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Abstract

Citizen enforcement of norms against antidemocratic expression constitutes a line of defence against
democratic backsliding. However, it remains unclear whether citizens uniformly enforce these norms
between them. Two mechanisms — partisan motivated reasoning and intergroup norm differenti-
ation — generate opposing predictions about the direction of politicised norm enforcement. This
investigation tests which of these patterns dominates democratic norm enforcement in the Span-
ish context, decomposing politicised enforcement into its in-group and out-group dimensions. An
online experiment examines whether cues of radical political allies or adversaries affect flagging an-
tidemocratic posts as inappropriate. Results show that enforcement of democratic norms is indeed
politicised, and generally more driven by denigration of political out-groups. Exploratory analyses
suggest politicised enforcement varies in extent and nature between partisan groups. Radical-left
partisans exempt their in-group from democratic norm enforcement; radical-right partisans en-
force norms less overall, unless violated by an out-group. These findings emphasise that in-group

protection and out-group denigration differentially shape democratic norm enforcement.



Recent scholarship on democratic backsliding has converged on an uncomfortable find-
ing: democratic decline proceeds even where democratic attitudes remain stable (Castaldo
and Memoli, 2024; Claassen, 2020; Valentim, 2024). This has shifted scholarly attention
from studying what citizens think to studying what they do and, more recently, to the un-
written norms structuring what citizens are willing to express in public (Alvarez—Benjumea
and Valentim, 2025; Helmke and Rath, 2025). According to this emerging view, the soft
guardrails of democracy run not only between politicians but also between citizens, who
sanction each other for political expressions deemed beyond the pale. Where these citizen-
level sanctions hold, antidemocratic preferences remain private and democratic norms persist;
where they erode, norm violations cascade into the political mainstream (Alvarez—Benjumea
and Winter, 2018; Dinas et al., 2024).

This account rests on an assumption that has yet to be tested: that citizens enforce
democratic norms impartially between them. Insights from social norm theory (Bicchieri,
2017) imply that this might not be the case. When deciding to follow a norm, individuals
orient their attention mostly towards the actions and beliefs of their socially similar indi-
viduals, i.e., their reference group (Bicchieri and Dimant, 2022). Under high polarisation,
partisan identity becomes a salient marker (Huddy and Bankert, 2017; Mason, 2018). With
reference networks linked to perceived political allyship, democratic norm enforcement be-
comes politicised: whether authoritarian expressions are sanctioned depends on who says it.
We test two possible mechanisms shaping the direction in which political in-group and out-
group cues affect democratic norm enforcement, namely partisan motivated reasoning and
intergroup norm differentiation. In doing so, we deconstruct the measurement of partisan
discrimination into its in-group and out-group dimensions. We find that partisan demo-
cratic norm enforcement operates along the lines of partisan motivated reasoning, but that
it varies systematically in extent and nature between partisan groups. Thus, our core theo-
retical claim is that politicised enforcement can operate through two distinct dimensions —
in-group protection and out-group denigration — that are theoretically and empirically sep-
arable. Additionally, we find that these dimensions vary in strength across partisan groups
in ways associated with their structural position in the political system.

We develop this claim across three theoretical steps. First, we argue that democratic
norms governing public expression function as social norms in the sense of Bicchieri (2006,
2017) — informal behavioural rules sustained by individuals’ beliefs about what others do and
what others believe ought to be done. Once enforcement is at issue, the identity of the actor
cannot be bracketed: the same behaviour is sanctioned differently depending on whether the
actor falls inside or outside the observer’s reference network. Second, the result is a politicised

pattern of enforcement that we decompose into two analytically separable dimensions. The



in-group dimension refers to how perceived political in-groups are sanctioned relative to
a neutral baseline; the out-group dimension concerns sanctioning of political out-groups
relative to the same baseline. These dimensions are analytically independent. Politicised
enforcement can occur through both, neither, or only one, and the presence of a neutral (no-
cue) condition allows them to be distinguished. Third, we argue that politicised enforcement
should vary in strength across partisan groups in ways predicted by their structural position
in the party system.

This account speaks to the existing literature on partisan double standards concerning
antidemocratic behaviour in three ways. Existing studies — most prominently Graham and
Svolik (2020), Simonovits et al. (2022), Krishnarajan (2023), and Juratic et al. (2025) — treat
partisan double standards as a single effect: in-group violators are evaluated more leniently
than out-group violators. We treat it as the joint product of two distinct mechanisms whose
relative weight is theoretically and empirically separable. Existing studies have also focused
on attitudes (whether respondents condone antidemocratic behaviour) or on voting (whether
respondents punish it at the ballot box); we focus on a third channel, citizen-to-citizen
sanctioning of political expression, which Alvarez-Benjumea and Valentim (2024) and Dias
et al. (2025) have recently begun to map but which has been little examined through the
lens of intergroup discrimination. Finally, existing studies treat partisan double standards
as a property of citizens in general; we treat them as a property of citizens that varies

systematically with their position in the political system.

Democratic norms as citizen-level social norms

As authoritarianism is steeply on the rise around the globe (Nord et al., 2026), it is becom-
ing increasingly apparent that this development cannot solely be explained through rising
antidemocratic attitudes among the public. Firstly, levels of citizen support for democracy
have remained stable in most countries (Claassen, 2020; Voeten, 2016; Wuttke et al., 2022).
Additionally, state transitions away from democracy appear associated with increases in
popular democratic support (Castaldo and Memoli, 2024; Claassen, 2020; Sadowski, 2024).
Conversely, democratic support generally declines in countries experiencing democratisation
(Olar and Neundorf, 2025). Furthermore, even in countries where a rise in authoritarian rule
has been accompanied by a generational decline in pro-democratic attitudes (Claassen and
Magalhaes, 2023), increases in authoritarian political support have far outpaced any change
in attitudes (Valentim, 2024). Therefore, recent scholarship has turned to non-attitudinal
factors underlying the increasing popularity of antidemocratic actors among citizens. These
include understandings of democracy (Kaftan and Gessler, 2025; Wunsch et al., 2025), par-

tisan polarisation (Graham and Svolik, 2020) and, with increasing centrality, democratic



norms (Helmke and Rath, 2025).

Scholars have taken various approaches to the study of “the soft guardrails of democracy”
(Levitsky and Ziblatt, 2018). Most commonly, democratic norms are treated as largely syn-
onymous with democratic principles (Carey et al., 2022; Clayton et al., 2021; Kingzette et al.,
2021). This line of research implicitly rests on the assumption that democratic norms are
violated when political actors violate democratic principles. A second approach, prevalent
within international political theory, views democratic norms as state conventions, interna-
tionally diffused by hegemonic actors (Cooley, 2015; Hyde, 2020; Jiitersonke et al., 2021).
A third approach, most relevant to the present investigation, draws on social norm theory.
Social norms are informal behavioural rules, which are followed conditionally on social ex-
pectations regarding one’s reference network (Bicchieri, 2006, 2017; Bicchieri and Dimant,
2022). Individuals comply with these norms so as to avoid social punishment by their peers
(Fehr and Géchter, 2002); conversely, deviations from the norm face social sanctions (Fehr
and Fischbacher, 2004). Recent scholarship has applied this framework to the realm of
democracy (Bischof et al., 2024; Goldstein, 2024; Helmke and Rath, 2025). In this view,
democratic norms are social norms regarding behaviours pertaining to democracy (Helmke
and Rath, 2025) — thus being a subcategory of political norms (Alvarez—Benjumea and
Valentim, 2024).

The benefits of the social norm framework for the study of citizen-level authoritarianism
are twofold. First, this framework takes a constructivist approach to what constitutes a
democratic norm and its violation. Antidemocratic behaviour is only assumed to violate
norms if citizens find it inappropriate, and expect others to disapprove (Bicchieri, 2017).
Thus, it avoids the pitfall of assuming that democratic norm violations are popularly recog-
nised as such (Goldstein, 2024). Second, it extends the study of democratic norms beyond
elite interactions to encompass interactions between citizens (Helmke and Rath, 2025). This
is crucial, because these interactions constitute a key area of democratic norm contestation.
Citizens enforce political norms among themselves by sanctioning counternormative polit-
ical expressions (Ahn et al., 2024; Alvarez—Benjumea and Valentim, 2024). Consequently,
the prospect of disapproval by other citizens deters individuals from sharing expressions
perceived to violate social norms (Ammassari, 2023; Bursztyn et al., 2020; Valentim, 2024).
When counternormative expressions are no longer constrained, this can lead to norm erosion
through a cascade effect (Alvarez—Benjumea and Winter, 2018; Dinas et al., 2024). Thus,
citizen norm enforcement constitutes a critical arena through which democratic norms are
maintained — or eroded.

Citizen-level enforcement of democratic norms can take various forms, differing in their

directness and costliness (Molho et al., 2020). Although indirect punishment is likely less



effective, individuals are more prone to engage in it (Alvarez—Benjumea and Valentim, 2025).
Furthermore, a growing body of scholarship has demonstrated the effectiveness of norm en-
forcement in digital environments, curbing misinformation (Chuai et al., 2026), hate speech
(Munger, 2017) and partisan incivility (Munger, 2021). A form of indirect online norm en-
forcement of specific relevance to this investigation is flagging inappropriate content on social
networks. This tool is a popular vehicle for users to enforce norms in online discussions (Wat-
son et al.,; 2019; Wilhelm and Schulz-Tomancok, 2024; Zhang et al., 2023). Users perceive
flagging as an attractive way of sanctioning due to its cost-free and anonymous nature imped-
ing counter-sanctioning (Rashidi et al., 2020). Importantly, flagging has been shown to affect
users’ judgment about a post (Gaozhao, 2021) and intentions to share it (Lanius et al., 2021;
Liang et al., 2023). Thus, by deterring the spread of antidemocratic content, community

flagging could constitute a cost-free yet effective way to enforce democratic norms.

Norm enforcement as a politicised act

If a social norm against authoritarian expression exists among citizens, enforcement of this
norm between citizens could constitute a way to prevent rising authoritarianism. However,
the notion that citizens would enforce these norms uniformly is complicated by insights on the
interaction between social identity and social norms. One such interaction concerns reference
networks, defined as the groups of people whose expectations and actions individuals are most
attentive to (Bicchieri, 2017). These reference networks can either consist of close friends and
family, or simply individuals with the same social identity (Bicchieri, 2006, 2017; Hogg and
Reid, 2006). It has been well documented that individuals orient themselves towards their
reference network when deciding whether to comply with a norm (Bicchieri and Dimant,
2022; Goldstein et al., 2008; Neighbors et al., 2008; Sinclair, 2012). Our central claim is that
a parallel dynamic applies to norm enforcement, more specifically that of democratic norms.
In politically polarised contexts, co-partisans constitute a natural reference network, making
perceived political identity an axis along which democratic norm enforcement is structured.
In-group and out-group dynamics can independently drive this politicised enforcement, in
ways that diverge between partisan groups.

