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Preface

Democracy is based on the idea that elections are the principal vehicle for
popular influence in government. And while democracy strives for equality in
citizens’ opportunities to participate in electoral contests, it also is designed to
create unequal outcomes: for some to win, others have to lose. We argue that
this inequality matters for political legitimacy because it generates ambival-
ent attitudes towards political authorities on the part of the losers. This book
examines the causes and consequences of this ambivalence for the legitim-
acy of democratic institutions. While it should not come as a surprise that
winners support the processes that make them successful, it should perhaps
be more surprising that the losers, instead of refusing to accept the outcome
and undermine the system, are frequently willing to consent to being governed
by the winners. Because the efficacy of democratic regimes can be seriously
threatened if the losers do not consent to their loss, the central themes of this
book focus on losing: how institutions shape losing, and how losers respond
to their loss. And this, we argue, is critical for understanding how democracy
works since being able to accept losing is one of the central, if not the central,
requirement of democracy.

While all of us have been working on questions related to the theme of
the book for some time, the book has its most immediate origins in a con-
ference organized in October 2002 by Chris Anderson with the help of the
Center on Democratic Performance and the Department of Political Science
at Binghamton University (SUNY). We are grateful to Ned McMahon (then
Director of CDP) and Grace Schulman for helping to organize the conference
and the George L. Hinman Fund for Public Policy for providing the necessary
resources for bringing together the group of authors as well as a number of
conference participants.

We would like to thank the following individuals for participating in the
conference and providing thoughtful and constructive feedback during the
sessions: Tom Brunell, Gretchen Casper, David Cingranelli, Lucy Goodhart,
Will Heller, Rick Hofferbert, Bonnie Meguid, Dick Niemi, Jonas Pontusson,
Bing Powell, David Rueda, Chris Way, and Antoine Yoshinaka. Portions of
the book also were presented as papers at the Midwest Political Science
Association National Conference, Chicago, April 3–6, 2003. Many thanks
to Jeff Karp and the panel audience for providing stimulating comments and
to Carol Mershon for allowing us to meet in so congenial an environment.
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In addition, Chris Anderson is grateful to the National Science Foundation,
which supported this research through grant SES-9818525. He also would like
to thank the colleagues and students in the Binghamton University Political
Science Department, where much of the work was done, as well as the Maxwell
School of Syracuse University where the book was completed. He also is
grateful to various collaborators who have helped shape this work over the
years by reading drafts, working on papers, or simply listening to and com-
menting on ideas: Kathleen O’Connor, Silvia Mendes, Michael McDonald,
Yuliya Tverdova, David Rueda, Aida Paskeviciute, Gretchen Casper, Karl
Kaltenthaler, and Herbert Kitschelt. Thanks also to seminar participants at
the University of Oxford (Nuffield College), Columbia University (biannual
seminar on political psychology), and Cornell University (Department of
Government and Johnson Graduate School of Management) for providing
helpful feedback.

André Blais thanks Peter Loewen and Marc-André Bodet for their research
assistance, and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
for its financial support.

Shaun Bowler is grateful to the Academic Senate UC Riverside for financial
support and colleagues at UC Riverside, Jon Hiskey, Martin Johnson, and John
Williams, for feedback and helpful comments.

Todd Donovan thanks political science faculty and graduate students at
Rice University and Texas Tech University for helpful feedback on parts of
this research. He is grateful to the Research Advisory Council and Bureau of
Faculty Research at Western Washington University for their financial support.

Ola Listhaug thanks Loek Halman and the Norwegian Social Science Data
Services for providing him with EVS 1999 data, Catherine Netjes, Aida
Paskeviciute, Elena Sandovici, and Yuliya Tverdova for help with the classifi-
cation of parties, and Lars Grønflaten, Jo Jakobsen, and Robert Ekle for
excellent research assistance.

The authors also would like to thank the following for permission to repro-
duce published material: Fagbokforlaget (Figure 4.1); University of California
Press (Table 9.6); Elsevier (Table 9.7); Auckland University Press (Table 9.8).

The authors would like to thank the editorial staff at Oxford University
Press for their expert work on this book. We are particularly grateful to Claire
Croft at OUP and Rosamund Davies of Ashwell Enterprises for their efficient,
excellent, and cheerful contributions to the book.
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1

Winning Isn’t Everything: Losers’ Consent and
Democratic Legitimacy

Winning isn’t everything, it’s the only thing.

Vince Lombardi

The dynamics of politics is in the hands of the losers. It is they who decide when
and how and whether to fight on.

William Riker (1983)

Maybe Vince Lombardi was right and Bill Riker’s concern with political losers
hopelessly romantic. After all, over the years, political scientists and football
coaches alike have tended to pay more attention to the winners than the losers.
It seems to be a natural impulse since humans compete to win and because the
taste of victory is sweet. Given that winning and winners are almost universally
celebrated in today’s world, while losers are frequently forgotten, it is perhaps
not surprising that football coaches in particular have long perceived the world
around them through the lens of winning and losing. And it appears that many
students of democratic politics would agree with Lombardi as well. Perhaps
this is not unexpected either, given that, in the world of democratic politics,
candidates and parties compete for votes, and elections determine who has the
right to choose the country’s direction and who has to await another day.

And where better to look for winners than on game day in the case of
football or election-day in a democracy? And what better to explain than how
the triumphant party won and, consequently, how winning can be achieved
next time around? Perhaps because of this, political scientists have spent
considerable energy trying to understand election outcomes—that is, how
winners are produced. In fact, the study of why elections come out as they
do and why voters make the choices they do is one of the great success stories
in the modern history of political science, spawning a veritable industry of
scholars, research institutes, poll takers, training programs, and, in recent years,
even computer programmers (Scarbrough 2003).

Yet, however interesting and exciting winners and winning are, they rep-
resent only one side of the coin when it comes to understanding political life.
In fact, we contend that understanding winning is no more relevant than under-
standing losers insofar as the study of political systems is concerned, given
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that the attitudes and behaviors of losers determine whether the game will go
on in the first place and whether it will continue to be played in the long run.
Put simply, then, given that the consent of the losers is one of the central, if
not the central, requirements of the democratic bargain, Lombardi may have
a point, but as Riker rightly observes, without the losers we do not get to play
the game.

Political science has often overlooked the reactions and behavior of political
losers in order to focus on the whos, whys, and hows of winning. To rectify
this, and to put the proper emphasis on the importance of losers’ behavior
in producing stable and legitimate democratic rule, the central themes of this
book focus on losing and its consequences—that is, how institutions shape
losing, how losers respond to their loss, and how losers’ consent affects the
legitimacy and viability of democratic institutions. Because these are central
questions in the study of democracy, we start by first explaining why we think
losers matter; we then provide an overview of the investigation we undertake
in this book.

ELECTION OUTCOMES AND DEMOCRATIC LEGITIMACY

In what follows, we are primarily concerned with people’s attitudes toward the
functioning of government, also commonly referred to as political legitimacy.
Citizen attitudes toward the political system have long played a central role in
theories of political behavior, and they usually are viewed as important indic-
ators of a healthy civic and democratic political culture (cf. Putnam 1993; see
also Kornberg and Clarke 1992). And there is plenty of anecdotal evidence to
support this view: throughout the twentieth century, examples abound of coun-
tries whose democratic political systems have faltered because they lacked the
critical ingredient of a supportive citizenry. Put another way, political scient-
ists care about citizens’ attitudes toward government and political institutions
because they have long suspected that low levels of citizen support pose a threat
to democratic systems (Lipset 1959; Powell 1982). In fact, to say that both the
functioning and the maintenance of democratic polities are intimately linked
with what and how citizens think about democratic governance is perilously
close to stating a tautology.

The assumption that democracies are more likely to last or function well if
citizens have positive opinions about government is commonly made both for
systems undergoing democratic transitions as well as presumably more stable
democratic systems (though the latter have yet to see the actual breakdown of a
long-standing democratic order; cf. Bermeo 2003). While questions of popular
support for democratic governance are of practical and immediate relevance
for the continued stability of emerging democratic institutions (Mishler and
Rose 1997), citizens’ approval of democratic governance is believed to be
important for understanding challenges aimed at reforming mature democratic
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institutions as well (Dalton 2004). Thus, what citizens think about democratic
political institutions is important for theoreticians and policy-makers alike and
relevant for both older and newer democracies.

Below, we examine how the experience of being among the winners and
losers in electoral contests affects people’s beliefs about the political system.
Focusing on winning and losing in democratic elections is appropriate because
democracy is, at its core, based on the idea that the political process ought to be
routinely and necessarily responsive to what citizens want, and that elections
are the principal vehicle for popular influence in government by determining
who gets to rule: ‘the essential democratic institution is the ballot box and
all that goes with it’ (Riker 1965: 25). It is thus no surprise that elections
usually are a main ingredient in the definition of a democracy (Riker 1965;
Dahl 1971; Huntington 1991) because they are the mechanism by which the
power to determine the authoritative allocation of values (Easton 1953) is
allocated or, to use Harold Lasswell’s famous phrase, who gets to decide ‘who
gets what, when, and how’ (Lasswell 1953).

However, although democracy strives for equality in opportunity to particip-
ate in electoral contests, it also is unavoidably unequal in the outcomes it pro-
duces. Elections reward or punish individual voters’ choices through the much
publicized consequences of the collective choice of all voters over competing
political programs. That is, casting one’s ballot for a party or candidate does
not automatically turn voters into winners and losers; it is only through the
compilation of all voters’ choices on the basis of an agreed-upon formula that
a president or legislators are elected and a government is thereafter formed,
and that the electorate can be subsequently divided into those on the win-
ning and those on the losing side.1 Political winning and losing thus directly
connects micro-decisions and macro-outcomes; wins and losses are individu-
ally experienced but collectively determined. As importantly, we argue that
the experience of winning and losing and becoming part of the majority and
minority leads people to adopt a lens through which they view political life.

If we consider, for a moment, reactions after an election, we should not be
surprised to find the winners to be happy and content with the outcome. While
becoming a winner may be difficult, being the winner, in fact, is easy. After all,
the ideas and interests of the winners will now be reflected in policy outputs for
the next few years (this assumes, of course, that the winners’ preferences will
be enacted). For citizens and elites alike, winning an election means getting
a greater share of preferred policies, and there is no reason to expect many
regrets about such an outcome or, more importantly, the process that produced
it (see also Miller and Listhaug 1999).

1 This rendering of the democratic process is necessarily incomplete, as a number of democratic
systems manufacture winners and losers after an election has been held through elite bargaining.
We will address these distinctions in a later chapter.
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This is not the case for losers who could, quite reasonably, be expected to
be discouraged and displeased both with the outcome of the election and the
process that produced it. The morning after the ballots are tallied is not nearly
so pleasant for the losers. In fact, we can expect the losers to work hard at
using all legal and defensible means to thwart the efforts of the winners to
pursue their desired policies. In a real way, then, democratic design envisions
the losers’ job to consist of making life difficult for the winners.

Yet, if democratic procedures are to continue in the long run, then the losers
must, somehow, overcome any bitterness and resentment and be willing, first,
to accept the decision of the election and, second, to play again next time.
That they would do either is not altogether obvious. After all, ‘Consenting to
a process is not the same thing as consenting to the outcomes of the process.’
(Coleman 1989: 197; cited in Przeworski 1991: 14; see also Lipset 1959;
Habermas 1975). Thus, to use a memorable phrase of one of the more important
studies of losing, the continuation of democratic systems depends, in part, on
the ‘losers’ consent’ (Nadeau and Blais 1993). As Nadeau and Blais note
‘losers’ reactions are absolutely critical’ (p. 553). Winners are likely to be
happy with the system but losers’ support for the system ‘is less obvious’
since that support ‘requires the recognition of the legitimacy of a procedure that
has produced an outcome deemed to be undesirable. In the end, the viability of
electoral democracy depends on its ability to secure the support of a substantial
proportion of individuals who are displeased with the outcome of an election’
(Nadeau and Blais 1993: 553).

And while losing once may not be so difficult, in some circumstances the
question becomes whether the losers really are willing to compete in demo-
cratic elections next time but also, if they lose again, the time after that and
the time after that. It is possible that, at some point, the losers could simply
decide not to bother to play at all and stay at home on election-day. And there is
plenty of evidence from around the globe that this is frequently what losers do.
Other reactions could be a little less passive. Perhaps the losers could organ-
ize a boycott of a process they believe to be stacked against them or, more
extreme still, could actively work to overthrow what they see as an unfair
system. The central question concerning the durability of democracy thus is
this: ‘How does it happen that political forces that lose in contestation comply
with the outcomes and continue to participate rather than subvert democratic
institutions?’ (Przeworski 1991: 15).

There are many examples of leaders and citizens who refuse to accept loss,
even in countries whose similarly situated neighbors have successfully made
the democratic transition. In fact, in extreme cases losers’ reactions may also
lead to conditions that contribute to civil war. In the case of Spain, for example,
the narrow victory of the Popular Front in the election of February 1936 started
a series of events leading to the civil war that broke out in July the same year.
But there are just as many examples of leaders who simply concede and get on
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with life. Richard Nixon in 1960 and Al Gore in 2000 are two famous examples
of American leaders who arguably lost by the narrowest of margins and quite
possibly in a less than fair way. Yet both peacefully and gracefully conceded
defeat. On December 13, 2000, after the United States Supreme Court had, in
effect, ruled that George W. Bush was the rightful winner of the presidential
election, Gore said in a nationally televised address:

Now the U.S. Supreme Court has spoken. Let there be no doubt: While I strongly
disagree with the court’s decision, I accept it. I accept the finality of this outcome,
which will be ratified next Monday in the Electoral College. And tonight, for the sake
of our unity of the people and the strength of our democracy, I offer my concession.
I also accept my responsibility, which I will discharge unconditionally, to honor the
new president-elect and do everything possible to help him bring Americans together
in fulfillment of the great vision that our Declaration of Independence defines and that
our Constitution affirms and defends.

What was astounding to many about Gore’s gracious concession was his will-
ingness to accept the outcome given that, according to Gallup polls taken at
the time, 97 percent of those who had voted for him believed that he was the
rightful President of the United States.

Some might argue that this is only what one would expect from a politician
who knows he may get another chance to play the game and in a country with
the longest-functioning system of electoral democracy. After all, it is a well-
known fact that winning is the precursor of losing and losing the precursor of
winning, as parties that win an election tend to lose votes already at the next
election (Paldam and Skott 1995). But this is not necessarily what one would
expect in countries like Ghana and Senegal. Yet there, too, the losers of the 2000
presidential elections bowed out gracefully. This was particularly remarkable
in Senegal, where Abdou Diouf, who had been President for nineteen years,
lost to Abdoylaye Wade, who had been the opposition leader for twenty-six
years. On March 19, 2000, Diouf conceded graciously, saying

I am full of vigor to continue, but if the people decide otherwise, I will thank the
Senegalese people for having placed their faith in me for so many years and I will
congratulate the winner. The most important thing for me is that Senegal shows the
world it is a democratic country, a country where the law is upheld and human rights
are respected.

Such sentiments and the behavior that goes with it are clearly different
from the behavior we frequently observe around the world, where losers are
unwilling to admit defeat. Robert Mugabe’s behavior in Zimbabwe after the
March 2002 election, for example, stands in stark contrast to de Klerk in
South Africa. Similarly, Ukraine and Belorussia provide different examples to
the Baltic states and even that of Russia. We also see examples of countries
where people refuse to participate in elections or referendums because to do so
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(in an election they know they would lose) would give legitimacy to what they
see as an objectionable process. Some of the religious parties in Pakistan,
for example, boycotted the 2002 referendum called by President Musharaff,
Northern Irish Catholics have periodically boycotted elections in Northern
Ireland as have people in Central America in the immediate period of transition.

To be sure, sometimes losers refuse to concede for good reason, in particular
when the election turns out to be less than fair. Thus, following the October
2003 Azerbajan election in which the son of the ailing President Geidar Aliev
won election to succeed his father, opposition leaders and observers from
the European Union and the Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe charged that there had been widespread violations during the balloting.
In the election’s aftermath, 174 people were arrested and at least one person
died after police clashed with protesters.

Perhaps among the more spectacular examples in recent memory of losers’
unwillingness to consent to a process they found objectionable were the pres-
idential elections in Peru in 2000 and 2001, when the incumbent President
Fujimori ran for a (contested) third term in office. In the 2000 election, the
main challenger Alejandro Toledo withdrew from the May 28 run-off and
urged electoral officials to postpone the election to ensure the fairness of the
electoral process. He also urged his supporters to boycott the election. By virtue
of Toledo’s boycott of the run-off, Fujimori won a third term. Yet, on September
16, 2000, the incumbent president announced early elections in which he would
not take part, leading to the election of Toledo in June 2001.

THE IMPORTANCE OF LOSERS’ CONSENT FOR
DEMOCRATIC LEGITIMACY

What is key, then, is how people react to loss; in particular, how rebellious
or how apathetic a reaction is invoked. In part, losers’ consent is critical for
democratic systems to function because losers are numerous; in part, it is
important because of the incentives that losing creates. Fundamentally, people
prefer winning over losing, and losses tend to weigh more heavily than gains
(Tversky and Kahneman 1992). Positive political theorists have long recog-
nized this insight and built their theoretical apparatus around the notion that
players will employ a variety of strategies (such as strategic voting, agenda
manipulation, or vote trading, for example) that maximize gains and avoid
losses (Riker 1982, 1983). As a result, the optimal strategic choice usually
is the one that provides the highest probability that losses are avoided and,
conversely, that wins are achieved.

Winning and losing are not simply conditions. Associated with those con-
ditions are differing incentives and of particular importance are incentives in
relation to the status quo. Current institutions result from distributional con-
flicts in society—that is, the result of bargains over acceptable wins and losses.
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These also will change when such wins and losses are no longer socially accept-
able (Knight 1992). Winning and losing thus matter because the stability and
continued functioning of political systems depend on actors’ incentives for
institutional change. As William Riker pointed out some twenty years ago,
today’s losers thus are the ‘instigators of political change’ (Riker 1983: 64),
and today’s winners have the greatest incentive to avoid such change (see also
Shepsle 2003).2

In this way, then, the winner–loser distinction not only provides a general
framework that is consistent with understanding political behavior more gener-
ally, it also has implications for the long-run stability and longevity of a political
system. Specifically, the continued existence of the system depends to a larger
extent on the consent of the losers than the consent of the winners. And if
system stability and maintenance are important long-run goals for democrat-
ically organized polities—as, we would argue, they should be—losers are the
crucial veto players of democratic governance. Studying winners and losers
thus provides theoretical leverage for understanding the behaviors and atti-
tudes of individuals, but also provides insight into the resilience and fragility
of the political system as a whole.

AN ALTERNATIVE VIEW OF DEMOCRATIC ELECTIONS

Traditionally, scholars of political behavior have focused on understanding
and explaining the outcomes of elections rather than how these outcomes
affect political behavior. Such an approach carries with it an unstated, but
important assumption, namely that it is the winners of elections that are worthy
of study because winners have the power to make policy. While this approach
is indispensable for understanding the nature of voters’ choices in democratic
systems, it is of limited use for understanding how democracies come to be
and remain stable in the first place. That is, it has little to say about the question
of what leads to conditions that allow for elections to be held in the first place,
and held on a regular basis.

In fact, the real-life examples cited earlier in this chapter point to a real
tension inherent in democracy’s central mechanism of collective decision-
making, resulting from the intentional inequality in outcomes elections produce
by turning some voters into winners and others into losers at election time.
Because ‘[d]emocracy is a system in which parties lose elections’ (Przeworski
1991: 10), it produces conflict that, in turn, requires peaceful resolution for
the political system to endure. What is more, this conflict is based on numeric

2 Though it should be added that, on occasion, electoral democracy is undermined by the
winners rather than the losers, especially in situations where the current winners anticipate becom-
ing losers. In historical perspective, however, the odds of democracy being undermined by the
losers is much higher than the odds of it being undermined by the winners (Przeworski 2001).
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Table 1.1. The incidence of majority rule in contemporary
democracies (percent of votes cast)

Of all governments formed, 1950–95a

Popular majority governments 47.1
Popular minority governments 52.9

Of all first post-election governments formed, 1950–95b

Popular majority governments 43.8
Popular minority governments 56.2

Of all first post-election governments formed, 1970–95c

Popular majority governments 43.0
Popular minority governments 57.0

a N = 456.
b N = 265.
c N = 158.

Notes: This excludes caretaker, transition, and nonpartisan govern-
ments.

Source: Michael D. McDonald and Silvia M. Mendes. Data on
twenty-one democracies, 1950–95. Binghamton, NY: Department of
Political Science, Binghamton University.

inequalities in the distribution of winners and losers in the population as a whole
that are little known and seldom stated. While democracy is, for example,
commonly conceived as involving elements of majority rule (Dahl 2002), a
look at democratic practices around the world reveals several facts that stand in
contrast to this assumption. To summarize briefly, it turns out that democracies
on the whole are only infrequently ruled by popular majorities; this implies that
the share of citizens who did not vote for the incumbent government commonly
outnumbers the share of citizens who did.

Some figures may help make the point more forcefully: of all governments
formed in the twenty-one most stable contemporary democracies around the
world between 1950 and 1995, only around 45 percent were actually elected
by popular majorities; that is, in fewer than half of all elections held did
the parties that formed the government after the election obtain more than
50 percent of the vote (Table 1.1).3 This number shrinks even further when we
take into account the level of turnout in each country and calculate the percent-
age of the vote the government received based on the number of eligible voters
(Table 1.2). Based on this calculation, the actual number of times that a major-
ity of eligible voters elected a majority government turns out to be even lower

3 Governments are defined as the party or parties controlling the executive branch. The
list of countries includes Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal,
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, and United States. When the presidential systems
of France and the United States are excluded, the figures change only marginally.
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Table 1.2. The incidence of majority rule in contemporary
democracies (percent of eligible voters)

Of all governments formed, 1950–95a

Popular majority governments 20.8
Popular minority governments 79.2

Of all first post-election governments formed, 1950–95b

Popular majority governments 18.9
Popular minority governments 81.1

Of all first post-election governments formed, 1970–95c

Popular majority governments 13.9
Popular minority governments 86.1

a N = 456.
b N = 265.
c N = 158.

Notes: This excludes caretaker, transition, and nonpartisan govern-
ments.

Source: Michael D. McDonald and Silvia M. Mendes. Data on twenty-
one democracies, 1950–95. Binghamton, NY: Department of Political
Science, Binghamton University.

at about 20 percent when all governments in office since 1950 are considered,
and as low as 14 percent when only governments formed as a result of an elec-
tion since 1970 are included. This means, simply, that plurality rule, and not
uncommonly minority rule, are the norm in contemporary democracies (see
also Strom 1984). This also means that, at the level of individual citizens, being
on the losing side is a more common occurrence than being among the winners.

Ultimately, this suggests that democracy can be viewed as a system of
government by changing minorities. If this is a proper characterization, then, in
the end, what the losers think about such a system is crucial to its maintenance.
This does not, of course, mean that losers have to be happy with a political
system whose levers of power are pushed by those they did not support. But at
the very least they have to accept defeat for the system to continue. What makes
democracy work and persist, then, is not so much the success of the winners
but the restraint of the losers. Losers must accept both a distasteful outcome
and the process that produced it. Given the obvious importance of whether and
how losers do restrain themselves, it is surprising how poorly understood their
behavior and attitudes are.

Outline of the Book

In studying losers’ restraint, we proceed, first, by developing a model of losers’
consent, which posits that losers’ motivations to be disenchanted with the polit-
ical system are significantly affected by their own characteristics as well as the
political context they find themselves in. We then take stock of the behavioral



10 Introduction

and attitudinal consequences of losing. Our first broad look at the topic is to
examine what we label the ‘winner–loser gap’: that is, the difference in opinions
and attitudes between winners and losers at the individual level. We return to the
winner–loser gap at several points in this volume, examining differences across
a range of attitudes and behaviors and across a range of countries. A direct
comparison of the effects of winner and loser status across different kinds of
attitudes or behaviors toward government allows us to establish whether the
winner–loser effect is of similar magnitude for different kinds of attitudes and
behaviors or whether some are more strongly affected by political majority and
minority status than others. At the moment, this is an open empirical question,
given that much of the existing research on the majority–minority effect has
focused on explaining a relatively narrow set of attitudes toward performance
of the political regime such as satisfaction with the way democracy works
(e.g. Fuchs, Guidorossi, and Svensson 1995; Anderson and Guillory 1997) or
confidence and trust in political institutions (e.g. Gabriel 1989; Listhaug 1995;
Norris 1999; Anderson and LoTempio 2002; Bowler and Donovan 2002).

As part of this ‘mapping’ of the winner–loser gap, our goal also is to go
beyond David Easton’s (1965) distinction between diffuse and specific support
for the political system by defining democratic legitimacy in various different
ways, and by examining political behaviors of various kinds. For example, as
part of this investigation, we seek to establish whether an individual’s status as a
supporter of the government or opposition affects her evaluations of the fairness
of the electoral process and her confidence that individual political action can
have an impact on the political process. Losing an election and being in the
minority means that one’s political preferences were outvoted or at least failed
to translate into political power. Because of this, it is plausible to postulate that
the winner–loser distinction affects people’s sense of whether they have a say
in the political system and whether the political system is responsive to their
needs. If losing reduces citizens’ efficacy, then losers may become less willing
to pay attention to or participate in regular political events, and they may
withdraw from the political process altogether (exit). Alternatively, they may
become politicized and willing to engage in protest behavior and nontraditional
or even socially less acceptable forms of protest (voice).

As part of this initial investigation, the following chapter examines the
impact of the winner–loser variable as an individual-level factor that shapes
political legitimacy by examining the short and long-term dynamics of losers’
consent. Specifically, we examine what happens to voters right before and
right after an election has been held and different camps of winners and losers
are produced. Moreover, we scrutinize the long-run trajectories of winners
and losers’ attitudes toward the political system. Only if the winner–loser gap
changes following a change in government and only if it is sustained over time
are we on solid footing in arguing that our focus on losers has both theoretical
and empirical merit.
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Next, we focus on the individual-level attitudes that may exacerbate or
attenuate the negative effect that being on the losing side may have on beliefs
about the legitimacy of the political system. Specifically, we concentrate on
ideology and partisan attachment as factors that could frustrate some losers
more than others or make some losers feel more sanguine about the political
process. From this individual-level analysis we move to consider the linkage
between losing and political context. Although there is a growing, cumulative
body of evidence demonstrating that those in the majority have more posit-
ive attitudes toward politics, these results are open to qualification, extension
and possibly challenge on at least two fronts: because the rise of democratic
systems and the experience of regular elections is a recent phenomenon in
many countries of Eastern Europe and Latin America, much of the theoriz-
ing and most of the empirical studies about system support in democracies
have occurred with western systems and experiences in mind. This means
that scholars have examined explanations of system support mostly on the
basis of theories generated about, and data collected in, the democracies of
Western Europe and North America—that is, a particular and possibly biased
sample of contemporary democracies. This means that it is important to exam-
ine systematically differences across mature and newly emerging democracies
in the extent to which losing matters for system support. Because having experi-
ence with democracy is likely to accustom citizens to the idea that sometimes
losses happen, we may see fiercer reactions to losing among new and emerging
democracies.

From here we move to consider the impact of political institutions on how
losers perceive the functioning of the political system. While political insti-
tutions may be the object of citizen trust, they also have a causal impact on
citizen attitudes and behaviors. How, then, do institutions matter such that
institutional design can help losers accept their loss? To answer this question,
we investigate the institutional features that may relieve or exacerbate some
of the negative impact of losing on citizens’ attitudes and behaviors. We can
see this in the way in which institutions shape responses to wins and losses.
Different institutions shape how much people lose: specifically, some institu-
tions limit the possible downside and hence limit the likely losses. We focus
on two features of the democratic process that are particularly relevant in the
experience of loss: first, the impact of electoral mechanisms that bring about
winning and losing in the first place; second, the effect of policy-making insti-
tutions on losers’ consent—that is, the mechanisms of how power is exercised
once winners and losers have been determined.

We then turn our spotlight exclusively on losers and consider whether and
how citizens learn to lose as well as the factors—individual and societal—
that help people to accept losing: some might be simple—such as having had
a history of winning in the not too distant past. This suggests a central role
for expectations. If citizens expect to keep losing—as ethnic minorities do
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in many US states, for example—then this might well generate long-term and
deep-rooted disaffection from politics (Guinier 1998). It may be that, over time,
the cumulative impact of losing generates deeper dissatisfaction with the polit-
ical system. Overall declines in the levels of trust in government, for example,
may be driven by the mounting dissatisfaction of an excluded and passionate
minority. In looking just at losers we find that losing is experienced differently
and engenders predictably more negative responses in different contexts.

Our results show, for example, that losers are more positive in established
democracies than in non-established democracies. Moreover, losers’ evalu-
ations are more positive in countries with more proportional electoral rules.
Also, we find that supporters of losing parties that have never been in
government are the most critical of representative democracy, and supporters
of the major losing party that formed the government prior to the election feel
most positive. Consistent with our findings reported in our chapter on old and
new democracies, we find that differences between types of losing parties are
more pronounced in less developed countries. In addition, the better educated
losers are more satisfied with the functioning of democracy, more positive
about the fairness of the election in less developed democracies, and more
sanguine about responsiveness in more developed countries.

Finally, we consider the behavioral responses of losers. Specifically, we
investigate the question of whether losing means that citizens will either try to
change the rules of the game or will stop playing the game altogether. Drawing
on examples from democracies around the globe, we observe that voters on
the losing side of a political contest are willing to consider quite sweeping
changes and do so in pretty much the same terms as elites who consider rule
changes in terms of partisan self-interest.

One Final Note

Winning and losing, as well as the relationships of political majorities and
minorities that result from them, have time and again drawn the attention of
political commentators going back to the ancient political philosophers and,
more recently, liberal thinkers like Locke and Mill. Similarly, the framers
of the American Constitution were expressly concerned with the possibility
of tyranny by the majority (Dahl 1971) or, to put it another way, the con-
sequences of absolute winning. Modern political theorists have recognized the
explanatory power of winning and losing as organizing concepts for under-
standing political life as well, and much of current political science scholarship
can be organized around the theme of understanding human conflict over the
power to rule and thus, conflict between (potential and real) winners and losers
(cf. Riker 1983; Shepsle 2003).

In this book, we seek to make a contribution to this body of knowledge
by making one simple point that we believe to be fundamental to the study
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of politics: namely, that the consent of political losers is essential to the
maintenance of any political system. And because this is so, the study of
what motivates losers to accept their loss is fundamental to understanding
what makes political systems function the way they do. In fact, on the face of
it, it is surprising that political systems achieve any semblance of stability and
predictability, given the strong incentives losers have to deny the winners their
right to rule. What makes losers give in and even affirm their allegiance to the
political system is the question that drives the investigation we undertake in
this book.

To understand the contours and structure of losers’ consent and subsequently
to answer the question of why losers consent, we focus on people—voters—
who, when they experience defeat at the ballot box, react to this loss in
various ways. To understand their reactions, we rely on a wealth of data
collected across the contemporary democracies in the form of public opinion
surveys administered in countries as different as the United States, Japan, and
Ukraine. We examine what we will call the ‘winner–loser gap’ in attitudes
toward the political system, and we trace the dynamics of what happens to
losers’ reactions over the course of time—before and after elections, over the
course of electoral cycles, and over long periods of historical time. We also
probe the influence of individual motivations to perceive loss in particular
ways and ask whether some people take losing an election particularly hard,
while others are more sanguine about their loss. As importantly, we examine
the contexts in which losing is experienced—be they institutional or historical
in nature. In the end, we paint a picture of losers’ consent that views losers as
repeat players in the political game, and whose experience of loss is shaped
by who they are as individuals as well as the environment in which loss is
given meaning. This means that, ultimately, there is wide variation in how
people express their reaction to being on the losing side in politics, both across
individuals and across countries, and that losers’ consent is best understood
when we try to understand both people and the political environment in which
they live.

We also paint a picture of democratic legitimacy in which losers are the
crucial players in the democratic game. Only when losers overcome their neg-
ative experiences and consent to being governed by those they disagree with
does democracy endure and flourish. Winning is easy, we would argue. But,
to quote that keen observer of human emotion and behavior, Vince Lombardi,
once more: ‘It does not matter how many times you get knocked down, but
how many times you get up.’
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THE WINNER–LOSER GAP



This page intentionally left blank 



2

Political Legitimacy and
the Winner–Loser Gap

Although political scientists have recognized the importance of election out-
comes for how people feel about the democratic political process for some
time, few have examined the effect of elections on people’s attitudes about
government in much detail. This chapter sets out on this exploration in earnest
by examining the underpinnings of what we call the ‘winner–loser gap’ in
democratic legitimacy from several perspectives. First, it discusses how social
scientists have approached the study of political legitimacy over the years as
well as the major findings that have emerged from their efforts. Second, it
explains the underlying premises for the winner–loser gap gleaned from dif-
ferent corners of the social sciences. Finally, we develop a model of losers’
consent that forms the theoretical core of our empirical investigation.

FIRST THINGS FIRST: THE CONCEPT OF
MASS POLITICAL SUPPORT

Because the relationship between citizens and their government is fundamental
to the study of democratic politics, concern with citizen attitudes about demo-
cratic institutions is nothing new in research on the politics of contemporary
democracies (Dalton 2004). Viewed from historical as well as practical vantage
points, the importance of understanding how citizens relate to their govern-
ments and the political system more generally can hardly be overstated. After
all, the second half of the twentieth century witnessed a substantial rise in the
number of democracies around the globe, and today’s world is populated by
more democracies than it has been at any time during human history. This
historic increase in opportunities for citizens to influence decision-making in
their countries has also meant that understanding what drives citizens’ views
of the body politic has become more important today than ever before.

At the same time that the number of democracies around the world increased
significantly during the so-called third wave of democratization, already-
established democracies faced considerable challenges initiated and sustained
by citizen claims on government (Huntington 1974). During the restless 1960s
and 1970s, for example, the established democracies of the West had to contend
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with significant upheaval resulting from the rise of social movements produced
by shifts in political values as well as economic problems resulting from the
oil-shocks of the 1970s (Dalton 2004). Similarly, in the aftermath of the cold
war, economic problems, global competition, and the absence of a common
and easily defined enemy have produced increased pressures for the estab-
lished democratic systems of the West to foster transparency, accountability,
and greater sensitivity to citizen input. Not surprisingly perhaps, among the
side effects of such pressures has been a trend toward lower levels of cit-
izen satisfaction with the performance of democratic government in a number
of contemporary democracies (Kaase 1995, 1999; Kaase and Newton 1995;
Dalton 2004).

The end of the cold war also has produced considerable challenges for
the newly established democracies of Central and Eastern Europe and Latin
America where the path of democratic transition and consolidation in many
cases has been anything but smooth. As a result, after much initial enthusi-
asm for democratic governance in the 1980s and early 1990s, problems with
economic transitions, the construction of civil society, and the implementa-
tion of political reforms have led to disillusionment with politics among many
citizens of newly emerging democratic systems (Mishler and Rose 1996; see
also Stokes 1996; Lagos 1997). On a practical level, in such an environment of
lower citizen trust in democratic governance globally, research into the classic
question of what drives public (dis)satisfaction with the democratic process
and support for democratic political institutions in recent years has become
ever more critical for our understanding of how and how well contemporary
democracies function.

The starting point for most studies of what drives political support or legit-
imacy is the classic work by David Easton who argues that the legitimacy of
democracies is affected by the extent to which citizens trust government to do
what is right most of the time (Easton 1965, 1975). Citizens’ political support
(or lack thereof ) can take the form of attitudes or behaviors, and it constitutes
an input into the political system. Elites consequently produce outputs ( policy
decisions and implementations), which feed back into citizens’ evaluations of,
and inputs into, the system.

