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					Abstract

					This study examines the effects of three dimensions of media diet (quantity, frequency and partisan diversity) on affective polarization in the Spanish general elections held between 1993 and 2023. Using post-election survey data from CNEP project and employing a multivariate linear regression model, the results show that, over the past thirty years, a high frequency of television consumption or an ideologically homogeneous media diet has increased affective polarization at the individual level in certain electoral contexts. These findings help clarify the role of the dimensions of media diet on affective polarization in Spain, analyzed from the theoretical framework of the limited effects of the media.
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					Resumen

					Este estudio tiene por objetivo analizar los efectos de la dieta mediática en sus tres dimensiones (cantidad, frecuencia y diversidad ideológica) sobre la polarización afectiva en elecciones generales españolas entre 1993 y 2023. Utilizando datos de encuestas poselectorales del proyecto CNEP y empleando modelos de regresión lineal multivariante, los resultados muestran que una alta frecuencia de consumo de televisión o una dieta mediática homogénea ideológicamente incrementan la polarización afectiva a nivel individual en determinados contextos electorales de los últimos treinta años. Los hallazgos contribuyen a esclarecer el rol de las dimensiones de la dieta mediática en la polarización afectiva en España, interpretados desde el marco de la teoría de los efectos limitados de los medios de comunicación.
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				Introduction1

				Contemporary political communication dynamics is one of the main lines of re-search on the causes of affective pola-rization in contemporary democracies (Iyengar et al., 2019; Kubin and Sikorski, 2021). Media ecologies have gone from a few information options to offerings of multiple choices and disconnec-tion (Hmielowski, Beam and Hutchens, 2016; Prior, 2013), increasingly nega-tive election campaigns (Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes, 2012), the political dele-gitimization of adversaries and institu-tions in contexts of adequate democra-tic functioning (Bosco and Verney, 2020; Rojo-Martínez and Crespo-Martínez, 2023), a greater capacity for information selection on the social networks and the proliferation of small media outlets that are geared towards ideological niches, and their effects (Arceneaux, Johnson and Murphy, 2012; Stroud, 2010). These are some of the avenues explored in previous literature, especially focused on the American case (Cuéllar-Rivero, 2024; Kubin and Sikorski, 2021).

				In Spain, a combination of several of these factors exists: a developed me-dia ecology with more information op-tions than thirty years ago (Díaz-Nosty, 2017), a media system characterized by the traditional alignment of some of the country’s leading newspapers with ideo-logical and partisan trends in the politi-cal arena (Hallin and Mancini, 2004) and, according to recent studies, the status as one of the most emotionally polarized democracies (Reiljan, 2020). Spain is an 

				ideal case study to test some of the hy-potheses formulated in other political and media systems, by delving deeper into the effects of audience information consumption on affective polarization.

				This study aims to determine the effects of the dimensions of media diet of Spaniards which contribute to incre-asing or reducing levels of affective po-larization. Selective exposure is a com-monly used mechanism to explain the effect of information consumption on affective polarization (Cuéllar-Rivero, 2024; Kubin and Sikorski, 2021). Howe-ver, given the high capacity for choice and evasion of political information in contemporary media ecologies, the effects of selective exposure can be mi-tigated by balanced or counter-attitu-dinal consumption. This highlights the need to investigate the use of media diets as opposed to a single medium (Dubois and Blank, 2018).

				This study focuses on audiences, and it examines national post-election survey data provided by the Compar-ative National Electoral Project. It is a longitudinal study of changes in media consumption over a thirty-year period (1993-2023), examining the effects of these changes on distinct political-elec-toral contexts existing in Spain. The re-sults reveal a complex panorama of effects, whereby the frequency of televi-sion consumption or the ideological ho-mogeneity of the media diet emerge as explanatory factors of the increase in af-fective polarization in certain electoral contexts. The findings are interpreted based on the framework of the theory of limited or conditional effects of the me-dia. This situates information consump-tion and its configuration through media diet in a contributing role with respect to climates of affective polarization in cer-tain Spanish electoral contexts.

				
					1 Rubén Cuéllar-Rivero received funding from the USAL 2021 predoctoral contract call, co-financed by Banco Santander.
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				Theoretical framework

				Affective polarization and its expression in Spain

				Affective polarization is defined as the difference between adherence or favor-ability towards certain social groups or political actors perceived as being simi-lar or their own (in-group) and the rejec-tion or hostility towards those that are perceived as opposites or adversaries (out-group) (Druckman and Levendusky, 2019; Iyengar and Westwood, 2015). The proposal is based on theories of social identity in competitive contexts (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). It suggests that mere identification with or closeness to certain social and political actors or groups im-plies rejection of their opposites (Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes, 2012). This type of po-larization is not necessarily related to ideological differences based on politi-cal positions (Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes, 2012; Reiljan, 2020); however, it may possibly be related to ideology in terms of political identity (Comellas and Torcal, 2023). This political or social iden-tity must be prominent and, depending on the context, it may relate to partisan (Druckman and Levendusky, 2019), ideo-logical (Comellas and Torcal, 2023), eth-nic or national (Arabaghatta et al., 2021; Balcells and Kuo, 2023) identities.