Existing literature paints a mixed image with regard to the direction of the relationship
between perceived social group membership and norm enforcement. We argue that this is
because of two possible mechanisms running in opposite directions. The first such mechanism
is partisan motivated reasoning. Social group membership functions as a mechanism through
which individuals strive to maintain a positive social identity (Tajfel and Turner, 2004).
In polarised contexts, partisanship functions as a highly salient social group (Huddy and

Bankert, 2017; Mason, 2018). This, in turn, can interact with the evaluation of norm-



violating expressions. Individuals engage in motivated reasoning so as to arrive at conclusions
that support their pre-existing motivations (Kunda, 1990; Mercier and Sperber, 2011). This
occurs especially in the case of ambiguous political information, as it provides more leeway
for biased interpretation (Su, 2022). Given diverging popular conceptions of democracy,
this might especially hold for authoritarian expressions (Wunsch et al., 2025). As such,
individuals have an incentive to engage in norm manipulation, i.e., self-serving interpretations
of the norm violation at hand (Bicchieri and Chavez, 2010). This will lead to the prioritisation
of sanctioning political out-groups for a certain violation, as compared to in-groups violating
the same norm. At the attitudinal level, this notion is supported by findings on democratic
hypocrisy (Juratic et al., 2025; Simonovits et al., 2022), partisan intolerance (Tilley et al.,
2026) and democratic rationalisation (Krishnarajan, 2023).

However, scholarship on social norms and their enforcement highlights a second mecha-
nism suggesting an opposite dynamic. Bicchieri (2017) observes that individuals mostly pay
attention to the actions of their reference group. As the subjective group dynamics model
postulates, this dynamic is amplified in a context of status competition between groups:
individuals maintain a positive group image by engaging in intergroup norm differentiation
(Abrams et al., 2000; Marques et al., 1998). Simply put, individuals have an incentive to
positively distinguish themselves from out-groups through group norms. Punishment is an
effective way to maintain these group norms (Fehr and Géchter, 2002; Sddksvuori et al.,
2011). This leads to a phenomenon dubbed the black sheep effect, where norm-deviant
in-group members are derogated more harshly than out-group members deviating from the
same norm (Marques et al., 1988; Marques and Paez, 1994; Tang et al., 2023). Importantly,
this has behavioural consequences: shared group membership with a norm violator has been
linked with increased sanctioning (Habyarimana et al., 2007; Shinada et al., 2004). Turning
to politicised norm enforcement, it has been observed that partisans indeed perceive demo-
cratic norms to only be adhered to by their political in-groups (Braley et al., 2023; Pasek
et al., 2022). Thus, antidemocratic expressions from an in-group might threaten one’s group
image, while the same expression from an out-group only confirms one’s negative out-group
perceptions. This could lead individuals to enforce norms against authoritarian expression
more harshly in the case of perceived shared political identity. In short, while partisanship
likely conditions social punishment for authoritarian expression, two opposing mechanisms

push this effect in opposite directions.

Decomposing politicised norm enforcement

The investigation of politicised norm enforcement is further complicated by a mostly unad-

dressed gap in the literature. Positive attitudes towards political in-groups do not necessarily



go hand in hand with negative attitudes towards political out-groups (Bankert, 2021; Brewer,
1999). Extrapolating this to the behavioural domain, helping in-groups (in-group protec-
tion) and harming political out-groups (out-group denigration) are two empirically distinct
phenomena (Amira et al., 2021; Martin-Gutierrez et al., 2024; Taflinger and Hudde, 2026).
Which one of these phenomena predominates depends — among other things — on citizens’
ideology (Yu et al., 2024), affective polarisation (Dimant, 2024) and the presence of symbolic
threat to the in-group (Amira et al., 2021). Additionally, these phenomena are not contained
to a dichotomous in-party/out-party distinction: in multiparty systems, citizens also favour
partisans of in-bloc parties (Turnbull-Dugarte and Lépez Ortega, 2025). Meanwhile, out-
group denigration only occurs if the out-party is perceived as immoral (Weisel and Bohm,
2015). As such, intergroup discrimination likely varies between partisan groups, while also
depending on the party at hand.

The distinction between in-group protection and out-group denigration is not consid-
ered in research on partisan discrimination in the implementation of democratic principles
(Krishnarajan, 2023; Simonovits et al., 2022; Tilley et al., 2026). Similarly, scholarship on
subjective group dynamics has typically established the black sheep effect through dichoto-
mous comparisons between in-groups and out-groups (Abrams et al., 2000; Habyarimana
et al., 2007; Reiman and Killoran, 2023). As such, not only does existing literature iden-
tify two mechanisms driving politicised norm enforcement in opposing directions; it is also
not clear whether politicised enforcement is driven by differential treatment of in-groups
or out-groups. To disentangle both the direction and dimensions of politicised norm en-
forcement, we thus formulate two sets of opposing hypotheses, comparing both in-groups
and out-groups to a neutral baseline. The first set of hypotheses focuses on the in-group

dimension of politicised norm enforcement:

H1a: In-group political cues are associated with decreased willingness to sanction

antidemocratic expressions (Partisan motivated reasoning).

H1b: In-group political cues are associated with increased willingness to sanction

antidemocratic expressions (Intergroup norm differentiation).

In contrast to this, the second set of hypotheses disentangle the out-group dimension of

politicised norm enforcement:

H2a: Out-group political cues are associated with increased willingness to sanc-

tion antidemocratic expressions (Partisan motivated reasoning).

H2b: Out-group political cues are associated with decreased willingness to sanc-

tion antidemocratic expressions (Intergroup norm differentiation).
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These hypotheses inform our knowledge on intergroup discrimination in democratic norm
enforcement across multiple levels. First, we want to know whether it exists; second, in
what direction it occurs; third, if it manifests through in-group or out-group discrimination.
Additionally, we consider the possibility that in a multiparty context, these three levels of
politicised enforcement might vary between partisan groups. We address this exploratory

question after testing our main hypotheses.

Case study: freedom of expression in Spain

The specific democratic principle against which we test politicised norm enforcement is
freedom of expression. This is a prominent element of liberal democracy in both scholarly
conceptualisations (Claassen et al., 2025; Dahl, 1971; Teorell et al., 2016) and in popular
understanding of democracy (Baviskar and Malone, 2004; Chu et al., 2024). Additionally,
freedom of expression — at least in its abstract sense — is supported across the ideological
spectrum (Stefanelli et al., 2025). In line with this, citizens widely recognise freedom of
speech restrictions as antidemocratic (Sacher and Reinemann, 2025). At the same time,
beliefs on the limits of freedom of expression are subject to social expectations (Bischof
et al., 2024). As such, if publicly opposing democratic principles indeed constitutes a social
norm violation, this will most likely apply to freedom of expression. Thus, it remains an open
question whether our findings can be generalised to more abstract democratic principles not
popularly recognised as such, i.e., governments abiding by court rulings (Ferrer et al., 2025).

Next, Spain is particularly suitable for the study of politicised enforcement regarding the
norm of freedom of expression. This is firstly for theoretical reasons: existing literature on
discrimination in the application of democratic principles tends to focus on the polarised two-
party system of the United States (Graham and Svolik, 2020; Kingzette et al., 2021; Littvay
et al., 2024). The Spanish case allows us to test whether these findings travel to a context
similar in levels of affective polarisation (Garzia and Ferreira Da Silva, 2025), but different
in its bloc-based party competition (Bantel, 2023; Simén, 2020). Second, Spain constitutes
a highly functioning democracy where civil liberties are well protected (Nord et al., 2026).
Because of this, it has been the basis of recent investigations focusing on norms against
authoritarian expression (Alvarez—Benjumea and Valentim, 2024; Dinas et al., 2024; Jaziri-
Arjona, 2025). Third, as shown in Figures A.1-A.3 in the Appendix, freedom of expression
is firmly supported among the Spanish population. In a recent 40-country study, Spanish
citizens were most likely to prioritise freedom of expression over curbing misinformation
(Spampatti et al., 2026). This makes it more likely that calling for the curbing of freedom of
expression is perceived as a norm violation among the Spanish populace. Finally, freedom of

expression has been politicised in the parliamentary arena. Politicians of both the radical-left



Podemos party and the radical-right Vox party have called for restrictive measures regarding
freedom of expression (Altimira, 2026; La Vanguardia, 2019), making these parties credible
cues for our experiment. Thus, if citizens are not found to engage in politicised norm

enforcement in Spain, the same will likely hold for citizens in less polarised contexts.

Analytical strategy
Preliminary study

The analysis of whether perceived political identity affects the likelihood to enforce the norm
of freedom of expression rests on a fundamental assumption. This is the question of whether
publicly opposing freedom of expression is perceived to be a norm violation in the first place.
After all, no norm enforcement can be expected if a behaviour does not violate a perceived
norm. To empirically test this precondition, we fielded a pre-registered repeated-measures
incentivised survey among a sample of 500 Spanish participants in December 2025. Crossed
quotas were applied for gender and age. After preregistered exclusion for attentiveness,
speeding and AI use', the final sample consisted of 447 individuals. For completing the
survey on Limesurvey, participants were rewarded with 12 Korus points, exchangeable for
goods on the Nicequest platform.

The preliminary study presented respondents with a selection of screenshots of online
posts expressing support for the curbing of freedom of expression, later to be used in the
experiment. These posts were sourced from real-life posts on X, but modified to ensure
anonymity, clarity and absence of partisan cues. Additionally, language expressing interper-
sonal incivility in these expressions was minimised, as this could constitute a norm violation
in itself (Muddiman, 2017). A convenience sample answered questions about the perceived
source of these posts to ascertain that they could plausibly be voiced by either the Spanish
radical left or right. The antidemocratic posts were compared to a selection of baseline posts,
similarly sourced, in which freedom of expression was defended. To prevent survey fatigue,
participants were shown a random subset of three out of six posts for both the democratic
and antidemocratic condition, presented in random order. All twelve statements and their
translation are shown in Appendix B.1-12. To establish whether the antidemocratic posts
were viewed as a norm violation, we applied an adaptation to the norm elicitation task used

by Alvarez-Benjumea (2023). Specifically, for each post shown, participants were asked to

IFollowing findings by Westwood (2025) on potential Al use by survey participants, we included a text
prompt injection item. This question, presented as an attention check, required participants to fill out their
favourite colour, requesting that they fill in yellow as to show that they were paying attention. An invisible
text elsewhere on the screen instructed participants to fill in “Mauve” instead. This has been found to be an
effective way to detect Al usage (Zhang et al., 2026). Over the preliminary and main study, ten participants
failed this check by filling in this invisible option.



fill in a battery consisting of the following items:

e Attitudes: participants were asked to rate their agreement with each expression pre-
sented to them on a 1-6 Likert scale, ranging from 1 (“Completely disagree”) to 6
(“Completely agree”)?. This item is traditionally not asked in social norm-related

questionnaires and is therefore not included in our outcome variable. We nonethe-

less included it in the survey as to allow participants to report their (dis)agreement
with a statement separately from their beliefs and expectations on its appropriateness.

Additionally, this measure is a prerequisite for our incentivised measure of empirical

expectations explained below.

e Personal normative beliefs: whether one personally believes a behaviour ought
to be done (Bicchieri, 2017). Thus, for every statement, we asked participants to
indicate whether, regardless of their personal agreement, they considered it appropriate
to voice this statement to others, ranging from 1 (“Completely inappropriate”) to 6

(“Completely appropriate”).

e Empirical expectations: how common one believes a given behaviour to be (Bic-
chieri, 2017). As it would be counterintuitive to ask participants how common voicing
this exact expression was, we requested them to predict how common indicated agree-
ment with this expression was. In other words, participants were told other participants
completed the same survey, and then asked to predict the modal answer to the 6-point
attitude item. This corresponds with the measure of descriptive norm expectations by
Pickup et al. (2024).

e Normative expectations: second-order beliefs about whether one perceives others
to believe a given behaviour ought to be done (Bicchieri, 2017). Parallel to our measure
of empirical expectations, we instructed participants to predict the modal score for the
6-point item on personal normative beliefs. This corresponds with the measure of

injunctive norm perceptions by Bischof et al. (2024).

