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Abstract
Does an increasing divide in ideological orientations influence citizens’ political 
behaviour? This study explores whether mass ideological polarisation stimulates 
individuals to become politically active in terms of poll attendance and non-elec-
toral participation. In line with relative deprivation theory I argue that in an envi-
ronment of ideological polarisation, individuals’ normative notions are threatened, 
increasing the probability that they will actively participate in the political decision-
making process. Using the European Social Survey (2002–2014) and focusing on 
subnational regions, I conduct macro-level as well as multi-level analyses. Empirical 
results show that ideological polarisation indeed mobilises for non-electoral partici-
pation, while there is no such effect on voting. In the second step, I examine whether 
ideological extremism makes individuals more susceptible to environmental ideo-
logical polarisation. Findings show that members of the far right are more likely 
to become politically active when their social environment is divided over political 
ideology. In contrast, members of the far left are hardly motivated by rising polarisa-
tion regarding ideology.

Keywords Europe · Ideological polarisation · Political participation · Subnational 
regions

Introduction

Does a ‘drifting apart’ of ideological positions influence citizens’ political behav-
iour? The present study seeks to answer this question by investigating whether 
ideological polarisation of the citizenry drives political action. More specifically, 
I examine (1) whether ideological polarisation in individuals’ social environment 
causes them to become politically active, and (2) whether ideological extremists are 
particularly receptive to the influences of environmental ideological polarisation.
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Voting as well as non-electoral modes of political participation allow people to 
express their views, make demands, or voice grievances (Verba et al. 1995; Oliver 
2001). Thus, if ideological polarisation affects political participation and even une-
venly mobilises different groups within the citizenship, a shift can occur in the rep-
resentation of people’s preferences. For instance, if ideological extremists are mobi-
lised by increasing polarisation while moderate citizens are not, the overall picture 
of people’s needs and desires may be distorted.

The research gap that I address is twofold. The potential consequences of ide-
ological polarisation of the public have remained largely unexplored to date and 
constitute the first gap. The debate on public opinion polarisation (Baldassarri and 
Gelman 2008: 35), which has drawn increasing attention in recent years, is domi-
nated by three questions. The first question is how to conceptualise polarisation 
(Iyengar et al. 2012; Mason 2015). The second question is whether public opinion 
has become increasingly polarised with regard to different ideological directions 
including, for example, liberalism/conservatism, economic orientations and distri-
butional issues, attitudes towards other social groups, and moral beliefs.1 The third 
question is whether people’s views have indeed become more extreme,2 or whether 
the increasing elite polarisation merely better sorts individuals along ideological 
lines. Does this increase the gap between partisan subgroups, making mass polari-
sation an echo of elite polarisation but not an ideological movement per se?3 How-
ever, the potential consequences of polarisation for the political and social system 
have not been generally considered. As such, we have limited knowledge about 
what happens when normative notions, ideological views or questions about how to 
organise social life become polarised. Does it politicise day-to-day life? Are people 
politically mobilised by polarisation in ideology in their social surroundings? To my 
knowledge, this question has not yet been answered (but see Kleiner 2018).

The second research gap pertains to the geographical focus. So far, research on 
mass polarisation has largely been limited to the US context, and the few studies 
related to Europe concentrate on the questions presented above (Jensen and Thom-
sen 2011; Down and Wilson 2010; Adams et al. 2012a, b; Schmitt and Freire 2012; 
Munzert and Bauer 2013; Kleiner 2016). The considerable challenges in Europe, 
however—autocratic tendencies, the Ukraine war, Islamic terrorism, the strengthen-
ing of populist parties and extreme right movements, growing immigrant popula-
tions, increasing numbers of refugees and increasing socio-economic inequality—
necessitate further investigation of polarisation tendencies and their societal impacts 
in Europe.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. After introducing the notion 
of polarisation, I argue that political behaviour is driven by anticipated normative 

1 See inter alia Abramowitz and Saunders (2008), Baldassarri and Gelman (2008), DiMaggio et  al. 
(1996), Fiorina et  al. (2011),  Evans (2003), Layman (2001), Layman and Carsey (2002), Fiorina and 
Levendusky (2006), Fiorina and Abrams (2011), Levendusky (2010) and Alwin and Tufiş (2016).
2 See inter alia Abramowitz and Saunders (2005), Bafumi and Shapiro (2009), Baldassarri and Gelman 
(2008), Layman and Carsey (2002).
3 See inter alia Baldassarri and Gelman (2008), Lachat (2008), Hetherington (2001), Fiorina and Leven-
dusky (2006) and Levendusky (2010).
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deprivation due to mass polarisation. Next, I explain why the subnational context 
influences political behaviour. Subsequently, I describe the data, the operationalisa-
tion and the methodological design used for the empirical analyses. Macro-regres-
sions as well as two-level regressions are conducted, and a new index to measure 
mass polarisation is introduced. I then examine whether mass polarisation with 
regard to political ideology on a subnational level has an impact on political partici-
pation. Empirical results indicate that ideological polarisation in the social environ-
ment motivates citizens to become politically active in a non-electoral way. Findings 
also show that ideological right-wing extremists are more mobilised by polarisation 
compared to non-rightists, while left-wing extremists are not mobilised by ideologi-
cal polarisation.

Ideological polarisation

Mass polarisation extends beyond a simple variation in orientations. Rather, it can 
be interpreted as the intensification of orientation discrepancy dividing substantive 
parts of the society into opposing camps, while the moderates are losing ground 
(see Fiorina and Abrams 2011: 309; DiMaggio et  al. 1996; Baldassarri and Gel-
man 2008).4 Orientations and attitudes may systematically sort individuals along 
multiple lines of potential conflict and organise them into groups centred around 
exclusive identities (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008: 2), but such grouping does not 
necessarily lead to exclusive social identities. Rather, mass polarisation results in 
an increase in the ideological distance between oppositional factions within soci-
ety—more precisely, the divide between the antagonistic camps becomes larger. The 
most influential literature (Fiorina and Abrams 2011; DiMaggio et  al. 1996: 693; 
Baldassarri and Gelman 2008) identifies five characteristics of public opinion polar-
isation. First, the subject of disagreement is relevant not only to political elites, but 
also to the general population. Second, the public is divided, clustering at opposite 
extremes of opinion (Fiorina and Abrams 2011). Of course, the opinion structure 
can also be multimodal, but DiMaggio et al. (1996: 693) point out that bimodality is 
associated with the highest risk of social tensions. Third, tensions and polarisation 
become more likely as meeting the preferences and desires of both sides implies 
mutually exclusive social arrangements and societal goals (Jacoby 2014: 754; DiM-
aggio et al. 1996: 693). Fourth, although a population may occasionally be polarised 
on a single issue, it is more plausible that ‘people align along multiple […] issues’ 
(Baldassarri and Gelman 2008: 409). According to DiMaggio et  al. (1996: 693), 
‘[…] the more closely associated different social attitudes become […], the greater 
the likelihood of implacable conflict.’ That is, antagonisms about individual con-
cerns rarely expand into serious problems, but those arising around a combination of 
social and political issues linked to a specific philosophy of life or world view have 
a greater tendency for expansion. Finally, these philosophies or world views underlie 

4 Although mass polarisation has gained increasing scientific interest, there is no common definition 
(yet). The definition presented here, however, is convincing.
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individuals’ identities, and the greater the degree to which ideologies or world views 
are bound to individual identities, the more likely they are to become the foci of 
affective social conflict (see Blau 1977, cited in DiMaggio et al. 1996: 693; Mason 
2015).

