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Abstract:

This study analyzes the use of emotions and narratives in political
communication during the 2024 European Parliament elections
in Spain. Through a content analysis of the electoral spots (n=36)
published in at least three of the four more relevant social media
platforms (X, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube) of the main political
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Resumen:

Este estudio analiza el uso de las emociones y las narrativas en la comuni-
cacion politica durante las elecciones al Parlamento Europeo de 2024 en
Espariia. A través de un andlisis de contenido de los spots electorales (n=36)
publicados en al menos tres de las cuatro redes sociales mds relevantes (X,
Facebook, Instagram y YouTube) de los principales partidos politicos (PP,
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parties (PP, PSOE, Sumar, and Vox), different patterns in the use of
emotions and narratives are identified. The results show significant
differences in the use of emotions: while governing parties (PSOE and
Sumar) more frequently employed enthusiasm, opposition parties
(PP and Vox) relied more often on anger. Additionally, relevant
differences are observed in the use of narratives: opposition parties
predominantly used the national narrative, whereas governing
parties prioritized the European one. Finally, this study helps confirm
how electoral campaigns contribute to increased polarization, by
associating positive emotions with a party’s own supporters and
negative emotions with political opponents.

Keywords:

PSOE, Sumar y Vox), se identifican los distintos patrones en el empleo de
emociones y narrativas en unas elecciones consideradas de segundo orden.
Los resultados muestran diferencias significativas en el empleo de las emo-
ciones: mientras que los partidos de gobierno (PSOE y Sumar) utilizaron
con mayor frecuencia el entusiasmo, los de la oposicién (PP y Vox) recu-
rrieron con mayor frecuencia a la ira. Ademds, se muestran diferencias
relevantes en el uso de narrativas: los partidos de la oposicién emplearon
predominantemente el marco nacional, mientras que los partidos de go-
bierno privilegiaron el europeo. Finalmente, este trabajo ayuda a constatar
cdémo las camparias electorales incrementan la polarizacion: mediante la
asociacion de emociones positivas con los simpatizantes del propio partido
y negativas con los adversarios politicos.

Political communication; spots; videopolitics; electoral campaigns; Palabras clave:

polarization. Comunicacion politica; spots; videopolitica; camparias electorales; po-

larizacion.

1. Introduction

In recent decades, the role of emotions in politics has gained increasing relevance in research in political science and
electoral communication (Dader, 2024). Various studies have shown that emotions play a fundamental role in the formation
of political attitudes, decision-making, and voter mobilization (Jardiz et al., 2020). Political parties have learned to capitalize
on this phenomenon, incorporating emotional appeals into their communication strategies with the aim of influencing public
perception and maximizing their electoral impact.

In this context, electoral campaigns have evolved toward increasing personalization of politics and greater dependence on
social networks, which, combined with the increase in political polarization, has favored the strategic use of emotions (Metz et
al., 2019; Ernst et al., 2019). However, the way different political parties employ these strategies is not uniform and responds to
factors such as their ideology, their position in the party system, and the type of election at stake (Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022;
Ridout & Searles, 2011; Mayer & Nguyen, 2021).

In the case of European Parliament elections, these have been characterized by their second-order nature (Reif & Schmitt,
1980; Tenscher & Maier, 2009), which implies that both citizens and political parties perceive them as less relevant than
national elections. Consequently, they usually register higher levels of abstention and their electoral campaigns tend to focus
on national policy issues, rather than on debates about European affairs (Sddaba et al., 2016; Zurutuza & Garcia-Ortega, 2012).

Spain is no exception to this dynamic (Berganza, 2008). European elections in the country have been marked by predominantly
national narratives (Rebolledo et al., 2020). A narrative is understood as a way of structuring and representing a reality in order
to promote a certain point of view, influence public opinion, and shape audience perceptions (Goodson & Gill, 2011). Unlike
an isolated piece of information, which can be quickly forgotten, a narrative that is repeated systematically and in different
formats has a greater chance of consolidating in collective memory (Marwick, 2018).
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The present study aims to analyze the strategic use of emotions and narratives in the Spanish electoral context, with special
attention to the 2024 European Parliament elections. Through a content analysis of electoral spots disseminated on social
networks, we examine how the main political parties have employed emotional appeals in their communication and what
type of narratives have predominated in their messages. With the joint study of emotional strategies and narratives employed
by political parties, we seek to obtain a comprehensive understanding of so-called second-order electoral campaigns. Thus,
while the analysis of narratives allows us to determine whether these elections continue to be second-order by prioritizing
national issues, the examination of emotional appeals reveals the mobilization strategies that parties employ in a context of
lesser electoral significance.

1.1. The Impact of Emotions on Political Behavior

The study of how emotions affect citizens’ political behavior has grown considerably in recent decades. Research has focused
mainly on the differentiated effects of three major categories of emotions: positive emotions (for example, pride, enthusiasm
and hope), emotions related to rejection (for example, anger and hatred) and emotions linked to fear and anxiety. Special
attention has been paid to how these groups differently influence voters, especially in aspects such as the search for political
information, electoral participation and voting decisions (Aaree et al., 2020; Banks et al., 2019; Erhardt et al., 2021; Heiss, 2021;
Karl, 2021; Weber, 2013).