Consistent with recommendations by Szekely and Rodriguez (2026), we combine the

items on personal normative beliefs, empirical expectations and normative expectations into

2Here, we somewhat deviate from Bicchieri (2017), who argues attitudes and personal normative beliefs
to be conflated. This is likely to hold for evaluations of some behaviours, i.e. distribution decisions in an
economic game. However, literature on hate speech shows that people can disagree with political expressions
while still finding them appropriate to voice (Chong and Levy, 2018; Papcunové et al., 2023). In line with
this, we contend that in the case of political expressions, there is a meaningful difference between attitudes
and normative beliefs.

10



an equally weighted index of norm perceptions. To verify that these index components are in-
ternally consistent, Cronbach’s a was calculated prior to the analysis. Secondly, we followed
the recommendation by Bicchieri (2017) to incentivise items on empirical and normative
expectations as to prevent participants from projecting their own beliefs and attitudes. Par-
ticipants were informed that they would earn a point for every correct prediction of other
participants’ answers. They were also told that the 10% of participants who scored highest in
predicting others’ answers would receive a bonus of 15 Korus points, more than double their
initial compensation. Participants were reminded of this fact before every set of incentivised
questions. The 55 participants best predicting the answers of other participants received the
bonus a few days after their participation.

Turning to the analytical approach, we opt for a crossed random effects model (indi-
viduals x statements), given that individuals evaluate a subset from a pool of statements.
We include the antidemocratic nature of the statement as the independent variable, with
random intercepts for participants and statements. Additionally, a random slope for the an-
tidemocratic indicator is included at the respondent level, accounting for individual variation
in differentiation between democratic and antidemocratic posts. The statistical notation of
the model specification is provided below, with 3y as the baseline norm perception, i.e. that
of democratic posts; [; represents the fixed effect of antidemocratic publication A; (1 =
antidemocratic); the participant random intercept is given by wg;; the random slope for the
indicator at the participant level by uy;A4;; and finally, the statement random intercept by

Voj -

Yij = Bo + b1 A + uoi + uiiAj + voj + €55 (1)

As the random effect structure absorbs any between-individual confounds, no additional
controls are included. However, regional and educational post-stratification weights were
applied, with the maximum weight capped at 4. To ascertain that any effects were not
driven by the weights, we also carry out a separate unweighted analysis. We maintain a
conservative definition of a perceived norm violation as a substantial deviation from what
is considered acceptable. As such, we contend that a significant effect of the democratic
status of the expression is necessary but not sufficient. In line with this, we preregistered a
smallest effect size of interest (SESOI) with a Cohen’s d of 0.5, corresponding to a medium
to large effect size (Lovakov and Agadullina, 2021). This means that we only accept that the
antidemocratic statements are perceived as a norm violation if the outcome of the crossed
random effects model is significant and the effect size exceeds this threshold. Note that
the SESOI is only applied to establish a perceived norm violation; it does not speak to the

severity of the perceived violation.
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Main experiment

To test our main hypotheses on the relation between perceived political identity and norm
enforcement, we recruited 1,210 Spanish citizens to a pre-registered online within-individual
experiment. This sample size was the outcome of a power calculation assuming an effect size
with a Cohen’s h of 0.2 with a threshold of 80% at p = .05, using the DeclareDesign package
on R.? In Spain and other democracies, a primary axis of competition is between left and
right blocs (Bantel, 2023; Simén, 2020). Consequently, only participants identifying with
the five largest Spanish parties adhering to this axis of political competition were selected.
This proportion represents about two-thirds of the Spanish population at the time of the
experiment (Centro de Investigaciones Socioldgicas, 2025). Additionally, this study was
only accessible to Netquest panel members that had not completed the survey pertaining
to the preliminary study. Lastly, this experiment applied the same exclusion criteria as the
preliminary study, leading to a final sample of 1,046 participants. Given that the political
composition of our sample inherently differs from that of the general population, no post-
stratification weights were used in the analysis. The distribution of the final sample in terms
of region, education and partisan affiliation is provided in Appendix A.9-11.

After filling in a pre-survey with demographic items and questions on political identity,
participants were asked to evaluate six posts by flagging the posts they found to be socially
inappropriate or unacceptable. As such, for each post, individuals could either click a flagging
button or a button allowing them to move on to the next post. After finishing the flagging
task, participants were debriefed and rewarded for their participation. A visualisation of the
instructions is given in Figure 1 below.

As part of the flagging task, all participants were presented with the same selection of six
posts, presented in random order. These posts were selected by leveraging results from the
preliminary study: the three antidemocratic posts scoring lowest in the norm perceptions
index were selected alongside the three democratic posts scoring highest. The within-person
manipulation consisted of the political cue randomly assigned to each post, namely Podemos,
Vox or no cue. Specifically, as shown in Appendix B.13, the user profile header contained
the hashtag #SiemprePodemos, #SoloQuedaVox or no hashtag whatsoever. These hashtags
are popular slogans for their corresponding Spanish radical left and radical right parties,
implying that the profiles belonged to partisans of these parties. The in-group and out-
group conditions were then computed based on the indicated partisanship of the participant
measured prior to the experiment. Following Turnbull-Dugarte and Lépez Ortega (2025), we
consider Podemos, PSOE and Sumar partisans to pertain to the left bloc and PP and Vox

3For the outcome of the power calculation for both the preliminary study and the main experiment, see
Appendix D.
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Figure 1
Task instructions online experiment, translated to English.

Use @ to mark this post as socially inappropriate or unacceptable. Use & if
the content of this post seems acceptable to you, regardless of whether you
agree with it or not.

#SoloQuedaVox
User1210

The media in this country are not news outlets,
they are a tool for agitation and propaganda.
It's time to rein them in.

partisans to be the right bloc. Thus, the Podemos cue constitutes the in-group condition
for the left bloc and the out-group condition for the right bloc; the opposite holds for the
Vox cue. In this way, each participant got to see three antidemocratic posts, each one

randomly assigned to one of the three conditions®

. So as to facilitate the specificity test,
all participants were additionally exposed to three democratic posts assigned to the same
conditions. This design has the advantage of maximising statistical power by accounting for
variation within individuals rather than between individuals.

Several reasons support the choice to include cues of the radical-left Podemos and radical-
right Vox. First, Spanish politics are marked by a two-bloc logic in recent years (Madariaga
and Riera, 2023; Simén, 2020). Within these blocs, partisans of radical parties are highly
disliked by out-bloc partisans, while being relatively liked by their mainstream counterparts
(see Table C.4). In line with this, Turnbull-Dugarte and Lépez Ortega (2025) find that
radical right citizens are treated as in-partisans by their mainstream counterparts. As such,
partisans of radical Spanish parties are likely to attract the highest amount of dislike by their
partisan opponents, while also enjoying relatively high liking by their mainstream partners.

Second, both parties were opposition parties at the time of the experiment. This criterion,

4As reported in Appendix E, we ran a follow-up survey in July 2026 with 510 Spanish participants. One
treatment arm served as a manipulation check to ensure participants registered the party cues. Additionally,
we carried out a spillover check to verify that participants who saw cued posts first did not assume that
non-cued posts shown afterwards came from the same parties. Both checks passed.
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which excludes the radical-left Sumar, is important because democratic violations coming
from (supporters of) an incumbent party are likely taken more seriously (Littvay et al.,
2024; Van Der Brug et al., 2021). Third, these parties were chosen because they most clearly
diverge on the ideological spectrum (see Appendix C.5). Correspondingly, radical left and
right groups and parties are generally understood to be more restrictive regarding freedom of
speech than their mainstream counterparts (Sacher and Reinemann, 2025). This also holds
for Spain, where both Vox and Podemos have been accused of rhetoric limiting freedom of
expression (El Debate, 2024; Petit, 2026). Because of this, cues of these parties are more
credible options for the general public than mainstream-left or mainstream-right cues.

Our decision to operationalise in-group cues and out-group cues at the bloc level has
certain theoretical consequences that should be noted. Voters of radical parties are more liked
by their co-partisans than by partisans of their mainstream bloc partners. In other words,
the in-group cues function as an in-party cue for some participants, while functioning as a
weaker in-bloc cue for others. This means that the analysis of our hypotheses is conservative,
also including groups for whom the in-group cue is less strong. Next to this, higher levels
of affective polarisation among some partisan groups make intergroup discrimination more
likely among those groups (Crespo-Martinez et al., 2024). For a clearer picture of how the
extent and nature of politicised enforcement might differ, we disentangle the main effects by
partisan group in an exploratory subgroup analysis.

With perceived in/out-bloc cues as dichotomous independent variables (baseline = no
cue) and flagging as the dichotomous outcome variable, we carry out a mixed-effects logistic
regression to test H1 and H2. This is in line with recommendations by Judd et al. (2012), who
warn against the use of fixed effects for the analysis of experimental stimuli. Nonetheless,
given the low number of clusters, we additionally carry out a robustness check with item-level
fixed effects. Next, we run a separate specificity test using democratic posts with the same
treatments in order to test to what extent differential norm enforcement uniquely applies to
antidemocratic expressions. The model specification for the main analysis is given below,
with P;; as the probability that individual ¢ sanctions antidemocratic post j. 3y represents
the baseline condition (antidemocratic content with no political cue); ; represents the fixed
effect for the in-bloc condition; the fixed effect for the out-bloc condition is given by s,
and the random intercepts for participants and statements by ug; and vy; respectively. No
random slopes have been included because the single exposure to each condition would
result in convergence issues. This study relies on two-tailed hypothesis testing (o = .05)

throughout, with graphics reporting confidence intervals at 95%.

1

b = 1+ e—(Bo+p1 InBloc; j+B2 OutBloc; j+-uoi+voj;) (2)
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Findings

Prior to the main analysis, we first discuss the central underlying assumption that publicly
opposing freedom of expression is perceived as a social norm violation. The norm perceptions
index we constructed to do so is sufficiently reliable with a Cronbach’s a of 0.836; Table C.1
in the Appendix shows that correlations between items range from moderate to strong.
Second, Table C.2 in the Appendix shows the outcome of the crossed random effects model
comparing the index scores between democratic and antidemocratic posts. For robustness,
the unweighted model is displayed alongside the model with regional and educational weights.
In the main weighted model, expressions containing antidemocratic content are associated
with a decrease of 0.59 on the 6-point norm perceptions index, equivalent to 12% of the scale
range. This effect is highly significant (p < .001), and statistically substantial with a Cohen’s
d of .54, well above our preregistered SESOI. Additionally, Table C.3 in the Appendix reveals
that it is substantively similar across index items.

