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ABSTRACT

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence (Al) has intensified expectations about innovation
while raising concerns about new social, economic, and ethical risks. These concerns have
renewed debate over the state’s role in technological governance. In Europe, the European
Union (EU) has become a central actor in Al regulation through the Al Act, which advances a
risk-based approach grounded in technical rationality, fundamental rights protection, and
multilevel governance. This study analyzes the determinants of citizens’ preferences for Al
regulation in Spain, with the aim of identifying both general patterns of support and the factors
that distinguish opposition, neutrality, and strong support for public intervention. The results
show that demand for regulation rests strongly on multilevel governance and reflects a logic of
output legitimacy. Ideologically, the Market-State axis emerges as the main predictor of support,
whereas authoritarianism shows a negative association with regulatory preferences. These
findings suggest that, in Spain, Al regulation gains legitimacy as a supranational, technocratic,
and socially protective policy rather than as an instrument of authoritarian control.
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid expansion of artificial intelligence (Al) has transformed how governments,
firms, and citizens address social challenges. At the same time, Al has created new forms of
uncertainty and social risk, including labor displacement and threats to personal autonomy.
In this risk-society context, citizens increasingly expect the state to mitigate potential harms
and promote a more equitable distribution of technological benefits. The “Brussels effect”
(Bradford, 2020) offers a useful framework for understanding the European Union’s (EU)
central role in Al regulation, particularly in digital governance. Through its capacity to project
regulatory standards globally, the EU has positioned itself as a key authority in shaping the
governance of Al. The adoption of the Al Act therefore represents more than a technical
response to market risks. It also expresses a model of multilevel governance that links
technological regulation to fundamental rights, technical rationality, political legitimacy, and
public support. However, citizens do not support these policies uniformly. Their preferences
vary according to value systems, democratic attitudes, and patterns of trust in national and
supranational institutions.

In line with the risk-based approach that guides the EU’s regulatory strategy, this article
analyzes how Spanish citizens structure their support for Al regulation. We understand
regulation as a mechanism for mitigating the potential social, economic, and ethical risks
associated with the development and use of Al. The study tests the multidimensional nature
of Al regulatory preferences in the European context. Specifically, it examines whether
support for regulation derives from national legitimacy or from the EU’s output legitimacy;
whether citizens view regulation as a technical guarantee managed by experts; and whether
regulatory preferences reflect an ideological response grounded in attitudes toward free
markets and state intervention.

Spain provides a particularly relevant setting for examining these dynamics. The country
combines intermediate levels of institutional trust with strong dependence on supranational
governance in technological domains. This combination allows us to examine how citizens
evaluate multilevel legitimacy in an area marked by high technical complexity and substantial
political uncertainty. The Spanish case reveals that citizens’ preferences for Al regulation to
mitigate social, economic, and ethical risks rest strongly on multilevel governance. At the
same time, the findings reveal a paradox: perceived political competence and authoritarian
orientations, which scholars often associate with state control, operate in distinctive ways.
Citizens’ concerns appear more closely linked to social protection against market risks than
to an authoritarian demand for security or control.

The article proceeds as follows. First, we review the literature through three analytical
dimensions. The first dimension focuses on the European level and examines how
institutional trust, value similarity, and technocratic logic shape multilevel governance.
The second dimension analyzes the role of ideology and democratic attitudes in shaping
Al regulatory preferences. The third dimension considers sociodemographic factors as
conditioning variables. The second section presents the methodological strategy, based
on data from the DIGI_POL2 project and the estimation of ordinary least squares (OLS)
and multinomial logistic regression models. The third section presents and discusses the
empirical results, highlighting the specific features and paradoxes of the Spanish case in
relation to comparative findings. The conclusion synthesizes the study’'s theoretical and
policy implications and identifies future research directions for the study of Al governance.
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THEORETICAL DETERMINANTS OF PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR ARTIFICIAL
INTELLIGENCE REGULATION

Multilevel governance and trust in Al regulation

The European Union (EU) is a supranational organization of economic, social, and political
integration. It operates under the principle of conferral, which means that it holds only the
competences that member states have explicitly granted through the Treaties to pursue
common objectives; all remaining powers remain under national sovereignty (Claes & de
Witte, 2016, p. 46; Konstadinides, 2016, p. 2; Marinac et al.,, 2019, pp. 82, 86). The Treaty of
Lisbon (2007) systematized this vertical distribution of authority into three main categories:
exclusive EU competences, shared competences, and supporting or complementary
competences (Claes & de Witte, 2016, p. 50; Konstadinides, 2016, p. 4 Marinac et al., 2019, p.
83). This structure defines the limits of the EU’s institutional authority in relation to national
sovereignty and remains central to the preservation of member-state identity (Claes & de
Witte, 2016, p. 47; Marinac et al., 2019, pp. 81-82).

In digital and Al governance, the EU has consolidated its role as a global regulatory
actor by seeking to establish its framework as an international standard for the digital
world (Ersoy, 2024, p. 113; Finocchiaro, 2024, p. 1963; Justo-Hanani, 2022, p. 142). The “Brussels
effect” (Bradford, 2020) refers to the EU’s capacity to project its regulatory standards globally
through its structural market power and normative authority, without relying on coercive
mechanisms. European regulation thus acquires a de facto global reach, as firms often adopt
EU standards to avoid regulatory fragmentation. In digital and Al governance, this effect
reinforces the perception of the EU as a legitimate and effective actor for addressing market-
related risks. It also articulates a form of regulatory power grounded in technical legitimacy,
rights protection, and multilevel normative authority.

