
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Delving into the divide: how ideological differences fuel
out-party hostility in a multi-party context

Patrick F. A. van Erkel1,* and Emma Turkenburg2

1Department of Political Science, University of Antwerp, Antwerpen, Belgium and 2Centre for Political Science Research, KU
Leuven, Belgium
*E-mail: patrick.vanerkel@uantwerpen.be

(Received 24 August 2021; revised 21 March 2022; accepted 23 March 2022; first published online 29 April 2022)

Abstract
This study investigates to what extent affective polarization, and more specifically hostility towards oppos-
ing party supporters, finds its roots in ideological differences. We look into the way out-groups are con-
structed when there are more than two political parties, and at the role of ideology in this process. Hereby
we position ourselves in the discussion between those who argue that affective polarization finds its root
more strongly in group attachments vs. those who argue that it is mostly rooted in ideological differences.
We conduct our study in the context of the highly fragmented multi-party system of Belgium which ena-
bles us to analytically disentangle party label cues from ideological distance. Our findings demonstrate that
affective polarization is largely rooted in ideological differences between party electorates in Belgium.
Additionally, we find that this particularly holds for citizens who are more ideologically invested, namely
those with higher political interest and more extreme ideological views.
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Introduction
Western societies are increasingly polarizing. While there is mixed evidence on the extent to which
citizens have become more extreme and divided in their political opinions – with some scholars find-
ing proof of ideological polarization (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2008; Webster and Abramowitz,
2017) and others rejecting this trend (Mason, 2015; Draca and Schwarz, 2021) – it is a well-established
finding that citizens increasingly dislike and, in the worst case, even outright despise opposing political
groups. In this light, scholars often speak about affective polarization, a trend where citizens develop a
strong affective connection towards their own political side – the political in-group – and, perhaps
even more worrying, increasingly dislike and feel animosity towards people with opposing political
allegiances – the political out-group (Iyengar et al., 2012). This dislike between political opponents
often exceeds existing negative feelings between members of different ethnic, linguistic, and religious
groups (Mason and Wronski, 2018; Westwood et al., 2018). For a long time, affective polarization
scholars focused mostly on the USA (Iyengar and Westwood, 2015; Mason, 2015, 2016), wondering
whether this phenomenon is exclusive to this country or to two-party system contexts. Recently how-
ever, investigations increasingly show that affective polarization is widespread, affecting democracies
globally, both two- and multi-party systems alike (Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 2021; Harteveld, 2021a).

For democratic societies, growing levels of affective polarization, and particularly the growing
hostility between opposing partisans, are highly problematic and disruptive, as they are linked to
numerous potential negative consequences (McCoy et al., 2018). Politically, it could result in
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citizens who no longer speak with and listen to the political ‘enemy’. In the worst case, this may
even cause citizens to reject election results (Hetherington and Rudolph, 2015), as seen after the
recent American elections of 2020. For coalition formation in multi-party systems, it can also pose
problems as it may make elites unwilling to compromise with political opponents when they know
they will get punished for it by their own followers who strongly dislike these opponents (Reiljan,
2020). Moreover, the animosity between political groups does not stay limited to the political
arena, but tends to spill over to the social domain as well. Research has demonstrated negative
consequences of partisan hostility in the job market, in economic behaviour, and even in people’s
private dating life (Gift and Gift, 2015; Huber and Malhotra, 2017; Iyengar et al., 2019). On the
long term, this trend therefore not only hurts the democratic legitimacy of a political system, but
also erodes crucial social trust and cohesion within society.

Although scholars on affective polarization agree on its widespread occurrence and negative
consequences, other questions still remain unanswered or prompt discussion. One such question
is to what extent affective polarization, and specifically the hostility between opposing party
electorates, are rooted in ideological conflict. Some scholars argue that the phenomenon mostly
has an ideological basis and that the dislike between political opponents follows from their ideo-
logical disagreement (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017;
Lelkes, 2021). Others, such as Iyengar et al. (2019) and Mason (2013), however, claim that ‘affec-
tive polarization is largely distinct from the ideological divide’ (Iyengar et al., 2019, p. 131).
They point to group conflict theory and, while not ignoring that ideology still can play some role,
argue that it is especially the salience of party identity as one’s social identity that drives the negative
affect towards out-partisans. Identifying with a party makes people divide the political space into an
in-group (our own party or parties) and an out-group (the other parties). Any such division auto-
matically results in positive feelings for the in-group and negative feelings for the out-group (Billig
and Tajfel, 1973). According to this reasoning, even when political groups are not very ideologically
different from one another, just being attached to a different political group or ‘tribe’ already results
in negative feelings for the ‘others’ (Mason and Wronski, 2018).

So far, the discussion to what extent affective polarization is ideologically rooted has remained
unresolved in the literature, partly because the field focused for too long solely on the USA
(Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Lelkes, 2021). Examining this
question in a two-party system with only one political out-party electorate and therefore no vari-
ation in the ideological distance between electorates, makes it difficult to fully analytically examine
the role of ideology in this context.

More recently, however, scholars have set out to study this question in (European) multi-party
systems. Although findings show that social identity and partisanship do play a role in driving the
negative feelings towards out-parties and partisans, they find that ideological differences equally
(Viciana et al., 2019 in Spain) or even more strongly (Huddy et al., 2018 and Reiljan and Ryan,
2021 in Sweden) explain these feelings. However, many of these studies focus solely on the affect
towards the own party and the most disliked party, essentially reducing the complexity of a multi-
party system back to only two parties or blocks (Huddy et al., 2018; Westwood et al., 2018; Viciana
et al., 2019). Moreover, most focus on the negative affect and dislike towards political elites and/or
parties rather than the affect towards fellow citizens (Huddy et al., 2018; exceptions include
Viciana et al., 2019, Kekkonen and Ylä-Anttila, 2021; Reiljan and Ryan, 2021; and Harteveld,
2021a). Yet, it is especially the reported and hypothesized negative effects of affective polarization
on the level of citizens that drive most concerns. Moreover, as studies by Druckman and
Levendusky (2019) and Harteveld (2021a) show: evaluations of parties or elites and supporters
are both conceptually and empirically very different, and correlate only moderately. This signals
the importance of not only considering affect towards political out-parties and elites, but also to
focus on feelings towards supporters of out-parties instead.

