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rEsUMEN

¿Socava la polarización afectiva el apoyo y la satisfacción con la 
democracia? En este artículo, sostengo que sí. Sin embargo, este 
efecto está mediado por el resultado de las elecciones, que agru-
pan a las personas a lo largo de la división ganador-perdedor. El 
apoyo y la satisfacción con la democracia seguirán siendo altos o 
aumentarán entre los públicos polarizados mientras el resultado 
de las elecciones beneficie a su propio partido, pero no cuando 
beneficie a los grupos opuestos. Estas hipótesis se evalúan utili-
zando datos del proyecto CSES para 31 elecciones en 28 países. 
Los resultados muestran que la polarización afectiva no socava 
el apoyo a la democracia pero que sí aumenta la satisfacción 
con la democracia. Adicionalmente los resultados indican que la 
relación entre polarización afectiva y apoyo a la democracia será 
distinta para ganadores y perdedores de la elección. 

Palabras clave: Polarización Afectiva – Ganadores – Perdedo-
res – Apoyo a la Democracia – Satisfacción con la Democracia. 
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1. Introduction

Affective polarization, the tendency to dislike and distrust members of the 
opposing party while liking and trusting members of the party that people 
identify with (Iyengar et al., 2012), has been at the center of the public discussion 
and research agenda in the last few years. The main concern is with the poten-
tial impact of this partisan divide on social and political attitudes and behaviors 
(Levendusky, 2023). As I will show later, while there is abundant evidence of the 
social consequences of affective polarization, more research needs to be done 
regarding the political ones. Observers and academics alike worry that affective 
polarization can impact two areas of political attitudes: it could make governance 
harder as the divide impacts public policy decisions and compliance with those 
norms -as has been observed in the case of the Covid-19 epidemic (Druckman et 
al., 2020; Gadarian et al., 2022). Affective polarization could, on the other hand, 
undermine support for democracy and democratic norms, hampering the pros-
pects for solid and stable democracies (Levendusky, 2023; Simonovits et al., 2022). 
However, the empirical evidence is very scarce in this second area. In this article, 
I address this issue and provide comparative evidence about the relationship be-
tween affective polarization and support for democracy. 

Citizens' support is crucial for democracy. It provides a legitimacy base for the 
political processes and outcomes -even when people do not favor those outcomes 
(Anderson et al., 2005; Norris, 2011). Current research has shown that, although 
overall levels of support for democracy have remained relatively stable over the 
last decade, there are signs of democratic backsliding (Bartels, 2023). The assault 
on Congress in Washington, D.C. (January 6, 2021), is a clear example of how 
affective polarization can lead to a decline in democratic norms and to the poli-
tical actions that people might be willing to take in the case of, as in this exam-
ple, losing an election (Levendusky, 2023). This case and others lead to questions 
about the potential impact of affective polarization on democratic politics. One 
of those signs is the increased levels of affective polarization documented in se-
veral countries (Gidron et al., 2020; Segovia, 2022; Garzia et al., 2023). 

Does affective polarization undermine support for and satisfaction with de-
mocracy? In this article, I argue that it does. However, this effect is mediated by 
the outcome of elections, which group people along the winner-loser divide. 
Building on the works of Simonovits, McCoy, and Littvay (2022), Brookman, 
Kalla, and Westwood (2022), and Kingzette et al. (2021), I argue that support for 
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and satisfaction with democracy will 
remain high or increase among polari-
zed publics as long as the outcome of 
the elections benefits their own party, 
but not when it benefits the opposing 
groups. In the words of Simonovits, 
people become “democratic hypocri-
tes” (Simonovits et al., 2022).

In this paper, therefore, I address the 
issue of affective polarization' effects by 
considering its impact on support for 
democracy and satisfaction with the 
workings of democracy. Drawing on 
data from 31 elections in 28 countries 
from the Comparative Study of Electo-
ral Systems (CSES) project, I show that 
affective polarization has a differential 
impact mediated by the winner or loser 

status of the respondents. This evidence 
can provide important insights into a 
better understanding of how affective 
polarization impacts democratic attitu-
des and the well-being of democracies. 