Easton distinguishes between diffuse and specific support, where diffuse
support is taken to be a long-standing predisposition: ‘it refers to evaluations
of what an object is or represents—the general meaning it has for a person—not
of what it does’ (Easton 1965: 273). Diffuse support consists of ‘a reservoir of
favorable attitudes or good will that helps members to accept or tolerate out-
puts to which they are opposed or the effects of which they see as damaging
to their interests’ (Easton 1965: 124–5). In contrast, specific support derives
from a citizen’s evaluation of system outputs; it is performance-based and
short term. According to Easton, a political system relies on reserves of dif-
fuse support to tide it over during periods of inferior short-term performance.
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Lack of specific support can—in the long run—carry over to more general feel-
ings of dissatisfaction with the political system. Along similar lines, scholars
have argued that although specific support is necessary for the maintenance of
a government (or administration) in power, diffuse support is needed to uphold
a political system as a form of government (Dalton 2002).

While Easton’s theorizing was critical for developing ways to think about
system support, researchers have commonly pointed out that Easton’s two cat-
egories do not exhaust the possible varieties of political support (Thompson
1970; Lambert et al. 1986; Weatherford 1987, 1992; Klingemann 1999).
Furthermore, on a practical level, the difficulties of separately measuring dif-
fuse and specific support are enormous: separate indicators of the two are gen-
erally found to be highly correlated (Löwenberg 1971; Kaase 1988). Easton’s
distinction between diffuse and specific support thus has mainly been success-
ful at the conceptual level, but not in the world of empirical social research
(Küchler 1991). Given the state of the debate about the conceptualization and
measurement of the kind of attitude to be explained in this book,1 we rely
on a straightforward but also very general definition of political support, also
variously referred to as political trust or political legitimacy, as put forward
by Gamson (1968). Political support is the belief that the political system
(or some part of it) will generally produce ‘good’ outcomes (cf. Hetherington
2004). Because political support may have many different objects and a variety
of components, we will rely on a variety of measures, dealing with the various
dimensions of legitimacy, throughout our analyses.

WHAT DRIVES POLITICAL LEGITIMACY, OR:
HOW WE GOT HERE

Over the years, students of political legitimacy have examined a wide variety
of factors that may influence what people think about their political system.
However, as M. Stephen Weatherford pointed out more than a decade ago,
the study of support for democratic institutions can fairly straightforwardly be
divided into research taking ‘a macro-perspective emphasizing formal system
properties, and a micro-view emphasizing citizens’ attitudes and actions’
(Weatherford 1992: 149). The former commonly has been concerned with
the appropriate set-up of democratic institutions that would allow for account-
ability, responsiveness, and representation, which, in turn, would lead to higher
levels of support for the political system (Lipset 1960; Pitkin 1967; Huntington
1968; Dahl 1971; Lijphart 1984). In related fashion, students of democracies
as systems have maintained that any set of governmental institutions has to
generate outputs that meet citizens’ real or anticipated demands (Easton 1965).

1 A discussion of the merits of this debate is beyond the scope of this chapter. See Weatherford
(1992) and Hetherington (2004) for good summaries.
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In contrast, studies taking more of a micro-view have examined the individual-
level determinants that underlie citizens’ attitudes towards, and participation
in, a democratic political system (Lipset 1960; Almond and Verba 1963; Barnes
et al. 1979; Jennings et al. 1990). Below, we will examine both perspectives
in detail.

Individual-Level Theories of Legitimacy Beliefs

What and how citizens think about the political system, and why they think
about it the way they do, is frequently analyzed at the levels of individuals and
with the help of concepts that are focused on individual characteristics and
experiences. Specifically, a large number of studies have examined the effects
of citizens’ sociodemographic characteristics as well as their political atti-
tudes and involvement on levels of support for the political system. Generally
speaking, this cumulative body of research has found that those who are more
involved in the political system—both psychologically and in terms of their
levels of participation—or who have a greater stake in its maintenance also tend
to express the highest levels of support (Finkel 1985; Anderson and Guillory
1997).

At the level of individual citizens, such involvement or stake has been meas-
ured with the help of variables such as income and education, as well as age,
gender, and race, which tend to be viewed as indicators of an individual’s
social and economic status or political resources. In The Civic Culture, for
instance, Almond and Verba (1963) reported that respondents with higher
levels of education, income, and work skills were more likely to express pride
in their country’s political institutions. In addition to these proxy variables for
involvement or status, measures of actual attention to or involvement in politics
have been found to be related to political support (Almond and Verba 1963;
Weatherford 1991). Citizens who understand and participate in the process
take a more supportive view of it (Ginsberg and Weisberg 1978; Joslyn 1998).
Simplifying greatly, the research on the demographic and attitudinal correlates
of system support has established that those with greater interest, investment,
and involvement in the existing political system are more supportive of it.2

Viewed more broadly, these findings share a common tenet: they explain
support for the system as a function of factors measured at the level of indi-
viduals. Citizens are found to be more supportive of, or less distrustful toward,
political institutions because of who they are, what they do, and what they

2 Some researchers have found that the positive effect of education on political support is less
consistent than portrayed by Almond and Verba, for example. Thus, Listhaug and Wiberg (1995)
have found, for example, that the effects of education on support for ‘order’ institutions (church,
armed forces, police) are frequently negative while the relationship with support for parliament
are mostly positive. In addition, there is a new politics argument that high levels of education
can in fact lead to critical attitudes and political dissatisfaction (Dalton 2004).
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believe. As such, these literatures traditionally have focused primarily on
the correlates of democratic legitimacy with an eye toward characteristics of
individuals that are relatively stable, and they revolve around the notion that
involved citizens and those with a greater stake in the status quo (such as indi-
viduals of higher social status) like the system they are involved with or that
which bestows higher status on them.

Political Institutions and Legitimacy

Those who study political legitimacy with an eye toward system properties or,
to use Weatherford’s distinction once again, those who study legitimacy from
a macro-perspective, follow in the footsteps of rich literatures that emphas-
ize the importance of formal and informal political and social structures for
understanding political life. Put very simply, social scientists of different per-
suasions working on different problems have long maintained that institutions
and political structures matter because they ‘provide the framework within
which human beings interact . . .’ (North 1981: 201). Constitutional rules, for
example, are the most fundamental constraints on political behavior and atti-
tudes because they determine the range of political choices available to cit-
izens. Although citizens’ attitudes may drive politics to some extent, the nature
of political institutions at least partially determines how and what people
think about politics. Politics and political contexts vary widely across indi-
vidual countries and types of political systems. As a result, party systems,
political events, and power relationships, to name just a few examples, differ
across countries and are themselves occasionally subject to change over time.
Given that institutional structures and political contexts vary across democratic
systems, it is reasonable to conjecture that what and how people think about
politics is affected by political institutions and varies across contexts as well.

As a consequence, students of comparative politics have routinely assumed
that political institutions and people’s political behavior and attitudes are con-
nected. To mention some of the most prominent examples of research in this
vein, students of electoral systems and their consequences have long main-
tained that citizens’ choices in the electoral arena are conditioned by the polit-
ical context and electoral rules (Duverger 1954). A plethora of studies have
found there are systematic differences in election outcomes (number of parties,
success of certain kinds of candidates, electoral volatility, etc.) as a result of
different electoral rules (see, for example, Rae 1967; Riker 1976; Daalder and
Mair 1983; Pedersen 1983; Lijphart 1984, 1994; Bartolini and Mair 1990).
And there is ample evidence in related areas to suggest that individuals are
constrained actors within particular, and variable, political environments.

Despite a considerable body of literature that demonstrates the effects of
institutions on political behavior and attitudes, an individual’s political envir-
onment has been incorporated explicitly into explanations of system support
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less frequently. Instead, much of the research on political legitimacy that takes
a more macro-focused view has been concerned with the outputs generated by
the political system and how these affect citizens’ attitudes toward the polit-
ical system. In particular, this research has examined the impact of economic
performance as a performance indicator that shapes the reputation of polit-
ical institutions. In contrast, the question of how political performance affects
system support has received much more limited attention by social scientists.

This is not to say that facets of political systems and system support have
not been studied in tandem. In fact, the few studies that do exist are important
because they show that political performance and the functioning of formal
political institutions matters for how people view the political system. Miller
and Listhaug (1990, 1999), for example, have found that opportunities to
express discontent and positive perceptions of procedural and outcome fair-
ness are related to positive attitudes about government. Similarly, studies have
shown that more proportional electoral systems are associated with higher
levels of regime support (Anderson 1998). Aside from institutional elements
such as opportunities for dissent, it appears that government stability matters
for how people view the political system. Specifically, people in systems with
more durable governments and governments that are less corrupt are more sup-
portive of the existing political arrangements (Harmel and Robertson 1986;
Anderson and Tverdova 2003). Finally, studies of system support in new demo-
cracies have pointed to the importance of political performance as determinants
of system support more generally (Mishler and Rose 1997, 2001).

Although these findings lend support to the notion that explanations of
system support need to take institutions and the performance of political
systems into account, scholars have not ventured very far down this path of
inquiry. Below, we seek to build on such studies and add to our understand-
ing of the effects of political performance on political support by investigating
whether and how a critical macro-political mechanism—elections—influences
people’s attitudes toward the existing political order. Because election out-
comes link macro-politics and micro-experiences, they are a prime and easily
identifiable institutional factor that structures the way in which citizens of a
particular system respond to it.

A MODEL OF LOSERS’ CONSENT: THE ROLE OF ELECTIONS

One of the institutional features that make democracies as political systems
distinctive is that they regularly hold elections. It should therefore not be sur-
prising that the literature on political involvement and legitimacy would sug-
gest that elections can enhance legitimacy through the participation of voters
in the electoral process. On the positive side (normatively speaking), elections
are not only a way for citizens to influence government, but also a way for gov-
ernments to enhance citizens’ attachment to the system. Participatory political
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theorists in fact view participation as a crucial element in raising people’s con-
sciousness and developing a democratic citizenry (Pateman 1970; Thompson
1970). In contrast, some have argued that elections can serve to tie citizens to
the political system and enhance government control (Ginsberg 1982). Without
making a judgment about the normative interpretation of the effect of elections
on people’s attitudes, we know from a number of empirical studies that people’s
feelings about government become more positive as a result of participating
in elections (Clarke and Acock 1989; Clarke and Kornberg 1992). Simply put,
participation breeds happiness, and happiness with the system, in turn, is liable
to breed participation (Finkel 1985, 1987).

Because elections and, by implication, political parties and the party systems
they form, are viewed by many political commentators as so central to the
democratic process, a number of researchers also have examined the influence
of the electoral process on system support in greater detail. Among the best
known attitudinal constructs and behaviors related to electoral processes that
are assumed to affect system support have been partisanship and political
involvement (Dalton 2002, 2004; Holmberg 2003). Thus, citizens with strong
party ties are more likely to support their political systems than are weak
partisans or non-identifiers (Dennis 1966; Miller and Listhaug 1990).

In studying losers’ consent there are thus two broad avenues of inquiry to
consider. The first concerns citizens and their reaction to loss. The second
concerns the role institutions play in mediating the sense of loss. Below, we
describe a model of election outcomes and democratic legitimacy, which sug-
gests that losers’ incentives to deny the outcome and develop low levels of
support for the political system is significantly affected by a country’s polit-
ical context as well as their own attitudes. As a consequence, both citizens and
institutions have a role in blunting the rougher edge of losing.

Citizens

That citizens may react badly to losing at election time should not be surpris-
ing because the creation of winners and losers at election time necessarily
generates ambivalent attitudes towards authorities on the part of the losers
(Kaase and Newton 1995: 60). Where and how these ambivalent attitudes ori-
ginate, however, has not been discussed in much detail to date. As it turns
out, three theoretical perspectives, focusing respectively on utility maximiza-
tion, emotional responses, and cognitive consistency, generate insights about
the consequences of election outcomes for people’s views of government. For
expository purposes, we label these phenomena, which are at the heart of why
winners and losers differ in their evaluations of the political system, the utilit-
arian response, the affective response, and the cognitive consistency response.

First, the winner–loser gap is expected to have its roots in the expected
benefits that winning and losing bestow on citizens. Viewed from a utilitarian
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perspective, behavioral economists and game theorists have long known that
winning and losing as well as people’s desire to avoid losing and experience
winning provide significant conceptual and empirical leverage for understand-
ing human behavior (Tversky and Kahneman 1992). The underlying assump-
tion is simple: people prefer winning to losing (Thaler 1994; Kahneman,
Wakker, and Sarin 1997). While recent research on loss aversion and risk
acceptance has documented that people do not weight losing and winning
equally (Tversky and Kahneman 1992; Thaler 1994), it also assumes that win-
ning is preferred to losing; to use economic terminology, the experienced (and
expected) utility of winning should be higher than that of losing (Kahneman
1994).3 If this is true, then winning should lead to higher levels of positive
attitudes toward government than losing.

What is more, the preference for winning over losing creates important
incentives for citizens to act in particular ways. Specifically, loss motivates
losers to bring about change in the political system—either by changing the
issue agenda, issue positions, or the rules of the game. As Riker noted

In the study of politics and public policy we devote most of our attention to the analysis
and interpretation of the platforms and policies of the winners of political disputes,
elections, wars, and so forth. And this is quite proper because the preferences of the
winners are the values that are authoritatively allocated. That is, the tastes of the winners
are the actual content of social decisions and thus the content of the immediately
subsequent present time. Conversely, we ignore the policies and platforms of the losers
because these are the junk heap of history, the might-have-beens that never were. But
we should not, I think, entirely overlook the losers and their goals for the losers provide
the values of the future. The dynamics of politics is in the hands of the losers. It is
they who decide when and how and whether to fight on. Winners have won and do not
immediately need to change things. But losers have nothing and gain nothing unless
they continue to try to bring about new political situations. This provides the motivation
for change. (Riker 1983: 62)

Riker’s argument, we hasten to add, is one of the rare times that losers have
been subject to explicit analytical treatment and marks an even rarer attempt
to theorize about loss. Among his many other contributions, Riker puts losers
front and center in his analysis of what he labels heresthetics. His work on
manipulation, for example, begins with the phrase ‘For a person who expects
to lose on some decision the fundamental heresthetic device is to divide the
majority . . .’ (Riker 1986: 1). For Riker, losers will be motivated to find a way
to split the present majority and develop the precondition for a new majority to
form. Riker’s book has several examples of the ways in which politicians such
as Abraham Lincoln changed issues in anticipation of loss (see also Shepsle

3 Some social psychologists working in the area of behavioral decision-making have found that
behavior consistent with strict utility maximization assumptions cannot always be documented.
See, for example, Thaler (1994), and several studies by Kahneman and his colleagues.
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2003). Along similar lines, Boix’s (1999) study of electoral system change
argues that moves to proportional representation are frequently motivated by
parties anticipating unusually large electoral losses were they not to make the
change.

Aside from utilitarian motivations, there are also more general psychological
mechanisms that can be expected to be at work when considering people’s
reactions to election outcomes. Specifically, winning and losing are likely to
generate affective (or emotional) responses, such that losing leads to anger and
disillusion while winning makes people more euphoric. While scholars have
not systematically addressed the issue of emotion (or affect) in the context
of research on political support, Holmberg (1999) notes a ‘home-team’ effect
akin to what people experience when rooting for their preferred football team,
such that voting for the winning party or candidate induces individuals to
feel positive about the election outcome and the system that produced it, while
voting for the losers is likely to make people feel gloomy. In a somewhat related
vein, others have found that being opposed to the government, especially when
the government is further removed ideologically from voters and produces
inferior economic outcomes, increases voters’ anxiety (MacKuen, Neuman,
and Marcus 2000).

Emotional and physical effects of victory and defeat have been documented
in other areas of psychology as well (Neilson 2000). For example, emotions
similar to feelings of victory and defeat are documented in the literature on
the psychology of motivations (Atkinson 1957; McClelland 1987). Atkinson
identifies an achievement motive that involves a drive to succeed and an
avoidance motive that captures a fear of failure. Although motivational psy-
chologists define success and failure more broadly than we define victory and
defeat, these findings suggest that individuals are motivated to take actions to
increase their chances of success or avoid chances of failure.

Thus, studies have found that winning in a competitive sport produces
a variety of pleasant emotions and losing produces strong unpleasant ones
(Wilson and Kerr 1999), and researchers have found that participation in
games of chance produces positive mood changes from winning and negative
mood changes from losing (McCaul, Gladue, and Joppa 1992). Wilson and
Kerr’s (1999) study of Dutch rugby players reports, for example, lower post-
game scores for anger and sullenness and higher postgame scores for relaxation
for winning compared to losing players. Similarly, in a study of table tennis
players, McAuley, Russell, and Gross (1983) found a similar pattern of pleas-
ant and unpleasant moods associated with game outcome. Postgame losers
in table tennis were more angry and depressed than winners, and winners
were more grateful and proud than losers. Finally, Booth et al. (1989) and
McCaul, Gladue, and Joppa (1992), found that males have higher testoster-
one levels after winning than after losing. Taken together, this line of research
strongly indicates that winning and losing can produce predictable emotional
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responses. In general, winning produces a range of pleasant emotional out-
comes and reductions in arousal and stress, while losing produces the reverse
(Brown and Dutton 1995).

Aside from emotions, winning and losing are likely to influence people’s
cognitions as well. Specifically, voting for the losing party or candidate can be
expected to lead to more negative evaluations of the political system based on
mechanisms rooted in cognitive processes of dissonance avoidance. Psycho-
logical studies suggest that this effect may, in part, be grounded in people’s
well-documented motivation to maintain consistency in their beliefs and
attitudes (Festinger 1957, 1964; Abelson and Rosenberg 1958; McGuire
1968).

Theories of behavioral and cognitive consistency are based on the principle
that people are motivated to maintain consistency in their beliefs and attitudes
(Rosenberg 1956; Festinger 1957; Abelson and Rosenberg 1958; Abelson
1968; McGuire 1968). Although a number of variations on the consistency
theme have been proposed over the years, the central elements are essentially
identical. Specifically, people frequently experience inconsistencies among
their cognitions (beliefs, attitudes, and values) or their cognitions and beha-
vior. Such inconsistencies (also called cognitive dissonance) foster psycho-
logical discomfort, and people seek to reduce them by restoring consistency.
They can do this by changing either their attitudes or their behavior (Festinger
1957).

People’s drive for cognitive consistency is well documented in a variety of
contexts. In fact, the notion of cognitive consistency is a central element of
social psychological theories (Funder and Colvin 1991; Beggan, James, and
Allison 1993). While most theories that link attitudes and behaviors assume that
attitudes lead to actions, cognitive consistency theory posits that behaviors can
cause attitudes. This has been found to be particularly true when a behavior
cannot easily be undone (Harvey and Mills 1971). For instance, if people
experience dissonance after making a choice, they can reduce their discomfort
by valuing the chosen alternative more highly or by denigrating the option
they passed over (Brehm 1956).

There is support for cognitive consistency theories and theories derived
from them in the context of political behavior (Granberg 1993). For instance,
research shows that people resolve inconsistent attitudes toward candidates,
parties, and policies by placing them closer to themselves in the ideological
spectrum than they really are. Moreover, voting for the winning (losing) party
has been shown to make voters more optimistic (pessimistic) about the coun-
try’s economic situation and to evaluate past economic performance more
negatively (positively) (Anderson, Mendes, and Tverdova 2004). Similarly,
people often are overconfident in their evaluations of their preferred can-
didate’s chances of winning (see, for example, Freeman and Sears 1965;
Cigler and Getter 1977; Brent and Granberg 1982; Granberg and Brent 1983;
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Krosnick 1990; Blais and Turgeon 2004). More importantly for our purposes,
cognitive consistency theory has been tested and validated in a number of
studies of post-election attitudes. For example, voters very often experience
post-election dissonance (Frenkel and Doob 1976; Regan and Kilduff 1988).
Regardless of whether they voted for a winning candidate or a loser, for
example, people will report more esteem and confidence in the candidate
they chose and they will devalue the alternative. Once the outcome is known,
however, voters who cast a ballot for a loser tend to see that candidate as
more similar to the winner in an effort to justify their choice. Alternatively,
these same voters have been found to develop more favorable attitudes toward
the winner and less favorable ones toward the loser, even if they voted for the
losing candidate (Brehm 1956, 1962; Stricker 1964; Cigler and Getter 1977;
Joslyn 1998).

Despite its robustness, this classic theory has not been used to predict
people’s evaluations of the political system. In the context of voting and demo-
cratic legitimacy, we hypothesize that vote choice and attitudes toward the
system are the respective action and attitude for which people will seek con-
sistency. Of the two, the vote choice is not altered as easily as the attitude
about how the political system is performing or whether government can be
trusted—after all, voting happens only every few years, whereas attitudes can
be updated at any time. We, therefore, expect voters to adjust their legitimacy
beliefs rather than to wait for the next opportunity to change their behavior.4

Following Rosenberg’s (1956) assertion that people who hold a positive atti-
tude towards an object associate it with a belief that it will provide a desired
outcome, we argue that election losers should develop systematically more
negative attitudes toward the political system than the winners and those who
voted for the winning parties will evaluate the political system significantly
more positively than those who did not.

Taken together, then, insights generated in a number of contexts and from
both economic and psychological vantage points share important understand-
ings of how election outcomes in the form of winning and losing may affect
people’s responses. They all suggest that winning and losing are fundamental
to understanding how people see the political system—that is, that winning
and losing are mental constructs people use to understand the political envir-
onment (Erber and Lau 1990). And winning and losing, once experienced,
are expected to affect subsequent attitudes. Thus, by definition, any political
experience such as winning and losing is different and separable from, as well
as exogenous to, an attitude. Taken together, this means that the experience

4 This does not mean that consistent people do not change their behavior. They change their
behavior as situations change without violating their internal consistency (Funder and Colvin
1991).
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of winning and losing must be seen as conceptually and empirically distinct
from, as well as causally prior to, attitudes about the political system.

Although this means that the experience is likely to affect several closely
related attitudes such as general feelings of goodwill toward the government,
we would like to emphasize the importance of viewing experience as an
explanation of political trust as theoretically different from a general like or dis-
like of the government (Morrell 1999). What is more, unlike stable traits polit-
ical scientists have commonly relied on for understanding political behavior
(such as citizens’ demographic characteristics or presumably stable political
attitudes such as ideology), the lens of winning and losing is a uniquely polit-
ical phenomenon that can be variable over time for any one individual because
different elections produce different results (and different sets of winners and
losers).

All else equal, the approaches reviewed above expect those who belong to
the political minority to have more negative attitudes toward both the process
of government and the outcomes it produces than those in the majority. Because
democracy is about winning and losing within the context of set rules adhered
to by those participating in political contests, people who voted for a governing
party should also be more likely to believe that the government is responsive
to their needs, to be satisfied with the government’s performance, to feel like
they have some impact on the political process, and to be supportive of the way
the system works. Put differently, then, because the political system is a less
friendly place for those supporting an opposition party, people in the political
minority should be more negative about its workings.

In our model, the likelihood of losing resulting in gracious acceptance or
violent protest is in part a function of individuals’ attitudes and prior experi-
ences. For example, a highly attached partisan may take a loss particularly
hard and consider it much more negatively than someone who was relatively
indifferent about the contenders for government office. More generally, we
believe that there are attitudes—such as strength of partisan attachment—that
color and modify the extent to which electoral losses translate into negative
evaluations of the political system’s legitimacy or, ultimately, rejection of the
system altogether.

Aside from such attitudes and expectations, we also argue that electoral
experience matters. That is, we contend that democratic regimes are likely to
be more seriously threatened if citizens are not used to losing. This may be par-
ticularly pertinent in newer democracies, where citizens have not necessarily
learned to lose or have yet to learn that both winning and losing are part of the
democratic process. Moreover, the idea of learning to lose provides some spe-
cific content to the term ‘civil society’, a term more often used than given con-
crete definition. Thus, an important lesson to teach citizens in new democracies
is not to react too adversely to losses early in the transition—that is, not to react
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with either extreme ‘voice’ (violence and rebellion) or ‘exit’ (complete apathy
or withdrawal) from the political system.

Even in more established democracies, however, the attitudes both of losers
and towards losing remain of critical importance to an understanding of how
democracy and democratic institutions are sustained. In the US presidential
election of 2000, for example, the central worry for commentators concerned
with democratic legitimacy was not that Gore won more votes than Bush,
since the mechanism of the Electoral College made the comparison of national
vote totals pointless. Rather, the real worry was whether Bush had actually won
the state of Florida. Accusations of vote rigging or a Supreme Court decision
tinged by partisan politics spoke to the basic legitimacy of the process in a
long-established democracy (Gibson, Caldeira, and Spence 2003; Nicholson
and Howard 2003). At this time, we can only speculate how much more wor-
risome such allegations and charges are likely to be in less well-established
democracies.

Institutions

To date, political institutions form a core concern of the literature on los-
ing in two ways. First and following on from the discussion so far, attitudes
towards institutions are shaped in important ways by losing. Second, institu-
tions themselves shape the responses of winners and losers. Thus, aside from
the characteristics that may mediate the impact of losing on individual voters,
we argue that institutions can help shape electoral loss.

As we mentioned above, one of the underlying ideas to research on demo-
cratic legitimacy is that being given an opportunity to win an election—as
a candidate or supporter—will generate support for the system. Yet, as we
mentioned above, simply being allowed to play in the game may not be suf-
ficient to keep citizens happy, given that, when the game is over, individuals
who belong to the political majority (the winners) are more likely to be satis-
fied with the political system than are those in the minority (the losers). Losers
can become disaffected with the current institutional processes and may push
for changes in the basic institutions of democratic governance (Bowler and
Donovan 2000). Such a conceptualization clearly owes much to Riker’s insight
about loss and losing preparing the ground for new proposals and, hence, new
winners. Ultimately, too many and too discontented a set of losers provides
a precondition for institutional change (Bowler, Donovan, and Karp 2002).

Saying that institutions can shape the extent of the loss felt by voters
means that the extent to which citizen attitudes toward democratic institu-
tions, and by implication the potential for protest or unrest among the losers,
is mediated by a country’s particular political context. Long-standing and
institutionally defined differences both across and within political systems
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are therefore likely to mediate citizen support for the system. Simply put,
‘[w]inning and losing mean different things in different systems’ (Anderson
and Guillory 1997: 68). Translated into the area of political legitimacy, we
expect individuals who belong to the political minority to have more negat-
ive attitudes toward government than those in the majority if institutions are
designed such that losses have particularly weighty consequences. Thus, aside
from people’s attitudes and experience, institutions mediate the extent to which
losses are felt and expressed.

For example, different democratic systems determine the extent to which
the winners may do what they want and what rights the losers have to prevent
unfettered majority rule in particular ways. That is, democracies are structured
differently to allow for different relationships between majorities and minorit-
ies. Arend Lijphart has sought to classify democratic designs by characterizing
differences across systems in terms of the conceptual map of the majoritarian–
consensual continuum (Lijphart 1999), and Bingham Powell refers to it as
the proportional versus majoritarian divide (Powell 2000). Regardless of the
terminology we employ, it is clear that some societies have designed polit-
ical systems that allow the majority to implement its preferred policies largely
unchallenged whereas others have created systems that allow for significant
and regular input on the part of the minority. As this example suggests, polit-
ical systems are designed to afford differential opportunities for winners and
losers of democratic competition to be represented in the political arena and
to implement their preferred policies independently or together.

We think of formal institutions in two basic ways: first, institutions determine
the rules of the game and how much of a say citizens have in selecting the new
government—that is, to specify the process by which losers are created—but
second, and as importantly, they also determine how power is exercised. Thus,
institutions are about processes as well as outcomes (Tyler 1990, 1999).

The idea that institutions shape the experience of winning and losing has
important consequences for institutional design. As Powell’s (2000) work
shows, the averaging out of policy positions by coalition governments neces-
sarily means that the median policy position of coalition governments is closer
to the position of the median voter than is the case under majoritarian systems
(but see also McDonald, Mendes, and Budge 2004). Hence, institutional
reforms that allow minorities more access to the political process may well
raise overall levels of citizen satisfaction with government (Anderson and
Guillory 1997: 79; Lijphart 1999; Norris 1999). To investigate whether this
and related conjectures are accurate, we propose a model, where the impact of
the election outcome on winners’ and losers’ attitudes and behaviors is con-
strained by attitudes and institutional arrangements. More generally speaking,
this model explicitly links mass behavior to institutions in a way that goes
beyond most treatments of the two to date. Specifically, instead of examining
the direct effects of institutional variables, as is commonly done in research
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Figure 2.1. The production of democratic legitimacy among election winners and losers

on electoral turnout, for example, we connect institutions and models of mass
behavior in an interactive—that is, contingent—way. While it is the institu-
tions that create winners and losers, they also condition the effect of winning
and losing on democratic legitimacy (Figure 2.1). Thus, institutions both pro-
duce conflict and mediate it at the same time. As a result, a lot of the public’s
attitudes are endogenous to institutions, which means that we can show both
the mechanism of institutional effects on mass behavior and the consequences
of how this behavior is channeled.

To recap, all else equal, we expect those who belong to the political minority
to have more negative attitudes toward both the process of government and
the outcomes it produces than those in the majority. And this gap in favorable
attitudes should be of varying size across countries—because of differences
in political institutions and context—and across individuals—because of dif-
ferences in motivations to view losses as particularly negative outcomes.

While the more utilitarian ‘winner effect’ and the more psychological (affect-
ive) home team and (cognitive) consistency effects all point to the expecta-
tion that winners and losers differ in their responses to the political system,
these findings and theories are silent on the issue of whether this gap should
be greater with regard to some dimensions and whether this effect is ephem-
eral or persistent. This raises important issues with regard to the usefulness
of the winner–loser distinction for understanding the micro-foundations of
democratic legitimacy and for the generalizability of the winner–loser distinc-
tion across space and time. Specifically, we would argue that the utility of
the winner–loser gap for understanding people’s attitudes toward government
depends on several conditions: first, the winner–loser gap should be observable
across different countries. The smaller and the more particular the set of coun-
tries where it holds, the more limited its usefulness may be said to be. Second,
the gap should be observable with regard to different kinds of responses people
may have when experiencing winning and losing. Again, if the gap exists
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only with regard to certain kinds of attitudes toward the political system, its
usefulness could be circumscribed. Third, for the winner–loser gap to explain
different kinds of responses to the political system and to do so consistently,
the effect of losing on attitudes toward government ideally should not be
short-lived or fleeting.5 In the next two chapters, we confront these conditions
with data.

5 Theoretically, there should be no difference before an election because it is the election
that generates winners and losers and hence produces the effect we propose. However, with the
exception of first elections in a country or first-time voters, every pre-election period follows
on an earlier post-election period. As a result, if winning and losing are a construct people use
to understand the political environment, it should be observable, albeit perhaps not to the same
degree, in both pre- and post-election environments.
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The Winner–Loser Gap: Contours
and Boundaries

This chapter starts our empirical investigation by mapping the contours of the
legitimacy gap between political losers and winners. Following the model
we laid out in Chapter 2, we begin our analysis by looking at the direct
effect of winning and losing on legitimacy beliefs and behaviors—that is,
the overall differences in winners’ and losers’ consent without consideration
to institutional or individual-level factors that may mediate the link between
election outcome and legitimacy. Based on the premise that losers are more
likely to be dissatisfied with the status quo and push for changes in existing
institutional arrangements, we examine the patterns of differences in attitudes
toward government and politics among winners and losers across established
and newly emerging democracies—countries that differ considerably with
regard to their historical trajectories, political institutions, and cultural attrib-
utes. Moreover, we investigate the differences in winners’ and losers’ attitudes
with regard to different kinds of attitudes toward government, ranging from
political efficacy to evaluations of the performance of the political system as
a whole.

CONNECTING THEORY AND EVIDENCE: MEASURING
WINNERS AND LOSERS

Before we explore the winner–loser gap in greater detail, however, it is import-
ant to deal with an issue of measurement—in particular, the question of how
we can best identify electoral losers (and winners). Theoretically speaking,
winning and losing really are about a person’s sense of allegiance to those
in or out of power. And because, in our model, allegiance and election out-
comes are connected, winning and losing are tied up with a person’s vote
choice. That is, to examine the effects of winning and losing on people’s civic
attitudes requires that we match the outcomes of elections and government
formation with mass surveys that measure people’s vote choices based on who
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is currently in power. Such a procedure allows us to identify citizens’ status
as part of the electoral majority or minority.1

Respondents can be classified as belonging to the political majority or minor-
ity with the help of a survey question that asks which party the individual voted
for in the last national election. Alternatively, we can rely on a question that
asks respondents which party they would vote for if an election were held at the
time of the survey. These responses are then combined with information about
the party or parties that controlled the executive branch of government of the
respondents’ country at the time the survey was conducted. If the respondent’s
reported vote choice matches the party or parties not currently in power—
that is, if the person was among those who voted or would vote for parties not
in government—she or he is scored as a member of the minority (loser). Those
whose vote choice matches parties in power are categorized as being in the
majority (winner).

Two issues that are important in this context: one pertains to operationaliza-
tion—that is, the translation of the concept (loser/winner) into an appropriate
measure; the second has to do with the issue of accuracy (measurement). The
simple question is this: do we best categorize voters as winners or losers based
on who they say they voted for in the past or who they intend to vote for at the
time of the survey? As it turns out, both ways of categorizing voters’ allegiances
have advantages and disadvantages, and these extend to both operationalization
and measurement.

With regard to translating the concept of ‘losing’ into a good measure,
basing the categorization of voters on a so-called recall question implies that
it is the actual choice people made at some point in the recent past and admit
to that defines winners and losers. In this way, the measure explicitly con-
nects a respondent’s past behavior (vote choice) with the attitudes of interest
(legitimacy beliefs). This, therefore, very directly and perhaps most appropri-
ately measures the concept of ‘loser’. In contrast, basing the categorization of
winners and losers on vote intention lacks the behavioral report. This is prob-
lematic insofar as we have strong theoretical reasons to assume that it is the
actual behavior rather than the behavioral intention that influences support for
the political system. Thus, basing the loser-variable on a vote recall question

1 Naturally, this definition of winners and losers does not exhaust the possible universe of the
terms’ meanings. For example, we could think of winning and losing as being about supporting
the party or parties that hold a majority or plurality of seats in parliament or that gained the largest
share of the vote in the most recent election. Alternatively, we can conceive of winning as being
about winning a higher proportion of the popular vote than in the previous election or making it
into a governing coalition despite heavy losses in the election. Beyond these simple examples,
there are a number of other ways of conceptualizing winners and losers, many of which may
well hold important implications for how voters behave. However, for the purposes of this book,
we have decided to focus on one particular aspect of winning and losing—namely, being in or
out of government—and are happy to leave it to future research to disentangle the meaning and
import of other definitions.
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is preferable to basing it on a vote intention question if we are interested in
capturing the effect of actual voting behavior on legitimacy beliefs.

However, when it comes to measurement, the vote recall question is not
without problems because of the potential problem of biased recall and over
reports favoring the victorious party (cf. Wright 1993). Simply put, people are
more likely to say that they voted for the winner than is really the case—perhaps
because of cognitive dissonance, bad memory, or outright misrepresentation.
Regardless of the reason, this means that basing the loser measure on a vote
recall question may not be optimal. In this case, basing it on a vote intention
question may be as good as basing it on a reported (past) vote item.

Unfortunately, the vast majority of available surveys that include questions
about respondents’ vote choice as well as questions about their beliefs in
government include only one of the two vote choice questions. This means
that, for simple reasons of data availability, we are variably forced to rely on
either past vote or vote intention to capture winners and losers. Fortunately, as
it turns out, however, there is, empirically speaking, relatively little difference
between the two measures. To demonstrate that these two measures overlap
quite significantly requires a survey that contains measures of both vote inten-
tion and vote recall. As mentioned before, such surveys are rare; fortunately,
there is a set of surveys collected as part of the Eurobarometer surveys that
furnish the necessary information.