The present study contributes to this, whilst adding to the new and emerging body of literature
studying affective polarization outside of the USA. We focus on the Belgian political context and
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use the analytical leverage this case provides to better understand to what extent affective polari-
zation is ideologically rooted. Here, we focus specifically on the partisan hostility element of affec-
tive polarization, which, over time, increased more strongly than the positive feelings towards the
in-group, and is more strongly driving the affective polarization trend (Iyengar et al., 2012;
Kekkonen and Ylä-Anttila, 2021). Belgium is a particularly well-suited case to answer this question
as, due to its highly fragmented multi-party system, citizens have multiple political out-party elec-
torates. Furthermore, importantly, there is strong variation in how ideologically close or distant these
electorates are. This variation enables us to better tease out the role of ideology on the negative affect
for out-party electorates, looking specifically at the perceptions of the different supporter groups,
rather than working with one combined measure. In doing so, we can assess both the role of absolute
ideological distance between citizens and different party-electorates, as well as the ideological distance
citizens perceive between themselves and others. This way, we provide further insight into how affec-
tive polarization, and particularly out-group hostility, manifests itself in a multi-party system.

Group conflict theory vs. ideological conflict

Although polarization has been of central interest for political scientists, for a long time the field has
focused on ideological polarization, the extent to which citizens become more extreme in their ide-
ology (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2008), or on elite polarization, the extent to which political elites
are situated more at the political extremes (Dalton, 2008). It is only more recently that scholars have
started looking at affective polarization. This type of polarization refers to a situation where citizens
increasingly hold positive feelings towards their own party and its supporters, while disliking and
even despising citizens with opposing political views (Webster and Abramowitz, 2017). Thus, in
contrast to ideological polarization, affective polarization does not prescribe that citizens become
more ideologically extreme and shift their political opinions further apart, but rather that political
divisions form a stronger basis for citizens’ affective evaluation of certain groups (Iyengar et al.,
2012). However, there is disagreement in the literature about what lies at the root of it.

Within the field, we can broadly define two competing lines of research that explain what drives
affective polarization, and particularly the negative feelings towards political out-groups. The first
argues that these feelings find their roots in group-based conflict theory. According to this view,
the dislike and hostility between different political groups are not per se based on their difference
in opinions, as they sometimes do not even disagree very much over substantive political issues
(Iyengar et al., 2012; Mason, 2015; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017). Rather, it is argued that affec-
tive polarization is the consequence of partisans’ different (emotional) group attachments and is
actually somewhat comparable to supporters of different sports teams who loathe each other
purely on the basis of their identification with one of the teams. This perspective bases itself
heavily on long-standing findings from social psychology on social categorization, which show
that, when made salient, even very trivial criteria – such as for instance being randomly divided
in a red or a blue group – can already strongly foster group identities and result in the formation of
an in- and an out-group (Billig and Tajfel, 1973; Bigler et al., 1997). The us-vs.-them feelings that
arise from this in- and out-group categorization spark animus and result in more negative and
denigrating feelings towards the out-group (Tajfel and Turner, 1979).

Following this logic, affective polarization then especially takes place when party identities,
or similar political identities such as ‘leftists’ vs. ‘rightists’ (Harteveld, 2021a), become more
salient. As people identify more strongly with a party, the partisan division becomes a stronger
criterion around which people form in- (i.e., supporters of their own party) and out-groups
(i.e., supporters of other parties). These subsequently trigger positive feelings towards their
own group and negative or even hostile feelings towards the out-party electorate. Ultimately, this
literature strand therefore attributes the rising trend of affective polarization in many countries,
mostly to developments such as more negative elite rhetoric in campaigns (Marien et al., 2019),
the surge of partisan news coverage (Levendusky, 2013), and selective exposure on social media
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(Stroud, 2010), all of which increase citizens’ party or political identity and thus ultimately results
in higher levels of affective polarization.

A second line of research rather argues that affective polarization, and the hostility between
political opponents, is mostly embedded in the different ideological issue positions of political
groups. Partisan hostility is thus clearly a function of the ideological conflict and differences
between electorates (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Lelkes,
2021). According to this school of thought, it is not primarily the identification to a different party
itself that creates a dislike for opposite party supporters, but rather the fact that these politically
other-minded citizens hold different opinions, or at least support a political party that defends
different ideological issue positions. The negative affect towards certain partisan groups is there-
fore not largely the result of social identity mechanisms, where the out-group is automatically
perceived as ‘bad’, but rather comes into existence when citizens also disagree with one another
politically and therefore feel ‘threatened’ by political opponents and/or ‘despise’ them for holding
and supporting such ideas (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016).

This can work directly, as the negative affect may follow from the fact that supporters of other
parties hold different political ideas themselves. In this situation party support serves mostly as a
cue for someone’s political opinions, as one may assume that the electorate of a party more or less
takes the same ideological stance as that party. One may, for instance, infer that voters of a radical
right party will also hold more radical right ideas themselves, even though in reality this will not
always be correct. Yet, it may also work indirectly, where even when one does not automatically
assume that all party supporters take the same (extreme) ideological position as the party they vote
for, just the fact that these people support a political party that takes such an opposite ideological
stance may already be enough to generate dislike. Nevertheless, in both instances, it is clear that
the negative affect is rooted in ideological differences and increases as the ideological distance
between different party electorates and parties becomes larger. Ultimately, this line of research
explains the rising trend of affective polarization, and particularly the growing animus towards
political opponents across democracies in the last 10–20 years, by the increasing ideological polar-
ization of citizens and elites during that same period.