Polarisation and political participation

Typically, the ordinary citizen concentrates on her or his private and working life and 
has little interest in becoming involved in politics or matters of public life (Hunter 
1994: 10; Oliver 2001: 29), but social forces can influence an individual’s decision 
to behave in a political way (Oliver 2001: 110). Living in a social environment in 
which comparatively few fellow citizens hold moderate ideological beliefs, while the 
number of citizens with extreme positions—at both ends of the spectrum—is high, 
not only heightens the pressure to choose a side, but also leads to people to wonder 
if and to what extent politics takes their needs and interests into consideration. I 
argue that increasing ideological polarisation in the form of left–right-polarisation 
triggers worries about future social and political developments which could concern 
one’s values, convictions, and world views. Such worries may be accompanied by an 
anticipation of collective political deprivation, which in turn incites citizens to act. 
I derive my argument from the relative deprivation paradigm as well as theoretical 
considerations compiled by Chantal Mouffe and Émile Durkheim, outlined in the 
following section.

Relative deprivation

The concept of relative deprivation has had widespread influence in social sciences 
as an explanation for social protest (Dubé and Guimond 1986). It is centred on the 
sociological tradition of collective action research suggesting that citizenship is a 
product of structural aspects of the environment and that the social context explains 
political behaviour (Dalton and Wattenberg 1993; Ellemers 2002: 242). The start-
ing point for relative deprivation is individuals with particular socio-economic char-
acteristics and members of various social groups comparing and contrasting their 
life situation with that of comparable individuals or groups. They develop expecta-
tions about how economic, political, and social systems should operate in terms of 
equity–fairness and evaluate how fairly these systems treat them or their group. If 
these comparisons are unfavourable and people’s expectations about the goods and 
conditions of life to which they believe they are entitled are unmet, they experience 
a sense of grievance and frustration labelled relative deprivation (Merton and Kitt 
1950; Taylor 2002). People may compare themselves to other individuals and feel 
personally deprived, or they may compare themselves as members of an important 
reference group to another group and feel group deprived (Runciman 1966; Smith 
and Ortiz 2002: 92). Studies have shown that personal deprivation leads to active 
attempts to change the social system (Vanneman and Pettigrew 1972; Smith and 
Ortiz 2002).
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The sense of entitlement may stem from an uneven distribution with regard to 
socio-economic characteristics between groups (Taylor 2002: 14), and most portray-
als of group deprivation indeed emphasise structural factors such as class, status, 
and power (Vanneman and Pettigrew 1972). It is likewise conceivable that groups 
compete for values, ideologies and convictions, and the feeling of belonging (Kaase 
1976: 11). As moral concepts and convictions become politically relevant and citi-
zens see that authorities can change outcome decisions, people may become active 
to improve their situation (ibid. 9; 13). The more central the dimensions on which 
deprivations are experienced and the clearer the perceived responsibility of political 
authorities for felt deprivation, the higher the potential for a reaction in the form of 
political behaviour (ibid. 17).

Deprivation always implies some kind of comparison, but the standard does not 
have to be current; it can be a past or future standard as well (Ellemers 2002: 243). 
Thereby, deprivation consists of a cognitive component, as the situation is judged 
and a comparison is drawn, as well as an affective component, like frustration or 
anger (Taylor 2002: 15). I argue that the fear of losing something valuable or not 
getting what one strongly desires triggers deprivation and can be a driver for action. 
Anticipated loss of the validity of one’s own values and ideology can be very threat-
ening and energises people to act. To exemplify this argument, I additionally refer to 
Mouffe and Durkheim.

Values and identity

According to Chantal Mouffe, social systems are organised into groups with col-
lective identities that contend for resources as well as sovereignty of definitions 
(Mouffe and Neumeier 2007: 12, 34–36). She argues that this struggle within the 
political arena is neither rational nor harmonic, but very passionate, especially if 
one’s way of life is at stake (ibid. 39). This passion can easily be understood through 
Émile Durkheim’s concept of mechanical solidarity. Durkheim searches for a mech-
anism that regulates social life and assures social cohesion, and he suggests that col-
lectively shared moral values are the key to both. According to Durkheim, societies 
need common ideas about morality and concepts of obligations that are internalised 
and ‘shared by most average individuals in the same society […] inscribed upon 
everyone’s consciousness’ (Durkheim 2013: 60). Durkheim calls this moral inter-
section the collective conscience, which encompasses values, beliefs, ideas, and 
perceptions. Any violation of this collective conscience leads to feelings of moral-
ity infringement. If these values and beliefs are questioned or even threatened, the 
experience is not simply a violation of one’s personal values, but rather a violation 
of a universal principle. This experience of principle violation in turn typically trig-
gers reactions and attempts to protect one’s own world view (Durkheim 2013: 76f.). 
To put it differently, ideologies and values are not restricted to the personal self but 
have universal claim and are experienced in this way (van Zomeren et al. 2012: 66). 
Thus, the threatening of the ‘social’ part of one’s personal identity is experienced as 
a violation of a universal principle which must be protected for the ‘greater good’ 
(Durkheim 2013: 76f.). In this way, ideological polarisation can lead to a defence of 
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one’s own values as well as solidarity with those who share them. In line with this, 
Iyengar and Westwood (2015) showed for the US citizenry that hostile feelings for 
the opposing party are ingrained or automatic in voters’ minds, and that affective 
polarisation based on party exerts powerful effects on non-political judgments and 
behaviours.

Anticipated political deprivation and political action

Having reviewed these theoretical approaches, this paper now sets out the argument. 
Social groups vie with each other for resources as well as for prevailing norms. As 
long as the opinion structure is complex, the number of discussants is high and the 
more likely people are to discuss their views with persons who think differently 
(DiMaggio et al. 1996: 693). In the public arena, prestige bearers, leaders, and group 
representatives present their ideas in public meetings or conventions, and these ideas 
are published and discussed in the media. But as the opinion structure becomes 
bimodal, selection and evaluation of information as well as communication tend to 
reinforce attitudes and become circular (Leeper 2014).

As polarisation rises, the number of individuals posing a threat to the existence 
of one’s own world views increases, putting the ordinary citizen under social stress. 
Either there is a rather large group of people with a different world view, or one 
finds herself/himself in an environment of extreme ideological positions. Either way, 
the situation is competitive with regard to ideological views. People start to wonder 
how responsive politics are to differing interests and to what extent politics will con-
sider their needs. The anticipation of increasing social and political influence of the 
opposing group (or two groups with opposing world views), accompanied by spe-
cific political policies that do not represent one’s own convictions, triggers political 
deprivation.

The process of becoming aware of such developments is a result of complex 
observations, interactions, and communication processes between individuals who 
hold the same views or between individuals with different views. It may even be 
more of a felt sensation than a conscious process. But certain social actors anticipate 
and articulate deprivation and push it over the threshold of individual awareness 
(Kaase 1976: 14). Once deprivation has crossed the threshold of awareness and peo-
ple attribute responsibility to politics, the potential exists for them to become active 
to alleviate the situation (Kaase 1976: 13).