First, the academic literature points out that positive emotions such as enthusiasm, pride and hope tend to reinforce previous
beliefs (Marcus et al., 2000). In the political sphere, this implies that feelings like pride and enthusiasm make voters rely on their
partisan loyalties when making electoral decisions, reducing their inclination to seek additional information (Brader, 2006;
Marcus et al., 2000; Valentino et al., 2011). Furthermore, these emotions have a strong mobilizing effect, fostering participation
both through voting and in other forms of campaign mobilization such as volunteering, donations, participation in debates or
protests (Marcus & MacKuen, 1993; Groenendyk, 2019).

Second, emotions related to anger make people tend to rely on preexisting heuristics, leading them to make inferences based
on stereotypes and reducing their willingness to deliberate carefully (Redlawsk and Mattes, 2022). In the political sphere, this
implies that those who experience anger tend to reaffirm their previous attitudes and positions (Vasilopoulos et al., 2019) while
decreasing their interest in learning more about candidates they disagree with and in seeking political information in general
(MacKuen et al., 2010). Furthermore, anger has been identified as an emotion with great mobilizing potential (Redlawsk &
Mattes, 2022; Groenendyk, 2019), even in some cases surpassing enthusiasm in this aspect (Valentino et al., 2011).

Finally, emotions linked to fear and anxiety generate greater focus on what provokes them and reduce the influence of previous
heuristics in decision-making (Wagner & Morisi, 2019). In the political sphere, this implies that fear and anxiety encourage
greater information seeking, including exposure to contrary positions (MacKuen et al., 2010). However, not all information
receives the same attention, as people tend to focus on that related to the source of their fear or anxiety (Brader, 2006; Marcus
and MacKuen, 1993; Marcus, 2000). Likewise, it has been observed that voters who experience anxiety depend less on their
partisan closeness when voting (Brader, 2006). However, the relationship between fear, anxiety and political mobilization
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remains inconclusive (Ridout and Searles, 2011; Gadarian & Brader, 2023). Furthermore, it has been shown that excessive use
of fear-based messages can harm a candidate’s perception if voters consider their ads excessively negative or unfair (Nai, 2020).

Table 1 summarizes how different emotional categories influence electoral mobilization, political information seeking, and
partisan identification.

Table 1. Effects of emotions on voters

Electoral mobilization Political inf.ormation Partisan identification
seeking
Enthusiasm/Pride Positive effect Negative effect Positive effect
Anger/Hatred Positive effect Negative effect Positive effect
Fear/Anxiety Inconclusive results Positive effect Negative effect

Source: Sdnchez-Marafién & Rodriguez-Virgili (2024), based on Gadarian & Brader (2023) and Redlawsk & Mattes (2022)

The relevance of studying the impact of emotions on political behavior has also increased in recent years as polarization
has become one of the leading political phenomena (Colomer, 2023; Gidron et al., 2020; Klein, 2021). Both ideological and
affective polarization have increased in recent years in Spain (Rama & Casal, 2020; Rodriguez-Virgili et al., 2022; Simén, 2021;
Torcal, 2023). Unlike ideological polarization, which focuses on the ideological distance between two parties located on the
left-right spectrum, affective polarization refers to an emotional separation, the distance between the adhesion or affection
generated among those who share political ideas and the rejection or antipathy aroused by those who defend different ideas
(Garrido, ef al., 2021; Wagner, 2021). That is, the distinction between both types of polarization is based on the difference
between two types of attitudes: beliefs or opinions (ideological) and desires, feelings or emotions (affective). Consequently,
affective polarization is of interest in this article due to its relationship with emotions.

1.2. The Use of Emotions in Political Communication

While there is extensive research on how emotions influence political behavior, less attention has been paid to understanding
how and under what circumstances political parties use emotional appeals in real campaigns, with most research focused on
the United States (Griining & Schubert, 2022; Marquart ef al., 2022; Nai & Maier, 2021). Based on the different effects they have
on voters, researchers have identified two key factors that influence the types of emotional appeals employed: (i) whether a
party is in government or in opposition (Shen, 2012; Crabtree et al., 2020) and (ii) whether a party leads or lags in polls (Chou
& Lien, 2012; Ridout & Searles, 2011).

Regarding whether a party is in government or in opposition, recent research indicates that the former usually resort to fear
and anxiety to present the incumbent candidate as the option that guarantees stability against threats or uncertainty (Mayer
& Nguyen, 2021; Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022). In contrast, opposition parties appeal more to anger and indignation, seeking
to mobilize discontented voters and reinforce their rejection of the current government (Redlawsk & Mattes, 2022). In the
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case of emotions related to enthusiasm and pride, these tend to be employed by both. While parties in power use pride to
consolidate their legitimacy and reinforce the support of their electoral base, presenting their management as a success and
their continuity as a guarantee of stability, opposition parties use enthusiasm and hope to project an image of change and
build an attractive political alternative to a present perceived as unsatisfactory (Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022).