Table 3.1 displays the percentages of voters indicating support for winning
and losing parties (in and out of government parties) both in terms of who
they report having voted for in the last national election as well as who they
would vote for if an election were held tomorrow. The table also displays the
correlation coefficient, indicating the extent to which the two choices (retro-
spective and prospective) are correlated. These data show quite clearly that
the vast majority of voters reports voting for the same parties prospectively
and retrospectively. Roughly 93 percent of respondents report voting for the
same party in the last election that they would vote for in the next election;
the correlation coefficient between these two choices overall is a more than
respectable 0.86. While there is some variation across countries—with almost
100 percent (97.9) of German voters’ choices matching prospectively and ret-
rospectively and about 90 percent (88.0) of Irish voters’ choices matching—
the overall pattern is quite strong. Put simply, then, assuming that there is
some degree of measurement error inherent in any measure of vote choice,
there seems to be little difference between classifying winners and losers on
the basis of vote recall (past vote) or vote intention (future vote).

THE WINNER–LOSER GAP AND DIMENSIONS OF
POLITICAL SUPPORT

Earlier, we mentioned Easton’s (1965, 1975) distinction between diffuse and
specific support. While the distinction’s usefulness has been limited by the
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Table 3.1. Correspondence of prospective
and retrospective reports of vote choice for
winning and losing parties

Percent
consistenta

Correlation
coefficientb

France 88.4 0.75
Belgium 94.8 0.90
Netherlands 89.6 0.78
Italy 94.2 0.88
Luxembourg 95.5 0.90
Denmark 94.4 0.89
Ireland 88.0 0.77
United Kingdom 90.8 0.78
Greece 90.7 0.82
Spain 92.2 0.82
Portugal 93.4 0.87
Germany 97.9 0.96
Norway 94.1 0.76

Total 92.9 0.86

a Percent consistent between retrospective and
prospective vote choice.

b Correlation coefficient between retrospective
and prospective vote choice.

Source: Data are from Eurobarometer 42, Novem-
ber/ December 1994.

fact that separate indicators of diffuse and specific support tend to be highly
correlated (Anderson 2002), it remains an interesting and important way to
think about different dimensions of legitimacy. The fact that these dimen-
sions tend to be correlated is not entirely surprising, given Easton’s theor-
izing that specific support and diffuse support are liable to be connected in
the long run, such that an erosion of specific support is likely to drain the
reservoir of diffuse support; conversely, with time, persistently high levels of
specific support may well help fill the reservoir of goodwill toward the political
system.

Following on Easton’s seminal contributions, an important research pro-
gram in political science has sought to categorize different dimensions (and
indicators) of support for the political system along a continuous dimension
from more specific to more general, or diffuse, support (Klingemann 1999;
Norris 1999). A number of conceptualizations have been offered to capture
this distinction (Westle 1989; Fuchs 1993). In such classification schemes,
specific support usually pertains to particular actors or institutional elements
in the political system while general support tends to refer to the system as a
whole. For example, Norris (1999) lists the following categories, ranging from
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specific to general: political actors, political institutions, regime performance,
regime principles, and political community.

We do not seek to resolve the problems arising from operationalizing
Easton’s distinction nor do we subscribe to any particular way of framing
differences between diffuse and specific support (see Weatherford 1992 for
an overview). Instead, our goal, for present purposes, is to examine as many
different facets of legitimacy beliefs as we can and as many as seems helpful
for establishing the dimensions and boundary conditions for the winner–loser
effect we hypothesize. For understanding the winner–loser gap, it seems
important to distinguish between aspects of legitimacy geared toward the
principles of democratic governance versus the performance of specific insti-
tutional actors or particular processes of governance. For example, if we are
concerned about the state and stability of democracy in a country, losers’ con-
sent to democratic norms or regime principles is likely to be more crucial than
losers’ support for specific actors or institutional elements.

Since much of the original research on the majority–minority or winner–
loser effect focused on explaining attitudes toward performance of the polit-
ical regime—such as satisfaction with the way democracy works (e.g. Fuchs,
Guidorossi, and Svensson 1995; Anderson and Guillory 1997; Yoshinaka
2002) or confidence and trust in political institutions (e.g. Anderson and
LoTempio 2002; Norris 1999)—we examine the impact of losing and winning
on various dimensions of support to assess if the mechanism generalizes to all
dimensions in the political support hierarchy (Norris 1999). If the impact is
soft, we may find that only specific dimensions of support are affected; if the
impact is hard, we expect to find that support for democratic principles are
influenced as well. At this point in our investigation, we consider it an open
question whether we should expect the differences in attitudes between winners
and losers to be smaller or larger across the dimensions of political support. The
bottom line is this: for the winner–loser effect to have theoretical leverage, it has
to demonstrate empirical purchase; that is, it has to be observable with regard
to fundamental attitudes toward political institutions, actors, and processes.

While we are not able to cover the whole range of political support measures
from the vast research on political legitimacy to validate the existence of the
majority–minority distinction, we nevertheless examine a number of different
measures of political system support, including attitudes toward the elect-
oral process, people’s sense of whether government is responsive, satisfaction
with the performance of the political regime, attitudes toward engaging in
unconventional participation or protest, and support for democratic principles
in our investigation of legitimacy. Such an investigation allows us to generalize
beyond the particular indicators used previously and make more general state-
ments about system support in global perspective. It also allows us to develop
a sense of the quantity, range, and magnitude of the majority–minority effect
on attitudes toward government.
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DIFFERENT ATTITUDINAL DIMENSIONS AND THE
WINNER–LOSER GAP

People’s levels of support for political institutions, agreement with democratic
principles, or willingness to engage in political protest tell us different things
about the legitimacy of a regime or the potential for change brought on by cit-
izens with the incentive to modify the status quo. While support for the regime
focuses on the institutions of government as the object, support for the prin-
ciples of democratic governance is a more abstract and fundamental way of
thinking about the political system. In contrast to both of these, the propensity
to protest indicates a willingness and tolerance for going beyond established
forms of participation. Regardless of citizens’ attitudes toward specific insti-
tutions or democracy as a system, people’s predisposition to participate in
high-cost political activities is indicative of the level of potential for change
inherent among different groups in the electorate.

Depending on the effect of political loser and winner status on these vari-
ables, different conclusions can be drawn regarding the legitimacy and stability
of political institutions. When citizens are disenchanted with specific institu-
tional actors or rules, they may push for reform, but they may not question
the existence of democratic self-government. However, citizens who disap-
prove of democratic principles may question the reason for submitting to the
state’s coercive powers altogether. Alternatively, losing or being in the minor-
ity may well lead to both a lower level of support for existing institutions and
a lowered level of support for democracy writ large. As a consequence, there
is the potential that losing elections leads to a sense of disillusion with politics
and a decrease in confidence that (democratic) political participation makes
a difference. That is, losers may simply tune out politics. Using Hirschman’s
(1970) terminology, losing and especially sustained losing may well lead to
exit from the body politic. If this is the case, political institutions are unlikely to
be challenged, but they also would be consistently valued differently by those
who have power and those who do not. In contrast, if being in the minority
leads to less positive attitudes toward government but does not affect people’s
sense that democracy is flawed, then the political system may be more likely to
be challenged by an efficacious minority and may well be challenged in uncon-
ventional ways (voice). Which of these scenarios—that is, whether losing leads
to exit, voice, or both—is most plausible is an empirical question we take up
below.

Attitudes Toward the Fairness and Efficacy of Elections

Given that democratic elections produce winners and losers in the first place,
we turn first to how citizens view elections as a mechanism of electoral
democracy. Specifically, we examine their evaluation of the fairness of the
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most recent election as well as their sense that elections matter. In particular,
we suspect that losers are more likely to take a critical view of a process
that did not favor them. People’s evaluations of the fairness of elections were
tapped by the following question:

In some countries, people believe their elections are conducted fairly. In other countries,
people believe that their elections are conducted unfairly. Thinking of the last election
in (country), where would you place it on this scale of one to five, where one means that
the last election was conducted fairly and five means that the election was conducted
unfairly?

Citizens’ evaluations of whether elections matter were measured by employ-
ing the following survey item:

Some people say that no matter who people vote for, it won’t make any difference
to what happens. Others say that who people vote for can make a difference to what
happens. Using the scale on this card (where one means that voting won’t make a
difference to what happens and five means that voting can make a difference), where
would you place yourself ?2

We then recoded these two variables to form a five-category scale, ranging
from −1 for the most negative response to +1, indicating the most favorable
response. Winners and losers were coded on the basis of a recall question
that asked respondents which parties they voted for. If respondents voted for a
governing party, they were coded as winners; otherwise, they were categorized
as losers. Table 3.2 presents the mean scores of responses observed among
winners and losers in each country for both dimensions of support for electoral
democracy. It also shows the gap between the responses of the winners and
those of the losers (the winner–loser gap).

Speaking generally, both winners and losers expressed very positive assess-
ments of the most recent election’s fairness. And as expected, winners’ judg-
ments are very positive when it comes to evaluations of the fairness of the
electoral process, and they tend to be more positive than the losers’. An over-
whelming majority of winners believe that the election was conducted fairly.
Only in a few instances do we see a negative verdict as winners expressed some
doubts about the fairness of the election in Mexico and Japan, for example. In
fact, Japanese winners (and losers) had the most negative evaluations on this
dimension.

Losers basically agreed with winners about the fairness of the most recent
election. Everywhere, except in Japan, a strong majority said that the elec-
tion had been conducted fairly. This is a striking indicator of consent. That
being said, losers tend to be slightly less sanguine about electoral democracy

2 The question about the fairness of the electoral process was not asked in Australia and
Belgium. The number of cases is therefore slightly reduced with respect to this dimension of
support.
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Table 3.2. Winners’ and losers’ evaluation of electoral democracy

Fairness of election Vote can make a difference

Winners Losers Gap Winners Losers Gap

Australia −0.53 −0.38 −0.15
Belgium −0.27 −0.26 −0.01
Canada 0.63 0.47 0.16 −0.36 −0.29 −0.07
Czech Republic 0.78 0.47 0.31 −0.69 −0.43 −0.26
Denmark 0.93 0.89 0.04 −0.55 −0.55 0
Germany 0.85 0.80 0.05 −0.51 −0.50 −0.01
Iceland 0.71 0.61 0.10 −0.66 −0.54 −0.12
Japan 0.26 0.05 0.21 −0.05 −0.11 0.06
Mexico 0.31 0.31 0 −0.60 −0.58 −0.02
Netherlands 0.84 0.77 0.07 −0.49 −0.38 −0.11
New Zealand 0.60 0.58 0.02 −0.55 −0.49 −0.06
Norway 0.90 0.85 0.05 −0.49 −0.57 0.08
Poland 0.55 0.51 0.04 −0.54 −0.42 −0.12
Portugal 0.73 0.60 0.13 −0.41 −0.38 −0.03
Slovenia 0.52 0.53 −0.01 −0.58 −0.51 −0.07
Spain (1996) 0.53 0.62 −0.09 −0.49 −0.54 0.05
Spain (2000) 0.72 0.50 0.22 −0.58 −0.52 −0.06
Sweden 0.83 0.78 0.05 −0.54 −0.49 −0.05
Switzerland 0.83 0.83 0 −0.53 −0.50 −0.03
United Kingdom 0.67 0.67 0 −0.46 −0.37 −0.09

Total 0.69 0.64 0.05 −0.49 −0.45 −0.04

Notes: Entries are means; variables range between −1 and +1.

Source: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) surveys, 1996–2000.

than winners. The gap between the two groups is small but consistent across the
board. A real exception to this pattern is in the Czech Republic, where the
winner–loser gap is most pronounced as winners are much more likely to say
that the election was conducted fairly, while losers tend to be much more
doubtful. The most striking exception to the general rule that winners are
more positive than losers is the 1996 Spanish election, where losers’ judg-
ments turn out to be more positive. In part this exception can be explained by
voters’ expectations: prior to the 1996 context, polls had predicted a landslide
victory for the conservative Partido Popular (PP) and a crushing defeat for the
incumbent Socialists. While the PP did indeed emerge victorious, the Social-
ists did much better than expected. The outgoing Socialist Prime Minister
Felipe Gonzalez was even quoted as saying that ‘Never has defeat been so
sweet nor victory so sour’ (The Observer, March 10, 1996). And perhaps pre-
dictably, the opposite, and more typical, pattern emerges in the subsequent
2000 election.

When it comes to the question of differences between winners and losers
on the question of whether the vote matters, a contrasting pattern emerges.
First, people’s views are much more negative. The great majority of winners
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and losers believe that the vote does not make much of a difference. Second,
the winner/loser gap is reversed. In six of the twenty cases, there is no real
difference between winners and losers, in only three cases are winners more
likely to say that voting matters, and in the majority of cases (eleven) losers
actually are more likely to say that voting makes a difference. Thus, this may
well be an indication that people do not expect too much from elections. And,
if anything, losers are more likely than winners to believe in the efficacy of the
ballot for determining the direction of the country. This ‘reverse loser–winner
gap’ is particularly large in Australia and the Czech Republic.

Taken together, then, the results shown in Table 3.2 suggest that being a
political loser leads to slightly less positive evaluations of the fairness of the
electoral process, but it does not seem to diminish people’s sense that elections
matter. In fact, the results suggest that losers are slightly more inclined to
believe that who they vote for matters for what happens in the future. Overall,
the pattern of results suggests that winners are more likely (than losers) to
believe that the process that made them winners in the first place is fair, though
few losers really question the legitimacy of the election. Finally, few voters
are convinced that elections matter but, perhaps surprisingly, skepticism about
the import of elections is somewhat weaker among losers.

Attitudes about the Performance of the Political System

Turning next to attitudes toward the political system, we examine two dimen-
sions of losers’ assessments of the political regime: first, we examine people’s
evaluations of whether they think the political system works well—also known
as support for the performance of the political regime (cf. Klingemann 1999;
Norris 1999). The survey item asked respondents whether they thought the
political system (democracy) worked well in their country. This measure does
not capture citizen attitudes toward democracy as an ideal; instead, it focuses on
people’s responses to the actual process of democratic governance and their
attitudes toward a country’s ‘constitutional reality’ (Fuchs, Guidorossi, and
Svensson 1995: 328). Using Easton’s categories, this indicator has been widely
used in studies of system legitimacy and has been identified as a measure of
support for the performance of the political regime (cf. Klingemann 1999; Nor-
ris 1999; Linde and Ekman 2003). Satisfaction with democracy was measured
by the standard question: ‘On the whole, are you satisfied, fairly satisfied,
not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in
(country)?’.

Second, we also examine people’s sense of the political system’s respons-
iveness—also sometimes referred to as external efficacy. Political efficacy is
‘the feeling that individual political action does have, or can have, an impact
upon the political process, … the feeling that political and social change is
possible, and that the individual citizen can play a part in bringing about this
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change’ (Campbell, Gurin, and Miller 1954: 187). To have a sense of influence
on the political process, an individual has to believe that she or he has the means
to affect the process (internal efficacy). Moreover, citizens have to believe that
the political process must be open and responsive to such influences (external
efficacy) (Lane 1959; Balch 1974). It is the latter we focus on here.

Three survey items were used to form an index designed to measure people’s
sense of the responsiveness of the political system. The first has to do with
the capacity of elected representatives to understand the concerns of ordinary
voters: ‘Some people say that members of Parliament know what ordinary
people think. Others say that members of Parliament don’t know much about
what ordinary people think. Using the (one to five) scale, where would you
place yourself ?’. The second concerns the willingness of parties to respond
to voters’ concerns: ‘Some people say that political parties in (country) care
what ordinary people think. Others say that political parties in (country) don’t
care what ordinary people think. Using the (one to five) scale, where would
you place yourself ?’. The third question ascertains the system’s perceived
responsiveness: ‘Some people say it makes a difference who is in power. Others
say that it does not make a difference who is in power. Using the (one to five)
scale, where would you place yourself ?’. These three questions are combined
to form a responsiveness index.

As before, the dimensions of support are measured on a scale where −1 rep-
resents the most negative evaluation and +1 represents the most positive evalu-
ation. We then calculated the mean scores for respondents in the winner and
loser categories and calculated the gap between winners and losers. Figure 3.1
shows the winner–loser gap for satisfaction with democracy; Figure 3.2 dis-
plays the winner–loser gap with regard to people’s sense of external efficacy.

First off, the overall results for all countries combined show that system
performance evaluations and responsiveness assessments were quite positive.

–0.3

–0.2

–0.1

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

Sp
ai

n 
(1

99
6)

U
ni

te
d 

K
in

gd
om

G
er

m
an

y

N
or

w
ay

B
el

gi
um

Po
la

nd

Sw
itz

er
la

nd

Po
rt

ug
al

Sl
ov

en
ia

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

A
us

tr
al

ia

N
ew

 Z
ea

la
nd

D
en

m
ar

k

Sw
ed

en

Sp
ai

n 
(2

00
0)

Ja
pa

n

Ic
el

an
d

C
an

ad
a

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic

Figure 3.1. Winner–loser gap in satisfaction with democracy
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Figure 3.2. Winner–loser gap in evaluations of system responsiveness

Moreover, overall winners have more positive attitudes toward the perform-
ance of the political regime than losers (democracy satisfaction: 0.27 [winners]
versus 0.22 [losers]; external efficacy: 0.16 [winners] versus 0.10 [losers]
[all countries]). And while the size of the gap is usually not very large, it does
appear in fifteen of nineteen cases with regard to the satisfaction with demo-
cracy question and in seventeen of the nineteen cases with regard to people’s
sense that the political system is responsive. A real exception to the moderate
size of the winner–loser gap overall is the striking gap in the Czech Republic,
where winners are much more likely to say that democracy is working well,
while losers tend to be much more doubtful. In addition, the gap between
winners and losers is also relatively large in Canada, Iceland, Spain (2000),
and Japan.

Taken together, then, the results shown in Figures 3.1 and 3.2 suggest that
being a political loser leads to more negative evaluations of the political sys-
tem’s performance and the fairness of the electoral process, and it diminishes
people’s confidence in their ability to influence the political process in the
same way that it reduces their faith in the political system. Overall, we find
the expected gap in democracy satisfaction in fifteen of nineteen cases, and in
evaluations of system responsiveness in seventeen of nineteen cases included
in these data. The countries that exhibit the most significant gaps in the direc-
tion of decreasing faith in the political system efficacy are the Czech Republic,
Canada, Iceland, Japan, and Spain (2000). However, it is also worth noting that
Spain (1996) appears to be the only real outlier, as losers are consistently more
positive on the different dimensions of support than winners in this election
(as mentioned earlier).

Thus, while the data show that there is a gap in attitudes toward government
between citizens who are in the majority and those who are in the minority such
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that losers have more negative attitudes about the functioning of government,
this diminished faith in the fairness of elections and the performance of the
political regime does not imply that losers are more likely to believe that
their vote does not matter—if anything, they are more likely to express their
faith in the efficacy of elections for determining the directions of things in the
country.

The Winner–Loser Gap and Support for Democracy as
a Form of Government

Moving to the top of the political support hierarchy, we examine the winner–
loser gap in support for democratic principles. To do so, we rely on data from the
1999 European Values Survey, which includes nearly all countries in Europe—
East and West—and which has unique coverage in terms of the political support
items included in the survey. Specifically, support for democratic principles is
a composite measure of eight items that include general support for democracy,
rejection of alternatives to democracy (strong leader, army, experts), and rejec-
tion of criticisms of democracy (see the Appendix for details about questions).
We created an index for support of principles by summing the values for the
dichotomized items (1: positive; 0: negative). The index has a maximum value
of 8 and a minimum value of 0; winners and losers are measured on the basis of
a vote intention measure (for more details on the variables, see the Appendix
to this book).

Figure 3.3 shows the winner–loser gap in support for democratic principles
across all those European countries included in the survey that were considered
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Figure 3.3. Winner–loser gap in support for democratic principles
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‘free’—that is, democratic—at the time of the survey. First off, the graph shows
a winner–loser gap in the expected direction in the majority of countries—all in
all, in nineteen of the twenty-eight countries. And these gaps are quite consider-
able in some of the countries, in particular in new democracies such as Bulgaria,
Slovakia, and Romania, but also in established democratic countries such as
Italy, Greece, France, and Germany. Then there is a group of countries without
much of a gap either way (Great Britain, the Czech Republic, and Sweden), as
well as some countries where the gap is actually reversed (Ireland, Portugal,
Spain, Luxembourg, Slovenia, and Iceland), though the gap is not particularly
large there.

Overall, we see that winners express higher levels of support for democratic
principles than losers although exceptions clearly do exist. A quick eyeballing
across the types of democracies suggests that the differences between win-
ners and losers are larger in new democracies than in the mature democratic
systems, an issue that we will come back to in later chapters.

Is There a Winner–Loser Gap in Attitudes Toward Protest?

Following Riker’s assumption mentioned in Chapter 1, we also seek to estab-
lish whether and how an individual’s status as a member of the political
majority or minority affects the potential for political change. Specifically,
we examine whether losing heightens the potential for protest behavior pre-
sumably because of frustration with the electoral process that has not favored
their preferences. Losing an election and being in the minority means that one’s
political preferences were outvoted. Thus, it is plausible to postulate that the
winner–loser distinction affects people’s beliefs in the efficacy of conventional
political participation.

In some ways, the willingness to play the game of electoral democracy
to gain the upper hand presupposes an acceptance of the chance of losing.
Riker assumes, in other words, that losers are willing to keep playing the
game for the foreseeable future. Once they are willing to lose, a large part
of the battle of institutionalizing electoral democracy has been won since it
marks an internalization of the possibility of losing. This, we would argue, may
be reasonable to assume in a system like the United States or Great Britain,
but that it is a strong assumption to make, especially in countries that have
significant political cleavages or little experience with democracy as a system
for resolving conflicts.

But even if one accepts the possibility of loss right from the outset, losing
does not necessarily result in passivity or graceful acceptance. The door remains
open for protests, perhaps violent ones, against both the result and the regime.
This is likely to be especially the case in an electoral contest involving highly
emotional issues and contests where competing sides are easily delineated.
Even less violent reactions open up the possibility of widespread apathy and
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resignation, which also run counter to our understanding of how citizens should
behave in a democracy and what makes for a healthy democracy.

The results so far suggest that losing systematically affects people’s view of
the performance and responsiveness of the political system as well as feelings
toward democratic principles but does not consistently diminish their confid-
ence that the vote matters. In fact, electoral loss may well serve to raise people’s
cognitive involvement and confidence in their ability to influence the political
process. How, then, does losing affect people’s propensity to engage in political
protest?

We measure protest potential with the help of a battery of questions collected
as part of the International Social Surveys Project surveys that tap into people’s
predisposition to engage in protest activities, also occasionally referred to as
unconventional or uninstitutionalized political action. Respondents were asked
whether they either would engage in certain protest activities or think they
should be allowed. Although the question wording differs slightly between
items, we expected them to tap into the same underlying dimension—a pre-
disposition to engage in political protest. The first two questions ask directly
whether people would perform certain political acts, whereas the second set
of questions asks people whether they think certain acts should be allowed.
Because it is likely that some respondents feel more comfortable telling an
interviewer that a particular act of protest should be allowed rather than divulg-
ing that they personally would perform such an action, both items are designed
to help tap into the predisposition to protest.3 Figure 3.4 shows the winner–
loser gap in people’s scores on this scale, with winner–loser status measured
with the help of a vote recall question.

As the results indicate, election losers are more prone to exhibit the potential
to protest. Our results show that loser status significantly affects the potential
for protest in at least nine of the fourteen countries examined here. Thus,
the evidence points to voice rather than exit when it comes to the participatory
consequences of election losses. There are two countries where losers and
winners are indistinguishable with regard to their propensity to engage in
protest—Norway and Slovenia—and there are three countries—Ireland,
Sweden, and Italy—where losers appear less likely to protest than winners.
Overall, however, the evidence consistently points to losers expressing greater
discontent with the status quo. By and large, losing breeds protest potential in
the sample of countries we investigate here.

3 To ensure that this was indeed the case, we performed factor analyses and reliability tests.
Results of factor analyses showed that, in fact, the questions tap into the same underlying dimen-
sion, with all items loading highly on a single dimension. Moreover, reliability tests showed
that these items were highly correlated with one another (Cronbach’s alpha: 0.82), allowing us
to form a single consistent and reliable scale based on the factor analyses, which ranges from
−1 to +1.
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Figure 3.4. Winner–loser gap in protest potential

SUMMARIZING THE RESULTS SO FAR

The connections among political processes, such as elections, and citizen atti-
tudes toward democracy are a subject of particular relevance to contemporary
debates about democratic performance. It involves the question of the extent
to which citizen attitudes toward democratic reality, and by implication the
potential for protest, unrest, or even a collapse of the political system are
affected by the consequences of the most routine of democratic mechanisms.
Democracies are designed to produce winners and losers on election day, and
subsequently, majorities and minorities to govern the country. Such inequality
is part of what makes a country a democracy. At the same time, this neces-
sary democratic mechanism produces tensions that have consequences for how
citizens view the political system.

Our initial investigation of potential differences between election winners
and losers shows that, in most countries, being in the political majority gen-
erally translates into more positive attitudes toward government, while losers
have more negative attitudes toward the political system. We find that there
usually is a gap in winners’ and losers’ sense of whether elections are fair,
their evaluations of the performance of the political system as well as feelings
about whether government is responsive. Moreover, losing elections appears to
diminish people’s support for democratic principles overall, and losers exhibit
a heightened propensity to engage in political protest.

Depending on one’s perspective, these findings can be taken to be good news
or bad news. They are good news for our investigation because they confirm the
existence of the winner–loser gap with regard to people’s attitudes toward the
political system in a variety of countries and with regard to different dimensions
of legitimacy. Moreover, they provide corroborative evidence that the effect
exists in countries as different as the Czech Republic, Great Britain, or Japan.
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The findings are bad news were we to insist that the winner–loser distinction
provides empirical and conceptual leverage for every kind of attitude toward
politics and unfailingly across all countries. Clearly, the results show that this
is not the case.

Naturally, the results reported in this chapter are the first step toward under-
standing the contours and dynamics of losers’ consent and are intended as
more of a validity check than clinching evidence. Moreover, on the surface,
they raise as many questions as they answer. While these results consistently
point in the direction of a winner–loser gap, the majority–minority effect is not
of uniform magnitude across countries, nor does it affect all attitudes toward
government equally. Specifically, while the data show that losers are consist-
ently less enthusiastic about various aspects of democratic governance, they
do not necessarily think that elections are not worth having, as is evidenced
by the attitudes toward the efficacy of the vote. And while we find that there
is a significant and consistent winner–loser gap in the Czech Republic, for
example, we find weaker and sometimes contradictory effects in countries
such as Ireland, Portugal, or Sweden. Moreover, countries with large winner–
loser gaps on some dimensions of legitimacy do not necessarily have such
gaps with regard to other dimensions.

At this point, it is unclear why these differences exist, and the reasons for
why the expected gap does not appear without fail could be numerous. Our
model outlined in Chapter 2 would suggest that likely reasons have to do
with differences across political contexts and individual predispositions that
may be more common in some countries than others. To be sure, our results
suggest that we need to examine the cross-national differences in the size of
the winner–loser effect, given that the majority–minority distinction matters
more powerfully in some countries than others.

Moreover, why the winner–loser gap appears more sizable with regard to
some facets of legitimacy than others in the same country is a question worth
pondering. For the moment, we speculate that it is entirely possible that these
latter differences are the result of the timing of surveys and the political condi-
tions of the moment in the countries under consideration. Evidence for this view
is apparent in the case of Spain and Britain, for example. While, in the Spanish
case, the expected gap emerges with regard to indicators of electoral fairness,
system responsiveness, and democracy satisfaction in 2000, there is no gap or
even the reverse gap (with losers expressing more positive views than win-
ners) in 1996. Similarly, in Britain, we see a sizable and expected gap in protest
potential between winners and losers, as well as a moderately large gap in sys-
tem responsiveness, losers appear no more negative than winners in 1997 when
it comes to questions of electoral fairness or support for democratic principles.

It may be more than just coincidence, however, that both of these countries
(Spain in 1996; Britain in 1997) saw the defeat of long-term incumbents on the
left (Spain) and right (Britain). In these cases, the political dynamics of the day
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and the recent changes in electoral fortunes may well have created a context
where the expected winner–loser gap is less likely to appear. More generally,
these apparent anomalies point to the potential importance of investigating
in more detail the dynamics of losers’ consent before and after elections as
well as during the course of the electoral cycle. Specifically, while we know
from previous research that political support can be volatile, only trend-based
analyses can help us put our finger on what happens to the attitudes of those
in the majority and minority over time. Specifically, it would be important to
examine what happens to long-term winners and losers, such as the supporters
of the Spanish Conservative and British Labour parties during the 1980s and
1990s, for example. Both countries saw the dominance of one political party
throughout the decade, thus turning a significant portion of the electorate into
a perennial minority. Do those who are in the minority (majority) for prolonged
periods of time become significantly unhappier (happier) with the political sys-
tem as their chances of becoming part of the majority are repeatedly frustrated
(successful)? We examine this and related questions in the next chapter.



4

The Dynamics of Losers’ Consent: Persistence
and Change in the Winner–Loser Gap

As we mentioned in the previous chapter, for the winner–loser gap to explain
different kinds of responses to the political system and do so consistently, the
effect of losing on attitudes toward government normally should not be short
lived or fleeting. That is, we should expect to see winners and losers exhibit
differences after an election as well as throughout the electoral cycle. In this
chapter, we examine whether this gap is ephemeral or relatively stable; toward
this end we also investigate the trajectories of attitudes toward government over
time in a number of select countries, which afford us the opportunity to examine
trends in some detail. Before turning to our analysis of the data, however,
we discuss our understanding of the dynamics that can and do underlie the
winner–loser gap.

TIME AND LOSERS’ CONSENT

At the outset, we conceive of the dynamics of the winner–loser gap and what
happens to how losers view the political process over time from three perspect-
ives: short term, medium term, and long term. In the short term, we are particu-
larly concerned with the issue of what happens to losers’ consent immediately
after an election. For the electoral outcome to matter, it must affect losers’
consent when there is a switch in government. That is, in situations where one
party (or group of parties) loses power and another gains it, citizens should
be noticeably affected such that the new winners develop more positive and
losers more negative attitudes about the political system. What is more, we
also would expect the winner–loser gap to switch sides as well. Those who
supported an incumbent government that lost an election should go from more
positive attitudes toward the system to less positive ones. Conversely, those
who, by virtue of the election outcome, were turned from losers into winners
should become more positive in their attitudes, and possibly more positive
than the former winners.

Aside from such a short-term ‘switch’ in losers’ consent, we can also con-
ceive of the dynamics of losers’ attitudes as a medium-term phenomenon.
For one, the winner–loser gap should not simply be fleeting—that is, be the
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Table 4.1. Expectations regarding the dynamics of losers’ consent

Winners Losers

Short term Increase between pre- and Decrease between pre- and
post-election period post-election period

Medium term High Low
Long term Loyalty Exit or voice

product of momentarily unhappy losers whose post-election misery diminishes
with time. Simply put, while there may be fluctuations in citizens’ happiness
with the political system during the course of the electoral cycle because of
short-term performance issues, scandals, and the like, there also should be a
sustained gap in the attitudes of the winners and losers. If this is the case, it is
reasonable to presume that being (or not being) in the driver’s seat constitutes
a fundamental lens through which citizens view the political process.

Finally, a third way of conceiving of the dynamics of winners’ and losers’
happiness with the political system is over the long run—that is, beyond a
single electoral cycle. Specifically, we ask what happens to losers’ consent
when citizens experience losing more than once. Being in the minority for
prolonged periods of time could conceivably provoke two reactions: first,
losing repeatedly could lead to disillusionment with the political regime and to
citizens ‘dropping out’—that is, voters who continue to lose may well become
more disenchanted with politics but also less interested and less likely to par-
ticipate in it. To use Hirschmann’s terminology mentioned earlier: losers may
exit politics altogether. Second, and alternatively, losing continually may lead
to the exact opposite effect; namely, it may frustrate citizens such that they
will become ever more politicized and involved in the process with the aim of
bringing about change in a system that appears stacked against them—that is,
losers may make their voice heard (cf. Table 4.1).

TRACING THE DYNAMICS OF LOSERS’ CONSENT

An examination of the dynamics of losers’ consent requires repeated measure-
ments of people’s attitudes toward government over relatively short as well as
relatively long periods of time. Unfortunately, there are few data sources that
fulfill these conditions. Moreover, an analysis of the long-term dynamics of
losers’ consent requires repeated measures from countries where voters have
experienced electoral losses over a number of elections as well as countries
where voters experienced a change in government. Fortunately, for present pur-
poses, the Eurobarometer surveys conducted by the European Commission in
the member states of the European Union since the 1970s furnish data that
allow us to test our conjectures regarding the dynamics of losers’ consent in
the short run and over the long term. More specifically, three of the countries



52 The Winner–Loser Gap

that are part of the Eurobarometer series have experienced periods of relatively
long rule by a party or coalition as well as significant changes in government:
Britain, Germany, and Spain. With one exception, we will therefore focus on
these countries for the remainder of this chapter.

To measure people’s attitudes toward the political system, we relied on the
item used to gauge people’s satisfaction with the outcomes produced by the
political system: ‘On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very
satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in your country?’
This question has the advantage of having been asked regularly as part of
the Eurobarometer surveys, and it has been classified as measuring people’s
evaluations of the political regime (cf. Klingemann 1999). Classifying citizens
as winners and losers requires that we measure their political allegiances to
parties in and out of power. As mentioned in the previous chapter, ideally, we
would do so by relying on vote recall questions (Who did you vote for?) and
categorizing voters as either winners or losers. This strategy is not entirely
unproblematic, in part because of biases in recall (cf. Wright 1993), but in large
measure in our case because of the shortage in the number of times that a vote
recall question was asked in the Eurobarometer. We therefore rely primarily
on vote intention to measure winners and losers, though we employ vote recall
measures whenever possible.1

THE PRE- TO POST-ELECTION SWITCH

One of the conditions for the winner–loser gap is that an election should
bring about a switch in the views of the political system among former and
newly minted losers and winners. By newly minted we mean that, when there
is a complete changeover in government, pre-election losers become post-
election winners and pre-election winners become post-election losers. As a
result, changes in government change the lens through which voters who voted
for the winners and losers view the political system. With this switch in voters’
status as members of the governing majority or the opposition, we expect to
see a switch in how voters evaluate the political system.

We examine Britain, Germany, and Spain in detail. Among the countries
for which we have longitudinal data, these are also the best cases for tracing
the short, medium, and long-run dynamics of system support because all three
experienced the necessary conditions for the purposes of our analysis: they
all had changes in governing parties, they experienced prolonged periods
of single-party (or coalition government) rule, and they vary considerably
in their political histories and institutional and contextual conditions. In the

1 Perhaps unsurprisingly, in light of the consistency of vote choice reported in the last chapter,
it turns out to make little difference whether vote intention or vote recall is used to categorize
winners and losers.
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British case, the 1979 election brought about a change from a Labour to a
Tory government, which lasted for some eighteen years until the 1997 election
produced the reverse outcome. In Germany, 1982/83 brought, first, the fall of
the Social Democratic/Free Democratic (SPD–FDP) coalition that had been in
power since 1972 and the election of the new Christian Democratic-led coali-
tion under Helmut Kohl. Sixteen years later, in 1998, Germany’s government
changed hands once again from the CDU/CSU-FDP coalition to a coalition of
the Social Democrats (SPD) and the Greens. Finally, Spain’s 1996 election
brought a real sea change in Spanish politics and the first significant change in
government since 1982, when the Socialists who had taken power under Felipe
Gonzalez were defeated by the Conservatives under Prime Minister Aznar.

To examine the pre- and post-election attitudes of voters who went from
being losers to being winners and vice versa as the result of an election, we
calculated the percentage within each camp who expressed satisfaction with
the functioning of democracy before and after the election.2 Table 4.2 shows
the results for the five elections in the three countries.

The table provides several important pieces of information. First, it shows
the percentages of winners and losers who express satisfaction with the per-
formance of the political system. Specifically, it shows levels of satisfaction
among voters in all three countries who were among the previous-election
losers-turned-post-election-winners and the previous-election winners-turned-
post-election-losers. Moreover, the table shows the pre- and post-election
winner–loser gap in satisfaction with democracy, as well as the change in
satisfaction for each group of voters from the pre-election to the post-election
period. We calculated levels of satisfaction by combining the groups of respond-
ents who indicated that they were very or fairly satisfied with the working of
democracy in their country.