				The causes of affective polarization re-main a subject of debate, but the litera-ture accumulated over recent years may be summarized in three main lines of re-search. First, there is the theoretical cor-pus related to the strengthening of identi-ties and the two-block division of society and politics (Iyengar et al., 2019; Mason, 2018; Torcal, 2023). Second, there is the often symbiotic relationship between af-fective polarization and ideological ex-tremism. And third, there are the trends in the forms and content of contemporary 

				political communication, especially with respect to strategies, the aggressive and uncivil tone of electoral campaigns and the effects of the dynamics of information consumption by audiences (Iyengar et al., 2019; Prior, 2013).

				Polarization is not a new phenome-non in Spanish history. It is not character-ized so much by ideological differences in terms of public policy (Miller, 2020) as by the growing differences between affec-tions and disaffections based on ideolog-ical and national identities (Balcells and Kuo, 2023; Comellas and Torcal, 2023; Lagares, Máiz and Rivera, 2022). Of the democracies analyzed with respect to af-fective polarization, Spain tends to be sit-uated in the high or upper-middle ranks (Gidron, Adams and Horne, 2019; Reiljan, 2020) or in an intermediate position (Wagner, 2021). It has been suggested that the origin of affective polarization in Spain lies in the increasing incivility in po-litical commentary, animosity towards the adversary and discursive aggressiveness of the elites. It may also result from the increasing frequency of the democratic delegitimization of the political adversary (Bosco and Verney, 2020). This existed long before the emergence of the radical populist challenger parties over the past decade (Torcal and Comellas, 2022).

				In the most recent studies, affective polarization in Spain appears to be influ-enced by the symbolic-identity dimension of the left-right political axis (Comellas and Torcal, 2023) and along the cen-ter-periphery axis with respect to national identities (Balcells and Kuo, 2023; Orriols and León, 2020). This polarization is es-pecially directed towards political lead-ers (Orriols and León, 2020; Torcal and Comellas, 2022) from the adherence side. However, in electoral contexts, it has been suggested that the mobilizing factor is more explained by the rejection of the leader of the out-group than by an affin-
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				ity with the specific leader (Serani, 2022). Electoral processes and political cam-paigns serve as moments of mobilization and increased aggressiveness in parti-san rhetoric, making them influential fac-tors in affective polarization (Rodríguez, Santamaría and Miller, 2022).

				Over the last decade, the political con-flict stemming from the Catalan inde-pendence process has been sufficient to increase affinity and rejection in two affec-tively opposite poles, based on the align-ment between the position for or against independence, feelings towards politi-cal leaders and the preeminent national identity (Balcells and Kuo, 2023; Lagares, Máiz and Rivera, 2022). This has fostered a consumption of political information guided by these political and emotional divisions (Valera-Ordaz, 2023a).

				Information consumption and affective polarization of audiences

				One of the most common concerns re-garding political polarization stems from the effects of information consumption in media ecologies with high choice ca-pacity (Aelst et al., 2017; Iyengar et al., 2019; Kubin and Sikorski, 2021; Prior, 2007). In other words, informative envi-ronments where the repertoire of plat-forms, formats, and partisan and ideolo-gical orientations to which individuals can access have multiplied. This is a fact that increases the availability of content, the fragmentation of audiences, and, conse-quently, a potentially polarizing consump-tion (Arceneaux, Johnson and Murphy, 2012; Stroud, 2011).

				This concern is contemporaneous with the empirical evidence that has revitalized selective exposure theory (Iyengar and Hahn, 2009; Mutz, 2006; Stroud, 2008), defined as the tendency of audiences to select information sources that are in ac-

				cordance with their predispositions, be-liefs, attitudes, and prior political orienta-tions (Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet, 1948; Sears and Freedman, 1967). Re-garding affective polarization, selective exposure to partisan media is the mech-anism most frequently cited as a cause (Cuéllar-Rivero, 2024). This argument is based on the idea that social and political identity directs selective information con-sumption towards pro-attitude partisan sources and that this reinforces previous attitudes and identities (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017, 2019). Therefore, selective exposure to partisan media may lead to increased adherence to one’s own group or group leaders and rejection of groups or group leaders who are perceived as outsiders (Hyun and Moon, 2016; Kelly et al., 2014; Tsfati and Nir, 2017).

