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The 2021 Madrilenian regional
election: how can the incumbent
improve its results in times of
crisis?

Jaime Coulbois*

Department of Political Science and IR, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Madrid, Spain

Introduction: Although there is a considerable amount of work on the e�ect of

catastrophes on elections, we still do not have much work on the impact of the

COVID-19 pandemic on them. This article focuses on the case of the Madrilenian

regional election of 2021, looking for the causes of the improvement of the ruling

party’s results, the Popular Party (PP), which went from having 22.23% of the vote

share in 2019 to 44.76% in 2021, and more concretely to the role that COVID-19

had on this. This election is especially interesting for this matter because the main

issue was the question of how to manage the pandemic: The right-wing parties

(and mainly the PP) criticized the restrictions imposed by the central government,

led by the socialist Pedro Sánchez, while the left-wing parties defended them.

Methods: The article runs separate analyses at the aggregate and individual levels.

At the aggregate level, it uses municipal and district-level data with electoral and

socio-demographic variables; at the individual level, it uses a post-electoral survey.

Results: There was a higher improvement in PP’s results in areas with higher

increase in the turnout rate, and both individual and aggregate-level data show

that this improvement was also led by upper-class and young voters. However,

there is no significant association with the cumulated cases of COVID-19 in

the area.

Discussion: The article contributes to the understanding of the 2021 Madrilenian

regional election, showing that, despite the politicization of the pandemic, there

was no relationship between how hardly were the areas hit by the pandemic and

the outcome of the election at the aggregated-level.

KEYWORDS

COVID-19, incumbent, retrospective voting, vote swift, mobilization, regional economic

voting

1. Introduction

TheMadrid regional election held on 4May 2021 was a victory for the Popular Party (PP)
and her candidate Isabel Díaz Ayuso, president of the region, who obtained 44.76% of the
votes, improving her 2019 result by more than 22 points, allowing her to form a government
with a comfortable absolute majority thanks to the parliamentary support of Vox. Overall,
the right-wing bloc improved its result by seven points compared to 2019.

This improvement contradicts common assumptions of retrospective economic voting,
which can be summarized by the principle that, when the economy worsens, the ruling
party loses votes in the elections (Costa Lobo and Lewis-Beck, 2017; Stewart and Clarke,
2017). Therefore, this election offers an interesting case study in which basic assumptions of
economic voting are challenged.
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The article analyzes the causes of such success, claiming that
it was not due to inter-bloc transfer (from left-wing to right-
wing parties) but to the recovery in 2021 of voters who voted
for Ciudadanos in 2019, as well as a successful mobilization of
previously abstentionist voters by the PP.

This mobilization was possible due to the high popularity of
PP’s candidate, Isabel Díaz Ayuso, as well as to the main issue
during the campaign: the way to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic
and the dilemma between prioritizing the population’s health and
preserving economic activity, a framework that benefited the PP,
who stood against the restrictions to fight the pandemic. A total
of 43% of PP voters declared the main reason why they voted for
the PP was its candidate, and 32% voted for its position during the
pandemic (García Lupato, 2021, p. 166).

I run separate aggregate- and individual-level data to make
a simple analysis of the factors that led to the improvement of
PP’s results compared to 2019. Individual-level data shows that the
major change that made the PP improve its results was the collapse
of Ciudadanos, its competitor on the center-right spectrum. Other
elements that contributed to its victory were the mobilization of
previously abstentionist voters, as well as young people, and citizens
less politicized and interested in politics. However, at the aggregate
level there was no significant relationship between how hardly an
area had been hit by the pandemic and the evolution of PP’s results
in 2021 compared to 2019.

The article is structured as follows: First, the theoretical
framework is presented; then, the context in which the election
took place is detailed, the expectations are exposed, the data
and method are explained, and the results are presented, on the
aggregate level and on the individual level. The article ends with
a discussion.

2. Theoretical framework

Retrospective economic models argue that the state of the
economy influences elections’ results: When the economy does
well, the ruling party tends to be rewarded, and when it gets worse
the ruling party tends to be punished. Therefore, retrospective
voting plays a fundamental role in democratic accountability and
allows replacing bad political leaders.

Since Fiorina’s (1981) seminal work, many studies have assessed
the effect of the economy on elections. This literature confirms
the basic assumptions of such models (Duch and Stevenson, 2006;
Healy and Malhotra, 2013). In times of economic crisis, it has been
observed that retrospective voting plays an even stronger role, more
concretely regarding its punishment function (Dassonneville and
Lewis-Beck, 2014; Costa Lobo and Pannico, 2020).

Along the same line, the Great Recession in Europe provided a
good example of punishment to the incumbent, especially in those
countries more affected by the economic crisis (Bosco and Verney,
2012; Kriesi, 2012). In the case of Spain, this mechanism also took
place, with a strong punishment to the ruling socialist party in the
2011 local, regional, and general elections (Barreiro and Sánchez-
Cuenca, 2012; Martín and Urquizu-Sancho, 2012). However, the
crisis also affected the PP and led to the breakdown of the two-party

system, with the emergence of challenging parties on both left-
wing—Podemos—and right-wing spectrum—Ciudadanos (Orriols
and Cordero, 2016). The reasons for this were not only economic
but also due to the political context and the crisis of representation
that appeared in Spain during the 2008 crisis (Bosch and Durán,
2017).

However, retrospective voting models have certain limits, like
those imposed by the attribution of responsibility (Peffley, 1984).
Indeed, to punish the ruling party for poor performance, voters
must first blame it for the state of the economy. But this is not
always an easy task, due to reasons such as external economic
shocks that can affect the economy beyond the government’s
control, a blurred responsibility due to various levels of government
(Anderson, 2008), or a reduced room to maneuver due to
international engagements, such as those imposed by the European
Union (Hobolt and Tilley, 2014). Well-informed voters understand
that under economic constraints, their government has less room
to maneuver and, therefore, economic voting is attenuated (Costa
Lobo and Pannico, 2020).