We now turn to the question of whether and how perceived political identity affects the
sanctioning of these perceived norm violations. The odds ratios resulting from the mixed-
effects logistic regression model are outlined in Table 1 below. The insignificant intercept
demonstrates that in the baseline condition (no cue), just over half of antidemocratic posts
were marked as inappropriate. As the random effects show, variance was far higher between
participants than between items, suggesting that flagging rates were similar between posts.
With respect to the main effects, we find that the presence of an in-bloc cue is negatively
associated with the likelihood to flag an antidemocratic post (b = —.19, SE = .10, OR = .82,
p = .045). Perceiving that an antidemocratic post comes from an in-bloc account slightly
decreases the odds of flagging by 18% as compared to when no political information is
provided. Nevertheless, the effect of the out-bloc cue is considerably larger and more robust
(b = .32, SE = .10, OR = 1.38, p < .001). Concretely, this means that the perception
that an antidemocratic post was written by an out-bloc member is associated with a 38%
increase in the odds of flagging said post. As shown in Table C.11 in the Appendix, both
effects are robust to an alternative model specification with item-level fixed effects. However,
Table C.12 in the Appendix shows that the out-group cue is more robust across stimuli than
the in-group effect, where effects are more dependent on the stimulus. Additionally, as we
discuss in the exploratory section, in-group protection is highly concentrated among Podemos
partisans. Nonetheless, these observations are in line with the partisan motivated reasoning
hypotheses (H1a, H2a), while contradicting the intergroup norm differentiation hypotheses
(H1b, H2b). Nevertheless, they come with a caveat: out-group denigration mainly drives

politicised enforcement, while the effect of in-group protection is more fragmented.
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Table 1
Maxed-effect logistic regression: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cues on flagging probability
(baseline: no cue).

Predictors Odds Ratios CI
Intercept 1.127 0.852 — 1.491
In-Bloc 0.825* 0.683 — 0.995
Out-Bloc 1.382%** 1.143 — 1.671
Random Effects

Too part_id 0.80

Too item_id 0.04

Note. 3138 observations, 1046 participants.
*p <0.05 *p<0.01 **p<0.001.

Exploratory analysis

Having identified politicised enforcement of democratic norms, we now present exploratory
findings on three relevant follow-up questions. The first question is whether politicised en-
forcement manifests uniformly across partisan groups. The answer to this question is visu-
alised below in Figure 2A, containing the predicted probabilities of flagging antidemocratic
posts overall and by partisan group. As the repeated-measures design of the analysis re-
sults in 95% confidence intervals not capturing significance thresholds, significance brackets
have been added for clarity. From top to bottom, these brackets compare the out-bloc and
baseline condition, the in-bloc and baseline condition, and the out-bloc and in-bloc condi-
tion. Focusing on the latter comparison, the analysis suggests that politicised enforcement
is concentrated among the Spanish radical left and radical right. Among partisans of the
mainstream left and right, the differences between the in-group and out-group dimensions
are small and not significant. On the other hand, partisans of Podemos and Vox differentiate
strongly in their flagging, with a difference of 39.8 and 20.1 percentage points between the
in-bloc condition and out-bloc condition (p < .001). Importantly, politicised enforcement is
not confined to the parties cued in this experiment: the difference between the in-bloc and

out-bloc condition is also highly significant among Sumar voters (p < .01).
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Figure 2
Subgroup analysis: predicted probabilities of flagging by partisan group and condition.

A
Antidemocratic content

Condition -®- Baseline -®- In-Bloc -@- Out-Bloc

Overall Podemos Sumar
1.0
ok
T 1 . ok
* —
0.8 — o
Hxx
—
—

.1 I

0.4

i

4
o

PSOE PP Vox

o

Predicted probability of flagging
o
I <

i

—e—i
—e—i
——
i

0.2

0.0

B
Democratic content
Overall Podemos Sumar
1.0
0.8
0.6
0.4 ek *

jo
ol
bod
o—i
—
——if
po—i
fo—t
fo—

Predicted probability of flagging

17



Next, the brackets comparing the baseline condition to the cued conditions reveal that
politicised enforcement not only varies in strength between partisan groups, but also in
its nature. Among Vox partisans, baseline enforcement is significantly lower, by about 11
percentage points: flagging is only “activated” by the presence of an out-group cue (see
Appendix C.13). In contrast to this, Podemos partisans do not differ from the general
population in their norm enforcement when antidemocratic content is presented with no
political cue. However, the in-group cue is uniquely strong among this group, cutting the
likelihood of flagging by about 40 percentage points. While this effect is imprecisely estimated
given the modest representation of Podemos partisans in the sample (N = 68), it exceeds the
in-bloc effect for other partisan groups even in its most conservative estimate. Additionally,
an interaction model with a dummy for Podemos partisanship (see Appendix C.14) shows
that the in-bloc cue is significantly stronger (p < .001) for Podemos partisans than for the
rest of the sample. As Tables C.15 and C.16 show, the differential effects found among Vox
and Podemos partisans are robust to controlling for demographic differences between these
groups and the general population.

The second question we investigate is how partisan cues affect flagging of norm-concordant
expressions, i.e., expressions defending freedom of expression. Figure 2B presents the results
of logistic mixed models using the three democratic items presented with the same cues,
overall and by party. In this condition the in-group cue does not significantly affect flag-
ging across any group, but a strong association between the presence of out-group cues and
flagging is found (b = .49, p < .001). Table C.17 in the Appendix shows that while antidemo-
cratic content drives flagging much more than out-group cues, the effect of the latter is similar
between conditions. Nevertheless, two additional checks show that this finding should not be
interpreted as blind partisan flagging of out-groups. First, the within-individual correlation
between flagging out-group antidemocratic and democratic posts is nearly zero (r = 0.02;
p = .b7). Second, as Table C.18 in the Appendix shows, excluding participants who flag
out-group democratic posts (i.e., potential blind flaggers) from the main analysis does not
weaken the effect of the out-group cue, if anything strengthening it. Consistent with this,
the subgroup analysis reveals a pattern opposite to what blind out-partisan flagging would
predict. Here, the effect of the out-group cue is concentrated among Podemos and PSOE
partisans, while no such effect is detected for antidemocratic expressions. Conversely, out-
group cues coupled with norm-concordant content have a near-zero effect on Vox partisan
flagging rates, while strongly driving flagging in the antidemocratic condition. Thus, left-
wing partisans only sanction out-group cues accompanied with democratic behaviour; Vox
partisans only do so when presented with antidemocratic behaviour.

Finally, we examine whether the observed effects could be explained by baseline differ-

18



ences in how respondents interpreted the partisan nature of our stimuli. In other words, we
investigate whether our effects might be driven by individuals attributing (anti)democratic
expressions to a specific partisan group even in the absence of any political cues. To answer
this question, we fielded an additional survey on Prolific in July 2026 among 510 Spanish
respondents, presenting them with the expressions used in the experiment without cues. We
asked respondents to indicate the likelihood that a partisan of each of the five main parties
wrote each expression®. As Tables C.19 and C.20 in the Appendix show, the dispersion of
partisan attribution is high for the stimuli used in our experiment, both on an individual
and an aggregate level. This means that when presented without cues, our stimuli were
not interpreted as clearly partisan by individual respondents, nor did respondents agree in
their partisan attributions. Still, as Figure A.12 shows, partisan attributions leaned towards
Vox in two out of the three antidemocratic stimuli used; they leaned towards Podemos in
the other stimulus. Nonetheless, Table C.12 demonstrates that the overall out-bloc effect
is robust to excluding individual stimuli; Figure A.14 suggests that the same holds for the
in-bloc effect among Podemos partisans. This means that our main findings hold even if we
correct for the partisan lean of our stimuli in the no-cue condition.

To sum up, our findings show that democratic norms are not enforced uniformly: the per-
ceived partisanship of the violator matters. Politicised enforcement occurs mainly because
individuals sanction antidemocratic expressions more if they perceive a political out-group
to be behind it. It can also be driven by partisans excusing political in-groups, although
we find that this effect is highly concentrated among Podemos partisans. The exploratory
analysis additionally suggests that politicised enforcement varies in extent and nature be-
tween partisan groups: in-group protection drives enforcement among Podemos partisans,
whereas Vox partisans enforce less overall, only responding to out-group cues. Next, we
find that even in the absence of antidemocratic expression, out-group cues affect sanctioning
behaviour. The data do not support the interpretation of this being an artefact of blind
out-group sanctioning. Rather, left-wing partisans only sanction out-group cues more in the
case of democratic content, while out-group cues do not move flagging rates of democratic
content among Vox partisans. Our follow-up study indicates that this cannot be explained
by respondents’ perceptions of what partisans might be behind the expressions used in our

experiment.

5The preregistration of this study, as well as an elaboration on its results, is provided in Appendix E.
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Discussion and conclusion

Our findings speak to existing literature in several ways. First, they support the budding
literature conceptualising democratic norms as social norms (Bischof et al., 2024; Goldstein,
2024; Helmke and Rath, 2025). Citizens perceive antidemocratic expressions as violations
of a social norm and are much more likely to flag these expressions than their democratic
counterparts. This optimistic finding somewhat alleviates concerns raised by scholars on
popular recognition of democratic violations (Wunsch and Gessler, 2023; Eroglu et al., 2025).
Additionally, it bolsters confidence in the citizen channel of democratic norm maintenance
(Alvarez—Benjumea and Winter, 2018; Helmke and Rath, 2025). However, our identification
of sanctioning of antidemocratic expression comes with an important caveat. Given its
anonymity and the impossibility of countersanctions, our measure of norm enforcement is
likely inflated compared to levels of social sanctioning in interpersonal settings. As such, more
scholarship is needed on whether — and how — citizens sanction antidemocratic expressions
“in the wild”.

Second, and more pessimistically, our research identifies that enforcement of democratic
norms is politicised: antidemocratic expressions are sanctioned more often by out-bloc rivals
than by in-bloc allies. This has both practical and theoretical consequences. On a practi-
cal level, this finding points to the importance of democratic deliberation between, and not
just within, partisan groups. Where political deliberation remains contained in politically
homogeneous spaces, this increases the likelihood of a cascade effect where antidemocratic ex-
pressions become normalised (Alvarez—Benjumea and Winter, 2018; Dinas et al., 2024). The
increasingly “post-social” nature of digital communication, with online discussion taking
place in semi-private discussion groups, constitutes a concerning backdrop for this observa-
tion (Tornberg and Rogers, 2026). Theoretically, we show that partisan double standards
are not contained to political attitudes and voting behaviour, but also extend to the en-
forcement of democratic norms. This further underlines the relevance of recent findings on
democratic hypocrisy, democratic rationalisation and partisan intolerance in multiparty sys-
tems (Juratic et al., 2025; Krishnarajan, 2023; Tilley et al., 2026). Meanwhile, no support
for intergroup norm differentiation is found in the domain of antidemocratic expression. We
suggest that this could possibly be due to the implied targets of antidemocratic rhetoric.
Although the stimuli were carefully designed so no explicit targets were named, the political
cues could lead participants to infer whose freedom of expression was targeted. Denigration
of political in-groups is weakened when the out-group is targeted (Reiman and Killoran,
2023), while out-group denigration is heightened when the in-group is victimised (Amira
et al., 2021; Goette et al., 2006; Rabellino et al., 2016). Rather than being an artefact of
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this experiment, we argue that this dynamic is representative of antidemocratic expression
in general: politicised enforcement could precisely be explained by authoritarian expression
generally being directed towards out-groups (Stenner, 2005).

