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Abstract

This article investigates the prevalence of vertical affective polarisation in the 
multi-party and consociational context of Flanders (Belgium) and explores how 
politicians’ gender intersects with vertical affective polarisation. More specifically, 
we test whether gender dissimilarity (voter and politician being of opposite gender) 
and/or gender-based stereotyping (female and male politicians taking positions on 
issues they are stereotypically not associated with) temper or reinforce vertical 
affective polarisation. Our results, based on an online survey experiment conducted 
among a representative sample of the general population in Flanders (Belgium), 
show that respondents’ level of disagreement with politicians’ policy positions 
significantly influences their evaluation of politicians’ general likability and 
psychological traits. Contrary to our expectations, however, the relationship between 
ideological disagreement and vertical affective polarisation is not moderated by 
politicians’ gender. By delving into the relationship between vertical affective 
polarisation, disagreement and gender, this study provides valuable insights into the 
interplay between identity, disagreement and affective divide.

Keywords: affective polarisation, gender, dissimilarity, stereotyping, experiments.

1 Introduction

Recent developments demonstrate that polarisation is gripping established 
democracies across the globe. Both electoral polarisation (i.e. the electoral rise of 
anti-system parties) (Casal Bértoa & Rama, 2021), party system or ideological 
polarisation (i.e. the increased distance in policy positions between parties) 
(Dalton, 2021) and affective polarisation (i.e. negative animosity between 
other-minded voters and politicians) (Reiljan, 2020) appear to be on the rise. 
Polarisation is widely recognised as a significant challenge to contemporary 
democracies (Somer & McCoy, 2018), with potential far-reaching consequences 
that extend beyond the political realm and impact society as a whole (McConnell et 
al., 2018).
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This article focuses on affective polarisation. Although this phenomenon was 
initially described in the US context as negative feelings between Democrats and 
Republicans (Iyengar et al., 2012), recent studies have shown that affective 
polarisation also occurs in multi-party contexts in European countries (Harteveld, 
2021; Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 2021). The core of this concept is that citizens feel 
sympathy towards partisan in-groups and antagonism towards partisan out-groups 
(Wagner, 2021). Although most studies concentrate on how citizens feel about 
other-minded citizens (i.e. horizontal affective polarisation) (Reiljan, 2020; van 
Erkel & Turkenburg, 2022; Wagner, 2021), these negative feelings could also be 
developed against parties in general and against politicians of particular parties 
(i.e. vertical affective polarisation). In this article, we focus on the prevalence of 
vertical affective polarisation in a least-likely case (i.e. the multi-party and 
consociational context of Belgium; Bernaerts et al., 2022). Furthermore, we bring 
in two new elements, both related to the role of individuating information in the 
assessment of politicians (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Individuating information 
includes factors or details unique to a specific individual, such as specific personality 
traits, socio-demographic characteristics or political/policy positions. We focus on 
politicians’ gender, which is not only a demographic characteristic but also carries 
a significant social and psychological weight that can impact individuals’ attitudes 
and interactions. As such, politicians’ gender potentially moderates the relationship 
between (ideological) disagreement and affective polarisation in two different 
respects.

A first element that we test is whether gender dissimilarity exacerbates the 
perception of ‘out-group’ belonging and the negative feelings associated with it. 
Building on insights from Social Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1987) and the 
Common Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner et al., 1993), we investigate whether 
voters have more negative feelings towards other-minded politicians of the 
opposite gender. We hypothesise that gender functions as a superordinate identity 
that is shared and unites people even if they disagree with each other. Conversely, 
belonging to a different gender category could exacerbate negative feelings, as 
socio-demographic dissimilarity adds to dissimilarity based on policy disagreement.

A second and alternative expectation is that gender stereotyping reinforces 
affective polarisation. The literature on gender stereotyping points to a number of 
stereotypical patterns in which female politicians are more likely to be perceived as 
competent in ‘soft’ issues linked to the traditional domain of the family, such as 
education, healthcare and helping the poor. Men, on the other hand, would do a 
better job with hard issues, such as the military, foreign trade and taxes (see, for 
example, Devroe & Wauters, 2018; Dolan, 2014; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993). 
Building on the literature on motivated gender stereotyping (Kundra & Sinclair, 
1999), we investigate whether voters have more negative feelings towards 
other-minded politicians taking stances on issues for which politicians with a 
specific gender are generally perceived to be less competent. The reasoning here is 
that perceived incompetence adds to negative feelings based on policy disagreement.

In sum, we have three research questions:
RQ1: Do voters evaluate the psychological traits1 of politicians they do not 

agree with as more negative in a consensus democracy?
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RQ2: Is this effect moderated by (the difference in) the gender of the politician 
and the voter?

RQ3: Is this effect moderated by the link between the gender of the politician 
and the nature of the policy issue on which the politician takes a stance?

We find that, even in a multi-party consociational political system as Belgium, 
voters evaluate psychological traits of politicians they disagree with more negatively 
compared to politicians whose views they share. This indicates that ideological 
disagreement is a powerful force in shaping voters’ perceptions. Contrary to our 
expectations, the relationship between ideological disagreement and vertical 
affective polarisation is not moderated by politicians’ gender, and the prevalence of 
vertical affective polarisation is, as such, not reinforced by gender dissimilarity or 
gender stereotyping.