While Fiorina’s (1981) claims that voters do not evaluate
the government based on a detailed examination of the adopted
policies, some studies have analyzed the relationship between
retrospective voting and policy, showing that on certain occasions
there is a relationship between the punishment or the reward
to the ruling party depending on concrete adopted policies
(Dassonneville and Lewis-Beck, 2013; Healy and Malhotra, 2013,
p. 297–99).

In the case of countries with several levels of government,
blame attribution can become more complicated due to the
vertical separation of powers. Indeed, literature has shown that
the effect of the economic performance on voting for the
incumbent is significantly reduced when economic and fiscal policy
is decentralized, more concretely when subcentral governments
generate more of their income from their source tax revenues and
can set themselves both the base and rates of taxation (Anderson,
2006, p. 445).

In Spain, subcentral tax revenue represents 24.6% of total tax
revenue, and regions have 94.4% discretion on rates and reliefs,
which is higher than countries like Austria or Belgium, and even
Germany for the discretion on rates and reliefs (OECD, 2020).
Regarding regional economic voting, while it has been proven to
exist, it is lower than in the national elections (Lago Peñas and
Lago Peñas, 2011). However, it is stronger in the regions that
got access sooner to the economic autonomy, while in those that
accessed later, regional voting is used to hold accountable the
central government, not the regional one. This helps to understand
the bad results that the Socialist Party got in the 2011 local and
regional elections (Barreiro and Sánchez-Cuenca, 2012; Martín and
Urquizu-Sancho, 2012). Madrid belongs to the last category (León
and Orriols, 2016).

Therefore, regional elections can be “second-order elections”
that are disputed based on national issues (Reif and Schmitt, 1980),
for example, by using them to punish the central government, as
has been proven to be the case in Spain with the case of Catalonia
(Bosch, 2016). It could also be the case with the 2021 Madrilenian
regional election, used as a plebiscite on national issues, and more
concretely with the way to deal with the pandemic.
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Literature about the effect of natural disasters on electoral
outcomes shows that their effect on support for the incumbent
in elections hold in the days following the disaster depends on
the incumbent’s response to such disaster: When the incumbent
responds to the crisis by making declarations and offering
compensation to those affected by the events, its vote share
increases (Healy and Malhotra, 2010; Masiero and Santarossa,
2021).

Going to the electoral consequences of the pandemic of
COVID-19, the first one was the difficulty to hold elections at
the beginning of the virus spread, when many countries declared
lockdown to contain the expansion of the virus, which forced to
postpone many of them (Landman and Splendore, 2020), as it
happened in Spain with the Galician and Basque regional elections
(Santana et al., 2021). As for the elections that did take place, while
there is not an overall change in turnout in the elections held
during the pandemic, there was a decrease in those places where the
number of deaths was higher (Santana et al., 2020; Fernandez-Navia
et al., 2021) and individual perception about the risk of catching
COVID-19 decreased propensity to participate in the elections
(Chirwa et al., 2022).

Focusing more concretely on the effect of COVID-19 on
electoral outcomes, it has been shown that in the US, it contributed
to the victory of Joe Biden against incumbent Donald Trump in
the 2020 presidential election (Baccini et al., 2021). The case of
the US is contradictory with other evidence that shows that in
Western Europe, a “rally around the flag” process was observed,
with increases in institutional and interpersonal trust (Bordandini
et al., 2020; Bol et al., 2021; Esaiasson et al., 2021; Schraff, 2021;
Gustavsson and Taghizadeh, 2023).

3. The context

3.1. The national context

The 2021 Madrilenian election took place in an exceptional
context of economic crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which
caused 12,470 deaths in 2020 in Madrid and 16,198 by the election
day,1 and the measures adopted to fight its spread, which caused a
drop of 9.8% in the regional GDP in 2020.2 Most of the campaign
was focused on the dilemma between prioritizing the economy and
public health.

The spread of COVID-19 in Spain led the central government
to adopt extremely restrictive measures, with a national lockdown
from 15 March to 21 April, after which a period of “de-escalation”
started during which the restrictions were progressively lowered
in the provinces with fewer cases. Due to Madrid having more
COVID-19 cases than other regions, the de-escalation process was
slower there. In Madrid, the de-escalation process ended on 21
June, which coincided with the central government losing its special
powers following the end of the State of Alarm. The restrictions
produced a great impact on the economy: in the first trimester of

1 Carlos III Health Institute, Incidencias acumuladas y curvas epidémicas.

2 National Statistics Institute (INE), Contabilidad regional de España.

2020, Spain’s GDP contracted by 5.2%, the greatest contraction in
Spanish history (Hernández de Cos, 2020).

The first elections being held during the pandemic in Spain
were the regional elections of Galicia, Basque Country (July
2020), and Catalonia (February 2021). The first two elections were
significantly impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Originally
scheduled for April, the elections had to be postponed due to the
national lockdown imposed by the central government.

In the case of Galicia and the Basque Country, there was a drop
in turnout: 4.7 points in Galicia and 9.2 in the Basque Country.
Moreover, both incumbents (PP and Basque Nationalist Party)
slightly increased their vote share. In those regions, Ciudadanos
had no deputies in the Parliament, but in Galicia, it lost votes, and
in the Basque Country, it went in coalition with the PP, but still, the
sum of their vote share went from 12.19% in the previous election
to 6.77%.

In Catalonia, the results were different: There was a strong
decrease in turnout (27.8 points), and the incumbent lost some vote
share (0.9 points). However, these results cannot be compared to
those of Galicia and the Basque Country, since the 2017 Catalan
regional election was an exceptional one. Indeed, it took place
shortly after the central government, led by PP’s prime minister
Mariano Rajoy, suspended Catalonia’s regional autonomy after
the illegal independence referendum held on 1 October. The
election was, therefore, extremely polarized, leading to the higher
participation ever in a regional election in Catalonia. Moreover,
the incumbent party, Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC),
had not won the 2017 election but remained in third place, behind
Ciudadanos and JUNTSxCAT, forming a coalition with the latter,
and became the major partner in September 2020, when the
regional president was disqualified by the courts, and vice president
Pere Aragonès, from ERC, automatically became the president.