The Artificial Intelligence Act (Al Act), first proposed by the EU in 2021, represents the first
comprehensive attempt by a supranational regulator to legislate this technology through
a risk-based approach (Ersoy, 2024, p. 115; Finocchiaro, 2024, p. 1965; Justo-Hanani, 2022, p.
139). Its primary objective is to promote trustworthy Al that is lawful, ethical, and technically
robust, while ensuring that technological development serves human progress and respects
the fundamental rights enshrined in the Treaties (Laux et al., 2024, p. 13; Sinha & Dunbar,
2022, p. 4; Ulnicane, 2022, p. 259). To this end, the Al Act classifies Al applications into risk-
based categories. It prohibits applications that pose “unacceptable risk” and undermine
EU values or individual civil and political rights, such as social credit systems or behavioral
manipulation. It also imposes strict transparency and human oversight requirements on
“high-risk” systems, while largely leaving low-risk applications unregulated (Ersoy, 2024, p.
115; Finocchiaro, 2024, p. 1964; Justo-Hanani, 2022, p. 139).

From this perspective, public support for Al regulation can be interpreted not only as
a preference for public intervention to mitigate the social, economic, and ethical risks
associated with new technologies, but also as an expression of trust in the EU’s capacity
to define the rules of digital governance. Research on public opinion and political behavior
shows that public support for Al regulation in Europe is generally high but conditional. Studies
of the European Union (European Commission, 2017), the United Kingdom (Ada Lovelace
Institute & Alan Turing Institute, 2023), and Germany (Kieslich et al., 2022) suggest that citizens
generally favor regulation of Al development and use. However, regulatory preferences vary
substantially according to prior political and attitudinal dispositions.

This regulation matters to citizens because it concerns the preservation of personal
autonomy, understood as the capacity to make informed decisions free from undue
commercial influence or algorithmic manipulation—an essential pillar of liberal democracy
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(Fassiaux, 2023, p. 711; Sinha & Dunbar, 2022, p. 19). This premise helps explain the public’s
perceived vulnerability to Al. Public consultation data show that 90% of respondents fear
that Al may violate their fundamental rights (Sinha & Dunbar, 2022, p. 4). According to
Eurobarometer 460, 51% of citizens consider regulation necessary to ensure the ethical
development of these technologies (European Commission, 2017), and 80% demand explicit
notification when a digital service uses Al (Ulnicane, 2022, pp. 256-257).

The literature on regulatory preferences indicates that citizens’ perceptions of the
competence of political actors responsible for designing adequate regulation shape support
for regulatory measures (Cho & Moon, 2019; Kitt et al., 2021). Perceived competence often
emerges as one of the most consistent predictors of support for specific public policies
(Kitt et al., 2021). Competence refers to the perception that a political actor has sufficient
knowledge, skills, and experience to make decisions on behalf of the public on a specific
issue. Citizens must therefore perceive that the implementing government has the technical
capacity and expertise required to address the challenge. Recent findings indicate that the
perceived regulatory competence of policymakers positively relates to public support for
soft Al regulation (Konig et al., 2023). When citizens perceive low competence, they become
more receptive to leaving regulation to the market.

The literature also highlights the importance of affective and normative dimensions
of trust, including value similarity with institutions and trust in the levels of government
responsible for regulation (Kitt et al., 2021). Value similarity refers to the perception that
policymakers share citizens’ core beliefs and principles. This perceived alignment reinforces
affective trust and reduces the perceived risk of state intervention in sensitive areas such
as Al. Alignment between individual values and EU values may therefore prove critical for
building a “trust ecosystem” that allows citizens to adopt and use technological innovations
safely (Fassiaux, 2023, p. 712; Justo-Hanani, 2022, p. 147; Ulnicane, 2022, p. 261).

Institutional trust also plays a central role. Prior studies show that higher levels of
institutional trust are associated with more positive attitudes toward Al and lower perceptions
of risk or manipulation (Araujo et al., 2023). The literature on regulatory preferences treats
political trust as a fundamental heuristic that allows individuals to form judgments about
complex public policies, particularly when they lack the knowledge or resources to fully
assess costs and benefits (Kitt et al, 2021). In the context of Al regulation, prior studies
indicate that trust in national government, science, and the media shapes attitudes toward
Al regulation. Individuals with higher levels of trust are more likely to accept the regulation
of Al integration into public life (Cremaschi et al., 2025). Conversely, low trust in national or
state institutions involved in policymaking, such as government and parliament, translates
into support for nonregulation or for soft, voluntary Al regulation rather than hard regulation
(Konig et al., 2023). However, the literature has not sufficiently examined the relative effects
of trust in key European institutions, such as the European Commission and European
Parliament, compared with trust in national institutions such as Congress, satisfaction with
the national government, and value alignment with that government on Al-related issues.