2 Affective Polarisation

Affective polarisation, that is, the negative animosity between other-minded 
voters and/or politicians, or the extent to which partisans hold positive feelings 
towards their own party (the in-group) and dislike politicians and voters of other 
parties (the out-group), is considered by several authors to be increasingly prevalent 
in many contemporary Western societies (Abramowitz & Webster, 2016; Iyengar & 
Westwood, 2015; Reiljan, 2020; but see Fiorina et al., 2008, for a more critical 
account). A key characteristic of affective polarisation is the perception of difference 
rather than actual difference. People who identify with particular groups often 
believe that out-group members are radically different from themselves and that 
in-group members are highly similar, despite this not necessarily being the case 
(Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016). Affective polarisation is driven by different 
factors. First, while the foundational Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1979) does not 
specifically address partisanship and ideological identity, subsequent political 
science literature has extended the theory to include them as a form of social 
identity (Huddy, 2001). This perspective posits that partisanship and ideological 
identity evoke positive feelings towards the in-group and negative emotions 
towards the out-group (Bolsen & Thornton, 2021; Iyengar et al., 2012). As such, 
supporting a party is not just a choice confined to the political sphere; it also has an 
impact on all walks of life (Mason, 2015). A second factor that causes affective 
polarisation is the fact that politicians and parties take more extremist ideological 
positions than before. Put differently, party system or ideological polarisation is 
thought to stimulate affective polarisation: when actual and perceived ideological 
distances between parties are large, affective polarisation tends to be higher 
(Reiljan, 2020; Rogowski & Sutherland, 2016).2 A third factor that is suggested is 
‘social sorting’, that is, the correspondence of partisan division lines with existing 
social cleavages (Reiljan, 2020; Robison & Moskowitz, 2019; Wagner, 2021). 
Ethnic, religious or other cleavages that have existed in societies for many decades 
and that run parallel with partisan cleavages could strengthen social identity 
feelings and the corresponding positive and negative feelings.
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Previous research, furthermore, highlights that institutional features of 
political systems can attenuate affective polarisation. More in particular, European 
countries with consensus institutions (including PR electoral systems and 
multi-party coalitions) are found to have lower levels of polarisation (Bernaerts et 
al., 2022). However, even in these countries where electoral volatility is on the rise 
(Dassonneville, 2018), where simultaneously holding multiple partisan identities 
is possible (Wagner, 2021) and where partisanship has always been a contested 
concept because of its lack of stability and predictive power (Bankert et al., 2017), 
there is considerable evidence to suggest that affective polarisation is becoming 
increasingly prevalent (Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 2021; Westwood et al., 2018).

The burgeoning field of research on affective polarisation has primarily focused 
on horizontal aspects of polarisation. As such, vertical affective polarisation 
currently remains underexposed, especially in research conducted in consensus 
democracies (van Erkel & Turkenburg, 2022; Wagner, 2021). Our first aim is, 
therefore, to investigate the prevalence of vertical affective polarisation in the 
Belgian context, a textbook example of a consensus democracy (RQ1). More in 
particular, we will assess whether voters associate negative character traits with 
politicians they disagree with. In multi-party systems in Europe, partisan identities 
are less strong than in the US and the out-group party is generally not a single 
party but all parties except the preferred one (Wagner, 2021). This makes the 
operationalisation of affective polarisation more difficult in such contexts. As a 
consequence, some scholars argue to use the broader concept of ‘ideological 
identity’ rather than ‘partisan identity’ as a source of affective polarisation (Bantel, 
2023; Wagner, 2021). That is the logic we also follow in this article. We use the level 
of ideological disagreement as a proxy to capture ideological identity. In other 
words, we conceptualise other-minded politicians as politicians with whom one 
disagrees in ideological terms, rather than politicians from any other party. The 
level of disagreement indicates how far away this politician is from one’s own ideas. 
We expect that when voters agree with a candidate or politician, they tend to give 
that person positive evaluations without any further critical engagement and, vice 
versa, for candidates they disagree with. These evaluations, and hence also the level 
of affective polarisation, will be measured as an assessment of the psychological 
characteristics of politicians (see later).

H1: Voters will evaluate the psychological traits of Belgian politicians 
presenting policy positions they disagree with as more negative compared to 
politicians presenting policy positions they agree with.