Regarding whether a party leads in polls or lags, the academic literature shows that those leading the polls tend to resort
more often to appeals to emotions related to pride and enthusiasm. This is because they reinforce preexisting opinions,
increase partisan loyalty and effectively mobilize supporters, helping leading candidates maximize their support base during
the campaign (Crabtree et al., 2020; Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022). In contrast, parties that lag in polls tend to employ more
disruptive strategies, resorting to emotions like anger or fear. In the case of fear, this is because it makes voters less likely to
rely on partisan loyalty when casting their vote, increases the search for partisan information and makes them more prone
to changing their minds (Wagner and Morisi, 2019). In contrast, the use of anger is due to its great mobilizing potential, even
superior to that of enthusiasm (Valentino et al., 2011), which can be useful for activating demobilized citizens who sympathize
with the party (Chou & Lien, 2012; Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022).

To all this must be added that the rise of social networks has intensified emotional communication in electoral campaigns.
Social networks have allowed political parties to generate a broader and more diverse volume of content, without being
subject to the restrictions of traditional campaign spaces (Villar-Herndndez & Pellisser-Rossell, 2021). Furthermore, they
facilitate more precise segmentation of the electorate and a rapid response to political events (Kleinnijenhuis et al., 2019). In
particular, digital platforms have revolutionized campaign strategies through microtargeting, which allows parties to adapt
their emotional appeals to different groups of voters, employing differentiated strategies according to the characteristics and
preferences of each electoral segment (Fowler et al., 2021). Thus, the same party can use different emotions and narratives
for different audiences, maximizing the effectiveness of their communication and optimizing the impact of each message
according to the recipient’s profile (Fowler et al., 2021; Paatelainen et al., 2022).

As a result, platforms like Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have consolidated as the main political communication media for
parties (Sierra & Rodriguez-Virgili, 2020; Tamayo-Sanz et al., 2023). Digital technology and the growth of social networks have
given electoral spots a central role as a tool for emotional mobilization and have provided great versatility to the production
and dissemination of political videos (Pena-Jiménez & Zorogastua, 2025; Plazas-Olmedo & Lépez-Rabadan, 2022). Electoral
spots can be defined as “televised political messages during campaigns, eminently persuasive, constructed by the parties
themselves and not mediated by the media” (Sddaba, 2003: 166). Specifically, social networks have promoted the production of
spots designed for virality, characterized by intensive use of audiovisual elements (Bustos-Diaz, 2024), greater personalization
(Metz et al., 2019; Wilches et al., 2024) and an emphasis on negative campaigning, with appeals to emotions like anger and
fear (Haselmayer, 2019). These trends are not exclusive consequences of digitalization but were already on the rise due to the
professionalization of political communication, a process that accelerated with the expansion of social networks (Steffan &
Venema, 2020).

In the Spanish case, we find several relevant examples that adapt to theoretical expectations about the strategic use of these
emotions by political parties in their campaign messages. Thus, the use of anger and indignation in Podemos’ 2015 and 2016
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campaigns stands out, articulated around rejection of “the caste” and the crisis of representation; fear in PSOE’s campaigns of
1996, 2008 and April 2019, in which they warned about a possible right-wing government (“the Doberman’, “los tres temores
con M de miedo” [“the three fears with F of fear”] or the “trifachito”); hope and enthusiasm in PSOE’s 2004 campaign (“We
deserve a better Spain”) and in Pedro Sanchez’s 2016 campaign (“A YES for change”), and pride as an identity engine in
campaigns like the PP’s in Catalonia in 2010 or VOX's in 2019, both appealing to national symbols (Crespo-Martinez et al.,
2022). These theoretical expectations were also observed during the July 2023 general elections, in which the opposition bloc
predominantly employed anger, while the government bloc mainly appealed to enthusiasm (Sdnchez-Maranén & Rodriguez-
Virgili, 2024).

1.3. The Spanish Political Context in the 2024 European Parliament Elections

When adapting these theoretical expectations to the Spanish political context, it is essential to consider the events that
occurred in the year preceding the elections. Following the May 2023 regional and municipal elections, in which the Popular
Party (PP) made notable advances by taking most of the autonomous communities and mayorships of key cities from the
Socialist Party (PSOE), the President of the Government, Pedro Sédnchez, called early general elections in July 2023. Despite the
PP being the force with the largest number of seats, it failed to form a government. Pedro Sdnchez was finally invested again
as president in November 2023, thanks to the support of the alternative left, coalesced in Sumar, and regional and nationalist
parties. Therefore, it is essential to consider that, in recent years, inserted in a long electoral cycle, Spain has evolved from an
imperfect two-party system to a two-bloc scenario, meaning that, despite the two traditional parties having lost influence, the
political landscape is still structured around two large opposing blocs (Simdn, 2020).