Public support for Al regulation can therefore be understood as the result of multilevel
legitimacy evaluations. In this process, trust in EU institutions and alignment with EU values
serve as cognitive shortcuts in the face of the technical complexity of digital governance.
Within this framework, trust in European institutions and perceived value proximity to the
EU should influence Al regulatory preferences more strongly than evaluations directed
at the national level. Given the supranational nature of Al regulation and its connection
to the protection of fundamental rights against market risks, citizens who trust European
institutions and identify with EU values should show stronger support for Al regulation. This
expectation leads to the following hypothesis:
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H1. Trust in European institutions and value proximity to the EU explain citizens’ support
for Al regulation to mitigate social, economic, and ethical risks to a greater extent than trust
in and value proximity to national institutions.

The EU’s regulatory capacity also rests on a technocratic governance logic that grounds
political legitimacy in the outcomes of regulatory action, or output legitimacy. This legitimacy
derives from the EU’s capacity to solve complex technical problems through expert knowledge
and instrumental rationality (Alemanno, 2015, p. 344; Justo-Hanani, 2022, p. 143; Marinac et al,,
2019, p. 81). The Better Regulation agenda reflects this orientation. As a form of multilevel
governance, it seeks to ensure that regulations achieve effectiveness and efficiency at
minimum cost while also restoring citizens’ trust through output legitimacy (Alemanno, 2015,
pp. 345, 347; Justo-Hanani, 2022, p. 152; Marinac et al., 2019, p. 81).

Citizens who consider technocratic governance preferable to representative democracy
for managing certain challenges may therefore show stronger support for Al regulation.
The EU embodies a form of political legitimacy based on outputs, in which regulatory
intervention gains justification from its capacity to produce expert-driven solutions to highly
complex risks. Within this framework, citizens may perceive Al regulation as a technically
necessary policy managed by actors with specialized knowledge, which reduces the centrality
of ideological conflict. This expectation leads to the second hypothesis:

H2. Citizens who express a greater preference for technocratic governance are more likely
to support Al regulation to mitigate social, economic, and ethical risks.

The role of ideology and democratic attitudes in Al regulation

The literature on regulatory preferences also shows that fundamental ideological and
political values, including ideology and democratic preferences, may conflict with citizens’
acceptance of regulation (Konig, 2024; Laux et al., 2024, p. 19). Political ideology shapes
regulatory preferences because it influences perceptions of Al and functions as a cognitive
shortcut for forming opinions about new and complex technologies (Araujo et al.,, 2023;
Pollmanns et al., 2025; Sippy et al., 2025; Wang, 2023; Wen & Chen, 2024; Yang et al., 2025). Prior
research suggests that political ideology shapes support for Al regulation more strongly than
self-interest or perceptions of social benefit (O’'Shaughnessy et al., 2023; Sippy et al., 2025). It
also indicates that the debate over Al regulation has become polarized along left-right lines
(Gur et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2025). Although support for regulation remains high across the
political spectrum, important differences persist: individuals on the right are less likely than
those on the left to favor government guarantees or regulation of Al (Sippy et al., 2025).

However, these studies also suggest that Al regulatory preferences are better understood
as part of multidimensional belief systems rather than as direct functions of left-right
ideology. These preferences depend on individuals’ broader views about the role the state
should play in regulation, especially along the free-market versus state-intervention axis
(Konig et al., 2023; Sippy et al., 2025). A market-liberal stance implies stronger support for
nonregulation or soft regulatory instruments that do not constrain market actors. By contrast,
a pro-state stance implies stronger support for regulatory instruments that limit market
actors. Studies on Al regulatory preferences indicate that individuals with right-leaning
attitudes tend to support deregulation and free markets, oppose regulatory overreach, and
prioritize economic growth (Konig et al,, 2023; Sippy et al,, 2025). Individuals with left-leaning
attitudes are more likely to emphasize the need for regulation to prevent harmful effects on
equality and employment and therefore tend to favor stricter Al regulation (Sippy et al., 2025).
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Citizens’ democratic preferences also shape support for Al regulation because Al raises
fundamental concerns about power, equity, and governance (Sippy et al., 2025). Citizens
concerned with democracy may view Al as a political alternative to current human experts
(Araujo et al., 2023). Drawing on an analysis of citizens’ preferences in Germany, Konig (2024)
finds that public support for the use of Al in government and politics is closely linked to
citizens’ normative conceptions of how democracy should function. When Al replaces high-
level political decision-making, citizens with stronger commitments to liberal-democratic
principles, such as pluralism and political opposition, show lower support for Al use in
government and politics and therefore a greater predisposition toward regulation (Konig,
2024; Urbinati, 2014). This rationale rests on the idea that Al use in political decision-making
undermines political pluralism and democratic contestation (Kdnig, 2024). Conversely,
democratic conceptions that reduce the importance of pluralism or contestation tend to
be more compatible with Al-based political decision-making because they view politics as a
matter of technical problem-solving or efficient performance (Konig, 2024).

Similarly, Sippy et al. (2025) examine the interaction between democratic conceptions and
attitudes toward Al by measuring political orientation along the libertarian—-authoritarian axis.
They find that authoritarians are more likely to prefer greater regulation. These individuals
display a particular affinity for technological applications that enhance the state’s capacity
to maintain control and security, such as facial recognition in policing and the use of Al to
determine welfare eligibility. This pattern reflects their preference for security and social
order and their view of Al as an instrument for advancing these objectives.

Based on these arguments, we propose the following hypotheses:

H3a. Right-wing ideological orientations are associated with lower citizens’ support
for Al regulation to mitigate social, economic, and ethical effects, compared with left-wing
orientations.