Third, our study expands on our understanding of partisan double standards by compar-
ing in-group favouritism and out-group denigration to a neutral baseline. This yields two
findings that connect to previous literature. On the one hand, previous scholarship on par-
tisan double standards was not able to identify whether these standards were mostly driven
by in-group favouritism or out-group denigration (Juratic et al., 2025; Krishnarajan, 2023;
Tilley et al., 2026). Our findings show that politicised enforcement occurs both through out-
group denigration and in-group favouritism, although the former is more dominant and the
latter more case-specific. On the other hand, our results suggest that politicised enforcement
does not manifest uniformly across the population. Mainstream partisans show little differ-
entiation in their enforcement; Vox partisans enforce democratic norms less unless exposed
to an out-group cue, whereas Podemos partisans exempt in-groups from otherwise regular
norm enforcement. Theoretically, these findings highlight the importance of disentangling
in-group favouritism and out-group denigration when studying partisan double standards.
Practically, they provide a tentative explanation for why the effectiveness of intervention
strategies reducing out-group hostility varies (Harteveld et al., 2026). For some partisans,
tackling in-group favouritism could be a more effective strategy (Huang, 2026). An impor-
tant limitation of our design however is that we are not fully able to disentangle in-bloc
cues from in-party cues. We note that the strong in-party protection displayed by Podemos
partisans does not extend to Vox partisans. Still, mainstream partisan groups could show
similar in-group protection when presented with in-party cues instead of in-bloc cues. We
recommend that more targeted designs test this possibility, although this likely comes with
a credibility cost when studying antidemocratic expression.

A fourth take-away is that partisans sanction differently depending on the democratic
nature of the expression. Out-group cues are effective in eliciting sanctioning behaviour
among radical-right partisans when coupled with norm-violating content, but not for norm-
concordant expression. The opposite holds for left-wing partisans, who only respond to
radical-right cues in the case of regular democratic expression. We interpret this asymme-
try as partially consistent with previous findings: Spanish radical-right identity markers are
perceived as a norm violation, while the same does not hold for the left (Alvarez—Benjumea
and Valentim, 2024). As such, the former category is sanctioned even when coupled with
otherwise regular behaviour, while the latter is not (Alvarez—Benjumea and Valentim, 2025).
However, the fact that this pattern reverses for norm-violating behaviour is an unexpected

extension to the literature. If participants uniformly interpreted antidemocratic content as
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radical right, this could provide a tentative explanation for this reversal. After all, this would
mean that the antidemocratic condition functioned as a radical-right cue in its baseline con-
dition. However, our follow-up survey shows that attribution is dispersed, and the observed
patterns are similar when accounting for the perceived partisan lean of our stimuli. Thus,
we note that more scholarship is needed to investigate whether this pattern extends to other
contexts, and what drives it.

Fifth, our findings speak to the literature on social norm theory. Apart from strength-
ening the finding that political expression is a relevant arena of social norms, our results
show that the perceived social identity of a norm violator matters for norm enforcement.
Existing research has already shown that compliance with social norms hinges upon one’s
reference network, i.e., socially similar others whose behaviour and expectations one cares
about (Bicchieri and Dimant, 2022; Goldstein et al., 2008). We find that in the context
of online norm enforcement, individuals are more likely to sanction outside of their refer-
ence network. Taken together, these observations create a somewhat paradoxical dynamic.
Those who violate democratic norms are disproportionately sanctioned precisely by the in-
dividuals toward whom they are most hostile. This might impede the effectiveness of norm
enforcement, thereby facilitating norm erosion. In line with this, we recommend that fu-
ture investigations assess whether out-group sanctioning is effective in bringing about norm
compliance, or whether it leads to a backlash effect instead (Balcells et al., 2025; Munger,
2017).

Finally, our results have consequences for our understanding of the citizen-level predic-
tors of democratic backsliding. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) argue that democratic norms
function as soft guardrails, broadening the scope of acceptable political behaviour as they
erode. Other scholars emphasise the role of affective polarisation in predicting democratic
breakdown (Gidron et al., 2025; Haggard and Kaufman, 2021; Orhan, 2022). Nevertheless,
experimental findings challenge the link between affective polarisation and democratic sup-
port (Broockman et al., 2023). Our research suggests an alternative pathway connecting
affective polarisation to democratic deconsolidation. In the highly polarised Spanish context
(Torcal and Comellas, 2022), the erosion of democratic norms could be facilitated by the fact
that their enforcement is politicised along partisan lines. This dynamic is likely exacerbated
by the relatively high level of politically homogeneous communication networks in Spain,
further decreasing the likelihood of intergroup norm enforcement (Morales, 2010). Although
this phenomenon is less likely to occur in democracies with low partisan animosity, it re-
mains relevant in light of the general upwards trend in global levels of affective polarisation
(Garzia et al., 2023). As of now, we can only make suggestive claims regarding this path-

way. Thus, we contend that future investigations on the link between partisan animosity
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and citizen-level democratic norm enforcement are needed.
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Appendix A

Figure A.1. Support among Spanish citizens for censoring media in times of crisis.
Calculation using data from Torcal et al. (2023).

In times of national crisis, it's alright to prohibit a political party from participating in national elections.
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Figure A.2. Perceived importance of freedom to criticise the government for democracy
among Spanish citizens. Calculation using data from Torcal et al. (2023).

For a society to be called democratic, freedom to criticise the government is:
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Figure A.3. Perceived importance of free and uncensored media for democracy among
Spanish citizens. Calculation using data from Torcal et al. (2023).
For a society to be called democratic, free and uncensored media are:
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Figure A.4. Component breakdown by statement type.
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Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Dashed line represents scale midpoint.

Note: Attitudes not included in indez.
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Figure A.5. Index score by statement.
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Figure A.6. Density plot, antidemocratic vs. democratic statements.
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Figure A.7. Educational distribution preliminary study, sample versus population.
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Figure A.8. Regional distribution preliminary study, sample versus population.
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Figure A.9. Educational distribution experiment, sample versus population.
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Figure A.10. Regional distribution experiment, sample versus population.
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Figure A.11. Partisan distribution experiment, sample versus population.

. Experiment sample . Spanish population (CIS)

50%
40%

30%

20%
10% I I I I
0 . .

Podemos PP PSOE Sumar Vox

Percentage

)
>

Source: Centro de Investigaciones Sociolégicas (2025). Population % rescaled to relative distribution among parties included in experiment.

44



Figure A.12. Partisan attribution of expressions in democratic versus antidemocratic
condition.
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Figure A.13. Flagging rates by antidemocratic expression by condition, Podemos partisans.
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Figure A.14. Flagging rates by antidemocratic expression by condition, Sumar partisans.
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Figure A.15. Flagging rates by antidemocratic expression by condition, PSOE partisans.
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Figure A.16. Flagging rates by antidemocratic expression by condition, PP partisans.
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Figure A.17. Flagging rates by antidemocratic expression by condition, Vox partisans.
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Appendix B

B.1: Democratic expression 1 (c1). Original alongside translation.

Usuario3113

User3113
La libertad de expresion es necesaria para ir
corrigiendo lo que va saliendo mal en el Freedom of expression is necessary to go
proceso de desarrollo de cualquier sociedad. about addressing things that could go wrong in
Cada vez que penalizan la critica, crece la any society's progress. Whenever criticism is
corrupcion. punished, corruption will increase.

B.2: Democratic expression 2 (¢2). Original alongside translation.

Usuario8126

El periodismo no es el enemigo. Por eso, el Yserg12e

libre ejercicio de esta profesion es tan Journalism isn't the enemy. That's why the free
importante para el desarrollo y gl buen exercise of this profession is important for the
funcionamiento de la democracia. development and functioning of democracy.

B.3: Democratic expression 8 (¢3). Original alongside translation.

Usuario2539 User2539
Amenazar y acosar a periodistas por hacer su Threatening and harassing journalists for doing
trabajo es un ataque directo a la democracia. their jobs is a direct attack on democracy. We
No deberiamos tolerar que los politicos usen el shouldn't tolerate politicians using their power
poder para intimidar a quienes informan. to intimidate those who keep us informed.

B.4: Democratic expression 4 (c4). Original alongside translation.

User5542

Usuario5542

The limits of freedom of expression are the

Los limites a la libertad de expresién son el Criminal Code and the Civil Protection of the

Cddigo penal y la Ley de proteccion civil del Right to HonourAct... Anything else is
derecho al honor... Todo lo demas es censura. censorship.
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B.5: Democratic expression 5 (¢5). Original alongside translation.

Usuario8352

Puedes publicar lo que quieras en las redes,
pero tienes que aceptar que habra respuestas
y opiniones que no siempre te van a gustar. Asi
funciona la democracia.

Jser8352

You can post anything you'd like on social
media, but you have to accept that there will be
replies and opinions that you won't always like.
That's how democracy works.

B.6: Democratic expression 6 (c¢6). Original alongside translation.

Usuario4261

La libertad de expresion se refiere a poder
expresarse sin la persecucion del Estado, no a
que alguien no te pueda llamar tonto si dices
tonterias.

User4261

Freedom of expression means that you should
be able to express yourself without being
prosecuted by the state, not that someone can't
call you stupid if you talk nonsense.

B.7: Antidemocratic expression 1 (v1). Original alongside translation.

Usuario1210

Los medios de este pais no son medios de
comunicacion, son un aparato de agitacién y
de propaganda. Es hora de frenarlos.

User1210

The media in this country are not news outlets,
they are a tool for agitation and propaganda.
It's time to rein them in.

B.8: Antidemocratic expression 2 (v2). Original alongside translation.

Usuario7429

La prensa espaiiola esta plagada de
mercenarios del poder. No es periodismo, es
corrupcién y, como tal, debe ser perseguido.

User7429

The Spanish press is plagued by mercenaries of the
establishment. That's not journalism, it's corruption
and it should be persecuted as such.

B.9: Antidemocratic expression 3 (v3). Original alongside translation.

Usuario4630

Nos conviene a todos ponerle limites a la
libertad de publicar. Igual que imprimir dinero
en tu garaje es un delito y merece carcel, como
sociedad necesitamos tomar medidas para que
la prensa no mienta.
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It would benefit all of us to impose limits on the
freedom of publication. Just like printing money
in your garage is a crime deserving of prison,
we should take measures as a society to make
sure that the press doesn't lie.



B.10: Antidemocratic expression 4 (v4). Original alongside translation.

03940

Usuar

Ojala metan en la cércel a los agitadores y a

los que propagan odio. Me da mucho asco este

tipo de gente.

User3940

| hope agitators and those who propagate hate
will be thrown into prison. Those people disgust
me.

B.11: Antidemocratic expression 5 (v5). Original alongside translation.

Usuario2751

Espana necesita urgentemente un cambio en
los medios de comunicacion. Entre esos
cambios haria falta la ilegalizacion de la prensa
manipuladora.

Spanish media urgently need change. One of
the changes needed would be outlawing the
manipulative press.

B.12: Antidemocratic expression 6 (v6). Original alongside translation.

Usuario6463

Quien reparte odio provoca asesinatos. Si
instas a odiar a millones de ciudadanos, que te
persigan como complice de la violencia que
provocas.
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User6463

Those who sow hatred provoke murders. If you
encourage people to hate millions of citizens,
you should be prosecuted as an accomplice in
the violence you provoke.



B.13: Antidemocratic expression vl, shown in the Podemos, Vox and no-cue condition.

#SoloQuedaVox

The media in this country are not news outlets,
they are a tool for agitation and propaganda.
It's time to rein them in.

#SiemprePodemos

The media in this country are not news outlets,
they are a tool for agitation and propaganda.
It's time to rein them in.

The media in this country are not news outlets,
they are a tool for agitation and propaganda.
It's time to rein them in.
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Appendix C

Table C.1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations of index components with
confidence intervals.

