

[image: image1]
Information, social networks and emotions: fear and anger towards Pedro Sánchez 2019–2021









 


	
	
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 08 January 2025
doi: 10.3389/fpos.2024.1456412








[image: image2]

Information, social networks and emotions: fear and anger towards Pedro Sánchez 2019–2021

José Manuel Rivera, Nieves Lagares, Erika Jaráiz and María Pereira*


Department of Political Science and Sociology, University of Santiago de Compostela, Santiago de Compostela, Spain

Edited by
 F. Ramón Villaplana, University of Murcia, Spain

Reviewed by
 Adrián Megías, University of Almeria, Spain
 Giselle García Hipola, University of Granada, Spain

*Correspondence
 María Pereira, maria.pereira.lopez@usc.es 

Received 28 June 2024
 Accepted 18 October 2024
 Published 08 January 2025

Citation
 Rivera JM, Lagares N, Jaráiz E and Pereira M (2025) Information, social networks and emotions: fear and anger towards Pedro Sánchez 2019–2021. Front. Polit. Sci. 6:1456412. doi: 10.3389/fpos.2024.1456412
 

Introduction: The objective of this research is to determine the relationship between the use citizens make of social networks to learn about politics and the emotions expressed towards political leaders, taking as a case study the current Prime Minister of Spain Pedro Sánchez.

Methods: A quantitative methodological approach was used in this longitudinal study. This approach proposes both a descriptive and multivariate analysis of data from three databases.

Results: The analysis of results shows important differences between consuming political information on social networks and not doing so in terms of the type of negative emotions (anger and fear) generated towards Pedro Sánchez. Connecting these findings with previous cognitive approaches led us to conclude that, while fear encourages citizens to seek alternative information, when they seek it through social networks the expression of anger increases.

Discussion: In this sense, preliminary results suggest that fear towards Pedro Sánchez becomes anger when information is proactively sought in social networks.
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1 Introduction

Being informed and participating politically in the digital society are two interrelated processes, as meaningful participation cannot be fully understood without being well-informed. In this context, political information obtained through social networks possesses two distinctive characteristics. First, it is uninterrupted and incidental (Williamson, 1998). Second, it is consumed through multiscreens (Giglietto and Selva, 2014). The first characteristic promotes a change in information acquisition patterns. This change is not carried out voluntarily. Firstly, because the algorithmic filtering mechanisms intervene. But also, because the digital community arranges its agenda according to its tastes and preferences. In fact, the consumption of political news on social networks impacts on political participation (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2014; Criado et al., 2013), while its use for entertainment tends to have a negative association. It is worth noting, however, that this consumption predicts online but not offline participation, thus highlighting the importance of differentiating political behaviours in both environments (Shahin et al., 2020). On the other hand, multiscreen consumption, modifies the user experience by also generating a social audience (Quintas-Froufe and González-Neira, 2014) capable of distributing political content.

In addition, each social network is used in remarkably different ways. Thus, while Twitter (now “X”) is mainly used for the dissemination of news and content (Kwak et al., 2010), Facebook is mostly used for mobilisation and the creation of communities (Heredia Ruiz, 2013; Stier et al., 2018). Instagram or YouTube, on their part, disseminate visual or photographic content (Casero-Ripollés, 2018).

Social networks have modified the way citizens consume information. They have also disrupted the emotional spaces related to information and the way political participation is exercised. Indeed, participation is now quite focused on aspects such as cyberactivism or distribution (Casero-Ripollés, 2018), which undoubtedly have important repercussions for the notion of citizenship within democratic political systems.

Given these considerations, the main objective of this paper is therefore to analyse the differences between consumers and non-consumers of political information online and the effect that this may have on their emotional perception of political leadership. Specifically, our empirical analysis focuses on the figure of the current Prime Minister of Spain, Pedro Sánchez. We believe that it is essential to try to understand the emotional influence that politically related consumption of social networks may have had on the perception citizens have of this leadership.

Two are the main reasons that have guided the choice of this case study. First, the current Prime Minister has become in the last few years a political figure with notable domestic and international leadership. We believe, therefore, that it is essential to try to better understand the influence of this leadership and the effects that this influence might have on the behaviour of voters. Second, and in part because of the above, preliminary research has shown that it was precisely this relevance that made him the main target of opposition leaders and parties; and consequently, the focus of citizens’ emotional expressiveness. In this sense, it became apparent that his political figure generated a notable variety of positive and negative emotions, with high percentages of presence and high intensities of emotional expression. Two emotions particularly stood out with negative valence: anger and fear. It was therefore considered appropriate, in view of the literature that will be discussed in the following section, to analyse both emotions in relation to his figure.