				In addition to media ecologies with high choice capacity, media systems that can historically be categorized as polar-ized pluralists (as in the Spanish system) offer another theoretical and empirical path towards the affective polarization of audiences. This is due to the traditional propensity of mass media – and now, digital and social media – to align them-selves with the partisan trends of the po-litical arena (Brüggemann et al., 2014; Fletcher, Cornia and Nielsen, 2020; Hallin and Mancini, 2004). Studies on selec-tive exposure in Spain describe a media landscape of audiences that have been distributed according to their ideologi-cal and partisan preferences in a stable manner since at least the 1990s (Díez-Nicolás and Semetko, 1993; Gunther, Montero and Wert, 2000; Fraile and Meilán, 2012; Humanes, 2014; Humanes and Mellado, 2017; Ramírez-Dueñas and Vinuesa-Tejero, 2021; Valera-Ordaz and Humanes, 2022; Humanes and Valera-Ordaz, 2022; Ramírez-Dueñas and Humanes, 2023). This has been com-pounded by selective consumption based 
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				on national identity (Martínez, 2020; Valera-Ordaz, 2024) in a country whose peripheral nationalities form an active part of its political heritage.

				There is both international and national empirical support for the trend of audi-ences towards selective exposure (Aelst et al., 2017; Bennett and Pfetsch, 2018; Valera-Ordaz, 2023b). However, the ev-idence on its effect on affective polar-ization has been mixed or even incon-clusive (Aelst et al., 2017; Iyengar et al., 2019). First, prior literature has indicated that the effects of selective exposure on affective polarization may be small. (Kelly et al., 2014; Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022) or null (Wojcieszak et al., 2021, 2022). Secondly, a vast majority of studies, especially those concerning the United States, focus on partisan media or a specific social network (Aelst et al., 2017; Dubois and Blank, 2018). There-fore, they offer a partial view of the ac-tual information consumption. Third, the effects of deliberate or accidental trans-versal and counter-attitudinal consump-tion may be depolarizing (Beam, Hutchens and Hmielowski, 2018; Kelly et al., 2014; Nordbrandt, 2022). All of this suggests less need for alarm regarding the effects of selective exposure on polarization in contexts of high choice capacity and bal-anced consumption in ideological and partisan terms (Aelst et al., 2017).

				In fact, it is most likely that indivi-duals combine a certain tendency to se-lect news sources that align with their prior ideological and partisan preferen-ces with the consumption of contrasting news sources, thus offsetting their effects (Valera-Ordaz, 2023b). In a media ecology such as the contemporary one, this invi-tes further investigation into media diet (Dubois and Blank, 2018; Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022) or political informa-tion repositories (Wolfsfeld, Yarchi and Samuel-Azran, 2016).

				Media diet and affective polarization: objective and research hypothesis

				In media ecologies with high choice capacity, individuals tend to select a subset of media outlets as information sources that they regularly use to stay informed about politics. This may be referred to as the media diet (Dubois and Blank, 2018; Heeter, 1985; Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022; Wolfsfeld, Yarchi and Samuel-Azran, 2016). The media diets of individuals differ de-pending on the number of media out-lets consumed, their diversity, their frequency of use, and how they are combined (Dubois and Blank, 2018; Wolfsfeld, Yarchi and Samuel-Azran, 2016). Therefore, it may be expected that their effects on attitudes, orienta-tions and feelings of individuals towards political actors may also vary.

				The aim of this study is to determine the effects of the dimensions of the me-dia diet of Spaniards that contribute to increasing or reducing levels of affec-tive polarization. This research work fo-cuses on three dimensions, in accor-dance with the proposed definition of media diet: the amount of media con-sumed, the frequency of its use, and the degree of ideological or partisan di-versity of those media (Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022; Ramírez-Dueñas and Humanes, 2023).

				A media diet with a greater quantity of media increases the probability of fin-ding transversal and contradictory media (Dubois and Blank, 2018). Therefore, it is expected that a greater number of media outlets could lead to less affective pola-rization. On the other hand, a “poor” me-dia diet will have a more polarizing effect (Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022: 3). Based on this framework, the following hypothesis has been proposed:
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				H1. Quantity hypothesis: A media diet with a greater number of media out-lets reduces affective polarization at the individual level.

				In ideological and partisan terms, a homogeneous media diet is characteri-zed by a greater predominance of the se-lection of news sources that coincide with prior political preferences. This will even-tually increase adherence to the members of the in-group and a rejection of mem-bers of the out-group. Therefore, it will increase the affective polarization. Along these lines, a heterogeneous media diet is characterized by a lower predominance of selective consumption combined with the choice of transversal and counter-at-titudinal information sources. For this re-ason, an effect that is opposite to that proposed for ideologically more homo-geneous intakes is anticipated and con-sequently, affective polarization will de-crease. Based on this framework, the following hypothesis is formulated.

				H2. Diversity hypothesis: In parti-san terms, a homogeneous media diet will increase affective polariza-tion at an individual level.

				The frequency with which political in-formation is consumed is yet another part of the composition of the media diet (Dubois and Blank, 2018). Previous lite-rature suggests a positive relationship between intensive consumption of politi-cal information and affective polarization. Individuals who intensely seek informa-tion are more likely to find sensationalist and polarizing information or information that seeks to their prior beliefs and attitu-des (Crespo-Martínez et al., 2024). In this way, cognitive dissonance and unrest are avoided (Festinger, 1957). From this, the following hypothesis is derived:

				H3. Frequency hypothesis: a media diet with a higher frequency of me-dia consumption to stay informed 

				about politics will be positively re-lated to greater affective polariza-tion at an individual level.