Ideological extremism

In addition to a general effect, it is also plausible that people who are already politi-
cally sensitised may react differently from the ordinary citizen. People who are emo-
tionally or cognitively involved in politics tend to be more attentive to developments 
in their sociopolitical environment and are aware that ‘doing something’ is impor-
tant to the decision-making process (Rogowski 2014). One such type of citizen is 
the ideological extremist, who positions herself/himself at the fringe on one or the 
other end of the left–right spectrum.
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Ideological extremists are politicised individuals; they typically hold high lev-
els of political information and are more involved in political actions than ide-
ological moderates (van der Meer et  al. 2009). This involvement can partly be 
explained by their generally greater distance from the government’s ideological 
position (van der Meer et al. 2009), but ideological polarisation is also likely to 
influence the relationship between extremism and political action.

While very different in their beliefs, the extreme right and the extreme left 
are unhappy with the current sociopolitical order and strive for alternative social, 
economic, and political arrangements (Domhoff 2015: 9). They very much iden-
tify with the normative content of their ideology which not only helps them to 
envision a better world, but also assists in rationalising how they think things 
should be. Thus, as their vision differs from reality, ideological extremists experi-
ence political deprivation whether their environment is polarised or not. In the 
context of polarisation, however, their longstanding grievance is combined with 
newfound support; the group of supporters grows, and new resources become 
available. This situation heightens the internal efficacy and the expectancy for 
future success in terms of envisioned political outcomes. Hence, the relationship 
between ideological extremism and political participation is conditioned by ideo-
logical polarisation.

Subnational regions as context categories

Ideological polarisation is not only relevant on the national level, but on the subna-
tional level as well. The social context in which individuals live, meet friends, and 
go to work has an impact on their behaviour (Kleiner 2016, 2018). A region can be 
interpreted as a spatial unity with its own specific constellation of historical, social, 
political, cultural, and intellectual elements (Hirschle and Kleiner 2014). The geo-
graphical proximity of the actors living within a region leads to comparatively high 
interconnectedness of the actors resulting in dense regional structures thinning out 
outwards.

Due to their specific linkage of power relations, religious references, aspects of 
the countryside, economic and social factors, density of relationships, and regionally 
endogenous innovation potential, subnational regions develop their own regional 
character including values, mentality, and lifestyle. This geographically limited cul-
ture is cultivated, having an impact on political and economic capacities and per-
formance (Florida 2002; Putnam 1993; Charron and Lapuente 2013) and acting as 
reference point to individual behaviour.

Consequently, subnational regions have been gaining meaning over the last years 
and have more and more been used as categories for comparative analyses. And, in 
fact, empirical studies illustrate the existence of interregional differences in terms of 
cultural, social, and political aspects within countries (Charron and Lapuente 2013; 
Beugelsdijk et  al. 2006; Minkov and Hofstede 2014; Hirschle and Kleiner 2014). 
Therefore, it is important to recognise subnational regions as analysis units and use 
them as context categories to explain social and political behaviour.
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The left–right continuum and hypotheses

Following the theoretical considerations, I suggest that ideological polarisation has 
a mobilising effect on citizens’ political behaviour. This effect is especially true for 
ideological extremists.

To capture mass polarisation, the left–right heuristic seems quite functional. 
Although not devoid of ideological commitment, ideology exists and matters in 
most people’s everyday lives (Jost et al. 2008: 134)5 and political beliefs are linked 
to a subset of core values and principles (Feldman and Zaller 1992; Jost et al. 2009: 
316).6 In Europe, people usually use this ideological pattern to summarise and locate 
issues of their greatest concern in the political realm (Downs 1957; Campbell et al. 
1960; Dalton 2006). Left and right are labels for orientation in political debates as 
well as positioning of others and the self.

However, as a heuristic its content is not absolute, but to a certain extent context 
dependent (Freire 2006; Adams et al. 2012a, b). It has even been claimed that recent 
shifts in Europe’s ideological landscape challenge the conventional left–right divide 
(Azmanova 2011). But the left–right dimension is still the most relevant instrument 
for party competition (Mair 2007), and empirical studies point in the same direction 
concerning the population (Scholz and Zuell 2012: 1415), showing that within soci-
eties there is general agreement about how to understand left and right (Scholz and 
Zuell 2012).

In sum, although there are differences between nations, there are strong reasons 
to suppose that within nations the political discourse is still organised in terms of 
left/right attitudes reducing the complexity of political reality for voters and mak-
ing this scale a useful tool to measure ideological mass polarisation in European 
regions. Therefore, I assume the following associations:

H1 The level of ideological polarisation on the regional level is positively associ-
ated with the citizens’ probability of political participation.

H2 The effect of citizens’ ideological extremism on political participation is condi-
tioned on the level of regional ideological polarisation.

5 Generally, ideological belief systems such as liberalism and conservatism are frameworks of interre-
lated beliefs, attitudes, and values that envision how the world should be by making assertions about 
human nature, historical events, present realities, and possible futures (Jost et al. 2009: 309, 315). They 
normatively specify good and proper ways of addressing life’s problems as well as means of attaining 
social, economic, and political ideals which helps to interpret the world, make judgements about political 
objects and justify actions (Jost et al. 2009: 310). Political orientations correlate with a variety of prefer-
ences, suggesting that respondents’ cognitive systems are ideologically structured (Jost et al. 2008: 129).
6 Jost et al. (2008, 2009) argue that ideologies like conservatism (being right) and liberalism (being left) 
are usually founded in psychological needs and motives—such as handling uncertainty and threat—
which makes certain ideas attractive to certain members of society. In turn, affinities between psychologi-
cal needs and motives lend ideological content to a certain degree of constraint, coherence, and structure.
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Data and operationalisation

Data are drawn from the ESS cumulative data file conducted from 2002 to 2014.7 To 
measure the dependent variables, two different forms of participation were used—
voting behaviour and non-electoral participation. Voting behaviour is measured 
by the question whether the respondent had cast his/her vote in the last election. 
Respondents not eligible to vote—either because they were not old enough or not a 
citizen of the country in question—are marked as missing. Since I am not interested 
in the different forms of non-electoral participation, I generated a dummy variable 
for the seven different forms of participation obtained by the ESS. Respondents were 
asked whether they had contacted a politician, government or local government offi-
cial, worked in a political party, action group or another association, worn or dis-
played a campaign badge or sticker, signed a petition, taken part in a lawful public 
demonstration or boycotted certain products within the last 12 months.

I use NUTS 28 level regions to model the context. Statistically, the subnational 
level offers the opportunity to broaden the analysis focus and to examine the rela-
tionship between polarisation and individual participation on a greater number of 
context units, increasing the reliability of the estimates. It also allows controlling 
for country-level effects (Kestilä-Kekkonen and Söderlund 2009; Beugelsdijk and 
Klasing 2016). Country dummies are included to control for unobservable country-
specific characteristics.