So far, the question on whether affective polarization is rooted in group attachments or ideo-
logical differences has remained unresolved, although the first empirical evidence more strongly
supports the latter perspective. Reiljan (2020) for instance, utilizing electoral survey data of
22 European democracies and the USA, finds a strong correlation between levels of ideological
polarization and levels of affective polarization in countries. Yet, this does not tell us much about
the connection between ideology and a negative affect towards political opponents at the individ-
ual level. In another study, conducted in the context of post-Brexit UK, Hobolt et al. (2021) show
how affective polarization is not always and only linked to partisanship, but that identification
with opinion-based groups (‘Leavers’ and ‘Remainers’) can stimulate group-based negative feel-
ings as well. Others have used experimental studies, manipulating the ideological position
of fictional political candidates, to test how this influences the affective evaluation of these
candidates. These studies find that citizens are more negative towards political candidates of
the opposite party when these candidates take a more extreme ideological position (Rogowski
and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Lelkes, 2021).

Nevertheless, given that most of these studies have been conducted in the USA and/or have
focused on two competing groups, it remains difficult to disentangle party effects and ideological
distance from one another, as there is only one out-group. Scholars have set out more recently to
conduct research in the context of the European multi-party systems, but these studies often still
focus only on the most disliked party supporters (Westwood et al., 2018; Viciana et al., 2019),
or, much like their American predecessors, focus on affection towards political parties or
candidates (Kekkonen and Ylä-Anttila, 2021; Reiljan and Ryan, 2021, but for an exception see
e.g., Harteveld, 2021a). However, affection towards political candidates or parties is not necessarily
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the same, neither conceptually nor empirically, as affection towards supporters (Druckman and
Levendusky, 2019) and there is only a moderate correlation between the two.

To more clearly disentangle group attachment from ideology, this study therefore focuses on
the Belgian multi-party system, a context where there are several (out-)parties, all with different
ideological backgrounds, and where there is thus much variation in the ideological distance
between different electorates. We focus specifically on the feelings towards supporters of out-
parties, rather than feelings towards the out-parties themselves. Ultimately, if the negative affect
towards opponents is purely driven by group attachment, we should find that in a multi-party
system such as Belgium, citizens dislike supporters of parties that are not their own more or less
equally (Figure 1, top pane). Or that alternatively – given that in multi-party systems citizens may
actually identify with two or three parties simultaneously (van der Meer et al., 2015; Wagner,
2021) – there is at least a division in two clear blocks, where people equally like supporters of
parties from the own block and equally dislike supporters of parties from the other block
(Figure 1, mid pane). If, however, it is rather rooted in ideological differences, then we should
find that hostility towards supporters of other political parties depends mostly on how far these
parties are ideologically removed from them, and that voters become more hostile towards elec-
torates of other political parties when the ideological distance with these electorates increases
(Figure 1, bottom pane). Given the evidence from previous USA and European studies, we posi-
tion ourselves in this second school of thought and expect that the negative feelings towards oppo-
nents, and by extent affective polarization in general, has a strong ideological basis. Ultimately,
we formulate the following hypothesis:

H1: Citizens show higher levels of dislike towards supporters of other parties when the ideological
distance to this group is larger.

As an additional test, we also investigate to what extent the effect of ideological distance on nega-
tive affect is moderated by ideological extremity and political interest. If affective polarization is
indeed strongly rooted in ideological conflict, then we should find that the relation between ideo-
logical distance with an electorate and the dislike for this group will be stronger for citizens who
occupy more extreme ideological positions. From the literature, we know that these citizens tend
to be more ideologically invested (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016). Consequently, we would
expect that they perceive the stakes of the political competition to be higher and feel more politi-
cally ‘threatened’ by opponents with a different ideology, ultimately resulting in a stronger relation
between ideological distance and the dislike towards other party electorates. The same can be
expected for citizens that are more politically interested, who are also more ideologically invested
(Webster and Abramowitz, 2017). Additionally, politically interested citizens are more aware of
the ideological similarities and differences between themselves and the other party electorates. If it
is indeed ideological differences that drive the negative affect towards other party electorates, then
a necessary prerequisite is that citizens also perceive these differences. We thus expect political
interest to moderate this effect.

H2: The effect of ideological distance on higher levels of dislike is stronger for citizens who take a
more extreme ideological position.

H3: The effect of ideological distance on higher levels of dislike is stronger for citizens who are
more politically interested.

Data and methods
To test our hypotheses, we focus on the case of Belgium, a country traditionally characterized by a
strong political centre and a history of consensus politics (DeSchouwer, 2012). As a democratic
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corporatist model with a strong welfare state, Belgium serves as a representative case for other
countries with similar characteristics, such as the Netherlands and Norway (Hallin and
Mancini, 2004; Brüggemann et al., 2014). In addition, the country has a highly fragmented

Figure 1. Three models of affective polarization in multi-party systems.
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multi-party system, where parties are divided both among ideological and linguistic lines.
Concretely, Belgium is split up in two separate language groups: the Dutch-speaking region of
Flanders and the Francophone region of Wallonia. Each language group can be considered to
have their own party system, as citizens cannot vote for parties from the other language group.
This linguistic divide has long been the most prominent societal cleavage in Belgian society,
although Westwood et al. (2018) show that it is now trumped by party affiliation. In the latest
elections of 2019, 14 parties participated; seven for each language group. Appendix A (online)
provides an overview of the parties and a description of their ideology. These elections of
2019 showed high levels of volatility: one-third of the Belgians did not vote for the same party
they voted for in the previous elections (Walgrave et al., 2020). This also means that there is more
variation in party identity strength than in the USA, with certain voters identifying stronger with
the party they voted for than others.