				Methodology

				Research design

				This study focuses on a case study of Spain, given the convergence of at least three characteristics of interest: firstly, its media system is categorized as polarized pluralism, characterized by a significant number of media outlets with extensive audiences that align with partisan trends in the political arena (González, Rodríguez and Castromil, 2010; Hallin and Mancini, 2004); second, it expresses an evolution from a media ecology with limited choice towards an ecology with greater choice and audience fragmentation (Díaz-Nosty, 2017); and finally, it is one of the most affectively polarized western democra-cies (Gidron, Adams and Horne, 2019; Reiljan, 2020). This is a longitudinal study for which various multivariate linear re-gression models have been applied as a quantitative research technique.

				Data

				The data used in this work comes from the Comparative National Electoral Pro-ject (CNEP) of post-election surveys con-ducted on the days following the general elections of 1993, 2004, 2011, 2015 and 2023 in Spain. The technical characteris-tics of the same are shown in Table 1. As one might suspect, not all general (legis-lative) elections that have taken place du-ring these thirty years are subject to study, since the project has only conducted field-work in the indicated electoral events. Fur-thermore, in the case of 2015, the data can only be used for descriptive purposes since the questions relating to the depen-
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				dent variable are in the pre-election ques-tionnaire, while those relating to the inde-pendent variable are in the post-election questionnaire. This disconnect makes it impossible to establish a causal relations-hip between both variables for that year.

				Variables of interest

				The independent variables are obtained from questions regarding the frequency of media use and questions asking about which newspapers, television channels and radio stations are preferentially used 

				to stay informed about politics during the election campaign. Regarding the first ones, these are ordinal variables mea-sured as a five-position Likert scale. They ask about the frequency with which the respondents had consumed press, ra-dio and television during the last election campaign, with 0 meaning “Never or al-most never” and 5 meaning “Every day or almost every day”. As for the second, nominal information is obtained on the consumption of a specific medium. This information will later be used to classify them ideologically, and to obtain indica-tors of quantity and diversity.

			

		

		
			
				Table 1. Technical characteristics of the data from the CNEP in Spain

				
					Country and year

				

				
					Election, date

				

				
					No.

				

				
					Interview model

				

				
					Sampling method

				

				
					Relation to election

				

				
					Population covered

				

				
					Response rate

				

				
					Spain 1993

				

				
					Legislative, 26/06/1993

				

				
					1448

				

				
					In-person

				

				
					Multi-stage random sam-pling with probabilities proportional to size

				

				
					Pre and post

				

				
					Nationally representa-tive sample of adults

				

				
					72 %

				

				
					Spain 2004

				

				
					Legislative, 14/03/2004

				

				
					2929

				

				
					In-person

				

				
					Quota sam-pling based on age, gen-der, and re-gion of resi-dence (A. C.)

				

				
					Post

				

				
					Nationally representa-tive sample of adults

				

				
					64 %

				

				
					Spain 2011

				

				
					Legislative, 20/11/2011

				

				
					7194 pre / 6082 post

				

				
					In-person

				

				
					Quota sam-pling based on age, gen-der, and re-gion of resi-dence (A. C.)

				

				
					Pre and post

				

				
					Nationally representa-tive sample of adults

				

				
					81 %

				

				
					Spain 2015

				

				
					Legislative, 20/12/2015

				

				
					2411 pre / 2264 post

				

				
					On-line panel

				

				
					Quota sam-pling based on age, gen-der, and re-gion of resi-dence (A. C.)

				

				
					Pre and post

				

				
					Nationally representa-tive sample of adults

				

				
					82 % of the pre-establis-hed panel (pre); 94 % (post)

				

				
					Spain 2023

				

				
					Legislative, 23/07/2023

				

				
					1113 pre / 944 post

				

				
					On-line panel

				

				
					Non-proba-bility quota sampling

				

				
					Pre and post

				

				
					Nationally representa-tive sample of 18 years and over

				

				
					67.9 % wave 1; 94.5 % wave 2; 82.65 % total

				

				Source: Comparative National Election Project.
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				Regarding the dependent variable, this study relies on the sentiment ther-mometer regarding political leaders of state-level parties to construct an indica-tor of affective polarization at an individ-ual level. The sentiment thermometer is a scale that usually ranges from 0 to 10, with the value 0 implying the greatest re-jection or “cold” feelings while 10 refers to the greatest adhesion or “warm” feel-ings.

				As control variables, in addition to the usual sociodemographic ones such as sex, age and educational level, this study also considers interest in pol-itics (Dahlgren, 2022; Skovsgaard, Shehata and Strömbäck, 2016; Warner, 2018), interest in the election cam-paign (Rodríguez, Santamaría and Miller, 2022), ideological self-placement on the left-right spectrum and proxim-ity to political parties (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017; Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022; Ramírez-Dueñas and Humanes, 2023).

