the incumbent’s political affiliation. Leveraging the unexpected
occurrence of eight Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (‘Basque Country and Freedom’) (ETA) strikes during
the fieldwork of various public opinion surveys, Balcells and Torrats-Espinosa (2018) find a positive
effect on Spanish voters’ intent to participate in elections but no effect on their intention to vote for
the incumbent party. Similarly, Baccini et al. (2021), with a refined identification strategy based on
the alleged randomness of the success and failure of attempted attacks, also fail to find any electoral
effects of terrorist attacks in the United States. Finally, Randahl (2018) shows that when excluding
the 9/11 attack, terrorism has no short-term effect on support for the US president.

Argument

There are, therefore, two mechanisms that lead to opposing expectations of the effect of terrorism
on incumbent support. The accountability mechanism implies that terrorism should harm
incumbents, while the rally mechanism leads to the opposite prediction. Available evidence
points in all directions. In this context, an additional study seeking to adjudicate between the
two mechanisms in a sort of horse race would not solve the theoretical and empirical puzzle.

Here, we propose a different argument. We argue that retrospective incumbent punishment
and the ‘rally around the incumbent’ effect may coexist after a terrorist attack. Both are reasonable
reactions to these events. Either of them can predominate in a given case or moment, and they
could even cancel each other out. Therefore, the effect of any terrorist attack on incumbent sup-
port may represent a sort of weighted average between a positive and a negative effect, which
could add up to a positive, negative or even null overall effect. Even if this average was credibly
identified, it would still be a black box from which it would be difficult to adjudicate between the
different alternative theories.

This is why we need to move beyond the horse race. In order to do so, we propose that time is
the crucial moderator that can help us in the identification of the two effects. There are reasons to
expect the rally effect to be more short-lived than the accountability effect. Therefore, we expect a
short-term positive effect of terrorism on incumbent support, which should fade away relatively
quickly, but in the longer term, a retrospective voting logic would lead to a sanction of the
incumbent.
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A basic assumption of the literature, which we incorporate into our theory, states that the
electoral effect of any event should decay over time. This is something that the literature on retro-
spective voting has long been aware of. In the economic voting research, this is labelled as the
‘myopic voter hypothesis’: voters tend to give more weight to more recent events than to more
distant ones. The psychological underpinning of voters’ myopia is the recency bias, according
to which humans tend to weigh more recent events over previous ones, or the more extreme
end heuristic, which is a tendency to substitute the end for the whole in retrospective assessments
(Healy and Lenz 2014). However, despite the results from the myopic voter literature, in some
cases, the accountability mechanism has also been shown to have the potential to last for a
long time. Analysing the case of the 2002 Elbe flooding in Germany, Bechtel and Hainmueller
(2011) show that voters in the affected areas rewarded the incumbent party for its policy response
in both the 2002 and the 2005 elections.

In any case, even if the negative electoral effects of a terrorist attack are expected to decay over
time, there are empirical and theoretical reasons to believe that the ‘rally around the flag’ mech-
anism will be more intense in the short term but will decay at a faster pace and, hence, be more
short-lived. Theoretically, the mechanisms that underpin the rally effect are likely to be very cir-
cumstantial; both the psychological and the political mechanisms would suggest a short-term
rally.

First, the sense of fear spurred by a terrorist attack is probably very transient (unless the attacks
scale up). For instance, in his study of the Berlin Christmas market attack in 2016, Nussio (2020)
finds that the negative emotions related to the event (sadness, anger and fear) were elevated for up
to three days after the attack. Secondly, regarding the political drivers of the rally around the flag,
after the initial moment of shock, the opposition briefly has strong incentives to distance itself
from the incumbent and take electoral advantage of the crisis. Kam and Ramos (2008) explain
the short duration of the rally effect with a social identity framework: the rally arises because
the threat makes the nation state the salient in-group referent at the expense of the ‘lower’ groups
(that is, political parties), bolstering allegiance to national symbols (for example, the flag, the
president and so on). However, as the sense of threat dissipates, the position of the nation
state as the dominant in-group also recedes.

Empirically, most research on the rally effect focuses on the short term. Whenever its duration
has been evaluated, results tend to point in the same direction: the rally effect, when present, is
very short-lived (Hetherington and Nelson 2003; Mueller 1970; Norrander and Wilcox 1993;
Oneal and Bryan 1995; Perrin and Smolek 2009). The same short-lived rally effect has also
been identified for the case of the COVID-19 crisis (Herrera et al. 2020). While the question
of the duration of the rally effect may not be very important for the studies that explore attitudinal
outcomes, it becomes central if we care about the electoral consequences of terrorism because
elections are generally fixed or, at least, not determined by the attack.

If both the ‘rally around the flag’ and the accountability mechanisms are activated by terrorist
attacks, and if the rally is more intense in the short run but more short-lived, then the observable
implication that we can derive states that the time between the attack and the election will be the
key moderator. Our prediction is that for those attacks that occur closer to the election, the rally
effect will prevail and the average effect on incumbent support should be positive. However, con-
versely, for those attacks that occur at a more distant point in time, the retrospective voting mech-
anism will be more salient vis-à-vis the rally and an overall negative effect is to be expected. Some
related empirical findings point to this important role of time in conditioning voters’ response:
the study of Kuijpers (2019) in ten countries shows that an increase in military casualties boosts
the popularity of incumbent parties during the first year of a conflict but the effect turns negative
for military interventions that started more than four years before.

It must be underlined that our argument is not contradictory with the well-established myopic
voter hypothesis. Even if voters are near-sighted and, hence, punish the incumbent more
intensely for recent than temporally distant attacks, an intense but short-lived rally effect can
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compensate this trend. The actual electoral toll of terrorism is, according to our argument, the
result of both the retrospective voting logic and the rally effect. If the incumbent benefits from
the rally around the flag shortly after an attack, then we may observe less or no overall punish-
ment when the attacks occur close to the election, but we may see more punishment for attacks
that occurred earlier, for which the emotional and political reactions that underlie the rally effect
may have faded away.

An additional observable implication of our theory, which we test in the following, states
that this temporal heterogeneity should be more pronounced the more threatening or detrimental
for the social welfare of the overall population the attack is. That is to say, more consequential
and threatening attacks should induce both a more intense short-term rally and a more intense
punishment in the longer term. Next, we test these key expectations.