We expect that this work significantly will contribute to strengthening with empirical evidence the previous literature that has addressed the study of emotions linked to the study of political behaviour in general, and to the study of behaviour in social networks in particular. Social networks are outlined as highly emotional spaces. Consequently, they tend to produce higher levels of polarisation, which is why they are presented as an ideal space for the analysis and understanding of political behaviour. Likewise, the longitudinal perspective offered by this research, with due regard to the limitations associated with a case study approach, relevantly contributes to the registering of how the emotions citizens express with regard to the figure of a leader change as a function of the different events that mark the political competition.



2 Political information on social networks and emotions


2.1 Information and political participation on social networks

Democracy, in its deliberative dimension, has placed information at the heart of the process of discussion, thus accentuating the relationship between access to information and the quality of democracy. Originally, it could be argued that the quality of the decision depends on the amount of information citizens possess, and, consequently, on the access they have to it at the time of making the decision. But it could also depend on how this information is obtained, to the extent that the vehicle that carries the information to citizens adds cognitive or emotional components that affect the deliberation process. Our approach precisely seeks to address this, namely, to observe which elements of an emotional nature are generated in the access to information based on how it is accessed.

There are three reasons why the consumption of political information on social networks is different from that of traditional media (Bode, 2016): (a) Both the learning process and the degree of activity and passivity vary, especially in low-choice media environments; (b) The agenda-setting effect is lower on social networks or on the Internet as a result of greater exposure to news with fewer impressions; and (c) The proliferation of fake news affects the perception of the credibility of the media and the degree of trust in the political information consumed. This also affects the emotional response.

Moreover, social networks have increased the possibilities for political participation, thus configuring the digital space as a generator of frameworks for organising and conducting collective action with characteristics of their own. One such characteristic, which differentiates it from the offline space, is that the possible participatory actions are carried out jointly (sharing, commenting, discussing, and organising) and because of the consumption of political information. In the offline space however, these actions are carried out separately (intervention in the media, boycotting products, attending demonstrations, donating money, etc.).

The central element of the academic discussion refers to whether technologies have incorporated new clusters of citizens into political participation and the consequences that this has for the functioning of democratic systems, At the same time, a debate has arisen about the type of participation this incorporation would generate. In this regard, some research reinforces the idea that analogue patterns also extend into the digital space, reproducing offline political behaviour (Anduiza et al., 2010; Vissers and Stolle, 2014). In fact, both participations are relevantly and significantly related in several European countries: the more online participation (especially on Facebook), the more analogue participation and the greater the interest in political issues (Bossetta et al., 2018). This could lead us to reflect on the profile of the people who participate. Following the latter authors, the profile of the person who participates in social networks, often a ‘clickactivist’ (Grasso, 2018), is an educated young man (aged between 26 and 35 years), who uses the Internet daily. But it also applies to other older age groups.

The two elements mentioned above, the increase in participation in the networks and the differences between online and offline participation, not only affect to those who participate, but also to those citizens who resort to the social networks to get information, even when they do not intend to participate actively. The latter find in the networks a dialogically constructed space in which participatory information is consumed and debates are generated. For this reason, information and political participation on the web are tendentially linked to the idea of community. This is reinforced, both on Twitter [now ‘X’] and Facebook by the generation of the so-called ‘echo chamber’, which prevents people from consuming information that contradicts their pre-existing beliefs (Bail et al., 2018), while encouraging interaction with other users with similar approaches. This results in a reinforcement of previous ideas and positions. This pattern suggests some sort of polarisation of participation in the social networks, which in recent years has been linked to affection. This cannot be unambiguously conceptualised given that there are important differences between platforms. Thus, while on Twitter [now ‘X’] there is more aggravated polarisation and greater intergroup hostility than on Facebook or WhatsApp (Yarchi et al., 2020); in the case of the YouTube platform, algorithmically recommended content reinforces and polarises political opinions. Indeed, the findings of Cho et al. (2020) suggest that political self-reinforcement based on emotion-ideology alignment and affective polarisation intensifies with continued consumption of political videos on the platform.