In order to measure ideological polarisation, I created an indicator: First, the two 
categories furthest left on the ideological scale as well as the two categories furthest 
right are defined as left/right, while the more middle positions are summarised in 
a modest category.9 Then, the regional mean for these categories was determined. 
Next, the level of ideological polarisation of a region was calculated by multiplying 
these means for extreme positions and dividing the result by the mean of the modest 
position.

The greater the index score, the greater the clustering of the respondents at the 
‘ideological extremes’ and the greater the polarisation of the region in question.10 
I was able to obtain polarisation for 267 NUTS 2 regions in 31 European countries. 
Twenty countries were being considered in the analyses, since countries having less 

IPOLReg = MEANLeft ×MEANRight∕MEANModest

7 The ESS is an academically driven cross-national survey that has been conducted across Europe every 
2 years since 2002, investigating social structure, conditions, behaviour patterns and attitudes in Europe.
8 NUTS (Nomenclature of Units for Territorial Statistics) is a geocode scheme developed by the Euro-
pean Union for statistical purposes. Subnational NUTS 2 units consist of not more than three million and 
not less than eighty thousand inhabitants.
9 To check for robustness, another index was constructed where the three outermost extreme categories 
were used and the analyses rerun. All results remain stable.
10 The index has already been introduced and discussed in detail in Kleiner (2016) and Kleiner (2018).
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than three NUTS 2 regions and countries that are ‘not free’ or ‘partly free’ accord-
ing to Freedom House were excluded for better comparability.11

Ideological extremism is measured by the two outermost categories of the 
left–right dimension included in the ESS survey. Since it is unlikely that right- and 
left-wing preferences have the same impact on political action (van der Meer et al. 
2009: 1430), I generated one dummy per political fringe.

Due to alternative explanations I control for several characteristics of individuals 
to exclude spurious effects: party attachment, ideological position, policy awareness 
through media consumption, political interest, age, gender, education, subjective 
household income, and left- as well as right-wing extremism (see Table  9 in the 
Appendix).

Analyses

In the first step, macro-regressions are conducted in order to consider the relation-
ship between ideological polarisation and political participation on the NUTS 2 
level. Table 1 shows the results regarding regional polarisation in the matter of vot-
ing (M01) and non-electoral participation (M02). As is evident, polarisation on the 
left–right dimension has a positive relationship with voting being non-significant at 
the 0.05 level (M01). In contrast, regional polarisation in ideology enters the regres-
sion positively with a statistically significant coefficient (M02), which holds true 
when controlling for points in time and countries.

Since coefficients from logistic regressions cannot be interpreted in an intui-
tively understandable way, I estimated marginal effects and plotted them across the 
full range of values of ideological polarisation (Fig. 1). Figure 1 plots the substan-
tive effects of regional polarisation using the estimates of models M01 and M02 
(Table 1). The black circles are the point estimates, and the grey area reflects the 
95% confidence intervals associated with the probability estimates. Consistent with 
the regression model (M01), the graph on the left shows that polarisation concern-
ing ideology is not connected to the probability of voting, since it does not rise or 
decline as polarisation rises. In contrast, as ideological polarisation increases, the 
respondents’ probability of non-electoral participation increases in a statistically 
substantive way, a finding that is consistent with the regression estimates.

In sum, the impression is that ideological polarisation on the regional level is not 
connected to the probability of voting, but positively enhances the probability to 
participate in a non-electoral way.

Does this impression hold true for the individual level? In order to find out 
whether ideological polarisation affects the individual’s probability of participat-
ing two-level regressions with random intercept coefficients are conducted, whereby 

11 Included are Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Finland, France, Greece, Italy, Spain, Hungary, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Austria, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland, Slovenia, Slovakia, and the 
Czech Republic.
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Table 1  Regional ideological polarisation and regional turnout (M01) and non-electoral participation 
(M02), respectively

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Macro-regression models (NUTS2-level); significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

Voting M01 Non-electoral par-
ticipation

M02

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent vari-
able

Independent vari-
able

Ideological polarisa-
tion

0.195 0.417 ns Ideological polari-
sation

1.765 0.603 **

Control variables Control variables
ESS round (Ref. 1) ESS round (Ref. 1)
2 − 0.019 0.008 * 2 0.009 0.011 ns
3 − 0.017 0.008 * 3 0.007 0.012 ns
4 − 0.001 0.009 ns 4 − 0.002 0.013 ns
5 − 0.017 0.008 * 5 0.009 0.011 ns
6 − 0.016 0.008 * 6 0.014 0.012 ns
7 − 0.036 0.008 *** 7 0.055 0.012 ***
Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 0.061 0.015 *** BE − 0.056 0.021 **
BG − 0.105 0.017 *** BG − 0.393 0.024 ***
CH − 0.178 0.014 *** CH 0.045 0.020 *
CZ − 0.216 0.016 *** CZ − 0.215 0.023 ***
DK 0.087 0.015 *** DK 0.088 0.021 ***
ES − 0.038 0.012 ** ES − 0.059 0.018 ***
FI − 0.028 0.016 ns FI 0.139 0.023 ***
FR − 0.097 0.014 *** FR 0.036 0.020 ns
GR 0.034 0.014 * GR − 0.283 0.021 ***
HR − 0.093 0.030 ** HR − 0.203 0.044 ***
HU − 0.082 0.014 *** HU − 0.351 0.020 ***
IT 0.028 0.016 ns IT − 0.205 0.024 ***
NL − 0.010 0.013 ns NL − 0.048 0.018 **
NO 0.006 0.015 ns NO 0.170 0.021 ***
PL − 0.144 0.014 *** PL − 0.303 0.020 ***
PT − 0.131 0.015 *** PT − 0.344 0.021 ***
SE 0.061 0.013 *** SE 0.193 0.019 ***
SK − 0.100 0.016 *** SK − 0.209 0.023 ***
Constant 0.8557 0.012 *** Constant 0.4938 0.017 ***
Adj. R2 0.688 Adj. R2 0.831
No. of regions 768 No. of regions 768
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citizens (level 1) are nested in subnational regions (level 2). Again, inter-national 
differences are being controlled by country dummies.

Of the more than 150,000 respondents processed, approximately 80% reported 
that they had taken part in the election, and 43.2% stated they had participated in a 
non-electoral form within the last 12 months. About 12.1% of the interviewees posi-
tioned themselves at the margins of the left–right spectrum.

As a starting point, I analyse the relationship between the key variable measur-
ing regional polarisation and the individual’s probability of voting (M03, Table 2) 
holding country differences and variations in time constant. To ensure an adequate 
number of individuals representing a region for the analyses conducted, only NUTS 
2 regions with at least 50 respondents are used.

Since the dependent variable is dichotomous, logistic regressions are conducted. 
The intra-class correlation coefficient shows that approximately 11.8% of the total 
variance can be explained by introducing a second regional level of analysis. In a 
second step, I include the individual characteristics into the model (M04, Table 2).