In the election held in February 2021, JUNTSxCAT (which runs
under a new name, JxCat) went down to the third position, while
ERC reached the second place, behind the Socialist Party, but with
very small differences: The former lost 1.58 points and the latter
0.09. Ciudadanos also suffered great losses in this region, dropping
from 25.37 to 5.58%.

After Madrid, there have been two more regional elections
in Spain: Castille and León (February 2023) and Andalusia (June
2023). Castille and León, like Madrid, had an anticipated election
called by its regional president, from the PP. In those elections,
Ciudadanos also plummeted, going from 11 seats and being the
minor coalition partner to only one seat, but the PP did not benefit
from it, its results remaining almost the same, while Vox multiplied
by three of its votes and was able to impose a coalition government
on the PP (Ormiere, 2022).

In Andalusia, the PP came out very much reinforced, going
from 20.75 to 43.11% and winning an absolute majority that
allowed it to remain in office without Vox’s support; meanwhile,
Ciudadanos went from being the minor partner to disappear from
the Assembly after losing 15 points in their vote share. In both
regions, participation was lower than in the previous election (7 and
0.4 points, respectively).

Therefore, in all regional elections held between 2020 and 2021,
there are some common patterns: improvement of incumbents’
results (except in Castille and León), descent in participation, and
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reconfiguration of the right-wing bloc, with the disappearance of
Ciudadanos and the consolidation of Vox (Ormiere, 2022).

As we will see, the 2021 Madrilenian regional election is
different from the previous elections held in Spain since the
outbreak of the pandemic. Indeed, only in Madrid and Andalusia,
the incumbent improved its results that much, but Madrid was
the only region where such a great increase in participation
was observed, and where the campaign was focused on how to
manage the pandemic. Therefore, Madrid is an exceptional case
that contributes to understanding the impact of COVID-19 on
elections and how citizens reacted to the restrictions.

3.2. The regional context

In September 2020, new restrictive measures were adopted by
the Autonomous Community of Madrid following an order from
the central government.3 At this point, certain regions ruled by
the conservative Popular Party (PP), such as Galicia, Andalusia,
or Madrid, had already started to show some discontent with the
restrictions imposed by the central government, Madrid being the
most belligerent.

However, while accepting the restrictive measures, Madrid’s
regional government filed an appeal in court, arguing that these
restrictions were a limitation of fundamental rights and could not
be made without the State of Alarm. The appeal was accepted on
8 October, and the central government responded the next day by
declaring a new State of Alarm.

At this point, Madrid’s PP started an aggressive rhetoric
opposing the central government and the restrictions. In this
framework, right-wing parties, and mostly the candidate of the PP,
regional president Isabel Díaz Ayuso, positioned themselves as the
defenders of the economy and Madrilenians’ interest against the
restrictions imposed by the central government, led by the socialist
Pedro Sánchez, which goes in line with findings that right-wing
parties were more inclined to keep economic activity vs. containing
the pandemic (Rovny et al., 2022). This opposition was summarized
by the tweet Isabel Díaz Ayuso posted when she dissolved the
Assembly and called for an election, in which she appealed to
choose between “socialism or freedom”. After 5 days, when Unidas
Podemos’ leader and vice president of the central government Pablo
Iglesias announced he would be the candidate for his party, she
made a similar tweet, this time writing “communism or freedom”.

In this context, the hotel and catering industry was especially
symbolic, a sector hard hit by the capacity restrictions during
the pandemic, and which, after the lockdown, was authorized to
expand its terrace spaces, to compensate for the loss of customers
indoors due to the capacity restrictions (Pérez et al., 2021). During
the campaign, Isabel Díaz Ayuso presented herself as the defender

3 Movement between certain Basic Health Areas was prohibited except for

reasons related to work, study, to manage formalities or to assist elderly or

dependent persons, the capacity of all establishments open to the public

was reduced to 50%, which had to close before 10pm, and the size of the

meetings between individuals not living together was limited from ten to six

people.

of the bars, which became a symbol of the freedom she advocated
in the face of restrictions.

It is important to outline that, despite the magnitude of the
economic shock over the GDP, regional unemployment did not
rise as much as it had done during the 2008 crisis, during which
it surpassed 20% at a certain point. As Figure 1 shows, while
unemployment increased during the second quarter and remained
higher than in 2019, it was only three points higher and started
going down in the first quarter of 2021. The key to this difference
compared to the 2008 crisis can be found in the government’s
response through furlough schemes (ERTEs by their Spanish
acronym) that allowed to strongly mitigate the impact of the crisis
on workers’ income (Arce, 2021).

The Regional Assembly was dissolved, and a regional election
was called on 10 March. That day it was announced that in Murcia,
Ciudadanos was breaking up their coalition agreement with the
local and regional PP after achieving a deal with the Socialist Party
(PSOE) to form a new government both at the local and the regional
level. At the time, Madrid was also ruled by a coalition between PP
(major partner) and Ciudadanos (minor partner) in which there
were strong tensions between both parties. When the news from
Murcia came out, Ayuso declared she did not trust her coalition
partner anymore, and that same day she dismissed Ciudadanos’
autonomic counselors of her government, dissolved the Regional
Assembly, and called for an election on 4 May.

Ciudadanos was a political party that started as a regional
Catalan party in 2006, opposed to Catalan nationalism, and became
a national party in 2014 when it obtained two seats in the European
Parliament election (Rodríguez Teruel and Barrio, 2016). Following
Podemos, it emerged in the Spanish political arena as a new
party defying PP and PSOE’s historical dominance, entering the
parliament in 2015 and becoming the third party in the April
2019 general election. However, after the later election, its national
leader, Albert Rivera, refused to support the incumbent president,
the socialist Pedro Sánchez, to form a new government, and after
the regional and local election of May 2019, he decided that his
party would not support the Socialist Party in any region or major
city, therefore, reaching agreements to give most of the regional
and local power to the Popular Party. The inability of the parties
to reach any agreement to choose a president led to its dissolution,
and a new general election was held in November 2019, during
which Ciudadanos plummeted, going from 15.86 to 6.8%. Albert
Rivera resigned shortly after, and the party started a progressive
decline in surveys; by May 2021, the average score they were
getting in national polls was <5%, and at the regional level in
Madrid, most of the surveys were giving them either a score slightly
above 5% (minimum required to enter the regional Assembly)
or less.