3 The Moderating Effect of Politicians’ Gender

The second aim of this article is to investigate whether the relationship between 
ideological disagreement and vertical affective polarisation (our dependent 
variable measured by means of evaluations of politicians’ personality traits; see 
later) is moderated by politicians’ gender, thereby contributing to the growing 
scholarship on gender and affective polarisation (Klar, 2018; Ondercin & Lizotte, 
2021). This can be linked to discussions about the role of individuating information, 
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encompassing unique factors or characteristics specific to individuals, such as 
particular personality traits, socio-demographic characteristics or political/policy 
positions (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). In reality, voters’ evaluations of politicians are 
likely to reflect both ideological and biographic sources of information (Rogowski 
& Sutherland, 2016). Indeed, previous research identifies a wide range of personal 
factors such as characteristic traits (Druckman, 2004; Funk, 1997) and stereotypes 
based on candidates’ ethnicity (Jacobsmeier, 2014; Van Trappen et al., 2020), 
gender (Devroe & Wauters, 2018; Dolan, 2014; Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993) and 
religion (Bolce & De Maio, 1999; McDermott, 2009) that influence voters’ 
evaluations of politicians. Given this context, when voters are presented with 
individuating information about candidates, the relative significance of policy (dis)
agreement may either diminish or intensify, leading to reduced or increased levels 
of vertical affective polarisation, respectively. Hobolt, Leeper and Tilley (2021) 
argue, in this regard, that affective polarisation can also stem from other 
non-partisan identities that divide the world into in-groups and out-groups, such 
as ethnicity, religion or opinion-based groups. Furthermore, Rogowski and 
Sutherland (2016) found that adding biographical information to a politician’s 
profile can mitigate affective polarisation as politicians with divergent opinions 
were evaluated less negatively when more biographical background information 
was provided. However, we hypothesise that the nature of the biographical 
information is crucial: while general or biographical details that signal similarity 
may improve evaluations, specific negative information or information that 
emphasises differences may exacerbate negative feelings. We centre our attention 
on politicians’ gender with the aim of uncovering whether the relationship between 
(ideological) disagreement and voters’ evaluation of the psychological traits of 
politicians is moderated by gender dissimilarity (RQ2) and/or gender stereotyping 
(RQ3). We hypothesise that (ideological) disagreement has more severe 
consequences in terms of negative feelings towards a politician when specific 
negative information is available. This could either be information on characteristics 
of a politician that underscores differences with the evaluator (gender dissimilarity) 
or information aligning with stereotypes about particular social groups that 
undermines favourable evaluations of that politician (gender stereotypes).

More specifically, for the former reasoning, we expect that gender dissimilarity 
reinforces the prevalence of affective polarisation. This can be linked to Social 
Categorisation Theory highlighting that people tend to view individuals as 
belonging to distinct social categories based on their salient attributes, such as 
gender, ethnicity and age (Turner, 1987). These social categories influence our 
sense of connection with, or alienation from, others because people are likely to 
take into account whether they belong to the same social category as someone they 
are evaluating. In-group members are generally assumed to be more similar to the 
perceiver in terms of attitudes, values and personality. As similarity is known to 
breed familiarity and more positive evaluations (Sears, 1983), individuals tend to 
have more favourable evaluations of in-group members than of out-group members 
(Bauer, 2015).

The Common Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner et al., 1993), furthermore, 
states that highly salient superordinate identity categories, such as gender, can 

This article from Politics of the Low Countries is published by Eleven international publishing and made available to anonieme bezoeker



Gendered Divides: Exploring How Politicians’ Gender Intersects with Vertical Affective Polarisation

Politics of the Low Countries 2024 (6) 3
doi: 10.5553/PLC/.000082

149

potentially reduce intergroup bias when two out-group members belong to the 
same superordinate in-group (or the other way around when out-group members 
also belong to the superordinate out-group). Not all identity characteristics are 
equally strong to temper other differences, however. Brewer (1991) argues that 
identity groups who simultaneously provide a sense of belonging and a sense of 
distinctiveness have the greatest potential to function as superordinate identity 
moderating other differences. Additionally, for a superordinate identity to 
effectively temper other differences, individuals must (1) consider themselves to 
be members of a specific group, (2) they need to have a common understanding of 
what it means to be part of this group and (3) the identity category must be salient. 
Gender identity, when cohesive and salient, can function in this way. However, 
Klar (2018) demonstrated that, in the US, gender identity fails to act as a unifying 
superordinate category because Republicans and Democrats differ in their 
conceptions of gender, respectively adopting a ‘traditional’ and a more ‘egalitarian’ 
view on the role of women. As a result, gender identity did not mitigate distrust 
towards out-group members and, in some cases, exacerbated polarisation.

Gender identity becomes salient primarily in contexts where gender inequality 
is more pronounced. In such environments, gender identity can evoke strong 
identification and a sense of solidarity among individuals (e.g. “We must unite as 
women against this injustice”). This heightened salience can interfere with affective 
polarisation, as gender identity becomes more central in individuals’ evaluations of 
others in these cases. Relatedly, the gender affinity effect in voting behaviour 
highlights how voters are more likely to support candidates of the same gender, 
demonstrating the significance of gender identity in shaping political preferences 
(Sanbonmatsu, 2002).

In regions such as Flanders (Belgium), where there is a broad societal consensus 
on women holding prominent positions in politics and higher levels of gender 
equality (see later), gender identity may be less salient. As a result, the moderating 
effect of gender on affective polarisation may be less pronounced. Despite this 
overall gender-neutral environment in Flanders, we do acknowledge that the 
cohesiveness of gender identity, as exemplified by the gender affinity effect (Marien 
et al., 2017), still exists to some extent. This makes it plausible that gender may 
function as a moderating variable in the relationship between policy preferences 
and voter aversion, potentially reducing negative feelings towards politicians of 
the same gender.