Table  2 shows the results. As is evident, ideological polarisation has a nega-
tive relationship with voting, but the coefficient is non-significant at the 0.05 level 

Fig. 1  Substantive effects of ideological polarisation and political participation at the NUTS2-level. Note 
The left graph depicts the marginal effects for voting, and the right graph depicts the marginal effects for 
non-electoral participation. The black circles are the point estimates, and the grey area reflects the 95% 
confidence intervals associated with the probability estimates. Source: European Social Survey, 2002–
2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016)
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Table 2  Regional ideological polarisation and voting

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

Voting M03 Voting M04

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological polarisation − 0.218 2.000 ns Ideological polarisation − 5.605 2.129 **
Control variables Control variables

Extremism 0.150 0.026 ***
Ideological position 0.043 0.004 ***
Party attachment 0.979 0.016 ***
Political interest 0.532 0.010 ***
Media consumption − 0.017 0.008 *
Education 0.062 0.002 ***
Subjective household income 0.179 0.010 ***
Age 0.025 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.150 0.015 ***
ESS round − 0.034 0.005 ***

Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT) ***
BE 1.105 0.075 *** BE 1.266 0.076 ***
BG − 0.126 0.121 ns BG − 0.088 0.122 ns
CH − 0.717 0.112 *** CH − 1.130 0.111 ***
CZ − 0.983 0.066 *** CZ − 0.769 0.069 ***
DK 1.286 0.125 *** DK 0.781 0.124 ***
ES 0.136 0.097 ns ES 0.400 0.097 ***
FI 0.226 0.078 ** FI 0.051 0.080 ns
FR − 0.291 0.069 *** FR − 0.386 0.071 ***
GR 0.745 0.085 *** GR 1.084 0.087 ***
HR − 0.041 0.096 ns HR 0.286 0.099 **
HU − 0.229 0.112 * HU 0.014 0.111 ns
IT 0.555 0.104 *** IT 0.845 0.107 ***
NL 0.164 0.099 ns NL − 0.199 0.099 *
NO 0.276 0.108 * NO − 0.010 0.108 ns
PL − 0.610 0.064 *** PL − 0.256 0.067 ***
PT − 0.265 0.128 * PT 0.129 0.127 ns
SE 0.868 0.094 *** SE 0.537 0.095 ***
SK − 0.346 0.098 *** SK − 0.185 0.099 ns
Constant 1.604 0.061 *** Constant − 2.477 0.084 ***
Var (constant) 0.055 0.009 Var (constant) 0.052 0.008
Log likelihood_0 − 83,978 Log likelihood_0 − 83,978
Log likelihood − 66,281 Log likelihood − 58,424
No. of obs 151,844 No. of obs 151,844
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191
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(M03). However, when controlling for individual features the coefficient becomes 
statistically significant, but the effect is not robust. If I use the three most left and 
right categories for the polarisation index, there is no significant effect.

Even though the level-1 variables are not directly relevant to the question at 
hand, their influence on the dependent variable should be noted: being ideo-
logically rather on the right, feeling close to a certain party, being ideologically 
extreme, being politically interested, educated, subjectively wealthy as well as 
being a female and of increased age raises the likelihood of casting his/her vote. 
The individual’s consumption of political programs in the media, however, nega-
tively affects the probability of turning out to vote. In quite a few cases, the coun-
try in which the respondent lives also plays a role.

Table  3 shows the results concerning non-electoral participation. The intra-
class correlation coefficient (ICC) indicates that including the regional level of 
analysis heightens the potential to explain the total variance of the dependent var-
iable for an additional 16.3%.

We see that polarisation has a positive relationship with non-electoral partici-
pation, and not only is the coefficient’s direction in line with our expectations, it 
is highly significant as well (M05) which holds true when controlling for indi-
vidual features (M06).

Again, I estimated the marginal effects and plotted them across the full range 
of values of ideological polarisation (Fig.  2). Figure  2 plots the substantive 
effects of regional polarisation using the estimates of the models M03 and M04. 
The graph on the left shows that as polarisation raises the probability of voting 
declines, but to a rather small extent. For robustness, I rerun all analyses using 70 
and 100 respondents per region as well as using the three outermost categories of 
the left–right dimension for measuring polarisation. All results remain stable (see 
Tables 6, 7, and 8 in the Appendix). In sum, I do find a weak but substantial con-
nection between polarisation concerning ideology and the individuals’ decision to 
go to the polls.

Does regional polarisation on ideology have an impact on non-electoral par-
ticipation? Consistent with the results of M05 and M06, the right graph in Fig. 2 
shows that participation increases substantially as regional polarisation grows. Thus, 
empirical results indicate that the probability of participating in a non-electoral way 
is enhanced as ideological polarisation increases. I therefore summarise that ideo-
logical polarisation on the subnational level does indeed have a substantial impact 
on non-electoral participation, but not on the probability of voting.

Next, I examine whether ideological extremism makes individuals more sus-
ceptible to environmental polarisation on ideology, and whether polarisation 
shows conditional effects on the individual-level relationship between ideologi-
cal extremism and political participation. Since interesting differences may exist 
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Table 3  Regional ideological polarisation and non-electoral participation

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

Non-electoral participa-
tion

M05 Non-electoral participa-
tion

M06

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological polarisation 16.764 1.808 *** Ideological polarisation 12.622 1.903 **
Control variables Control variables

Extremism 0.152 0.019 ***
Ideological position − 0.038 0.003 ***
Party attachment 0.450 0.013 ***
Political interest 0.512 0.008 ***
Media consumption 0.012 0.006 *
Education 0.090 0.002 ***
Subjective household 

income
0.004 0.008 ns

Age − 0.010 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.030 0.012 *
ESS round 0.019 0.004 ***

Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 0.006 0.052 ns BE 0.126 0.055 *
BG − 1.926 0.113 *** BG − 1.932 0.111 ***
CH 0.481 0.103 *** CH 0.540 0.099 ***
CZ − 0.742 0.055 *** CZ − 0.392 0.058 ***
DK 0.347 0.097 *** DK 0.164 0.096 ns
ES − 0.079 0.085 ns ES 0.199 0.084 *
FI 0.770 0.061 *** FI 0.806 0.063 ***
FR 0.173 0.055 ** FR 0.282 0.057 ***
GR − 1.104 0.064 *** GR − 0.853 0.066 ***
HR − 0.816 0.078 *** HR − 0.567 0.080 ***
HU − 1.589 0.104 *** HU − 1.504 0.101 ***
IT − 0.616 0.078 *** IT − 0.525 0.081 ***
NL − 0.125 0.087 ns NL − 0.280 0.085 ***
NO 0.734 0.098 *** NO 0.725 0.095 ***
PL − 1.420 0.055 *** PL − 1.279 0.057 ***
PT − 1.532 0.121 *** PT − 1.023 0.117 ***
SE 0.927 0.078 *** SE 0.898 0.077 ***
SK − 0.925 0.089 *** SK − 0.873 0.087 ***
Constant − 0.013 0.050 ns Constant − 2.118 0.067 ***
Var (constant) 0.051 0.007 Var (constant) 0.045 0.007
Log likelihood_0 − 108,082 Log likelihood_0 − 108,082
Log likelihood − 94,477 Log likelihood − 86,695
No. of obs 152,928 No. of obs 152,928
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191
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between ideological groups, I employ cross-level interactive terms by which left-
wing extremism and right-wing extremism are considered separately, and I rerun 
the regression models. Tables 4 and 5 show the results obtained with these modified 
models.