This article continues as follows. In 
the next section, I discuss the literature 
and evidence regarding the effects of 
affective polarization on political and 
social attitudes and present the theo-
retical argument used in the analysis. 
Then, I describe the data and measure-
ments used, followed by the presenta-
tion of the results. The article finishes 
with conclusions and a discussion of 
the findings.

2. Theoretical Framework

I understand affective polarization 
as the distance between a person's po-
sitive feelings and trust regarding the 
group that she identifies with and the 
negative feelings and distrust towards 
those in the outgroup (Iyengar et al., 
2019; Druckman et al., 2019). Affective 
polarization is not only about political 
identification and partisanship, as so-
metimes is considered, but the differen-
ce and distance between affects toward 
ingroups and outgroups. Furthermore, 
research has shown that affective po-
larization has been growing in diffe-
rent countries for the last ten or twen-
ty years, raising questions about the 
sources and potential consequences of 

those trends (Gidron et al., 2020; Sego-
via, 2022; Garzia et al., 2023). 

There are two main approaches to 
understanding the sources of affective 
polarization (Dias & Lelkes, 2022). On 
the one hand, some researchers argue 
that affective polarization is based on 
social identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 
Conover, 1984). When people identi-
fy with a group, they develop a sen-
se of belonging and attachment that 
expresses positive feelings regarding 
that group (Iyengar et al., 2019; Huddy 
& Yair, 2021). At the same time, the-
se identities are built in opposition to 
others, and people would also develop 
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negative feelings toward the outgroup. 
Affective polarization, according to this 
theory, would increase if there were so-
cial sorting processes within societies 
that bring together affects toward diffe-
rent types of groups into one identity 
(i.e., social sorting processes between 
party ID, race, gender, and religion), 
strengthening and polarizing affects 
towards ingroup and outgroup (Ma-
son 2016, 2018). 

On the other hand, other researchers 
argue that the sources of affective pola-
rization lie in ideological or policy di-
fferences between political groups (Le-
lkes, 2021; Dias & Lelkes, 2022). When 
people identify with a political group, 
they sign into a set of values or ideo-
logical positions that group them to-
gether. Furthermore, those ideological 
positions also reflect themselves in po-
licy opinions. They argue that when 
ideological or policy stances grow fur-
ther apart, affective polarization also in-
creases (Rogowski & Sutherland, 2016; 
Webster & Abramowitz, 2017).

No matter what the sources are for 
affectively polarized individuals within 
a society, research has also considered 
the potential effects that this process 
might have on social and political at-
titudes and behaviors and what can 
be done to reduce it (Levendusky & 
Stecula, 2021; Levendusky, 2023; Hu-
ddy & Yair, 2021). Paradoxically, this re-
search has focused on the consequen-
ces of affective polarization for social 

attitudes, and very little research has 
considered effects on political attitudes 
(Iyengar et al., 2019). 

What effects, if any, can we expect 
from affective polarization on social 
and political attitudes? The main ex-
pectation put forward by researchers 
in this area is that, since affective pola-
rization is based on affects towards the 
ingroup and the outgroup, the more 
the distance between those affects will 
lead to the closing of social networks to 
include only those that people like and 
trust: those in the ingroup (Levendusky, 
2023; Iyengar et al., 2019). If the distance 
between ingroup and outgroups affects 
is small, then there are more chances 
that people would be able to interact 
with others from other groups. In other 
words, the partisan divide will translate 
into a social divide. And this is basically 
what the evidence shows.

In a review of recent research in this 
area, Levendusky (2023) shows that 
more polarized people "do not want 
to interact with the other party in a 
wide variety of ways" (p. 9). Increased 
levels of affective polarization led to 
what we call an atomization of social 
relations, where people prefer to relate 
only to those that share the same party 
or ingroup and avoid social connec-
tions and relationships with those in 
the outgroup—affective polarization 
impacts in areas such as relationships 
with friends or neighbors. Moreover, 
in the economic realm, it affects, for 
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example, hiring decisions and econo-
mic transactions (Iyengar & Westwood, 
2015; Rudolph & Hetherington, 2021; 
Iyengar et al., 2019; Levendusky, 2023).