Empirics
The Case: Domestic Terrorism in Spain

Spain has a long history of domestic terrorism. Since the restoration of democracy in the late 1970s,
several armed groups have been active in the country, making it one of the Western European
countries that has experienced more intense political violence over the last four decades.

The main driver of this level of political violence was the Basque pro-independence leftist
group ETA. From 1968 to 2008, ETA engaged in a long-lasting and often intense terrorist cam-
paign, killing over 820 people. Most of the killings took place during the transition to democracy
and the first years of the new democracy in Spain, but its activity extended over the years
(Sánchez-Cuenca 2007). About 40 per cent of their victims were civilians, killed either in indis-
criminate attacks or in strikes that specifically targeted politicians and other salient public figures.
The share of civilian causalities increased over time.

ETA’s tactics combined car bombings with direct shootings. Its most deadly attack occurred in
1987, with a car bomb in a shopping mall in Barcelona that killed twenty-one people and injured
forty-five. Other deadly actions included attacks on military police headquarters in Madrid
(twelve dead), Zaragoza (eleven dead) or the Catalan town of Vic (nine dead). Politicians were
also a frequent target of ETA. In 1973, it famously killed the appointed successor of Franco,
and in 1995, it attempted to kill the opposition leader and future Prime Minister José María
Aznar. Lower-rank politicians (such as local councillors), public officials, police officers, business-
people and even journalists or civilians were also targets of the terrorist campaign. Some kidnap-
pings of politicians or prison officers also attracted massive attention and spurred mass protests.

The terrorism of ETA was a highly salient issue in Spanish politics for decades. Over the years,
the state used many different tactics to fight the terrorist group, including the organization of
paramilitary death squads (the GAL: Grupos Antiterroristas de Liberación). However, there
were several attempts at finding negotiated solutions as well. In 1989, 1998 and 2006, different
governments negotiated with ETA, coinciding with periods of ceasefires. None of these negotia-
tions ended successfully, and the dominant political discourse about ETA tended to harden over
time. Especially among the Right, the idea of any dialogue whatsoever with a terrorist group
became increasingly stigmatized as morally unacceptable. The legislative and judicial strategies
also hardened over time. ETA’s alleged political branch (Batasuna) was outlawed in 2003, and
two Basque nationalist newspapers were shut down under accusations of cooperation with
ETA. Severely weakened by a changing political context and increasingly effective police action,
in 2011, ETA unilaterally announced the end of its activities, with disarmament coming in 2017
and formal dissolution in May 2018.

ETAwas by far the most active, deadly and politically salient group. However, it was not the only
group operating in Spain since the transition to democracy. The secondmost deadly organization was
the far-left GRAPO (Grupos de Resistencia Antifascista Primero de Octubre). The GRAPO was a
Maoist-inspired group that followed a wave of revolutionary terrorism in Europe (for a comparative

British Journal of Political Science 189

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096


study, see Sánchez-Cuenca 2019). It was formed in 1975 and killed eighty-four people (twenty civi-
lians and sixty-four members of the security forces) in over 1,000 strikes. It was mostly active during
the years of the transition to democracy, but its last deadly attack was as late as in 2006.

Together with ETA and the GRAPO, which jointly account for over 86 per cent of all victims
of domestic terrorism in Spain, various right-wing extremists and neo-Nazi groups have also been
active in Spain during and after the transition to democracy. These groups account for almost
seventy victims (De la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 2011).

Data

In this study, we present observational evidence on the electoral consequences of exposure to ter-
rorist attacks. We estimate the effect of the degree of exposure to terrorism of each municipality in
each term on the local vote share for the national incumbent in the next general election, using
data on the nine general elections that were held between 1979 and 2008.

We combine these electoral data with the Domestic Terrorist Victims (DTV) dataset, which
includes information on all victims caused by domestic terrorist groups in Western Europe for
the 1965–2005 period (De la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 2011) and that we updated to 2008
for Spain. The DTV dataset is built at the victim level, and we aggregated it at the attack level.
Therefore, our data include deadly attacks only. The data provide information on the location
and date of the attack, the identity of the perpetrators and victims, and various other character-
istics of the attack. Figure 1 shows the geographic distribution and authorship of the attacks
included in our analysis, as well as their temporal distribution with respect to each election.

We proxy local exposure to terrorism using geographic distance to the attacks. In order to
measure exposure, we geolocated the attacks and calculated the geographical distance between
each strike and each municipality. The intuition is that for any given municipality, an attack
occurring closer is more consequential than one that occurs at a more distant location
(Braithwaite 2013; Fischhoff et al. 2003). This strategy allows us to capture variation across muni-
cipalities in the level of exposure to terrorism. The use of geographic distance to proxy exposure
to terrorism is a standard practice in the literature (Bove, Efthyvoulou and Pickard 2021;
Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014; Huddy, Khatib and Capelos 2002; Kibris 2011; cf. Agerberg and
Sohlberg 2021). We believe that in the context of a sustained terrorist campaign, such as the
one we are analysing here, geographic proximity is especially likely to condition the political reac-
tions to the attacks. Crucially, rather than an embedded assumption in our model, this is some-
thing that is subject to empirical scrutiny in our design: if the effects were constant across the
whole country, we should not observe a significant effect of distance.

We work with a dataset at the municipality/term-attack level. For each municipality-term, the
dataset has one row per every attack that occurred during that term. Specifically, as a measure of
exposure, we use the geodetic distance between every municipality and attack. In addition, we
have information on the date of the attack, the number of victims and whether it killed members
from the military or police forces, politicians, and/or civilians.1

As shown in Figure 1, a large proportion of the attacks were concentrated in the Basque ter-
ritories for which ETA claimed secession (the Basque Autonomous Community and Navarre).
This may be an important source of bias if we want to exploit distance to the attacks, as our measure
would end up being, in large part, a measure of proximity to the Basque Country, which may cor-
relate with other unobservable factors. This is the reason why in our preferred specification, we
exclude these attacks and analyse only the effect of the attacks that occurred outside the Basque
Country. However, our results do not depend on this decision, as discussed in Online Appendix B.