H3b. The greater the preference for a free-market economy and less state intervention,
the lower citizens’ support for Al regulation to mitigate social, economic, and ethical risks.

H3c. Authoritarian political orientations, characterized by a greater preference for
social order and control, predict higher citizens’ support for Al regulation to mitigate social,
economic, and ethical risks.

Sociodemographic factors as conditioning variables of Al regulatory
preferences

The literature has also examined the sociodemographic factors that shape public
perceptions of Al. Although this study treats these factors as control variables, their influence
on citizens’ perceptions and attitudes toward Al remains analytically relevant. Age, gender,
and education consistently relate to different attitudinal profiles. Younger individuals and
those with higher levels of education tend to express greater optimism toward Al, whereas
older and less educated respondents tend to express more skepticism or fear (Bergdahl et
al., 2023; Li & Huang, 2020). Individuals with greater access to resources and higher levels
of education are generally better positioned to adopt new technologies and therefore tend
to hold more positive attitudes toward them, partly because they have experienced their
benefits firsthand (Araujo et al., 2023).

Gender also structures attitudes toward Al. Men tend to express greater trust in Al,
whereas women show greater concern about the potential risks or inequalities generated by
Al applications and uses. Studies from Southern Europe and Latin America have found that
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fears about Al-driven job loss are particularly acute in low-trust environments, especially
when citizens perceive technological change as externally imposed or insufficiently regulated
(Dong et al., 2024; Wilde, 2025; Yarovenko et al., 2024).

METHODOLOGICAL DESIGN AND ANALYTICAL STRATEGY

This study tests the hypotheses through statistical analysis of survey data from the
project The Digitalization of Politics: Citizens and New Forms of Digital Political Participation.
Spain in Comparative Perspective (DIGI_POL2). The project analyzes the effects of digital
transformation on the political sphere, with particular attention to the impact of the internet
on civic participation, democratic attitudes, and ideological radicalization in Southern
Europe. Netquest administered the online survey between April 4 and April 14, 2025, to
1,269 residents of Spain aged 18 or older who were eligible to vote. The sample used quota
sampling based on gender, age, and educational level to reproduce the sociodemographic
structure of the national census. The Spanish State Research Agency funded the DIGI_POL2
project through the Ministry of Science, Innovation, and Universities of the Government of
Spain under reference PID2023-1507410A-C32.

The dependent variable measures respondents’ degree of agreement with regulating the
development and use of Al to prevent social, economic, and ethical risks. The item uses an
11-point scale ranging from 0, “totally opposed,” to 10, “totally in favor.” The models include
several sets of independent variables that correspond to the study’s hypotheses.

To test H1, which concerns trust in key institutions involved in the regulatory process, the
models include several measures of institutional trust and value alignment. Institutional trust
includes trust in the Congress of Deputies, trust in the European Commission, and trust in the
European Parliament. Each item uses a scale from 0, “does not trust at all,” to 10, “fully trusts.”
The models also include perceived political competence, measured through an index that
combines agreement with two statements: whether political representatives are competent to
address complexissues and whether they have the knowledge required to make good decisions.
This index ranges from 1, “strongly disagree,” to 7, “strongly agree.” The affective dimension of
trust appears through value similarity with national and European institutions. Respondents
evaluated the extent to which the values of the national government and the EU resembled their
own, using a scale from 0, “very different from my values,” to 10, “very similar to my values.” The
models also include satisfaction with the national government, measured from 0, “completely
dissatisfied,” to 10, “completely satisfied.” Finally, the models include Euroscepticism as a
relevant control variable, given the multilevel governance structure of Al regulation in Europe.
This variable measures agreement with the statement “European unification has already gone
too far” on a scale from 0, “strongly disagree,” to 10, “strongly agree.”

To test H2, which concerns technocratic attitudes, the models include a variable
measuring respondents’ agreement with the idea that experts, rather than the government,
should make decisions according to what they think is best for the country. This item ranges
from 1, “strongly disagree,” to 7, “strongly agree.”

To test H3a, H3b, and H3c, which address the ideological dimension of Al regulatory
preferences, the modelsinclude three variables. First, left-rightideology measures respondents’
ideological self-placement on an 11-point scale ranging from 0, “left,” to 10, “right.” Second, the
Market-State axis captures citizens’ preferences regarding the appropriate balance between
market freedom and state intervention. This index averages respondents’ agreement with
three public policies that favor greater state intervention: the state’s responsibility to provide
a livelihood for all citizens, laws to limit climate change even at the cost of economic growth,
and rent-price regulation. The resulting 11-point index ranges from 0, “I prioritize the free
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market,” to 10, “I prioritize state intervention.” Third, authoritarianism measures support for
the statement “In some circumstances, an authoritarian government may be preferable to a
democratic one,” using a scale from 1, “strongly disagree,” to 7, “strongly agree.”

The modelsalso include sociodemographic controls, including gender, age, and university-
level education, as well as political interest. Political interest measures respondents’ degree
of interest in politics on a scale from 1, “not interested at all,” to 4, “very interested.” Table A1
in the Appendix provides details on the operationalization of all variables.

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, descriptive and exploratory analyses examine
the distribution of the dependent variable. Second, bivariate correlation analysis assesses
associations among the independent variables. Third, the study estimates two regression
models with the same specifications: a linear regression model using ordinary least squares
(OLS) and a multinomial logistic regression model.