Affective polarization, support for 
democracy, and the mediating role 
of the winner-loser status

If affective polarization affects social 
attitudes and behaviors, can we expect 
it to influence political attitudes in ge-
neral and support for democracy in 
particular? I argue that affective polari-
zation affects political attitudes but that 
this effect is not homogeneous across 
groups: the effect of affective polari-
zation should vary depending on the 
electoral status of citizens -winners or 
losers. Winners and losers in elections 
do show different levels of support for 
democracy and in their levels of satis-
faction with democracy. Research has 
shown that winners tend to express 
higher levels of support towards diffe-
rent political institutions and leaders. 
In the words of Anderson et al. (2005), 

“the experience of winning and losing 
and becoming part of the majority and 
minority leads people to adopt a lens 
through which they view political life” 
(p. 3). 

Therefore, I expect the winning-lo-
sing status of citizens to be a crucial 
factor in explaining support for demo-
cracy. But I also argue that this is not 
the whole story. I argue that the rela-
tionship between affective polarization 

and support for democracy will vary 
according to the type of citizen asked 
about these issues. Let us consider these 
issues in detail.

Previous works suggest that affective 
polarization should erode support for 
democracy and satisfaction with demo-
cracy (Levendusky, 2023; Iyengar et al., 
2019) if the outcome of the elections 
benefits their own party but not when 
it benefits the opposing groups, but the 
empirical evidence is not clear. Kingze-
tte et al. (2021), for example, evaluate 
the effect of affective polarization on 
support for democratic norms in the 
case of the U.S. They show that affec-
tive polarization undermines support 
for democratic norms, measured as 
support for constitutional protections. 
They argue that this is due to the poli-
ticization of democratic norms in the 
context of high affective polarization. 
This politicization leads highly polari-
zed citizens to reduce support for de-
mocracy to protect their power and un-
dermine that of the opposition parties. 
At the same time, however, they present 
mixed results when considering items 
measuring tolerance to other groups 
and their possibility for political action. 
Torcal (2023), in an in-depth analysis of 
affective polarization in Spain, provi-
de evidence of the lack of relationship 
between affective polarization and su-
pport for democratic norms in Spain. 
Brookman et al. (2022), using experi-
mental evidence, also argue that the-
re is no relationship between affective 
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polarization and support for democra-
cy. The evidence, then, is mixed. The-
refore, the first hypothesis is that the 
likelihood of showing less support for 
an authoritarian leader (and more su-
pport for democracy) should not be 
related to affective polarization.

H1. The likelihood of supporting 
democracy is unrelated to the 
affective polarization level.

Nevertheless, this general expecta-
tion may change when considering di-
fferent types of citizens. Kingzette et 
al. (2021) argue, for example, that this 
general effect may work differently for 
different types of citizens. Their study 
shows that affectively polarized Repu-
blicans (winners in their study) pre-
sent less support for democratic norms 
that reassure constitutional protections. 
Torcal (2023) also shows significant di-
fferences between partisans of the ma-
jor right-wing and left-wing parties, su-
pporting the idea that not all voters 
are impacted by their levels of affective 
polarization in the same way. Further-
more, Simonovits, McCoy, and Littvay 
(2022) show, using experimental evi-
dence, that support for democracy will 
depend, among highly affectively po-
larized people, on what is considered 
a better outcome for the in-party. In 
other words, support for democracy 
in affectively polarized citizens seems 
to be no longer a matter of principles 
or values but interests. I expect, then, 
that losers will exhibit higher support 
for democratic regimes (opposing an 

authoritarian leader) than winners as 
affective polarization increases. Since 
losers have more to worry about in case 
of changes in the regime, they will su-
pport democracy more in the presence 
of more polarization.

H2. As affective polarization 
increases, losers are more likely to 
support democratic regimes.

These two hypotheses refer to the 
relationship between affective polari-
zation and support for democracy as a 
political regime. As Torcal (2023) argues, 
however, it is likely that this type of su-
pport does not exhibit much change 
over time and is, therefore, less prone 
to change, even in citizens with higher 
disdain for their opposing groups (Bar-
tels, 2023). 