The main contenders in the 2021 Madrilenian regional election
were the five big national-level parties and a regional party. The
national-level ones were the Popular Party (PP), led by regional
president Isabel Díaz Ayuso, the Socialist Party (PSOE), led by
Ángel Gabilondo, Ciudadanos (Cs), led by Edmundo Bal, Vox, led
by Rocío Monasterio, and Unidas Podemos (UP, a name they gave
themselves after the alliance of Podemos with Izquierda Unida,
the former Communist Party), led by Pablo Iglesias. Finally, Más
Madrid was a regional party created from a split of UP in 2019,
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FIGURE 1

Evolutions of Madrid’s regional unemployment rate. Source: INE.

and in 2021, their candidate was Mónica García who despite being
unknown at the time, gained visibility during the campaign.

The campaign took place in a tense and polarized atmosphere,
with a clear division between the right- (PP, Ciudadanos, and
Vox) and the left-wing blocs (PSOE, MM, and UP). On 23 April,
UP’s leader, Pablo Iglesias, received death threats, including bullets
mailed to his home; the next day, during a debate with the other
candidates (except Isabel Díaz Ayuso), Vox’s candidate, Rocío
Monasterio, refused to explicitly condemn such threats, which lead
Pablo Iglesias to leave the debate, shortly followed by the other
left-wing candidates. The increase of the affective polarization in
Spanish politics in the last years also added more tension to the
context of the election (Miller, 2020; Orriols, 2021).

The campaign was also national-oriented, with Isabel Díaz
Ayuso focusing most of her rhetoric against central government
president, Pedro Sánchez. This aspect of the campaign was
increased by the fact that such a relevant figure in Spanish politics,
Podemos’ leader Pablo Iglesias, left the vice presidency to run as
UP’s candidate.

The popularity of Isabel Díaz Ayuso was an important element
in her victory: After the election, 31% of the people who voted for
the PP declared having done it because of the candidate; the second
most important element was the position she held regarding the
pandemic (15%).4

In the election, the PP improved its results by 35 seats compared
to 2019, becoming again the first force and obtaining together with
Vox a comfortable absolute majority. In parallel, Ciudadanos saw
its votes plummet, going from having 26 seats and being the junior
government partner to not obtaining representation due to the legal
requirement of getting at least 5% to obtain seats. Meanwhile, the
PSOE went from being the first force (with 37 seats) to being the
third in the number of votes, being surpassed by 6,593 votes byMás
Madrid, although they tied in the number of seats, both with 24
(MM obtained 20 in 2019). As for Unidas Podemos, it improved its

4 CIS, study 3328.

TABLE 1 Electoral results in 2019 and 2021 in Madrid’s regional elections.

2019 2021 Di�erence

PP Votes 719,852 1,631,608 911,756

Votes (%) 22.23 44.76 22.53

Seats 30 65 35

PSOE Votes 884,218 612,622 −271,596

Votes (%) 27.31 16.8 −10.51

Seats 37 24 −13

Cs Votes 639,940 130,237 −509,703

Votes (%) 19.46 3.57 −15.89

Seats 26 0 −26

MM Votes 475,672 619,215 143,543

Votes (%) 14.69 17 2.31

Seats 20 24 4

Vox Votes 287,667 333,403 45,736

Votes (%) 8.88 9.15 0.27

Seats 12 13 1

UP Votes 181,231 263,871 82,640

Votes (%) 5.6 7.24 1.64

Seats 7 10 3

Source: Comunidad de Madrid.

results by 3 seats, obtaining 10. Table 1 presents the detailed results
of the election.

It is important to notice that the improvement of the PP
compared to the 2019 regional election is not an extraordinary
result, considering the historically good results of the PP in the
Madrilenian regional elections, as Figure 2 shows. Rather, the poor
performance of the PP in the elections of 2015 and 2019 was the
exception. However, it is still interesting to explain how in only 2
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FIGURE 2

Evolution of PP’s result in Madrid’s regional elections. Source: Counidad de Madrid.

FIGURE 3

Evolution of turnout in Madrid regional elections. Source: Counidad de Madrid.

years the ruling party made such a strong recovery in the middle
of a health and economic crisis. While an important factor was the
collapse of the center-right party, Ciudadanos, 66.1% of their 2019
voters changed their vote for the PP (García Lupato, 2021, p. 164),
however, this is not enough to explain PP’s increase, since the drop
of votes of Ciudadanos was approximately 500,000 voters, while
PP’s obtained more than 900,000 new votes.

The election also showed a notable increase in turnout
compared to previous regional elections, as Figure 3 shows. In
general, 23.6% of the formerly abstentionist voters chose to vote for
the PP, as well as 34.7% of those who were under 18 in 2019 (García
Lupato, 2021, p. 164), which can help to explain PP’s increase
beyond the drop of Ciudadanos. In fact, as Figure 4 shows, themain
source of new votes for the PP came, after Ciudadanos, from people
who in 2019 abstained or did not remember what they had voted in
that election.

An important aspect of the PP’s result was that, for the first
time, it was the most-voted party in all the 21 districts of the
city of Madrid and 176 of 178 municipalities, winning even in the
Southern municipalities called the “red belt” for their historic left-
wing vote. While this could lead us to believe that there was high
inter-bloc volatility, it is important to clarify that when we observe
the results obtained by each bloc, municipalities, where the left-
wing bloc won in 2019, kept a very high left-wing vote share, despite
the increase of the PP. A plausible explanation for the increase of
the PP even without great inter-bloc volatility is the strong increase
in participation experienced by those zones in the regional election
(Andrino et al., 2021).