The OLS model uses robust standard errors to address potential heteroskedasticity and
evaluates the factors that shape citizens’ support for Al regulation in Spain. The analysis also
assesses collinearity through variance inflation factor (VIF) values, which indicate the extent
to which predictor variables in the linear regression model correlate with one another.

Because the dependent variable shows skewness, and because the study aims to analyze
extreme positions in greater detail, the OLS model is supplemented with a multinomial
logistic regression model. The OLS model identifies general trends across the support
scale, whereas the multinomial model determines whether explanatory factors operate
differently among citizens who oppose Al regulation, hold neutral positions, or strongly
support regulation. For this analysis, the original dependent variable was recoded into three
categories: opposition to regulation, corresponding to values 0-3 on the original 11-point
scale; neutrality, corresponding to values 4-6; and support for regulation, corresponding to
values 7-10. The support category serves as the reference category. This strategy identifies
the predictors that move citizens toward the poles of the Al regulatory spectrum and captures
heterogeneity in citizen preferences that a mean-based estimation could otherwise conceal,
especially in a context marked by an asymmetric distribution of opinions.

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

Figure 1 presents the distribution of responses to the question measuring agreement
with regulating the development and use of artificial intelligence to prevent social, economic,
and ethical risks. The variable uses a scale from 0, “totally against,” to 10, “totally in favor.”
The results show that citizens in Spain broadly favor active Al regulation, although small
oppositional minorities remain. Nearly one third of respondents, 32.7%, select the highest
value on the scale, “totally in favor.” More than half of respondents fall between categories
7 and 10, indicating a favorable position toward regulation. By contrast, rejection remains
marginal: approximately 5% report that they are “totally against” regulation, and categories
1 through 3 together account for less than 10% of responses.

The dependent variable has a mean of 6.88, close to the median of 7, and a standard
deviation of 3.02. These values indicate that the distribution concentrates at higher levels
of support for regulation, as shown in Table A2 in the Appendix. In substantive terms, most
respondents support some form of government regulation of Al. However, the distribution
becomes especially informative when examined in relation to the remaining political variables.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the dependent variable
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Source: authors' elaboration.

Figure 2 presents the correlation structure among the independent variables. The matrix
identifies clusters of strongly interrelated variables as well as variables that operate more
independently. Although some groups of variables show strong correlations, especially
those related to institutional trust and value similarity, their individual inclusion in the
model reflects theoretically necessary distinctions for testing the hypotheses. For example,
the high correlation between trust in the Congress of Deputies and trust in the European
Parliament reflects a generalized institutional trust effect. However, multilevel governance
theory requires separating these variables to determine whether regulatory support derives
from national legitimacy or from the EU’s output legitimacy.

Similarly, trust and perceived competence remain theoretically distinct constructs,
even though they correlate empirically. Trust carries affective and normative dimensions,
whereas perceived competence captures a cognitive evaluation of politicians’ technical
capacity to solve complex problems. The association between ideology and the Market-
State axis also reflects an important theoretical distinction. Ideology functions as a general
cognitive shortcut, whereas preferences regarding state intervention capture a more specific
multidimensional belief system for evaluating technological regulation. Finally, the positive
correlation between ideology and authoritarianism, together with their negative association
with Al regulatory preferences, reinforces the need to analyze these variables separately. This
distinction allows us to differentiate between citizens who oppose regulation on free-market
grounds and those whose positions derive from a specific vision of social order and state
control. Overall, the correlation structure confirms that support for Al regulation constitutes
a specific political attitude. It cannot be reduced to general political satisfaction; rather,
institutional and ideological heuristics mediate it.

RES n.2 35 (3) (2026) a308. pp. 1-24. ISSN: 1578-2824
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Figure 2. Correlation matrix

Left-Right Ideology
Authoritarianism
Euroscepticism

Gender
Technocracy Preference

EU Values

Trustin Nat Parl

Trustin EU Parliament
Government Satisfaction
Competence

Al Regulation
Market-State Regulation

-0.1

)
o
i
N
)
=
=
)
=
]
o
Qo
=
)
=]
(=]
©w
s
o
-~
N
o
5
©

Political Interest = 0.22 0.22 0.24
0.8

=4
o
1=}
=
o
=

Age 002 009 040 0.00 -002 011 -0.28 004 0.06 -0.24 -0.

EU Values 021 023 -0.04 005 -0.15 0.06 -0.32 0.6

Trust in Nat Parl 013 019 -0.02 -0.07 -0.14 0.00 -0.24

; r0.4
Trust in EU Parliament | 0.42° 020 021 -0.03 0.04 -0.06 0.03 -0.29

r0.2
011 033 -0.02 0.14 -0.43 -0.04 -0.28

Government Satisfaction
Competence  0.06 0.20 0.03 -0.06 -0.20 0.17 -0.12 r o
Al Regulation | 041 0.03 010 -0.13 -0.13 -0.11

Market-State Regulation  0.12 0.03 -0.32 -0.12 -0.09

Gender -0.03 -0.02 0.06 0.10
Technocracy Preference 047 0.9 0.18 0.6
Left-Right Ideclogy =~ 0.19 0.22 08

Authoritarianism | 0.25
-1

Source: authors' elaboration.