Between June 6 and 9, 2024, more than 400 million European citizens had the opportunity to participate in the only simultaneous
electoral process held in 27 countries for the formation of the same legislative body. In Spain, 61 MEPs out of the 720 that make
up the European Parliament were elected. Polls showed the PP as the first force at around 32-33%, closely followed by the PSOE
at around 30%, while Vox was expected to be the third force at around 10% and Sumar was around 6%.

The strategies deployed by the parties were clear. The PSOE asked for votes to stop the growth of the extreme right in Spain: “If
on July 23 we voted massively to stop a Government of Feijéo and Abascal and we didn’t want that for Spain, we don’t want it
for Europe either,” Pedro Sdnchez stated at the campaign opening (RTVE, 2024). For its part, the PP sought a kind of second
round of the general elections to wear down a “decadent” Government that, in the words of Alberto Nuifiez Feij6o, “only has
one function, to serve the master” -referring to Pedro Sanchez- and whose only objective is to stay in power because their daily
life “consists of a succession of spectacles because it’s easier to put on a show than to balance the books” (RTVE, 2024). Both
Sumar and Vox sought to differentiate themselves from the parties in their bloc by denouncing “the grand coalition” that they
allegedly formed with PP and PSOE in Brussels (RTVE, 2024).

With this in mind, expectations about the use of emotions in electoral campaigns have been adapted considering that the
party’s belonging to one bloc or another was one of the main conditioning factors when carrying out the campaign strategy.

Given that academic literature predicts that opposition parties tend to resort to emotional appeals based on anger and hatred,
our first hypothesis will be the following:
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— HI: PP and VOX used emotional appeals related to anger in greater proportion.

In contrast, given that governing parties are more prone to appeal to enthusiasm and polls placed the PSOE very close to the PP, our
second hypothesis will be the following:

— H2: PSOE and Sumar used emotional appeals related to enthusiasm in greater proportion.

On the other hand, since at a general level the left bloc was more behind than the right bloc in the polls and governing parties that
are behind also tend to be more prone to employ appeals to fear, our third hypothesis will be the following:

— H3: PSOE and Sumar used emotional appeals related to fear in greater proportion.

Regarding narratives, the general hypothesis based on previous campaigns (Rebolledo et al. 2020; Sadaba et al., 2016) is that Euro-
pean issues will not enter the electoral campaign and that the scope to which party messages refer will be local or national rather
than European. Consequently, it will be verified that European elections in Spain continue to be second-order. This is specified in
two hypotheses:

— H4: PP and Vox used the national narrative in greater proportion (among other reasons, because they present them as a kind
of second round of the 2023 general elections and a tool to wear down a government with a fragile parliamentary majority).

— H5: PSOE and Sumar employed the European narrative in greater proportion (precisely for the opposite reasons to those sta-
ted in H4 and to highlight the need for a strong left in Europe in the face of the rise of extreme right parties).

2. Methodology

To evaluate these hypotheses, a content analysis has been carried out. This is a method widely used in Political Communication
research due to its effectiveness in collecting, processing and analyzing information about messages disseminated in
different media (Gémez-Escalonilla, 2021). In the study of electoral spots, this approach has been consolidated as a standard
methodological tool, being employed in numerous previous works (D’Adamo et al., 2021; Garcia Hipola, 2017; Valenzuela et
al., 2023; Ridout and Searles, 2011).

The strategy of an electoral campaign materializes through various actions, such as rallies, outdoor advertising, posters,
canvassing or door-to-door campaigning, the design of slogans and mottos, the distribution of promotional material,
interviews in media outlets, the use of marketing tools, social media activity, sectoral meetings and the organization of public
events, among others. In the context of videopolitics, the electoral spot emerges as the main communicative resource, as it
represents the most influential direct channel between candidates and the electorate, providing voters with key information
about political proposals and the image of candidates (Benoit, 1999; Sddaba & Jove, 2017).

For this work, the definition of spot established by Sddaba (2003), which is focused on television, is adapted to social networks.
Thus, electoral spot is understood as those political messages with a professional script and production broadcast during
campaigns, eminently persuasive, constructed by the parties themselves and not mediated by the media. Therefore, simple
cuts from rallies, cuts from media interviews, etc., are not considered spots. The analysis of electoral spots is particularly
useful for understanding party strategy, given that these messages are not subject to media intermediation, which allows
political formations to exercise absolute control over the content they transmit (Rodriguez Virgili & Sddaba, 2010). Being direct
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and unmediated, persuasive messages, spots constitute a fundamental tool for examining the image that each party wants to
project and determining the target audience to which their messages are directed (Capdevila, 2004). Thus, to understand the
emotional and discursive strategies of parties in the 2024 European elections, a content analysis of the videos broadcast by the
parties is employed.

Regarding selection criteria, the sample consists of electoral spots published by the main Spanish political parties on at least
three of the four main social networks (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram and YouTube) between the calling of the European
elections (May 24) and election day (June 9), that is, 17 days in total. The spots were manually extracted from the different
social networks, resulting in a total of 36 spots: 10 from PP, 8 from PSOE, 5 from Sumar and 13 from Vox.