But what about satisfaction with the 
workings of democracy? Satisfaction 
with democracy measures how people 
evaluate the functioning of the regimes 
(Norris, 2011; Anderson et al., 2005). It 
is, therefore, less stable and should be 
more prone to be affected by polari-
zation. This measure is like other po-
litical evaluations of more contingent 
issues and questions. Evidence shows 
that support for public policy decisions 
is related to the level of affective pola-
rization. According to Druckman et al. 
(2020), for example, show that the res-
ponse of citizens to the government's 
response to the pandemic is related not 
only to partisanship but also to the de-
gree of affective polarization (see also 
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Gadarian et al. 2022). We expect that 
affective polarization will have a more 
significant impact on satisfaction with 
democracy than on support for demo-
cratic regimes.

Drawing from the literature on satis-
faction with democracy (Anderson et 
al., 2005), we know winners are more 
satisfied with democracy than losers. 
The relationship between winners and 
losers and satisfaction with democracy 
has consistently shown that satisfac-
tion with democracy is higher among 
winners, no matter the level of affec-
tive polarization (Ridge, 2023; Torcal, 

2023). As I discussed above, the impact 
of affective polarization will be diffe-
rent for winners and losers. I expect that 
satisfaction with democracy should be 
lower among losers and those who abs-
tain than among winners. And that the 
gap between winners and losers should 
widen when considering highly pola-
rized voters. 

H3. As affective polarization 
increases, losers are less likely 
to show satisfaction with the 
democratic process.

3. Data and Methods

I use data from module 5 of the 
Comparative Study of Electoral Sys-
tems (CSES) to test these hypotheses. 
CSES is a collaborative research pro-
gram that survey voters to study the 
impact of different individual- and 
country-level factors on the vote. So 
far, CSES has run 5 waves of the study, 
and Module 5, which is the one used 
here, was fielded between 2016 and 2021. 
Each survey is a nationally representa-
tive post-election survey. Respondents 
are selected using probabilistic sam-
pling procedures. More information 
about CSES project can be found at 
https://cses.org/. 

It is important to mention that, for 
the analyses reported here, I only use 
data from Module 5, and do not run 

longitudinal analyses. The main reason 
for this is that questionnaires vary from 
module to module, and all the required 
variables were only present in Module 5. 
These data allow us to analyze the im-
pact or relationship between affective 
polarization and trust in elections in 
28 countries, for a total of 31 elections. 
Table A1 in the appendix lists countries/
elections included in the dataset used. 

Dependent Variables

I use two variables to measure su-
pport for democracy. They allow us to 
consider different levels or domains 
where support for democracy can be 
expressed (Norris, 2011). 

 
Support for Democracy. To 
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measure support for democracy as 
a political regime, I use the level of 
agreement with the following sen-
tence: “Having a strong leader in 
government is good for [COUN-
TRY] even if the leader bends the 
rules to get things done." The 
answer scale goes from 1, "stron-
gly agree," to 5, "strongly disagree." 
Therefore, higher numbers indica-
te less support for autocratic regi-
mes and more support for demo-
cracy as a form of government. 
 
Satisfaction with Democracy. 
Satisfaction with democracy is a 
more specific type of support that 

allows people to evaluate how de-
mocracy works in their countries. 
I use the standard question, which 
reads, "On the whole, are you very 
satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very 
satisfied, or not at all satisfied 
with the way democracy works in 
[COUNTRY]? 

Descriptive statistics for the whole 
sample can be seen in Table 1. Figure 1, 
furthermore, shows the average levels 
of support for and satisfaction with de-
mocracy in the 31 elections considered 
in this study. For more details, see Table 
A2 in the appendix. 

Figure 1. Support for Democracy and Satisfaction with Democracy (Means)
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Independent Variables

Affective Polarization. The measu-
rement of affective polarization in mul-
tiparty systems has attracted the atten-
tion of scholars since the concept refers 
to one ingroup and one outgroup. In a 
multiparty system, as is the case of most 
party systems considered in this study, 
two measurements have been designed 
and are widely used (Wagner, 2021). The-
se measures are built using feeling ther-
mometers that ask people to say how 
much they like or dislike each political 
party (Gidron et al., 2022). Both measu-
res have advantages and disadvantages, 

so I used both in the estimations I will 
present in the next section. 