Variable M SD 1 2 3
1. Attitudes 4.39 1.53
2. Personal normative beliefs 4.39 1.42 .69**
[.67, .71]
3. Empirical expectations 4.52 1.32 55** H2**
[.53, .58] [.50, .55]
4. Normative expectations 4.39 1.35 AT 61 Nid

[44, 50] [58, .63] [.75, .78

Note. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively.
Values in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each correlation.

Table C.2. Crossed random effects model: antidemocratic vs. democratic expressions.

Unweighted Weighted
Predictors FEstimates CIl FEstimates Cl
Intercept 4.75%%* 4.57 —4.93 4.73%** 4.58 — 4.87
Antidemocratic content —-0.62*** —0.87 ——-0.36 —0.59"** —0.80 — —0.39
Random Effects
o2 0.79 0.77
Too participant 0.29 0.32
Tpo expression 0.04 0.02
1CC 0.39 0.39
Observations 2,682 2,682
Marginal R? / Conditional R? 0.068 / 0.435 0.065 / 0.425

Note. Npartieipants = 447; Nexpressions = 12. *p < 0.05_p < 0.01 " p < 0.001.
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Table C.4. Percentage of voters answering “No” to the question “would you sit down for a
drink with someone who votes. ..”

Podemos Sumar PSOE PP Vox

Podemos voters 0.0 7.8 26.8 57.6 66.5
Sumar voters 11.9 1.1 16.5 54.6 63.3
PSOE voters 12.1 8.4 1.4 38.3 65.8
PP voters 54.0 30.0 40.8 0.6 29.5
Vox voters 85.4 65.1 64.5 264 24

Source: El Pais & SER (2024). Representative survey data (N = 2000) gath-
ered by 40db.

Table C.5. Party positions on key ideological dimensions (CHES 202/4), 0-10 scale.

Party General left-right ~ Economic GAL/TAN  Nationalism
Podemos 1.56 1.62 1.44 2.38
PSOE 3.81 3.94 2.94 4.12
Sumar 2.31 2.27 1.20 2.12
Vox 9.38 9.00 9.50 9.62
PP 7.19 7.25 7.00 6.38

Source: Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Rovny et al., 2025).

Table C.6. Mized-effect logistic regression, Podemos subset: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc
cues on flagging probability (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Odds Ratios CI

Intercept 1.16 0.63 — 2.12
In-Bloc 0.16*** 0.06 — 0.39
Out-Bloc 1.07 0.50 — 2.27

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.93
Too item_id 0.03
Note. 204 observations, 68 participants.
Tp <010 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.
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Table C.7. Mixed-effect logistic regression, Sumar subset: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cues
on flagging probability (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Odds Ratios CI

Intercept 1.23 0.65 — 2.32
In-Bloc 0.71 043 —-1.15
Out-Bloc 1.55F 0.95 —2.54

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.89
Too item_id 0.21

Note. 486 observations, 162 participants.
Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.

Table C.8. Mixed-effect logistic regression, PSOFE subset: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cues
on flagging probability (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Odds Ratios CI

Intercept 1.28 0.89 —1.84
In-Bloc 0.94 0.69 — 1.29
Out-Bloc 1.14 0.83 — 1.57

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.91
Too item_id 0.06

Note. 1146 observations, 382 participants.
Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.
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Table C.9. Mixed-effect logistic regression, PP subset: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cues on

flagging probability (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Odds Ratios CI

Intercept 1.42* 1.02 - 1.97
In-Bloc 1.05 0.72 —1.53
Out-Bloc 1.44F 0.98 — 2.11

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.70
Too item_id 0.02

Note. 774 observations, 258 participants.
**p < 0.001.

Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01

Table C.10. Mized-effect logistic regression, Vox subset: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cues

on flagging probability (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Odds Ratios CI

Intercept 0.61* 0.38 — 0.97
In-Bloc 0.78 0.49 —1.24
Out-Bloc 1.84** 1.16 — 2.91

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.52
Too item_id 0.08

Note. 528 observations, 176 participants.
**p < 0.001.

Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01
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Table C.11. Robustness check: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cues on flagging probabilities.
Main model displayed next to model with post-level fized effects.

Random effects Fixed effects
Predictors Log-Odds CI Log-Odds CcI
Intercept 0.12 —0.16 — 0.40 0.41%** 0.23 — 0.59
In-Bloc —-0.19* —-0.38 — -0.00 —-0.19* —0.38 — —0.00
Out-Bloc 0.32%** 0.13 -0.51 0.33%** 0.14 — 0.52
Post 2 (viol2) —0.31"*  —0.50 — —0.12
Post 3 (viol3) —0.55***  —0.74 — —0.36
Random Effects
o? 3.29 3.29
Too part_id 0.80 0.81
T00 item_id 0.04
Observations 3138 3138

*p<0.05 ~p<00l p<0.001.

Table C.13. Mixed-effect logistic regression: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cue on flagging
probability, with Vox dummy (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Log-Odds CI
Intercept 0.25" —0.03 — 0.54
In-Bloc —0.19" —0.40 — 0.01
Out-Bloc 0.25* 0.04 — 0.46
Vox Dummy —-0.81"** —1.19 — —0.42
In-Bloc x Vox —-0.02 —0.53 — 0.50
Out-Bloc x Vox 0.43% —0.08 — 0.93

Random Effects

Too part_id 0.75

Too item_id 0.05
Note. 3138 observations, 1046 participants.
Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.
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Table C.14. Mized-effect logistic regression: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cue on flagging
probability, with Podemos dummy (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Log-Odds CI
Intercept 0.12 —0.16 — 0.40
In-Bloc —0.10 —0.29 — 0.10
Out-Bloc 0.34*** 0.14 — 0.54
Podemos Dummy 0.01 —0.58 — 0.59
In-Bloc x Podemos —1.68*** —2.53 — —0.83
Out-Bloc x Podemos —0.27 —1.03 — 0.50

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.81
To0 item_id 0.04
Note. 3138 observations, 1046 participants.
Tp <0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.

Table C.15. Mixed-effect logistic regression: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cue on flagging
probability, with Voz dummy and demographic controls (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Log-Odds Cl
Intercept —1.08** —1.81 - —-0.34
In-Bloc —0.197" —0.40 — 0.01
Out-Bloc 0.25* 0.04 — 0.46
Vox Dummy —0.70"**  —1.08 — —0.31
Gender —0.42**  —0.61 — —0.24
Age 0.01%** 0.01 — 0.02
Education 0.20** 0.07 —0.33
In-Bloc x Vox —0.01 —0.53 — 0.50
Out-Bloc x Vox 0.43" —0.07 — 0.94
Random Effects

Too part_id 0.66

Too item_id 0.05

Note. 3123 observations, 1041 participants.
Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.
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Table C.16. Mized-effect logistic regression: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cue on flagging
probability, with Podemos dummy and demographic controls (baseline: no cue).

Predictors Log-Odds CI
Intercept —1.35"** —2.08 — —0.62
In-Bloc —0.10 —0.29 — 0.10
Out-Bloc 0.34*** 0.14 — 0.54
Podemos Dummy 0.02 —0.57 — 0.60
Gender —0.46"** —0.64 — —0.27
Age 0.01** 0.01 — 0.02
Education 0.23*** 0.10 — 0.35
In-Bloc x Podemos —1.68** —2.53 — —0.82
Out-Bloc x Podemos —0.26 —1.03 —0.51

Random Effects
Too part_id 0.70
To0 item_id 0.05

Note. 3123 observations, 1041 participants.
Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001.
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Table C.17. Mized-effects logistic regression: effect of antidemocratic content on flagging
probability, in-bloc and out-bloc cue moderators (baseline: democratic posts).

Predictors Odds Ratios Cl

Intercept 0.11%** 0.08 —0.16
Antidemocratic 9.73*** 6.25 — 15.17
In-Bloc 0.92 0.71 —-1.20
Out-Bloc 1.57*** 1.23 — 2.00
Antidemocratic x In-Bloc 0.90 0.66 — 1.25
Antidemocratic x Out-Bloc 0.87 0.64 —1.18

Random Effects

o 3.29
Too part_id 0.49
Too item_id 0.06
N part_id 1046
N item_id 6

Observations 6276

Note. 6276 observations, 1046 participants.
p <0.06 *p<0.01 **p<0.001.

Table C.18. Robustness check: effect of in-bloc and out-bloc cue excluding participants who
flagged out-bloc democratic posts.

Predictors Odds Ratios CI

Intercept 1.03 0.75 —1.42
In-Bloc 0.90 0.73 —-1.11
Out-Bloc 1.50%** 1.21 — 1.85

Random Effects

Too part_id 0.97

Too item_id 0.06
Note. 2583 observations, 861 participants.
Tp<0.10 *p<0.05 **p<0.01 **p<0.001.
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Table C.19. Linear mixzed model: effect of antidemocratic content on individual-level
entropy (baseline: democratic posts).

Predictor FEstimate se CcI
(Intercept) 0.837**  0.01 0.82 —0.85
Antidemocratic —-0.017*  0.01 -0.03 - —-0.00

Random Effects

o2 0.02
Too respondent 0.02
1CC 0.47
N respondent 255
Observations 1511
Marginal R? / Conditional R? 0.002 / 0.467

p<0.05 *p<0.01 **p <0.001.

Table C.20. Aggregate post-level entropy reported by condition.

Category Entropy  Min — max  Posts

Antidemocratic 0.986 0.981 — 0.992 3
Democratic 0.996 0.991 — 1.000 3
All posts 0.991 0.981 — 1.000 6
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Appendix D

Below, we report an anonymised version of the preregistration of the preliminary and main
study, uploaded to OSF in November 2025. Here, we note deviations from the preregistration,

in descending order of importance:

e A post-survey fielded on Prolific in July 2026 has been added to the section in which
we report exploratory findings (see Appendix E); it is labelled as exploratory.

e HI, the preregistered hypothesis predicting that antidemocratic expressions are per-
ceived as norm violations, has been demoted to a pre-analysis check. Note that this
hypothesis is supported by findings from the preliminary study, clearing the preregis-
tered SESOI.

e Due to a copying error, the preregistered hypotheses grouped incorrectly in the hy-
potheses section of the preregistration. This has been fixed in the manuscript, along
with minor framing adjustments. Hypotheses 2a and 2b thus correspond to Hla and
H1b (in-group hypotheses) in the paper; hypotheses H3a and H3b to hypotheses H2a
and H2b (out-group hypotheses). The competing predictions themselves remain un-

changed.

e Due to a higher proportion of respondents failing the attention checks, the final sample
of the experiment consists of 1046 participants, slightly below the preregistered N.

Results remain similar if we use the full sample.

e Given that Limesurvey does not allow for the identification of the order in which
questions were answered when items are presented in random order, we have dropped
the straightlining exclusion. Given that no participant failed the preregistered speeding

check, no participants have been excluded for this.
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Preregistration
Description

A growing body of scholarship has investigated the increasing normalisation of antidemo-
cratic expressions and attitudes (Alvarez—Benjumea & Valentim, 2024; Dinas et al., 2024;
Valentim, 2024). It is often found that this normalisation does not occur through a rise in an-
tidemocratic attitudes, but rather due to erosion of democratic norms (Alvarez—Benjumea &
Valentim, 2024; Alvarez—Benjumea & Winter, 2020; Bursztyn et al., 2020). One of the ways
in which democratic norm erosion can be prevented is through norm enforcement between
citizens (Alvarez—Benjumea & Valentim, 2024; Harteveld et al., 2019). Specifically, social
sanctioning could serve as an important deterrent of the expression of contra-normative atti-
tudes (Bicchieri, 2017; Munger, 2017). Nevertheless, research on the determinants of citizen
political norm enforcement remains scarce (Helmke & Rath, 2025).