Regarding volatility, since 2015 there has been a realignment,
with a progressive increase in the right-wing bloc vote share and
a decrease for the left-wing one, inter-bloc volatility in 2021 was
lower than in the 2015 and 2019 regional elections, and most
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FIGURE 4

Composition of PP voters in 2021 by vote recall in 2019. Source: CIS (3328).

people who changed their vote did it inside their ideological bloc,
showing a strong pattern of intra-bloc volatility (García Lupato,
2021, p. 163–64).

Summing up, the Madrilenian 2021 election provides a case
in which the incumbent comes out strongly reinforced during an
economic crisis, which can be explained by three elements:

The first is the fact that the economic crisis was due to
an external shock, the irruption of COVID-19, a new disease
against which there were no previous protocols or vaccines.
Therefore, voters might have not blamed the regional government
for the situation.

The second is that, supposing that voters would blame a
political actor, this could also be the central government, which had
taken the lead in the fight against the pandemic. Citizens could have
chosen to blame it instead of the regional government, even more
considering the latter’s rhetoric against the former.

The third reason can be found in the way in which Isabel
Díaz Ayuso decided to cope with the coronavirus, opting for fewer
restrictions than other autonomous communities to prioritize
economic activity. Many electors could have appreciated this and,
therefore, chosen to support the regional PP.

4. Expectations

I claim that this election is a case of policy-based retrospective
voting, in which electors that chose to vote for the PP did it
due to its decision to preserve economic activity despite the
pandemic. Citizens were mainly worried about the economic
consequences of the pandemic, for which they were not
holding responsible the regional government and, therefore,
chose to vote for the party that promised to prioritize the

economy. Therefore, I expect that in the zones in which
the economic consequences were more severe (that is, those
with the lower income), the increase of PP’s vote share
was greater:

E1: In low-income zones, the increase in PP’s vote share
was greater.
E2: In zones more severely affected by COVID-19, the increase
in PP’s vote share was greater.

The reason for those expectations is the focus of the campaign,
around the issue of “economy vs. health”. In such a situation,
low-income voters, fearing the economic consequences of the
restrictions, would have preferred to vote for the candidate who
was explicitly against the restrictions, as well as citizens living in
zones more affected by COVID-19 and that had, therefore, already
experienced restrictions and local lockdowns also wished to avoid
new restrictions, hence the increased vote for the PP.

E3: The effect of COVID-19 on the increase in PP’s vote share
was greater in low-income areas.

The fact that the effect of COVID-19 could be greater in low-
income zones is because those areas were especially vulnerable to
the drop in economic activity, and, therefore, they had a greater
incentive than richer zones to be afraid of new restrictions.

Moreover, considering the strongly polarized context in
which the election took place, I argue that the success of
the PP was not due to inter-bloc volatility, but rather to the
mobilization of previously abstentionist voters and the absorption
of former Ciudadanos’ supporters (García Lupato, 2021, p.
164). Therefore:

Frontiers in Political Science 07 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2023.1170294
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org


Coulbois 10.3389/fpos.2023.1170294

E4: In zones where participation increased more, the increase
in PP’s vote share was greater.
E5: In zones with the higher Ciudadanos’ drop, the increase in
PP’s vote share was greater.
E6: The effect of the variation in participation over the increase
in PP’s vote share was greater in low-income areas.

This expectation replicates E3, expecting again that low-income
zones, fearing more the effect of new restrictions, voted more for
the candidate who opposed such measures, and that, therefore, an
increase in mobilization had a higher effect over PP’s change in vote
share than in the wealthiest ones.

Going to the individual patterns of voting, I also expect a
correlation between economic need and change of vote switch
toward the PP:

E7: Among those who did not vote for the PP in 2019,
lower-class ones had a higher propensity to vote for the PP
in 2021.

Considering that voting habits are acquired through age (Dinas,
2014), and young people have less established vote patterns:

E8: Among those who did not vote for the PP in 2019, young
people had a higher propensity to vote for the PP in 2021.

Finally, and in line with retrospective economic voting, I expect
the assessments of the situation to play a role in the decision to vote
or not for the incumbent:

E9: Among those who did not vote for the PP in 2019,
those who made positive assessments of the situation in the
Autonomous Community of Madrid had a higher propensity
to vote for the PP in 2021.

5. Data and methods

Two different analyses are run separately: first, with aggregate-
level data and then with individual-level data.

The aggregate-level data will examine voting patterns at the
level of the municipalities (178) and Madrid city districts (21). The
dependent variable is the variation in PP’s vote share between 2019
and 2021.

To explain it, I run a linear regressionmodel using independent
variables related to the sociodemographic characteristics of the
areas and the incidence of COVID-19 over them, and two variables
regarding other electoral outcomes.

Regarding the characteristics of the municipalities and districts,
I use the average net income per person per year (in euros),
the total cumulated cases of COVID-19 per 100,000 inhabitants
since the start of measurement (counted the same day of the
election), and the relative weight of each age group in that area; an
interaction term will be added between the average net income and
the incidence of COVID-19.

For the variables related to the other electoral outcomes, I use
the change in turnout between 2019 and 2021 and the difference in
Ciudadanos’ results between 2019 and 2021. Again, an interaction

term is added between the change in turnout and the incidence
of COVID-19.

Data for the average net income and the weight of each age
group come from the National Statistics Institute (INE, data of
2020, the last available); data about COVID-19 incidence come
from the Autonomous Community of Madrid; and electoral results
come from Madrid’s Regional Assembly. Table 2 shows descriptive
data for the abovementioned variables.

When using the variables of average net income, COVID-19
cumulated cases, and population of the district or municipality
in the models, these will be divided by 1,000, since, as shown in
Table 2, all of them have very large scales that might produce very
small coefficients; even if such coefficients will produce a large
cumulated effect due to the dimension of the scale, dividing them
by 1,000 will facilitate the interpretation of the models.