The first ordinary least squares (OLS) model shows a moderate and statistically significant
fit, R2=.2295, adjusted R2=.2196, F(16,1252) = 23.3, p <.001. The predictors explain approximately
23% of the variability in support for Al regulation. The variance inflation factor (VIF) plot
for this model, presented in Figure Al in the Appendix, shows that most variables have low
to moderate levels of multicollinearity. However, the variables related to institutional trust
present a partial exception. The collinearity analysis indicates that trust in the European
Commission and trust in the European Parliament share a high level of variance, with values
above 5, which creates a potential risk for the stability of their regression coefficients. For
this reason, the analysis removes the trust in the European Commission variable from the
final model. The exclusion of this variable barely alters the results of the second OLS model,
R2 = 227, adjusted R? = .218, F(15, 1253) = 24.6, p < .001, while substantially improving the
collinearity diagnostics, as shown in Figure A2 in the Appendix.

Figure 3 and Table A3 from Appendix presents the coefficients of the final OLS model.
The results indicate that political and trust-related factors explain regulatory attitudes more
strongly than sociodemographic variables. Among the sociodemographic controls, only age has
a positive and statistically significant association with support for Al regulation, B =.008, p <.05.
Older respondents tend to express greater support for regulation. This finding may reflect the
greater caution that prior research attributes to older age groups, who tend to express more
skepticism or concern toward Al and may therefore favor state intervention to mitigate risks
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(Bergdahl et al., 2023; Li & Huang, 2020). By contrast, university education and gender do not
significantly predict support for Al regulation in Spain. This finding contrasts with studies that
associate higher education with more positive attitudes toward Al (Araujo et al., 2023) and with
research showing that men tend to express greater trust in Al. Political interest also shows a
positive and statistically significant association with support for regulation.

Figure 3. Linear regression (OLS) coefficients
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Overall, the findings support H1 by showing that regulatory demand in Spain depends
strongly on multilevel governance, supranational institutional trust, and a technocratic
conception of politics. Trust in the European Parliament, B =.095, p <.01, and value similarity
with the EU, B = 148, p <.001, emerge as positive and highly significant predictors. By contrast,
satisfaction with the national government, trust in the Congress of Deputies, and value
similarity with the Spanish government do not reach statistical significance. This pattern aligns
with the theoretical expectation that places the EU at the center of Al regulation through the
Al Act and the Brussels effect. As Kitt et al. (2021) suggest, value affinity with the regulatory
framework reinforces affective trust and reduces risk perception. In this case, supranational
value affinity appears to allow citizens to delegate the protection of fundamental rights to
European rather than national institutions.

1
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The model also supports H2, which concerns the technocratic dimension of regulatory
preferences. Preference for expert-led government has a positive and statistically significant
association with support for Al regulation, B = 139, p < .01. This result suggests that Spanish
citizens perceive technological regulation as a challenge that requires technical evidence
and instrumental rationality, which constitute the main pillars of the EU’s Better Regulation
agenda. The negative tendency of perceived political competence, B =-133, p <10, reinforces
this interpretation. When citizens perceive that political representatives have lower technical
capacity, they tend to demand stronger regulatory frameworks managed by actors with
technical expertise in order to ensure output legitimacy.

The findings also clarify the role of political orientations. The results support H3b by
identifying the Market-State axis as the strongest predictor in the model, B = 160, p < .001.
Importantly, the Market-State axis reaches statistical significance, whereas left-right ideology
does not. This result does not support H3a and reinforces Konig et al.s (2023) argument about
the multidimensionality of belief systems. The positive coefficient for the Market-State
axis indicates that stronger support for state intervention, as opposed to market-liberal
preferences, substantially increases support for Al regulation. Citizens therefore integrate
their technological preferences into broader views about the state’s role as a guarantor
against the economic, social, and ethical risks associated with markets.

Finally, the analysis of authoritarianism produces a counterintuitive but statistically significant
result, B = =119, p < .05. This finding leads us to reject H3c as originally formulated. Contrary
to Sippy et al’s (2025) argument linking authoritarianism to greater support for regulation as a
means of strengthening state control, stronger authoritarian orientations in Spain are associated
with lower support for Al regulation. This result suggests that regulatory demand in Spain does
not reflect an authoritarian impulse toward order or security. Rather, it appears more closely
connected to the preservation of personal autonomy and civil rights against state or technological
intervention, in line with more liberal-democratic conceptions of regulation.

The multinomial logistic regression results reinforce these findings. Figure 4 identifies
the factors that distinguish opposition and neutrality from support for Al regulation, with
“in favor” serving as the reference category. The odds ratios, reported in Table A4 in the
Appendix, indicate that the probability of belonging to the “against regulation” group
decreases significantly as value similarity with the EU, trust in the European Parliament,
preference for expert-led government, and preference for state intervention increase. These
results confirm that supranational trust, technocratic attitudes, and pro-state preferences
move citizens away from opposition and toward support for regulation.

The neutral group, corresponding to values 4 through 6 on the original scale, presents
a distinctive profile. This category is the only one in which perceived political competence
significantly increases the probability of belonging to the group. In contrast, greater political
interest and older age reduce the probability of neutrality. These results suggest that more
politically engaged and older citizens tend to move away from intermediate positions and
toward active support for regulation. Other variables also reduce the probability of neutrality,
including preference for state intervention, support for expert-led government, and trust in
the European Parliament. These factors move citizens from neutrality toward active support
for regulation. Ideology, authoritarianism, and gender do not reach statistical significance in
distinguishing between the groups in the multinomial model.