To carry out the coding, an analysis code was developed with three main groups of variables (the complete code can be found
in Appendix 1). First, variables related to the general information of each spot were included, providing a basic framework
to contextualize the analysis. These variables cover the identification of the spot, specifying the name or reference of the
advertisement, as well as the issuing party, allowing distinction between the different political actors involved in the campaign,
and the publication date, expressed in days since the electoral call. Likewise, the protagonist of the spot was identified,
differentiating whether the message was centered on the candidate of the issuing party, another politician from the same
formation, the party as an institution, candidates or politicians from rival parties, or non-political actors such as anonymous
citizens or public figures.

The second group of variables analyzed the emotional component of the spots, evaluating the presence and intensity of
different emotional appeals. The presence of each of the three groups of emotions (enthusiasm, anger and fear) was analyzed
separately. Following the analysis proposed by Brader (2006) and Ridout & Searles (2011), for each emotion, it was recorded
whether the spot contained no appeal, some appeal or a strong appeal, thus allowing trends in the use of emotions throughout
the campaign and between different parties to be identified. The distinction between some and strong emotional appeal does
not lie solely in the content of the verbal message, but in the degree of integration of audiovisual elements that reinforce that
emotion (see Appendix 2). Some appeal occurs when the emotion is present in the discourse (for example, through criticism,
expressions of discomfort or calls to action), but is not enhanced sensorially. In contrast, we speak of a strong appeal when
the spot coherently articulates music, images, editing rhythm and narrative tone, all aligned to provoke an intense emotional
response in the viewer. Furthermore, following these studies, coding was performed based on the issuing party’s intention
when designing the advertisement, rather than based on the coder’s subjective reaction to seeing it. The application of these
criteria made it possible to minimize the risk that coder subjectivity would influence content analysis.

Additionally, a variable focused on the spot’s narrative was included, which allowed for determining the level at which the
advertisement’s discourse was situated. Four categories of focus were differentiated: European, when the message revolved
around institutions or problems specific to the European Union; national, if the spot focused on the country’s internal policy
issues; global, when the message addressed broader international problems; and regional, in case the spot’s focus was on a
more limited territorial context within the country. This variable was key to understanding at what level of debate campaign
discourses are framed and how political parties structured their communication based on the reference scope of each topic.
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To minimize subjectivity in the analysis, the coding process was performed by four coders. In order to guarantee the reliability
of the procedure, an initial meeting was first held in which the coding criteria were presented, and a preliminary test was
conducted. Subsequently, a reliability test was carried out by randomly selecting a subsample equivalent to 22% of the total,
a percentage that falls within the ranges recommended by Wimmer & Dominick (1996). The calculation of Krippendorff’s
Alpha coefficient to evaluate inter-coder reliability yielded a value greater than 0.85 for all variables, indicating a high level of
agreement between coders (Krippendorff, 2019; Marzi et al., 2024).

With the electoral spots already coded, we proceeded to perform association tests between the analyzed variables to identify
patterns in the use of emotions and narratives by different political parties. To do this, we applied different statistical tests
depending on the nature of each variable, evaluating both the statistical significance of the associations and their effect size.
The tests used for each case and the justification for their choice are detailed below.

To analyze the relationship between political parties and the use of emotions in electoral spots, the Kruskal-Wallis test
was applied, a non-parametric test suitable for comparing distributions when the independent variable (political party) is
categorical and the dependent variable (appeal to emotions) is ordinal or does not follow a normal distribution. This test made
it possible to evaluate whether there were significant differences in the use of anger, fear and enthusiasm emotions between
different parties. To estimate the magnitude of the association, eta squared (n?) was calculated, a measure of effect size that
indicates what proportion of variability in the use of emotions can be attributed to differences between parties. In those cases
where significant differences were identified, a post-hoc Dunn analysis with Bonferroni adjustment was performed, which
made it possible to determine which parties differed from each other in their use of each emotion, minimizing the risk of type
I error when adjusting for multiple comparisons.

On the other hand, to evaluate the association between political parties and narratives in spots, Fisher’s exact test was used.
This testis suitable for analyzing relationships between categorical variables in contingency tables when sample sizes are small,
making it more precise than the chi-square test in this context. Thus, Fisher’s test made it possible to determine whether the
distribution of different discursive frameworks varied significantly according to the political party. To measure the intensity of
this association, Cramér’s V was calculated, which provides an estimate of the strength of the relationship between variables.
When a significant association was found, a post-hoc Dunn analysis with Bonferroni adjustment was performed, to identify
which parties differed significantly in their use of narratives and ensure the statistical validity of the results.