This highly fragmented multi-party system of Belgium, combined with variation in party identity
strength between citizens, enables us to disentangle party label cues from ideological distance, or, put
differently, to analytically distinguish the two mechanisms of group attachment and ideological con-
flict from one another. Furthermore, the presence of the strong linguistic divide between the Flemish
and Walloons, enables us to further contextualize the intensity of party-based negative affect in a
relative matter. As pointed out by Westwood et al. (2018), juxtaposing partisan divides in a country
against other societal divides can be helpful in gauging the comparative magnitude of these chasms.

For our analyses, we rely on the post-electoral wave of the 2019 Belgian National Election
Survey (Walgrave et al., 2020), which was conducted in the period of 3 weeks after the elections
of May 2019. 3878 people completed this wave; 494 were located in Brussels (12.8%), 1965 in
Flanders (50.7%), and 1418 in Wallonia (36.6%). We focus here on Flanders and Wallonia,
the two largest Belgian regions (N= 3384), as questions about affective polarization were not
asked in the Brussels region. The survey was administered by Kantar TNS through their online
panel, participants being selected as good representatives of Belgian society.1

To map the extent to which respondents like or dislike supporters of different political
out-parties, we employ the so-called ‘feeling thermometer’ scale. Feeling thermometer questions
are the most common measurement in the field of affective polarization (Druckman and
Levendusky, 2019). With the thermometer participants use a slider to indicate whether they feel
‘cold’ and ‘unsympathetic’ (0°), ‘neutral’ (50°) or ‘warm’ and ‘sympathetic’ (100°) towards certain
groups. In our survey, respondents were asked to indicate their feelings towards supporters of all
the seven parties active in their own region and towards both Flemings and Walloons in general.

Next, we asked respondents about their own ideological position. Specifically respondents were
asked to position themselves on a 0–10 scale of political ideology, 0 being most left, 10 being most
right and 5 being centre. We realize that respondents could consider being ‘leftist’ or ‘rightist’ as
part of their political identity as well. We therefore compared the aggregate scores of each party
electorate with the 2019 Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) data, where experts were asked to
position the parties on an ideological dimension (Bakker et al., 2020). We find a strong correlation
(r= .96), indicating that our question, at least to a large extent, captures the ideological position of
the respondents.

Respondents were also asked to position supporters of the different political parties in their
region on that same left-right scale. We use these ideological questions in two ways. First, they
enable us to calculate the average left-right position of each party electorate and thereby allow to
measure how ideologically distant party electorates are. An advantage of this approach is that this
enables us to measure the party electorate ideological positions directly, rather than inferring it
indirectly from the party positions, as most other studies have done so far (e.g., Harteveld, 2021a).
At the individual level, we then create a measure of ideological distance between a respondent and

1There was still a slight overrepresentation of older and higher educated respondents in our sample. Yet, when weighting
the data we receive identical results, which is why we opt to present the unweighted analyses.
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each party electorate by taking the absolute difference between the left–right position of this
respondent and the average left–right position of the electorates (objective ideological distance).
Second, we also create a measure of the respondents’ perceived ideological distance from each
party electorate by taking the absolute difference between a respondent’s own left–right position
and the left–right position that the respondent themselves gives to the party electorate (subjective
ideological distance).

With regard to our analyses, we start with a descriptive overview of the feeling thermometer
and show for each party electorate how they feel about the other party electorates. This provides a
first insight into the affection scores between the different party electorates in a multi-party sys-
tem. Next, we take a more detailed look at the relationship between respondents’ feelings towards
electorates of different out-parties and the subjective and objective ideological distance with these
electorates. Concretely, we stack the dataset so that each respondent is present as a case five2

(Wallonia) or six (Flanders) times, each time linked to a different out-party electorate present
in their specific region.3 As we are specifically interested in feelings of partisan hostility, we only
focus on respondents’ ratings of electorates of the out-parties and therefore the combinations/
dyads where respondents rate supporters of their in-party – operationalized as the party for which
they voted in the federal elections of 2019 – are omitted from the dataset.

Because of the nested data structure – the five (Wallonia) or six (Flanders) dyads between a
respondent and each out-party electorate are nested within the respondent – we run multilevel
linear regression models with the feeling thermometer score towards each out-party electorate as
dependent variable. As the main independent variable, we add the ideological distance between
the respondent and the respective out-party electorate. We test our hypotheses with both the
objective ideological distance measure and the subjective/perceived ideological distance measure.
The advantage of using the subjective measure is that it enables us to directly model how ideo-
logically distant a respondent perceives other party supporters to be. A drawback of the subjective
measure, however, is that this measure could be partly endogenous since disliking a group may
also result in perceiving this group to be more ideologically distant. To solve this problem, we run
the same models with the objective ideological distance as a more exogenous measure to see if we
obtain similar results. By taking into account both the objective and subjective measures we get a
more robust test of our main hypothesis.