Taken together, the results validate H1 by confirming that support for Al regulation in
Spain rests strongly on multilevel governance. Value similarity with the EU and trust in
the European Parliament function as fundamental heuristics that reduce the probability
of opposing technological regulation. As the literature suggests, value alignment with the
European regulatory framework, particularly in relation to the Al Act, reinforces affective
trust and reduces risk perception. This finding shows that the legitimacy of Al regulation
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in Spain depends more on the supranational level than on satisfaction with the national
government, which does not reach statistical significance.

Figure 4. Multinomial regression coefficients
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The findings also provide robust support for H2. Preference for technocratic governance
increases the probability of supporting Al regulation, which aligns with the EU’s Better
Regulation strategy and its emphasis on technical evidence, efficiency, and output legitimacy
(Alemanno, 2015). In this context, citizens appear to view Al regulation as a technically
complex policy area in which expert knowledge can justify public intervention.

Regarding political orientations, the data strongly support H3b by identifying the Market-
State axis as the most powerful predictor in the model. Although left-right ideology does not
significantly distinguish between respondents who favor and oppose regulation, attitudes
toward the role of the state do. Citizens with pro-state preferences are less likely to oppose
regulation. This finding supports the argument that regulatory preferences are embedded in
belief systems in which public intervention functions as a safeguard against the social and
economic risks of Al (Konig et al.,, 2023; Sippy et al., 2025).

By contrast, the multinomial analysis does not support H3c. Authoritarianism does not
reach statistical significance when distinguishing between opposition, neutrality,and support.
This result suggests that demand for Al regulation in Spain does not reflect an authoritarian
preference for order or control. Instead, it reflects a structure of pro-state values and trust in
European expert institutions.
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CONCLUSION

This study analyzed the determinants of citizens’ preferences for artificial intelligence
(Al) regulation in Spain. The main objective was to identify how multilevel political trust,
technocratic attitudes, and ideological orientations—especially the Market-State axis and
authoritarianism—shape support for public intervention in technological development. By
combining ordinary least squares (OLS) and multinomial logistic regression models, the study
examined whether demand for Al regulation follows a logic of supranational protection, trust
in expert knowledge, or multidimensional ideological belief systems.

First, the results show that regulatory demand in Spain depends strongly on multilevel
governance and on the predominance of the supranational sphere over the national one.
Citizens’ support rests on trust in the European Parliament and alignment with EU values.
These factors operate as critical heuristics that allow individuals to delegate the protection
of their rights to EU institutions rather than national institutions. This pattern closely
relates to a technocratic conception of public management, in which citizens view expert-
led, knowledge-based government as a key condition for accepting public intervention in Al
development. In this sense, citizens do not appear to view regulation primarily as an object
of traditional partisan conflict. Rather, they view it as a technical challenge that requires the
output legitimacy associated with expertise and instrumental rationality.

The multinomial analysis also reveals an important paradox regarding the neutral group.
This category is the only one in which higher perceived political competence increases the
probability of belonging to an intermediate position. This pattern suggests the existence
of a possible zone of indifference, in which citizens who perceive their representatives as
knowledgeable and skilled may trust that the current institutional system already functions
adequately. As a result, they may feel less urgency to actively demand new legislation and
instead adopt a neutral position.

Second, the findings highlight the multidimensional structure of political belief systems.
Preferences regarding the role of the state vis-a-vis the market constitute the strongest
explanatory factor in the model. Support for Al regulation depends less on traditional left-
right ideological self-placement than on specific views about public control, market limits,
and social protection. Citizens who favor stronger state intervention show greater support
for Al regulation, which suggests that they understand regulation as a safeguard against the
social, economic, and ethical risks associated with Al.

The negative association between authoritarian attitudes and support for Al regulation
represents one of the study’s most distinctive findings, although this result appears only
in the linear regression model. Unlike in other contexts, where authoritarianism may
translate into support for regulation as a means of strengthening state control and security,
authoritarian profiles in Spain tend to show greater skepticism toward public intervention in
this domain. This finding suggests that demand for Al regulation in Spain may respond more
to a logic of preserving personal autonomy and civil rights against technological abuse than
to an impulse toward surveillance, order, or security.

Finally, this study opens several lines for future research in digital governance. Future
studies should examine how citizens distinguish between hard, binding regulation and soft,
voluntary regulation, and whether institutional trust shapes support for punitive instruments
differently than support for ethical codes. Research should also assess whether regulatory
preferences vary according to the level of risk associated with specific Al applications, as
defined by the Al Act. For example, citizens may evaluate facial recognition, welfare eligibility
systems, and low-risk applications differently. This distinction would help determine
whether the broad consensus observed in this study remains stable across Al use cases
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or fragments when citizens evaluate specific technologies. Finally, comparative research in
Southern Europe remains essential for determining whether the pattern of supranational
trust observed in Spain reflects a broader regional dynamic or an idiosyncratic response to
the digitalization of politics.
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APPENDIX
Table A1. Operationalization of the Main Model Variables
Model Variable Question Scale
DV Al Regulation Regarding the following public policies 0 = totally opposed
or government actions, could you tell 10 = totally in favor
me where you would position yourself
on the following scale from 0 to 10?
“That the development and use of
artificial intelligence be regulated to
prevent possible social, economic, and
ethical risks.”
v Age How old are you?
Gender Do you consider yourself...? 1=Man 2 =Woman
(reference category)
University What is the highest level of education 1= Bachelor’s
Education you have completed? Degree,
Undergraduate. 2nd
Cycle (University,
Higher Degree,
Faculties, Higher
Technical Schools,
etc.); Third Cycle
(Master’s); Third
Cycle (Doctorate) 0
= Lower education
Left-Right In politics, people sometimes talk of 0 = Left 10 = Right
Ideology “left” and “right.” Where would you

Market-State

Institutional
Trust

place yourself on this scale, where 0
means “left” and 10 means “right”?