Finally, in the analysis of protagonists, given that different types of protagonists can use emotions in similar ways, this can
make it difficult to detect significant differences between specific pairs. For this reason, in addition to calculating the Kruskal-
Wallis test with the original coding, the variable was recoded into two main groups: ingroup, composed of political actors from
the party itself and ordinary citizens; and outgroup, which includes actors outside the party, such as opposing candidates,
opposing politicians and the rival party. Likewise, emotional appeals were recoded into dichotomous variables. After this
recoding, Fisher’s exact test was used to evaluate the association between the type of protagonist and the emotion expressed.
Subsequently, the Odds Ratio (OR) with its 95% confidence interval was calculated as a measure of effect size. Due to the
presence of zero values in some cells, the Haldane-Anscombe correction was applied to obtain more stable OR estimates.
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3. Results

These findings along with their statistical analysis are detailed below. Regarding enthusiasm, as shown in Graph 1, the spots
show substantial differences between political parties. PSOE and Sumar are the parties that most resorted to this emotion,
with 87% (7/8) and 80% (4/5) of their spots, respectively, including appeals to enthusiasm. In the case of PP, enthusiasm
was present in 80% (8/10) of their advertisements, although with a higher proportion of strong-level appeals compared to
left-wing parties. In contrast, Vox is the party that least used this emotion, with barely 15% (2/13) of their spots appealing to
enthusiasm. Subsequent analysis using the Kruskal-Wallis test indicates that the use of enthusiasm emotion in political spots
varies significantly according to party (x*=16.058, p<0.01), with a very large effect size (?=0.3957). Post-hoc Dunn analysis
with Bonferroni adjustment reveals that Vox differs significantly from PP (p<0.01), PSOE (p<0.05) and Sumar (p<0.05), but no
significant differences are found between the latter.

Graph 1. Percentage of appeals to enthusiasm by political party
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Note: strong appeals are in dark color and moderate ones in light color.

Source: own elaboration
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As shown in Graph 2, the analysis of the distribution of appeals to anger in advertising spots reveals important differences
between political parties. Vox is the party that most resorted to this emotion, with 92% (12/13) of their advertisements including
appeals to anger, followed by PP, where this emotion was present in 80% (8/10) of their spots. In contrast, PSOE and Sumar
resorted less to anger, with 37% (3/8) and 20% (1/5) of spots, respectively. Likewise, differences in the intensity of the appeal
are observed: while Vox and PP combined both some and strong appeals to anger, in the case of PSOE and Sumar only mild
appeals are identified, with no use of strong appeals. Subsequent analysis using the Kruskal-Wallis test indicates that the use of
anger emotion in political spots varies significantly according to party (y?=12.756, p<0.01), with a large effect size (n?=0.2957).
Post-hoc Dunn analysis with Bonferroni adjustment shows that the only statistically significant difference is found between
Sumar and Vox (p<0.05).

Graph 2. Percentage of appeals to anger by political party
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Regarding fear, as shown in Graph 3, the spots show that this emotion was used less frequently compared to anger and
enthusiasm. Vox is the party that most resorts to fear, with 31% (4/13) of their advertisements including this emotion, followed
by PP, where it is present in 20% (2/10) of spots. In the case of PSOE and Sumar, the appeal to fear is even more reduced, with
13% (1/8) and 20% (1/5) of their advertisements, respectively. Subsequent analysis using the Kruskal-Wallis test indicates that
there are no significant differences in the use of fear emotion between political parties (3°=0.6715, p=0.88).

Graph 3. Percentage of appeals to fear by political party
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Additionally, it should be added that the analysis of the association between the type of protagonist in spots and the use of
emotions reveals significant patterns in the case of enthusiasm and anger, but not in fear. For enthusiasm, a strong association
was found (p<0.001, Cramér’s V=0.8494), indicating that this emotion is strongly linked to the type of protagonist. In particular,
post-hoc Bonferroni analysis showed that politicians from their own party resort significantly more to enthusiasm than
opposing politicians (p.adj<0.05), and that the latter use it more than anonymous actors or people from the street (p.adj<0.01).
In the case of anger, although a significant relationship was identified (p<0.05, Cramér’s V=0.6309), post-hoc analysis found
no statistically significant differences between specific protagonists, indicating that its use might be more distributed among
different actors. Fear, in contrast, showed no significant association with the type of protagonist (p=0.14), suggesting more
homogeneous use in spots.