1The category ‘military/police forces’ groups the categories ‘military’, ‘police (including private security guards)’ and ‘para-
militaries (and former paramilitaries)’ from De la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca’s (2011) DTV dataset. ‘Politicians’ refers to the
DTV category ‘politicians and public officials’, while ‘civilians’ brings together ‘entrepreneurs’ and ‘other civilians’ in the
DTV.
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Figure 1. Geographical and temporal distribution of terrorist attacks in Spain, 1977–2008.
Source: Own elaboration based on the DTV dataset (De la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca 2011).
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Moreover, although we analyse all terrorist attacks, the lion’s share of the phenomenon in Spain
is linked to ETA, and regarding ETA activity, the political dynamics and reactions within the
Basque Country are expected to be different. In the Basque provinces, there was always an electorally
relevant pro-independence party that somehow supported ETA’s activity, together with other
pro-independence but pacifist parties. This is why we decide to exclude the Basque municipalities
fromour analysis, though inOnlineAppendix B, we show that our results are robust to their inclusion.2

Likewise, we exclude the municipalities from the Canary Islands, as their average distance with
respect to the attacks is more than four standard deviations larger than the average distance with
respect to municipalities in the Spanish mainland. The resulting dataset comprises a total of
1,660,383 dyads, with information on 223 attacks, 7,500 municipalities and nine elections. In
these elections, three different incumbents ran for re-election ((the centrist Unión de Centro
Democrático, the socialdemocrat Partido Socialista Obrero Español and the conservative
Partido Popular) the centrist UCD, the social-democrat PSOE and the conservative PP). These
changes in the incumbent party allow us to circumvent the collinearity between incumbency
and partisanship that was often present in previous studies.

It is important to underline that our empirical approach and case selection make it possible to
leverage variation in four relevant dimensions: exposure (as measured by geographical distance),
timing, the characteristics of the attacks and the identity of the incumbent. This is one crucial
difference between our article and most other published studies on terrorism and elections
that focus on a single attack or a reduced and temporally concentrated set of attacks.

Empirical Strategy

If we regress local incumbent support on exposure to terrorism, there are two main threats to
identification that we need to address if we are to provide a causal interpretation of the coeffi-
cients. First, there is the unobserved heterogeneity across municipalities: those localities that
are more exposed to terrorist attacks will probably differ systematically from those less exposed
in several relevant dimensions. This heterogeneity is likely to be expressed in the electoral results
at t− 1, so we include this lagged variable in our models. More specifically, we include the results
in t− 1 of the party that was incumbent at t as a key control for this heterogeneity.3 In some of
our specifications, we also include municipality fixed effects, so we can account for any time-
invariant heterogeneity across municipalities.

Another relevant concern may come from the strategic, and hence potentially endogenous,
selection of locations to be attacked. If terrorist groups decided where to attack by taking into
consideration the electoral evolution of the area, then our estimates would not have a causal inter-
pretation. However, we believe that this is a minor concern in our setting and design because:
first, our model specifications already control for most of the heterogeneity across municipalities
that might have been taken into account by perpetrators in the selective targeting of localities;
secondly, we use election results from the general election at the local level and exploit differential
variation in incumbent support, so it is not obvious how attacking one area as opposed to another
would impact the national result, which comes from the aggregation at the provincial and
national level of party support in the Spanish proportional representation system; and, thirdly,
if electoral calculus played a role in the selection of localities to attack, it was most likely a
minor one, as operational concerns were arguably predominant.

2On a related note, it bears mentioning that De la Calle and Sánchez-Cuenca (2013) analyse the effect of violence in the
Basque Country on vote for the political party more allegedly close to ETA (Batasuna) and find a conditional, though gen-
erally negative, effect.

3It should be noted that this is not, strictly speaking, a lagged dependent variable, as discussed in Angrist and Pischke
(2009), because the dependent variable in our models is always the share of votes for the national incumbent for every
term. Whenever there is a change in the national incumbent, the lag we include refers to the previous results of the new
incumbent rather than the results of the previous incumbent.
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With this strategy in mind, the baseline specification we use is the following:

Ymti = b1Expmi + b2Ymt−1 + gm + lt + zi + umti, (1)

where: Ymti is the share of votes for the Spanish government incumbent party in municipality m
in election t after attack i was perpetrated; β1 captures the effect of exposure (as measured by geo-
graphical proximity) of municipality m to attack i (the standardized reverse of the log of distance
in kilometres)4; and γm, λt and ζi represent vectors of municipality, election and attack fixed
effects, respectively, to account for any remaining heterogeneity across localities, terms and
attacks that might affect the relationship between exposure to the terrorist strike and election
results. Hence, we exploit variation over time within each municipality, net of potential municipal
time-invariant and other temporal and attack-specific confounders. Finally, umti refers to the
error term.5

In order to test our argument about the interaction between exposure and timing of the attack
relative to the election, we interact exposure with proximity to the next election, as shown in the
following equation, where Ti refers to the share of the term elapsed when attack i was perpetrated
and β4 is, therefore, our main quantity of interest:

Ymti = b1Expmi + b2Ymt−1 + b3Ti + b4Expmi × Ti + gm + lt + zi + umjti. (2)

Finally, as we discuss later, in the mechanisms section, we include an additional term that
forms a triple interaction between exposure, time and various characteristics of the attack,
such as the type of victims or the method employed.

Results
In Table 1, we present the results for models based on Equations 1 and 2. The average effects of
exposure to a terrorist attack are presented in Columns 1 to 3. Models 4 to 6 present the inter-
action with temporal proximity to the next election, measured as the share of the term elapsed
when the attack occurred, varying between 0 if the attack was perpetrated the very same day
of the previous election, and 1 if the attack occurred on the election day.

Models 1 to 3 show a consistent and strong negative average effect of exposure to terrorism on
incumbents’ vote share. Being closer to an attack by one standard deviation reduces the predicted
incumbent vote share by about 0.3 percentage points. This result is robust to controlling for
incumbent vote in t− 1, even after including election, attack and municipality fixed effects.

In order to facilitate interpretation of these coefficients, in Table 2, we print the average pre-
dicted incumbent vote share at different distances from an (average) attack. While an attack right
on the municipality is associated with an average predicted vote share of 33.9 per cent, one that
occurs 100 km away leads to a predicted incumbent vote of about 3 percentage points more, up to
36.5 per cent. Incumbents tend to do better in the less exposed parts of the country. The least
exposed municipality in the table, located 1,000 km from the attack, has an expected vote
share of 37.8 per cent.