INDEX (mean) Regarding the following
public policies or government actions,
could you tell me where you would
position yourself on the following
scale from 0 to 10? Where 0 means |
totally oppose and 10 means | totally
favor: 1. That the government assume
greater responsibility to provide
livelihood for everyone 2. Laws to limit
climate change, even at the cost of
economic growth 3. That rental prices
be regulated

1. The Congress of Deputies 2. The
European Commission 3. The European
Parliament

0 = totally opposed
10 = totally in favor

0 = Does not trust
at all 10 = Fully
trusts
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Model Variable Question Scale
v Competence INDEX (mean) Please indicate to what 1= Strongly
extent you agree or disagree with disagree 7 =
the following statements: 1. Political Strongly agree

Control

representatives are sufficiently

competent to deal with complex issues

2. Political representatives have the

experience and knowledge necessary

to make good decisions

Value Similarity The values of ... are 1. My country’s

government 2. The European Union

Authoritarianism To what extent do you support

Experts

Political Interest

the following statement? In some
circumstances, an authoritarian
government may be preferable to a
democratic one

To what extent do you support the

following statement? It is preferable

that experts, rather than the

government, make decisions according

to what they think is best for the
country

To what extent would you say you are

interested in politics? Would you say

you are...?

Satisfaction with In general terms, what degree of
Government

Euroscepticism

satisfaction does the current situation

of the following elements as a whole
give you? The way the government of

[country] is doing its job

too far

European unification has already gone

0 = Very different
from my values 10

= Very similar to my
values

1 =Strongly
disagree 7 =
Strongly agree

1= Strongly
disagree 7 =
Strongly agree

1= Not at all
interested 4 = Very
interested

0 = Completely
dissatisfied 10 =
Completely satisfied

0 = Totally disagree
10 = Totally agree

Source: authors' elaboration.

Table A2. Distribution of the Dependent Variable

Mean

Median

Mode SD Variance Min

Q1

Q3 Max Rang

1269

6.88

7

10 3.02 91 0

5

10 10 10

Source: authors' elaboration.
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Table A3. OLS Coefficients

Dependent variable:
Al Regulation
Gender -0.196
(0163)
Age 0.008**
(0.004)
University Education -0.165
(02170)
Left-Right Ideology -0.036
(0.034)
Market-State 0.160***
(0.012)
Authoritarianism -0119**
(0.048)
Experts (Technocracy) 0139%**
(0.046)
Satisfaction with Government -0.053
(0.039)
Trust in Congress of Deputies -0.007
(0.045)
Trust in European Parliament 0.095**
(0.045)
Competence -0133*
(0.069)
Value Similarity — Government -0.046
(0.045)
Value Similarity — EU 0.148%**
(0.047)
Political Interest 0.270%***
(0.091)
Euroscepticism -0.019
(0.029)
Constant 2.297%**
(0.473)
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Dependent variable:
Observations 1,269
R? 0.227
Adjusted R? 0.218
Residual Std. Error 2.668 (df = 1253)
F Statistic 24.562*** (df = 15; 1253)

Note. Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; . p<0.1.
Source: authors' elaboration.

Table A4. Multinomial Logit Model Results
DV: Support for Al Regulation

Independent Variable Against  Neutral
(Intercept) 98.98*** 43 g5***
(0.84) (0.55)
Value Similarity — EU 0.87* 0.94
(0.06) (0.04)
Satisfaction with Government 1.08 1.04
(0.05) (0.03)
Competence 1.07 1.27%**
(0a1) (0.06)
Market-State 0.86*** 0.89***
(0.02) (0.01)
Authoritarianism 114 1.08
(0.07) (0.04)
Experts 0.86* 0.89**
(0.07) (0.04)
Euroscepticism 0.97 1.03
(0.04) (0.03)
Political Interest 0.79 0.76***
(013) (0.08)
Ideology (Left-Right) 1.05 1.02
(0.05) (0.03)
Gender 0.67 0.96
(0.24) (014)
Age 0.99 0.99**
(0.01) (0.00)
Trust — Congress of Deputies 1.03 1.03

(0.07) (0.04)




Independent Variable Against  Neutral

Trust — European Parliament 0.83** 0.93*
(0.07) (0.04)

Observations 1,269

AIC 2107.09

Log Likelihood -1025.55

Miranda et al.

Note. Odds ratios (standard errors in parentheses). *** p<0.007; ** p<0.07; * p<0.05; . p<0.1.

Reference category: In Favor.

Figure A1. Variance Inflation Factors, Model 1 (VIF)
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Figure A2. Variance Inflation Factors, Model 2 (VIF)
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