Based on these arguments, we propose that when voters disagree with 
politicians of the same gender, negative feelings will be tempered. Conversely, 
when voters find themselves in disagreement with politicians of the opposite 
gender, these politicians will be categorised as belonging to a (perceived) ‘double 
out-group’, marked by differences not only in policy positions but also in gender. 
This dual distinction has the potential to amplify intergroup bias, consequently 
leading to a more negative evaluation of individuals associated with this ‘double 
out-group’. This leads to the following hypothesis:

H2: Voters will evaluate the psychological traits of politicians of the opposite 
gender they do not agree with more negatively compared to politicians of the same 
gender they disagree with.
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Yet, there is also another theoretical reasoning possible, which is linked to 
gender stereotyping and the nature of policy issues. Issue competence stereotypes, 
that is, the different expectations among voters about the types of issues handled 
well by male and female politicians, have proved to be the most consistent form of 
political gender stereotyping (see, for example, Dolan, 2014; Huddy & Terkildsen, 
1993). Although there is some variation over time and across contexts, female 
politicians are generally more likely to be perceived as competent in soft-policy 
issues linked to the traditional domain of the family, such as education, healthcare 
and helping the poor, whereas men would do a better job with hard-policy issues, 
such as military spending, foreign trade, agriculture and taxes.

When voters do not agree with the policy positions presented by a politician 
and when, on top of that, voters perceive some kind of incongruity between 
politicians’ gender and the nature of the policy issues for which they present their 
opinions, this might result in the activation of stereotypes (Kunda & Thagard, 
1996) and, hence, lead to a more severe negative evaluation of (the characteristic 
traits associated with) that politician. For female politicians, the violation of the 
prescriptive aspects of gender stereotypes is higher when they present policy 
positions dealing with topics close to the public sphere, such as the economy or 
national defence, compared to positions where they engage with topics close to the 
private sphere, such as childcare and education (Burrell, 1995). This can also be 
linked to Motivated Gender Stereotype Theory (Huddy & Terkildsen, 1993; Kundra 
& Sinclair, 1999) arguing that individuals will only use feminine/masculine 
stereotypes to negatively judge female/male politicians when they perceive a 
conflict or disagreement with that particular woman or man.

Based on these arguments, we expect that:
H3a: Voters will evaluate the psychological traits of politicians they do not 

agree with more negatively when female candidates proclaim policy positions for 
hard-policy topics compared to male politicians proclaiming similar policy positions

H3b: Voters will evaluate the psychological traits of politicians they do not 
agree with more negatively when male candidates proclaim policy positions for 
soft-policy topics compared to female politicians proclaiming similar policy 
positions

4 Methodology

This study is conducted in Flanders, the largest region of Belgium. Belgium has a 
number of characteristics that should in principle temper the prevalence of 
affective polarisation (especially compared to the US) and is therefore a least-likely 
case to find affective polarisation. Electoral volatility is rising in recent years 
making partisanship a fuzzy concept (Dassonneville, 2018), Belgium’s list PR 
system allows the parliamentary representation of many parties and urges these 
parties to form coalition governments (Timmermans, 2017), and the country has 
a long history of consociational decision-making according to which elites try to 
find compromises between different societal groups (Lijphart, 1969). Previous 
research indicates that countries with these kinds of consensus institutions 
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(including PR electoral systems and multi-party coalitions) have lower levels of 
polarisation (Bernaerts et al., 2022). Also for the effect of gender as moderating 
variable (RQ2 and RQ3), Flanders is a least-likely case, as the number of female 
MPs is high in international-comparative perspective (IPU, 2021) and women also 
occupy prominent positions in governments on all policy levels. As Flemish voters 
have been extensively exposed to the presence of women in top political positions, 
the presence of stereotyping patterns should in principle be tempered.

In order to test our hypotheses, an online survey experiment was designed in 
which hypothetical politicians were presented to respondents in written messages 
in which their gender, some biographical information and their policy position on 
a number of issues were included. Our study used a 2 × 2 × 3 mixed complete block 
design. The politician’s gender (male vs. female) and the policy position (outspoken 
leftist or outspoken rightist) were manipulated as between-group factors. Following 
Krook and O’Brien (2012), three different policy issues were manipulated as 
within-groups factor to capture issue competence stereotypes: one topic that is 
generally perceived as being soft policy (childcare), one hard-policy topic (defence) 
and one neutral topic (climate).3

We decided not to offer party labels to the respondents in order to fully capture 
the effect of ideological disagreement. This might, on the one hand, lower the social 
identity effect as it is not entirely clear to which party the presented politician 
belongs, leading to lower levels of affective polarisation. On the other hand, Lelkes 
(2021) demonstrated that (extremist) political positions have a larger effect on 
affective polarisation than the party label, which would lead to the expectation 
that polarisation increases when only ideological positions are presented. By 
offering respectively an outspoken leftist and rightist profile, we also connect to 
the reasoning of Wagner (2021), who argues that affective polarisation in 
multi-party settings should be defined and assessed as the extent to which politics 
is seen as divided into two distinct camps, each of which may consist of one or 
more parties. In the US context, research on affective polarisation generally 
assumed the existence of positive in-group identification towards a single party, 
but this is not appropriate for multi-party contexts. By grouping politicians 
according to ‘ideological camp’ rather than specific party labels, we aim to reflect 
this broader conceptualisation and acknowledge that voters may use ideological 
heuristics to categorise politicians as in-group or out-group members.

Respondents were randomly assigned to three different treatments in the 
experimental design. After each text message, they were asked to complete a list of 
questions about the presented politician and his or her policy position, before 
continuing to the next profile. The order of the issue domains was randomised in 
order to control for learning or order effects. There was also a random variation of 
male and female politicians and of outspoken leftist or rightist politicians.