				Operationalization

				To determine the political leanings of the media based on audience analysis, past literature has used various measure-ments, such as ideological self-placement (Castro-Herrero, Hopmann and Engesser, 2016; Fletcher, Cornia and Nielsen, 2020), the partisan perception of the media (Dilliplane, 2011), closeness to political parties (Humanes, 2014) or memory of the vote (Castro, 2021; Humanes and Valera-Ordaz, 2022).

				This study uses as a parsimonious measure of political tendency the average ideological self-placement (scale 0-10, left-right, respectively) of the audiences of each media outlet of a national scope or those whose frequency (N) is greater than thirty cases. Despite their contribu-tion to the national media ecology, lo-

				cal and provincial media are excluded from the analysis due to their nature, geo-graphical concentration, and extremely low frequency in the sample.

				After an initial look at the political leanings of the media, in accordance with the proposal made by Ramírez-Dueñas and Humanes (2023), they are classified into three types: progressive, if the av-erage ideological self-placement of their audiences is between 0 and 4.5; trans-versal, if it is between 4.51 and 5.49; and conservative, if the average is between 5.50 and 10.

				From the concept of media diet, this study operationalizes and analyzes the effects of three of its dimensions: quan-tity, diversity and frequency of use. To verify the quantity hypothesis (H1), the total number of media consumed is cal-culated (TNM) (Dubois and Blank, 2018; Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022) during the election campaign. The following for-mula is proposed for its calculation:

				To verify the diversity hypothesis (H2), based on the classification of partisan tendency, three variables are created: one, to measure the accumulation of con-sumption of conservative media; another, to measure the accumulation of con-sumption of progressive media; and fi-nally, to measure the overall degree of diversity in the media diet. The two indi-cators of partisan leanings in news con-sumption will form a scale and one point will be added every time the media con-sumed is considered progressive or con-servative, according to the indicator at hand. Zero points will be added if the me-dia is considered cross-cutting, in accor-dance with Stroud’s proposal (2010).
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				As an intermediate step between the construction of the indicators of accu-mulation of progressive or conservative media and that of the diversity indicator, the media diet indicator at the individ-ual level is created. It is the result of sub-tracting the number of accumulated con-servative media outlets from the number of accumulated progressive media outlets (Bogado et al., 2024), and will give rise to an indicator that ranges between nega-tive or positive values. Subsequently, this media diet indicator is positively factored to create the media diet partisan diversity indicator (Ramírez-Dueñas and Humanes, 2023). A value of 0 indicates that a media diet with a heterogeneous tendency will have higher values, while high values on this same scale will indicate a greater de-gree of partisan homogeneity.

				To verify the frequency hypothesis (H3), the frequency of media use is operational-ized through the general frequency of me-dia use variables (press, radio and televi-sion, whether in their traditional or digital version). This gives rise to three independ-ent variables on a scale where the value 0 implies non-existent or almost non-existent consumption and high values imply a higher frequency of consumption.

				As an indicator of affective polarization at an individual level, this study relies on the weighted affective polarization index developed by Wagner (2021). It allows us to see the effects of the dimensions of in-dividual media diets on the affective po-larization of each individual, weighted by the electoral weight of each political force. The formula proposed by Wagner for its calculation is:

				Here, p is the party, i refers to the sur-veyed individual and likeip indicates the 

				score of liking-disliking assigned to each match p by individual i. Vp is the percent-age of votes of each party, measured as a proportion with a range from 0 to 1. Fur-thermore, is weighted using the following formula:

				Results

				Graph 1 shows the evolution of the aver-age of the explanatory independent vari-ables in this study. These include the av-erage number of media consumed, the frequency of consumption of television, radio and press, and the degree of diver-sity-homogeneity of the media diet dur-ing the election campaign. The average number of media consumed ranged from 2.53 in 1993 to 0.6 in 2023. Its great-est decline occurred between 2015 and 2023. This decline may be due to a pro-gressive reduction in the use of traditional media in favor of social media, and due to certain contextual factors that were not analyzed. Continuing with consump-tion frequencies, the graph shows a sus-tained predominance of television con-sumption over press and radio, in line with the historical trend of our media system (Gunther, Montero and Wert, 2000; Hallin and Mancini, 2004). While it is true that press consumption increased from 2004 to 2015, this was most likely influenced by the emergence of new newspapers in digital format. Finally, the diversity of the media diets has reduced upon increas-ing their ideological homogeneity between 1993 (0.49) and 2023 (0.96). It reached its peak value in 2015 with a value of 1.33. This trend suggests a shift towards the consumption of media that reinforces in-dividuals’ ideological and partisan pre-
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				dispositions. However, this study does not attempt to determine whether these changes are a consequence of alterations in audience behavior or modifications in the media offering.

				Regarding the causal analysis, Table 2 presents four multivariate linear regres-sion models that represent the effects of the three dimensions of the media diet analyzed and of the control varia-bles on affective polarization at the in-dividual level in each of the years ana-lyzed. Unfortunately, the 2023 model is being undertaken without the use of in-terest in the election campaign, given its absence in the Spanish questionnaire. It should be noted that multicollinear-ity assessments were performed on each of the regression models, considering the tolerance indices and variance infla-tion factors (VIF). Overall, tolerance val-ues were between 0.341 and 0.988, and the VIF ranged between 1.012 and 2.935. Therefore, they were situated between 

				acceptable thresholds, ruling out signifi-cant multicollinearity problems.