Going to the individual level, I will use the post-electoral survey
made by the Center for Sociological Research (CIS) for the 2021
election (study 3,328). The dependent variable is having voted for
the PP vs. having voted for another party in 2021, but the analysis
is run only with those individuals who did not vote for the PP in
the 2019 regional election, excluding those who did not have the
right to vote, do not remember, or do not say who they voted for,
the goal being to understand which factors led individuals to switch
vote toward the PP. This way, the variable allows us to understand
the factors that made individuals change their vote between 2019
and 2021 in favor of the incumbent. These conditions leave us with
1,838 observations, with which I run a logistic regression model.

To operationalize the concept of “lower class,” I use the
education level and the occupation of the person who contributes
the most income to the household of the respondent, following
a 4-category scheme (skilled service sector worker, unskilled
service sector worker, skilled manual worker, and unskilled
manual worker).5 I also add to the model respondent’s age, gender,
the size of the municipality where he/she lived, the assessment of
the general situation of the Community of Madrid (5-point scale),
the ideology as a categorical variable (originally measured in a 10-
point scale ranging from 1 to 10, but people who do not place
themselves on the scale, either because they declare “Don’t know”
or do not answer the question, will also be analyzed, therefore,
having 11 categories), the interest in politics (4-point scale), and
the interest in the campaign (4-point scale).6

No questions were included in the survey regarding the impact
of COVID-19 on respondents’ personal lives, either if they suffered
themselves or a close family member or friend. Therefore, we
cannot evaluate the impact of coronavirus on vote choice in this
election at the individual level.

To better explain the improvement of the PP results, I run
a second model in which I add vote choice at the 2019 regional
election to understandwhich voters were keener to switch their vote
toward the PP in 2021. I use as a baseline having voted for Unidas
Podemos in 2019 and analyze the propensity to vote for the PP in
2021 of the interviewees who voted in that election for PSOE, Cs,
Vox, MM, abstainers, and those who do not know who they voted

5 The CIS did not include any question about income in the survey.

6 The CIS did not include any question about candidates’ evaluations in

the survey.
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics at the aggregate level.

N Mean Sd Variance Min Max

Variation PP 199 31.031 10.13835 102.786 −16.16246 53.03734

Variation Cs 199 −10.661 3.531861 12.47404 −20.44364 −1.763537

Change in turnout (2019–2021) 199 4.304 5.663357 32.07361 −15.89201 14.38548

Average net income 199 13,736.281 3,226.467 1.04e+07 9,725 27,719

COVID-19 total cumulated cases (over 100,000) 199 8,964.878 2,831.016 8,014,654 1,111.11 26,027.4

% 18/24 199 6.916 1.594067 2.54105 0 11.46789

% 25/34 199 10.617 2.336107 5.457397 2.777778 21.46691

% 35/44 199 15.659 2.84119 8.072363 5.454545 24.28572

% 45/54 199 17.565 2.395483 5.738341 10.41667 25.68807

% 45/54 199 13.501 2.78797 7.772779 7.017544 28.36879

% >65 199 17.407 5.834024 34.03584 6.325882 49.09091

Total population 199 33,960.568 59973.32 3.60e+09 55 258,633

Source: INE, Assembly of Madrid, Community of Madrid, and the Madrid City Council.

for or do not answer the question. I choose UP as the reference
category since it is the partymost ideologically distant from the PP.7

It is not possible to combine the individual- with the aggregate-
level analysis since the CIS does not publish any geographical
detail about the interviewees, such as the municipality in which
they live, to keep anonymity. Therefore, it is not possible to
associate interviewees with any geographical group (which would
allow running multilevel models) or to associate them with any
contextual data, analyzing the effect of the COVID-19 context on
individual vote choice.

6. Results

6.1. Aggregate-level analysis

Table 3 shows aggregate-level results. To better interpret them,
we must remember that both income and COVID-19 cumulated
cases have been divided by 1,000, and, therefore, the coefficient
must be interpreted as the impact over the dependent variable of
adding 1,000e to the average net annual income, or 1,000 cases to
the cumulated incidence, over 100,000. The same happens with the
population. Table 2 shows their minimum and maximum values, as
well as other descriptive statistics.

When considering all these results, we must be cautious and
remember they have been obtained with aggregate-level data.
Therefore, while they are quite useful to observe correlations and
supporting hypotheses, we cannot fully confirm them, since that
could imply an ecological fallacy.

The net average income per person shows a significant and
positive relationship with the improvement of PP’s result, which
contradicts E1. Indeed, this result shows that the PP improved its
results in the wealthiest areas: 0.50 points for each extra 1,000e
average income per year in the area, on average.

7 While it would be interesting to run an analysis separating interviewees

depending on which party they voted for in 2019, this would leave us with an

insu�cient number of cases (less than 500 per group).

There is no significant relationship between the impact of
COVID-19 and PP’s improvement. Therefore, E2 is not confirmed,
and we cannot argue that in the areas where the pandemic had a
greater impact people voted more for the party that was promising
the end of the restrictions.

Regarding E3, and following the previous paragraph, the
relationship between COVID-19 and the evolution of PP’s results
doesn’t change depending on the average income of the area, since
the interaction between both variable is not significant. Therefore,
we must also reject E3.

By contrast, the results support E4: an increase of 1 point in
participation in the 2021 election compared to 2019 is associated
with an increase of 1.02 in PP’s results, which gives support to the
theory that Ayuso benefited from the higher mobilization.

E5 is not supported by the evidence: there is no significant
relationship between the evolution of Ciudadanos’ results in 2021
compared to 2019 and the evolution of PP’s results.8

The fact that at the aggregate-level, the drop in Ciudadanos’
results doesn’t have any significant relationship with the evolution
of PP’s result is not necessarily a contradiction with what Figure 4
and previous literature show (García Lupato, 2021). Indeed, it
is important to keep in mind that Table 3 shows aggregate-level
data, and therefore does not allow us to know in detail what the
individuals who voted Ciudadanos in 2019 decided to vote in 2021.