The presented stimuli included several elements: a written message, including 
the politician’s policy position, and a facial silhouette of the presented politician. 
The text messages were outspoken rightist or leftist and were based on a mix of the 
party programmes of the Flemish rightist parties (Open VLD, N-VA and Vlaams 
Belang) and the Flemish leftist parties (sp.a, Groen and PVDA).4 As physical 
appearance also impacts voters’ perceptions (Lammers et al., 2009) and names can 
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evoke certain prejudices, we decided not to include pictures or names and opted for 
a visual presentation of the gender cue by means of facial silhouettes. In all other 
respects, speeches and questionnaires were identical in order to keep hidden the 
intention of our study. An example of the presented profiles and a translation of 
the different text messages can be found in the Appendix.

Manipulation checks were included to verify whether respondents were able to 
correctly answer questions about the politician and the content of the message. All 
respondents had to answer a question about the sex of the presented politician 
after the first treatment. Respondents who were not able to correctly answer this 
question could not further complete the questionnaire, and their answers were not 
taken into account for the data analysis.5 In order to control for the possible 
intervening effect of respondents’ characteristics, respondents were randomly 
assigned to one of the different treatments, and comparisons were made between 
experimental groups. As there were no significant differences on respondents’ 
background variables (age, gender or level of education) across the treatments, we 
can be confident that the random assignment worked as intended.

The experiment was conducted in February  2020 among a sample of the 
general Flemish population. Respondents were drawn from Bilendi’s internet-based 
access panel, which is the largest online panel in Flanders with about 150,000 
potential respondents.6 An invitation to participate was sent to 3,891 respondents. 
2,723 of them actually received and read7 the invitation and 966 agreed to 
participate. After omitting respondents who could not correctly answer the 
question about the sex of the first presented candidate (see above), we retained 
605 participants,8 which is a response rate of about 22%. As each respondent had 
to assess three vignettes, we have a total number of observations of 1,084. In order 
to avoid post-treatment biases (Montgomery et al., 2018), no additional categories 
of respondents were excluded from this sample.9 A description of the basic 
characteristics of the respondents can be found in the Appendix (see Table A.1).

4.1 Dependent Variables
The question arises how affective polarisation can be operationalised in empirical 
research at the individual level. Druckman and Levendusky (2019) distinguish four 
ways to measure affective polarisation in surveys: (1) a thermometer rating how 
warm respondents feel about particular parties, politicians or party voters (Robison 
& Moskowitz, 2019); (2) assessing how well particular psychological traits are 
applicable to particular parties, politicians or party voters; (3) indicating how much 
trust respondents have in particular parties, politicians or party voters (Druckman 
& Levendusky, 2019); and (4) measuring social distance by assessing how 
comfortable one feels with people from another party as a friend, neighbour or as 
someone who marries their child, which is called the social distance or Bogardus 
Scale (Bogardus, 1933; Iyengar et al., 2012).

We link here to the second and third approach, that is, assessing psychological 
traits of politicians (including their level of trustworthiness) in order to grasp the 
level of affective polarisation. Many studies focus on psychological traits as 
explanatory factors to measure higher or lower levels of affective polarisation 
(Luttig, 2017; Rice et al., 2021), but only a few studies use the evaluation of 
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politicians’ psychological traits to measure affective polarisation. Most notably, 
Iyengar et al. (2012), who coined the term ‘affective polarisation’, distinguish 
between positive traits, such as patriotism, intelligence and honesty, and negative 
traits such as hypocrisy, selfishness and meanness. The score on negative traits and 
explicit dislikes listed towards the opposing party is taken as an indicator for 
affective polarisation in their study. A similar approach is adopted by Garrett et al. 
(2014) and Hobolt et al. (2021). They argue that voters are more critical towards 
acts of politicians from the opposing side and attribute more blame to them for 
unpopular decisions. As a consequence, voters will rate politicians from the 
opposing side lower on psychological characteristics, resulting in more negative 
feelings towards them.

After each presented politician, our respondents were asked to evaluate the 
politician in terms of perceived general competence, and they had to indicate how 
applicable a range of psychological characteristics were to the presented politician 
(on a fully labelled 7-point scale ranging from 1 [very inapplicable] to 7 [very 
applicable]). The following characteristics were included: ambitious, caring, flexible, 
hard, helpful, sensitive, soft, strong leader and trustworthy.10 While some of these 
traits may carry a positive connotation, the evaluation scale allows respondents to 
express both positive and negative perceptions. Lower ratings on the scale (closer 
to 1) indicate that respondents perceive these traits as inapplicable or lacking in 
the politician, which captures negative evaluations of politicians’ perceived 
psychological characteristics as an indicator of affective polarisation.

4.2 Independent and Moderator Variables
Respondents’ (dis)agreement with the presented policy positions was measured on 
a fully labelled 7-point scale ranging from 1 (very much disagreeing) to 7 (very 
much agreeing). This was recoded into a continuous variable ranging from 1 (very 
much agreeing) to 7 (very much disagreeing), with the purpose of allowing higher 
values indicating higher levels of disagreement. The politicians’ policy position is a 
simple binary variable with the categories Outspoken Leftist (0) and Outspoken 
Rightist (1).