We also add two independent variables to the model that (indirectly) measure party identifi-
cation and thus tap into the group attachment mechanism. Although we are aware that more
elaborate survey items measuring party identity strength in multi-party systems have been devel-
oped (for instance Bankert et al., 2017), the dataset we use only contains one variable that could be
used to measure party identification strength, although in a more indirect manner, namely the
propensity to vote (PTV). Concretely, respondents were asked to indicate on a scale from 0 (never)
to 10 (certain) for each party how likely it is that they would ever vote for that party in future
elections. Here, we take the score for the in-party and assume that respondents that identify stron-
ger with their in-party score higher on this PTV-measure. We also include a second measure of
party identity, namely whether the respondent already planned to vote for the in-party in the first
pre-election wave. As partisanship stability is seen as a core characteristic of party identity (see
Huddy et al., 2018), we assume that respondents that were already certain about their vote before
the start of the campaign have a stronger party identity.

To test the second and third hypothesis, we also add political interest and ideological extremity
to the model. Political interest is measured on a 10-point scale running from 0 (no interest) to 10
(very interested). A variable for ideological extremity is created by rescaling the left–right self-
assessment so that 0 means ‘center’ and 5 means an ‘extreme’ position on either the left or

2The Walloon party PP was excluded from the analyses since it was not able to win a seat in parliament in the 2019
elections.

3Respondents that did not vote or voted for another party (8.9%) were omitted.
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the right (a score of 0 or 10 on the original left-right scale). Finally, we add several control variables
(gender, age, education), as well as fixed effects for the different party electorates that have been
rated, to account for the fact that the dyads are also nested at this level.

Results
In Tables 1 and 2, we first turn towards the descriptive results of the thermometer measurement
scores in both Flanders and Wallonia, and show for each electorate how they feel about the sup-
porters of each of the parties in their region. In the tables, we sort the electorates based on the
subjective left–right position they were given by respondents. Not surprisingly, the tables dem-
onstrate that in both regions people generally give the highest score to supporters of the party
they themselves voted for in the 2019 federal election. We also see that supporters of parties that
are ideologically closer to their ‘own’ party receive moderately positive or more or less neutral
scores. Supporters of parties that are ideologically further removed from their own party, however,
receive much lower scores. In other words, voters of right-wing parties are quite positive about
supporters of other right-wing parties, but display a negative affect towards supporters of more
left-wing parties, and especially towards those supporters of the ideologically most extreme party

Table 1. Mean thermometer scores, Flanders

Thermometer wave 2

About supporters of

PVDA sp.a Groen CD&V VLD N-VA VB Flemish Walloon

Voted for PVDA 79,7 60,6 54,1 46,6 33,2 25 19,7 66,8 66,4
(N= 133)
sp.a 50,1 76,4 53,6 49,5 38,6 28,7 22,7 68,2 68,2
(N= 205)
Groen 51,7 59,4 79,1 54,2 47,8 31,8 16,9 68,1 66
(N= 171)
CD&V 36,3 45,2 51,9 73,7 47,3 45,4 25,7 73,6 59,4
(N= 198)
Open VLD 32,3 37,1 45,4 49,8 72,7 44,6 28,3 68 54,4
(N= 168)
N-VA 25,2 28,8 30,4 44,8 53,3 80,2 51,2 78,1 46,4
(N= 509)
VB 31,9 29,4 26,6 37 35 53,4 80,4 73,6 41,3
(N= 388)

Note: Green cells designate higher scores in a row, red cells designate lower scores in a row.

Table 2. Mean thermometer scores, Wallonia

Thermometer wave 2

About supporters of

PTB PS Ecolo cdH Défi MR Walloon Flemish

Voted for PTB 77,8 40,8 38,9 30,6 32,6 19,1 67 45,1
(N= 186)
PS 46 75,1 47,6 38,2 39,9 28,3 70,1 45,5
(N= 278)
Ecolo 36,9 45,1 76,2 42,9 40,8 38 65,1 51,3
(N= 216)
cdH 36,8 43,3 49,1 67,3 46 44,9 65 47,5
(N= 89)
Défi 32,6 42,6 46,8 46,2 68 44,5 68 47,2
(N= 83)
MR 19,4 22,5 34,6 39,6 38,2 73,7 60,3 53,9
(N= 240)

Note: Green cells designate higher scores in a row, red cells designate lower scores in a row.
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on the left, the socialists (PVDA in Flanders; PTB in Wallonia). For the electorate of left-wing
parties, the pattern is exactly reversed as they become more negative towards other electorates
the more right-wing these are. Particularly in Flanders, we see that left-wing voters, and even vot-
ers in the centre, have strong negative feelings about supporters of Vlaams Belang, the ideologi-
cally most extreme right-wing party. These negative feelings are stronger than the reverse feelings
of Vlaams Belang voters towards supporters of left-wing parties. We are not the only ones finding
this asymmetrical pattern, as it has also been demonstrated in other countries (e.g., Reiljan and
Ryan, 2021; Gidron et al., 2022).4

As thermometer scores tend to tap into a more initial form of affect, rather than real-life con-
sequences of negative feelings (Druckman and Levendusky, 2019), a corresponding measure of
social distance was used as a robustness check. This measure shows similar, albeit slightly less
outspoken results compared to the feeling thermometer scores, indicating a spill-over of out-party
hostility to the social domain (see online Appendices B and C).

When looking at the scores, we can furthermore notice that in both party systems the partisan
divide is stronger than the regional divide, in line with Westwood et al. (2018). Voters are much
more negative towards political opponents in their own region than they are towards residents of
the other region. Even N-VA and Vlaams Belang voters – parties with a history of Flemish nation-
alism who are traditionally very critical towards Wallonia – are much more negative about sup-
porters of Flemish left-wing parties than they are towards Walloon citizens. These differences are
all significant at the P< .01 level. Although this suggests that the partisan divide is stronger than
the regional divide in Belgium, the difference could also be partly driven by the fact that there are
less social acceptability constraints on expressing hostility towards other partisans compared to
expressing negative feelings to other regional or ethnic groups. Then again, Westwood et al. (2018)
reach a similar conclusion when conducting (more subconscious) trust experiments where the
influence of social desirability is lower.