However, the relevant test of our core argument lies in the interaction between exposure to
terrorism and time. As we argued, rallying around the incumbent should be more intense in

4Table B3 in the Online Supplementary Material shows that using the non-logged measure of geographical distance does
not substantially change our results.

5In Table B4 in the Online Supplementary Material, we estimate a series of models where we include Hmi, an indicator
variable that takes the value of 1 when the municipality m was directly hit by attack i, in order to show that there seems
to be nothing qualitatively different in the very fact of being targeted beyond geographical proximity itself. Also, in
Table B7 in the Online Supplementary Material, we show that the results are similar when we take the incumbent’s share
of votes with respect to the census as a measure for incumbent support, suggesting that our findings are not driven by
changes in turnout.
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the very short run, while retrospective punishment should last longer. In Table 1, we show how
the interaction between exposure to an attack and the temporal proximity to the election is clearly
positive. This coefficient indicates that the negative effect of exposure to an attack decreases as
elections approach, up to a point that it turns positive when the term is coming to an end.

Figure 2 represents the estimates of Model 5 graphically. It shows how the more temporally
distant an attack is from the next election, the more harmful it is for the incumbent. However,
conversely, exposure to attacks that happen in the last part of the term tend to be much less det-
rimental for the incumbent, and the effect is even positive in the temporal vicinity of the election.

In the right panel of Figure 2 we represent the interaction effect without the linearity assump-
tion imposed in the left panel, following the recommendations in Hainmueller, Mummolo and
Xu (2019). We cut the terms into four quarters, which correspond roughly to one year. As stands
out quite clearly, although the pattern of decreasing sanction extends to the whole term, the main
driver of the interaction is the attacks that occurred in the last 25 per cent of the tenure of the
incumbent in office (typically, the last year). Exposure to those late attacks is clearly beneficial
for the incumbent’s electoral prospects. The figures also include a histogram showing the distri-
bution of the observations across time, as suggested by Hainmueller, Mummolo and Xu (2019),

Table 1. Effect of exposure to attack on incumbent support (regression estimates)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Incumbent vote share
(t – 1)

0.746***
(0.003)

0.746***
(0.003)

0.710***
(0.004)

0.745***
(0.003)

0.745***
(0.003)

0.711***
(0.004)

(Log) Exposure to attack
(std)

−0.329***
(0.018)

−0.384***
(0.021)

−0.253***
(0.010)

−0.932***
(0.032)

−1.087***
(0.038)

−0.880***
(0.030)

Proximity to next election 0.027***
(0.007)

Exposure to attack ×
proximity to election

1.350***
(0.048)

1.573***
(0.054)

1.434***
(0.055)

Constant 3.815***
(0.146)

3.815***
(0.146)

5.409***
(0.180)

3.792***
(0.146)

3.802***
(0.146)

5.363***
(0.181)

Election FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Attack FE No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Municipality FE No No Yes No No Yes
No. of observations 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383
No. of attacks 223 223 223 223 223 223
No. of municipalities 7,500 7,500 7,500 7,500 7,500 7,500
No. of elections 9 9 9 9 9 9

Notes: Standard errors clustered by municipality in parentheses. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Table 2. Effect of exposure to attack on incumbent support (predicted values)

Incumbent vote share (%)

0 km 33.92
100 km 36.51
200 km 36.90
300 km 37.13
400 km 37.29
500 km 37.42
600 km 37.52
700 km 37.60
800 km 37.68
900 km 37.75
1,000 km 37.80
Average 37.23

Note: Estimates from Model 2 in Table 1.
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to show common support for the estimates. There is no evidence that a handful of extreme cases
is driving our results.

All in all, what we see is that there is a clear negative average effect of exposure to terrorism,
which may be interpreted as supporting the retrospective voting argument. However, the tem-
poral heterogeneity suggests otherwise. When the attacks occur when elections are close, they
are beneficial for the incumbent. This result, we argue, can only be explained by a short-lived
‘rally around the incumbent’ effect that is able to offset and even reverse the negative effect of
terrorism on incumbent vote in the short term.

Mechanisms: Types of Attacks

To provide further evidence, we also explore how the characteristics of the attacks moderate this
conditional relationship. Not all terrorist attacks are equal; they vary in selectivity and type of
victim. It is reasonable to expect more indiscriminate attacks and those that target civilians to
be electorally more consequential. However, if our argument is correct, these attacks should be
more consequential in both the positive and negative sense: they shall produce not only a
more intense rally in the short term, as citizens may feel more vulnerable and emotionally
impacted, but also a more intense punishment in the long run, as they represent a more signifi-
cant negative shock to societal welfare. We therefore expect these attacks to weigh more in citi-
zens’ voting decisions.

In order to test whether the intensity of the threat moderates the relationship, we estimate
models with a triple interaction between exposure, time and different measures of the severity
of the attack: the type of victims (military/police, politicians/public officials or civilians) and
the type of attack (selective versus indiscriminate). In Figure 3, we study how this conditional
effect varies by type of attack. The left panel presents the estimates of the triple interaction

Figure 2. Marginal effect of exposure to terrorism on incumbent support conditional on timing of elections.
Note: Estimates from Model 5 in Table 1.
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with the type of victim, distinguishing between attacks killing civilians and attacks that killed
politicians/public officials and members of the military/police forces. The right panel separates
by type of attack: selective versus indiscriminate, as defined by the DTV dataset (De la Calle
and Sánchez-Cuenca 2011).6

The results of these analyses suggest that those attacks that pose a stronger threat to the popu-
lation at large, either because they target civilians or because they are indiscriminate, show a
clearer pattern of temporal heterogeneity. They are both more harmful for the incumbent in
the long run and more beneficial in the short term. This is especially true for exposure to indis-
criminate attacks: if they happen during the last third of the term, they have a strong positive
effect on the incumbent’s vote.

We interpret this result as indicating that terrorist attacks that are more threatening for the
population at large are more consequential in both directions. They generate both more negative
retrospective voting and more rally around the incumbent in the short term. This is an additional
piece of evidence in support of our argument and contributes to our understanding of the
mechanisms: the sense of threat caused by terrorists in the population at large produces both
a short-term reaction along the lines of the rally around the incumbent and a more durable nega-
tive update on the incumbents’ ability.