Looking, first, at the winner–loser gap before the election, the results show
that the winners were in all cases more satisfied with the political system’s
performance and in most instances significantly so. For example, 66.9 percent
of Britain’s pre-1979 (i.e. 1974) election winners—supporters of the Labour
Party—expressed satisfaction with democracy, while 60.9 percent of the
opposition—supporters of the Conservative Party—expressed similar views,
thus creating a 6 percent gap in satisfaction between previous-election winners
and losers. This, however, changed markedly after the election of the new
Tory government under Margaret Thatcher. After the election, 72 percent of
the new (1979 election) winners—supporters of the Conservative Party—
expressed satisfaction with the performance of the political system, while
only 46.6 percent of the post-election losers (Labourites) indicated the same.

2 That is, we compare party supporters’ evaluations of the political system as measured in
surveys preceding and following the election. While the Eurobarometer surveys are not election
surveys, the lag is as short as a month but no longer than five.
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Table 4.2. Pre- and post-election evaluations of the political system in Britain
(percent satisfied with the political system’s performance)

Election Before election After election Change

Britain 1979
Pre-election winner/

post-election loser (Labour) 66.9 46.6 −20.3
Pre-election loser/
post-election winner (Tories) 60.9 72.3 +11.3

Gap +6.0 −25.7

Britain 1997
Pre-election winner/
post-election loser (Tories) 78.6 72.5 −6.1

Pre-election loser/
post-election winner (Labour) 44.0 76.8 +22.8

Gap +34.6 −4.3

Germany 1983
Pre-election winner/
post-election loser (SPD) 80.8 70.2 −10.6

Pre-election loser/
post-election winner (CDU/CSU) 67.4 88.8 +21.4

Gap +13.4 −18.6

Germany 1998
Pre-election winner/
post-election loser (CDU/CSU-FDP) 64.8 79.6 +14.8

Pre-election loser/
post-election winner (SPD-Greens) 47.1 75.6 +28.5

Gap +17.7 +4.0

Spain 1996
Pre-election winner/
post-election loser (PSOE) 90.7 92.3 +1.6

Pre-election loser/
post-election winner (PP) 58.6 95.7 +37.1

Gap +32.1 −3.4

As a result, the 6 percentage point pre-election gap in satisfaction between
Labour supporters and Tories turned into a 25.7 percentage point gap in favor
of the Tories.

A similar dynamic is at work in the 1997 election, when the Tories, after
eighteen years in office, lost power to Labour. While there was a substantial
gap in democracy satisfaction in favor of the previous-election majority of
about 35 percentage points (Tories: 78.6 percent; Labour: 44.0 percent), the
gap was not only reduced but reversed after the election (Tories: 72.5 percent;
Labour: 76.8 percent), producing a 4.3 percentage points gap in satisfaction
with democracy in favor of Labour supporters and an almost 40 percentage
points overall shift in the winner–loser gap pre- and post-election.
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In the German case, the 1983 and 1998 elections produced an overall swing
in the winner–loser gap of 32 and 13.7 percentage points, respectively. In 1983,
80.8 percent of pre-election winners (Social Democrats) expressed satisfac-
tion with democracy, while only 67.4 percent of pre-election losers (Christian
Democrats) did, creating an overall gap of 13.4 percentage points. After the
election was over and the Social Democrats had lost, only 70.2 percent of their
supporters expressed satisfaction with democracy, while 88.8 percent of the
victorious Christian Democrats did, thus producing an 18.6 percentage point
gap in favor of the new majority.

In the Spanish case, a remarkable 90.7 percent of previous-election winners
expressed satisfaction with the way democracy works, while only about
60 percent of pre-election losers said the same. Yet, after the election, this
gap was reversed, if only slightly so, in favor of the new winners, the sup-
porters of the conservative Partido Popular (PP).

While there were differences in the levels of satisfaction across countries
and within countries before different elections, this general pattern holds for
all cases with one small exception, namely the 1998 German election, where
post-election losers in 1998 were slightly more satisfied than post-election
winners. The German results for 1983 are also worth evaluating with some
caution, given that the old Social-Democratic government had already been
out of office for a few months by the time the election was held as a result of
Germany’s constructive vote of no confidence.3

Overall, however, the positive gap we find in all pre-election cases and
the negative gap we find in four of the five post-election cases indicates that
previous-election winners evaluated the political system more positively than
previous-election losers, and so did post-election winners relative to post-
election losers.

The results also show whether and how much pre-election-winners-turned-
post-election-losers and pre-election-losers-turned-post-election-winners
changed in their evaluation of the political system. The last column of
Table 4.2 calculates the pre- to post-election change in satisfaction levels for
the two groups. Using the 1979 British election as an example, we find that sat-
isfaction among Labour supporters dropped precipitously in the aftermath of
the election. Specifically, while 66.9 percent of Labour supporters proclaimed
satisfaction with the political system prior to the contest, only 46.6 percent
said so afterwards. Conversely, while 60.9 percent of the eventual winners
(Conservatives) expressed satisfaction with the system before the election,
this percentage increased to 72.3 percent after the contest. Thus, while Labour

3 However, because Germany’s political situation was so fluid at the time and because the
Social Democrats had been in power since 1969, it would be reasonable to think of that particular
election as having had two ‘incumbent’ parties—that is, the outgoing SPD and the newly installed
incumbents who called the election, the CDU/CSU.
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supporters experienced a 20.3 percentage point drop in satisfaction, satisfac-
tion levels among Conservative voters rose by 11.3 percentage points.

The data tell a similar story of increase (in the case of new winners) and
decline (new losers) for the other cases, though the pattern is not uniform.
In Germany’s 1983 election, post-election losers’ satisfaction declined by
10.6 percentage points, while post-election winners’ satisfaction jumped by
21.4 percentage points. In Spain’s 1996 election, satisfaction levels of post-
election losers stayed roughly the same, while post-election winners’ satisfac-
tion jumped by a remarkable 37.1 percentage points. The only slight exception
to the pattern of significantly less satisfied post-election losers, again, is the
1998 German election, which showed an increase in satisfaction levels among
both winners and losers. However, although the election appears to have
boosted satisfaction levels among both groups, the increase in satisfaction was
twice that among the post-election winners (28.6 points) than the post-election
losers (14.8 points).

Thus, different countries, with different political parties, during different
elections and political periods show a switch in how people evaluate the polit-
ical system, depending on the outcome of an election. Thus, in situations where
one government loses power and is replaced by another, the winner–loser gap
alternates as well. Those who supported an incumbent government that lost
an election go from more positive attitudes toward the system to less posit-
ive ones. Conversely, those who were turned from previous-election losers
into post-election winners become more positive in their attitudes and almost
always more positive than the former winners.

LOSERS’ CONSENT OVER THE COURSE OF THE
ELECTORAL CYCLE

These calculations discussed above provide evidence of the switch that an
election outcome brings about in how winners and losers view the political
system. One question that has not been answered so far, however, is whether the
switch, once it occurs, is sustained over time and whether it occurs regardless
of who is in power—that is, irrespective of the ideological composition of
the government or who leads it. There is some evidence that this is indeed the
case. In a study of system support in Western Europe, Huseby (1999) combined
responses from eight West European countries and examined the winner–loser
gap for the 1975–94 period (Figure 4.1). She finds that, overall, supporters
of the government are significantly more positive in their evaluations of the
political system’s performance than opposition supporters.

While this evidence is suggestive, we sought to examine our question in
greater detail with the help of Eurobarometer data for Britain and Germany
from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s and for Spain from the mid-1980s to the
mid-1990s—that is, time periods for which we have available both the political
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Figure 4.1. Levels of satisfaction with democracy among winners and losers 1975–94
(in percent)

Note: The countries are France, Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Denmark, Ireland, UK.

allegiance variables as well as regularly repeated readings of the satisfaction
with democracy measure.4

Specifically, we calculated the levels of satisfaction among winners and
losers for each country over time.5 This means that we tracked levels of sat-
isfaction among the two groups of voters over the course of two decades in
the case of Britain and Germany and one decade in the case of Spain. Several
aspects of this analysis deserve highlighting. For one, this time period covers
four elections and parts or all of five electoral cycles in the British case, where
elections were held in 1979, 1983, 1987, and 1992. In the German case, the data
span five electoral cycles and six elections (1976, 1980, 1983, 1987, 1990, and
1994). In both of these countries, voters also experienced a change in power,
with the election of the Tory government in Britain in 1979, and the election
of the Christian Democratic–Liberal coalition under Helmut Kohl in Germany
in 1983. In the Spanish case, our data unfortunately do not contain a change in
government, but they do cover three elections (1986, 1989, and 1993) as well
as parts of all of three electoral cycles.

All three graphs, shown in Figures 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4, tell a similar story.
While there is variation across countries and over time in voters’ levels of

4 We suspended these trend analyses in 1995 because the Eurobarometer discontinued asking
the question about democracy satisfaction for several years.

5 The Eurobarometer surveys are calculated twice yearly. When variables were unavailable
to calculate winner and loser satisfaction levels for a survey, we interpolated satisfaction levels
from two adjacent surveys. This is the case for three surveys in each country’s time series.
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Figure 4.2. Evaluations of the political system in Britain, 1976–95
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Figure 4.3. Evaluations of the political system in Germany, 1976–95

satisfaction with their political system, it also is very clear that the winner–
loser gap is sustained over long periods of time. Moreover, and as importantly,
while the size of the winner–loser gap varies over time, it is virtually never the
case that losers are more satisfied with the political system than winners. It is
important to note that the gap exists, therefore, regardless of who is in power,
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Figure 4.4. Evaluations of the political system in Spain, 1985–95

and it is a phenomenon that is sustained beyond the immediate post-election
period. Put another way, instead of being the mark of temporary disappointment
with the election outcome, it appears to be a lasting aspect of how voters view
the political system’s performance. Losing breeds lower levels of content not
just immediately after an election; and discontent remains over the course of
the electoral cycle.

Looking at the results in a bit more detail, we find that the winner–loser gap
is particularly sizable in Britain and rather substantial after the 1979 election
(Figure 4.2). That is, while the gap is relatively small in the mid- to late-1970s,
it achieves its highest reading during the mid- to late-1980s, after which it
declines somewhat. Overall, however, we find that British losers are signific-
antly less satisfied than British winners. On average, well over 70 percent of
British winners express satisfaction with the workings of democracy, while
around forty-five percent of the losers do so. This result is consistent with
findings from a cross-national study, which shows that the winner–loser gap
is particularly pronounced in more majoritarian political systems like Great
Britain’s (Anderson and Guillory 1997).

The results for the German case reveal a very similar picture to that found
in Britain, with about 81 percent of German winners on average expressing
a positive evaluation of the way democracy works and about 65 percent of
losers doing so. There is, however, an interesting difference to the British case
that is quite obviously related to an exogenous shock in the form of German
unification. The winner–loser gap is fairly steady throughout much of the
1970s and 1980s (Figure 4.3). Right before German unification (1989–90),
however, both winners and losers become more satisfied with the political
system. In large part, we speculate that these developments were the result of
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the euphoria surrounding German unification (and maybe Germany’s success
in the soccer World Cup!). After unification was successfully achieved and
the post-unification hangover set in, however, both winners’ and losers’ eval-
uations of the political system became much less positive, though the gap
between winners and losers remained throughout.

Spain, finally, saw a winner–loser gap between 1985 and 1995 that was
quite steady and similar in size to the one observed in Germany (Figure 4.4).
On average, about 63 percent of Spanish winners expressed satisfaction with
the political system, while only about 44 percent of the losers said so. Beyond
this, we see a bit of a decline in overall satisfaction levels among both winners
and losers during the early 1990s, a period of particular economic difficulty
in Spain. Overall, though, the winner–loser gap is consistent and persistent
throughout.

The fact that the winner–loser gap appears so dependably supports our
general contention. In fact, it is even more remarkable because evaluations of
the political system’s performance are not usually expected to be completely
steady. Thus, temporary developments in a nation’s political or economic life
may lead one to expect possible and sudden shifts that may have the potential
to invert the winner–loser gap. Yet, this does not seem to be the case. Moreover,
it is important to point out that the countries experienced multiple elections
during the period examined here and that both Britain and Germany saw a
change in power during this time. Yet, again, and consistent with the results
we reported earlier in this chapter, a change in government does not erase the
winner–loser gap, nor do periods of election campaigns seem to alter the basic
difference in how winners and losers evaluate the political system. The final
question for this chapter then becomes whether losing over long periods of
time leads to a deterioration in losers’ consent.

THE EFFECT OF REPEATED LOSING

Does losing repeatedly affect losers’ consent? If so, how? Examining these
questions requires data on citizens’ beliefs that include cases where supporters
of one or several parties have lost elections time and again over a relatively long
period of time. While such occurrences of persistent loss are relatively rare
across democratic systems, there are some well-known cases of one-party
dominant regimes, such as Japan or Sweden during much of the post-Second
World War period (Pempel 1990). In the context of our study, we examine the
British, German, and Spanish cases, all of which had long periods of single-
party (or coalition) rule. Specifically, from 1979 to 1997—for some eighteen
years—Britain was ruled by the Conservative Party, first under Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher and subsequently under John Major. This period spanned
five elections, the first four of which were lost by those who were not supporters
of the Conservative Party. Germany, similarly, saw about sixteen years of rule
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by the Christian Democratic/Liberal coalition led by Chancellor Helmut Kohl
from late 1982 until 1998. As in Britain, this period spanned five elections
(1983, 1987, 1990, 1994, and 1998), with only one defeat (the last election) for
the incumbents. Spain, finally, saw over thirteen years of rule by the Socialists
during the 1982–96 period, during the course of which the country held five
elections as well (1982, 1986, 1989, 1993, and 1996); the Socialists were
eventually defeated in 1996.

Our working hypothesis is that repeated losing corrodes support—that is, it
has the effect of producing ever more negative feelings on the part of losers, as
their chances of being in the majority are repeatedly frustrated. To test this idea,
we conducted analyses at the aggregate and the individual level. We track the
trajectories of losers’ consent over time and we calculate whether the direction
of change is consistently in one direction (whether there is a downward trend),
and whether this change over time is statistically significant.

Figure 4.5 shows the trajectory of losers’ satisfaction with the political
system in Britain between 1979 and 1995. While there is significant variability
in satisfaction levels within any few years, there does appear to be a down-
ward trend in satisfaction levels as time wore on. Calculations show that, on
average, each year brought with it a 0.25 percentage point drop in democracy
satisfaction levels among losers. That is, satisfaction levels among the losers
were slightly below 50 percent in 1979 but dropped to below 40 percent by the
middle 1990s. Another way to look at the numbers would be to say that satis-
faction declined from 45–50 percent at the beginning of the period examined
here to about 35–40 percent later on. While this may not seem like a substantial

30

40

50

60

19
79

19
80

19
81

19
82

19
83

19
84

19
85

19
86

19
87

19
88

19
89

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

Pe
rc

en
t s

at
is

fi
ed

Figure 4.5. Democracy satisfaction among losers: Britain, 1979–95
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Figure 4.6. Democracy satisfaction among losers: Germany, 1983–97

trend, the cumulative effect of this drop is noteworthy. Simply losing time and
again and staying a loser makes citizens less allegiant to the political system.
Needless to say, this is hardly good news for system legitimacy.

The German case tells a similar story, though one that was interrupted by the
euphoria of unification. Losers’ consent actually increased between 1983 and
1990 (the time of unification), after which it declined precipitously (Figure 4.6).
More importantly, however, despite the massively positive shock of unifica-
tion, which brought on high levels of goodwill toward the political system and
the political community, the overall trend in losers’ satisfaction with regime
performance is downward. Our calculations show that each passing year meant
a concomitant 0.37 percentage point decrease in levels of satisfaction with
democracy in Germany. Thus, while losers’ satisfaction levels were as high as
the low to mid-70 percent range in the middle to late 1980s, they dropped to
slightly above 50 percent a few years after unification. Moreover, we should
note that our data only include responses from the former West Germany in
order to make the percentages (populations) comparable over the entire time
period. When East Germans are included in the post-1990 calculations as well,
the decline in satisfaction levels, unsurprisingly, is even more pronounced. (To
estimate more precisely whether the overall trend was the result of a grow-
ing disillusion with unification, below, we will more formally account for this
possibility in a regression analysis.)

An inspection of the Spanish results shows that the general downward trend
in system performance evaluations experienced by perennial losers is a gen-
eral phenomenon (Figure 4.7). There too, losers’ satisfaction levels declined
over time. In fact, if anything, the decline observed in the Spanish case is
more conspicuous than that in the other two countries because it was larger in
magnitude and occurred over a shorter period of time. While losers’ satisfac-
tion was relatively stable during the mid- to late-1980s, it dropped from about



Dynamics of Losers’ Consent 63

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

19
85

19
86

19
87

19
88

19
89

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

Pe
rc

en
t s

at
is

fi
ed

Figure 4.7. Democracy satisfaction among losers: Spain, 1985–95

50 percent in the late-1980s to about 30 percent by the mid-1990s. Thus, as
in Britain and Germany, losers’ happiness with the way the political system
worked declined after losses began to accumulate in Spain as well.

When we examine the three countries’ trajectories with an eye toward sat-
isfaction levels at the time of elections as well as similarities with regard to
the overall trends, two things stand out: first, it appears that losers’ satisfaction
increases prior to an election—that is, in the run-up to an opportunity to wrest
power from the current incumbent. For example, losers’ evaluations in Britain
become more positive in the two years prior to balloting from 1981 to 1983,
1985 to 1987, and 1990 to 1992 (cf. Figure 4.2). Similar dynamics are at work
in other countries.

Second, we find that there is a difference between first and second election
losses on one hand and subsequent ones on the other. Specifically, we find
that losers’ consent is relatively stable or even increases between the first and
second election loss—this is the case in both Britain and Germany, where we
have data to observe this change—but then a significant decline after the first
opportunity to win back power was frustrated. Thus, the decline, when it occurs,
is less noticeable earlier in the period of losing and much more pronounced
later on. While this suggests that losing starts taking a toll on legitimacy after
the second election defeat in a row, this finding is consistent with the general
idea that losing repeatedly frustrates voters to an ever greater degree.

To calculate whether there was, indeed, a downward trend that was stat-
istically significant, we performed two sets of analyses. First, we regressed
levels of losers’ satisfaction in each country on a simple time variable (coded 1
for the first survey, 2 for the second, and so on) with the help of aggregated
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Table 4.3. Long-term trends in losers’ satisfaction with democracy in
Britain, Germany, and Spain

Country Individual level Aggregate level

Britain (1979–95) −0.01∗∗∗ −0.50∗∗
(0.001) (0.17)
N = 15, 575 N = 32

Germany (1983–95) −0.01∗∗∗ −0.57a −0.69∗b

(0.002) (0.39) (0.33)
N = 11, 753 N = 27 N = 27

Spain (1985–95) −0.05∗∗∗ −2.40∗∗∗
(0.004) (0.57)
N = 7, 168 N = 22

∗∗∗p < 0.001.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

Notes: Entries are unstandardized ordinary least squares regression coefficients for
‘year’ variable. Standard errors in parentheses. Two-tailed tests of statistical signi-
ficance are given:
a significant at the 0.07 level, one tailed;
b when model includes variable for German unification.

Source: Eurobarometer Cumulative File, ICPSR No. 3384.

time series data; second, we regressed losers’ consent at the individual level
on a time variable as well.6 Both sets of results are shown in Table 4.3.

The estimations of trends in the data reveal a consistent pattern: persistent
losing leads to drops in positive evaluations of the political system that are
statistically and substantively significant. Regardless of whether we analyze
individual or aggregate level data, the coefficients for the year of the survey
variable are negative, indicating that later years saw more negative evaluations.
Moreover, with one small exception, these coefficients are statistically signific-
ant. The one exception is the German case, where the aggregate level analysis
fails to achieve statistical significance at conventional levels. However, when
we include a variable for the period surrounding unification (with a dummy
variable to account for surveys taken in late 1989, all of 1990, and early 1991),
the German coefficient for the trend variable becomes statistically significant
as well. Substantively speaking, the results show that the drop was more not-
able in Spain; in both the individual-level and aggregate-level analyses, the
Spanish coefficients were larger than those found in Germany and Britain. We
speculate that this may well be due to the fact that Spain is a less established

6 Instead of numbering the surveys, an alternative would be to measure the number of
months party supporters have been losers. Unsurprisingly, both strategies yield essentially
identical inferences.
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democracy—a question we will take up more systematically in comparisons
of old and new democracies in Chapter 6. Moreover, the coefficients were of
similar magnitude in the latter two countries.

LOSERS’ CONSENT OVER THREE DECADES

Finally, we examine the dynamics of losers’ consent over a long stretch of
time, where losers experienced varying periods of winning and losing. To
do so, we make use of the rich series of American National Election Studies
(NES) to trace the dynamics of losers’ consent in the United States in presiden-
tial election years between 1964 and 2000. First, this allows us to demonstrate
if losers in recent years were more distrusting than losers of previous dec-
ades. Republicans at the mass and elite level in the United States were visibly
hostile to President Clinton, for example, due to his low popular vote total,
opposition to some of his policies, and also due to his ‘cultural’ and ‘lifestyle’
positions (admissions of drug use and adultery, tolerance of homosexuality in
the military, etc.). The lack of Republican consent with Clinton’s presidency
culminated in the impeachment by the congressional Republican party in 1997.
Does this mean, however, that a Republican voter who supported Bob Dole
in 1996 was more distrusting of the government than, say, a Democratic voter
who supported Gore in 2000, or a Republican supporting their party’s loser in
1976 (Ford)? Second, the 2000 election—where a Democrat won the popular
vote for President but nonetheless lost the election—may have been such a
dramatic loss that it created significantly more serious erosion in trust in the
government among Democrats than occurred in previous Democratic defeats.

Third, examining the relationship between losing and trust across time may
tell us something about why mass distrust of government has increased over
time. If losing in the electoral arena is one of the determinants of distrust in
government, what happens if there are more losers over time? Trends in US
elections—both in terms of voter turnout and electoral results—suggest that
a smaller proportion of citizens now vote for whoever wins the presidency or
whoever controls the Congress. Has this change in the electorate’s composition
changed the nature of the effect losing has on attitudes toward government?

We use cross-sectional NES data from 1964 to 2000 to estimate trust in
government as a function of support for the losing party. Specifically, we test
how support for losing candidates is associated with distrust by estimating
a simple model of trust for each presidential election year the NES sampled
during this period. Our dependent variable here is measured with the NES ques-
tion, ‘generally speaking, can the [federal] government, that is, the government
in Washington DC, be trusted to do the right thing’. Response categories range
from 1 to 4, with 1 being ‘none of the time’ and 4 being ‘a lot’. Trust is estim-
ated with a simple model that controls for the respondent’s age, gender, race
(black), education, union status, and unemployment.
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The effect of being a loser in the electoral arena is coded as a dummy
variable, where 1 means that the respondent voted for a party different from
the president’s party; and 0 means that the respondent voted for the pres-
ident’s party. To separate out voters for major contenders from supporters of
minor party candidates, we estimated two models: in one, losers were all voters
for the major party competitor to the eventual winner; in the other, all voters
for losing candidates were included in the losing category. Thus, in one model,
a Democratic voter in 1972 was coded as a loser, while a Republican voter in
1964 was coded as a loser. In the other, all those who did not vote for Nixon in
1972 or Johnson in 1964 were coded as losers. By using the same basic model
for all contests conducted between 1964 and 2000, this method allows us to
isolate a coefficient that reflects the magnitude of the relationship between
political trust and being an electoral loser.

Table 4.4 reports two series of coefficients for each presidential election
year from 1964 to 2000. Each column reports OLS regression coefficients for
the effect on trust of voting for a party not in control of the White House,
controlling for other social and demographic traits. The first column lists the
effect for a model where all major party losers were coded as losers, while the
second column reports the effect for all losers.7

Several things are illustrated by these data. First, losers are not always the
least trusting citizens. For example, in 1976, Republican voters are coded as
losers, while, in 2000, Democrats are. In both of these years, losers are signi-
ficantly more trusting than other citizens. However, in each of these elections,
surveys were conducted immediately after (or during) the election and cam-
paign. At the same time, the NES data do show a pattern where the effect
of losing on distrust is consistent when losers vote for a party that has not
controlled the White House for at least one election cycle (Republican voters
in 1964 and 1996; Democrats in 1972, 1984, and 1988). This pattern might
reflect delayed effects of losing on trust, and/or the fact that surveys conducted
at the election are not timed well for detecting such effects. Incidentally, this
delayed response is consistent with the findings reported for the European
countries; namely that a marked decline in losers’ consent sets in subsequent
to the second, rather than the first, electoral loss.

Second, the effect on trust of losing in the 2000 contest—that is, the effect
of not having voted for G. W. Bush—is not particularly remarkable. In fact,
Gore voters were still modestly more trusting of government at the time of
the 2000 election, just as G. H. W. Bush voters were in 1992. Viewed from
this perspective, the 2000 election is not exceptional. Gore voters surveyed by

7 This analysis implicitly assumes that only the White House matters or that it matters more than
winning in the US Congress, for example. There is evidence to support this view—specifically,
that US voters react to winning and losing the presidency but not winning and losing either
chamber of the US Congress (cf. Anderson and LoTempio 2002).
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Table 4.4. The impact of voting for losing US
presidential candidates on trust in government,
1964–2000

Voted for major Voted for major or
party loser minor party losers

1964 −0.33∗ −0.33∗
1968 0.15∗ 0.04
1972 −0.24∗ −0.25∗
1976 0.10∗ 0.11∗
1980 0.12∗ 0.07
1984 −0.16∗ −0.14∗
1988 −0.19∗ −0.21∗
1992 0.01 −0.04
1996 −0.20∗ −0.20∗
2000 0.11∗ 0.10∗

∗p < 0.05 (one-tailed).

Notes: Dependent variable is trust in the federal
government, predicted with age, sex, race (a dummy
for black), education, labor union member, personally
unemployed, and a dummy for non-voters. Losers are
coded as those who voted for the losing presidential
candidate of major party (first column), or any losing
presidential candidate (second column).

Source: American National Election Studies series.
The dependent variable ranges from 1 (distrusting) to 4
(trusting).

NES after the Supreme Court awarded Florida’s Electoral College votes (and
the presidency) to G. W. Bush, however, did have significantly colder feelings
(measured in thermometer scores) than Gore voters interviewed prior to the
decision (Bowler and Donovan 2003a, b).

Third, Table 4.4 illustrates that the effect of winning on trust has been fairly
invariant across time—with 2000 being no particular exception. Despite a
three decade long trend toward greater distrust of government, the relationship
between losing and trust shows no clear pattern over this period. The reason
for this lack of any clear trend may lie in the relatively frequent alternation that
has occurred in American politics, in part produced by term-limits on presid-
ential terms, in part simply the result of two strong and nationally competitive
political party organizations. Divided government, which allows one party to
control the executive while another controls the legislature, may also be a
factor. Overall, then, these results for the United States are consistent with our
findings both on the relative stability of the winner–loser gap between elections
as well as the impact of long-term losing on political support. They also hold
out the possibility that one of the reasons for the remarkable stability of the
American political system lies in the unvarying magnitude of losers’ restraint.
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DISCUSSION

In this chapter, we traced the dynamics of losers’ and winners’ attitudes about
the political system along three dimensions: immediately after an election,
over the course of electoral cycles, and over long periods of time. Our results
show that winning and losing, once it occurs, has immediate but also lasting
effects. When elections reshuffle the cards of the political game, the new
losers—that is, those who were used to being the winners—become less content
with the political system. Conversely, the new winners who were used to being
the losers are elated and become significantly more positive about a political
system that smiled on them this time around. Yet, these effects, while possibly
tinged with euphoria immediately after the election, persist over the course
of an electoral cycle and beyond as losers remain consistently less satisfied
than winners between elections. That is, losing has negative effects for system
legitimacy, and this effect is stubborn. Finally, we show that repeated losing
serves to increasingly undermine losers’ attitudes toward the political system—
while losing once does not immediately serve to undercut losers’ attitudes
toward government, losing twice starts a process that leads to a gradual erosion
of support for a system that consistently fails to make them winners.

Implicitly, these results suggest that long periods without alternation in
power lead to progressively less positive views about the political system
among the losers. We would speculate that a lack of alternation therefore may
well produce a breeding ground for significant change in the political system.
While doubtlessly not as severe as rebellion or civil strife, Japan’s political
crisis that brought about a significant change in the country’s party system
and expressed desire for political reform in the early 1990s may serve as
an example that even apparently mature democracies with political cultures
that value stability possess the inherent potential for significant upheaval
when losers, instead of tuning out, ask for the political system to address their
grievances.

Our findings regarding the long-term trends of losers’ consent touches upon
a research program that has sought to document and explain the apparent long-
run downturn in citizens’ trust in political institutions across the developed
democracies (Dalton 2004). This research tells a story about changing citizen
expectations. According to this view, people are more committed to demo-
cracy than ever, but also have high expectations of democratic institutions
that are frequently and perhaps necessarily disappointed because democratic
government is imperfect. Our findings suggest that, perhaps, one source of the
decline in trust that has been documented may be a lack of alternation. When
governments fail to turn over, losers may start dropping out, leading to lower
turnout and trust over time.

But even in the short run, the relative stability of the winner–loser gap we
observe during the course of electoral cycles regardless of who is in power
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has obvious implications for democratic governance. Unhappy (or at least,
relatively unhappy) voters are unlikely to be as cooperative as happy ones
when it comes to viewing policy outcomes or supporting government policies.
Thus, governments time and again face a sizable and comparatively less happy
segment of voters who are liable to view their actions through the lens of losing.

Finally, the results we present in this chapter indicate that winning and
losing are both short-term and long-term based phenomena. In the short run,
losers feel bad about a system that did not favor them in the most recent
election. In the medium term, the initial disappointment gives way to viewing
the political system in ways that are consistent with the initial disappointment
and the reality of being out of power.

So far, then, we have shown that there is a winner–loser gap that exists across
countries, is observable with regard to different dimensions of legitimacy, and
persists over time. Our next step, then, is to move from the question of whether
there is a gap to the question of why it may vary both across countries and
across different individuals. The next chapter, therefore, focuses on the latter by
examining the factors particular to individual voters that can create differences
in the extent to which losing distresses voters.
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UNDERSTANDING DIFFERENCES IN
LOSERS’ CONSENT
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5

Individual Differences in Losers’ Consent

In previous chapters, we showed that there tends to be a gap in winners’ and
losers’ attitudes and that this gap persists over time. Yet, it is also clear that
this gap does not exist unfailingly. And there may be good reasons for this.
As our model presented in Chapter 2 argues, the strength of the effect of
losing on system support is likely to be a function of a variety of factors,
including the political contexts in which losing and winning are experienced,
as well as individuals’ predispositions and motivations to view losses and wins
in a particular light.

Before turning to cross-national differences, in this chapter we focus on
individual-level differences in how winners and losers come to develop atti-
tudes toward government. While winning and losing are experienced by
individuals and create a lens through which citizens view politics, in this
chapter we examine whether different political predispositions voters bring
to the table matter for how they view the system. That is, we suspect that not
all losers are created equal when it comes to the translation of loss into legit-
imacy beliefs, and we examine what makes some winners and losers more
likely to have strong reactions to being in the majority and minority, and
what makes others less likely to exhibit much of a reaction to the election
outcome.

In the model we outlined in Chapter 2, the likelihood that losing produces
gracious acceptance or violent protest was said to be in part a function of indi-
viduals’ attitudes and prior experiences. That is, the model posits that citizens
cope with loss differently, and that there are therefore differences in voters’
predisposition to view loss as being devastating or normal business. In this
chapter, we focus on two key differences among individuals that may help
shape losers’ consent: ideology and attachment to political parties. Specific-
ally, we examine whether those outside the political mainstream and those very
closely attached to their political party may take a loss particularly hard and
consider it much more negatively than voters who are relatively indifferent
about the contenders for government office and who are closer to the political
center.
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INDIVIDUAL PREDISPOSITIONS AND LOSERS’ CONSENT

At the most basic level, we expect that individuals’ political predispositions
affect how the experience of winning and losing translates into varying
degrees of support for the political system. In particular, we argue that indi-
viduals may carry predispositions that can serve to amplify or mute the posit-
ive effects of winning and the negative effects of losing on citizens’ consent.
Below, we focus on partisanship and ideology as two prominent examples
of such predispositions. Both are said to be formed early in life and have
been shown to be quite stable during people’s lifetimes. This means that they
are unlikely to be strongly, if at all, affected by short-term political events
and also constitute lenses through which individuals view the political world
around them. Regardless of the specific hypotheses about how each of these
predispositions may work to affect legitimacy beliefs—which we will discuss
in greater detail below—we start our investigation by suggesting that beliefs
either mute or amplify the effects of winning and losing on attitudes toward
government. Figure 5.1 depicts this proposed interaction effect.

According to this conceptualization, a muting attitude reduces the level of
positive attitudes toward the system among the winners as well as the level of
negative attitudes among the losers. Conversely, an amplifying predisposition
will enhance winners’ positive beliefs about the system and enhance losers’
already negative attitudes even further. In the context of our theoretical model
shown in Chapter 2, this interactive effect suggests that the negative influ-
ence of losing is muted when individuals are predisposed to have faith in the
system and amplified when their predispositions aggravate the already unpleas-
ant experience of losing an election and finding oneself in the opposition
(Figure 5.2).

←   Muting Amplifying   →
Type of individual predisposition

Sy
st

em
 s

up
po

rt

Winners
Losers

Figure 5.1. Interactive effects of winner–loser status and individual predisposition on
system support
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Muting predisposition

+

Election outcome Loser
Legitimacy
(beliefs, behaviors)

–

Amplifying predisposition

Figure 5.2. The mediating role of individual predispositions on legitimacy beliefs
among losers

PARTY IDENTIFICATION AS A LINK BETWEEN
LOSING AND CONSENT

The notion that party identification, also variously referred to as partisanship
or partisan attachment, can serve to mediate the impact of winning and losing
on legitimacy beliefs appears straightforward at first sight. After all, winning
and losing should matter more to people who feel a strong bond with the party
they support. As a result, we would expect strongly partisan winners to rejoice
more and strongly partisan losers to be more dejected after an election, and
this should translate into varying levels of support for a system that produced
the welcome or unwelcome outcome. Put simply, then, partisanship should be
an amplifying predisposition. Whether this is a reasonable conjecture and one
that is supported by the data, however, is a topic we address below.

Partisanship is a concept that has a long and distinguished tradition in
research on political behavior (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002). It gen-
erally refers to an individual’s affective or emotional attachment to a political
party, which, according to the Michigan school of thought, has its origins in
early socialization experiences (Campbell et al. 1960). In contrast, research-
ers taking a rational choice perspective view such an attachment as more
of an instrumental attitude and a cognitive short-cut that represents a run-
ning tally of retrospective assessments of party performance (Fiorina 1981).
Either way, both perspectives consider partisan identification as an attitude
that disposes the individual both to dependably vote for a particular political
party in different elections and to interpret new political information in ways
that are consistent with the party’s interests and policy stances (Zaller 1992).
A short perusal of the literature on partisanship reveals that a large body of
scholarship on attitude formation recognizes that citizens are prone to adopt
the issue positions and political orientations of the political party and candid-
ate they support (Campbell et al. 1960; Brody and Page 1972; Jackson 1975;
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Markus and Converse 1979; Franklin and Jackson 1983; Jacoby 1988).
Consistent with this, we view partisanship as a lens through which individuals
view the political world around them.

However, partisans clearly are not created equal when considered from the
perspective of winners and losers. After an election has been held, one set of
partisans had their choice confirmed by the electorate as a whole, while the
choice of the other set was repudiated. To those strongly attached to their
political party, such a confirmation or repudiation may well be especially
consequential. However, exactly how this is expected to work is not entirely
clear. On one hand, we would expect strong partisans to be more likely to
delight in their victory and be more frustrated in their defeat relative to those
who are relatively less attached to the parties that competed in the contest.
In a way, strength of partisanship thus would be a measure of how intensely
voters experience winning and losing, and we would expect the winner–loser
gap to be particularly pronounced among strong partisan identifiers. If this
is the case, partisanship should amplify, not mute, the impact of the election
outcome on attitudes toward the system.