Taken together, the aggregate descriptives show that citizens do not dislike all out-party sup-
porters equally in a multi-party system. Instead they become more negative towards supporters of
other parties the further these electorates are ideologically removed from them. This gives strong
initial evidence for our main hypothesis that partisan hostility is largely rooted in ideology rather
than solely in-group attachments. This is also further supported when we calculate the correlation
between the feeling thermometers scores that electorates give one another and the objective ideo-
logical distance between them, which is extremely strong. In Flanders, we find a correlation of
r= −.83 (P< .01) between the affect score and ideological distance. In other words, here the ideo-
logical distance between two groups of electorates is an almost perfect prediction of the feelings
these groups display to one another (at the aggregate level). In Wallonia, the correlation is slightly
lower, but still high (r=−.70, P< .01).

To test our hypotheses more stringently, we next investigate the relation between (perceived)
ideological distance and the affect towards supporters of a political party at the individual level,
rather than at the meso-level as we have done so far. Do we find that respondents are more
negative towards a group of party supporters when the subjective and objective ideological
distance with this out-group is larger? To find out, we use the multi-level modeling strategy
described earlier.

In model 1 (Table 3), we first regress the feeling thermometer score a respondent gives to the
different out-party supporters on the subjective ideological distance from that group, controlling
for several socio-demographic characteristics, political interest, and ideological extremity.
The model demonstrates that there is a significant and strong negative effect of perceived

4We find some hints that this asymmetry may have ideological roots. Left voters tend to perceive Vlaams Belang voters as
more right-wing than they actually are. There is an overestimation of almost 1.5 points. Reversely, we see that Vlaams Belang
also perceive voters of Groen, sp.a, and PVDA as more left-wing than their actual position, but this overestimation is less
outspoken (between 0.5 and 1 point). This could potentially explain the asymmetrical pattern.

Delving into the divide 395

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000121 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000121
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000121
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000121


ideological distance on the thermometer score. In other words, when citizens perceive a greater
ideological distance between themselves and a party electorate, they also have more negative feel-
ings towards this electorate. Specifically, the model shows that for each point that an electorate is
perceived to be further away on the subjective ideological distance scale, the thermometer score
that a respondent gives to a group of party supporters decreases by a striking 5.2 points (on a 0–
100 scale). Of course, using the subjective measure of ideological distance does not fully exclude
the possibility that the relationship may partly work reversed as well, and that a more negative
affect towards a group may also cause people to perceive these groups as more ideologically dis-
tant. For this reason, we also run the same model with the objective ideological distance measure
instead (model 6, Table 4). This model gives a similar result, with the objective ideological distance
effect being even slightly stronger. These two models thus provide, first, support for H1 and sug-
gest that partisan hostility has a strong ideological basis, with the negative affect between groups
being the result of these groups disagreeing with one another politically.

As explained in the theoretical section, another explanation behind negative feelings towards
out-partisans may stem from group attachment and stronger feelings of party identification. For
that reason, we next add the two variables measuring respectively party identity strength and party
identity stability to our models to control for this alternative mechanism (model 2 and model 7).
The models show no direct effect of partisan strength on out-group feelings. At the same time, we
find that the other measure of party identity, party identity stability, does result in more negative
feelings towards out-party supporters. Ceteris paribus, respondents who were already certain
about their party choice before the start of the campaign, rate supporters of other parties on aver-
age four points lower. What we can also notice from these models is that the effects of both sub-
jective (model 2) and objective (model 7) ideological distance remain stable when controlling for

Table 3. Ideology and affect – subjective ideological distance

Model 1
b (SE)

Model 2
b (SE)

Model 3
b (SE)

Model 4
b (SE)

Model 5
b (SE)

Subjective ideological distance −5.247 (.08)** −5.230 (.08)** −3.452 (.23)** −3.926 (.15)** −3.144 (.19)**
Party identity strength .137 (.12) .711 (.14)** .167 (.12) .154 (.12)
Party identity stability −4.703 (.68)** −3.328 (.82)** −4.783 (.68)** −4.762 (.68)**
Ideological extremity 2.195 (.22)** 2.418 (.22)** 2.424 (.22)** 3.973 (.26)** 2.263 (.22)**
Political interest .635 (.13)** .717 (.13)** .712 (.13)** .638 (.13)** 1.694 (.15)**
Subjective ideological distance* −.174 (.02)**
Party identity strength
Subjective ideological distance* −.524 (.16)**
Party identity stability
Subjective ideological distance* −.487 (.05)**
Ideological extremity
Subjective ideological distance* −.319 (.03)**
Political interest
Female 1.269 (.65)* .985 (.65) .966 (.65) 1.019 (.65) .924 (.65)
Education(ref= low)
Middle 1.028 (1.03) 1.224 (1.03) 1.048 (1.03) 1.008 (1.02) 1.098 (1.02)
High 3.758 (1.01)** 4.147 (1.01)** 3.928 (1.01)** 3.734 (1.00)** 4.005 (1.00)**
Age −.097 (.02)** −.087 (.02)** −.09 (.02)** −.088 (.02)** −.084 (.02)**
Constant 52.867 (1.71)** 53.361 (1.96)** 48.263 (2.06)** 51.167 (1.96)** 47.557 (2.01)**
�voter 14.15** 14.01** 14.08** 13.91** 13.88**
�residual 18.61** 18.60** 18.54** 18.55** 18.53**
N (observations) 15946 15776 15776 15776 15776
N (voters) 2812 2812 2812 2812 2812

*P< .05.
**P< .01; fixed effects for parties not depicted.
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party identity strength and stability, and a comparison of the standardized coefficients – respec-
tively −.520 (ideological distance) and −.083 (partisan stability) for the subjective model, and
−.493 and −.098 for the objective model – suggests that the ideological effect is stronger than
the party stability effect.