In a twofold design, this investigation explores why these norms are often not enforced
among citizens (Alvarez—Benjumea & Valentim, 2025). Tt tests two possible explanations:
firstly, that citizens might not recognise expressions violating democratic norms as such if
made by citizens (Berk & Kollberg, upcoming). Secondly, this investigation explores the
possibility that citizens selectively enforce democratic norms based on whether they share
political identity with the norm violator. Using freedom of expression in Spain as a case
study, this investigation will test the first explanation through an incentivised survey and the
second explanation through an online experiment. Both studies will be conducted through
Netquest, with a Spanish sample representative in terms of gender and age.

The first study, the incentivised survey, serves to answer RQ1 (“Do citizens who express
themselves antidemocratically violate social norms?”). In this study, respondents will be
exposed to three fictional social media posts containing expressions opposing freedom of
expression and three posts on the same topic, but in line with this principle. Using the
framework outlined by Bicchieri (2017), it will then be assessed whether the antidemocratic
content of a post predicts higher scores on an index of items designed to measure social norm
violations, consisting of personal normative beliefs, empirical expectations and normative
expectations (Alvarez—Benjumea & Valentim, 2024; Turnbull-Dugarte, 2025). Extrapolating
previous findings on citizen sanctioning of radical-right expressions, it is hypothesised that
citizens do recognise antidemocratic expressions as social norm violations.

The second study, the online experiment, investigates RQ2 (“How does the political iden-
tity of citizens violating democratic norms affect willingness to socially sanction them?”).
This study will use the antidemocratic posts deemed most inappropriate in Study 1 in a

within-person experiment. Specifically, after filling in a pre-experimental survey containing
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a question on political identity, respondents are presented with the three antidemocratic
posts rated as most inappropriate in Study 1. Subsequently, they are instructed to aid the
researchers in flagging posts containing inappropriate content. The manipulation consists
of party cues accompanying the posts: either the Spanish radical right (Vox), the Spanish
radical left (Podemos), or no party cue at all. Assignment of party cues is random; three
democratic posts with random allocation of party cues will also be provided to exclude
the possibility that citizens solely sanction these cues. It is expected that the presence of
these party cues affects respondents’ probability of flagging posts as inappropriate, although
split hypotheses are formulated on the direction of this relationship. Firstly, literature on
democratic hypocrisy (Gidron et al., 2025; Juratic et al., 2025; Simonovits et al., 2022) and
democratic rationalisation (Krishnarajan, 2023) leads to the expectation that in-group polit-
ical cues are associated with decreased willingness to socially sanction norm violators (H2a)
while out-group cues are associated with increased willingness to do so (H3a). Conversely,
combining findings on the black sheep effect (Marques & Paez, 1994; Pinto et al., 2010)
and literature on social proximity and norm enforcement (Bicchieri et al., 2022; Moisuc &
Brauer, 2019), it is hypothesised that in-group (out-group) political cues are associated with

increased (decreased) willingness to socially sanction norm violators (H2b; H3b).

Hypotheses

H1: Publications by citizens containing antidemocratic expressions are perceived as social
norm violations.

Democratic hypocrisy hypotheses:

H2a: In-group political cues are associated with decreased willingness to socially sanction
norm violators.

H2b: In-group political cues are associated with increased willingness to socially sanction
norm violators.

Black sheep effect hypotheses:

H3a: Out-group political cues are associated with increased willingness to socially sanc-
tion norm violators.

H3b: Out-group political cues are associated with decreased willingness to socially sanc-

tion norm violators.

Study Design

Study 1: Within-subjects design with 1 factor (political content) and 2 levels (democratic,

antidemocratic). The design employs a crossed stimulus structure where participants evalu-
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ate a random subset of 6 posts drawn from a larger pool of 12.

Study 2: Within-subjects experimental design with 1 factor (political cue) and 3 levels
(in-bloc, out-bloc, no cue).

In both studies, the order of the posts is fully randomised to account for order and fatigue
effects. In Study 2, political cues are randomly assigned to each post; norm-concordant posts

with cues are included as a discriminant validity check.

Randomisation

Study 1: The survey software employs stratified random selection to draw the stimuli. For
each participant, the software randomly selects 3 posts from the pool of 6 democratic posts
and 3 posts from the pool of 6 antidemocratic posts. The presentation order of these 6
selected posts is fully randomised (simple randomisation).

Study 2: The survey software employs simple randomisation to assign the treatment
conditions. For each participant, the three treatment conditions (in-bloc cue, out-bloc cue,
no cue) are randomly assigned to the fixed stimuli. The six publications are presented in

randomised order (simple randomisation).

Data Collection Procedures

Both studies will be conducted on the online platform Limesurvey, with a sample representa-
tive in terms of gender and age recruited from the Netquest panel. Study 1 will be conducted
prior to Study 2 in December 2025, with a space of no more than two weeks between the
implementation of the two studies. Respondents will receive compensation for participating
in these experiments and will be fully debriefed afterwards; their anonymity is maintained
throughout the research. Netquest compensates the participants through points which can
be exchanged for goods on the Korus platform. Participants in both studies will receive 10
points for participating. Additionally, in Study 1, the 10% of participants who best predict
the modal responses of other participants receive an extra payment of 15 points. This is
following recommendations made by Bicchieri (2017) on the measurement of social norms.
Participants who are not Spanish citizens and/or are below 18 years of age will be ex-
cluded from the study. Additionally, for Study 2, only voters of the five biggest Spanish
parties will be selected (i.e. PP, PSOE, Vox, Sumar and Podemos), to ensure that the re-
spondents vote for parties pertaining to the left-right dimension of Spanish politics. Lastly,
to account for possible Al usage among survey respondents, as raised by Westwood (2025), a
hidden reverse shibboleth will be included in an attention check. In an open question about

the respondent’s favourite colour presented as an attention check, white text against a white
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background will instruct the participant to answer with “Mauve”. Participants who fail to
answer this question, or those who provide the hidden shibboleth answer, will be excluded
from the analysis. No upper exclusion threshold has been chosen, given the absence of any
cues that the participants would need to remember. For Study 2, no exclusion criteria for
straightlining will be applied, given the small number of questions answered by the partici-
pants; in terms of response time and Al usage, the same exclusion criteria as in Study 1 will

be applied.

Sample size

The survey will be fielded in Spain among a sample of 500 respondents with quotas applied
for gender and age. This assumes a 17.6% oversampling rate for participants who fail to
complete the survey or meet the post-hoc inclusion criteria. The online experiment will be
fielded among a sample of 1200 Spanish citizens with quotas applied for gender and age.
This assumes a 6.67% oversampling rate for participants who fail to complete the survey or
meet the post-hoc inclusion criteria. This lower oversampling rate can be justified given the

shorter length of the experiment.

Sample size rationale

Figure 1 below plots the required N to reach a statistical power of 80%, assuming a baseline
of 1.05 on a 1-6 Likert scale and a small to moderate effect size of 30% of the SD, using the
DeclareDesign package in R. A relatively high standard deviation of the outcome variable
(1.775) is assumed based on calculations using data from Alvarez-Benjumea and Valentim
(2024).

Figure 2 below reports the power calculation of the experiment, assuming a baseline sanc-
tioning incidence of 20% and a within-individual correlation of 0.365, based on calculations
using data from Alvarez-Benjumea and Valentim (2024). It assumes a small effect size with
a Cohen’s h of 0.25 between conditions, and +0.125 between the control condition and each

manipulation condition.
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Figure 15
Power curve Study 1.

Power by effect and sample size (target = 80%)
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Figure 16
Power curve Study 2.

Power by sample size
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Manipulated variables

In Study 1, the manipulated variable is whether posts contain antidemocratic or democratic
views on the topic of freedom of expression. These posts have been sourced from real-life
posts on X, and then modified to guarantee anonymity, as well as to make sure that they
sound politically ambiguous (i.e. credibly from the Spanish left or right). The posts have
been pre-tested using a small convenience sample as to ensure that they sound natural,
credible and politically ambiguous.

In Study 2, the manipulated variable consists of perceived political identity of the ac-
count behind the post shown to participants. Above the post, participants will either see
#SiemprePodemos (radical-left), #SoloQuedaVox (radical-right), or no cue at all. These
slogans are popular party slogans derived from actual headers on X. Each participant sees

exactly one antidemocratic post for each condition.

Measured variables

Study 1

Predictor: A categorical variable coded as 1 if the publication contains antidemocratic
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views on the topic of freedom of expression (for post, see Appendix). These posts have been
sourced from real-life posts on X, and then modified to guarantee anonymity, and to make
sure that they appear politically ambiguous (i.e. credibly from the Spanish left or right).
The posts have been pre-tested using a small convenience sample to ensure that they seem
natural, credible and politically ambiguous.

Qutcome variable: a norm violation index consisting of the mean of the following three

items:

e Personal normative beliefs: “It’s one thing to agree with a statement. It is another
to consider whether it is socially appropriate to express it to others. In your opinion,
how socially appropriate or acceptable is it to express this statement to others?” (1-6
Likert scale)

e Empirical expectations (incentivised): “To what extent do you think that most survey
respondents agree with this statement? Try to mark the response most often chosen

by the 500 respondents in this survey.” (1-6 Likert scale)

e Normative expectations (incentivised): “How socially appropriate or acceptable do you
think most respondents believe this statement to be? Try to mark the response most

often chosen by the 500 respondents in this survey.” (1-6 Likert scale)

Attitudes will also be measured on a 1-6 Likert scale (“To what extent do you agree with
this statement?”) to maintain survey consistency, but will not be included in the index of
norm violations. No covariates will be included, given the within-individual nature of the
analysis. Nonetheless, for post-hoc exploratory checks, questions on gender, age, education,
political interest (1-5 Likert scale), ideological identity (ideological self-placement on a 0—
10 left/right-scale) and political identity will also be included. In both studies, political
identity will be measured by the following question: “Which of the following parties do you
sympathise with the most, or consider closest to your own views?”

Study 2

Predictors: Level-1 in- and out-bloc indicators, constructed from a combination of the
treatment and the political identity of the respondent, measured in the same way as in
Study 1. Following the strategy of Turnbull-Dugarte and Ortega-Lépez (2025), voters of
PSOE, Sumar and Podemos are conceptualised as the left-wing bloc, while the right-wing
bloc consists of PP and Vox. For voters of the left-wing bloc, the in-bloc indicator has a
value of 1 if the post comes with the #SiemprePodemos cue. For voters of the right-wing
bloc, the in-bloc indicator has a value of 1 if the post comes with the #SoloQuedaVox cue.

Conversely, the out-bloc indicator has a value of 1 if the participant belongs to the left-wing
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bloc and sees the #SoloQuedaVox cue, or a value of 1 if the participant belongs to the
right-wing bloc and sees the #SiemprePodemos cue. The control indicator has a value of 1
for all respondents in the case of the post without the party cue.

Qutcome variable: A dichotomous variable that is coded as 1 if a respondent has marked
a post as inappropriate. For more information on the instructions provided to respondents,
see “Research design” in the attachments.

