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Abstract

This study explores the internal reference points that shape how Korean voters come to
identify themselves as political "moderates," treating moderate self-placement as a
cognitive product of multiple political attitudes and emotions rather than a fixed
ideological position. Using data from Seoul National University's "National Perception
Survey on Resolving Social Conflict and Realizing National Integration in Korea"
(N=3,000), the 11-point ideological self-placement item was dichotomized into a broad
definition (scores 4-6) and a narrow definition (score 5 only), with 117 variables entered
—party and politician favorability, policy attitudes, political participation, partisan hostility,
institutional trust, and demographics. Gradient Boosting Machine with SHAP, partial
dependence plots, and Elastic Net regression were combined, with performance assessed
via nested cross-validation. Results show that moderate identification is predicted
overwhelmingly by affective temperature toward parties and politicians rather than by
policy positions. Favorability toward either major party predicted moving away from the
moderate range, while strong dislike was not clearly distinguishable from neutrality. As
the definition narrowed, indicators of political disengagement—low political interest and
an inability to characterize the opposing party ("don't know")—emerged as key predictors.

These findings suggest the broad moderate is a "disaffected moderate” who holds
negative feelings toward and distance from major parties, while the narrow moderate is
further an ‘"inattentive moderate," indifferent to politics and lacking any partisan
framework. For Korea's social integration, what moderates need is political actors offering

positive vision rather than reinforcing the cynicism that currently defines this group.

Keywords: political moderates, subjective ideological self-placement, affective polarization,

machine learning, SHAP, political disengagement
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