The measures of party identity vary at the respondent level, but, unlike the ideological distance
measure, do not vary at the first, dyadic level. For that reason we perform a second, even stricter,
test in model 3 and model 8 by adding an interaction between ideological distance and the two
measures of party identity. This interaction serves two purposes. First, the two mechanisms of
ideological differences and party identity may not be fully independent from one another, espe-
cially since some studies have shown that partisan identity can also partly influence citizens’ ideo-
logical positions (see for instance Kinder and Kalmoe, 2017). The interaction will shed light on
this interplay. Second, the interaction term enables us to better control for the (party) identity
mechanism by teasing out the independent effect of ideological difference on out-partisan hostil-
ity. More concretely, if negative feelings towards out-party supporters are indeed rooted in ideo-
logical conflict, then we should find that even for respondents with a weak party identity the effect
of ideological difference should still be significant and substantial. Both model 3 and model 8 show
that this is the case. When we look at these models, we find a significant interaction effect, dem-
onstrating that the effect of both subjective and objective ideological differences are stronger for
respondents with a stronger party identity. This means that the effect of ideology can in part be
explained by political group attachment and that the two mechanisms do not work fully indepen-
dent from one another. Nevertheless, at the same time, we see in model 3 that even for voters that
totally do not identify with their in-party (PTV score= 0 and party stability= 0) the thermometer
score that a respondent gives to out-party supporters still decreases by 3.5 points for each point
that an electorate is perceived to be further away on the subjective ideological distance scale. While
this is higher for respondents that fully identify with their party (−3.452�(10 *−0.174)
−0.524= 5.7 points), it is still quite substantial nonetheless. Moreover, in practice this difference

Table 4. Ideology and affect – objective ideological distance

Model 6
b (SE)

Model 7
b (SE)

Model 8
b (SE)

Model 9
b (SE)

Model 10
b (SE)

Objective ideological distance −7.941 (.16)*** −7.933 (.16)*** −4.330 (.45)*** −4.407 (.30)*** −4.371 (.35)***
Party identity strength .184 (.12) .804 (.16)*** .286 (.12)** .215 (.12)*
Party identity stability −5.509 (.70)*** −1.699 (.92)* −5.617 (.70)*** −5.55 (.70)***
Ideological extremity 4.286 (.24)*** 4.557 (.25)*** 4.524 (.25)*** 7.68 (.34)*** 4.373 (.25)***
Political interest .318 (.13)** .406 (.13)*** .414 (.13)*** .329 (.13)** 1.682 (.17)***
Objective ideological distance* −.269 (.05)***
Party identity strength
Objective ideological distance* −1.893 (.29)***
Party identity stability
Objective ideological distance* −1.308 (.10)***
Ideological extremity
Objective ideological distance* −.548 (.05)***
Political interest
Female 1.532 (.67)** 1.213 (.67)* 1.191 (.67)* 1.269 (.67)* 1.132 (.67)*
Education(ref= low)
Middle .471 (1.06) .707 (1.05) .631 (1.05) .331 (1.06) .680 (1.05)
High 2.543 (1.04)** 3.002 (1.03)*** 2.84 (1.04)*** 2.346 (1.04)** 2.941 (1.03)***
Age −.140 (.02)*** −.127 (.02)*** −.124 (.02)*** −.123 (.02)*** −.125 (.02)***
Constant 55.867 (1.76)*** 56.246 (2.01)*** 48.74 (2.20)*** 51.001 (2.07)*** 48.726 (2.12)***
�voter 14.48*** 14.27*** 14.37*** 14.50*** 14.35***
�residual 19.69*** 19.68*** 19.60*** 19.50*** 19.57***
N (observations) 15905 15905 15905 15905 15905
N (voters) 2833 2833 2833 2833 2833

*P<.05.
**P< .01; fixed effects for parties not depicted.
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is much less outspoken, since even voters that do not really identify with their party still usually
give the party they voted for a PTV score of 5. Similar conclusions are reached when we look at
objective ideological distance in model 8.

Taken together, these results show that, although party identity does play a role in explaining
partisan hostility as well, we are still left with a strong and substantial effect of ideological differ-
ences when controlling for this alternative mechanism. This supports our first hypothesis and
shows that the higher animus towards supporters of out-parties is indeed to a large extent embed-
ded in the larger ideological distance between these groups, even when taking into account alter-
native mechanisms.5

As we argued with the second and third hypotheses, if affective polarization is strongly rooted in
ideological conflict then we should additionally find a stronger effect of ideological distance on dislike
for citizens who occupymore extreme ideological positions and citizens with high political interest. In
model 4 (Table 3) and model 9 (Table 4), we first add interaction terms between, respectively, sub-
jective and objective ideological distances and ideological extremity. Both interactions are significant
and show that the effect of ideological distance indeed becomes stronger for those citizens taking a
more extreme ideological position. To gauge the strength of this moderation, we plot the interaction
with the subjective ideological distance measure from model 4 in Figure 2. The plot shows that
whereas for citizens in the centre (scoring 0 on ideological extremity) each additional point of per-
ceived ideological distance results in a drop of 4.0 points in the feeling thermometer scores, this drop
moves up to 7.9 points for respondents who take an ideological extreme position (scoring 5 on ideo-
logical extremity, which equals 0 or 10 on the left-right scale). Model 9 indicates that this moderation
by ideological extremity is even stronger for the objective ideological distance measure.

Figure 2. Interaction between ideological distance and ideological extremity.