For its part, Graph 4 shows that emotional appeals vary depending on whether the protagonist belongs to the ingroup or
outgroup. Specifically, enthusiasm is used almost exclusively when the protagonist is from the ingroup (88%; 21/24), while this
emotion is not resorted to when the protagonist is from the outgroup (0%; 0/11). On the other hand, anger is more frequent
when the protagonist is from the outgroup (91%; 10/11) than when from the ingroup (54%; 13/24). Furthermore, it should be
noted that when the protagonist is from the ingroup, most of the time it is a candidate or politician from that group who appeals
to anger by referring to someone from the outgroup. Finally, fear is less frequent but appears more when the protagonist is
from the outgroup (36%; 7/11) than from the ingroup (13%; 3/24). In statistical terms, Fisher’s test shows that enthusiasm
showed a highly significant association (p<0.001, Cramér’s V=0.8292). The calculation of the odds ratio corrected with the
Haldane-Anscombe correction confirms that enthusiasm is used more frequently when the protagonist belongs to the ingroup
(OR=141.29, 95% CI: 6.70 - 2978.91). For anger, although Fisher’s test did not reach statistical significance (p>0.05), the value
obtained is very close (p=0.055). The calculation of the corrected odds ratio (with the Haldane-Anscombe correction) suggests
that anger is less frequent in the ingroup (OR=0.168, 95% CI: 0.025 - 1.102), although the confidence interval indicates that the
difference is not conclusive. Finally, fear showed no significant relationship with the type of protagonist (p=0.17).
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Graph 4. Proportion of emotional appeals according to spot protagonist
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Regarding the narratives employed in spots, as shown in Graph 5, notable differences are observed between political parties.
PP and Vox use predominantly the national one, with 100% (10/10) and 77% (10/13) of their spots, respectively, framed within
a national perspective. In contrast, PSOE is the party that most employs a European approach, present in 63% (5/8) of their
advertisements, while Sumar also resorts to this narrative, although to a lesser extent (20%; 1/5). The global framework is
the least used in the campaign, only 20% (1/5) of Sumar’s spots employ it and no other party uses it. Subsequent analysis
using Fisher’s test shows that the narrative employed in political spots varies significantly according to party (p<0.01), with a
moderately strong relationship (Cramér’s V=0.4687). Post-hoc Bonferroni analysis reveals that the only statistically significant
difference is found between PP and PSOE (p<0.05).
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Graph 5. Distribution of narratives according to political party
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4. Discussion

The results of this study confirm that emotions constitute a strategic pillar in the electoral communication of the main Spanish
political parties. Likewise, they show that the way each formation uses them is not uniform.

First, as our first hypothesis (H1) proposed, opposition parties (PP and Vox) resorted more frequently to emotional appeals
linked to anger (e.g., Figure 1), placing themselves clearly above PSOE and Sumar. This finding coincides with previous
literature, which associates the strategic use of anger with the intention to mobilize discontented voters and reinforce previous
attitudes of rejection toward the establishment (Redlawsk & Mattes, 2022; Valentino et al., 2011), as occurred with Podemos’
case in 2015-2016 (Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022). Likewise, the result is very similar to that of the past 2023 elections (Sdnchez-
Marainén & Rodriguez-Virgili, 2024).
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Figure 1. Examples of appeals to anger
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Ahora nos van a oir.

Source: YouTube

Second, the second hypothesis (H2) is partially supported. While it is true that PP showed a considerable level of positive
appeals, the left bloc resorted more frequently to communicative strategies based on the exaltation of achievements or positive
messages, (e.g., Figure 2) while Vox barely incorporated appeals to enthusiasm in their campaign. This finding suggests
that, as expected, governing parties are the most prone to resort to the exaltation of achievements and mobilization of their
electoral base through optimism messages, as already occurred by PSOE in 2004, 2016 and 2019 (Crespo-Martinez et al., 2022).
However, our results suggest that they are not the only ones to employ this strategy. Given the mobilizing power of emotions
like enthusiasm (Brader, 2006; Marcus et al., 2000) parties leading in polls are also prone to employ them (Crabtree et al., 2020),
which explains their use by PP, both in this campaign and in 2023 (Sanchez-Maranén & Rodriguez-Virgili, 2024).

Figure 2. Examples of appeals to enthusiasm

Somos esperanzaly/cambio.

Source: YouTube
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Third, the results do not confirm the third hypothesis (H3) about greater use of fear by PSOE and Sumar. Fear, as in 2023
(Sanchez-Maranién & Rodriguez-Virgili, 2024), was used limitedly in the campaign and showed no statistically significant
differences between parties. This absence of a clear pattern indicates that the appeal to fear might respond to more complex
conjunctural dynamics, linked to the nature of threats perceived in each political context (Wagner & Morisi, 2019).

On the other hand, our results support our hypotheses regarding the use of narratives. In general terms, it is confirmed, in line
with Fernandez-Rovira & Carniel-Bugs (2024), that public discussion about the European Union is in decline and that national
approaches are increasing. In elections considered by academic literature as second-order (Reif & Schmitt, 1980), we expected
(H4) that opposition parties, PP and Vox, would use the national narrative more frequently, while (H5) those in government,
PSOE and Sumar, would use the European narrative more frequently. The results confirmed these hypotheses, also showing
a clear difference between the main opposition party (PP) and the main government party (PSOE); while the former used
only the national narrative, the latter used the European narrative in almost two-thirds of spots (e.g., Figure 3). This finding
therefore corroborates the expectations of literature about European Parliament elections as second-order elections (Reif &
Schmitt, 1980).