The first measure, spread, measures 
affective polarization as "the average ab-
solute party like-dislike difference rela-
tive to each respondent's average party 
like-dislike score" (Wagner, 2021, p. 4). 
The advantage of this measure is that it 
allows us to consider the levels of affect 
for all parties and to avoid the issue of 
party identification since even those 
who do not identify with a group can 
express affection toward them. Howe-
ver, it does not identify ingroups and 
outgroups. 

The second measure, distance, com-
putes the distance in the affects between 
the party that people identify with, with 
respect to the average feelings towards 

all other parties (Wagner, 2021). In this 
case, we identify an ingroup, but the 
outgroup is more diffuse since it refers 
to all other parties in the system.

Winners and Losers. Winners 
and losers are identified using their 
reported votes at the election. In ge-
neral terms, those who voted for the 
candidate elected as the president (in 
presidential systems) or for the prime 
minister's party (in parliamentary and 
mixed systems) are considered winners. 
Those who voted for other parties are 

considered losers. Descriptive statistics 
are shown in Table 1.

Control Variables

I also included some control varia-
bles in the models. Gender, age, and 
educational level are used as sociode-
mographic controls. Political interest 
and self-placement in the left-right scale 
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are also included in the literature, as 
they are essential variables in explai-
ning support for and satisfaction with 

democracy. Descriptive statistics are 
shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

4. Results

Table 2 presents the results obtai-
ned. Since I am using individual-le-
vel data nested within elections, I 
used linear mixed models with fixed 
effects and clustered standard error 
for the estimation. Dependent va-
riables are, first, support for de-
mocracy, measured as the disagree-
ment with the idea of a strong leader 
who bends the rules, with greater 

numbers indicating more support 
for democracy (models 1 and 2 in 
Table 2). The second dependent va-
riable is satisfaction with democracy 
(models 3 and 4 in Table 2). I also 
computed the same models using 
mixed-ordered logistic regressions. 
Results are presented in Table A3 in 
the appendix and are consistent with 
the ones described here. 

Carolina Segovia
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Table 2. Effects of affective polarization on support for and satisfaction 
with democracy. Mixed-effects linear regression models

For each dependent variable, I estima-
ted two models. In each one, I used a di-
fferent measure of affective polarization. 

In Models 1 and 3, I used the variable 
spread, and in Models 2 and 4, the va-
riable distance. In both models, I also 
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included interactions between affective 
polarization and the variable indicating 
the winner-loser status of the respondent. 
The models also include other indivi-
dual-level control variables and election 
dummies (not shown for clarity). 

Let us consider first the results obtai-
ned for support for democracy. As evi-
dent in models 1 and 2, affective pola-
rization does not seem to be a relevant 
factor in its relationship with support 
for democracy. Neither the coefficient 
for spread nor distance are statistically 
significant. These results are consistent 
with H1, showing that affective polariza-
tion is not related, in general, to support 
for democracy. 

At the same time, however, there 
seems to be a relationship between 

support for democracy and the win-
ning-losing status. In effect, as compared 
to those who abstained in the election, 
losers show higher support for demo-
cracy, and these coefficients and statisti-
cally significant. Losers value democracy 
more than other voters, as expected in H2. 

Finally, the interactions between affec-
tive polarization and the winning-losing 
status are also non-significant. The pat-
terns of the interactions, however, are 
interesting and can be seen in Figure 
2, where I plotted predictive margins of 
the interaction between affective polari-
zation and the winner-loser status. The 
figure on the left does so considering the 
Spread measure of affective polarization. 
The figure on the right uses the Distan-
ce measure.

Figure 2. The winner-loser mediated relationship between affective 
polarization and support for democracy

Note: Confidence intervals not shown for clarity
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The results in Figure 1 show that in-
creased levels of affective polarization 
reduce support for democracy for those 
who abstained in the elections, that win-
ners do not see their levels of support 
changed with higher or lower levels of 
affective polarization, and that losers also 
maintain their levels of support. Althou-
gh losers are the ones that express higher 
support for democracy, the gap between 
losers and winners reduces among more 
affectively polarized citizens. Affective 
polarization, then, reduces support for 
democracy for those who abstain in elec-
tions, while participants -whether they 
win or lose- keep their levels of support 
in a relatively stable way. Additionally, as 
people are more polarized, support for 

democracy remains stronger for losers 
than winners, supporting H2.