In order to capture gender (dis)similarity, we include a binary variable 
indicating whether the presented politician and the respondent have the same 
gender (0) or different genders (1). In order to analyse the effect of stereotypes, we 
run analyses on subsamples, based on the issue domain at stake – respectively, 
childcare (soft-policy issue; linked to female attributes), and defence (hard-policy 
issue; linked to male attributes).

4.3 Control Variables
In the multivariate analyses presented below, we also include a series of 
socio-demographic and political control variables. Respondents’ level of education 
was measured by the highest obtained degree: 1 = no degree, 2 = primary education, 
3 = lower secondary education, 4 = higher secondary education, 5 = non-university 
higher education and 6 = university education. This was recoded in a binary 
variable: ‘Lower Educated’ (including categories 1, 2, 3 and 4) and ‘Higher Educated’ 
(including categories 5 and 6). A control variable was also included for the 
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ideological position of the respondents. Ideological positioning was measured by 
self-placement on a 7-point left-right scale ranging from very rightist (1) to very 
leftist (7). The gender variable for the respondents is a simple binary variable with 
the categories Male (0) and Female (1). Age (number of years) is a discrete variable. 
We also include the kind of issue (Defence or Childcare, with Climate as reference 
category) as a control variable in the aggregated analyses.

5 Results

This section is divided into two parts. The first section (5.1) focuses on the extent 
to which respondents’ ideological disagreement with politicians’ policy positions 
(independent variable) affects their evaluation of the psychological characteristics 
of these politicians (dependent variable). In Section 5.2, we present more in-depth 
explanatory analyses focusing on the potential moderating effect of gender 
dissimilarity and issue competence stereotyping.11

5.1 Respondents’ Evaluation of Politicians’ Psychological Characteristics
A number of regression analyses with respondents’ evaluation of the politicians’ 
psychological characteristics and general competence to function in politics as 
main dependent variables were conducted (RQ1). These analyses were performed 
at the aggregated level, implying that the total number of observations increases to 
1,815 (605 × 3) and that we also control for the nature of the policy issues in the 
regression models. All models were checked for multicollinearity by looking at the 
variance inflation factors (VIF), which never exceeded 1.20. The full regression 
models can be found in the Appendix (see Table A.2). To visualise how respondents’ 
perceptions of the politicians’ psychological characteristics and their general 
competence to function in politics vary according to respondents’ level of 
disagreement with politicians’ policy positions, marginal effect plots are presented 
in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 Marginal Effects of Disagreement on Affective Polarisation (Measured 
as the Perceived Psychological Characteristics of the Presented 
Politicians)

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.001 – Plots based on regression models presented in Appendix (Table A.2)

The regression models in Table A.2 clearly show that respondents’ level of 
disagreement with politicians’ policy positions significantly affects their evaluation 
of all politicians’ psychological characteristics and their perceived general 
competence to function in politics (p < 0.001). All but one of the coefficients are 
negative, implying that the more one disagrees with a politician’s policy positions, 
the more negatively one perceives this politician in terms of ambition, 
trustworthiness, leadership, general competence, flexibility and so on, which is 
also confirmed in the marginal effect plots (Figure 1). For hardness, we find an 
inverse effect suggesting that the more respondents disagree with a politician’s 
viewpoints, the harder this politician is perceived to be. This could be due to the 
fact that being hard is not considered to be a positive characteristic in general, 
hereby thus also indicating respondents’ dislike of politicians they disagree with. 
These findings clearly demonstrate patterns of vertical affective polarisation in the 
Belgian context, thereby confirming H1 stating that voters will associate negative 
traits with politicians they disagree with.

Looking at the other independent and control variables in the models (see 
Table A.2 in the Appendix), we see that they also play a significant role in shaping 
evaluations. However, disagreement is by far the variable with the strongest effect. 
Also for the ideological direction of politicians’ policy positions (outspoken leftist 
vs. outspoken rightist), the nature of the issue domain discussed in the policy 
position (Defence, Childcare and Climate) and the ideological positioning of the 
respondents, statistically significant effects could be uncovered for some 
characteristics. Gender dissimilarity seems to matter little. Being of a different 
gender only reaches statistical significance in the trustworthiness model, implying 
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that respondents consider politicians of the different gender as less trustworthy 
compared to politicians of the same gender (p = 0.012).

5.2 The Moderating Effect of Gender Dissimilarity and Stereotyping
In order to come to a better understanding of the moderating effect of gender 
dissimilarity on voters’ evaluation of the characteristic traits of politicians they 
disagree with (RQ2), we ran a number of additional linear regression models 
including interactions between respondents’ level of agreement and whether they 
are of the same gender as the presented politician. The full regression models can 
be found in the Appendix (see Table A.3). Looking at the interaction effects, we see 
that only (marginally) statistically significant results could be found for sensitive 
(p = 0.062), soft (p = 0.049), caring (p = 0.035) and helpful (p = 0.054), implying 
that respondents perceive politicians of the opposite gender with whom they 
disagree as less sensitive, soft, caring and helpful than politicians’ of the same 
gender with whom they disagree. For the other psychological characteristics and 
perceived general competence, the interaction effects did not reach statistical 
significance. Looking at the other variables included in the models, disagreement 
again has a very strong (negative) statistically significant effect on respondents’ 
evaluation of the psychological characteristics and perceived general competence 
of the presented politicians. Also for the nature of the issue domain (Defence, 
Childcare and Climate) statistically significant effects could be uncovered.