On the other hand, however, this expectation is open to challenge, based
on what we know about the role of partisanship in the formation of support
for the political system, and based on what we know about how people seek
to avoid cognitive dissonance. Regarding the former, in a democratic political
system populated with parties that accept the existing political order, indi-
viduals with party attachments should have higher levels of support for the
idea that the political process matters and is worth paying attention to than
non-identifiers. Partisans care about their party and possibly by implication,
the political process. Unsurprisingly, therefore, research consistently has found
that attachments to political parties are a major factor in the formation of
public support for the political order in which they are embedded. People who
identify strongly with a party tend to be much more supportive of the idea
that the political system functions properly than people without strong party
attachment (Dennis 1966; Miller and Listhaug 1990; Holmberg 2003).

This relationship has been assumed to be of direct relevance to the health
of, and the outlook for, a democratic political system (Dalton 2002; Torcal,
Gunther, and Montero 2002; Holmberg 2003). Specifically, it has been specul-
ated that the oft-noted decline in party identification may well lead to declining
levels of support for party-based democracy (Dalton 2002). Viewed from this
perspective and based on the existing evidence, then, we would speculate
that partisanship may actually serve to mute the impact of losing because strong
partisans accept the process to a greater extent than unattached voters do. In this
case, it should not matter so much for political legitimacy whether an individual
is among the losers of an election, but the fact that this person is strongly
attached to a political party. Partisanship as a system-affirming attitude, there-
fore, should breed content with the system and, as a result, mute the impact
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of the election outcome on losers’ consent. Thus partisan winners should be
happier with the system, but partisan losers might also be happier when com-
pared with non-partisan ones (Paskeviciute and Anderson 2004).

This is consistent with research on cognitive dissonance, which has found
that voters very often experience post-election dissonance and will try to
reduce it by forming consistent beliefs (Frenkel and Doob 1976; Regan and
Kilduff 1988). For example, people usually will report more esteem and con-
fidence in the candidate they choose and they will devalue the alternative.
Once the outcome is known, however, voters who cast a ballot for a loser
tend to see that candidate as more similar to the winner in an effort to justify
their choice of candidate. Alternatively, these same voters have been found to
develop more favorable attitudes toward the winner and less favorable ones
toward the loser, even if they voted for the losing candidate (Brehm 1956, 1962;
Stricker 1964; Joslyn 1998). This latter stream of research would imply that
strongly partisan losers will be more likely to report that they value the process
they just voluntarily participated in. If this is the case, we should not expect to
find significant differences between strongly versus weakly partisan winners
and losers’ evaluations of the political system. Instead, the major difference
should be observed between those with an allegiance to a political party and
those without, rather than between strongly attached winners and losers.

PARTISAN ATTACHMENT AND EVALUATIONS OF
THE POLITICAL SYSTEM

To examine the differences in winners’ and losers’ levels of contentment with
the functioning of the political system, we first take a look at how winners
and losers who are strongly attached to the political party they voted for in
the election differ in their evaluations of the political system from those who
say they are only somewhat or not at all attached to the party they supported.
For this reason and given the evidence about the winner–loser gap presented
in the previous chapter, the analysis in this chapter focuses on satisfaction with
democracy as the dependent variable.

If partisan attachment makes voters more likely to have a strong reaction
to the election outcome, then we would expect winners who are close to the
party they supported to be most positive about the political system and losers
who are close to their party to express the most negative evaluation of the
political system. Alternatively, if being a partisan means having higher levels
of allegiance to the existing political order, then we would expect the usual
winner–loser gap, but also strongly partisan winners and losers to be more
positive in their evaluations of the system than unattached winners and losers.

To examine which of these scenarios was supported by the data, we relied
on surveys from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems surveys used
earlier in this book to calculate the mean levels of satisfaction (on a 1–4 scale)
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for election winners and losers in fifteen countries, split also by whether they
indicated that they were very close to their political party or not very close.1

In the total sample, 19.1 percent of respondents (including nonvoters) indicated
that they were very close to their party; 5.8 percent of the total sample were
very close to a political party and also electoral winners; 5.2 percent said they
were very close and also fell into the category of electoral losers. Winners and
losers were categorized on the basis of a vote recall question and we included
those respondents who indicated that they did not have any party attachment
in the category of not very close. Table 5.1 shows the results for the countries
for which the necessary variables were available.

The results show that, if anything, the expected effect of partisanship as an
amplifier exists for winners but not for losers. Overall, in ten of the fifteen
countries included here, winners who are close to their political party are
also the most supportive of the political system; thus, winners with strong
allegiances to the political party of their choice are particularly happy with the
way the political system works in countries as different as Australia, Canada,
the Czech Republic, Denmark, Iceland, Japan, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and
Switzerland. This constitutes two-thirds of the cases analyzed here.

In contrast, the evidence is somewhat less supportive of partisanship as an
amplifier effect for losers. While unattached losers exhibit the lowest levels
of satisfaction with the performance of the system in only a small number of
countries (Australia, Denmark, Iceland, and Spain), strongly partisan losers
were particularly dejected and evaluated the political system particularly neg-
atively in seven countries. We found such an effect in Canada, the Czech
Republic, Japan, Poland, Portugal, Sweden, and Switzerland.

Overall, the pattern of results is in the direction of an amplifying effect
of partisanship, but this effect is not universal. While unattached winners
exhibit the most positive attitudes toward the political system in some countries
(Poland), attached losers do in others (Germany, the Netherlands, and Norway).
And although there are more instances of happy winners than of happy losers,
and despite the fact that, overall, attached winners are happiest and attached
losers are least happy, there also is significant cross-national variation in these
results.

Taken together, then, we find that partisan losers expressed the most negative,
and partisan winners simultaneously the most positive, opinions about the
political system in six of the fifteen cases: Canada, the Czech Republic, Japan,

1 The question wording for the partisanship measure consists of a series of questions as
follows: 1. ‘Do you usually think of yourself as close to any particular party?’ If yes to question 1,
‘Which party is that? Do you feel very close to this party, somewhat close, or not very close?’ If no
to question 1, ‘Do you feel yourself a little closer to one of the political parties than the others?
Which party is that?’ The approach followed here—that is, focusing on strong identifiers—is
useful because the biggest problem concerning the measuring of partisan attachment concerns
those who say they are partisan but add that they are not strongly partisan (Blais et al. 2001: 14).
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Table 5.1. Satisfaction with democracy among strong and weak partisans

Country Loser–Winner Not close Close to party

Australia Winner 3.15 3.23
Loser 2.98 3.06

Canada Winner 3.12 3.43
Loser 2.71 2.71

Czech Republic Winner 2.89 3.18
Loser 2.28 1.79

Denmark Winner 3.20 3.38
Loser 3.16 3.22

Germany Winner 2.71 2.72
Loser 2.74 2.84

Iceland Winner 3.07 3.24
Loser 2.77 2.78

Japan Winner 2.84 3.00
Loser 2.63 2.11

Netherlands Winner 3.09 2.94
Loser 3.01 3.18

Norway Winner 3.19 3.13
Loser 3.19 3.22

Poland Winner 2.78 2.70
Loser 2.66 2.61

Portugal Winner 2.54 2.55
Loser 2.48 2.40

Spain Winner 2.98 3.24
Loser 2.84 2.94

Sweden Winner 2.85 2.98
Loser 2.76 2.55

Switzerland Winner 2.86 2.91
Loser 2.86 2.78

United Kingdom Winner 2.83 2.89
Loser 3.03 2.97

Total Winner 2.91 2.97
Loser 2.86 2.81

Notes: Highest values are shown in bold; lowest values are shown in bold and italics.
Dependent variable ranges from 1 (dissatisfaction) to 4 (satisfaction).

Source: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) surveys (1996–2000).

Portugal, Sweden, and Switzerland. Thus, while the ‘partisanship as amp-
lifier effect’ does exist, it exists neither uniformly nor simultaneously for
both winners and losers in most countries. In contrast, there are also four
cases (Australia, Denmark, Iceland, and Spain) where unattached losers dis-
play the lowest levels of satisfaction with democracy, thus suggesting that
strong partisanship mutes the impact of losing on losers’ consent in these coun-
tries. Thus, the evidence suggests that strong attachments to political parties
can, but do not necessarily, lead to greater joy about the functioning of the
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political system among the winners or more disappointment with it among
the losers.

To help fix these effects with greater accuracy, we conducted multivariate
estimations of democracy satisfaction that controlled for a host of factors that,
when accounted for, may produce crisper effects for the mediating influence
of partisanship on legitimacy. Specifically, we controlled for demographic
variables such as age, education, and income, but also an important political
variable, voting participation, in order to separate out nonvoters and voters.
Moreover, to test the idea that partisanship may have either an amplifying or
muting effect—that is, that strongly partisan winners would be most positive
about the political system and strongly partisan losers either most negative
(amplifying) or more positive than unattached losers (muting), we created two
dummy variables that captured these two populations; the reference category
includes nonpartisan winners and losers. The coefficients for these two dummy
variables are shown in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2. The effects of partisan winner–loser status on
evaluations of political system performance

Country Strongly partisan Strongly partisan
winner loser

Australia 0.068 −0.009
Canada 0.561∗∗∗ −0.195∗
Czech Republic 0.594∗∗∗ −0.779∗∗∗
Denmark 0.215∗∗ 0.049
Germany −0.035 0.052
Iceland 0.301∗∗∗ −0.095
Japan 0.179a −0.639∗∗∗
Netherlands −0.138 0.149
Norway 0.036 0.067
Poland 0.019 −0.150
Portugal 0.028 −0.027
Sweden 0.234∗ −0.232∗∗
Switzerland 0.059 −0.074
Spain 0.327∗∗∗ −0.089
United Kingdom −0.005 −0.030

Pooled sample 0.067∗∗ −0.068∗∗

∗∗∗p < 0.001.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.
a p < 0.05, one-tailed.

Notes: Unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. Coding of extreme
winner (loser) status: extreme winners (losers) = 1; others = 0; reference
category is non-extreme winners and losers. Based on multivariate estimation
models controlling for age, education, gender, income, and voting participa-
tion. Dependent variable ranges from 1 (dissatisfaction) to 4 (satisfaction).

Source: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (1996–2000).
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The coefficients shown in Table 5.2 tell a story that is similar to that told
by the simple averages. We find that strongly partisan winners expressed
significantly more positive evaluations of the political system in six of the
fifteen countries (Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Iceland, Sweden,
and Spain). Thus, when significant, the results for strongly partisan winners
points to winners being more positive. That is, when strength of partisanship
matters among winners, it amplifies the impact of the election outcome.

Similarly, strongly partisan losers express the most negative opinions about
the working of democracy in four countries (Canada, the Czech Republic,
Japan, and Sweden). Thus, considering significant winner and loser effects
together, of the fifteen cases, eight showed no discernible differences among
partisan winners, partisan losers, and nonpartisans, and there were three
(Canada, the Czech Republic, and Sweden) where partisanship amplified the
impact of both winning and losing on attitudes toward the system. Among the
remaining four, winners were most positive but losers not most negative in
three countries (Denmark, Iceland, and Spain), and losers were most negative
but winners not most positive in one country (Japan; though the winner coeffi-
cient is statistically significant using a one-tailed test). Thus, when we consider
the evidence from the perspective of the muting hypothesis, we find that there
was no case where the observed pattern supports the notion that partisanship
helps buffer the effect of losing.

On balance, then, the evidence points in two directions: first, the (perhaps
heroic or naïve) expectation that election outcomes would unfailingly translate
into particularly high or low levels of joy or sorrow with the political system,
for partisan winners and losers, is supported only in a minority of cases. More
often than not, such unambiguous differences do not emerge. At the same time,
however, when they do exist, they point in the direction of strongly partisan
winners being most positive and strongly partisan losers being most negative
about the workings of the system, thus providing consistent but also restricted
support for the amplifying hypothesis.2

As should be clear from our analyses in Chapter 4, however, it is worth
pointing out that in two of our cases analyzed here (Germany and the United
Kingdom), the elections preceding our surveys marked the end of long periods

2 Given the debate over the applicability of the concept of partisanship to countries outside
the United States (Budge, Crewe, and Farlie 1976; Richardson 1991; Clarke, Stewart, and
Whiteley 1997; Schickler and Green 1997; Sanders and Brynin 1999; Blais et al. 2001; Green,
Palmquist, and Schickler 2002), we conducted additional analyses in order to validate the find-
ings for strength of partisan attachment. Specifically, we relied on a battery of questions included
in the CSES surveys that asked respondents to indicate, on a 0–10 scale, for each political party in
the country whether they liked or disliked that party. Using the same analytical strategy employed
for partisan attachment, we found that disliking political parties other than one’s own tends to
deepen losers’ negative views of the political system, while it does not elevate winners’ views.
Conversely, we found that strong attachment to one’s political party heightens evaluations of the
political system among the winners but does not necessarily depress them among losers.
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of incumbent rule. Perhaps not coincidentally, these are also cases that did
not exhibit any significant pattern. As mentioned before, in such cases the
high levels of support for the political system among the old winners—that
is, the new losers—may not have quite worn off, and particularly high levels
of support among the new winners—that is, the old losers—may not yet have
become entrenched.

To provide further tests of the mediating impact of partisanship, we examined
data from the United States—that is, the country where the concept has experi-
enced the greatest degree of empirical support and examination. Specifically,
we were able to draw on the American National Election Studies (NES) series
of surveys conducted every two years from 1964 to 2002. We coded citizens
who did not have the same political allegiance as the President’s party as losers
for ‘on-year’ and ‘off-year’ surveys. Thus, our ‘losing’ variable reflects not
being aligned with the party controlling the White House. We also examined
how strength of partisanship influenced the impact of loss by dividing respond-
ents into a category of weakly attached or unattached partisans on one hand
and a category of strongly attached partisans on the other.

We subsequently estimated multivariate ordinary least squares models of
trust in government that control for the respondent’s age, gender, race (black),
education, union status, unemployment, and voting participation. The depend-
ent variable is measured with the NES question, ‘generally speaking, can the
[federal] government, that is, the government in Washington DC, be trusted to
do the right thing’. Response categories range from 1 to 4, with 1 being ‘none
of the time’ and 4 being ‘a lot of the time’. Table 5.3 shows the results.

Several things are illustrated by these data. First, the effect of losing (and,
by extension, the inverse effect of winning) is most pronounced among strong
partisans. Although losers from the overall sample (column 1) are generally
less likely to trust the government, this effect is greatest among the strong
partisans. This makes sense if we consider that partisans have the keenest
interest in politics and are more informed, and, thus, are most likely to have
specific concerns about election outcomes.

Second, losers are not always the least trusting citizens—at least not in the
short term. The data suggest that former losers, who may have been more
distrusting while out of power, quickly change their perception of government
once their party controls the White House. For example, in 1968, Democratic
identifiers are coded as losers for having lost the presidential election that
year—yet their party had controlled the executive and legislature from 1960 to
1968. Immediately after the 1968 election, they remained more trusting than
other citizens. After just two years out of power (in terms of control of the
presidency), however, strongly partisan Democrats became significantly less
trusting of government. Likewise, Republican identifiers were more trusting
of government in 1992 after their party had controlled the White House for
twelve straight years. However, after two years of the Clinton presidency, they
were significantly less likely to trust the government. Thus, the results for the
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Table 5.3. The effects of partisan loser status on trust in government
in the United States, 1964–2000

Year Partisans
coded as
losers

All
respondents

Weak party
ID and
independents

Strong party
identifiers
only

1964 R −0.13∗ −0.08∗ −0.23∗
1966 R −0.23∗ −0.13∗ −0.50∗
1968 D 0.13∗ 0.09∗ 0.21∗
1970 D −0.04 0.01 −0.20∗
1972 D −0.12∗ −0.11∗ −0.14
1974 D 0.04 0.01 0.08
1976 R 0.11∗ 0.08∗ 0.22∗
1978 R −0.10∗ −0.07∗ −0.21∗
1980 D 0.10∗ 0.08∗ 0.14∗
1982 D −0.06∗ −0.06∗ −0.08∗
1984 D −0.09∗ −0.09∗ −0.11∗
1986 D −0.12∗ −0.09∗ −0.25∗
1988 D −0.11∗ −0.05 −0.29∗
1990 D −0.06∗ −0.03 −0.17∗
1992 R 0.07∗ 0.11∗ −0.03
1994 R −0.06∗ −0.01 −0.23∗
1996 R −0.13∗ −0.07∗ −0.28∗
1998 R −0.09∗ −0.08∗ −0.14∗
2000 D 0.09∗ 0.09∗ 0.10∗
2002 D −0.12∗ −0.09∗ −0.20∗

Average −0.05 −0.02 −0.12

∗p < 0.05.

Notes: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients. Dependent variable is trust
in the federal government, predicted with age, sex, race (a dummy for black),
education, labor union member, personally unemployed, and a dummy for non-
voters. Losers are defined in terms of identification with the major party opposite
of that controlling the presidency.

Source: American National Election Studies series. Dependent variable ranges
from 1 (distrusting) to 4 (trusting).

US case confirm the notion that strongly partisan losers are more likely to
express negative views of the government than others.

Finally, this analysis gives us another perspective on the effects of the acri-
monious 2000 US presidential election, and suggests that the long-term effects
of losing for that election fit the historical pattern displayed in Table 5.3.
Democrats had controlled the White House from 1992 to 2000, and strong
Democratic identifiers were more trusting than others at the time of the 2000
NES survey. By 2002, after two years of the G. W. Bush presidency, they
were significantly less trusting of government. The magnitude of the effect of
being a loser by 2002, moreover, was consistent with two other years where
strong partisans had seen their parties out of power for two years (1994 for
Republicans, and 1970 for Democrats). We hasten to add, however, that it
is plausible to conjecture that the impact of losing measured in 2002, which
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suggests that the 2000 election did not produce unusually large effects among
losers when viewed from historical perspective, could be due to an opinion
rally associated with the September 11, 2001 attacks and the October 21, 2002
Congressional authorization for the US war on Iraq.

Overall, our results regarding partisanship can be summarized as follows:
when partisanship matters at the individual level, it amplifies the impact of
winning and losing. At the same time, partisanship alone is not likely to be the
sole explanation for individual differences in the impact winning and losing
may have on people’s views of the political system.

IDEOLOGY AND LEGITIMACY

Aside from partisanship, we believe that ideology may be another import-
ant individual-level variable that can serve to modify the extent to which
losers develop negative attitudes and winners develop positive ones. A number
of scholars have argued that individuals with attitudes that tend toward the
extremes have stronger motivations to develop an interest in politics, to express
their views, and to participate in the political process more generally. This
expectation is based on the idea that extremists, or what some have referred to
as hardcore opinion holders, may be more committed to their views and more
willing to promote them.

Among others, this idea has its origins in Noelle-Neumann’s work on the
spiral of silence and the argument that the hardcore are ‘not prepared to
conform, to change their opinions, or even be silent in the face of public opin-
ion’ (Noelle-Neumann 1974: 48). More importantly for our purposes, such
individuals are unlikely to be satisfied with the status quo and likely to derive
utility from bringing about political change and mobilizing for it. Conversely,
people may locate themselves in the political mainstream precisely because
they are not much involved in politics, either psychologically or physically:
instead, they simply accept the dominant position without giving it much con-
sideration. As a result, the very lack of interest in political affairs that leads to
the acceptance of the mainstream position in society may also be responsible
for individuals’ low engagement in politics.

A common way to think about how we can locate people in relation to the
prevailing political climate is with the help of the median voter. A country’s
political discourse and its underlying political space are commonly defined by
a simplifying language—often referred to in terms of ideology—that facilitates
political communication and competition. More specifically, ideology is use-
fully summarized as a left–right ideological dimension, which also is commonly
considered a summary of voters’ positions across a range of policies (see e.g.
Klingemann 1979).

Left–right placement is a useful indicator of people’s location in a country’s
political space because it measures political orientations at a very general



Individual Differences 85

level and in commonly understood and widely accepted terms (Inglehart and
Klingemann 1976; Klingemann 1979; Fuchs and Klingemann 1989). As
importantly, the left–right ideological dimension is crucial to how voters choose
among parties, parties compete for voters, and policy positions are packaged
in party platforms (Huber 1989; Gabel and Huber 2000). Simply put, left–right
measures the nature of political competition in a political system as well as
where an individual locates themself within that space—in particular, whether
an individual places themself in the political mainstream, close to the median
opinion, or at the extreme as their political convictions become more divergent
from those of others in the country.

When it comes to losers’ political consent and political action more generally,
supporters of the opposition, and in particular those with attitudes further
removed from the country’s mainstream, have a greater incentive to be psycho-
logically and otherwise engaged in politics. This expectation can be derived
from the potential utility of action for bringing about political change. As we
have mentioned before, winning and losing matter because the stability and
continued functioning of political systems depends on actors’ incentives for
institutional change. If this is the case, then those outside the political
mainstream—that is, those on the political extremes—are more likely to deny
consent and try to bring about change or mobilize for it. Following this logic
of incentives to bring about change, we would expect losers who are located
on the political margins to be even less satisfied with the political system than
losers closer to the mainstream.

IDEOLOGICAL EXTREMISM AND EVALUATIONS OF
THE POLITICAL SYSTEM

To examine the question of whether ideological extremists who also are losers
are the least satisfied with the political system and extremist winners the
happiest with the performance of the political system, we followed similar
analytical procedures to those undertaken in our examination of the effects of
partisan attachment. The only difference is that we coded individuals as falling
into the extreme categories if they placed themselves between 0 and 2 on the
left and 8 and 10 on the right end of the political continuum (other, more gen-
erous or narrow codings yielded similar results). 19.4 percent of respondents
(including nonvoters) in the overall sample placed themselves at the extreme
ends of the ideological spectrum; 8.1 percent of the respondents were simul-
taneously electoral winners and ideologically extreme, while 8.5 percent were
both extreme and electoral losers. Table 5.4 shows the mean evaluations of
ideologically extreme and mainstream winners and losers by country.3

3 For reasons of data availability, we were able to analyze responses from twelve countries.
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Table 5.4. Satisfaction with democracy among extreme
and mainstream ideological voters

Country Loser–Winner Not extreme Extreme

Australia Winner 3.12 3.21
Loser 3.03 2.90

Belgium Winner 2.63 2.57
Loser 2.64 2.40

Canada Winner 3.15 3.28
Loser 2.79 2.70

Denmark Winner 3.25 3.13
Loser 3.10 3.07

Germany Winner 2.65 2.66
Loser 2.79 2.45

Iceland Winner 3.04 3.15
Loser 2.77 2.71

Netherlands Winner 3.07 3.02
Loser 2.96 2.98

New Zealand Winner 2.85 3.04
Loser 2.80 2.78

Norway Winner 3.19 3.04
Loser 3.19 3.17

Sweden Winner 2.85 2.93
Loser 2.70 2.77

Switzerland Winner 2.86 2.88
Loser 2.79 2.79

United Kingdom Winner 2.88 2.78
Loser 3.01 3.04

Total Winner 2.81 2.91
Loser 2.78 2.86

Notes: Highest values are shown in bold; lowest values are shown
in bold and italics.

Source: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) surveys
(1996–2000).

Overall, the differences between the four categories are rather moderate.
As it turns out, however, with only three exceptions (the Netherlands, Norway,
and the United Kingdom), losers with extreme ideological positions were the
least enthusiastic group regarding the political system’s performance.
Moreover, in six of the twelve countries (Australia, Canada, Iceland, New
Zealand, Sweden, and Switzerland), ideologically extreme winners were sig-
nificantly more positive about the way the political system worked than all
others. Finally, in these same six cases, extreme winners were happiest and
extreme losers simultaneously gloomiest about the system’s performance.
Perhaps more importantly, there was only one case (the United Kingdom),
where extreme losers expressed the most positive evaluation of the political
system.
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Table 5.5. The effects of extreme winner–loser status
on evaluations of political system performance

Country Extreme winner Extreme loser

Australia 0.131∗ −0.113
Belgium −0.049 −0.231∗∗∗
Canada 0.341∗∗ −0.226∗∗∗
Denmark −0.001 −0.107∗∗
Germany −0.045 −0.249∗∗∗
Iceland 0.203∗∗∗ −0.181∗∗
Netherlands −0.013 −0.001
New Zealand 0.202∗∗∗ −0.037
Norway −0.136 −0.030
Sweden 0.182∗ −0.005
Switzerland 0.044 −0.081
United Kingdom −0.086 0.060

Pooled sample 0.018 −0.044∗∗

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗∗∗ p < 0.001.

Notes: Unstandardized OLS regression coefficients. Coding of
extreme winner (loser) status: extreme winners (losers) = 1;
others = 0; reference category is non-extreme winners and
losers. Based on multivariate estimation models controlling for
age, education, gender, income, and voting participation.

Source: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (1996–2000).

Moreover, in two cases (Belgium and Germany) the mainstream losers
actually turned out to express the most positive evaluations of the polit-
ical system’s performance. Noticeably, there also were two cases where the
mainstream winners expressed the most positive evaluations of the polit-
ical system: Denmark and the Netherlands, with a third (Norway) where
mainstream winners and losers were roughly equal in their evaluations. This
suggests that the political system in these countries is most positively evaluated
by those in the political middle who manage to obtain power—largely consist-
ent with stereotypes about the sources of stability in these consensus-driven
democracies (Lijphart 1999).

Again, as a check on the robustness of these conclusions, we conducted a
series of multivariate analyses of responses to the satisfaction with democracy
question that included a number of control variables alongside two dummy
terms for ideologically extreme winners and ideologically extreme losers.
The coefficients for these two variables are shown in Table 5.5. They reveal
that, in five of the twelve cases (Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Germany, and
Iceland), extreme losers were significantly more likely to express low levels
of support for the performance of the political system than others. Similarly,
in five of the twelve (Australia, Canada, Iceland, New Zealand, and Sweden)



88 Differences in Losers’ Consent

extreme winners were significantly more likely to have positive evaluations of
the political system than others, while there was no difference among the vari-
ous groups in the Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland, or the United Kingdom.
Perhaps more importantly, when significant, the relationships between ideo-
logically extreme winner–loser status and attitudes toward the performance
of the political system indicate that extreme winners are more positive and
extreme loser more negative in their evaluations of the political system than
other groups. On balance, then, our findings suggest that ideological extrem-
ism, when it mediates the impact of winning and losing on voters’ beliefs
about the political system, has an amplifying rather than muting effect.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we set out to examine how voters’ political predispositions
may help to mediate the impact of winning and losing on attitudes toward
government. Specifically, we focused on how two prominent individual-level
differences—partisanship and ideology—affect what makes some winners and
losers more likely to have strong reactions to being in the majority and minority,
and how they make others less likely to translate the experience of winning
and losing into positive or negative attitudes about the political system.

At the outset, it is not obvious how partisanship should serve to strengthen
or weaken the influence of election outcomes on voters’ consent. While par-
tisanship can be a system-affirming and consistency-inducing attitude—thus
leading winners and losers who are strongly attached to their political parties
to be happier with the political system—it can also be viewed as amplifying
the sense of loss experienced among the losers and the sense of triumph among
the winners. Similarly, ideological extremism can be viewed as an expression
of a prior dissatisfaction with the status quo, thus serving to amplify differences
between winners and losers in their reaction to a political system that produced
a favorable or unfavorable election outcome. At the same time, not being at
the ideological extreme—that is, being in the mainstream—can be viewed
as a lack of strong commitment to or cognitive involvement in the political
process, thus leading losers who express their indifference by claiming the
political middle to find the political system less appealing than others.

Our results suggest a fairly nuanced interpretation of the impact of individual-
level differences on whether and how voters’ experiences as winners and
losers translate into different levels of positive and negative attitudes toward
the political system. For one, the mediating effect of political predispositions
is not ubiquitous. Thus, individual-level differences in terms of strength of
partisanship or ideological extremism do not affect levels of winners’ and
losers’ consent in all circumstances. However, in those cases where we find
evidence of these mediating effects, they point to such predispositions acting
as amplifiers rather than muting the winner–loser effect.
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Specifically, we find that, when influential, strength of partisan attachment
colors and modifies the extent to which electoral losses translate into negative
evaluations of the political system’s legitimacy among winners and losers. For
example, winners who are strongly attached to their political party volunteer
significantly more positive appraisals of the political system’s performance
than other winners. However, such effects are not quite as apparent among
losers, though they do exist for them as well. This suggests that winners’
feelings toward their own party help color their feelings toward the political
system, while this is not quite as consistently the case for losers.

When it comes to ideological extremism, we found that it adds to the strain of
losing and heightens the pleasure of winning. Thus, ideologues are particularly
prone to view the system through the lens of winning and losing. However,
as in the case of partisanship, while these effects can be documented, they
are not universal. Taken together, then, these findings for partisanship and
ideology suggest the following conclusions for understanding the winner–
loser gap. First, voters bring political predispositions to the table that heighten
the effect of winning and losing. Second, however, because such effects are
not ubiquitous and because their substantive impact is moderate, they cannot
serve as the sole explanation for the variations in the winner–loser gap in
attitudes toward the political system. Given that, in the countries examined
here, ideological outliers and strong partisans on average represent fewer than
20 percent of the population, other sources of cross-national variations in the
winner–loser gap are worth considering as well. This is a question we turn to
in our next chapter.



6

Winning and Losing in Old and
New Democracies

As we argued at the outset, among the most critical aspects of understanding
losers’ reactions is the impact ‘losing’ has on political support. And as the
previous chapters have demonstrated, those who vote for parties that are in
government tend to exhibit higher levels of support for the political system
than those who vote for parties that are part of the political opposition. In this
chapter, we further explore this relationship by examining whether and how the
effect of winning and losing is dependent on a country’s political and historical
context. Specifically, we compare the impact of losing on consent in old and
new democracies.

We ask a simple question: is there any reason that the effect of winning
and losing elections might be different in new democracies compared to older
ones? As it turns out, several arguments can be raised to answer the question—
and they might not all point in the same direction. For example, given that the
experience of being among the winners or losers of elections is new in recently
established democratic systems, the distinctions between winners and losers
hypothesized for the established democracies may not yet exist in these con-
texts. Alternatively, this distinction may be much more powerful because losers
have not yet learned that they will be in a position to become winners next time
around. Similarly, losing may mean different things and may be of dissimilar
importance, depending on the political cultural context of a nation. Losing and
winning may be important in western democracies with individualist cultural
values, but it may hold much less importance in collectivist cultures. Given
that there are a number of ways to think about the utility of the winner–loser
distinction, we investigate whether there is structural equivalence in attitudes
among winners and losers in western, more established democracies and newer
democratic states as well as in politically and culturally dissimilar ones.

LEARNING TO LOSE: COMPARING LOSERS’ CONSENT IN
OLD AND NEW DEMOCRACIES

The existing evidence, which shows that electoral losers generally have more
negative attitudes toward politics and government, is open to challenge and
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extension on at least two fronts: first, because the rise of democratic systems
and the experience of regular elections is a recent phenomenon in many coun-
tries around the globe (e.g. Eastern Europe, Latin America, Africa), much of
the theorizing and the vast majority of empirical studies about system support
in democracies has occurred with western systems and experiences in mind
(for exceptions, see, for example, Finkel, Muller, and Seligson 1989; Seligson
1993; Lopez-Pina, McDonough, and Barnes 1994; Rohrschneider 1999). That
is, scholars have examined variations in system support mostly on the basis
of theories generated about, and data collected in, the democracies of Western
Europe and North America rather than a random sample of contemporary
democracies and usually not with an eye toward understanding the political
dynamics of nascent democratic systems.

To assess the utility of the loser–winner distinction for explaining differ-
ences in attitudes toward government in differentially situated democracies,
we therefore analyze people’s attitudes toward government in a sample of con-
temporary democracies that varies on one crucial dimension: the novelty of
the democratic political system. Bringing new democracies into the equation
is especially important if one wants to give more weight to the idea that it is
the political behavior and reactions of losers more than winners that are crucial
for an understanding of the state of democracy (Nadeau and Blais 1993). In
most stable democracies citizens have become accustomed to the experience
of winning and losing as the fortunes of parties shift over time. As a result of
this learning process, citizens understand that winning really is the precursor
of losing, as parties that win an election tend to lose votes already at the next
election (Paldam and Skott 1995; Stevenson 2002). This is consistent with the
results presented in Chapter 4, that losing has a more significant impact after
the second rather than first loss. In contrast, citizens in new democracies will
not have experienced winning and losing—and losers, therefore, may not have
learned how to lose gracefully. As a consequence, the experience of losing in
new democracies may be less tempered than the comparable experience in
mature democracies.

There are two quite different sources that may underlie the stronger feelings
of losers in new democracies. The first has to do with the consequences of
democracy and elections for structuring and reorienting power relations in a
newly democratized society; the second with the novelty of the democratic
experience and predictions for the future. In terms of the theoretical model
that underlies our analyses, this means that the old versus new democracies
distinction we examine in this chapter relates to the two dimensions of mediat-
ing factors (individuals and institutions). Viewed from the macro-level, there
are cross-national differences produced by variations in political cultures and
histories, as well as the novelty of democratic institutions, that may attenuate or
intensify the experience of losing. Viewed from the perspective of individual
citizens, there are individual-level differences in the sense that losing can be



92 Differences in Losers’ Consent

learned when experienced over time and is experienced by different kinds
of losers; both of these may modify the way losing is translated into attitudes
toward the government (Anderson and Tverdova 2001; see also Rohrschneider
1999).

The most obvious explanation for why we may expect the winner–loser gap
to differ across old and new democracies comes from the fact that a sizable
chunk of losers in such societies may be drawn from a pool of voters who
were guaranteed to be winners in the old, nondemocratic, system. Supporters
of the old Communist parties in Central and Eastern Europe come to mind
as a group representing this category. For this group, as well as more gener-
ally for those who are used to winning, the experience of losing a democratic
election may be especially hard, and may lead to a low level of support for
all aspects of the political system. We could call this the ‘big loser’ argument.
Somewhat paradoxically, big losers might also be found on the winning side
if parties that represent the nondemocratic past form the government in the
new democracies. We expect this group to have lower levels of political sup-
port than winners who cast their vote for parties that do not represent the
nondemocratic past because winning in a democratic system might be viewed
as second best only to completely dominating a polity and being guaranteed
power.

Another reason for the gap to differ is that elections in new democracies
frequently are contests between widely divergent ideologies and struggles over
how the country should be run or the system be set up. Maybe more importantly,
during the initial phase of transition, elections often set the rules for who has
access to power or who gets to change these rules in favor of those currently
in power (Boix 1999). Not surprisingly, the aftermath of founding elections
frequently brings about efforts to introduce changes in electoral systems that
would benefit the current incumbents. Simply put, in a nascent democracy,
being the minority and majority can be expected to weigh more heavily because
citizens are less sure when and whether that there will be another opportunity
to determine who has the power to rule and who does not.