Attacks on politicians follow the opposite pattern: they seem to harm the incumbent more if
they occur late in the term. We interpret this result as suggesting that the killing of politicians
does not activate the ‘rally around the flag’ mechanism; hence, the pattern we observe is produced
by the standard, myopic retrospective voter. We can only speculate as to why this may be the case.
There are two potential reasons: first, voters may identify less with the victim, especially in a con-
text of very low political trust, such as Spain; and, secondly, politicians were typically killed in

Figure 3. Marginal effect of exposure to terrorism on incumbent support conditional on timing of elections, by type of
victim and type of target.

6The category ‘selective’ aggregates individual (selective) killings (based on the behaviour of the victim) and state killings
(security forces and state officials).
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selective, not indiscriminate, attacks, which moderates the rally effect. These two factors may
reduce the sense of threat spurred by an attack and, therefore, prevent the activation of the
rally around the flag.

Ruling out Alternative Explanations

There are two alternative explanations that could explain our results. The first one is a story of
differential memory: perhaps terrorism does only generate negative effects for the incumbent
but we observe a stronger effect of exposure, as measured by geographical proximity, to attacks
that are more temporally distant to the election because those attacks are only recalled by voters
living in their vicinity. Conversely, if we observe a smaller effect of exposure to attacks that occur
closer to the election, it may be due to the fact that those recent attacks are in the memory of all
voters and, therefore, we cannot identify an effect of differential exposure as operationalized by
geographical distance.

One first piece of evidence that would run counter to this alternative explanation is the posi-
tive marginal effect for recent attacks shown in Figure 2. Such a reversal of the effect is only com-
patible with some kind of rally around the incumbent. However, in order to rule out the
alternative explanation of differential memory more convincingly, we explore one additional
observable implication that allows us to adjudicate between our argument and the alternative
explanation: the effect of time across different levels of exposure, as measured by geographical
distance.

If the memory story was driving our results, then the effect of time should be more pro-
nounced in those municipalities that are far from the place in which the attacks were perpetrated.
As time goes by, memory of the attacks would be more enduring in the more exposed areas and
more evanescent in the less exposed ones. Conversely, if the results in Figure 2 are explained, as
we contend, by a combination of a more durable retrospective voting and a short-term rally
around the incumbent, then we should expect the temporal heterogeneity to be stronger, not
weaker, in the geographical vicinity of the attacks.

In Figure 4, we explore this possibility by analysing the marginal effect of temporal distance to
the election across different geographical areas. Results provide support for our interpretation. In
more exposed municipalities, the timing of the attacks relative to the election appears to be more
important in determining levels of incumbent support. Put differently, the differential effect of
the attacks that occur early in the term and those that occur closer to the election is mostly driven
by the most, and not by the least, exposed municipalities.

A second alternative explanation that would be compatible with our results concerns the effect
of the accumulation of attacks on their electoral consequences. By definition, attacks that occur
later in the term come after a larger number of previous attacks, so timing and accumulation may
confound each other.

This accumulation of attacks may reduce the accountability effect. The occurrence of terror-
ist attacks gives information to voters about the government’s ability to prevent and protect the
population. Therefore, each new attack is an opportunity for voters to learn about the incum-
bents’ quality. This would drive the accountability mechanism. However, as attacks accumu-
late, the marginal effect of an additional attack on voters’ beliefs about the incumbent
should be decreasing. That could explain why the negative effect of attacks closer to the elec-
tion tends to dissipate: rather than time, the relevant factor would be the accumulation of
attacks.

Secondly, one could think that the accumulation of attacks could have the opposite effect
on the rally around the flag and exacerbate it. If the support for the incumbent stems from
feelings of fear and uncertainty, the occurrence of several attacks could boost the rally around
the incumbent. It is likely that citizens feel more threatened as the number of attacks
increases given that a situation with frequent strikes is more dangerous than one with rare
strikes.
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If this was the case, the reason for a stronger rally effect for attacks that are closer to the elec-
tions would be, again, not the timing of the attacks, but their accumulation (that is, strikes close to
the elections carry the cumulative effect of the previous ones).7

In order to test this alternative explanation, in Table 3, we present the marginal effect of expos-
ure to an attack at the beginning and at the end of the term, controlling for an interaction between
exposure and the order of the attack.8 This specification allows us to control for the confounding
effect of the accumulation of attacks. We operationalize the order of the attacks in two different
ways: first, as the order during the whole period of analysis, 1977–2008 (see Columns 1–3); and,
secondly, as the count during the tenure of the sitting incumbent (see Columns 4–6). As Table 3
shows, the main results remain unchanged: despite controlling for the accumulation of attacks, we
still see a clearly negative effect on the incumbent vote of exposure at the beginning of the term
and a clearly positive effect if the attack occurs at the end of the term. The evidence, therefore,
allows us to rule out the possibility that our results are driven by accumulation.

Robustness Checks

In the Online Supplementary Materials, we present a number of robustness checks in order to
provide additional support for our empirical findings. In Table B1, we replicate the main analyses
with an extended sample of attacks, one that also includes all the attacks that took place in the
Basque Country. This exercise increases the number of attacks from 223 up to 701. Despite

Figure 4. Marginal effect of proximity to next election on incumbent support over exposure to attack.
Note: Estimates from Model 4 in Table 1.

7In theory, the effect of the accumulation of the attacks on the rally around the flag could be the opposite: the marginal
effect of an additional attack on threat feelings could be decreasing through a sort of ‘normalization’ of the terror strikes. If
this was the case, however, we should observe a weaker rally effect for attacks closer to the elections. However, this is not
compatible with our findings.

8For the complete regression estimates, see Table D2 in the Online Supplementary Material.
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the substantial increase in the number of observations, the results remain basically unchanged:
the effect of exposure to terrorism on local incumbent vote is negative when the attacks occur
early in the term and positive when they occur close to the election. Results are also similar if
we add election results from Basque municipalities, increasing the number of municipalities
from 7,500 to 8,022 (see Table B2).