				The quantity hypothesis (H1) is rejected in all of the presented models, and, ex-cept in 2004, the direction of the estima-tion of the results on affective polarization is contrary to the hypothesized. Although the results do not allow us to accept the formulated hypothesis, the slight positive trend revealed by the beta coefficients may be interpreted in light of the findings of Padró-Solanet and Balcells (2022). Accord-ing to these findings, the mere cumulative use of media, regardless of the time of at-tention devoted to each, may exacerbate affective polarization.

				The diversity hypothesis (H2) is only ac-cepted in the 2004 model, suggesting that a greater partisan and ideological homoge-neity of the media diet would explain some of the affective polarization in that electoral context. In 2023, although the standardized beta coefficient of the diversity of the media diet has a positive direction and an intensity in line with the expected, it does not reach 

			

		

		
			
				Graph 1. Evolution of the average of the explanatory independent variables

				Source: Author’s own creation based on CNEP data of Spain for 1993, 2004, 2011, 2015 y 2023.
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				a sufficient level of statistical significance for its hypothesis to be accepted. However, this result points in the same direction as the findings of Melero López, Quiles Bailén and López Palazón (2024), who analyzed the data obtained during the same elec-tions and used a larger sample size than that used in this study. In their case, they find the same direction and a similar effect size, which, in that study, is statistically sig-nificant.

				The results from 2011 are striking, not only in that they are contrary to the hy-pothesis, but also because they are un-expected. A closer examination of the issue revealed a minimal and non-sig-nificant positive association between cumulative consumption of conserva-tive media and affective polarization, but a highly significant negative rela-tionship between cumulative consump-tion of progressive media and this po-

			

		

		
			
				Table 2. Effects of the three dimensions of media diet on individual affective polarization (IPAP)

				
					

				

				
					1993

				

				
					2004

				

				
					2011

				

				
					2023

				

				
					Independent variables

				

				
					Standardized beta coefficients (standard error)

				

				
					Number of media consumed

				

				
					0.042

					(0.024)

				

				
					-0.029

					(0.021)

				

				
					0.052

					(0.027)

				

				
					0.010

					(0.129)

				

				
					Frequency of television use

				

				
					0.196***

					(0.024)

				

				
					0.031

					(0.014)

				

				
					0.099***

					(0.010)

				

				
					0.046

					(0.047)

				

				
					Frequency of newspaper use

				

				
					-0.129**

					(0.020)

				

				
					-0.039

					(0.011)

				

				
					-0.056*

					(0.009)

				

				
					0.014

					(0.036)

				

				
					Frequency of radio use

				

				
					0.019

					(0.019)

				

				
					-0.020

					(0.010)

				

				
					0.019

					(0.008)

				

				
					0.044

					(0.030)

				

				
					Diversity of the media diet

				

				
					0.034

					(0.049)

				

				
					0.096***

					(0.018)

				

				
					-0.091***

					(0.019)

				

				
					0.101

					(0.084)

				

				
					General interest in politics

				

				
					-0.152***

					(0.022)

				

				
					0.065*

					(0.022)

				

				
					-0.053***

					(0.017)

				

				
					-0.047

					(0.058)

				

				
					Interest in the election campaign

				

				
					0.153***

					(0.026)

				

				
					0.052

					(0.015)

				

				
					0.159***

					(0.018)

				

				
					NA

				

				
					Closeness to party

				

				
					0.080*

					(0.026)

				

				
					0.122***

					(0.031)

				

				
					0.044*

					(0.014)

				

				
					0.223***

					(0.044)

				

				
					Left-wing ideology

				

				
					0.019

					(0.066)

				

				
					0.040

					(0.034)

				

				
					-0.123***

					(0.038)

				

				
					-0.059

					(0.144)

				

				
					Right-wing ideology

				

				
					0.003

					(0.073)

				

				
					0.022

					(0.038)

				

				
					0.129***

					(0.041)

				

				
					-0.098*

					(0.157)

				

				
					Age

				

				
					0.067

					(0.002)

				

				
					0.160***

					(0.001)

				

				
					0.098***

					(0.001)

				

				
					0.029

					(0.004)

				

				
					Sex (fem.)