2.2 Emotions and social media

From what has been discussed so far, and as some authors have suggested (Kramer et al., 2014; Zollo et al., 2015; Del Vicario et al., 2017), the spaces generated on social networks are emotional spaces. And it is therefore necessary to build bridges in research “suggesting the essential role of emotions in understanding online political behaviour and its consequences” (Wollebæk et al., 2019, p. 2).

The study of emotions and behaviour has initially been linked to the psychophysiological field, especially with the development, among others, of the theory of Affective Intelligence (Marcus et al., 2000) and its incursion into the processes of emotional evaluation. But there have also been approaches from areas linked to sociology and political science (Elster, 2002; Ahmed, 2004) that have shown how emotions are socially constructed through different activation mechanisms. And in this sense, the social definitions of emotions, their exchange, expression and their activation or deactivation have changed with the emergence of the Internet and the development of digital technology (Benski and Fisher, 2013). In fact, the Internet has become a public space for emotional contagion. A place to analyse feelings and an instrument that expresses individual affections or adhesions (Serrano-Puche, 2016).

One of the aspects that has been incorporated into the study of emotions in political science has to do with communication and the way in which information is consumed and processed (MacKuen et al., 2010; Neuman et al., 2018), especially information obtained online. Consuming political information, also on social media, elicits strong emotional responses from citizens. In fact, there is evidence that emotionally charged messages are more commonly shared than neutral messages (Stieglitz and Dang-Xuan, 2013; Bail, 2016; Brady et al., 2017).

With respect to political information on the Internet, emotions take on a mediating role in the process of becoming a politically informed citizen (Valentino et al., 2008). Anxiety generates information seeking attitudes and the need to learn. Anger, in contrast, inhibits it. As to participation, enthusiasm increases interest in electoral campaigns (Marcus et al., 2019; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018a,b). Thus, the relationship between information and emotions is bidirectional. Certain emotions affect the search for information, and at the same time, the consumption of information, in its semantic, cultural, cognitive and evaluative dimensions affects the social construction of emotions (McCarthy, 1994).

These platforms also facilitate the exchange of emotionally charged content either supporting or opposing mobilisation and protest with raging, angry or enthusiastic messages (Jost et al., 2018). In fact, the presence of emotionally charged language in messages increases their potential for dissemination among different digital communities (Brady et al., 2017; Knoll et al., 2020). So much so that the digital sphere is a space in which the process of Emotional Social Sharing takes place (Bazarova et al., 2015; Burke and Develin, 2016). This social and collective construction of emotions has the distinctive characteristics of social networks: they are immediate, personalised and participatory (Jaráiz et al., 2021).

Also, a good number of studies highlight the importance of some specific emotions in the online process, with special attention to fear and anger. These two emotions have different impacts on the way in which users behave politically in this space, either by reinforcing or inhibiting its dynamics. Anger seems to drive people to search for information or to participate in debates with people who have similar points of view. Fear, on the other hand, seems to provoke the opposite reaction (Wollebæk et al., 2019). These two tendencies are indebted to the different mechanisms that activate one emotion or the other. While anger can be attributed to a particular source over which the individual feels he or she is exercising control (Valentino et al., 2011), fear, on the other hand, is the result of feeling a loss of control. This means that while the former (anger) drives risk-taking behaviour, the latter (fear) leads to risk aversion and increased information seeking (Lerner and Keltner, 2001; Valentino et al., 2008; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018a,b).

These findings, in turn, generate important consequences for political systems. Fear and anger have an impact on the understanding citizens have of democracy, and this changed understanding has political implications (Marcus, 2019). With respect to information, those who are afraid are driven to seek new narratives to help them to cope with new threats. Anger generates, however, a resistance to contrary information. Similarly, in certain highly emotional contexts following tragic events, anger strengthens authoritarian preferences, albeit only among right-wing voters. Ideology becomes therefore a determining factor (Vasilopoulos et al., 2018a,b).

The research strategy underpinning this work is based on acknowledging the importance that the literature attaches to two basic political emotions: fear and anger. On the one hand, the literature notes the important role that fear plays in conditioning the search for information (Marcus, 2019) and even the impact that it may have on political participation online (Chen et al., 2017), especially in electoral campaigns. But, on the other hand, it shows the importance of anger in both activating the intention to participate and increasing the factors related to mobilisation (Weber, 2013; Valentino et al., 2011). At the same time, it leads the individual not to seek alternative information but only to reinforce their own position and to reduce the vision of risk in the face of the possibility of action (Marcus, 2019).