5All findings hold when social distance measures are used (online Appendix D).
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We can perform a similar test for political interest. In model 5 (Table 3) and model 10
(Table 4), we investigate the interaction between, respectively, subjective and objective ideological
distances and political interest. In both models, we find that the interaction is significant.
Although, even for citizens with low political interest, a larger ideological distance to another par-
tisan group already results in more negative feelings towards that group, we see that this effect
becomes stronger when political interest increases. To better gauge the strength of this modera-
tion, we again plot the interaction with the subjective ideological distance measure in Figure 3.
The interaction plot shows that for a citizen with no political interest at all, each point that
the other partisan group is perceived to be further removed on the ideological score results in
a drop of 2.3 points on the feeling thermometer score. For those respondents who have full inter-
est, however, each additional perceived ideological distance point rather results in a decrease of
7.4 points. Moreover, model 10 shows that for the objective ideological distance measure
(not plotted), this moderation by political interest is even stronger. This makes sense as the politi-
cally interested are more likely to also be aware of these objective ideological distances.

Altogether, we find support for hypotheses 2 and 3. Although (perceived) ideological distance
results in less sympathy for political opponents among all citizens, this effect is stronger for citi-
zens at the ideological extremes and among the politically interested. This is another indication
that supports the notion that affective polarization is rooted in ideological differences between
groups, at least in this multi-party context.

Conclusion and discussion
There is ubiquitous talk and concern about polarizing societies across the globe. Particularly the
trend of affective polarization, where citizens dislike, or even despise, politically other-minded

Figure 3. Interaction between ideological distance and political interest.

Delving into the divide 399

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000121 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000121


citizens, has researchers worried given the strong negative consequences it can have for demo-
cratic societies. Nevertheless, many questions about affective polarization still remain unanswered.
This study set out to contribute to one such lingering question, and, utilizing the analytical lever-
age the fragmented Belgian multi-party system provides, has explored to what extent affective
polarization, and more particularly the element of partisan hostility, find its roots in ideological
differences. Specifically, we looked into the way out-groups are constructed when there are more
than two options, and at the role of ideology in this process. Hereby we position ourselves in the
discussion between those who argue that negative feelings towards political opponents, and by
extent affective polarization, is more strongly driven by group attachments vs. those who argue
that it is more strongly rooted in the ideological differences between different electorates.

Although our findings show that also group attachment, in the form of party identity strength
and stability, partly drives partisan hostility, and can even to some extent explain the role of ide-
ology, our results demonstrate that affective polarization is still to a large extent rooted in the
ideological differences between different party electorates as well. Citizens become more negative
towards out-party electorates as the ideological distance with these electorates increases and this
holds both for citizens with strong and weak party identities, although we do see that the effect is a
little bit stronger for the first group. These findings hold when using both an objective and a sub-
jective measure of ideological distance. In addition, in line with what we would expect if affective
polarization has an ideological basis, we find that this is particularly the case for citizens who are
more ideologically invested, namely those with higher political interest and more extreme ideo-
logical views. The finding that affective polarization is to a large extent ingrained in ideological
differences is somewhat worrying, as it shows that it has a rational basis, making it perhaps more
difficult to overcome and to find solutions (Webster and Abramowitz, 2017).

We should acknowledge, however, an important limitation of the present study, namely its
measurement of ideology. Despite the subjective and objective operationalization of ideological
distance adding sophistication to our measurement, the self-placement on a left–right scale flat-
tens the concept of ideology and does not take into account the multidimensional nature of the
Belgian political landscape. Moreover, the answers given to this measurement are somewhat
dependent on one’s interpretation of left and right. Respondents may see being ‘left’ or being
‘right’ as part of their political identity as well. Although the fact that we find a strong correlation
of our left-right measure with the CHES left-right measure – which reflects a more objective mea-
surement of the ideological position of parties – gives us confidence that we mostly capture the
ideological position of the respondents, we cannot fully exclude the possibility that this measure
contains an element of ideological identification as well. Future endeavours might thus incorpo-
rate a measure of ideology which better captures the more multidimensional character of political
ideology (Lesschaeve, 2017; Caughey et al., 2019). Relatedly, the role of consistency between par-
tisan and non-political identity facets (sorting) was not taken into account here. Recent insights
into the role of social sorting in spurring affective polarization in multi-party systems point to the
importance of considering multiple aspects of identity (Harteveld, 2021b). As such, we encourage
further research to delve into the relation between social identities, ideology, and affect.

Another limitation that we should acknowledge is that our results were obtained in one country
at one point in time. Although Belgium serves as a representative case for many multi-party sys-
tems with similar characteristics, we underline the importance of conducting similar studies in
other countries and contexts, as well as more longitudinal investigations. For instance, the fact
that in Belgium voters are more volatile – although comparable to many other Western
European countries with multi-party systems – and thus have a weaker party identity, could mean
that the role of ideology as driver of affective polarization is more prominent than in, for instance,
the USA, where party identities are stronger.

Lastly, the present paper has focused on out-group affect. This has enabled us to study the
individual scores assigned to the different out-groups without resorting to singular, combined
measures in which affect towards all parties are taken together (e.g., Wagner, 2021). Yet, not
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taking together these scores and not including respondents’ level of in-group affect does come at
the cost of a more comparative and relative image of one’s level of polarization, which is a further
limitation of this study.

Taken together, the present study provides insights into the manifestation of affective polari-
zation, specifically out-group hostility, in a context with more than two parties. The fact that we
find strong ideological roots of negative partisan affect points towards a potential rational basis for
intense negative feelings towards supporters of parties that think differently. In the ongoing search
for ways to alleviate affective polarization and its effects, it thus seems important to not only focus
on how to increase tolerance of and empathy towards other groups, but also on boosting tolerance
and legitimacy of other viewpoints.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922
000121.
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