However, interpreting the results based on regression coefficients alone tells 
only one part of the story. Therefore, predicted values were computed (see plots in 
Figures 2). As these predicted value plots show parallel lines with overlapping 
confidence intervals, the effects cannot be considered statistically significant, 
which leads us to reject H2: voters do not evaluate the psychological traits of 
politicians of the opposite gender they do not agree with more negatively compared 
to politicians of the same gender they disagree with.
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Figure 2 Predicted Values for Perceived Psychological Characteristics – Gender 
Dissimilarity

Note: All covariates were held at the mean – 95% Confidence Intervals.

Furthermore, we ran a number of regression models to test whether voters more 
negatively evaluate female politicians proclaiming policy positions they disagree 
with for hard-policy topics compared to male politicians proclaiming similar policy 
positions (and vice versa for soft-policy topics) (RQ3). As the central focus of the 
analyses presented below concerns whether voters evaluate politicians they 
disagree with differently depending on the gender of the politician and the nature 
of the policy issue they are referring to, we rely on subsamples including only the 
results for the Defence (hard policy) and Childcare (soft policy) treatment. To grasp 
the (potential) moderating effect of politicians’ gender, an interaction between 
respondents’ level of agreement and the gender of politician was included in the 
models. The full regression models can be found in the Appendix (see Tables A.4 
and A.5).12 In general, these models mirror the previously presented models in the 
sense that disagreement has a very strong (negative) statistically significant effect 
on respondents’ evaluation of the psychological characteristics and perceived 
general competence of the presented politicians. Also the ideological orientation of 
the presented policy positions (outspoken leftist vs. outspoken rightist) 
significantly adds to the models. When it comes to the interaction effects, they do 
not reach statistical significance in the models for Childcare. Looking at the models 
for Defence, a number of statistically significant interaction effects emerge, 
implying that respondents perceive female politicians presenting policy positions 
for Defence with which they disagree as less ambitious (p = 0.039), less flexible (p 
= 0.037) and less strong leaders (p = 0.035) compared to their male counterparts. 
However, as the predicted values plots presented in Figures 3 and 4 again show 
parallel lines and overlapping confidence intervals, we have to reject H3a and H3b.
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Figure 3 Predicted Values for Perceived Valence Characteristics – Defence

Note: All covariates were held at the mean – 95% Confidence Intervals.

Figure 4 Predicted Values for Perceived Valence Characteristics – Childcare

Note: All covariates were held at the mean – 95% Confidence Intervals.

6 Conclusion

This article focused on the prevalence of vertical affective polarisation (i.e. between 
citizens and politicians) in the multi-party consociational context of Belgium, and 
the potential moderating role of politicians’ gender in the relationship between 
(ideological) disagreement and vertical affective polarisation (operationalised 
through perceived personality traits). Our findings indicate that disagreement has 
a very strong and significant effect on voters’ evaluations of politicians’ 
psychological traits. These results are consistent with existing literature on affective 
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polarisation, which highlights that affective biases can distort perceptions of 
out-group members (Iyengar et al., 2019). Our results also contribute to the 
broader discussion on affective polarisation in multi-party systems. While much of 
the literature has focused on two-party systems like the US (Iyengar et al., 2012), 
our study, situated in the context of a multi-party democracy, aligns with recent 
research in multi-party systems (Harteveld, 2021; Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 2021) 
which argues that affective polarisation can exist even when political identities are 
less clear-cut. Even in a least-likely case (a multi-party setting with rather low 
levels of partisanship and with a tradition of consociationalism and power-sharing), 
animosity between voters and other-minded politicians is outspoken. These 
findings highlight that disagreement is a powerful force in shaping voters’ 
perceptions, even overshadowing political actors’ other characteristics: when 
voters disagree with a politician, voters hold negative evaluations of that politician’s 
psychological traits in any case, no matter what the gender of that politician is and 
whether or not it aligns with certain stereotypes. As such, disagreement seems to 
overtrump all other effects. This comparative perspective highlights the 
pervasiveness of affective polarisation across political systems and suggests that 
emotional biases may function similarly despite differences in party structures.

Furthermore, we did not find any significant moderating effect of politicians’ 
gender on the relationship between (ideological) disagreement and vertical 
affective polarisation: voters do not evaluate other-minded politicians with a 
different gender (gender dissimilarity) more negatively than other-minded 
politicians with the same gender; nor do they do this for other-minded politicians 
defending a position on an issue for which they are stereotypically not considered 
competent (such as women taking positions on defence issues). The lack of a 
moderating effect could potentially be explained by the fact that gender identity is 
not salient enough in the Belgian ‘gender-neutral’ society (Meier, 2012) to yield 
large effects. This can be linked to the strong institutionalisation of gender in 
political life, with legally binding gender quotas (Devroe et al., 2020) and a high 
share of female representatives in parliament and government. Flemish voters 
have been intensively exposed in the last decades to female politicians taking up 
prominent roles, which makes gender less salient. An alternative explanation could 
be that, similar to the US (Klar, 2018), gender identity is conceived differently 
along party lines rendering the cohesiveness of this category not powerful enough 
to overtrump feelings based on differences in policy positions. The question thus 
arises whether the effect of dissimilarity would be larger when it comes to other 
socio-demographic identity categories related to, for example, ethnic origin, age or 
level of education.