However, since Durkheim underscored emotions as a social construction (Fisher and Chon, 1989), many works have reinforced this constructivist reading (Averill, 1980, 1982, 1986; Gordon, 1981, 1989; Gergen, 1985; Harré, 1986; Elster, 2002; Ahmed, 2004), arguing that emotions are indissoluble from the cultural and social space in which they are produced and that it is necessary to understand the historical context and the societies in which they are expressed to understand them to their full social extent (Elster, 2002). And although these readings have sometimes been criticised for being excessively linked to language as a vehicle for the construction of emotions (Aranguren, 2017), all constructivist readings, especially those attached to symbolic interactionism, have emphasised this approach.

Our research investigates to what extent the consumption of political information on social networks, precisely because of the peculiarities of the information produced on them and the way in which the interaction between participants is generated, affects the social construction of two basic political emotions such as fear and anger. Consequently, we approach each of these dimensions individually as variables to be explained in a polarised and changing digital context. This paper is therefore in line with previous studies which, either on the basis of demoscopic studies (Wollebæk et al., 2019; Hasell and Weeks, 2016; Kramer et al., 2014), like in the case of this study, or through sentiment analysis (Del Vicario et al., 2017; Zollo et al., 2015; Tumasjan et al., 2010), have delved into the essential role that emotions play in the construction of online political behaviour as an extension of what has already been analysed in the field of political behaviour as a whole.




3 Objectives, materials and methods

Our main objective in this research is to determine the relationship between the use citizens make of social networks to obtain political information and the emotions expressed towards political leaders. More specifically and for the reasons stated above, we will focus on the figure of the current Spanish Prime Minister and candidate for the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE), Pedro Sánchez.

This objective, in turn, led us to propose two initial research hypotheses:

• H1: The consumption of information on social networks encourages anger.

• H2: Fear encourages the search for alternative information: consumers of information in traditional media still retain fear, while those who consume it on social networks will experience anger.

This study was designed following a quantitative methodological approach that proposes both a descriptive and a multivariate analysis of the data. As noted above, the analysis was a case study centred on the figure of the current Prime Minister of Spain, Pedro Sánchez. He was also the PSOE candidate in the general elections held in April and November 2019,1 two of the temporal milestones on which the analysis focused. This longitudinal analysis is completed with an overview of what happened in the year 2021, when the management of the pandemic was still very much present. We consider that the convulsive political-electoral situation that Spain has witnessed in the last 9 years, with the emergence of three new political parties at the national level—in 2015 Ciudadanos and UP, and subsequently, in April 2019, VOX, a far-right party—is the ideal context to address the impact that the emotional component has had on politics and the relations that citizens establish with it. These three moments provide us with an opportunity to observe political behaviour on social networks in two very different situations: in electoral and non-electoral periods. This is enriching in terms of observing differences in the dynamics generated in the interaction on social networks.

To conduct the analysis, we have used data from two post-electoral public opinion surveys carried out by the Equipo de Investigaciones Políticas of the University of Santiago de Compostela (EIP-USC) after the two electoral processes. We have also included a political situation study carried out in 2021. Table 1 shows the technical information relating to these studies. In addition to the usual elements present in a post-electoral study (voter itineraries, analysis of the electoral campaign, …), in the case of the first two studies, other questions of interest for this study here were collected: offline and online media consumption and emotions linked to political actors. The questionnaires were standardised to guarantee the comparability of the data extracted.2



TABLE 1 Technical characteristics of opinion polls.
[image: Table1]

The central variables selected for the analysis conducted were the following: the use of social networks to stay informed about politics (nominal variable)3 and the presence of emotions expressed towards the political figure of Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez (nominal variable).4 Regarding the first variable and given its centrality in the analysis, we would like to point out that it is part of a series of questions that seek to capture the importance that social networks have in the lives of citizens, and more specifically the use they make of them in political terms. It is, therefore, a set of linked and filtered questions that draw a picture of the use of social networks ranging from greater to lesser intensity and specificity: (a) being or not a regular user of social networks in general; (b) specific social networks used (multiple choice); (c) frequency of use; (d) use of social networks to receive political information and recognised intensity of use; and (e) use of social networks to participate in politics and recognised intensity of use.