No covariates will be included, given the within-individual nature of the analysis. Nonethe-
less, for post-hoc exploratory checks, questions on gender, age, education, political interest
(1-5 Likert scale), ideological identity (ideological self-placement on a 0-10 left /right-scale)
and political identity will also be included. In an exploratory post-hoc analysis, it will be
assessed whether the effect varies significantly between left-wing and right-wing respondents,

through interactions with the left /right-wing bloc identity of respondents.

Statistical models

Study 1

Because individuals evaluate a subset from a pool of statements (crossed design), a
crossed random effects model (individuals x statements) will be estimated. In this model,
the antidemocratic nature of the statement is included as the independent variable, with
random intercepts for participants and statements. Additionally, a random slope for the
antidemocratic indicator will be included at the respondent level. In exploratory checks,
the relationship studied here will also be interacted with political identity, to assess whether
antidemocratic content is perceived to be more of a norm violation among specific political
subgroups. The statistical notation of the model specification is provided below, with 3y
as the baseline appropriateness rating, i.e. that of democratic posts; 3; represents the fixed
effect of antidemocratic publication A; (1 = antidemocratic); the participant random inter-
cept is given by ug;; the random slope for the indicator at the participant level by u;A;; and

finally, the statement random intercept by wvy;.

Y;j == ﬁo + ﬁlAj + Uo; + UliAj + ’Uoj + Eij (3)

Study 2

Data from the behavioural experiment will be used to analyse H2 and H3, with sanction-
ing as a dichotomous outcome variable and cue conditions relative to respondent political
identity as predictors. Norm-concordant posts with the same treatments are included in the
experiment as descriptive validity checks but are excluded from the primary model. Given

that the outcome variable is dichotomous, a mixed-effects logistic regression will be carried
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out, with random intercepts for participants and statements. In an exploratory post-hoc
analysis, an interaction term between the treatment and respondent political bloc will be
added to assess whether the effect varies between left-wing and right-wing respondents. This
study will rely on two-tailed hypothesis testing (o = .05) throughout, with graphics report-
ing confidence intervals at 95%. The model specification for the behavioural experiment
is given below, with P;; as the probability that individual 7 sanctions antidemocratic post
j. Bo represents the baseline condition (antidemocratic content with no political cue); f;
represents the fixed effect for the in-bloc condition; the fixed effect for the out-bloc condition

is given by B, and the random intercepts for participants and statements by wu, and vy,

respectively.
P, = : '
iy 1 + e—(Bo+pB1 InBloc;;+B2 OutBloc; j+uoi+vo;) ( )
Transformations
Study 1

e The predictor, democratic status, is a dichotomous variable coded as 1 if the post
contains antidemocratic content on the topic of freedom of expression, and pro-freedom

of speech content as the reference category (0).

e The outcome variable (norm violation index) is computed as the unweighted mean of
the three component items (personal normative beliefs, empirical expectations, nor-

mative expectations).

e For exploratory analysis, interactions will be added with political identity, recoded
from a categorical choice of 5 parties into a binary variable: left-wing bloc (PSOE,

Sumar, Podemos) vs. right-wing bloc (PP, Vox).
Study 2

e Predictors: This study has two predictors, namely the in-bloc indicator and the out-
bloc indicator. For voters of the left-wing bloc (PSOE, Sumar, Podemos), the in-bloc
indicator has a value of 1 if the post comes with the #SiemprePodemos cue. For voters
of the right-wing bloc (PP, Vox), the in-bloc indicator has a value of 1 if the post comes
with the #SoloQuedaVox cue. Conversely, the out-bloc indicator has a value of 1 if the
participant belongs to the left-wing bloc and sees the #SoloQuedaVox cue, or a value
of 1 if the participant belongs to the right-wing bloc and sees the #SiemprePodemos
cue. The condition with no party cue serves as the reference category (0 for both

indicators).
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e The outcome variable (sanctioning behaviour) is dummy coded as 1 (sanction button

pressed) and 0 (pass button pressed).

e Political identity is recoded into the same binary left /right bloc variable as in Study 1

for interaction analysis.

Inference criteria

Study 1

A moderate Cohen’s d of 0.5 is defined as the smallest effect size of interest, alongside
statistical significance in a two-tailed significance test (o = .05). This relatively large effect
size is chosen because in order for a behaviour to be considered a norm violation worthy of
sanctioning, it should be strongly norm deviant (Wilhelm et al., 2020).

Study 2

This study will rely on two-tailed hypothesis testing (o = .05) throughout, with graphics

reporting confidence intervals at 95%.

Data exclusion

Study 1

Given the absence of a clear exclusion threshold for straightlining (Wang & Hau, 2025),
Study 1 opts to exclude participants who provide the same answers to sets of questions
pertaining to four consecutive publications. This threshold was chosen because participants
are exposed to three publications per condition. Identical answers to items pertaining to
four consecutive publications thus signify that participants do not only fail to discriminate
within, but also between conditions. As to exclude response time outliers, this study opts
for the transformation approach recommended by Cousineau and Chartier (2010) and tested
by Berger and Kiefer (2021). This method excludes observations with a lower threshold of

—2 in the z-transformation of the square root of uniformised response times.

Missing data

Study 1: Subjects who fail to complete the batteries related to all 6 posts will be excluded
from the analysis.
Study 2: Subjects who fail to complete the rating task related to all 6 posts will be

excluded from the analysis.
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Exploratory analysis

Study 1: As described in the previous sections, an exploratory check will be carried out to
assess whether antidemocratic posts are less of a norm violation among left-wing /right-wing
voters.

Study 2: As described in the previous sections, an exploratory check will be carried
out to assess whether shared /opposing political identity is tied more strongly to sanctioning

behaviour among left-wing/right-wing voters.
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Appendix E

Below, we report an anonymised version of the preregistration of the exploratory follow-up
study, uploaded to OSF in July 2026, prior to fielding this study. Here, we note deviations

from the preregistration, in descending order of importance:

e The lean index, corresponding to E2, was dropped as a measure to be reported. This
is for two reasons. First, we did not take into account that this index automatically
leans leftwards, given that out of the five parties considered in this experiment, three
are left-wing. Second, the index buries the relevant observation that specifically Vox
attribution is higher in the antidemocratic condition. This is because PP attribution

is lower.

e Although E1 is supported by the data (dispersion was higher in the democratic condi-
tion), the difference between the two conditions is very small (Cohen’s d = -0.13), and
below the preregistered threshold for the power calculation. As such, we do not report

this difference in the main experiment.

e The final sample consisted of 510 participants, instead of 500 participants.

Background and purpose

This exploratory check serves as an accompaniment to our main flagging experiment. Specif-
ically, with this study we aim to shed light on how our stimuli are understood in the no-cue
condition. After all, interpreting the in-bloc and out-bloc cue effect in relation to a neu-
tral baseline necessitates knowledge on how this baseline relates to existing interpretations
of partisanship. Additionally, our main design does not account for the possibility that
attributions of partisanship in the baseline condition might differ between democratic and
antidemocratic expressions. As such, in what follows, we will outline the design of an ex-
ploratory survey investigating whether partisan attributions of (anti)democratic expressions
cluster around particular parties. This design will also investigate the possibility that the
design of our experiment affected this partisan attribution. Note that expressions constitute
the unit of analysis for this study; it is not sufficiently powered to detect differences in how

citizens interpret antidemocratic content through a partisan lens.

Experimental design

The setup of this study is similar to that of the experiment: in both treatment arms, in-

dividuals are asked to read the same six posts (three democratic, three antidemocratic),
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presented in random order. However, instead of flagging posts they consider inappropriate,
participants are shown five sliders corresponding to the largest Spanish parties (PSOE, PP,
Vox, Sumar, Podemos) in random order. They are then asked to rate the probability that
the author of this post is a partisan of each party, ranging from 0 (not at all likely) to 100
(very likely). Respondents are forced to respond for each party by either touching the slider
or selecting a “not applicable” option. In the (randomly assigned) first treatment arm, par-
ticipants are shown all posts in the no-cue condition. In the second treatment arm, these
expressions are accompanied by the same conditions (Vox cue / Podemos cue / no-cue) used
in the main experiment. All respondents are additionally presented with an attention check:

those who fail it will be excluded.

Operationalisation

The main outcome of this study is the attribution dispersion index, operationalised as the
normalised Shannon entropy (H/logb) of the partisan attribution of each post, after these
are normalised to sum to one. This variable will be coded such that 0 indicates that all
respondents attribute the post to a single party, and 1 indicates that no party is attributed
more than any other. This variable will be computed and reported in two ways: (a) the mean
attribution distribution across respondents, and (b) the average of each respondent’s own
attribution entropy. In this way, these operationalisations capture both whether respondents
agree on the partisan behind the expression, as well as how certain individual respondents
are. The share of respondents answering “Not applicable” will be reported separately, but
excluded from the analysis.

A second outcome of this study is the directional lean of each (type of) post. This
variable, ranging from —1 to 1, will be computed by subtracting the proportion of the total
likelihood attribution of the left bloc (PSOE, Sumar, Podemos) from the proportion of the
total likelihood attribution of the right bloc (PP, Vox). To illustrate, 0 means that a post
was equally attributed to the Spanish left and right; 1 means that it was fully attributed to
the right, and —1 means that it was fully attributed to the left. In addition, we will report
the mean probability attributed to each party per post, for optimal clarity.

Expectations

Given our use of a non-probability sample and the small number of posts, this study is
necessarily exploratory. Nonetheless, we formulate several expectations. First, we believe
that antidemocratic no-cue posts score as less dispersed in our index than their democratic

counterparts. Second, we expect that antidemocratic no-cue posts show a rightward lean
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in their attribution, while democratic no-cue posts do not. Third, as a manipulation check,
we formulate the expectation that individuals are more likely to attribute a post to a Vox
partisan if it is accompanied by a Vox cue; ditto in the case of Podemos. Fourth, we
expect that exposure to the cued treatment arm is associated with higher post attribution to
Podemos and Vox in the case of no-cue posts. Lastly (although we will only offer suggestive
evidence on this), we expect that individuals are more likely to attribute antidemocratic

posts to their out-bloc.

Analytical strategy and power calculation

The first two expectations will be tested by using respondents sorted into the first treatment
arm. The indices described above are computed at the respondent-post level and regressed
on content type with random intercepts for respondents in linear mixed models. Posts are
not modelled as a random factor, as they describe our specific stimuli. Expectation 3 uses
a similar model, except within the cued arm, regressing the cued party’s attribution on the
presence of said cue (versus no cue posts). Expectation 4 will be tested by regressing party
attribution for no cue posts against the treatment arm (between respondents). The latter
two expectations are tested using party attribution as the outcome, instead of entropy/lean.
Additionally, post-level fixed effects are added for these models. All tests are one-sided.

To test these expectations, a sample of 500 participants will be recruited. This is sufficient
to detect effects with a Cohen’s d of 0.2 (standardised against the total SD) at 80% power
with an alpha of 0.05. Figures 1 and 2 below show the power curves for each expectation,

calculated with the DeclareDesign package on R with 600 simulations per curve.
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Figure 17
Power curve E1 and E2.

Power by DV and sample size (no-cue arm, MOI d = 0.2 vs total SD)
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Figure 18
Power curve E3 and E4.

E3/E4 power, MOl d = 0.2 vs total SD (one-sided)
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Limitations

Despite being sufficiently powered to detect significant differences between the democratic
and antidemocratic posts, our study will be conducted without applied quotas, and using
a small number of posts. We are aware that this has inherent consequences for external
validity; therefore, the results of this study will be relegated to the exploratory section of

our main paper.
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