We end by suggesting four avenues for further research. In the experimental 
study, two very outspoken profiles were presented to our respondents: a clearly 
rightist profile and a similar leftist profile, leading to strong affective reactions. 
Future research could usefully investigate whether the same affective reactions 
would appear when respondents are confronted with a more centrist profile. 
Disagreement is possible for this kind of profile, as well, but it remains to be seen 
whether it would result in the same negative evaluation and whether disagreement 
would also overtrump all other effects. Another suggestion for further research is 
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to operationalise affective polarisation in a different manner. We focused on the 
evaluation of personality traits of politicians, but there are other kinds of 
operationalisation possible, including thermometer scores or indicators capturing 
social distance (see also the ‘Methodology’ section in this article). Testing whether 
the same results would come forward when these other indicators are used could 
yield important new insights on how to effectively measure and operationalise 
affective polarisation. Third, we focused on gender as potential moderating factor, 
but (as suggested just above) there are other socio-demographic variables that 
could temper or reinforce negative feelings based on ideological disagreement. In 
addition, sociocultural factors, such as hobbies, cultural tastes and sports 
participation, could moderate the evaluation of politicians one disagrees with, 
which would be worth further exploring. Finally, there is the evident suggestion to 
study the moderating impact of gender in other contexts: either in other political 
systems that are less gender-equal than Belgium, or among specific subgroups in 
the population (such as old, lower-educated men, or radical right voters) for which 
gender constitutes an identity marker that could evoke negative feelings.

Taken together, these suggestions for further research could help provide a 
more coherent picture of the prevalence of vertical affective polarisation and 
potential moderating factors.

Notes

1 Druckman and Levendusky (2019) distinguish four ways to measure affective polarisa-
tion in surveys (see later). We link here to their second and third approach by asking 
respondents to assess the psychological traits of politicians, including their level of 
trustworthiness. As such, we take negative evaluations of politicians’ perceived psycho-
logical characteristics as an indicator of affective polarisation.

2 There is, however, an on-going debate over the extent of such ideological polarisation. 
We do not aim to take position in this debate, but we rather argue that while there are 
important connections between affective and ideological polarisation (Abramowitz & 
Webster, 2016), we consider them as theoretically and empirically distinct concepts. 
Hence, in this article, we focus exclusively on the affective dimension of polarisation 
(and not so much on ideological polarisation).

3 This categorisation is, furthermore, based on an extensive review of 16 international 
studies on the assignment of policy issues to men and women by three key actors, that 
is, (mass) media, voters and party elites, and we also checked the appointment of Flem-
ish male and female ministers to these issue domains (Devroe & Wauters, 2018).

4 Pilot tests of the experimental design (among student samples) confirmed that the ide-
ological orientation of the various policy positions was sufficiently clear and interpret-
ed as outspoken leftist or rightist.

5 The incorrect answers are more or less equally spread over the different issue domains 
and over the different politician’s profiles (male or female, outspoken leftist or rightist). 
The percentage of incorrect answers ranges from 0.80% to 6.00% for all 12 presented 
profiles. Because of the risk of a selection effect, we made a comparison between the 
final sample and respondents who could not answer the manipulation check correctly. 
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These groups do not differ substantially on important aspects. There is a small selection 
bias in that our final sample is slightly younger, but there are no outspoken differences 
concerning gender and level of education.

6 Although it is difficult to determine how well the online panel members represent the 
general population, we tried to maximise their representativeness. We set several quo-
tas: a hard quota for the gender of the respondents and soft quotas for their age and 
level of education. In addition, our sample was weighted for gender and age (weighting 
factors ranging from 0.79 to 1.14).

7 The other invitations were apparently sent to invalid or outdated email addresses.
8 A power analysis confirms that our analyses are sufficiently powered with this sample 

(see Appendix).
9 To test the robustness of our results, separate analyses (available upon request) were 

performed for those respondents (4) that could find out the purpose of the research 
and so-called speeder-respondents (51) who completed the survey faster than half the 
median completion time. However, the results of these analyses are in line with the re-
sults for the full sample, which adds to the robustness of our findings. Therefore, no 
additional respondents were excluded.

10 It is important to note that certain traits can have multiple interpretations. ‘Ambi-
tious’, for example, might be seen positively as a sign of drive and determination by 
some respondents, while others might perceive it negatively as self-serving or overly 
aggressive. ‘Soft’ might be viewed positively as empathetic and considerate, or nega-
tively as weak and indecisive. Similarly, ‘hard’ can be interpreted positively as strong 
and resolute, or negatively as harsh and unyielding.

11 In order to ensure the robustness of our findings, we conducted several additional anal-
yses. First, we introduced disagreement as a dummy variable, confirming the results of 
our analyses when disagreement was treated as a continuous variable (see Tables 
A.7-A.10 in the Appendix). Second, we performed subsample analyses based on the 
respondents’ political orientation (left or right; see Tables A.11-A.16 in the Appendix), 
gender (male or female; see Tables A.17-A.22 in the Appendix) and whether they agreed 
or not with the presented policy positions (see Tables A.23-A.28 in the Appendix). 
These analyses reaffirm our findings, showing little to no significant interaction effects.

12 For sake of clarity and transparency, we also provide the full regression table for Cli-
mate in the Appendix (see Table A.6).
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