Figure 3. Examples of different uses of narratives
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Source: YouTube

Finally, our study also reveals that there is a significant relationship between the spot’s protagonist and the emotions appealed
to. In particular, advertisements starring a member of the ingroup appeal to emotions related to pride, while those starring
members of the outgroup tend to appeal to feelings related to anger (e.g., Figure 4). This finding is especially relevant, as it
contributes to a better understanding of how electoral processes tend to intensify political polarization. Recent research has
shown that elections usually generate an increase in polarization in the country where they are held (Singh & Thornton, 2019;
Hernéndez et al., 2021). This is explained, to a large extent, by the deliberate strategy of political actors, who, being aware that
polarization fosters participation, use it as a central resource in their campaigns.
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Figure 4. Screenshots from electoral spots
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In the Spanish context, as already noted, previous studies have documented an increase in both affective polarization (Torcal,
2023) and ideological polarization (Rodriguez-Virgili et al., 2022) during electoral periods. The findings of this research
provide empirical evidence about the role of electoral campaigns in intensifying polarization. During the campaign period,
parties systematically resorted to appealing to different emotions, so that partisan identification was reinforced through the
association of pride with supporters of their own party and anger with political adversaries. Thus, the results confirm that
political parties employed polarizing strategies during the electoral campaign for the European Parliament elections, a fact
that was also confirmed in the 2023 general elections (Sdnchez-Marandn & Rodriguez-Virgili, 2024).

5. Conclusions

The analysis of electoral spots reveals significant differences in the use of emotions and narratives by the main political parties
in the 2024 European Parliament elections in Spain. Regarding emotions, the results show that governing parties (PSOE and
Sumar) resorted more frequently to enthusiasm, while opposition parties (PP and Vox) predominantly employed anger. No
statistically significant differences were found in the use of fear. In terms of narratives, the hypothesis that opposition parties
framed their discourse in a national key is confirmed, while governing parties emphasized the European framework. Likewise,
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a clear relationship was identified between the type of protagonist in spots and the emotion used: advertisements starring
members of their own party appealed more frequently to enthusiasm, while those featuring political adversaries made more
intensive use of anger.

In conclusion, these findings confirm the central role of emotions in electoral communication and reinforce the characterization
of European elections as second-order contests, where parties prioritize national narratives and adapt their discourse
according to their governmental role. Beyond these specific results, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the
impact of campaigns on increasing polarization, empirically demonstrating that parties implement strategies that reinforce
partisan identification through differential association of emotions with political ingroups and outgroups. For future research,
it is necessary to expand the study of the use of emotional appeals through comparative analyses that examine different
national contexts, party systems and types of elections, with the objective of identifying the factors that determine parties’
communicative strategies and ensuring the generalization of the findings presented here.
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11. Appendix

Appendix 1

Table Al. Analysis Code

Variables

Categories

A) General elements of the spot

V1 Issuing Party

PP
PSOE
SUMAR
VOX

V2 Publication Date

[0, 16]
0 = 24th May
16 = 9th June

V3 Protagonist

Candidate (from issuing party)
Politician (from issuing party)
Issuing party

Opposing candidate

Opposing party
Anonymous/People from the street
Celebrity

Others/Nobody

B) Presence of emotional appeals in the spot

V4 Appeal to Enthusiasm

None
Some
Strong

V5 Appeal to Anger

None
Some
Strong

V6 Appeal to Fear

None
Some
Strong

C) Narrative employed in the spot

V7 Narrative employed

Regional
National
European
Global

Source: own elaboration
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Appendix 2

As detailed in the methodological section, the coding of emotions is based on approaches developed by Brader (2006) and
Ridout and Searles (2011), studying the presence of each emotion separately and at three levels: none, some and strong appeal.
To differentiate between some and strong appeal, the degree of integration of audiovisual elements that reinforce that emotion
was taken into account. Below are two representative examples of appeals to anger, with a detailed explanation of the elements
that justify their coding.

The following Vox spot has been coded as “strong appeal” to anger. This is due to the deliberate integration of verbal, visual and
sound resources that mutually reinforce the confrontational tone of the message. The language employed in the spot adopts
a direct denunciation register against the government parties and their alliances, presenting them as responsible for multiple
social grievances. This verbal narrative is intensified through the use of symbolic images that represent threat, collapse or
decadence (such as collapsing nuclear power plants, women in burkas or scenes of social tension), which act as emotional
catalysts aimed at provoking indignation and alarm. Added to this is a dramatic soundtrack, with an increasing rhythm and a
grave cinematographic-style tone, which amplifies the emotional impact of the whole. This coherent and strategic combination
of elements makes the spot a paradigmatic example of intense appeal to anger, in line with the criteria defined in the study’s
methodological framework.

In contrast, this PP spot has been coded as “some appeal” given the presence of a critical and discomfort tone, but expressed in
a contained manner and without additional resources that emotionally intensify the message. The spot shows a citizen drafting
successive versions of a letter addressed to the President of the Government, reflecting frustration with his management and
political disaffection. Although the verbal content transmits disagreement and disenchantment, the visual environment is
sober and everyday, without shocking images or loaded symbolism. The background music, although slightly growing in
intensity, maintains a discreet tone. Overall, the spot is coded as some appeal to anger, insofar as it contains elements of
criticism without deploying the audiovisual resources that characterize a strong emotional appeal.
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