				

				
					0.001

					(0.052)

				

				
					0.052*

					(0.027)

				

				
					0.056**

					(0.028)

				

				
					0.036

					(0.099)

				

				
					Education

				

				
					-0.091*

					(0.022)

				

				
					-0.043

					(0.031)

				

				
					0.000

					(0.002)

				

				
					-0.058

					(0.034)

				

				
					R2

				

				
					0.139

				

				
					0.080

				

				
					0.130

				

				
					0.070

				

				
					N

				

				
					933

				

				
					1848

				

				
					2841

				

				
					297

				

				***p<0.001; **p<0.01; *p<0.05. NA = Lost, not asked.

				Source: Author’s own creation based on CNEP data for Spain 1993, 2004, 2011 and 2023.
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				larization. This result may be attributed to the political and social context dur-ing the early years of the Great Reces-sion, as these were elections called due to the exhaustion of the socialist party’s (PSOE) government in the face of the on-slaught of the consequences of the cri-sis (Martín and Urquizu-Sancho, 2014; Torcal, 2015). Therefore, only in this way could one expect that the homogene-ity of the media diet is negatively related to affective polarization, since it is ex-plained by a reduction of affection, and even rejection with respect to the left-wing candidates.

				The frequency hypothesis (H3) is partially confirmed in the years 1993 and 2011 for those who intensely watched television to be informed during the campaign. Furthermore, intensive newspaper consumers in 1993 and 2011 show a decrease in affective polarization at an individual level. The positive effect for those consuming television to stay in-formed about politics would be expected amongst the intensive newspaper con-sumers, given the historical tendency of major newspapers to adopt a much clearer political stance than major televi-sion channels. These results may be due to the concurrence of two factors: on the one hand, there is a historical tendency amongst Spaniards to watch television more intensely than to read the newspa-per (Gunther, Montero and Wert, 2000; Hallin and Mancini, 2004). On the other hand, television formats are more likely to present politics with a greater de-gree of spectacularization, sentimental-ization, and dramatization (Arias, 2016). This contributes to the retransmission of aggressive rhetoric in political coverage during the campaign. Interestingly, there are no significant effects of radio con-sumption, despite the marked political bias of the main stations, very similar to that expressed by the national press.

				The control variables reveal equally interesting results. Proximity to the polit-ical party displays the anticipated results given the identity-based nature of affec-tive polarization: positive and significant in all four models presented, with a nota-ble prominence in 2023 (0.223, p<0.001). Although less frequent in terms of statis-tical significance, ideological self-place-ment explains some of the affective polarization in two models. Self-place-ment on the right wing increased affec-tive polarization at an individual level in 2011 and 2023 (0.129, p<0.001, and 0.098, p<0.05, respectively), while that self-placing on the left wing reduced po-larization in 2011 (-0.123, p<0.001). Gen-eral interest in politics and interest in the election campaign played inverse roles in 1993 and 2011: in these cases, while the former was associated with less polar-ization, the latter increased affective po-larization. The negative direction of the effects of general interest in politics on affective polarization, which were only positive in 2004, implies that those with a greater general interest reduce their level of affective polarization, unlike the case when discussing specific interest in the electoral campaign. If we consider the election campaign as a proxy for com-petitiveness, this result would be ex-plained by the competitive nature of the electoral context (Rodríguez, Santamaría and Miller, 2022). However, a general in-terest in politics has a broader charac-ter, not being focused exclusively on the competitive aspect.

				Discussion

				Table 3 summarizes the degree of ac-ceptance of the formulated hypothe-ses; the diversity hypothesis and the fre-quency hypothesis are those that can be accepted or partially accepted in some of 
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				the analyzed years. An initial reading of this table suggests caution in assertions regarding the media’s ability to affectively polarize, given the role played by audi-ences’ prior political attitudes and orien-tations. This calls for an analysis based on limited effects theories (Lazarsfeld, Berelson and Gaudet, 1948) or condi-tioned effects (Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur, 1976; Katz, Blumler and Gurevitch, 1974) of the mass media. These statistically modest effects do not diminish the impor-tance of the role of the media in electoral contexts within the Spanish political and media system, which is characterized by high ideological and affective polarization.

				Thus, it may be suggested that, given the characteristics of the Spanish media system and the specific nature of each electoral situation, media diets character-ized by a high frequency of political infor-mation consumption via television or by a marked ideological homogeneity of infor-mation sources will intensify affective po-larization at an individual level.

				This affirmation should be contrasted with recent literature. First, the frequency hypothesis of this study is coherent with the intensive consumer hypothe-sis, but not with the results obtained by Crespo-Martínez et al. (2024). In their study, it was suggested that the con-sumption of social networks and digital newspapers contributed to affective po-larization, whereas there are no signifi-cant effects for television consumption. In this study, on at least three occasions, in-

				tensive television consumption increased affective polarization, whereas newspa-per consumption2 contributed to depolar-ization on two occasions: 1993 and 2011. Second, despite its systematic rejec-tion in this study, the quantity hypothe-sis shares the same direction with regard to the increase in polarization as seen in the study by Padró-Solanet and Balcells (2022). However, they do not agree with respect to the effective number of me-dia consumed, a predictor of depolari-zation in the aforementioned study that has not been operationalized here. Fi-nally, the diversity hypothesis, confirmed in 2004, is coherent with the theory of selective exposure and homophilic con-sumption of media according to social identity (Dvir-Gvirsman, 2017, 2019), de-spite the unexpected results obtained in the election context of 2011.