Moreover, in new democracies the outputs produced by different political
camps are likely to constitute more divergent visions of the good society than
in more established ones. As a result, not being among the majority in a new
democracy creates a more acute sense of lacking a stake in the system than
in an older democracy. Consequently, we expect that legitimacy beliefs are
more strongly affected by allegiance to those in power. In the context of the
present study, this would suggest that being in the minority or majority should
have a stronger effect in newer democracies relative to mature ones. Based on
these considerations, we expect to find an interaction between minority and
majority status on one hand and length of democratic experience on the other:
the more recent the establishment of democratic institutions, the more powerful
the effect of winning and losing should be on beliefs about government.
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The second aspect that may underlie the stronger feelings of losers in new
democracies compared with old democracies is the process of learning that
occurs at the individual level. Given that individuals develop expectations
about the political system over time, citizens’ beliefs about the predictability
of political processes will affect their attitudes toward the system (Evans and
Whitefield 1993; Whitefield and Evans 1994; Anderson and O’Connor 2000).
Specifically, citizens in established and new democracies undergo distinctly
different learning and socialization processes (Mishler and Rose 2002). While
pre-adult socialization within a democratic country as well as the habitual beha-
vior of participation in democratic elections predisposes citizens in established
democracies to develop positive attitudes toward the political system (Easton
1957; see also Mishler and Rose 2002; Plutzer 2002), citizens in newly estab-
lished democracies have not undergone such socialization. This means that
the break with the authoritarian past forces these citizens to learn democracy
from the ground up. Under conditions of uncertainty about the consequences
of transition, including the democratic transition, learning democracy may be
particularly unpleasant for electoral losers. Only after some time has passed
and citizens have gone through an accumulation of experience of transition
should we expect losers to be somewhat sanguine about their loss (see also
Whitefield and Evans 1994). After some time has passed, this is likely to lead
to greater stability: ‘Constitutions that are observed and last for a long time are
those that reduce the stakes of political battles. Pretenders to office can expect
to reach it; losers can expect to come back’ (Przeworski 1991: 36).

That is, depending on where citizens are along the learning curve, they may
view the role and outcomes of elections in a democratic system very differ-
ently. The longer democracy has been the status quo, the higher the individual
citizen’s subjective probability that there will be another election in the future
and the greater the certainty about when that election will be held. Know-
ing that another election will come to pass makes any one election win or
loss comparatively less consequential for citizens of established democracies.
The experience of routine elections and the peaceful transfer of power they
ensure reinforces for citizens in older democracies that any one election out-
come will not fundamentally reorient the relations of power or the outcomes
produced by the system.1 Put simply, losing can be learned.2 Thus, even for

1 To be sure, we would expect idiosyncracies in citizens’ learning curves at the individual
level, depending on their cognitive sophistication or political interest, and because of differences
in personal experiences with democracy resulting from generational differences. However, in
the aggregate, democratic longevity is assumed to affect all citizens in similar ways because of
a reorientation of the country’s political culture (Almond and Verba 1963; Dahl 1989).

2 In addition, there is the possibility that, aside from being the result of learning, democratic
values can be spread through processes of diffusion (Rohrschneider 1999). As Rohrschneider’s
research on the East and West German case shows, however, changes and differences in
democratic values having to do with tolerance and pluralism are likely to be the result of insti-
tutional learning rather than diffusion.
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new democratic losers who vote for parties without links to the old power
structure, losing might not be easy when measured against expectations that
the democratic revolution created, and negative reactions might be more pre-
valent than among losers in mature democracies where experiences of shifting
political fortunes have accumulated over the years, teaching citizens to lose
without blaming the institutions and principles of democracy, or at least be
tempered in such reactions.

At the same time, these expectations of a larger winner–loser gap in new
relative to old democracies may be offset by expectations generated by differ-
ences in cultural orientations or the particulars of the political situation in a
country. For example, as we mentioned above, differences in political cultures
and values across countries may make winning and losing less consequen-
tial, depending on the cultural context. For example, losing and winning may
be important in western democracies with individualist cultural values, but it
may hold much less import in collectivist cultures. Similarly, new democracies
typically undergo periods of orientation and volatility in political parties, party
systems, governing coalitions, and structures of government, which often are
in a fluid state. This may well serve to reduce citizens’ ability to identify who
is a winner and who is a loser—that is, the transparency of the new system—as
well as the saliency of winning or losing and, as a result, may reduce the dif-
ference we can expect between winners and losers. Which perspective carries
the day is, in the end, an empirical question which we tackle next.

DIMENSIONS OF LOSERS’ CONSENT IN
OLD AND NEW DEMOCRACIES

The data for our comparison of winners and losers in old and new democra-
cies come from the 1999 European Values Study, which includes nearly all
countries in Europe—East and West—thirty-three in total. This particular set
of surveys has unusually broad coverage in terms of the political support items
included in the survey and that are relevant to our concerns. Moreover, by
relying on this particular set of European countries we are able to control for
a variety of factors that might affect responses, such as differences in political
cultures, histories, or institutions. As a result, the comparison of old and new
European democracies allows us to zoom in on the conceptually critical old–
new distinction while controlling for other factors.

This set of countries includes eighteen old democracies and fifteen post-
communist countries. To differentiate among them beyond the simple old–new
dichotomy, we classify these thirty-three countries in a fourfold table following
criteria set forward in earlier work by Klingemann (1999) and Mishler and Rose
(2001). The classification has two dimensions: experiences of regime change
in the last twenty years (yes or no), and the democracy rating of the Freedom
House index (Freedom House, 2001). This allows us to divide the countries
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Table 6.1. Classification of countries by change of regime and levels of freedom

Free Partly free/not free
Freedom House index �2.5 Freedom House index >2.5

No regime Stable democracies Stable nondemocracies
change last France
twenty years Great Britain

West Germany
Austria
Italy
Spain
Portugal
Netherlands
Belgium
Denmark
Sweden
Finland
Iceland
Ireland
Northern Ireland
Greece
Luxembourg
Malta

Regime change New democracies Transitional regimes
East Germany Croatia
Estonia Russia
Latvia Ukraine
Lithuania Belarus
Poland
Czech Republic
Slovakia
Hungary
Romania
Bulgaria
Slovenia

Notes: The classification is based on Klingemann (1999), Mishler and Rose (2001), and the
freedom scores for appropriate years as published by Freedom House (2001).

into two groups: free (index value of 2.5 or lower) and partly free or not free
(index value higher than 2.5). In Table 6.1 we show that eighteen countries
can be classified as stable democracies, eleven countries as new democracies,
and four countries are listed as transitional regimes. Using this classification
scheme reveals that none of the countries fall in the category of ‘stable non-
democracies’.3 Taken together, then, this means that our group of thirty-three

3 In the study by Mishler and Rose (2001), which made use of the World Values Survey with
global coverage, five countries (India, Mexico, Taiwan, Turkey, and Venezuela) were located
in this category. In a slight deviation from Mishler and Rose (2001) we count Spain as a stable
democracy—as we do with Portugal and Greece. This follows from applying the criterion of
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countries falls into three categories: stable democracies, new democracies, and
transitional regimes.

Among the new democratic countries, at the time the survey data were
collected Bulgaria (2.3) and Romania (2.2) had relatively low Freedom House
scores that bring them close to the cutoff point for the criterion variable of
free versus not free. The Freedom House scores for the countries that are
classified as transitional regimes were 3.4 for the Ukraine, 4.4 for Croatia,
4.5 for Russia, and 6.6 for Belarus. Looking at the trend for the years after
the collection of data (1999), we see a negative development for Russia and
Belarus, with only the latter becoming classified by Freedom House as ‘not
free’. Croatia is the only one of the four countries that moves in a positive
direction during this time, passing the threshold to free (a somewhat more
detailed description of these classifications is given by Listhaug and Ringdal
2004).

The dependent variable in this study is the gap between winners and losers,
with an emphasis on losers, on measures of political support. Winners and
losers are coded on the basis of a vote intention question, and the coding of
parties into winners and losers is described in Appendix 6A.1. We start by
describing these differences for the three groups of countries in Table 6.1. The
purpose of this description is twofold. First, we want to find out if the expected
gap between winners and losers exists in the first place; and second, to get the
first piece of evidence to judge the merits of the hypothesis that the gap is
in fact larger in new democracies than in stable democratic systems.

Before we venture too far afield, the hypothesis that winners and losers are
different with respect to political support needs to be further qualified accord-
ing to which aspect of political support we are discussing. Thinking of support
for the political system along a continuous dimension from specific to general
(diffuse) support, it may be tempting to say that losers’ consent is more crucial
with regard to regime principles and political community rather than particu-
lar actors or institutions if we are concerned about the state of democracy and
the political system in a country. In fact, given that democratic principles are
almost universally accepted around the globe, including undemocratic coun-
tries (cf. Klingemann 1999), it would be particularly important to find that
there is a gap in support for democratic principles between winners and losers.
At the same time, however, it may be the immediate dissatisfaction of the losers
with existing political arrangements, rather than a dislike of democracy per se,
that poses the greatest threat to democratic stability. At this point, we consider

a period of twenty years since regime change, but the decision is also in line with the conventional
view on the state of democracies in these countries. In Western Europe a question mark could be
used for the classification of Northern Ireland. The country is not a completely sovereign state
and has at different points been subject to political rule that many would consider nondemocratic
in some form or other.
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it an open question if the difference between winners and losers is variable
across different dimensions of political support.

Support for the Political Regime

We first examine people’s attitudes toward the political regime, its institu-
tions, and performance. As a stylized fact, it is true that the new democracies
examined here are post-communist countries that switched to some form of
democratic government during and after the revolution of 1989 and onwards.
At the same time, in some cases, like Hungary and Poland, we could argue
that the democratization process started a few years before. Thus, it should
not be forgotten that all transitions from dictatorship to democracy have their
peculiar characteristics and trajectories, and these paths may in turn also have
influences on how winners and losers perceive and evaluate the new political
order. While we are aware that our study thus is limited in its ability to gen-
eralize to all new democracies, variation within the group of post-communist
countries allows us to study if losers’ consent is different in different types of
post-communist countries.

In a recent study of political support in new, or incomplete, democracies,
Mishler and Rose (2001) argue that ‘idealist’ measures of support for demo-
cracy that come from the political culture tradition are of little value in assessing
the state of things in the new democracies as citizens have had little time to
experience the new forms of government. As an alternative to political culture
measures—ones based on support for democracy as an ideal—they propose
comparisons with the past: ‘While citizens may have little knowledge of demo-
cratic principles they have a lifetime experience with undemocratic regimes.
At the start of a new regime, the natural tendency is to evaluate the new regime
by comparisons with the regime it has replaced’ (Mishler and Rose 2001: 306).
The idea to measure support in this manner is simple and intuitively mean-
ingful, and will be added to the list of the traditional support variables to see
how much this conceptualization contributes beyond what we get from the
traditional measures.

We thus begin with the rating of the current regime as compared to the past,
based on a question that elicits people’s views on the differences between the
current political system versus the previous regime on a scale ranging from
−9 (previous regime very good and current regime very bad) to +9 (previous
regime very bad and current regime very good). We should add that this com-
parison is qualitatively different in the two major groups of systems. Whereas
in post-communist states the comparison is between the current democratic
system and the communist system, in stable democracies the comparison is
between the system as it is today as compared to ten years ago. In both cases
we expect a positive difference in mean responses to this question between
winners and losers, and Figure 6.1 demonstrates that this is what we find.
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Figure 6.1. Winner–loser gap in support for new versus old regime

There are four exceptions to this pattern: France among stable democracies,
the Czech Republic and Slovenia among new democracies and Belarus among
transitional regimes. Thus, in twenty-nine of the thirty-three countries, winners
had more positive evaluations of the current regime. At the same time, how-
ever, we find that is considerable variation within the groups in terms of the
size of the winner–loser gap.

At this point, it does not make much sense to try to explain the exceptions
and variations in too much detail unless we find that the same countries also
constitute exceptions on other support items and unless we were to confirm
these gaps to be statistically and substantively significant. Suffice it to say
that, in those countries where the gap is (unexpectedly) negative, it is also
quite small. Thus, overall, it may be safer to say that we see countries where
there is a gap and where there seems to be none—for example, among the stable
democracies, the gap is small in Ireland, Austria, Luxembourg, and Belgium
and sizable in Denmark, Spain, and Great Britain. Similarly, among the new
democracies, the winner–loser gap is small in Slovenia and Latvia and very
large in Bulgaria, Lithuania, and Poland.

On the key question of whether the gap between winners and losers is larger
in new democracies, a quick eyeballing of the graph suggests that the gap is
larger in new democracies and transitional regimes than in stable democracies.
However, the data in Figure 6.1 are not designed to provide clinching evidence,
given that the comparison between new democracies and transitional regimes
and stable democracies can be somewhat misleading on this dimension as the
frame of comparison is between the current regime and past communism for
the former group, and between the current system and the (same) democratic
system ten years ago for stable democracies. The results for the remaining
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Figure 6.2. Winner–loser gap in support for parliament

indicators of political support are more directly comparable as they have the
same substantive reference across systems.

Next, we consider support for a critical regime institution—parliament—
based on a question asking people to express their level of confidence in
parliament on a scale ranging from 1 (none at all) to 4 (a great deal). Given that
the scale and reference points for this support question are directly comparable
across all countries in the study, we can compare the absolute size of the
winner–loser gap across countries and groups of countries. The data reveal that
the winner–loser gap is largest in Croatia (Figure 6.2) and especially sizable
in countries such as Malta, Slovakia, and Hungary. In contrast the gap is quite
small in Finland, the Netherlands, the Czech Republic, Latvia, Romania, and
Russia. The results show that the gap in mean responses between winners and
losers on support for parliament is positive in all countries except for France
and Northern Ireland, which are weakly on the negative side, thus indicating
the usefulness of the winner–loser distinction across countries and types of
democracies.

Next, we examine the gap in evaluations of regime performance, or con-
fidence in regime processes, as operationalized by a question that measures
citizens’ satisfaction with how democracy is developing on a scale ranging
from 1 (not at all satisfied) to 4 (very satisfied) (for question wording, see the
appendix to this book). As in the case of confidence in parliament, the gap
is substantial in Malta (Figure 6.3) but also in Bulgaria and Croatia. In con-
trast, countries such as Denmark, Northern Ireland, the Netherlands, Finland,
and Portugal (among the old democracies) and Latvia, Slovenia and Belarus
(among the new democracies and transitional regimes) have somewhat small
gaps. Yet, overall, the data show that exceptions to the hypothesized pattern
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Figure 6.3. Winner–loser gap in evaluation of political system

are few and far between. Only France and the Czech Republic are marginally
on the negative side (with losers expressing higher levels of satisfaction).

While it is generally not a good strategy to explain away deviating cases
with post facto arguments, there may be substantively interesting explanations
for some of the deviations. France, where the winner–loser gap is consistently
reversed, is obviously a case in point as it is a case of divided government
with the left in control in parliament and a popularly elected president from
the right (Chirac). For this analysis, we have counted the left as in-parties
(winners) based on the argument that the French parliamentary government is
now more powerful than the president although it is obvious that cohabitation
muddles the distinction between winning and losing. Clearly, the data suggest
that the president is more powerful than the prime minister in the minds of
the voters. Incidentally, such an interpretation is consistent with research on
economic voting, which shows that French voters are more likely to hold the
President accountable for the state of the economy than the Prime Minister as a
representative of the parliamentary majority (cf. Anderson 1995; Lewis-Beck
and Nadeau 2000).

So far, then, the evidence quite clearly supports the contention that losers
exhibit more negative attitudes toward the political regime, its institutions,
and its performance. Whether this gap in consent extends all the way up the
political support hierarchy to basic principles of democratic governance is a
question we investigate next.



Old and New Democracies 101

Support for Democratic Principles

Moving to the most general end of the political support dimension, we exam-
ine how winning and losing are related to support for democratic principles.
Support for democratic principles is a composite measure of eight items that
includes general support for democracy, the rejection of alternatives to demo-
cracy (strong leader, army, experts), and rejection of criticisms of democracy
(see the appendix to this book for details about the survey questions). We cre-
ated an index for support of democratic principles by summing the values for
the dichotomized items (1: positive; 0: negative). This index ranges from a
minimum value of 0 to a maximum value of 8.

Figure 6.4, which graphs the winner–loser gap across the countries in our
study, shows that losers are less supportive of democratic principles than win-
ners. In fact, the winner–loser gap is particularly large in Bulgaria, Slovakia,
and Romania, as well as Malta. At the same time, however, exceptions to this
rule are slightly more numerous than for the other, more specific, dimensions of
political support investigated above, as the number of countries without much
of a gap or even a negative one is larger than before (e.g. stable democracies:
Netherlands, Great Britain, Sweden, Iceland, Luxembourg, Spain, Portugal,
Ireland; new democracies: Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Latvia;
transitional regimes: Croatia, Belarus).

Moreover, a quick inspection of the winner–loser gap across the types of
democracies suggests that the differences between winners and losers are larger

–0.5

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

Ir
el

an
d

Po
rt

ug
al

Sp
ai

n
L

ux
em

bo
ur

g
Ic

el
an

d
Sw

ed
en

G
re

at
 B

ri
ta

in
N

et
he

rl
an

ds
D

en
m

ar
k

N
. I

re
la

nd
A

us
tr

ia
B

el
gi

um
Fi

nl
an

d
G

er
m

an
y

Fr
an

ce
G

re
ec

e
It

al
y

M
al

ta

Sl
ov

en
ia

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic
L

ith
ua

ni
a

L
at

vi
a

Po
la

nd
H

un
ga

ry
E

st
on

ia
R

om
an

ia
Sl

ov
ak

ia
B

ul
ga

ri
a

B
el

ar
us

C
ro

at
ia

R
us

si
a

U
kr

ai
ne

Stable New Transitional
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in new democracies than in the mature democratic systems. Thus, overall, an
analysis of the winner–loser gap in support for democratic principles shows
that this gap does, indeed, exist for this dimension of system support as well;
however, it is somewhat less consistent than with regard to other dimensions.

COMPARING LOSERS’ CONSENT IN OLD AND
NEW DEMOCRACIES

Having demonstrated that losers generally have lower system support than
winners, and having hinted that the gap is larger in new than in old demo-
cracies, our next step is to be more precise in fixing these effects. We make
a first attempt at this by comparing the mean levels of support for winners
and losers on the four support variables across the three categories of political
systems (Table 6.2). A quick horizontal comparison establishes the finding
that support is higher in stable democracies than in new democracies and
transitional regimes (for more details, see Listhaug and Aardal 2003).

Table 6.2. Mean levels of political support by type of country and winner/loser
status

Stable democracies New democracies Transitional regimes

Difference of current political system versus previous regimes
Winners 0.55 0.87 −0.01

(N = 5,482) (N = 2,675) (N = 434)
Losers −0.41 −0.78 −2.00

(N = 5,527) (N = 4,029) (N = 1,782)
eta coefficients 0.208 0.220 0.218

Confidence in parliament
Winners 2.55 2.29 2.32

(N = 5,925) (N = 2,751) (N = 450)
Losers 2.33 2.03 1.95

(N = 5,990) (N = 4,088) (N = 1,833)
eta coefficients 0.140 0.164 0.177

Satisfaction with how democracy is developing
Winners 2.81 2.40 2.16

(N = 5,796) (N = 2,755) (N = 435)
Losers 2.51 2.19 1.76

(N = 5,855) (N = 4,128) (N = 1,799)
eta coefficients 0.181 0.144 0.206

Democratic principles
Winners 6.40 5.63 5.69

(N = 4,936) (N = 2,065) (N = 293)
Losers 6.26 5.22 5.38

(N = 5,023) (N = 2,967) (N = 1,201)
eta coefficients 0.043 0.113 0.064

Notes: For coding and question wording, see the appendix to this book.

Source: European Values Study (1999).



Old and New Democracies 103

The results also show that winners are always more positive in their atti-
tudes toward the political system, regardless of the dimension of support and
regardless of whether respondents live in a stable democracy, a new demo-
cracy, or a country with a transitional regime. Moreover, comparing losers’
responses across types of systems, we find that, on every dimension of sup-
port, losers in less democratic countries are less enthusiastic about democracy
and the democratic political system. Comparing across types of support, the
data show that the winner–loser gap is least pronounced when it comes to
support for democratic principles. This latter finding is not entirely surpris-
ing, as other researchers have found that support for democracy as a form of
government tends to be very high and nearly unanimous around the globe,
regardless of type of system in place. Yet, here too, we find a gap between
winners and losers.

Overall, there seems to be a bifurcation in the patterns of winners’ and losers’
support between stable democracies on one hand and new democracies and
transitional regimes on the other. A comparison of the size of the gap between
winners and losers, as indicated by the values of the eta coefficients, shows
that the gap is larger in post-communist states than in established democracies.
While the pattern is not perfectly consistent in the case of people’s satisfaction
with regime processes (how democracy is developing), overall the evidence
supports the notion that losing is harder in countries with more recent demo-
cratic experiences.

Given that a large number of factors have been found to influence political
support in previous research, the question becomes whether the differences
we have found so far hold up once we control for these potential influences
on political support measures. We turn to this analysis in the next section
by constructing a proper multivariate individual-level model of support that
includes a number of control variables. In addition to the primary analytical
variables relating to losing and the interaction between losing and political
context, the model includes variables that tap the likely effects of ideology,
performance, and demographic factors.4

The results are presented in Table 6.3. Please note that the effect for losers
in stable democracies is the effect for the dummy variable losers in the model,
given that the impact of the interaction term of losers and type of democracy

4 ‘Left’ is a dummy variable for traditional leftist policy positions on support for state control
of the economy and redistribution, and ‘right’ is a dummy variable indicating support for market
policies and freedom from state intervention (see the appendix to this book for survey questions).
This means that those with centrist policy positions are in the reference category. The standard
hypothesis would be that an individual’s ideological location relative to the partisan composition
of government—that is, as the policy distance between citizens and government—will determine
political support. In the current analysis we investigate the effect of ideology (measured by the
two dummy variables) without considerations of the ideological position of government parties
and hence simply include them as control variables.
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Table 6.3. Multivariate analysis of political support (OLS estimates)

Difference of
current political
system versus
previous regime

Confidence in
parliament

Satisfaction with
how democracy
is developing

Democratic
principles

b Beta b Beta b Beta b Beta

Constant −1.477 2.025 2.382 4.948
New democracies
and transitional
regimes 0.382 0.063∗∗ −0.182 −0.112∗∗ −0.315 −0.203∗∗ −0.644 −0.179∗∗

Losers −0.988 −0.163∗∗ −0.195 −0.120∗∗ −0.231 −0.149∗∗ −0.092 −0.026∗
Nonvoters −1.171 −0.129∗∗ −0.428 −0.178∗∗ −0.328 −0.142∗∗ −0.391 −0.070∗∗
Left −0.636 −0.086∗∗ −0.080 −0.040∗∗ −0.135 −0.071∗∗ −0.323 −0.072∗∗
Right 0.220 0.030∗∗ 0.005 0.003 0.063 0.034∗∗ 0.045 0.011
Household’s
income 0.035 0.029∗∗ 0.001 0.002 0.006 0.021∗∗ 0.057 0.081∗∗

Life satisfaction 0.227 0.179∗∗ 0.038 0.112∗∗ 0.062 0.191∗∗ 0.078 0.099∗∗
Concerned for
immediate
family 0.083 0.021∗∗ −0.022 −0.027∗∗ −0.005 −0.006 0.045 0.026∗∗

Gender 0.157 0.026∗∗ 0.002 0.001 0.009 0.006 0.015 0.004
Education 0.147 0.042∗∗ 0.039 0.042∗∗ −0.036 −0.040∗∗ 0.290 0.141∗∗
Age −0.007 −0.039∗∗ 0.004 0.081∗∗ −0.001 −0.011 −0.002 −0.022∗∗
Losers ∗ New
democracies/
trans. regimes −0.575 −0.084∗∗ −0.075 −0.041∗∗ −0.045 −0.025∗ −0.266 −0.063∗∗

R2 0.112 0.099 0.191 0.136
N 18,221 19,096 18,857 15,332

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.

Notes: For coding and question wording, see the appendix to this book. Data are weighted.

Source: European Values Study (1999).

is 0 for this group (stable democracies are coded 0). For new democracies and
transitional regimes (which are collapsed into one category in the multivariate
analysis because the number of transitional regimes is small), the effect is the
sum of the effect for losers and the interaction term (since these countries
are coded 1).

First off, the results of the multivariate analysis confirms the existence of
a winner–loser gap, even when we control for a host of factors thought to
influence people’s attitudes about democratic governance. The loser variable
has a statistically significant influence on all measures of political support.
Moreover, and as importantly, the results show that the interaction term is
statistically significant and has a negative sign for all support variables. This
confirms the bivariate findings reported in Table 6.2: the gap between winners
and losers is significantly larger in the new democracies of Central and Eastern
Europe relative to the stable democratic regimes of Western and Southern
Europe. In fact, the interaction coefficient for the difference variable shows
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that the negative effect of losing on political support is largest with regard to
evaluations of the current versus the old system, somewhat smaller with regard
to support for democratic principles, followed by confidence in parliament and
satisfaction with democratic performance.

Of the remaining variables in the model we find a consistent negative effect
for voting participation, suggesting that nonvoters are less trusting than voters,
regardless of winner–loser status. We also find that there is a negative effect
of leftist policy positions on support while the effect of a rightist position is
mostly positive, but much weaker. In an expanded analysis of these data and
patterns, Listhaug and Aardal (2003) show that policy is more polarized in new
democracies and transitional regimes than in stable democracies, with the left
having lower support levels than the right. This is consistent with the interpreta-
tion that policy distance is important. In post-communist countries the leftist
policy hegemony is broken and we expect that dissatisfaction on the left will
be stronger than in mature democracies where citizens have not experienced
equivalent policy dominance. Looking at the other control variables, we find
that household income tends to increase support, and life satisfaction has the
strongest positive effect on support while the effects of concerns for family
are weak or inconsistent. The demographic variables have a weak impact,
but we note a positive sizable effect of education on support for democratic
principles.

Taken together, then, the analysis of system support in old and new democra-
cies so far indicates that losing clearly has a negative effect on political support
in all systems, but that the effect is more pronounced in post-communist coun-
tries than in stable democracies in Western Europe. Among the explanations
we have offered for this difference was the notion that losers in new democra-
cies have not yet learned to lose—that is, that they simply have not developed
the experience necessary for behaving like graceful losers. And the stronger
negative effect of losing that we find is consistent with this interpretation.
Another explanation we have offered has to do with the types of losers living
in post-communist countries. Specifically, we made the case that losing may
be hardest for voters of the parties that were in power during the commun-
ist system, given that they went from being guaranteed winners to temporary
(or not so temporary) losers.

Among this group of losers, these parties now exist in two main varieties:
old style communist parties and reformed communists running under a new
name (see Appendix 6A.1 for coding of parties). We expect that followers
of these parties will have a weaker attachment to the democratic order than
those who vote for other parties. More specifically, we expect that voters for
old-style communist parties will have the lowest support levels, followed by
reformed communists and then other parties. Moreover, because the commun-
ists had the benefit of hegemony under the old system, we expect that the
differences between winner and losers will be stronger with regard to people’s
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Table 6.4. Political support by type of party and winning/losing

Winners Losers Gap

A. Difference of current political system versus previous regime
Old communist parties −1.89 −3.84 1.95

(N = 77) (N = 946)
Reformed communist parties −2.10 −1.99 −0.11

(N = 102) (N = 1,107)
Other parties 0.86 −0.47 1.33

(N = 2,755) (N = 3,239)

B. Confidence in parliament
Old communist parties 2.60 1.95 0.65

(N = 77) (N = 968)
Reformed communist parties 2.42 2.00 0.42

(N = 98) (N = 1,122)
Other parties 2.27 1.98 0.29

(N = 2,853) (N = 3,320)

C. Satisfaction with how democracy is developing
Old communist parties 2.44 1.71 0.73

(N = 66) (N = 952)
Reformed communist parties 2.09 2.04 0.05

(N = 107) (N = 1,123)
Other parties 2.35 2.07 0.28

(N = 2,840) (N = 3,303)

D. Support for democratic principles
Old communist parties 4.99 4.18 0.81

(N = 47) (N = 542)
Reformed communist parties 5.42 4.85 0.57

(N = 77) (N = 841)
Other parties 5.61 5.49 0.12

(N = 2,103) (N = 2,373)

Notes: See Appendix 6A.2 for coding of communist parties; for coding and question
wording, see the appendix to this book.

Source: European Values Study (1999).

evaluations of the present system relative to the communist past than with
regard to evaluations of various aspects of the present system.

To examine the differences in support for the political system between com-
munist winners and losers and supporters for other parties, we calculated mean
levels of support for supporters of old communist parties, reformed communist
parties, and all other parties for respondents in the post-communist countries
only. The findings, laid out in Table 6.4, reveal mixed support for our hypo-
theses. For comparisons with the past we find a fairly consistent pattern in
favor of the hypothesis. When they are among the losers, traditional commun-
ists have the most negative views when the present system is compared with
the past, followed by the reformed communists and the voters for the other
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parties. This is also the pattern that we see among winners and losers, but this
pattern is most apparent among the losers.

Except for the item measuring confidence in parliament, a similar pattern
applies to the rank ordering of support levels among the supporters of different
kinds of parties. Looking down the columns, when it comes to evaluations of
regime performance (satisfaction with democracy) and support for democratic
principles, supporters of old communist parties are the least positive (negative)
in their expressions of support when they are among the losers.

Moreover, regardless of type of support item analyzed, when we rank order
the various groups by support level we see that losers who support the old
communist parties are the least supportive of all groups included in the analysis.
In addition, we find that the gap between winners and losers is most pronounced
for the supporters of the old communist parties. Clearly, these descriptive
statistics suggest that losing is especially hard for the supporters of the parties
of the old communist regime.

To assess the effect of party in a more comprehensive fashion, we estimate
a set of models that take other relevant explanations into account. To arrive at
a more satisfying statistical formulation, we use a model that is close, but not
identical, to the model presented in Table 6.3. The model shown in Table 6.5
is estimated only for the set of new democracies and transitional regimes since
it makes sense to estimate the effects of communists classified in the relevant
categories only for these countries.

The findings provide quite consistent support for the ‘big loser’ hypothesis—
that is, that the supporters of old communist parties take losing particularly
hard. And as before, we find that losers express significantly more negative
attitudes toward democratic governance. More importantly for the purposes of
the big loser hypothesis, however, we find the expected rank order for three
of the four support variables, with old communists reporting the lowest levels
of support for the democratic system, followed by reformed communists. Using
‘other parties’ as the reference category, the coefficients for old communists
and reformed communists show that old communists are significantly more
disaffected than reformed communists, and both groups are significantly more
disaffected than the supporters of other parties.

Interestingly, the impact of the party support variables is virtually zero when
it comes to confidence in parliament. We speculate that there might be several
explanations for this deviating finding. We know from the Russian experi-
ence that the communist party there has had considerable influence in the
parliament and has used this institution as a base for attacks on the president.
This experience—namely, that parliament can serve the interests of the old
guard—might lead to a more positive judgment of this institution than of other
aspects of the political system. Since Russia is a case where this argument is
undoubtedly valid, we performed a separate analysis of the model in Table 6.5
for Russia. We find that Russian voters who support the Communist party have
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Table 6.5. Multivariate analysis of political support in former communist regimes (OLS)

Difference of
current political
system versus
previous regime

Confidence in
parliament

Satisfaction with
how democracy
is developing

Support for
democratic
principles

b Beta b Beta b Beta b Beta

Constant −1.780 2.150 2.046 4.371
Losers −1.261 −0.174∗∗ −0.296 −0.184∗∗ −0.265 −0.178∗∗ −0.244 −0.065∗∗
Old communists −2.696 −0.223∗∗ −0.001 0.000 −0.228 −0.091∗∗ −0.990 −0.145∗∗
Reformed
communists −1.432 −0.133∗∗ 0.031 0.013 −0.025 −0.011 −0.380 −0.070∗∗

Nonvoter −1.873 −0.188∗∗ −0.461 −0.213∗∗ −0.348 −0.172∗∗ −0.417 −0.079∗∗
Left −0.715 −0.087∗∗ −0.031 −0.017 −0.117 −0.069∗∗ −0.422 −0.096∗∗
Right 0.451 0.048∗∗ −0.014 0.006 0.039 0.020 0.259 0.055∗∗
Household’s
income 0.025 0.017 −0.002 −0.006 −0.001 −0.004 0.029 0.039∗∗

Life satisfaction 0.222 0.154∗∗ 0.029 0.090∗∗ 0.058 0.194∗∗ 0.041 0.054∗∗
Concerned for
immediate
family 0.278 0.070∗∗ −0.042 −0.047∗∗ 0.004 0.005 0.173 0.087∗∗

Gender 0.217 0.030∗∗ −0.014 −0.009 0.025 0.017 0.006 0.002
Education 0.378 0.084∗∗ −0.033 −0.032∗∗ −0.020 −0.021 0.374 0.155∗∗
Age −0.004 −0.016 0.003 0.058∗∗ 0.000 0.005 −0.005 −0.044∗∗

R2 0.206 0.060 0.109 0.118
N 8,208 8,437 8,369 6,145

∗p < 0.05.
∗∗p < 0.01.

Notes: For coding and question wording, see the appendix to this book. Data are weighted.

Source: European Values Study (1999).

even more confidence in parliament compared to all old communists, with a
b-coefficient of 0.121 (compared to −0.001 in Table 6.5). While the coeffi-
cient fails to achieve conventional levels of statistical significance, it stands
out against the negative coefficients for the remaining support variables, which
are equal to or stronger than the comparable effects in Table 6.5.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we examined the dimensions of losers’ consent in old and
new democracies. Specifically, we developed the idea that losing has stronger
negative effects in new democracies relative to mature democracies since losers
have not yet learned to lose in countries where democratic governance is of such
recent vintage. Moreover, we investigated how the transition from dictatorship
to democracy affects political support with an eye toward support for the
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new political system among supporters of the hegemonic Communist parties
of the past who frequently find themselves in the opposition under the new
system. Using data from the 1999 European Values Study we examined how
support for the democratic system varies by winners and losers in eighteen
old democracies and fifteen post-communist countries. Our results show that,
with few exceptions, political losers have lower support levels than winners
across all dimensions of political support that we investigate, including beliefs
in core principles of democracy. Moreover, we find that the winner–loser gap
is more prominent in newly democratized and democratizing states.

The data also indicated that the supporters of the old Communist parties
exhibit significantly lower levels of support for the democratic system than
voters for other parties, and in particular if they are not in power. This is
not unexpected since the followers of these parties are the big losers in the
sense that democracy replaced a system where winning was guaranteed. In an
amendment to these core results, we found that voters for Communist parties
are at least as confident in parliament as the supporters of non-communist
parties. We speculate that this may be explained by the fact that Communist
parties in some of the new democracies have been able to use parliament as
a basis for a continued fight for their cause.

The finding that support for democratic principles was affected by the
loser–winner distinction, and particularly so in new democracies, is sober-
ing as it points to inexperienced losers as a particularly weak link in the chain
of stable democratic governance. Not only do electoral losers in new demo-
cracies express particularly negative attitudes toward regime institutions and
processes, they also are least likely to endorse democracy as a good way of
governing their societies. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these negative views are
exceptionally evident among supporters of the old regime—old, unreformed
communist parties. These results point to the need to pay particular attention to
this group of disaffected democrats among those concerned with the stability
and legitimacy of the new democratic system. Efforts to win over the old-
winners-turned-new-losers may be a particularly wise strategy in light of the
findings we report in this chapter.