In Table B3, we replicate the main analysis with a linear measure of exposure instead of the log-
distance used in the main specification. Again, this decision does not affect the substantive findings.
In Table B4, we include a control for those municipalities that were directly hit in the attack. This
allows us to further validate our measure of exposure based on geographic distance: it is not only
capturing the influence of attacked municipalities, as exposure matters beyond direct affectation.

In Tables B5 and B6, we replicate our estimation controlling for the proximity of the munici-
pality to Madrid and its interaction with the timing of the attack. Since a large number of the
attacks outside the Basque Country occurred in Madrid or its surroundings, the distance from
Spain’s capital city could confound the effect of our measure of exposure. These tables show
that the results remain unaltered.

In Table B7, we use as a dependent variable the share of votes for the incumbent as a percent-
age of the electoral census, instead of the percentage of the valid votes. This alternative operatio-
nalization allows us to account for the potential variation in turnout caused by exposure to
terrorism. The results are also substantially unchanged, so our findings are not driven by changes
in participation. In Figure B3, we also show that if we use an alternative non-linear measure of
proximity to elections divided into quintiles, which is more aligned with the suggestion by
Hainmueller, Mummolo and Xu (2019), our core conditional relationship holds: incumbents
reap electoral benefits from attacks that occur close to the election day but are sanctioned for
acts of violence that are committed earlier during the term.

In Table C1, we explore whether our results are consistent across the three different incumbents
that Spain had during the period under analysis. The interaction between exposure and proximity
to the election is always positive and significant. Hence, we can rule out that our findings are driven
by a specific ideological reaction when the Left or the Right are in government. This test allows us to
rule out that our results are merely a by-product of a conservative or progressive shift. Finally, in
Figure C2, we explore potential heterogeneity by perpetrators and find that our main findings hold
for both the attacks by ETA and those perpetrated by other organizations.

Concluding Remarks
Retrospective voting theory assumes that citizens will punish the incumbent in the ballot box if
they experience a negative shock in their welfare. The standard expectation is that voters would

Table 3. Marginal effects of exposure to attack on incumbent support, controlling for accumulation of attacks

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Beginning of term (proximity
to election = 0)

−0.923***
(0.031)

−1.079***
(0.037)

−0.874***
(0.030)

−1.210***
(0.040)

−1.414***
(0.046)

−1.202***
(0.039)

End of term (proximity to
election = 1)

0.412***
(0.027)

0.475***
(0.030)

0.539***
(0.027)

0.775***
(0.035)

0.918***
(0.040)

0.974***
(0.040)

Exposure to attack × attack
order

Whole period By incumbent period

Election FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Attack FE No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Municipality FE No No Yes No No Yes
No. of observations 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383 1,660,383
No. of attacks 223 223 223 223 223 223
No. of municipalities 7,500 7,500 7,500 7,500 7,500 7,500
No. of elections 9 9 9 9 9 9

Notes: Standard errors clustered by municipality in parentheses. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.
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hold the governing party accountable for deleterious events, even for ones that are beyond its
actual responsibilities. However, even if this is the case for many political issues, events like ter-
rorist attacks are likely to generate a harder case for accountability to work. When faced with an
‘external’ threat, political elites tend to cooperate across party lines and to call for national unity
and unconditional support for the incumbent. This phenomenon, described as ‘rally around the
flag’, is supposed to blur lines of responsibility and is likely to counteract the electoral effects of
the accountability mechanism for the incumbent. Moreover, a sense of external, uncontrolled
threat may induce a psychological reaction that would reinforce the ‘rally around the incumbent’.
The literature on the electoral consequences of terrorism has so far found inconclusive results,
and we have argued that this may be explained by this theoretical ambiguity.

In this article, we have proposed an argument to reconcile these seemingly contradictory find-
ings. Terrorist attacks may activate both the retrospective logic and the ‘rally around the incum-
bent’ mechanisms. However, they have different rates of temporal decay: the rally around the
incumbent, spurred by fear and temporal displays of unity by the opposition, tends to prevail
in the short term, while the retrospective voting logic will be more dominant in the longer
term given that the rally fades away quicker.

We have tested this argument using the case of Spain. This is a good test bed because we can
have data for over 200 deadly attacks over nine elections and 7,500 municipalities. Therefore, we
can leverage variation in exposure, timing, the type of attack and the partisan identity of the
incumbent. Using a number of models with municipality, year and attack fixed effects, we
have estimated the effect of exposure to terrorist attacks on incumbent vote share.

Our results show a negative average effect, in line with the retrospective voting argument.
However, crucially, we also observe a strong interaction with time: those attacks that occur closer
to the election not only are less detrimental, but can also positively impact incumbents’ electoral
prospects. This is especially true for indiscriminate attacks, which are expected to generate a more
widespread sense of threat and fear among the general population. These results suggest that even
if ‘politics as usual’ can be temporally suspended in favour of a rally around the incumbent, this is
not sustainable in the long run. If enough time passes between the attack and the elections, voters
will eventually hold the incumbent accountable for the violence they have been exposed to.

Overall, we have seen that the effects of terrorist violence on incumbent support are largely condi-
tional on the context surrounding the terror attacks. In general, voters seem to sanction the incumbent
when they aremore directly exposed to terrorism, but our evidence also suggests that in the short term,
a ‘rally around the incumbent’ effect can be found. Moreover, this is especially true for indiscriminate
attacks and those whose victims are civilians. These findings have, we believe, important implications
for our understanding of the political impact of terrorism in democracies. In the short term, terrorist
attacksmay unify the attacked country around its sitting incumbent, but in the longer term, terrorism
has the potential to destabilize the ruling majority and erode its social support.

Supplementary Material. Online appendices are available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096

Data Availability Statement. Replication data for this article can be found in Harvard Dataverse at: https://doi.org/10.7910/
DVN/CVQ0V9

Acknowledgements. The authors would like to thank Deniz Aksoy, Jessica Di Salvatore, Anna Getmansky, Sergi Martínez
and Ignacio Sánchez-Cuenca for their feedback at different stages of the process. We also thank the participants of the 2021
Online Workshop on the Effects of Terrorism and Violence on Political Behaviour at the University of Barcelona: Vincenzo
Bove, Annekatrin Deglow, Enzo Nussio and Resul Umit. We also received useful comments and suggestions at the 2019
European Political Science Association EPSA General Conference, the Jornada de Comportament Polític i Opinió Pública
(Barcelona) and the University of Barcelona’s political science seminar series. Finally, the journal’s anonymous reviewers
have also contributed to the quality of the article.