Finally, E6 is dismissed: The effect of the increase in
participation over PP’s vote share was not greater in low-income
zones than in high-income ones, since the interaction between
these two variables is not significant, which again dismisses the idea
that low-income areas responded more to the context.

8 It should be considered that this coe�cient has been obtained from

relative values and aggregate data. This implies that, having the PPmore votes

than Ciudadanos in most of the observations, the coe�cient of the evolution

of Ciudadanos’ over PP’s evolution does not mean that the increase of the

PP is exclusively driven by changes in the vote choice of former Ciudadanos’

supporters (whichwould not be possible inmost cases, since the PP gotmore

votes than Ciudadanos in 2019).
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TABLE 3 Linear regression model for explaining PP’s increase in 2021

compared to 2019.

1 2 3

Average income (by 1,000) 0.50∗∗ 1.83∗ 0.74∗

(2.69) (2.34) (2.11)

Total cumulated incidence per
100,000 (by 1,000)

0.15 2.03 0.15

(0.88) (1.86) (0.92)

Increase in participation
(2019–2021)

1.02∗∗∗ 1.02∗∗∗ 1.44∗∗

(8.14) (8.22) (2.64)

Evolution of Cs’ results −0.06 −0.02 −0.04

(−0.31) (−0.12) (−0.23)

% 18/24 0.92∗ 0.84∗ 0.90∗

(2.16) (1.99) (2.12)

% 25/34 −0.09 −0.10 −0.15

(−0.34) (−0.36) (−0.53)

% 35/44 0.40 0.36 0.30

(1.10) (1.00) (0.80)

% 45/54 0.05 0.00 −0.06

(0.16) (0.00) (−0.17)

% 55/64 −0.17 −0.17 −0.27

(−0.71) (−0.73) (−1.00)

% >65 −0.29 −0.31 −0.34

(−1.44) (−1.57) (−1.61)

Population (by 1,000) −0.07∗∗∗ −0.07∗∗∗ −0.07∗∗∗

(−6.83) (−6.94) (−6.84)

Total cumulated incidence per
100,000 (by 1,000) # Average
income (by 1,000)

−0.13

(−1.75)

Increase in participation
(2019–2021) # Average income (by
1,000)

−0.03

(−0.80)

Observations 199 199 199

Adjusted R2 0.648 0.652 0.648

Source: INE, Assembly of Madrid, Community of Madrid, and the Madrid City Council.
∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Going to the other variables of the model, a higher
concentration of young people from 18 to 24 years old was
associated with a higher increase in PP’s results. While drawing
conclusions from this could lead to an ecological fallacy, results
with individual-level data in Table 4 will confirm this result, which
supports the idea that young people, some of whom were socialized
to politics under the pandemic, might have supported more Ayuso,
who became very popular under the pandemic, but also that the age
group less affected by the health consequences of the pandemic, and
more hardly hit by the economic shock derived from them, might

have supported the candidate who promised the end of restrictions.
A higher concentration of any other age group is not significantly
associated with any variation in PP’s results.

There is no significant relationship between the relative weight
of the other age groups and the evolution of PP’s results.

Finally, the increase of PP’s result was significantly lower in the
more populated areas, even if the coefficient is very low: 0.07 less
for every extra 1,000 inhabitants.

6.2. Individual-level analysis

Table 4 shows the results of the logistic regressionmodels where
the dependent variable is vote choice for the PP vs. another party
in 2021. Remember that the analysis has been run only with those
individuals who did not vote for the PP in 2019 and had the right
to vote in that election, therefore analyzing the factors that led
individuals to change their vote in favor of the incumbent. The
first column contains a first basic model that does not consider vote
choice in 2019, whereas the second column shows the result for a
model with such variable, using having voted for UP in 2019 as the
reference category.

Starting with E7, the role of social class remains unclear. While
in the first model, education level produces a positive significant
impact on switching votes toward the PP in 2021, in the second
model, the one containing also individuals’ vote choice in 2019,
the coefficient becomes negative while increasing its significance.
Regarding occupation, in the first model, it is not significant,
but in the second one, it is, the result being coherent with the
education, therefore, opposing E6, since all occupations have a
lower propensity than the skilled service workers to vote for the
PP, the coefficient being lower as occupations indicate lower social
class. Therefore, it was not lower-class citizens who contributed to
the improvement of PP’s results, but rather higher-class ones.

Following E8, the results go in line with the expectation: among
those people who did not vote for the PP in 2019, young people
had a higher propensity to vote for the PP in 2021, as the second
model shows. This confirms the expectation that young people,
because their attitudes are not crystallized and they have not
acquired stable voting patterns yet, are more willing to switch their
support depending on the context; the result is congruent with the
aggregate-level model.

Finally, E9 is supported: Making a positive assessment of the
situation in the Autonomous Community of Madrid increases the
propensity to vote for the PP in 2021, which goes in line with
retrospective economic voting.

Regarding the other variables, women appear to have a higher
propensity to switch their vote toward the PP, but this effect
disappears when we introduce vote choice from 2019. The size of
the municipality is significant in the second model, with people
living in less populated municipalities having more chances to
vote for the PP in 2021, which is coherent with the results of the
aggregate-level model.

As regards the role of ideology, the coefficients of this variable
become less significant after vote choice in 2019 is introduced,
but remain significant, showing that left-wing citizens had a lower
propensity to switch their vote toward the PP, while those placing
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TABLE 4 Logistic regression models to explain vote choice for the PP in

2021 among those who did not vote for it in 2019.

1 2

Level of education 0.34∗ −0.61∗∗∗

(2.11) (−4.17)

Skilled service worker 0.00 0.00

(.) (.)

Unskilled service worker −0.32 −0.62∗∗

(−1.65) (−3.13)

Skilled manual worker 0.12 −0.74∗∗

(0.49) (−3.13)

Unskilled manual worker −0.03 −1.17∗∗∗

(−0.10) (−3.61)

Age −0.01 −0.03∗∗∗

(-1.23) (−6.76)

Women 0.52∗∗∗ 0.02

(3.36) (0.15)

Size of municipality −0.04 −0.16∗∗∗

(−0.83) (−3.47)

1 Left 0.00 0.00

(.) (.)