With regard to polarisation in ideology, I find no robust interaction effect between 
polarisation and extremism. The rightest-by-polarisation interaction does not meet 
statistical significance (M08). In contrast, the leftist-by-polarisation interaction term 
shows a positive and statistically significant effect after controlling for left-wing 
extremism, polarisation and individual-level features (M07), which holds true when 
using an index with the three most extreme positions on the left–right-scale.

The plotted effects of polarisation in terms of ideology in Fig. 3 show that neither 
the extreme leftists, nor the rightists change their voting behaviour as ideological 
polarisation increases. Moreover, the probability of voting for non-leftists and non-
rightists decreases as regional polarisation enhances.
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Fig. 2  Substantive effects of ideological polarisation at the NUTS2-level and individual political partici-
pation. Note The left graph depicts the marginal effects for voting, and the right graph depicts the mar-
ginal effects for non-electoral participation. The black circles are the point estimates, and the grey area 
reflects the 95% confidence intervals associated with the probability estimates. Source: European Social 
Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016)
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Table 4  Regional ideological polarisation, extremism and voting

Voting M07 Voting M08

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological polarisation − 6.841 2.181 ** Ideological polarisation − 6.146 2.176 **
Extreme left-wing 0.072 0.055 ns Extreme right-wing 0.092 0.057 ns
Extrem left*ideolog 

polarisation
12.862 5.094 * Extrem right*ideolog 

polarisation
6.263 5.263 ns

Control variables Control variables
Extreme right-wing 0.140 0.042 *** Extreme left-wing 0.164 0.042 ***
Ideological position 0.044 0.005 *** Ideological position 0.044 0.005 ***
Party attachment 0.979 0.016 *** Party attachment 0.979 0.016 ***
Political interest 0.532 0.010 *** Political interest 0.532 0.010 ***
Media consumption − 0.017 0.008 * Media consumption − 0.017 0.008 *
Education 0.062 0.002 *** Education 0.062 0.002 ***
Subjective household 

income
0.179 0.010 *** Subjective household 

income
0.179 0.010 ***

Age 0.025 0.000 *** Age 0.025 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.150 0.015 *** Sex − 0.150 0.015 ***
ESS round − 0.034 0.005 *** ESS round − 0.034 0.005 ***
Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 1.267 0.076 *** BE 1.267 0.076 ***
BG − 0.086 0.122 ns BG − 0.087 0.122 ns
CH − 1.131 0.111 *** CH − 1.130 0.111 ***
CZ − 0.765 0.069 *** CZ − 0.767 0.069 ***
DK 0.780 0.124 *** DK 0.782 0.124 ***
ES 0.401 0.097 *** ES 0.401 0.097 ***
FI 0.050 0.080 ns FI 0.051 0.080 ns
FR − 0.383 0.071 *** FR − 0.385 0.071 ***
GR 1.086 0.087 *** GR 1.086 0.087 ***
HR 0.291 0.099 ** HR 0.288 0.099 **
HU 0.018 0.112 ns HU 0.016 0.112 ns
IT 0.847 0.107 *** IT 0.847 0.107 ***
NL − 0.199 0.099 * NL − 0.199 0.099 *
NO − 0.011 0.109 ns NO − 0.009 0.109 ns
PL − 0.253 0.067 *** PL − 0.254 0.067 ***
PT 0.129 0.127 ns PT 0.130 0.127 ns
SE 0.539 0.095 *** SE 0.538 0.095 ***
SK − 0.181 0.099 ns SK − 0.183 0.099 ns
Constant − 2.478 0.086 *** Constant − 2.482 0.086 ***
Var (constant) 0.052 0.008 Var (constant) 0.052 0.008
Log likelihood_0 − 108,082 Log likelihood_0 − 108,082
Log likelihood − 58,420 Log likelihood − 58,423
No. of obs 151,844 No. of obs 151,844
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001
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Finally, the results of Table  5 show that left-wing extremists (M09) and right-
wing extremists (M10) have a higher probability of participating in a non-electoral 
form than non-leftists and non-rightists, respectively, do.

The leftist-by-polarisation interaction shows a negative and a highly significant 
effect (M09), and the corresponding marginal effects plotted on the left side of 
Fig. 4 show that again not the left-wing extremists, but the non-leftists are mobi-
lised by increasing ideological polarisation. In contrast, the rightist-by-polarisation 
interaction term shows a positive and statistically significant effect after controlling 
for right-wing extremism, polarisation and individual-level features (M10), and the 
marginal effects plotted on the right side in Fig. 4 show that both the extreme right-
ists and the non-rightists are substantially mobilised by polarisation, but the impact 
on the rightists is much stronger.

In sum, firstly, the impression that ideological polarisation at the regional level 
does not mobilise for voting, but indeed does mobilise for non-electoral participa-
tion is confirmed. Secondly, we learn that especially right-wing extremists are mobi-
lised by ideological polarisation, while left-wing extremists are not. These findings 
are confirmed if we use the three outermost categories of the left–right dimension to 
measure polarisation.
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Fig. 3  Substantive effects of ideological polarisation at the NUTS2-level and individual political partici-
pation. Note The graphs depict the marginal effects for voting. The circles and diamonds are the point 
estimates, and the grey area reflects the 95% confidence intervals associated with the probability esti-
mates. Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 
2016)
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Table 5  Regional ideological polarisation, extremism and non-electoral participation.

Non-electoral participa-
tion

M09 Non-electoral participa-
tion

M10

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological polarisation 14.581 1.951 *** Ideological polarisation 11.128 1.974 ***
Extreme left-wing 0.136 0.041 *** Extreme right-wing 0.201 0.037 ***
Extrem left*ideolog polar. − 17.482 4.093 *** Extrem right*ideolog 

polar.
10.694 3.646 **

Control variables Control variables
Extreme right-wing 0.264 0.029 *** Extreme left-wing 0.024 0.032 ns
Ideological position − 0.052 0.004 *** Ideological position − 0.052 0.004 ***
Party attachment 0.450 0.013 *** Party attachment 0.449 0.013 ***
Political interest 0.512 0.008 *** Political interest 0.512 0.008 ***
Media consumption 0.012 0.006 * Media consumption 0.012 0.006 *
Education 0.090 0.002 *** Education 0.090 0.002 ***
Subjective household 

income
0.004 0.008 ns Subjective household 

income
0.004 0.008 ns

Age − 0.010 0.000 *** Age − 0.010 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.028 0.012 * Sex − 0.028 0.012 *
ESS round 0.019 0.004 *** ESS round 0.019 0.004 ***
Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 0.127 0.055 * BE 0.130 0.055 *
BG − 1.926 0.110 *** BG − 1.923 0.111 ***
CH 0.544 0.099 *** CH 0.544 0.099 ***
CZ − 0.398 0.058 *** CZ − 0.384 0.058 ***
DK 0.169 0.096 ns DK 0.172 0.096 ns
ES 0.195 0.083 * ES 0.200 0.084 *
FI 0.812 0.063 *** FI 0.814 0.063 ***
FR 0.279 0.057 *** FR 0.290 0.057 ***
GR − 0.857 0.066 *** GR − 0.847 0.066 ***
HR − 0.575 0.080 *** HR − 0.560 0.080 ***
HU − 1.509 0.101 *** HU − 1.498 0.101 ***
IT − 0.522 0.081 *** IT − 0.513 0.081 ***
NL − 0.276 0.085 *** NL − 0.274 0.085 ***
NO 0.729 0.095 *** NO 0.730 0.095 ***
PL − 1.282 0.057 *** PL − 1.271 0.057 ***
PT − 1.024 0.117 *** PT − 1.019 0.117 ***
SE 0.899 0.077 *** SE 0.907 0.077 ***
SK − 0.876 0.087 *** SK − 0.864 0.087 ***
Constant − 2.063 0.086 *** Constant − 2.052 0.068 ***
Var (constant) 0.045 0.007 Var (constant) 0.052 0.008
Log likelihood_0 − 108,082 Log likelihood_0 − 108,082
Log likelihood − 86,673 Log likelihood − 86,678
No. of obs 152,928 No. of obs 152,928
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001
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Discussion