Most generally speaking, the results presented in this chapter speak to the
notion that context—that is, broad historical trajectories and experiences that
are somewhat path dependent—matters for understanding the way in which
winning and losing translate into higher or lower levels of system support.
Having experience with the electoral process and the fact that losing is part
of the democratic game significantly shapes how voters respond. In the next
chapter, we turn to a related set of macro-level factors—political institutions—
that, we believe, also contribute to cross-national differences in the patterns of
winners’ and losers’ consent.
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Appendix 6A.1. Coding of parties

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

France Extrême-gauche Yes 17.8 2.6
Parti communiste Yes 19.4 2.7
Parti socialiste Yes 22.6 3.4
Les Verts Yes 20.8 4.1
Autre écologistes Yes 19.9 4.5
Union pour la démocratie française No 25.0 6.5
Démocratice libérale No 25.9 6.1
Rassemblement Pour la Républicue No 26.2 7.4
Le Front National de Jean-Marie Le Pen No 23.4 6.7
Le Front National de Bruno Mégret No 24.5 7.8

United Conservative No 25.9 6.4
Kingdom Labour Yes 22.1 4.5

Liberal Democrat No 21.4 4.8
Social Democrat No 27.0 5.0
Plaid Cymru No 23.7 5.0
Scottish National Party No 22.2 4.0
Referendum Party No 20.0 4.7
UK Independence Party No 24.9 6.0
Green Party No 19.8 4.2

Germany Christian Democratic Union (CDU/CSU) No 24.7 6.3
Social Democratic Party (SPD) Yes 24.2 4.4
Free Democratic Party (FDP) No 25.1 5.9
Alliance ’90/Green Party Yes 23.8 4.2
Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS) No 19.7 3.3
Republikaner No 22.7 8.5

Austria Social Democratic Party of Austria (SPÖ) Yes 25.0 4.7
Austrian People’s Party (ÖVP) Yes 26.9 6.2
Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) No 26.7 6.1
Gruene No 22.9 4.3
Liberales Forum No 27.1 4.9
KPÖ No 16.0 3.0
DU–Lugner No 26.7 6.6

Italy Fiamma Tricol. No 23.5 8.4
AN No 25.3 8.1
CCD No 23.9 6.1
FI No 25.7 7.0
CDU No 22.3 6.1
Lega Nord No 24.5 5.5
Liste etn. loc. No 23.3 5.5
Radicali No 25.7 4.7
UDR Yes 23.1 6.0
Italian Renewal (RI) Yes 25.4 5.4
Italian Popular Party (PPI) Yes 23.4 5.1
Democratici No 22.8 4.7
SDI Yes 22.7 3.6
Verdi Yes 23.2 4.8
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

Democratici di sinistra Yes 21.5 3.2
Party of Italian Communists (PCDI) Yes 19.0 3.6
Rifond. comun. No 18.2 2.9

Spain PSOE No 21.0 3.6
PP Yes 22.8 6.9
IU No 17.5 2.8
PDNI No 13.8 2.5
Green No 18.3 4.2
BNG No 17.7 4.1
CC No 25.5 6.3
UPN No 17.0 8.0
HB-EH No 14.3 2.1
PNV No 22.3 4.6
EA No 16.0 7.0
CHA No 16.5 4.5
IC No 15.7 2.3
CiU No 24.1 5.4
ERC No 26.0 2.0
PA No 15.7 4.5
Unió Valenciana No 17.0 4.4

Portugal Bloco de esquerda (Left) No 23.0 2.6
CDS/PP (Social Democratic Christians) No 22.3 7.1
CDU/PCP (Communists) No 20.9 2.9
MRPP (Left-wing) No 17.0 6.5
PPD/PSD (Social Democrats) No 22.0 7.1
PS (Socialist Party) Yes 21.6 4.8
PSR (Left-wing) No 20.5 5.3

Netherlands PvdA Yes 20.5 4.2
CDA No 21.5 6.2
VVD Yes 23.7 6.5
D66 Yes 20.7 4.9
Groen links No 18.6 3.8
SGP No 22.1 7.1
GPV No 22.6 7.7
RPF No 19.5 6.5
Socialistische Partij No 18.5 4.2
De groenen No 22.0 5.5

Belgium Agalev No 18.9 4.7
CVP Yes 20.3 5.8
VLD No 22.1 5.9
SP Yes 18.0 4.0
Vlaams Blok No 20.8 6.5
VU–ID 21 No 20.3 5.4
WOW No 14.3 5.0
PVDA–AE No 11.3 2.7
Vivant No 20.3 4.9
PNPb No 15.0 N/A
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

PS Yes 20.7 3.6
PSC Yes 22.0 6.0
PRL–FDF–MCC No 24.7 6.4
Ecolo No 20.0 4.5
Front National No 19.5 7.1
AGIR No 18.7 5.5
PTB No 5.5 3.3

Denmark Social Democrats Yes 21.7 4.9
Social Liberals Yes 23.6 5.2
Conservatives No 26.2 6.9
Center Democrats No 23.2 5.9
Socialist People’s Party No 18.3 3.5
Danish People’s Party No 27.6 7.1
Christian People’s Party No 22.0 5.8
Liberals No 26.8 6.6
Progress Party No 21.0 6.2
Unity List—Red–Green Alliance No 13.5 2.3

Sweden Center Party No 24.9 6.3
People’s Party No 25.9 6.3
Christian Democrats (KD) No 26.9 6.0
The Green Party (MP) No 23.2 4.8
Moderates No 29.7 7.7
Social Democratic Party (S) Yes 24.1 4.0
Vänsterpartiet No 21.1 3.0

Finland Social Democratic Party of Finland Yes 21.2 4.7
Centre Party of Finland No 24.0 6.7
National Coalition Party Yes 26.5 7.9
Left Alliance Yes 17.0 2.6
Swedish People’s Party in Finland Yes 25.4 6.4
Green League Yes 22.0 5.3
Christian League of Finland No 21.3 6.7
True Finns No 21.4 5.6
Reform Group No 21.4 5.0

Iceland Progressive Party Yes 25.7 5.3
Independence Party Yes 27.9 7.5
The Alliance No 23.3 4.1
Liberal Party No 27.5 4.9
Left—Greens No 21.2 3.3
Humanist Party No 19.0 4.0
The Christian Party No 27.0 6.0
Social Democratic Party No 28.0 5.1
People’s Alliance No 25.3 2.5
Women’s Alliance No 20.0 4.0

Ireland Fianna Fail Yes 22.4 6.0
Fine Gael No 23.3 6.0
Labour No 24.3 4.8
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

Progressive Democrats Yes 23.3 5.7
Sinn Fein No 19.1 5.8
Green Party No 21.0 4.8
Independent No 21.2 5.3

Estonia Estonian Social Democratic Labor Party
(ESDTP) No 18.5 5.1

Estonian Center Party (EK) No 17.8 5.5
Estonian Coalition Party (EK) No 19.8 6.2
Estonian Christian People’s Party (EKRP) No 19.0 6.6
Estonian Country People’s Party (EME) No 17.3 5.6
Association of Pensioners and Families
(APF) No 17.9 6.2

Estonian United People’s Party (EURP) No 17.0 5.3
Estonian Reform Party (ER) Yes 20.6 6.5
Estonian Blue Party (SE) No 23.7 5.4
Pro Patria Union (IL) Yes 21.1 7.0
Estonian Rural Union (EM) No 19.9 5.6
Moderates (M) Yes 19.5 6.1
Farmers’ Union (PK) No 14.9 5.4
Russian Party in Estonia (VEE) No 16.0 4.5
Russian Unity Party No 18.5 4.9

Latvia Latvia’s Way (LC) Yes 18.5 5.9
National Harmony Party (NHP) No 17.8 5.0
The New Party (JP) Yes 18.3 6.4
Latvian Farmers’ Union (LZS) No 20.4 6.4
Democratic Party ‘Master’ (DPS) No 16.9 4.8
National Movement for
Latvia–Siegerist’s Party (TKL–ZP) No 13.0 6.0

People’s Party (TP) No 18.9 6.4
Alliance of Social Democrats of Latvia
(LSDSP) No 16.9 5.6

For Fatherland and Freedom (TB)/Latvian
National Independence Movement Union
(LNNK) Yes 18.0 7.2

Lithuania Homeland Union/Lithuanian Conservatives
(TS/LK) Yes 26.0 8.6

Christian Democratic Party of Lithuania
(LKDP) Yes 22.3 7.8

Lithuanian Democratic Labor Party (LDDP) No 19.6 3.7
Lithuanian Center Union (LCS) Yes 22.8 5.3
Lithuanian Social Democratic Party (LSDP) No 21.3 4.4
Lithuanian Nationalist Party
‘Young Lithuania’ (LNP-JL) No 23.9 6.0

New Democracy–Women’s Party (ND–MP) No 21.4 4.2
Christian Democratic Union (LKDS) No 23.4 6.4
Polish Election Action (LLRA) No 23.0 5.0
Lithuanian National Union (LTS) No 29.5 6.0
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

Lithuanian Democratic Party (LDP) No 24.4 4.0
Lithuanian Liberal Union (LLS) No 22.2 5.4
Lithuanian Peasants’ Party (LVP) No 21.0 4.8
Lithuanian Russians Union (LRS) No 19.0 4.0
Lithuanian Political Prisoners’ and
Deported People’s Union (LPKTS) No 22.5 5.5

Lithuanian Freedom Union (LLS) No 27.2 5.0
Lithuanian Party of Economy (LUP) No 18.5 7.0
Lithuanian Freedom League (LLL) No 21.0 5.0
Lithuanian Socialist Party (LSP) No 26.5 2.0
Logic of Life Party (LGLP) No 6.0 4.7
Lithuanian People’s Party (LLP) No 19.0 5.0
Lithuanian Green Party (LZP) No 23.3 4.7
Independence Party (NP) No 20.0 5.0
Lithuanian Party of Justice (LTP) No 16.0 6.0
Movement ‘Election 96’ No 19.5 5.0
New Union—Social Liberals (NS–SL) No 17.4 4.0
National Democratic Party No 18.0 4.0

Poland Solidarity Election Action (AWS) Yes 19.9 7.6
Polish Peasants’ Party (PSL) No 19.6 5.3
Movement for the Reconstruction
of Poland (ROP) No 20.1 6.1

Alliance of the Democratic Left (SLD) No 19.9 3.4
Union of Real Politics (UPR) No 25.6 5.2
Union of Labor (UP) No 21.8 5.0
Union of Freedom (UW) Yes 22.1 6.0
National Party of Senior Citizens and
Pensioners (KPEiR) No 21.3 5.2

Non-Party Bloc for the Support of
Reforms (BBWR) No 19.4 7.1

Czech Republic Czech Social Democratic Party (CSSD) Yes 21.5 4.7
Czech People’s Social Party (CSNS) No 21.5 7.0
Christian Democratic
Union—Czechoslovak
People’s Party (KDU–CSL) No 22.6 6.9

Democratic Union DEU No 22.5 6.3
Pensioners for a Secure Life (DZJ) No 21.0 5.6
Communist Party of Bohemia and
Moravia (KSCM) No 19.4 2.7

Moravian Democratic Party (MDS) No 24.0 6.0
Independents (N) No 23.6 5.9
Civic Democratic Party (ODS) No 25.3 8.0
Citizens’ Coalition–Political Club

(OK–PK) No 28.5 6.5
Assembly for the
Republic—Czechoslovak
Republican Party (SPR–RSC) No 19.1 5.0
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

Green Party (SZ) No 21.0 6.0
Freedom Union (US) No 24.5 7.2

Slovakia Democratic Party (DS) Yes 23.8 6.7
Democratic Union (DU) Yes 20.9 5.4
Movement for a Democratic Slovakia (HZDS) No 18.7 4.9
Communist Party of Slovakia (KSS) No 16.0 3.3
Christian Democratic Movement (KDH) Yes 19.9 6.2
Slovak National Party (SNS) No 19.1 5.6
Social Democratic Party of Slovakia (SDSS) Yes 20.5 4.8
Party of the Democratic Left (SDL) Yes 18.8 3.5
Hungarian Coalition Party (SMK) Yes 19.2 6.2
Party of Civil Understanding (SOP) Yes 18.7 5.0
Party of Entrepreneurs and Professionals (SPZ) No 29.5 5.0
Green Party of Slovakia (SZS) Yes 22.0 6.2
Entrepreneurs and Farmers Union (UZPR) No 12.0 3.0
Association of Workers of Slovakia (ZRS) No 14.0 5.6
Slovak Democratic Coalition (SDK) Yes 21.5 5.6

Hungary Hungarian Democratic Forum (MDF) Yes 19.4 6.3
Alliance of Free Democrats (SzDSz) No 22.6 5.0
Independent Smallholders’ Party (FKgP) Yes 21.2 6.2
Alliance of Young Democrats–Hungarian

Civic Party (FIDESZ–MPP) Yes 22.1 6.1
Christian Democratic People’s Party (KDNP) No 21.2 4.7
Hungarian Socialist Party (MSzP) No 19.9 4.3
Party of Hungarian Truth and Life (MIÉP) No 20.0 6.9
Workers’ Party (MP) No 16.6 4.3

Romania Democratic Convention of Romania (CDR) Yes 26.8 7.1
Romanian Party of Social Democracy (PDSR) No 21.6 5.1
Democratic Party (PD) Yes 22.0 5.7
National Peasant Christian Democratic
Party (PNTCD) Yes 26.8 7.5

National Liberal Party (PNL) Yes 24.0 7.4
Democratic Alliance of Hungarians in
Romania (UDMR) Yes 23.0 5.0

Great Romania Party (PRM) No 21.9 5.1
Social Democratic Party of Romania (PSDR) Yes 23.0 3.3
Romanian National Unity Party (PUNR) No 24.0 5.0
Alliance for Romania (ApR) No 23.0 5.8
Union of Right Forces (UFD) Yes 25.0 7.8
Gypsi (Romani) Party (PR) No 30.5 8.0
Socialist Party/Socialist Labor Party (PS/PSM) No 27.4 1.0
Ecologists (PER) Yes 28.0 10.0
CDR as a whole Yes 17.7 9.5

Bulgaria Union of Democratic Forces (SDS) Yes 24.6 7.7
People’s Union (NS) Yes 25.5 5.9
Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP) No 18.4 3.3
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

Bulgarian Euro-left (BEL) No 20.3 4.1
Bulgarian Business Block (BBB) No 19.6 4.0
Movement for Rights and Freedoms (DPS) No 22.6 6.0
Bulgarian Communist Party (BKP) No 33.0 1.0
Liberal-Democratic Union (LDU) No 19.0 6.0
Federation ‘Bulgarian Kingdom’ (FCB) No 30.3 6.0
Bulgarian Social Democratic Party (BSDP) Yes 20.3 5.0
Bulgarian Agrarian National Union (BZNS) Yes 26.0 4.5
Internal Macedonian Revolutionary

Organization (VMRO) No 20.0 N/A

Croatia Action of Social Democrats of Croatia (ASH) No 20.7 4.3
Dalmatian Action (DA) No 15.0 2.0
Croatian Party of Rights (HSP) No 22.0 10.0
Croatian Democratic Union (HDZ) Yes 23.2 6.2
Croatian Christian Democratic Union

(HKDU) No 25.5 6.4
Croatian Christian Democratic Party

(HKDS) No 21.8 6.8
Croatian People’s Party (HNS) No 21.5 5.3
Croatian Popular Party (HPS) No 25.0 5.5
Croatian Peasant Party (HSS) No 22.6 5.2
Croatian Social Liberal Party (HSLS) No 23.9 4.9
Croatian Party of Rights (HSP) No 22.6 6.4
Croatian Party of Rights 1861 (HSP 1861) No 21.0 7.7
Croatian Party of Pensioners (HSU) No 24.8 5.0
Independent Croatian Democrats (HND) No 19.0 6.0
Istrian Democratic Assembly (IDS) No 23.3 4.0
Liberal Party (LS) No 24.4 4.1
Primorian–Goranian Union (PGS) No 29.4 4.3
Social Democratic Party of Croatia (SDP) No 22.7 4.1
Social Democratic Union (SDU) No 21.0 4.0

Greece Socialistic Party Yes 20.3 4.7
Conservative No 21.2 7.8
Communists No 18.0 2.9
Left-Wing Communists No 19.0 3.8
Left-Wing Socialists No 18.9 4.5
Right Wing No 19.5 6.4

Russia Agrarian Party of Russia (APR) No 19.1 4.7
Communist Party of the Russian

Federation (KPRF) No 16.6 3.3
Liberal-Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) No 18.7 5.5
Our Home is Russia (NDR) Yes 19.3 6.4
New Force No 21.1 5.9
Fatherland No 20.0 5.5
Right-Wing Bloc No 24.8 7.2
Russian All-People’s Union (ROS) No 21.7 4.5
Russian National Unity (RNU) No 13.2 5.1
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

Working Russia No 14.8 4.6
Honour and Motherland No 19.3 5.1
Yabloko No 20.3 5.5

Malta Nationalist Party Yes 24.2 6.6
Malta Labour Party No 20.3 4.9
Alternattiva Demokratika No 22.1 5.6

Luxembourg Action Committee for Democracy and
Justice (ADR) No 22.0 5.5

Christian Social People’s Party (CSV) Yes 22.8 6.3
Green Party No 20.3 4.5
Marxist and Reformed Communist Party
‘The Left’ No 19.4 3.9

Democratic Party (DP) Yes 23.0 5.3
Luxembourg Socialist Workers’
Party (LSAP) No 21.0 4.5

Slovenia Democratic Party of
Slovenia (DSS) No 24.2 4.1

Democratic Party of Pensioners of
Slovenia (DESUS) Yes 22.3 5.1

Liberal Democracy of Slovenia (LDS) Yes 22.8 4.4
Slovene People’s Party (SLS) Yes 21.3 5.6
Slovene National Party (SNS) No 22.6 6.1
Social Democratic Party of Slovenia (SDS) No 22.7 6.0
Slovene Christian Democrats (SKD) No 22.5 6.7
United List of Social Democrats (SLSD) No 20.8 3.9
Green Party (ZS) No 22.9 5.3

Ukraine Agrarian Party of Ukraine (APU) Yes 19.4 5.7
All Ukrainian Union ‘Community’ (VOH) No 28.7 6.0
Labor Party of Ukraine (PTU) No 20.1 6.8
Ukrainian National Assembly (UNA) No 23.2 6.8
Democratic Party of Ukraine (DPU) Yes 20.4 6.4
Communist Party of Ukraine (KPU) No 14.2 3.4
Congress of Ukrainian Nationalists (KUN) No 9.5 9.3
Liberal Party of Ukraine (LPU) No 32.3 5.0
People’s Democratic Party (NDP) Yes 19.8 6.5
Rukh—Ukrainian People’s Movement
(Kostenko, UNR) No 22.1 6.9

People’s Movement of Ukraine
(Udovenko) No 22.7 7.5

Forward Ukraine! Yes 20.0 5.0
Ukrainian Green Party (PZU) No 21.8 5.4
Party of Reforms and Order (PRP) Yes 23.1 6.7
Party of Slavonic Unity (PSE) No 10.0 1.0
Socialistic Democratic Unity No 25.6 5.8
Progressive Socialist Party (PSP) No 17.0 3.6
Peasants’ Party of Ukraine (SPU) No 12.7 6.6
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Appendix 6A.1. (Continued)

Country Party In Ideological Left–right
gov? index self-placement

United Social Democratic Party of
Ukraine (SDPU-O) No 20.3 6.0

Socialist Party of Ukraine (SPU) No 19.3 4.7
Social Nationalist Party (SNP) No 26.0 5.0
Ukrainian Republican Party (URP) No 20.0 5.0
Ukrainian Christian Democratic
Party (UKDP) Yes 17.7 6.6

Belarus Party of Communists of Belarus (PKB) No 17.5 4.8
Liberal-Democratic Party of Belarus
(LDPB) Yes 23.3 6.2

Belarusian Women Party ‘Hope’ (BPZ) No 20.8 5.5
Republican Party of Labour and Justice
(RPPS) No 19.8 5.1

United Civic Party (AGP) No 25.1 6.9
Belarusian Social Sport Party No 23.0 5.5
Belarusian Party ‘Zelyenye’ No 23.1 5.4
Belarusian Party of Labor (BPP) No 20.1 4.9
Communist Party of Belarus (KPB) Yes 19.3 4.3
Belarusian Patriotic Movement (BPR) Yes 25.0 6.7
Belarusian Social-Democratic
Party (BSDP) No 23.0 6.7

Party of National Accord (PNZ) No 25.4 7.2
Belarusian Social Democratic
Union (BSDH) No 25.5 7.3

Belarusian Ecological Party (BEP) No 21.4 6.3
Agrarian Party (APB) Yes 25.2 5.6
Belarusian Popular Front (BNF) No 20.9 6.2
Republican Party (RP) No 16.1 6.0

Notes: For ideological index, 1: Extreme left, 37: extreme right; for left–right self-placement,
1: extreme left, 10: extreme right.

Appendix 6A.2. Coding of Communist parties

Old Communists
Bulgaria Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP)

Bulgarian Agrarian National Union (BZNS)a

Bulgarian Communist Party (BKP)

Estonia Estonian Social Democratic Labor Party (ESDTP)
Estonian United People’s Party (EURP)
Russian Unity Party

Belarus Communist Party of Belarus (KPB)a

Party of Communists of Belarus (PKB)
Agrarian Party (APB)a

Lithuania Lithuanian Democratic Labor Party (LDDP)
Lithuanian Peasants’ Party (LVP)
Lithuanian Russians Union (LRS)
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Appendix 6A.2. (Continued)

Romania Romanian Party of Social Democracy (PDSR)
Socialist Party/Socialist Labor Party (PS/PSM)

Russia Agrarian Party (APR)
Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF)
Working Russia
Russian All-People’s Union (ROS)

Slovakia Association of Workers of Slovakia (ZRS)
Communist Party of Slovakia (KSS)

Slovenia United List of Social Democrats in Slovenia (SLSD)

Czech Republic Communist Party of Bohemia and Moravia (KSCM)

Ukraine Communist Party of Ukraine (KPU)
Socialist Party of Ukraine (SPU)
Peasants’ Party of Ukraine (SPU)
Progressive Socialist Party (PSP)

Hungary Workers’ Party (MP)

Reformed Communists
Croatia Social Democratic Party of Croatia (SDP)

Latvia Alliance of Social Democrats of Latvia (LSDSP)
National Harmony Party (NHP)

Poland Polish Peasants’ Party (PSL)
Alliance of the Democratic Left (SLD)

Romania Democratic Party (PD)a

Slovakia Party of the Democratic Left (SDL)a

Hungary Hungarian Socialist Party (MSzP)

a Government parties.
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How Political Institutions Shape Losers’
Consent

In this chapter we continue our investigation of how political context shapes
losers’ consent by considering the ways in which formal political institutions
may have an effect on popular views towards government. Specifically, we
contend that, aside from differences in democratic experiences, which were
the topic of the previous chapter, there are identifiable differences in formal
political institutions across countries that systematically affect how winners
and losers view the political system. Specifically, we argue that, even when
countries have similarly long-standing or brief experiences with democracy,
variation in formal political institutions can serve to attenuate or exacerbate
the impact of losing on people’s views of government.

Institutions can mute or amplify the impact of losing in one of several
ways: by defining the rules of the process by which losers are produced in the
first place, usually through the electoral system; by determining the substance
of government policy, and how close policy is to the preferences of the losers;
and, finally, by determining the boundaries of how power, once allocated, can
be exercised by the winners—that is, the constraints on the ability of the win-
ners to bring about policy change. Put simply, then, we argue that institutions
help determine who becomes a loser—that is, the process by which winners
and losers are created—and how losers experience the exercise of power by
a government they did not help elect—that is, the outcomes of government
action citizens observe.

As it turns out, and as we will try to demonstrate below, different institu-
tions may have quite similar effects on losers’ views of the political system.
Implicitly this opens up alternatives for institutional designers wishing to
minimize the impact of losing. To put it simply, adopting a country’s insti-
tutions wholesale is unlikely to be the only solution to the problem of main-
taining the consent of the losers. There are, of course, many different ways to
represent political institutions and, as a starting point, we need some way of
making distinctions between them. One simple way of beginning to unbundle
these institutions is to divide up institutions into those that concern giving
citizens a voice in government and those that limit or constrain the role of
government when in power. While having a say in government policy may be
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related to how much power a government may have, the two are distinct and
worth considering separately.

INSTITUTIONS AND ATTITUDES TOWARD GOVERNMENT

Research on citizen views of government has repeatedly observed appar-
ent institutional weaknesses as important influences on citizen support for
democratic government. During the 1970s, for example, scholars concluded
that democratic systems were suffering from overload because they appeared
increasingly incapable of dealing with an expansion in citizens’ demands
(Huntington 1974; Brittan 1975). Similarly, in the late 1970s and 1980s,
analysts found that representative democracy was not responsive enough to
demands articulated by a citizenry with increased participatory inclinations
(Barnes et al. 1979; Jennings et al. 1990; Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow
2003).

The dissatisfaction with political institutions among western mass publics
that followed frequently was viewed as resulting from citizens’ perceived
inability to provide inputs to the system, to derive outputs generated by it,
or both. Either way, scholars identified institutional reasons for democracy’s
inability to cope with citizen demands. As a consequence, researchers sug-
gested that this structural deficit, which inhibited democratic systems from
reacting to current and new problems, could be reduced through an extension
of more direct forms of popular participation in democratic decision-making
(Barber 1984; Held 1987). Thus, along with a documented trend toward higher
levels of citizen political sophistication and political values that emphasize cit-
izen involvement in the democratic process, opportunities for citizens to have
input to the political process became a more closely investigated institutional
feature of democratic systems in the Western world (Cain, Dalton, and Scarrow
2003).

The connection between political institutions and citizen attitudes toward
democracy is a subject of particular relevance to contemporary debates about
democratic performance and real-world institutional engineers because it invol-
ves the question to what extent citizen attitudes toward democratic reality,
and by implication the potential for protest or instability, are mediated by a
country’s political institutions. Moreover, such questions are relevant to our
understanding of both established and new democracies. In our view, oppor-
tunities to participate in the democratic process or the quality of political
outputs constitute only part of the link between institutions and attitudes in
contemporary democracies. In particular, it is not clear that more opportun-
ities for input and access to the system will automatically lead to higher
levels of satisfaction with democracy; nor is it self-evident that particular
types of democratic institutions necessarily lead to superior outputs (Crepaz
1996; but see Lijphart 1999). In fact, because the same set of democratic
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institutions can have different consequences for different groups among those
governed by them, and in particular for those in the minority and majority,
we seek to explore how long-standing and institutionally defined differ-
ences across and within political systems mediate citizen support for the
system.

In the absence of, and prior to, knowledge about the specific nature of
the representative process in a democracy, we know that losers tend to exhibit
more negative attitudes toward the political system and its workings. However,
while there are these important individual-level differences between winners
and losers, winning and losing also mean different things in different polit-
ical systems. In addition to the distinction between old and new democracies
examined in the previous chapter, one way to think about these differences is to
consider the fact that some political systems are designed to protect democratic
minorities from unrestrained rule by the majority.

Research by Lijphart (1984, 1999), Powell (2000), and Colomer (2001)
on the nature of democratic systems serves as a good starting point for our
theory of how political institutions may affect political legitimacy. Lijphart
develops a typology of democratic systems that places countries on a con-
tinuum from most consensual to most majoritarian in nature (Lijphart 1984,
1999). At the extremes, majoritarian government is about unfettered rule by
the majority on the basis of an unwritten constitution without provisions for
minority veto, whereas a pure form of consensus democracy is organized on the
basis of a rigid, written constitution with formal veto powers for minorities.
Similarly, Powell’s (2000) research comparing the majoritarian and propor-
tional visions of democracy examines the political consequences of different
institutional designs with regard to government responsibility, accountability,
and citizen control. Powell argues that contending visions (and manifestations)
of democratic governance usually entail a tradeoff between accountability and
responsiveness—with majoritarian systems better able to provide citizens with
opportunities to hold policy-makers accountable, while proportional systems
usually are able to be closer to representing the policy interests of most cit-
izens. Along similar lines, Colomer’s (2001) research on political institutions
differentiates between political systems that follow single-winner political
rules (institutions) and those that keep to multiple winner rules. According to
Colomer, multiple winner rules turn out to be more ‘socially efficient’ because
these are institutions that can ‘satisfy large groups’ interests on a great number
of issues’ (Colomer 2001: 2).

Taken together, this and related research on democratic institutions sug-
gests that citizens experience democratic politics differently, depending on
the kind of system they live in. In particular, when it comes to citizen access
to, and participation in, the political process, as well as the translation of
citizens’ preferences into policy outcomes, it is important to note that some
countries’ institutions are designed to afford greater opportunities for both
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Figure 7.1. Interactive effects of institutions and winner–loser status on system support

winners and losers of democratic competition to be represented in the political
arena and to implement their preferred policies. Moreover, even under identical
conditions of access to the political process, systems are designed differently
for the exercise of power—and in particular, the extent to which the minor-
ity is included in the decision-making process between elections. Given that
some systems and thus some institutional features provide more direct and
proportionate representational opportunities than others and because some
systems afford the minority more of a voice in the democratic decision-making
process, we expect that the more inclusive political institutions in a coun-
try, the greater the extent to which negative consequences of losing elec-
tions are muted. Conversely, the more majoritarian the country’s institutions
are, the more winners get to have a say and to impose their will on the
minority.1

It is worth noting, however, that this argument does not imply that citizens
in one type of system are, on average or necessarily, more likely to be satis-
fied with the system than in another, regardless of majority or minority status.
Instead, we argue that there is an interactive effect between the nature of a
country’s institutions and status as part of the majority or minority on satis-
faction with democracy. Figure 7.1 plots this hypothesized interactive effect
in the context of the theoretical model that guides our inquiry.

In the context of our theoretical model, this interactive effect suggests that
the negative influence of losing is muted when individuals encounter inclus-
ive institutions and amplified when the institutions are exclusive in nature
(Figure 7.2).

1 Note, however, that this argument does not make predictions regarding the quality of the
decisions made, or of the quality of the eventual policy outcomes obtained. For the effects of
consensus versus majority democracy on policy outcomes, see Crepaz (1996).
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Figure 7.2. The mediating role of institutions on legitimacy beliefs among losers

UNBUNDLING INSTITUTIONS: ELECTORAL SYSTEMS,
VETO PLAYERS, AND FEDERALISM

There is some evidence that the model we propose here has empirical support.
In a study of eleven European democracies that combined data on attitudes
toward government and Lijphart’s categorizations of countries into consen-
sual and majoritarian ones, Anderson and Guillory (1997) found that losers
in more consensual political systems display higher levels of satisfaction
with the way democracy works than losers in more majoritarian systems.
Conversely, winners in more majoritarian systems exhibit higher levels of
satisfaction than winners in more consensual systems. While the study by
Anderson and Guillory thus identified and demonstrated the ways in which
exclusive and inclusive institutions generated different responses for losers, it
also conceptualized and measured institutions in quite general terms. We would
argue that it would be a good idea to unpack these ideas a little further, since
the comparison between majoritarian and consensus institutions is really one
between bundles of institutions rather than a comparison between two spe-
cific institutions. Consensus politics, for example, does not simply involve
coalition government but also multiparty systems and proportional represent-
ation, not just one but all of which give voters a say in the eventual policy
output of government. Consensus politics also involves limitations on what
that government can do through federal and/or bicameral structures. It is not
the case, then, that comparisons between majoritarian and consensus polit-
ics means comparing two dimensions of one specific institution, but a more
complex comparison across several institutional features—or packages—that
are combined.

Such a comparison of bundles of institutions can illuminate important pat-
terns, but it also can blur our understanding of which specific institution is
crucial to producing the observed effect. It may be, for example, that we do
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not need the full set of consensual institutions to produce the same effect;
instead, we may need just one or two. Alternatively, of course, it may not be
individual institutions that matter—for example, the type of electoral system
or federalism—but that we may require combinations of institutions (e.g. PR
plus federalism plus multiparty government) to produce the same effect on
losers’ consent.

If we unbundle some of the properties of these ideal types of political
systems, can we still see some of the effects on losers found by Anderson
and Guillory but created by individual and specific institutions? This is an
important question of institutional design. If one is interested in developing
institutions that help reconcile losers to their loss, then scholars such as Lijphart
have a whole collection of institutional arrangements and designs to suggest as
possible solutions. One recommendation of such scholars might be, essentially,
to replicate Belgian or Swiss political institutions. Yet, rather than overhaul a
whole system and try to sell a country the whole Belgian constitution, it might
be easier to introduce reforms in a more piecemeal manner. Moreover, if it is
the case that specific institutions can mitigate the effects of losing then, as a
matter of design, it might be possible to introduce constitutions that produce
the virtuous properties of the Belgian system without necessarily being a copy
of that system.

INSTITUTIONS AND HAVING A SAY

Giving people a say in the decisions being made is one of the surer ways of
providing legitimate rule and preventing disaffection. Coalition governments—
one component of the Lijphart model—may mean that, in contrast to straight-
forwardly plurality systems such as those in the United Kingdom or the United
States, governments will be more likely to have the support of a majority of
voters. That is, it may be the case that greater numbers of people have some-
thing of a say in government under coalitional than non-coalitional settings
and so, on average, there will be fewer losers under coalition arrangements.
While this may often be true, it is not always the case (Powell 2000). Powell’s
work also uncovers a subtler property of coalition governments in uncovering
the underlying arithmetical properties of different kinds of political systems.
Using related but somewhat different terms from Lijphart, Powell shows that
multiparty coalition governments are closer to the median voter than are gov-
ernments in majoritarian systems. Thus, voters in Britain are, on average,
further away from the policy of their single party governments than voters in
the Netherlands where the ‘averaging’ of party positions in coalition moves
governments closer to the center and, hence, closer to the median voter. That
is, once a government gets into power, it may reflect more or less closely
what voters want depending, in part, on whether it is a coalition government.
We may therefore expect coalition governments to produce generally fewer
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losers and losers who are comparatively happier with the policy positions of
the government.

But coalition governments do not exist in isolation from other elements of
the political system. In fact, they are often a product of multiparty systems pro-
duced by proportional representation systems. The system itself offers another
possibility of reconciling losers to the system. Supporters of PR systems often
argue that such systems in and of themselves give people a sense that their vote
(and hence their voice) will be heard. Majoritarian systems create too many
wasted votes in and of themselves, not just by creating governments that are
unsupported by majorities, but by not even allowing candidates from minority
parties to win. Proportionality of electoral choice, then, would seem to have a
value in and of itself as a process feature that gives people a say, regardless of
outcome. This would seem to hold even if the PR electoral system produces a
single party or minority government, as occasionally happens in Scandinavia,
for example.

Proportionality thus has two effects upon losing and losers: a direct effect in
which citizens have their say and an indirect effect by encouraging multiparty
governments. Scholarly opinion differs on which of these is the most important.
Lijphart does not really say which of these effects should predominate; he also
does not distinguish between whether a proportional system is of value in
and of itself or is simply a necessary condition for coalition government. For
Powell, however, the major importance of proportionality lies in its indirect
effect—it is the policy position of the government that matters and to which
proportional electoral rules are clearly subordinate.

INSTITUTIONS AND THE POWER OF GOVERNMENT

Once in power, governments may have greater or lesser range to be able to
accomplish their goals. As Anderson and Guillory argue, for losers the worst
outcome is to have little voice in a system in which the government has a great
deal of power to implement policies unchecked. A better outcome (at least for
losers) would be to have one in which any government is more constrained. For
the purposes of unbundling institutions, then, a reasonable concern of losers
is the extent of power of government—how much any government can do
once in office. Good examples of countries with more exclusive (or major-
itarian) features are the United Kingdom and New Zealand—at least before
the former’s recent moves toward a more decentralized polity and the latter’s
experiments with more proportional electoral rules. In these systems, virtu-
ally all aspects of institutions—including electoral system, centralization—
were primarily majoritarian in nature. Conversely, countries like Belgium and
Switzerland are classic examples of states that feature more inclusive systemic
properties.
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As a number of examples from around the globe attest, it is possible to con-
strain or limit government power by a range of constitutional devices. Lijphart,
for example, specifically noted federalism and bicameralism in the original
model of consensus governments. More recently Tsebelis’ (2003) work offers
a more general look at constitutional–institutional arrangements and limita-
tions and the way they contribute to policy stability or, its obverse, the ease
of policy change. More generally speaking, constitutional devices such as
federalism can be seen as distributing power among competing institutions.
Similarly America’s system of ‘checks and balances’ divides power between
President and two houses of Congress and so divides power among competing
branches. Presumably the value of devices such as federalism or separation
of powers lies in the fact that rival parties may control different branches.
If different parties control different levels of government—a right wing party
at the state level balancing out a left wing party in the center—then this is a
situation broadly analogous to coalition government: citizens from across the
political spectrum obtain a share in power if party control is split. Given the
relevance of sharing power, these sorts of devices work best (for losers) when
party control is split. It would further help that end if staggered electoral cycles
or different franchises/electoral systems were in place. Even under a federal
system, if all elections were held at the same time under the same franchise
and electoral rules, presumably the government of the day would win across
the board. Having staggered electoral terms—as in Australian, Canadian, and
German federalism—gives opposition parties a chance to capitalize on the
unpopularity of the national government and so allow those opposition parties
a chance to win power at least at the level of the state, province, or Land.