2 −0.92 −2.14∗

(−0.81) (−2.03)

3 0.22 −1.26∗

(0.35) (−2.55)

4 1.23∗ −0.28

(2.09) (−0.66)

5 3.31∗∗∗ 1.51∗∗∗

(6.26) (4.43)

6 4.45∗∗∗ 2.67∗∗∗

(7.94) (6.58)

7 4.56∗∗∗ 3.06∗∗∗

(8.14) (7.57)

8 3.66∗∗∗ 2.63∗∗∗

(6.45) (6.11)

9 3.08∗∗∗ 2.46∗∗∗

(4.11) (3.46)

10 Right 2.69∗∗∗ 2.29∗∗∗

(4.60) (5.02)

(Ideology) Don’t know/don’t answer 3.41∗∗∗ 1.92∗∗∗

(5.58) (4.17)

ACM situation assessment 1.05∗∗∗ 0.62∗∗∗

(9.81) (6.24)

Interest in politics −0.41∗∗∗ −0.50∗∗∗

(Continued)

TABLE 4 (Continued)

1 2

(−3.71) (−4.41)

Interest in campaign 0.22∗ 0.22∗

(2.14) (2.10)

UP 0.00

(.)

PSOE 0.24

(0.63)

Cs 2.12∗∗∗

(5.34)

Vox −0.44

(−1.02)

MM −0.09

(−0.18)

Abstention 1.71∗∗∗

(4.19)

DK/NA 1.88∗∗∗

(4.51)

Observations 1,838 1,838

∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, and ∗∗∗p < 0.001. Source: CIS (3328).

themselves on the 5 and beyond had a higher propensity, as well
as those that when they were asked their ideology did not know or
did not answer. While the coefficients of those who were placing
themselves on the scale show an expected result (either those
placing themselves on the left or the right), the fact that those who
did not place themselves on the scale also had a higher propensity
to switch their votes toward the PP gives support to the idea that
Ayuso was able to benefit from a great mobilization of citizens
less politicized.

Regarding the two variables operationalizing interest, while
overall interest in politics significantly decreased the propensity to
vote for the PP in 2021 among those who did not vote for it in
2019, being interested in the campaign significantly increased the
propensity to vote for it.

Finally, examining the propensity to vote for the PP in 2021
depending on vote choice at the 2019 regional election also
confirms the previous story. Taking as the reference category those
who voted for Unidas Podemos (because it is the party most
ideologically distant from the PP), those who voted for Ciudadanos
had the strongest propensity to switch their vote toward the PP,
followed by those who did not know or did not answer, and those
who abstained, with the other options not being significant. Once
again, this gives support to the idea that the improvement of
PP’s results was due to the absorption of Ciudadanos’ voters and
the mobilization of previously abstentionist voters, people neither
politicized nor interested in politics.

When comparing the aggregate-level model of Table 3 with the
individual one from Table 4, both come to the same conclusion
regarding the relationship between PP’s improvement and both
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age (young people contributed to PP’s victory). Regarding the
socioeconomic position, both the income at the aggregate-level and
the occupation at the individual one show that the PP improved
its results among upper-class citizens, while the education level at
the individual level of analysis provides unclear results. Regarding
the role of previous Ciudadanos’ voters in 2019, the individual-level
evidence shows that such voters had a high propensity to switch
to the PP in 2021, but at the aggregate-level, such pattern doesn’t
exist. Meanwhile, both aggregate- and individual-level evidence
show that previous abstentionists, as well as people living in small
municipalities, contributed to the improvement of the PP in 2021.

Moreover, this article gives some support to the idea that the
impact of COVID-19 on citizens’ personal lives increased their
propensity to vote for the PP, therefore being a case of policy-
based retrospective voting. This is supported by the fact that many
PP voters said the main reason for voting for that party was how
it dealt with the pandemic. However, the absence of questions
about the impact of the pandemic on respondents’ personal lives
prevents us from fully confirming this idea if we want to avoid the
ecological fallacy.

7. Discussion

At the 2021 Madrilenian regional election, the PP recovered
from the bad result of the 2019 election, regaining the electoral
support it used to gather in previous elections. By contrast, the
third party, Ciudadanos, disappeared from the regional assembly,
the PSOE went down, being surpassed by Más Madrid, and Unidas
Podemos slightly improved its result, keeping its presence in the
regional assembly.

The PP’s recovery is mainly explained by the absorption of its
main rival, the center-right party Ciudadanos (most of its voters
coming from the PP in the first place), most of the latter going to the
former, and to a lesser extent due to the mobilization of previously
abstentionist voters. Other elements also contributed, such as the
increase in support coming from young people, from those living
in larger areas, and from those that were not interested in politics
or politicized.

Regarding the literature on the effects of COVID-19 on
elections, this article does not allow to draw any conclusion about
the effects of the latter over the former. Indeed, the aggregate-
level analysis doesn’t show any significant relationship between
the electoral results and the impact of the pandemic. However,
individual-level data accounting for the impact of COVID-19 on
respondents’ personal lives would be needed to fully assess the
impact of the pandemic on the 2021 Madrilenian election.

The election is also a case of second-order election used to
punish the central government, either for its way of managing the
pandemic or for the economic performance (or both), as previous
regional elections in Spain have been proved to be used for such
purpose (Bosch, 2016; León and Orriols, 2016).

Overall, the 2021 Madrilenian regional election followed the
same pattern that the right-wing block is experiencing in Spain
since 2019 in most regional elections: the collapse of Ciudadanos,
most of its voters going to the PP, and the change toward a party
system with two right-wing parties, the old mainstream PP and the
radical right Vox. In this restructuring of the right-wing bloc, no

evidence of great inter-bloc volatility has been found in the case of
the 2021 Madrid regional election.
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