The present article concentrates on political culture as a contextual factor of 
political participation. More specifically, it addresses the question of whether 
ideological polarisation of the social environment influences individuals’ deci-
sion to go to the polls or participate in non-electoral form. My argument com-
prises two parts. In the first part, I argue that mass polarisation with regard to 
central concepts puts citizens on the defensive with regard to their values and 
beliefs. In an environment of polarisation, people become insecure about whether 
their norms, values, and standards will be superseded by other values and stand-
ards accompanied by corresponding policies in the future. Hence, they experi-
ence deprivation which in turn energises them for political action. I expected the 
level of contextual polarisation to be positively associated with citizens’ prob-
ability of participating, and I conducted macro-regressions as well as two-level 
regressions to examine whether regional polarisation with regard to the left–right 
dimension has an impact on political behaviour. My empirical results show that 
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Fig. 4  Substantive effects of ideological polarisation at the NUTS2-level and individual political partici-
pation. Note The graphs depict the marginal effects for non-electoral participation. The circles and dia-
monds are the point estimates, and the grey area reflects the 95% confidence intervals associated with 
the probability estimates. Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. 
Accessed 15 Mar 2016)
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while the average citizen is not motivated to vote over ideological polarisation, 
s/he is motivated to become active in a non-electoral way. In the second step, I 
specified my considerations by assuming that the mobilising effect of polarisation 
particularly affects individuals who are emotionally or cognitively fairly involved 
in politics and thus more attentive to developments in their sociopolitical envi-
ronment. My findings show that while left-wing extremists are not really mobi-
lised by ideological polarisation, right-wing extremists are likely to get active in 
a non-electoral way.

What are the implications of these findings? First, our findings provide a step 
towards understanding how polarisation can affect democratic quality. The dem-
ocratic ideal of equal responsiveness to the interests of the citizenship requires 
equality of the voices of citizens in politics. Although public officials have dif-
ferent ways of learning about what citizens want and need, systematic studies 
have shown that what policymakers hear from citizens influences what they do 
(Verba et al. 1995: 526). Individuals who express their preferences in an active 
and perhaps louder way have a better chance of being recognised by the political 
system (Oliver 2001: 19). This means, unequal participation bears the potential 
for representational imbalance. Why? It is well known that participation is fos-
tered by resources, generalised political engagements, and recruitment (Verba 
et al. 1995: 513). Likewise, citizens’ ideological preferences have been shown to 
be an important determinant for political action (van der Meer et al. 2009). This 
study reveals that ideological polarisation is a source of participatory inequal-
ity as well. Right-wing extremists differ from members of the public in terms 
of the extent of their activity. The issues that motivate their participation may 
deviate from the priorities of those who are less active, which may in turn jeop-
ardise equal protection of interests. If right-wing extremists are more likely than 
moderates or left-wing extremists to become active, their voice is likely to be 
heard more strongly and more often by policy makers. In this manner, ideologi-
cal polarisation can stimulate participative inequality and lead to inequality in 
policy output.

In a more general way, this may be also true for the mode of participation. If 
certain social groups are inclined to go to the polls to express their needs and 
preferences, while others prefer more direct and less limited options, ideologi-
cal polarisation can stimulate participative inequality and lead to inequality in 
policy output. Research hints to the direction that those who can, want to, or have 
been mobilised to be active have the capacity not only for voting, but for the par-
ticipatory repertoire as a whole (see, e.g. Novy 2014). The fraction of the popu-
lation engaged in non-electoral forms of participation is rather small and typi-
cally younger and not representative of the population at large (Finkel et al. 1989; 
McCaffrie and Marsh 2013).

The second contribution of this study is a strengthening of political culture as 
an essential context feature for political participation. Political culture is defined 
as ‘[…] the particular distribution of patterns of orientation’ (Almond and Verba 
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1963: 14), and this paper shows that a bimodal distribution of orientations has to 
be taken into account when explaining political behaviour.

I certainly recognise the limits of the study. The main limitation relates to 
my use of cross-sectional data. Mass polarisation is fundamentally a question 
of dynamics over time, so panel data are needed to understand its causes and 
effects. The correlational nature of my study does not enable identification of 
exactly which causal direction underlies my findings. Polarisation may lead to 
action, but the opposite is also possible, for example, political activism may 
bring activists closer together but alienate friends and family (Jost et al. 2017). 
Likewise, the selection and evaluation of information may take place in an atti-
tude-reinforcing fashion which makes the development of even more extreme 
viewpoints more likely (Leeper 2014: 30). I expect polarisation and action to 
provide mutual reinforcement, but a need for a spark to ignite motivation and 
polarisation is evident, and polarisation seems plausible. Nevertheless, further 
studies are needed to disentangle this puzzle; accordingly, my analysis is one 
step towards future research.
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Table 6  Regional ideological polarisation and political participation (robustness check)

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 
2016).  Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

Voting M11 Non-elect. participation M12

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological polarisation − 1.042 0.698 ns Ideological polarisation 2.876 0.594 ***
Control variables Control variables
Extremism 0.148 0.026 *** Extremism 0.157 0.019 ***
Ideological position 0.043 0.004 *** Ideological position − 0.038 0.003 ***
Party attachment 0.979 0.016 *** Party attachment 0.449 0.013 ***
Political interest 0.532 0.010 *** Political interest 0.512 0.008 ***
Media consumption − 0.017 0.008 * Media consumption 0.013 0.006 *
Education 0.062 0.002 *** Education 0.090 0.002 ***
Subjective household 