Regarding the way in which the measurement of the emotional component was included in these studies, a clarification is in order. The analytical model chosen responds to a long history of research by the EIP-USC in this domain, as well as to the methodological design of different previous measurement instruments. The empirical materialisation of this component is based on a battery of 13 emotions on which three fundamental questions are measured: the presence, intensity and duration of emotional expression towards leaders and political parties.5 Twelve of the 13 emotions analysed correspond to the full set orthogonal solution proposed in the ANES Pilot Study 1995 (Marcus et al., 2000): pride, hope, enthusiasm, anxiety, fear, worry, anger, resentment, disgust, hatred, contempt and bitterness; to which an additional one has been added: calmness.6

In this study, based on the results discussed below and the preceding literature, our focus was on studying the presence of two specific emotions: anger and fear. The reason for this choice is twofold. First, because they are two of the emotions that have had the longest trajectory in the literature, as indicated in the second section. Secondly, because they are two of the emotions of negative valence that tend to have a greater presence in tense political contexts such as the ones we are discussing. Regarding this second issue, it should be pointed out that in addition to the emergence of new political parties, especially a far-right party, which characterised the two electoral processes analysed (one of which was a repetition due to the difficulty of reaching agreements), there is also the management of an unprecedented global health pandemic. We believe that these issues are fundamental to understanding and forming a picture of a tense political and social climate.

To conduct the analysis, in addition to a first descriptive overview based on one- and two-dimensional analysis, several binary logistic regression models were proposed and adjusted to explain the behaviour on social networks of those who feel anger or fear towards the figure of the leader. The choice of this multivariate technique was based on the nature of the dependent variables chosen and whether each emotion was felt or not (emotional presence). These variables, originally proposed as nominal dichotomous variables (Yes/Not), were reconfigured as dummy variables (presence/absence of the specific emotion in each case).



4 Results


4.1 Consumption of social networks for political purposes and emotional presence

We begin this section by presenting a descriptive analysis (Table 2) that gives us a first snapshot of the basic data on which this research is based. The percentage of respondents who claimed to be regular users of social networks is very similar in the three political moments, ranging from 51.2 to 51.7%. The most used networks were Facebook and Instagram, as shown in Figure 1. Of these percentages, 50% in April 2019, 46.7% in November 2019 and 31.8% in 2021 claimed to use social networks to receive political information with an intensity of use7 of 6.37, 6.8 and 5.8 out of 10, respectively. It is interesting to note that both usage and intensity differ depending on whether the measurement takes place during election time, reinforcing the thesis that election campaigns encourage some citizens to seek more political information.



TABLE 2 General data of social network use.
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FIGURE 1
 Social network that uses most frequently. *Multiple response question. Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Apr. 2019, PESGES Nov. 2019, and PESS Febr. 2021.


In view of the main objective of this research, we show below (Figure 2), the relationship between the fact of using or not using social networks to stay informed about politics and the presence of anger towards the Prime Minister of Spain, Pedro Sánchez. As can be seen, the presence of this emotion is greater in the three moments analysed among those who claim to consume political information compared to those who do not. The highest percentage corresponds to November 2019 (50.8% for those who inform themselves). This is probably due to the repetition of the elections and the political situation of pacts resulting from the impossibility of forming a government. On the other hand, those who do not get political information via social networks feel substantially less anger towards Pedro Sánchez, with percentages decreasing from April (25.3%) to November (10.4%). In other words, between one election and the next, anger increases among consumers of information on social networks while it significantly decreases among those who do not consume information on social networks. In non-election periods, however, there is hardly any difference between consumers and non-consumers of political information with regards to this emotion.

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 Presence of anger towards Pedro Sánchez depending on whether/not political information is reported through social networks. Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Apr. 2019, PESGES Nov. 2019, and PESS Febr. 2021.


As already mentioned, another central emotion in politics is fear. In Figure 3 we see that the presence of fear towards Pedro Sánchez is much lower, in percentage terms, than that of anger. As to citizens who use social networks for political information, in April, 14.4% of those who use them for this purpose claimed to feel fear, compared to 19.6% in November of the same year and 16.5% in 2021. What is noteworthy is the result of the presence of this emotion for the group that does not use social networks for information. In this case the leap is very notable: from 10.8% in April to 36.9% in November of the same year to fall again to 12.5% in 2021. This fact seems to corroborate that those citizens who are politically informed through social networks and feel fear have controlled or channelled this emotion despite the above variations. In other words, the consumption of information on social networks does not result in an increase in fear or, if it does, it is negligible compared to the percentage increase we can observe among those who do not consume information on social networks (more than twice as much), and who obviously do so through other offline media. And when there is some kind of significant increase, it is usually in response to exceptional political contexts.