Financial Support. This research is part of the Political Impact of Terrorism (IPOLTERROR) project funded by the Spanish
Ministry of Economy, Industry and Competitiveness (CSO2017-89085-P).

200 Albert Falcó‐Gimeno et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/CVQ0V9
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/CVQ0V9
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096


Competing Interests. None.

References
Achen CH and Bartels LM (2012) Blind Retrospection: Why Shark Attacks Are Bad for Democracy. Working paper, Center

for the Study of Democratic Institutions, Vanderbilt University.
Achen CH and Bartels LM (2017) Democracy for Realists: Why Elections Do Not Produce Responsive Government, Vol. 4.

Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Agerberg M and Sohlberg J (2021) Personal proximity and reactions to terrorism. Comparative Political Studies 54(14),

2512–2545.
Angrist JD and Pischke J-S (2009) Mostly Harmless Econometrics: An Empiricist’s Companion. Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press.
Ashworth S, de Mesquita EB and Friedenberg A (2018) Learning about voter rationality. American Journal of Political

Science 62(1), 37–54.
Baccini L et al. (2021) Terrorism and voting behavior: evidence from the United States. Research & Politics 8(1), 1–17.
Bækgaard M et al. (2020) Rallying around the flag in times of COVID-19: societal lockdown and trust in democratic institu-

tions. Journal of Behavioral Public Administration 3(2), 1–12.
Balcells L and Torrats-Espinosa G (2018) Using a natural experiment to estimate the electoral consequences of terrorist

attacks. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 115(42), 10624–10629.
Bali VA (2007) Terror and elections: lessons from Spain. Electoral Studies 26(3), 669–687.
Bechtel MM and Hainmueller J (2011) How lasting is voter gratitude? An analysis of the short- and long-term electoral

returns to beneficial policy. American Journal of Political Science 55(4), 851–867.
Berrebi C and Klor E (2006) On terrorism and electoral outcomes: theory and evidence from the Israeli–Palestinian conflict.

Journal of Conflict Resolution 50(6), 899–925.
Berrebi C and Klor E (2008) Are voters sensitive to terrorism? Direct evidence from the Israeli electorate. American Political

Science Review 102(3), 279–301.
Böhmelt T, Bove V and Nussio E (2020) Can terrorism abroad influence migration attitudes at home? American Journal of

Political Science 64(3), 437–451.
Bonanno GA and Jost JT (2006) Conservative shift among high-exposure survivors of the September 11th terrorist attacks.

Basic and Applied Social Psychology 28(4), 311–323.
Bove V, Efthyvoulou G and Pickard H (2021) Did terrorism affect voting in the Brexit referendum? British Journal of

Political Science, 1–18. Online First.
Braithwaite A (2013) The logic of public fear in terrorism and counter-terrorism. Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology

28(2), 95–101.
Brouard S, Vasilopoulos P and Foucault M (2018) How terrorism affects political attitudes: France in the aftermath of the

2015–2016 attacks. West European Politics 41(5), 1073–1099.
Chanley VA (2002) Trust in government in the aftermath of 9/11: determinants and consequences. Political Psychology 23(3),

469–483.
Chowanietz C (2011) Rallying around the flag or railing against the government? Political parties’ reactions to terrorist acts.

Party Politics 17(5), 673–698.
Chowanietz C (2016) Bombs, Bullets, and Politicians: France’s Response to Terrorism, Vol. 2. Montreal & Kingston:

McGill-Queen’s University Press.
Coupe T (2017) The impact of terrorism on expectations, trust and happiness – the case of the November 13 attacks in Paris,

France. Applied Economics Letters 24(15), 1084–1087.
Deglow A and Sundberg R (2021) To blame or to support? Large-scale insurgent attacks on civilians and public trust in state

institutions. International Studies Quarterly 65(2), 435–447.
De Juan A and Pierskalla JH (2016) Civil war violence and political trust: microlevel evidence from Nepal. Conflict

Management and Peace Science 33(1), 67–88.
De la Calle L and Sánchez-Cuenca I (2011) The quantity and quality of terrorism: the DTV dataset. Journal of Peace

Research 48(1), 49–58.
De la Calle L and Sánchez-Cuenca I (2013) Killing and voting in the Basque Country: an exploration of the electoral link

between ETA and its political branch. Terrorism and Political Violence 25(1), 94–112.
Dinesen PT and Jæger MM (2013) The effect of terror on institutional trust: new evidence from the 3/11 Madrid terrorist

attack. Political Psychology 34(6), 917–926.
Falcó-Gimeno A, Muñoz J and Pannico R (2022) “Replication Data for: Double-edged Bullets: The Conditional Effect of

Terrorism on Vote for the Incumbent”, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/CVQ0V9, Harvard Dataverse, V1, UNF:6:
VhM5Zl0LPiiv+gYpY+Ky5A== [fileUNF]

Fischhoff B et al. (2003) Judged terror risk and proximity to the World Trade Center. Journal of Risk and Uncertainty
26(2/3), 137–151.

British Journal of Political Science 201

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/CVQ0V9
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096


Gadarian SK (2010) The politics of threat: how terrorism news shapes foreign policy attitudes. The Journal of Politics 72(2),
469–483.

Gassebner M, Jong-A-Pin R and Mierau JO (2008) Terrorism and electoral accountability: one strike, you’re out! Economics
Letters 100(1), 126–129.

Gates S and Justesen MK (2020) Political trust, shocks, and accountability: quasi-experimental evidence from a rebel attack.
Journal of Conflict Resolution 64(9), 1693–1723.

Getmansky A and Zeitzoff T (2014) Terrorism and voting: the effect of rocket threat on voting in Israeli elections. American
Political Science Review 108(3), 588–604.

Gould ED and Klor EF (2010) Does terrorism work? The Quarterly Journal of Economics 125(4), 1459–1510.
Hainmueller J, Mummolo J and Xu Y (2019) How much should we trust estimates from multiplicative interaction models?

Simple tools to improve empirical practice. Political Analysis 27(2), 163–192.
Healy A and Lenz GS (2014) Substituting the end for the whole: why voters respond primarily to the election-year economy.