income
0.179 0.010 *** Subjective household 

income
0.003 0.008 ns

Age 0.025 0.000 *** Age − 0.010 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.150 0.015 *** Sex − 0.030 0.012 *
ESS round − 0.034 0.005 *** ESS round 0.019 0.004 ***
Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 1.267 0.076 *** BE 0.123 0.055 *
BG − 0.136 0.120 ns BG − 1.841 0.109 ***
CH − 1.127 0.111 *** CH 0.532 0.100 ***
CZ − 0.778 0.071 *** CZ − 0.389 0.060 ***
DK 0.790 0.124 *** DK 0.134 0.097 ns
ES 0.400 0.097 *** ES 0.196 0.084 *
FI 0.055 0.080 ns FI 0.792 0.063 ***
FR − 0.384 0.072 *** FR 0.265 0.058 ***
GR 1.075 0.087 *** GR − 0.836 0.066 ***
HR 0.261 0.098 ** HR − 0.523 0.080 ***
HU 0.002 0.112 ns HU − 1.488 0.102 ***
IT 0.819 0.108 *** IT − 0.481 0.081 ***
NL − 0.194 0.099 * NL − 0.293 0.086 ***
NO − 0.005 0.109 ns NO 0.713 0.095 ***
PL − 0.267 0.067 *** PL − 1.263 0.057 ***
PT 0.129 0.128 ns PT − 1.029 0.118 ***
SE 0.544 0.096 *** SE 0.874 0.078 ***
SK − 0.200 0.099 * SK − 0.853 0.088 ***
Constant − 2.4731 0.084 *** Constant − 2.1309 0.068 ***
Var (constant) 0.052 0.008 Var (constant) 0.046 0.007
Log likelihood_0 − 83,978 Log likelihood_0 − 83,978
Log likelihood − 58,426 Log likelihood − 86,705
No. of obs 151,844 No. of obs 152,928
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191
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Table 7  Regional ideological polarisation, extremism and voting (robustness check)

Voting M13 Voting M14

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological Polarisation − 2.037 0.735 ** Ideological Polarisation − 1.659 0.726 *
Extreme left-wing 0.066 0.052 ns Extreme right-wing 0.130 0.051 *
Extrem left*ideolog 

polarisation
4.191 1.360 ** Extrem right*ideolog 

polarisation
2.392 1.402 ns

Control variables Control variables
Extreme right-wing 0.195 0.034 *** Extreme left-wing 0.182 0.036 ***
Ideological position 0.040 0.007 *** Ideological position 0.039 0.007 ***
Party attachment 0.960 0.016 *** Party attachment 0.960 0.016 ***
Political interest 0.530 0.010 *** Political interest 0.529 0.010 ***
Media consumption − 0.017 0.008 * Media consumption − 0.018 0.008 *
Education 0.062 0.002 *** Education 0.062 0.002 ***
Subjective household 

income
0.180 0.010 *** Subjective household 

income
0.180 0.010 ***

Age 0.025 0.000 *** Age 0.025 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.151 0.015 *** Sex − 0.151 0.015 ***
ESS round − 0.034 0.005 *** ESS round − 0.034 0.005 ***
Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 1.266 0.076 *** BE 1.266 0.076 ***
BG − 0.123 0.120 ns BG − 0.126 0.120 ns
CH − 1.125 0.112 *** CH − 1.123 0.112 ***
CZ − 0.777 0.071 *** CZ − 0.782 0.071 ***
DK 0.792 0.125 *** DK 0.792 0.125 ***
ES 0.399 0.097 *** ES 0.397 0.097 ***
FI 0.053 0.080 ns FI 0.057 0.080 ns
FR − 0.381 0.072 *** FR − 0.383 0.072 ***
GR 1.078 0.087 *** GR 1.078 0.087 ***
HR 0.267 0.099 ** HR 0.264 0.099 **
HU 0.009 0.112 ns HU 0.007 0.112 ns
IT 0.817 0.108 *** IT 0.822 0.108 ***
NL − 0.192 0.099 ns NL − 0.192 0.099 ns
NO − 0.007 0.109 ns NO − 0.003 0.109 ns
PL − 0.270 0.067 *** PL − 0.269 0.067 ***
PT 0.128 0.128 ns PT 0.128 0.128 ns
SE 0.548 0.096 *** SE 0.547 0.096 ***
SK − 0.195 0.100 * SK − 0.198 0.099 *
Constant − 2.449 0.089 *** Constant − 2.454 0.089 ***
Var (constant) 0.052 0.008 Var (constant) 0.052 0.008
Log likelihood_0 − 108,082 Log likelihood_0 − 108,082
Log likelihood − 58,386 Log likelihood − 58,389
No. of obs 152,928 No. of obs 152,928
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001
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Table 8  Ideological polarisation, extremism and non-electoral participation (robustness check)

Source: European Social Survey, 2002–2014 (www.europ eanso cials urvey .org/. Accessed 15 Mar 2016). 
Author’s calculations
Multi-level regression models; significance: *p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; ***p ≤ 0.001

Non-elect. participation M15 Non-elect. participation M16

Coef. SE Sign. Coef. SE Sign.

Independent variables Independent variables
Ideological polarisation 3.635 0.627 *** Ideological polarisation 2.038 0.630 ***
Extreme left-wing 0.190 0.039 *** Extreme right-wing 0.004 0.035 ns
Extrem left*ideolog polar. − 3.979 1.071 *** Extrem right*ideolog polar. 4.164 1.008 ***
Control variables Control variables
Extreme right-wing 0.107 0.025 *** Extreme left-wing 0.086 0.027 **
Ideological position − 0.042 0.005 *** Ideological position − 0.043 0.005 ***
Party attachment 0.447 0.013 *** Party attachment 0.446 0.013 ***
Political interest 0.512 0.008 *** Political interest 0.512 0.008 ***
Media consumption 0.013 0.006 * Media consumption 0.013 0.006 *
Education 0.090 0.002 *** Education 0.090 0.002 ***
Subjective household 

income
0.002 0.008 ns Subjective household 

income
0.002 0.008 ns

Age − 0.010 0.000 *** Age − 0.010 0.000 ***
Sex − 0.030 0.012 * Sex − 0.030 0.012 *
ESS round 0.019 0.004 *** ESS round 0.020 0.004 ***
Country (ref. AT) Country (ref. AT)
BE 0.120 0.055 * BE 0.126 0.055 *
BG − 1.837 0.109 *** BG − 1.824 0.110 ***
CH 0.528 0.100 *** CH 0.535 0.100 ***
CZ − 0.399 0.060 *** CZ − 0.382 0.060 ***
DK 0.124 0.097 ns DK 0.138 0.097 ns
ES 0.190 0.084 * ES 0.197 0.084 *
FI 0.787 0.063 *** FI 0.797 0.063 ***
FR 0.256 0.058 *** FR 0.273 0.058 ***
GR − 0.837 0.066 *** GR − 0.825 0.066 ***
HR − 0.526 0.080 *** HR − 0.509 0.080 ***
HU − 1.491 0.101 *** HU − 1.478 0.102 ***
IT − 0.479 0.081 *** IT − 0.466 0.081 ***
NL − 0.298 0.086 *** NL − 0.289 0.086 ***
NO 0.708 0.095 *** NO 0.718 0.096 ***
PL − 1.266 0.057 *** PL − 1.251 0.058 ***
PT − 1.037 0.118 *** PT − 1.025 0.118 ***
SE 0.864 0.078 *** SE 0.881 0.078 ***
SK − 0.858 0.088 *** SK − 0.842 0.088 ***
Constant − 2.124 0.071 *** Constant − 2.098 0.071 ***
Var (constant)  0.046 0.007 Var (constant) 0.046 0.007
Log likelihood_0 − 108,082 Log likelihood_0 − 108,082
Log likelihood − 86,707 Log likelihood − 86,707
No. of obs 152,928 No. of obs 152,928
No. of groups 191 No. of groups 191
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