[image: Figure 3]

FIGURE 3
 Presence of fear towards Pedro Sánchez depending on whether/not political information is reported through social networks. Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Apr. 2019, PESGES Nov. 2019, and PESS Febr. 2021.


Next, in our analysis is to describe the profiles of those who use social networks for the consumption of political information vs. those who do not use them based on whether they feel anger or fear towards Pedro Sánchez (Figures 4, 5). We carried out a first intra-group approach, working with the same group in all temporal milestones, and subsequently, an inter-group approach comparing the two groups with each other.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 Profiles of those who learn about politics through social networks and feel Anger towards Pedro Sánchez in the three moments analysed. Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Apr. 2019, PESGES Nov. 2019, and PESS Febr. 2021.


[image: Figure 5]

FIGURE 5
 Profiles of those who do not learn about politics through social networks and feel Fear towards Pedro Sánchez in the three moments analysed. Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Apr. 2019, PESGES Nov. 2019, and PESS Febr. 2021.


The first figure shows the comparison of those who claim to be informed about politics through social networks and feel anger towards Pedro Sánchez at all three time points analysed. As far as socio-demographic variables are concerned, there are hardly any significant differences. We do observe certain differences in relation to the political assessment of the socialist leader and the assessment of his performance as head of the Spanish government,8 with both being slightly lower in 2021. About the assessment of the attributes of the Prime Minister,9 we noted that although the two worst-rated attributes in April and November 2019 were ‘concern for Spain rather than for his party’ and ‘honesty’, both had lower average values in November, especially in the case of the latter.10 The main differences are linked to the composition of the profile based on voting memory. Thus, while in April citizens mainly supported UP and Ciudadanos (in that order), in November and in 2021, their recollection was that their support for PSOE, UP and VOX had been greater. However, the percentage of support for PSOE in 2021 was significantly lower.

Figure 5 shows the profile of those citizens who do not inform themselves about politics through social networks and are afraid of Pedro Sánchez. Like in the previous case, certain similarities can be seen. Again, in socio-demographic terms, there are hardly any significant differences. The evaluation of the leader, his management and the evaluation of his qualities are again notably lower in November. As for the composition according to voting memory, similarities between the three periods can be seen, with the majority giving their support to the Partido Popular (PP).

If, instead, we establish an inter-group comparison, we need first to discuss some issues of interest. In terms of socio-demographic variables, besides the fact that the 30–49 age range predominates in all the groups analysed, it is important to note that the male profile of information consumers expresses the emotion of anger,11 as opposed to the female profile of non-consumers of information on the networks that expresses the emotion of fear. As to the assessment of the Prime Minister’s management, the assessment of his political performance and of his qualities as a leader, we observe a similar pattern among all four groups. So much so that the average values drop significantly between the months of April and November, only to recover again in 2021. A particularly relevant issue is observed in the ratings of the Prime Minister, insofar as those who feel fear always rate him worse than those who feel anger. And this is because fear is always an emotion expressed only by those who vote for others. Anger towards a leader, however, can be felt by both supporters and non-supporters.



4.2 Explanatory analysis of the expression of anger and fear towards Pedro Sánchez by social networks users

Finally, to close the analysis, six binary logistic regression models were carried out, two for each of the three moments analysed. One with the dependent variable “feeling anger” towards Pedro Sánchez and another with the dependent variable “feeling fear” towards him. In the six models, the sample was segmented. Only those who claimed to be users of social network—the central variable from which the itinerary on social networks included in the studies is drawn—were included in the sample. Some of the variables used in the profiles described in section 4.1 were introduced as independent variables: sociodemographic variables (sex, age, level of education, income level); as control variables, ideological self-placement (left–right scale) of the respondent, assessment of the central government’s management, assessment of the Prime Minister’s management, assessment of Pedro Sánchez’s political performance and assessment of his qualities as a leader. Other variables used include intensity of use of offline media (press, radio and television) to obtain political information and level of trust in the political class or level of trust in democratic institutions.

Figures 6–8 show the results of the six models fitted with the explanatory variables that were finally found to be significant after adjustment and statistical specification of the modelling, based on the marginal effects calculated from the exponential values of the beta coefficients of the models. The beta values, their standard errors and the significance levels of the variables included in all the models presented can be consulted in Appendix Table 1.