				This article has certain methodologi-cal limitations. First, there is the precision with which the dimensions of media diet are operationalized, given the confidence placed in the self-reporting of the sur-veyed individuals. This was the case for both approaching an effective use of the media or with respect to the ideological tendency of the media (Prior, 2013). Sec-ond, there was the exclusion of the media diet of the local, provincial and some re-gional mass media –whose impact is not measured due to the diverse encoding of 

				
					2 In the Spain CNEP of 2023, the digital format is in-cluded in the same question regarding newspapers.

				

			

		

		
			
				Table 3. Hypothesis acceptance summary 1993-2023

				
					1993

				

				
					2004

				

				
					2011

				

				
					2023

				

				
					H1-Quantity hypothesis

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					H2-Diversity hypothesis

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					Accepted

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					H3-Frequency hypothesis

				

				
					Partially accepted

				

				
					Rejected

				

				
					Partially accepted

				

				
					Rejected

				

				Source: Author’s own creation.
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				those media– to the variable sample size between years of study and to statistical practice. Third, this article excluded the use of the social networks and other so-cial communication media in its analysis. Since at least 2011, this has been a grow-ing space for the flow of political infor-mation, participation and activism, filled with drama and emotion (Serrano-Puche, 2021). Finally, this article focuses on af-fective polarization at an individual level, based on feelings of affection and rejec-tion towards the leaders of the main na-tional political parties, excluding leaders of peripheral nationalities, as well as af-fective polarization based on feelings to-wards the party in general and towards the voters of those parties.

				Based on theoretical considerations, findings, and observed limitations, this study establishes an agenda for future research. First, this article assumes that affective polarization is caused by cer-tain dimensions of media diet. However, it should be noted that, in research on the effects of the media on political atti-tudes, processes of mutual influence of the factors studied here may be expected (Dahlgren, Shehata and Strömbäck, 2019; Slater, 2007). Therefore, theoretical and empirical proposals that posit an inverse and spiral relationship are possible, and their investigation is desirable. Secondly, research is necessary to clarify the ef-fects related to very frequent or intensive media consumption on affective polar-ization. Although coherent in its general thesis, this is not the case with respect to the type of media used. Third, the in-termittent nature of hypothesis confirma-tion invites us to investigate why dietary diversity matters more in certain contexts while media usage frequency matters more in others. And fourth, it is import-ant to improve the method of collecting media consumption information through surveys, taking care to improve the word-

				ing of the questions to reduce the cogni-tive effort of the respondent and opting for the closed frequency media list format (Andersen, Vreese and Albæk, 2016).

				Conclusions

				The dynamics of contemporary political communication is one of the main lines of research on the causes of affective polar-ization. Previous studies, a high predomi-nance of which use the US as a case study or a single medium or platform, offer a lo-calized and partial picture of the effects of news consumption on affective polarization. This study focuses on Spain, taking a longi-tudinal perspective and addressing this pro-lific line of research on the other side of the Atlantic. Encouraged by recent literature on the effects of frequency (Crespo-Martínez et al., 2024), quantity and diversity of the media diet (Padró-Solanet and Balcells, 2022) on affective polarization in the lat-est Spanish electoral processes and by the considerable evidence existing with regard to the tendency of audiences to selective exposure in Spain (Valera-Ordaz, 2023b), this work examines how these dimensions of the media diet impact some of the elec-toral processes of one of the most affec-tively polarized democracies (Reiljan, 2020; Torcal, 2021; Wagner, 2021).

				The configuration of individual media consumption had a moderate influence on levels of affective polarization in Spain during the electoral contexts analyzed. Not all di-mensions exert a uniform influence. Specif-ically, the frequency of intensive television consumption and the presence of an ideo-logically homogeneous media diet stand out as factors that may potentially explain affec-tive polarization. This, in turn, is conditioned by prior individual attitudes and orientations, such as ideology or affiliation with political parties, as well as by possible contextual factors not addressed in this study.
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				The findings of this study invite us to pay attention to and further examine the effects of contemporary political communication on affective polarization in Spain. This is the case, not only due to the configuration of in-dividual media consumption, but also be-cause of the content and way that political information is conveyed by the media and partisan communication in electoral and in-stitutional campaigns. Given the predomi-nance of studies examining media-induced polarization (Cuéllar-Rivero, 2024; Kubin and Sikorski, 2021), from a normative point of view, it is worth considering the media’s role in these highly polarized contexts and empirically examining ways to analyze its possible contribution to depolarization.
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Information Consumption This study examines the effects of three dimensions of media diet
Media Diet (quantity, frequency and partisan diversity) on affective polarization
Spain in the Spanish general elections held between 1993 and 2023.
Affective Polarization Using post-election survey data from CNEP project and employing

a multivariate linear regression model, the results show that, over
the past thirty years, a high frequency of television consumption or
an ideologically homogeneous media diet has increased affective
polarization at the individual level in certain electoral contexts.
These findings help clarify the role of the dimensions of media diet
on affective polarization in Spain, analyzed from the theoretical
framework of the limited effects of the media.
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