Other results indicate that support for 
democracy is also related to interest in 
politics and self-placement in the left-ri-
ght continuum. As can be seen in Table 
2, support for democracy is higher when 
people express more interest in politics 
and among those who identify with the 
left, ceteris paribus. Support for democra-
cy is also higher as educational levels in-
crease and lower as people get older and 
among men. These results are consistent 
with findings elsewhere.

The results regarding the relations 
between affective polarization and sa-
tisfaction with democracy are shown in 

Figure 3. The winner-loser mediated relationship between affective 
polarization and satisfaction with democracy. 

Note: Confidence intervals not shown for clarity
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models 3 and 4 in Table 2. In this case, 
overall, affective polarization increases 
the likelihood of being satisfied with 
the working of democracy. Moreover, as 
previous research has also shown, it is 
higher among winners than losers and 
those who abstain in elections. In other 
words, satisfaction with democracy is 
higher among those who get involved 
in politics and elections. 

As we discussed with respect to the 
findings about support for democracy 
and as we hypothesized in H3, however, 
the relationship between affective po-
larization and satisfaction with demo-
cracy is not univocal. As the results in 
Figure 3 show, higher levels of affective 

polarization increase satisfaction with 
democracy, but only for winners in 
the election and those who abstained. 
In the case of losers, the relationship 
goes in the opposite direction. With hi-
gher levels of affective polarization, sa-
tisfaction with democracy diminishes 
among losers. It is also important to 
note that these results hold regardless 
of which affective polarization measure 
we use for the estimations. 

Other results in Table 2 show that satis-
faction with democracy is higher among 
those with higher levels of education, tho-
se who identify with the right, and with 
higher levels of interest in politics. 

5. Conclusions

Does affective polarization undermi-
ne support for democracy? This ques-
tion has gained attention and relevance 
from academics and public discussion 
in general since the observation that 
affective polarization is on the rise in 
many democracies. There are signs that 
affective polarization impacts social at-
titudes and political behaviors and at-
titudes. Moreover, these trends might 
be a relevant part of the democratic 
backsliding in contemporary democra-
cies. The evidence, however, about the 
impact of affective polarization on su-
pport for democracy is, so far, very thin. 
In this article, then, I analyzed this issue, 
using comparative public opinion data 
from 31 elections in 28 countries (CSES 

2022), providing new -and comparative- 
evidence in this regard.

The empirical evidence provided 
here can be summarized as follows. 
First, the results show that the impact of 
affective polarization on political atti-
tudes is not straightforward. As we saw 
before, it does not directly impact su-
pport for democracy, although it does 
show a relevant effect on satisfaction 
with democracy. Second, the results 
show that the relationship between 
affective polarization and support for 
and satisfaction with democracy also 
varies with respect to the electoral sta-
tus of citizens. 

Carolina Segovia
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Winners, losers, and those who abs-
tain in elections will be impacted in di-
fferent ways by affective polarization. In 
the case of winners, more polarized in-
dividuals do not show different levels of 
support for democracy than those less 
polarized. However, they show higher 
satisfaction with democracy as polari-
zation increases. On the other hand, lo-
sers remain as those with higher levels 
of support for democracy among those 
less and more affectively polarized. Ne-
vertheless, losers show an important 
reduction in their satisfaction with de-
mocracy among those highly polarized. 

We argue that these differences in 
how much affective polarization mi-
ght undermine support for democracy 
are related to what Simonovitz, McCoy, 
and Littvay call “democratic hypocri-
tes." That is, support for democracy 
will depend on the perceived impact 
of democratic norms and performan-
ce on the interests of members of the 
ingroups and outgroups. More research 
-both comparative and experimental- 
is needed to address the larger con-
sequences for democracy of affective 
polarization.
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Table A1. List of countries/elections included in the analyses.
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Table A3. Mixed-effects ordered logistic regression models