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 Coefficient graph [Exp (B)] of the binary logistic regression models of the use of social networks to obtain information about politics in April 2019 (Model 1, DV: Anger; Model 2, DV: Fear), Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Apr. 2019.


[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 Coefficient graph [Exp (B)] of the binary logistic regression models of the use of social networks to obtain information about politics in November 2019 (Model 1, DV: Anger; Model 2, DV: Fear). Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESGES Nov. 2019.


[image: Figure 8]

FIGURE 8
 Coefficient graph [Exp (B)] of the binary logistic regression models of the use of social networks to obtain information about politics in February 2021 (Model 1, DV: Anger; Model 2, DV: Fear). Source: Own preparation from data of surveys PESS Febr. 2021.


It is important to note the sparseness of the adjusted models and, therefore, the centralisation of the explanatory potential in a smaller number of variables, which undoubtedly speaks of a greater degree of intra-group compactness. One of the fundamental explanatory variables in the modelling is the assessment of Pedro Sánchez’s performance as head of the Spanish government, which in 2021 is replaced by the assessment of his political performance. These two variables have an inverse relationship in the six scenarios (with greater or lesser impact, see Figure 6) with the two dependent variables (anger or fear, depending on the case); causing, consequently, an increase in the probability of expressing both emotions towards the above leader as the assessment of his performance as head of the Spanish government worsens. In conclusion, it is clear, both in April and November, that the consumption of information on social networks is the variable that shows the greatest explanatory capacity for the feeling of anger towards Pedro Sánchez, confirming a sort of catalytic effect of this emotion. In contrast, in model 4, adjusted for fear, the intensity of the use of television as an element of political information consumption is significant, with the probability of feeling fear increasing as the consumption of this offline medium increases.12 In the models adjusted for 2021, none of these variables proved relevant. This may be due in part to the reduction in media consumption in non-electoral periods.

Regarding the models proposed for the first temporal milestone, April 2019, it is important to note the notable effect of some contextual variables, more specifically, the assessment of the current economic situation in Models 1 and 2, albeit with a different effect in both cases. Thus, while in Model 1, as the assessment of the current economic situation improves, the probability of feeling anger decreases. In the case of Model 2, the effect is the inverse. Also significant in the case of Model 1 is the assessment of the future political situation, increasing the probability of expressing anger, and in the case of Model 2, the prospective assessment of the economic situation, reducing the probability of feeling fear.

Finally, the presence and influence of some classical political variables in the analysis of political behaviour should be mentioned as they complete the explanation, especially in the case of Models 2 and 6. In the first case (Model 2), as the respondent’s ideological self-placement moves to the right of the ideological spectrum, the probability of feeling fear towards Pedro Sánchez increases. In the second case (Model 6), the expression of sympathy (partisan identification) towards right-wing (Partido Popular) and extreme right-wing (VOX) parties seemed to increase the probability of feeling fear towards the socialist leader in 2021.




5 Discussion

Whether social networks are used or not to consume political information is related to the existence of different emotional states. This statement confirms a clear division, already reported in previous studies, with regard to the forms of offline and online consumption in the hybrid information ecosystem (Chadwick, 2017), but not as regards the emotional consequences of such consumption. This demonstrates the validity of our first hypothesis, which we consider to be a significant contribution of this paper.

Among those who get their information through social networks, fear increases and anger decreases. A statement that connects the approaches by Marcus (2000, 2002) and Marcus et al. (2017) with those presented here to conclude that, while fear prompts people to seek alternative information, when this search involves the consumption of information on the social networks, the expression of anger increases. This would partially corroborate our second hypothesis, at least in terms of aggregate analysis. Demonstration through a panel study is needed, though, to show how a single individual turns fear into anger.

The role given to social networks is that of a catalyst, an enhancer or stimulant of emotions, particularly anger. Thus, the consumption of political information in these networked spaces leads to an exacerbation in this emotion. This could provoke an ‘anger spiral’ effect, which, as Wollebæk et al. (2019) pointed out, would result in greater anger among those participants who, already angry, seek information or participate in social networks. These effects are, for democracy, immediate. While political information is considered a necessary condition for both quality deliberation and participation (Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2014), anger and the very configuration (polarised and targeted) of digital communities in social networks promote the ratification of previous opinions, generating a non-negotiated vision of political reality. This means that voters may even express anger towards the political party they are voting for. Or that dialogue, far from promoting a more deliberate, more negotiated democracy, may end up leading to the formation of increasingly closed and confrontational communities.