American Journal of Political Science 58(1), 31–47.
Healy A and Malhotra N (2010) Random events, economic losses, and retrospective voting: implications for democratic

competence. Quarterly Journal of Political Science 5(2), 193–208.
Healy A and Malhotra N (2013) Retrospective voting reconsidered. Annual Review of Political Science 16, 285–306.
Healy AJ, Malhotra N and Mo CH (2010) Irrelevant events affect voters’ evaluations of government performance.

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 107(29), 12804–12809.
Helbling M and Meierrieks D (2022) Terrorism and migration: an overview. British Journal of Political Science 52(2),

977–996.
Herrera H et al. (2020) Corona Politics: The Cost of Mismanaging Pandemics. PIER Working Paper No. 20-033, Available at

SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3690490 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3690490
Hetherington MJ and Nelson M (2003) Anatomy of a rally effect: George W. Bush and the War on Terrorism. PS: Political

Science & Politics 36(1), 37–42.
Huddy L, Khatib N and Capelos T (2002) Trends: reactions to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The Public

Opinion Quarterly 66(3), 418–450.
Huddy L et al. (2005) Threat, anxiety, and support of antiterrorism policies.American Journal of Political Science 49(3), 593–608.
Kam CD and Ramos JM (2008) Joining and leaving the rally. Understanding the surge and decline in presidential approval

following 9/11. Public Opinion Quarterly 72(4), 619–650.
Karol D and Miguel E (2007) The electoral cost of war: Iraq casualties and the 2004 US presidential election. The Journal of

Politics 69(3), 633–648.
Kibris A (2011) Funerals and elections: the effects of terrorism on voting behavior in Turkey. Journal of Conflict Resolution

55(2), 220–247.
Kuijpers D (2019) Rally around all the flags: the effect of military casualties on incumbent popularity in ten countries 1990–

2014. Foreign Policy Analysis 15(3), 392–412.
Landau MJ et al. (2004) Deliver us from evil: the effects of mortality salience and reminders of 9/11 on support for President

George W. Bush. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 30(9), 1136–1150.
Legewie J (2013) Terrorist events and attitudes toward immigrants: a natural experiment 1. American Journal of Sociology

118(5), 1199–1245.
Lijphart A (1969) Consociational democracy. World Politics 21(2), 207–225.
Maeda K (2010) Divided we fall: opposition fragmentation and the electoral fortunes of governing parties. British Journal of

Political Science 40(2), 419–434.
Montalvo JG (2011) Voting after the bombings: a natural experiment on the effect of terrorist attacks on democratic elec-

tions. Review of Economics and Statistics 93(4), 1146–1154.
Montalvo JG (2012) Re-examining the evidence on the electoral impact of terrorist attacks: the Spanish election of 2004.

Electoral Studies 31(1), 96–106.
Mueller JE (1970) Presidential popularity from Truman to Johnson. The American Political Science Review 64(1), 18–34.
Muñoz J, Falcó-Gimeno A and Hernández E (2020) Unexpected event during survey design: promise and pitfalls for causal

inference. Political Analysis 28(2), 186–206.
Norrander B and Wilcox C (1993) Rallying around the flag and partisan change: the case of the Persian Gulf War. Political

Research Quarterly 46(4), 759–770.
Nussio E (2020) Attitudinal and emotional consequences of Islamist terrorism. Evidence from the Berlin attack. Political

Psychology 41(6), 1151–1171.
Nussio E, Bohmelt T and Bove V (2021) Do terrorists get the attention they want? Comparing effects of terrorism across

Europe. Public Opinion Quarterly 85(3), 900–912.
Nussio E, Bove V and Steele B (2019) The consequences of terrorism on migration attitudes across Europe. Political

Geography 75, 102047.
Oneal JR and Bryan AL (1995) The rally ‘round the flag effect in US foreign policy crises, 1950–1985. Political Behavior

17(4), 379–401.

202 Albert Falcó‐Gimeno et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3690490
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3690490
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096


Perrin AJ and Smolek SJ (2009) Who trusts? Race, gender, and the September 11 rally effect among young adults. Social
Science Research 38(1), 134–145.

Powell GB Jr and Whitten GD (1993) A cross-national analysis of economic voting: taking account of the political context.
American Journal of Political Science 37(2), 391–414.

Ramos R and Sanz C (2020) Backing the incumbent in difficult times: the electoral impact of wildfires. Comparative Political
Studies 53(3–4), 469–499.

Randahl D (2018) Terrorism and public opinion: the effects of terrorist attacks on the popularity of the president of the
United States. Terrorism and Political Violence 30(3), 373–383.

Sánchez-Cuenca I (2007) The dynamics of nationalist terrorism: ETA and the IRA. Terrorism and Political Violence 19(3),
289–306.

Sánchez-Cuenca I (2019) The Historical Roots of Political Violence: Revolutionary Terrorism in Affluent Countries. New York:
Cambridge University Press.

Solomon S, Greenberg J and Pyszczynski T (1991) A terror management theory of social behavior: the psychological func-
tions of self-esteem and cultural worldviews. Advances in Experimental Social Psychology 24, 93–159.

Wollebæk D et al. (2012) After Utøya: how a high-trust society reacts to terror – trust and civic engagement in the aftermath
of July 22. PS: Political Science & Politics 45(1), 32–37.

Woods J (2011) The 9/11 effect: toward a social science of the terrorist threat. The Social Science Journal 48(1), 213–233.
Yam KC et al. (2020) The Rise of COVID-19 is Associated with Support for World Leaders. Proceedings of the National

Academy of Sciences 117(41), 25429–25433.

Cite this article: Falcó-Gimeno A, Muñoz J, Pannico R (2023). Double-Edged Bullets: The Conditional Effect of Terrorism
on Vote for the Incumbent. British Journal of Political Science 53, 183–203. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096

British Journal of Political Science 203

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123422000096

	Double-Edged Bullets: The Conditional Effect of Terrorism on Vote for the Incumbent
	Theory
	Related Literature
	Argument

	Empirics
	The Case: Domestic Terrorism in Spain
	Data
	Empirical Strategy

	Results
	Mechanisms: Types of Attacks
	Ruling out Alternative Explanations
	Robustness Checks

	Concluding Remarks
	Acknowledgements
	References