Thirdly, in addition to other aspects of a contextual nature that might influence the negative emotions expressed, fear exists among those who do not inform themselves about politics through social networks. This fear prompts, at the same time, the necessary search for such information, or in other words, the search for new or alternative narratives that help them to face new threats (Marcus, 2019). A fact that consolidates an interesting reflection on the role of offline and online media as generators of different emotions, reinforcing the specific model of attribution in social networks (Guo et al., 2012) and the spotlighting function of television during election periods (Roessler, 2008).



6 Conclusion

Based on the empirical evidence presented in this study, a series of interesting conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, the results of this study show that the fact of using or not using social networks to consume political information is related to a completely different emotional state for each of the groups (each group, in turn, also showing heterogeneity) with a general pre-eminence of anger for the former (those who access information through social networks) and a greater presence of fear in the latter (those who do not access information through the networks), especially in November 2019.

Secondly, from a longitudinal perspective, the data presented indicate that among those who do not access information through social networks, fear increases and anger decreases. This is not the case among those who access information through social networks, where fear remains constant, although anger increases. According to the empirical evidence provided, this occurred between April and November 2019, stabilising again in 2021.

Thirdly, citizens who are not informed about politics through social networks and feel fear towards Pedro Sánchez are shaping their opinion, as the modelling shows (with a moderate explanatory value), through another media, a traditional one: television. As exposure to television messages increases, the likelihood of feeling fear towards the socialist candidate also rises.

Finally, our results suggest that fear towards Pedro Sánchez is transformed into anger when individuals proactively search for information on social networks. However, future research should verify this finding specifically for Pedro Sánchez and replicate it with other political leaders.
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Footnotes

1   We should not lose sight of the fact that the November elections were themselves a repeat of the previous electoral process, which was motivated by the inability to form a government. They were the second elections called for that reason, and the fourth election process in less than 4 years.

2   For 15 years now, this research group has been carrying out a broad line of research focused on the study of the impact that the emotions expressed towards the political system, leaders, parties and even major political events have on citizens’ political decision-making processes. The questionnaires they use for their studies have been tested and standardised, allowing for comparability not only in the national context in question, but also in other contexts in which they have also been applied.

3   Specifically, this variable was included in both questionnaires with the following wording: Q.22.d. Do you use social networks to receive political information? (Response options: Yes, No, N/A).

4   Specifically, this variable was included in both questionnaires with the following wording: Q. 53. Now think about your emotions, about the emotions that politicians make us feel, even though sometimes we are not very aware of them. I am going to name a series of politicians and ask you to tell me if they have ever made you feel any of the emotions I am going to talk about (Response options: Yes, No, N/A).

5   For more information on these subjects, see Jaráiz et al. (2020).

6   As the authors explain, since 1980, the ANES study included only four emotions (two positive and two negative), in 1985 the battery was extended to a total of 12, adding one new positive and seven negative items.

7   Specifically, this variable was worded in both questionnaires as follows: P.22.d.1 In a scale from 0 to 10, where 0 is never and 10 is very often how much do you use social networks for political information? (Answer 0–10).

8   The variables relating to the assessment of Pedro Sánchez and the assessment of his government’s performance were measured on a scale of 0–10, where 0 represented the worst assessment and 10 the best assessment. We would like to point out that in the 2021 study, the variable relating to the assessment of the government’s management focused on the management of the COVID-19 pandemic. In our understanding, however, it remains an evaluation of the government’s work, hence that we have decided to include it in the 2021 study.

9   The EIP-USC has always introduced in its opinion polls a specific measurement section dedicated to the concept of leadership. Particularly significant is the battery of questions aimed at measuring the degree of appreciation that citizens express towards a set of qualities represented in the figures of the different political leaders. This battery is the result of a process of testing in previous opinion polls. It initially emerged as a battery of 12 qualities of an ideal leader, which was later contrasted with specific political leaders and reduced to a total of six attributes: effectiveness, honesty, ability to obtain resources, concern for Spain over the party, proximity to citizens, good projects and charisma. In the diagrams, due to space constraints, only the two qualities with the highest average scores were included.

10   In 2021, the measurement of the evaluation of the qualities of national political leaders was not carried out. The information for this year, therefore, was not collected.

11   Apart from 2021 in the case of those who get their political information through social media and feel anger towards Pedro Sánchez.

12   Please note that this variable is an ordered scale from highest to lowest intensity.
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