There is a wide variety of upper houses that exhibit considerable variation in
their composition and power (Tsebelis and Money 1997). For those who lose
out in helping to form the executive branch of the national government, it is
important to have some differences in the method of electing the upper house
than the lower house in order to make the composition of the two houses differ
from each other. Some of these differences could be quite subtle. In Australia,
for example, elections for the upper house are often held at the same time as
elections for the lower house, but the electoral system for the Senate is propor-
tional rather than majoritarian. As a result, the composition of the Senate differs
in that minor parties are typically much more prominent in the Senate than the
House. After it is elected, it is also important that the upper house be powerful
in order to balance the power of the government.

For losers an important concern is to constrain what government may do,
and there are many ways in which to do so. Winners, however, should be
more ambivalent when governments are constrained since they will have won
relatively little in a system in which there is a strong version of decentralized
federalism and also a bicameralism in which an upper chamber is elected by
different franchise and/or at a different time.
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In this context, it is worth noting that there is an unresolved normative issue
underlying both the consensus model and models ground in spatial analysis on
one hand and models grounded in a pluralist tradition on the other. This issue
concerns the value placed on having policies that are hard to change. Consensus
polities are most open to voters having a say through proportional electoral
systems and multiparty governments, but they also are ones where it may be
hard for governments to accomplish policy changes if those governments are
then constrained by formal limitations such as federalism. As Miller (1983)
notes, one of the concerns of the spatial literature on collective decision-making
has been a search for policy stability. As the seminal McKelvey–Schofield
theorems show, left to their own devices in a purely majoritarian setting, a
group of people will rarely be able to make a choice as a group but, instead,
any group choice will cycle between alternatives.

In this context, and following on from Shepsle’s work on structure-induced
equilibrium in the American setting (Shepsle 1979), Tsebelis’s work shows
how—comparatively—institutions may reduce the possibility of cycling, thus
making it harder to change the status quo as a consequence of institutional
design. In the American context, for example, separation of powers shrinks
the range of possible alternatives to the status quo since any new position has
to win the support of both houses of Congress and of the President. Political
institutions, then, offer a solution to the ‘problem’ of policy instability.

Having governments that cannot accomplish much and, hence, having a
situation in which the status quo is hard to change, has appeal both for Lijphart
and, also, for spatial modelers. But, there is a distinct downside to having a
policy that is hard to change, and this is especially the case so far as pluralist
conceptions of democracy are concerned. To pluralists, having an unchang-
ing policy can be far from healthy (Miller 1983). In fact, pluralists view
policy change as positive because it implies a shift has taken place in the
governing coalition. Policy cycling enables losers to become substantive—
that is, policy—winners as a consequence of these shifting coalitions (Miller
1983: 743).

Thus, for pluralists institutions that facilitate pure majority rule are satisfy-
ing: they do not create permanent losers because they open up the possibility of
winning in future periods, especially in settings where politics is multidimen-
sional. Multidimensional settings are ones where (for social choice theorists)
cycling is more likely to take place and (for adherents of a consensus model)
politics is likely to be split in a divided society. Thus, if the possibility of becom-
ing winners next time (‘wait till next year’: Miller 1983: 742) is one thing that
helps losers give consent to a political system, then the kinds of chaotic instabil-
ity characteristic of formal models provides a context in which losers can build
issue coalitions that will make them winners. One consequence of the lack of
cycling is seen in the work of McGann (2002) who argues that constitutional
devices such as super-majorities that are aimed at protecting minorities can,



Political Institutions 129

in fact, hurt them. Having too large a super-majority requirement means that
some minorities will find it almost impossible to change the current policy
(status quo). McGann, following on from Miller and the pluralists, therefore
argues that simple majorities—pluralities—give minorities a realistic oppor-
tunity to be able to bring about change from the status quo. Moreover, as our
evidence on the dynamics of losers’ consent suggests, occasional change in
office means that any one group of losers will not become too troubled with
the political system.

For some pluralist scholars, then, policy immobility is not necessarily
desirable—even when considering divided societies—because it so heavily
privileges the status quo. Presumably even for nonpluralists, complete
policy-immobility is not appealing: governments should be able to move
policy or (equivalently) move from the status quo at least somewhat even
if too much movement (cycling) is seen as problematic. That is, having a say
in and of itself may not be enough to satisfy citizens, and it may well make
winners significantly less happy with the system as winning becomes less
meaningful. Thus, from the perspective of losers, less policy change is good;
but from the perspective of the winners, too little change may not be such
a good thing.

The cases of Italy and France’s IVth Republic provide two examples, albeit
often heavily caricatured ones, of systems where multiparty coalition gov-
ernments cannot seem to make effective policy at all and, in consequence,
disappoint their citizens. Between the Scylla of it being too easy to change
government policy and the Charybdis of it being too hard lies the Goldilocks
of ‘just right’ amount of policy movement—but we have no sense of that met-
ric or how wide a range ‘just right’ might encompass. The implicit tendency
within both the model of consensus democracy and spatial models is to see
policy stickiness as having a positive value and, of the two alternatives of too
much change and too little change, having too much change is by far the worse.
As Tsebelis shows, there are many institutional designs that can produce policy
immobility. Simply, from the point of view of policy immobilism, checks and
balances within the American system of separation of powers between Pres-
ident and Congress may well produce very similar lack of policy movement
to the pure parliamentary system of Italy. This may also imply that too much
coalition government may have a negative impact on policy and consequently
legitimacy (Listhaug, Aardal, and Ellis 2002).

This discussion of various institutional forms essentially unpacks the set of
institutions at the heart of the work of Anderson and Guillory and Lijphart.
The idea of a consensus polity is one that bundles together many different
institutions each of which could, in its own right, shape citizen views. The
empirical question remains as to whether there is any evidence that indi-
vidual components of institutional design can help reconcile citizens to the
system. We can examine the impact of individual institutions by examining
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whether opinions of voters towards their political system vary in response to
specific institutional attributes. Below, we do this for both Western Europe
and North America. Of course, some institutions are difficult to unbundle.
The most obvious example here is the bundle consisting of coalition govern-
ment, multiparty system, and proportional representation. It is hard, though
not impossible, to move away from proportionality without affecting the other
two. For some institutions, then, their effects are not likely to be individual
and additive but rather are interactive and contingent. This is not the case
for federalism—an especially interesting institution—since it is entirely com-
patible with majoritarian-type institutions as the examples of Australia and
Canada attest as well as coalition government multiparty proportional repres-
entation systems such as Switzerland or Belgium. With federal institutions,
then, we can tease out a distinct institution uncorrelated with other institutions
to see if federal institutions do help dampen the effects of losing.

We therefore proceed in two steps; first, by examining institutional effects
across a range of countries in Western Europe to show that different political
institutions may, in fact, have desirable properties, at least so far as losers are
concerned. From here we turn to examine the impact of federalism in both the
United States and Canada in greater detail.

SATISFACTION WITH DEMOCRACY IN EUROPE

One simple way of beginning our study is to examine citizen satisfaction with
democracy across a range of European countries. Table 7.1 displays some
simple models of the kind used throughout this study. The first model (shown
in column 1) takes as its dependent variable citizen satisfaction with demo-
cracy. The other two estimate the degree to which citizens feel they may rely on
their national parliament and national government. The data are taken from a
standard Eurobarometer survey of European citizens (No. 52, 1999) across the
fifteen member states of the EU and, hence, across fifteen different sets of polit-
ical
institutions.

The models that are reported here are quite straightforward. Evaluations
of the political system are modeled as a function of individual attributes,
being a loser, and of a series of institutional features.2 The individual-level

2 Relating to the previous chapter, which shows significant differences in the winner–loser
gap between old and new democracies, we include an interaction between losing and a measure
for the newer democracies of Europe—East Germany, Greece, Portugal, and Spain. Consistent
with the results reported in the previous chapter, we expect losers in new democracies to have a
bigger reaction to their loss than voters in more established democracies. While several of these
countries have been democracies now for almost a generation this still may not have provided
enough time and enough learning experiences for citizens to adjust as easily to losing as their
fellow Europeans in countries such as Ireland or Sweden which have been democratic for the
lifespan of everyone surveyed.
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Table 7.1. Losing and institutional features on attitudes toward government

Satisfaction
with democracy

Can you rely
on the national
parliament?

Can you rely
on the national
government?

Loser −0.140∗∗∗ −0.592∗∗∗ −0.869∗∗∗
(8.92) (13.26) (18.84)

New democracy 0.143∗∗∗ 0.158∗∗ 0.398∗∗∗
(5.13) (1.98) (4.84)

Loser ∗ new democracy −0.149∗∗∗ −0.126∗ −0.238∗∗∗
(6.01) (1.76) (3.23)

Parties in government 0.141∗∗∗ 0.588∗∗∗ 0.653∗∗∗
(5.43) (8.06) (8.66)

(Parties in government)2 −0.024∗∗∗ −0.092∗∗∗ −0.097∗∗∗
(6.57) (8.98) (9.10)

Electoral system −0.018∗∗∗ −0.166∗∗∗ −0.150∗∗∗
(2.60) (8.64) (7.54)

Federal system 0.001 0.205∗∗∗ 0.123∗∗
(0.04) (4.21) (2.43)

Life satisfaction −0.221∗∗∗ −0.303∗∗∗ −0.274∗∗∗
(22.19) (10.65) (9.35)

Age −0.022∗∗∗ 0.105∗∗∗ 0.089∗∗∗
(3.02) (5.11) (4.22)

Education 0.000 0.202∗∗∗ 0.148∗∗∗
(0.00) (8.66) (6.17)

Sex 0.001 −0.128∗∗∗ −0.047
(0.04) (3.45) (1.21)

Left wing −0.085∗∗∗ −0.086∗ −0.145∗∗∗
(4.80) (1.71) (2.78)

Right wing −0.046∗∗ 0.168∗∗∗ 0.001
(2.34) (3.01) (0.01)

Sociotropic evaluations 0.173∗∗∗ 0.370∗∗∗ 0.434∗∗∗
(16.50) (12.41) (14.09)

Pocketbook evaluations 0.041∗∗∗ 0.032 −0.000
(3.31) (0.92) (0.00)

Will not vote −0.121∗∗∗ −0.807∗∗∗ −0.688∗∗∗
(3.98) (9.24) (7.69)

Constant 2.726∗∗∗ 4.925∗∗∗ 4.869∗∗∗
(39.45) (25.09) (24.05)

N 11,815 11,676 11,780
R-squared 0.12 0.09 0.11

∗p < 0.1.
∗∗p < 0.05.
∗∗∗p < 0.001.

Notes: Absolute value of t statistics in parentheses.

Source: Eurobarometer 52, 1999.
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demographic attributes are introduced as control variables and are of little sub-
stantive interest.3 The institutional variables that constitute the focus of this
chapter tap a number of the different ideas we advanced above. Included are
measures of: federalism; of the number of parties in power as well as the number
of parties squared (to capture potential curvilinear effects); and the electoral
system (with higher values indicating more disproportionality in the transla-
tion of votes into seats). Also included is a measure of losing based on the
respondent’s intended vote at the next election.

A number of things are apparent from this simple model. First, as we see
throughout this study, losers are significantly less happy with the political
system—less satisfied with the way democracy works and also less likely to
think one can rely on the major political institutions of the country—than
other voters even after we include a range of individual attributes and attitudes
that control for a possible general level of dissatisfaction with life in general.
Moreover, as shown in the previous chapter, we see that the winner–loser gap is
larger in the newer democracies, indicating that losers are, indeed, less satisfied
and hold their political institutions in lower regard than winners in the more
established democracies.

In terms of institutional effects we see, as predicted by Anderson and
Guillory, the similar effects of both electoral system and coalition govern-
ment. Thus, less proportional electoral systems reduce citizens’ faith in the
political system, while coalition government tends to increase it. Since these
are, by now, familiar findings we will not dwell on them except to make
two further points. First, there is evidence to suggest that too much coali-
tion government may well, in general, depress satisfaction with the political
system. Alongside the simple number of parties in government we included
a squared term. The sign on this squared term suggests that, while satisfac-
tion with government may increase as the number of parties in the coali-
tion grows, after some point (approximately five parties) there can be too
many parties in the coalition—at least so far as voters are concerned.4 It
is easy to make too much of this one coefficient, but it is consistent with
the argument that policy immobilism brought about by large coalitions does
frustrate voters.

Second, and more important, the various institutions of consensus demo-
cracies seem to have an impact in and of themselves: that is their impact

3 In addition to standard variables for age, education, and political extremism they include, for
example, whether an individual thinks the economy (either of the nation or their own pocketbook)
is doing well or poorly and whether the individual intends to vote in the next election. They also
include the individual’s sense of satisfaction with life in general. Presumably citizens who think
their own life is going poorly are less likely to think well of the political system.

4 Given the number of cases involved it is too easy to make too much of the standard levels
of significance. Our interpretation here rests upon the signs of the parameters.
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Table 7.2. Changes in the effect of losing on satisfaction with
democracy for subsets of respondents

Coefficient on
‘Loser’ variable

Constant

Satisfaction with democracy
Federal system −0.08 2.9
Not federal system −0.19 2.6
Electoral system = 1 −0.18 2.62
Electoral system = 2 −0.12 3.27
Electoral system = 3 −0.08 2.05
Electoral system = 4 −0.17 2.55
Parties in government = 1 −0.21 2.71
Parties in government = 2 −0.14 3.07
Parties in government = 3 −0.13 2.93
Parties in government = 5 −0.16 3.07
Parties in government = 6 −0.07 ns 2.43

Can you rely on national government
Federal system −0.62 5.17
Not federal system −0.89 5.4
Electoral system = 1 −0.88 5.11
Electoral system = 2 −0.75 3.79
Electoral system = 3 −0.90 5.97
Electoral system = 4 −0.86 5.32
Parties in government = 1 −1.17 5.51
Parties in government = 2 −0.75 5.77
Parties in government = 3 −0.36 6.06
Parties in government = 5 −0.55 5.14
Parties in government = 6 −0.66 3.88

Notes: Calculations based on estimations shown in column 1, Table 7.1.
ns: not significant.

is separable and additive and therefore not necessarily dependent on being
bundled together. Furthermore, one of the main effects of interest—that of
federalism—does operate in the hypothesized way: federal states are associ-
ated with both higher levels of satisfaction with the performance of demo-
cracy and higher levels of regard for political institutions. Simply dividing
up the power of central government, then, seems to help people think well of
institutions.

Of course this does not speak directly to how losing and institutions interact.
One way to show this is to divide the sample into federal states and non-federal
states and examine the size of the parameter attached to being a loser: if the
institutions do have the anticipated effect then the impact of losing should be
greater under unitary than federal systems.

Table 7.2 reports results from estimating the model in the first column of
Table 7.1 subsetting the data in a number of ways. Most of the statistical output
has been suppressed and the table only displays the parameter associated with
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losing.5 As can be seen from Table 7.2, the impact of losing under unitary
states is bigger, indeed twice as large, as in federal states. The remainder of the
table adopts a similar approach to parties in government, for example. Here the
results show that losers’ reactions are biggest under single party governments.
Electoral system effects are apparent as well: greater proportionality does help
alleviate the impact of losing although the effects are mostly seen in shifts
in the intercept (in the average level of dissatisfaction) than in the parameter.
A similar approach is used to show the changing reaction of losers to the
national government (i.e. subsetting the data by type of electoral system or
federalism and estimating the model in column 3 of Table 7.1); this produces
a very similar pattern of results.

FEDERALISM: EVIDENCE FROM CANADA

On the basis of this kind of approach, then, federalism would seem to help
moderate the effect of losing presumably by allowing the sharing of power.
We can show this effect rather more directly, by looking in greater depth at
a specific example of federalism to see if there is a difference in attitudes
between winners and losers at the state or provincial level, even after we
control for national factors.

To do so, we focus on Canada. Canada is an especially interesting example
of federalism because it exists alongside a majoritarian system. European
examples of federalism—Austria, Belgium, Germany, and Switzerland—all
operate with proportionality, multiparty systems, and coalition governments.
Thus, the kinds of positive effects we saw in Table 7.1 and even Table 7.2
might be dismissed as being confounded by the beneficial effects of propor-
tionality. For Canada such confounding is not possible since governments at
both provincial and national level are parliamentary and majoritarian. As it
turns out, the results of an analysis of Canadian data do, in fact, indicate that
it is, in fact, federalism that drives the effect we observe.

Table 7.3 shows results from a simple model of satisfaction with demo-
cracy controlling for both national level party identification (national level
loser effects), economic dissatisfaction, and language group using data from
the 2000 Canadian National Election Study (CNES). Since there is no insti-
tutional variation across the provinces of the kinds we saw in Europe—for
example, no variation in electoral system—we have no need to control for such
effects. As can be seen, those voters whose party won at the federal level—
Liberal Party identifiers—were generally more satisfied with the performance
of democracy in Canada than other voters, even after we control for their ori-
entations towards the national government. Moreover, as importantly, being a

5 The parameters were produced by estimating the same model in column 1 of Table 7.1 subset
by the relevant institutional variable, for example, the model was estimated for both federal and
unitary states.
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Table 7.3. Satisfaction with democracy in Canada, 2000

All
respondents

Canada
excluding
Quebec

Quebec
only

Unstandardized
coefficients

Std.
error

Unstandardized
coefficients

Std.
error

Unstandardized
coefficients

Std.
error

Liberal ID 0.447∗∗∗ 0.035 0.395∗∗∗ 0.040 0.548∗∗∗ 0.070
Winner at

provincial level 0.076∗ 0.037 0.130∗∗ 0.041 −0.075 0.079
Alliance ID −0.337∗∗∗ 0.052 −0.365∗∗∗ 0.054 −0.160 0.189
Bloc
Quebecois ID −0.069 0.063 −0.030 0.040

Female 0.019 0.031 0.042 0.037 −0.027 0.055
French speaker −0.188∗∗∗ 0.039 0.014 0.216 −0.230∗ 0.110
Economic

satisfaction 0.180∗∗∗ 0.024 0.192∗∗∗ 0.028 0.143∗∗ 0.045
University

education 0.006 0.034 −0.048 0.056 0.100 0.066
High school

dropout −0.076 0.046 0.006 0.006 −0.148 0.082
Age 0.005 0.005 −0.000 0.000 0.006 0.009
Age squared −0.000 0.000 0.073∗ 0.030 −0.000 0.000
Intend to
vote 0.097∗∗∗ 0.025 0.130∗∗ 0.041 0.136∗∗ 0.043

Constant 1.907 0.155 1.973 0.184 1.802 0.301

N 2,726 1,820 906
Adj. R2 0.138 0.14 0.13

∗∗∗p < 0.001.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

Notes: Dependent variable (1–4 scale, where 4 = satisfied).

Source: Canadian National Election Study (2000).

winner at the provincial level significantly increases voters’ satisfaction with
the way democracy works. Thus, federal institutions allow voters to offset a loss
at the federal level with being a winner at the provincial level, and vice versa.
The patterns of Tables 7.1 and 7.2 showing the scope for federalism in and of
itself to have positive effects are not, then, confined to those data and models.

Before moving on we should note some additional nuances within the
Canadian data, however. Some are relatively specific issues and we will not
dwell on them here, but one issue is worth noting. That is the distinct community
of Quebec.6 Estimating the model separately for the province of Quebec and

6 Broadly speaking, the result of Table 7.3 can be replicated using data from the 1997 CNES
and is found across different waves of interviewees pre- and post-election. There is some sens-
itivity to the definition of winner—whether it is defined in terms of provincial vote last time, or
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the rest of Canada shows that the positive effect of being a winner at the pro-
vincial level is not present for Quebeckers who have long been more hesitant to
extend legitimacy to the political system than other Canadians.7 As the results
shown in columns 2 and 3 in Table 7.3 indicate, being a winner at the national
level (Liberal party support) translates into more positive evaluations of the
political system in both Quebec and the rest of Canada. What is more, being a
winner at the provincial level does not translate into more positive evaluations
of the political system in Quebec, though it does elsewhere in the Canadian
federation. Thus, there are clear limits to the palliative effect of federalism
when political divisions are extreme (see Nadeau and Blais 1993).

THE POWER OF GOVERNMENT: EVIDENCE FROM
THE AMERICAN STATES

Notwithstanding the case of Quebec, the results so far have been encouraging.
Even within a majoritarian setting like Canada’s, and even controlling for the
impact of proportionality, it is possible to see that federal institutions can help
salve the wounds of losing. Moreover, individual component parts of a con-
sensus model clearly have independent effects on citizen assessments of the
system. However, given that provincial institutions in Canada do not vary sig-
nificantly, one question raised by the results in Table 7.3 is what happens when
we combine the effects of winning and losing at the state or provincial level
with variations in subnational institutions. To examine this question, we turn to
the US case, where the fifty states provide a setting with substantial variation
in electoral context. This allows us to test how variation in context, and in the
power of government, conditions the effect of losing on trust in government. In
contrast to Canada, then, US federalism provides greater variety in the range
of different institutional combinations. We can therefore exploit variation in
federal institutions to focus even more sharply on questions of institutional
design.

In this section, we test how the electoral context affects the relationship
between losing and trust in the United States. In particular, we assume that
the stakes of an election matter; that is, the extent to which government is
granted power to implement preferred policies. As our model predicts, when
the stakes are greater, so too should be the effects of losing. In other words, the
impact of losing should vary by the importance of an electoral office, and
these perceptions are likely to be shaped by the context of the electoral choice.
While few surveys provide questions that measure trust in government at the

provincial party identification or national party identification across the two sets of data and the
various panels but the pattern of coefficients is of a significant and consistent effect.

7 Indeed, there is some evidence in the 1997 data to suggest that those who won in Quebec
provincial elections were in fact among the most dissatisfied of all of Canada’s voters.
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state or local level, data on perceptions of state governments were available in
a survey commissioned by the Kennedy School of Government and National
Public Radio (NPR). We use these data to estimate models of trust in state
government.

Our estimates of trust (or distrust, in this case) in state governments con-
trol for several demographic factors, evaluations of the federal government,
and include a measure of whether the respondent identified with the party of
the state’s governor. We have two measures of electoral context that provide
variation in how voters might perceive the stakes of an election—the formal
powers granted to a state’s governor, and whether the state has unified or
divided government. One of our hypotheses is that citizens will perceive that
more is at stake when electing a Governor with strong executive powers. As a
result, the effect of losing on trust is expected to be greater among respondents
in states with strong governors than those in states where governors have few
formal powers. Likewise, we anticipate that voters living in states where one
party controls both the legislature and the governor will see more at stake, and
consequently will be more affected by losing. At the individual level, we also
expect that the effect of losing on distrust is likely to be greater among the
highly interested and strong partisans, when compared to those less interested
and less partisan.

To account for how voters respond to elections where more was at stake and
to test how different types of voters might be affected by losing, we estimate
models of distrust in state government with different subsets of the data. We do
this by estimating how support for a losing party affects trust among respond-
ents who live in states where governors have strong powers and then estimate
the same model with respondents who live in other states. We follow this same
procedure and estimate our model with respondents who live in states with uni-
fied government, and then again with those who reside in places with divided
government. Finally, we estimate the effect of losing on trust among strong
partisans, weak partisans, those interested in politics, and those not interested.
Table 7.4 simply reports the coefficient for the effect of losing on trust, for
models estimated with these eight subsets of the data. Higher scores on the
dependent variable reflect more distrust.

The results demonstrate that electoral context conditions how losing affects
trust in government. Once again, we see that the relationship between los-
ing and distrust of state government is greater among individuals who have
stronger identification with political parties, and also among those most inter-
ested in politics. As expected, the relationship between losing and distrust
is also more robust among respondents who live in states where governors
have stronger powers. Likewise, the effect is greater in places where a single
party has control of the legislative and executive branches. The 2003 California
gubernatorial recall election—spearheaded by Republicans who ended unified
Democratic control of state government by ushering Arnold Schwarzenegger
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Table 7.4. Distrust in state government: the effect of
identifying with a losing party in the American states, across
different state electoral contexts

Effect of supporting
losing party in state

Lives in state with strong governor 0.44
Lives in state with a weak governor 0.24
Lives in state with unified government 0.37
Lives in state with divided government 0.24
Strong party identification 0.38
Weak/no party identification 0.13
Very interested in politics 0.31
Response other than very interested 0.24

Notes: OLS coefficients estimated from models predicting distrust in
state government, controlling for age, education, gender, race (black),
ethnicity (Latino/a), change in personal finances, and evaluations of
the federal government. All coefficients are statistically significant.
Dependent variable is coded such that higher scores reflect more dis-
trust in the respondent’s state government. Respondents were asked
‘how often do you trust [your] state government’. The variable is coded
1: always, 2: mostly, 3: sometimes, 4: never.

Source: Kennedy School of Government/NPR Survey, 1999.

into office—provides a potent illustration of how unified control of govern-
ment may generate bitterness among losers.

These results from the United States further illustrate how the effects of
losing on citizens’ overall assessment of their political system might be affected
by federalism. In previous chapters, we demonstrated that supporters of the
party not controlling the White House—particularly strong partisans—were
less trusting of the federal government. Table 7.4 illustrates the same effects
with evaluations of state governments. Once again losers are more distrusting
of their state government if their party is out of power there, and this effect
is larger among strong partisans. It is important to note, however, that US
federalism allows citizens to lose on one level while winning on others. Put
differently, strong Democrats’ trust in the federal government soured after
losing the 2000 presidential election (see Chapter 5), but Democrats living in
states controlled by Democrats, nonetheless, may have found reasons to trust
their state governments. This effect could be even larger if they lived in places
with unified Democratic control of government or in places with Democratic
governors who possess strong executive powers, like Georgia, Oregon, and
Vermont. This dispersion of the effects of winning and losing across different
levels of government in the United States may be part of the reason why the
effects of the 2000 US presidential election do not appear to be particularly
severe when the country is considered as a whole.
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CONCLUSION

There are identifiable and relatively stable features of democratic life that
serve to organize and constrain citizens’ political experiences, and which allow
them to develop attitudes about the workings of the political system. Citizens
form attitudes about politics in systemic contexts whose institutional structures
mediate preferences, define the choices that are available, and provide citizens
with opportunities to be heard in the political process (Powell 1982, 1989).
One feature of democratic life that is important for citizen attitudes toward the
system is how democratic institutions treat those who are in the majority and
those who belong to the minority.

In this chapter we have shown that responses to losing are mediated by
institutions and, further, that specific institutions, and not just combinations of
institutions, help to shape the response of losers. Losers express less negative
views about the political system than winners when electoral rules are more
proportional, when the political system has a greater number of veto players,
and when power is shared within the political system. Thus, the size of the
winner–loser gap depends on whether institutions are exclusive or inclusive.
We also show that federalism, as a stand-alone institution that can be part of
either a majoritarian or consensus bundle of institutions is effective in allowing
losers some say in the system, and therefore helps make losers more positive
towards the system. Put simply, then, having a say and sharing in power, even
when in the opposition at the national level, enhances losers’ consent.

The findings presented here provide additional evidence that institutional
variation is an important mediator of public opinion toward political author-
ities. As recent research on government support has shown, institutional vari-
ation is an important element for understanding citizens’ ability to assign credit
and blame to incumbents for economic performance (Anderson 2000). Regard-
ing the study of democratic institutions, our analyses also document important
and systematic consequences of different kinds of democracies at the level of
mass publics. Aside from affecting policy outcomes (Lijphart 1994; Crepaz
1996), cabinet stability and conflict (Powell 1986), or the congruence of elite
and mass policy preferences (Huber and Powell 1994), to name just a few
examples, our results show that different forms of democratic organization
also have consequences for public attitudes toward democracy as a form of
government.

Whether citizens evaluate the functioning of their democracy based on the
recent performance of their electoral institutions and organization or based
on the more lasting institutions, such as electoral laws, holds importance
for the broader scholarly debate about the design of democratic institutions.
Specifically, political theorists have debated whether it is more important that
the institutions produce superior outcomes or that the institutions are designed
in a way that produces maximum process fairness to all participants. Our results
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add to these debates by showing that institutions have varying effects, depend-
ing on whether citizens are among the winners or losers. This suggests that it
is important to consider not simply the direct, aggregate effect of institutions
on the behavior of all citizens, but also their effects on particularly important
subgroups within the electorate.

While much of our study up to this point has focused on comparing winners
and losers, we now turn to examining losers in greater detail. That is, we focus
on comparing losers only: why are some losers in some countries more sanguine
about the political system while other losers in other countries are more dis-
pleased with the political process? This is the question we turn to in the next
chapter.



8

Comparing Losers’ Assessments of
Electoral Democracy

In the chapters so far, the evidence we have presented shows that losers and
winners differ systematically in how they view various aspects of demo-
cratic governance. To recap, we have documented a gap in the legitimacy
beliefs of the winners and losers, and this gap exists with regard to differ-
ent dimensions of support for democratic political systems, over time, and
across countries. We also have shown that there are a number of factors, both
at the level of individual voters and different political contexts that serve to
attenuate or exacerbate the impact that losing has on citizens and, by implica-
tion, help shape the size of the gap in legitimacy beliefs between winners
and losers.

Theoretically speaking, this evidence suggests that, while there may be
cross-national differences in the size of the winner–loser gap, the relevant
comparison is that of winners and losers. Such a perspective is revealing when
we are interested in understanding which countries experience the greatest
tensions between winners’ and losers’ understandings of the political system
and its processes. As such, this approach helps us to pinpoint variations in
intra-country differences and political dynamics. However, such a perspective
is not necessarily designed to specify the conditions under which some losers
in some countries are happier with the political process than others—that is,
why we may see differences in attitudes toward the system among different
sets of losers. This is the topic we turn to next.

COMPARING WINNERS AND LOSERS VERSUS
COMPARING JUST LOSERS

Electoral democracy is designed to settle political disagreements peacefully.
The principle is to let the party or parties with more votes, rather than the
group(s) with more military might, govern. The principle is attractive and
compelling both for normative and practical reasons. An election is much less
costly and less ethically challenging than a civil war. Yet, as attractive as it
may be, electoral democracy raises a number of problems. First, not any type
of election will do. To be acceptable to all, the election must be perceived
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to be fair and honest. Second, those who feel that their vital interests are
threatened by the elected government are likely to be highly skeptical about
the virtues of the electoral process. Third, it is easier for supporters of the party
or parties that form the government than for supporters of the parties that form
the opposition to accept the outcome of an election. Furthermore, supporters of
parties that systematically lose, election after election, may come to question
the legitimacy of electoral democracy.

It is tempting to think positively about electoral democracy when one wins
and to become skeptical when one loses. And indeed the previous chapters have
shown that winners are generally more positive about electoral institutions and
about the political process more generally, than losers. Viewed from this per-
spective, losers are a crucial group, in particular because, as we have pointed
out above, elections frequently produce more losers than winners. It is not
difficult to convince winners that elections are ‘good’; after all, their party
is in power. It is more of a challenge to convince losers, given that their
expressed preference is for someone else to govern. Ultimately, the hope is
that somehow most of the losers will accept the outcome.

Instead of comparing winners and losers, as we have done up till now, this
chapter focuses on losers—more precisely those who voted for parties that
were not part of the government that was formed after the election. That is,
instead of investigating the size of the winner–loser gap, we turn to under-
standing differences across different kinds of losers across different countries.
In particular, we take a look at how losers assess electoral democracy and
we identify the factors that make them willing or unwilling to accept the
legitimacy of elections. Following our theoretical model and the evidence we
have assembled so far, we assume that losers’ reactions depend on three groups
of factors: (1) macro-level factors—that is, the kind of country losers live in;
(2) meso-level factors—that is, the kind of party they support; (3) micro-level
factors—that is, the kind of person they are. Put simply, we presume that it
is easier for losers to think positively about elections in some countries than
in others, for some party supporters than for others, and for some types of
voters than for others. The objective of this chapter, then, is to determine how
these various factors combine to enhance or diminish losers’ appreciation of
the functioning of electoral democracy.

COMPARING SIMILAR LOSERS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD
ELECTORAL DEMOCRACY

For the analyses described below, we use the Comparative Study of Electoral
Systems (CSES) data set. The CSES data set comprises election studies con-
ducted in thirty-two countries between 1996 and 2001. The major advantage
of this data set is that it covers a wide range of countries and a very wide
range of party supporters, enabling us to examine the impact of country-level
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and party-level as well as individual-level factors. To make losers directly
comparable across countries—that is, to compare similar kinds of losers—
we focus on losers in legislative elections.1 Furthermore, legislative elections
are more directly relevant to the concerns of this chapter, given our interest
in party-level factors, which we will discuss in more detail below.2 Winners
and losers were coded on the basis of a recall question that asked respondents
which parties they voted for (the surveys were conducted immediately after
the election). If respondents voted for a governing party, they were coded as
winners; otherwise, they were categorized as losers.

We examine three dimensions of losers’ assessments of electoral democracy:
their level of satisfaction with the way democracy works in their country, their
evaluation of the fairness of the most recent election, and their evaluation of
the responsiveness of elected representatives.

Satisfaction with democracy was measured by the standard question: ‘On the
whole, are you satisfied, fairly satisfied, not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied
with the way democracy works in (country)?’. Evaluation of fairness was
tapped by the following question: ‘In some countries, people believe their
elections are conducted fairly. In other countries, people believe that their
elections are conducted unfairly. Thinking of the last election in (country),
where would you place it on this scale of one to five, where one means that

1 The CSES data set includes seven studies conducted after concurrent presidential and legis-
lative elections (Chile, Mexico [2000], Peru, Romania, Russia, Taiwan, and the United States),
one after concurrent prime ministerial and legislative elections (Israel) and two after presidential
elections (Belarus and Lithuania). These studies have been excluded. In the case of concurrent
elections, we would have had to distinguish those who lost in both elections, those who lost
only in the presidential election and those who lost only in the legislative election (see Anderson
and LoTempio 2002) and to distinguish all of them from those who were involved in only one
election. There were only two non-concurrent presidential elections, both in post-communist
states, which make generalizations uneasy. Moreover, we had to exclude several countries with
parliamentary systems because the surveys were conducted when it was unclear who would form
the new government (e.g. Hungary).

2 The 1998 and 2000 Hong Kong legislative elections had to be excluded because the identity of
the winners was ambiguous: the Democratic Party won a majority of the seats that were contested
under universal suffrage but the party was in a minority position in the whole legislative assembly.
The 1998 Ukraine election study was also excluded. The Communist party won a plurality of
seats but the president selects the prime minister and he nominated a person from his own party,
the People’s Democratic party. In this case as well, it is not clear exactly who are the winners
and losers. Finally, the 2000 Thailand election study could not be considered because it did not
provide information about which party respondents voted for (the survey provided information
about vote intentions). All in all, the final data set we are able to make use of for the analyses
that follow included twenty legislative election studies conducted in nineteen different countries
(Spain has two election studies included in the data set, in 1996 and in 2000): Australia (1996,
not included in Fairness), Canada (1997), Belgium (not included in Fairness), Czech Republic
(1996), Germany (1998), Denmark (1998), Spain (1996, 2000), Great Britain (1997), Iceland
(1999), Japan (1996), Mexico (1997), Netherlands (1998), New Zealand (1996), Norway (1997),
Poland (1997), Portugal (2002), Slovenia (1996), Sweden (1998), and Switzerland (1999).
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the last election was conducted fairly and five means that the election was
conducted unfairly?’.3

Three questions were used to form an index designed to measure people’s
sense of the responsiveness of the political system. The first has to do with
the capacity of elected representatives to understand the concerns of ordinary
voters: ‘Some people say that members of Parliament know what ordinary
people think. Others say that members of Parliament don’t know much about
what ordinary people think. Using the (one to five) scale, where would you
place yourself ?’. The second concerns the willingness of parties to respond to
voters’ concerns: ‘Some people say that political parties in (country) care what
ordinary people think. Others say that political parties in (country) don’t care
what ordinary people think. Using the (one to five) scale, where would you
place yourself ?’. The third question ascertains the system’s perceived respons-
iveness: ‘Some people say it makes a difference who is in power. Others say
that it does not make a difference who is in power. Using the (one to five) scale,
where would you place yourself ?’. These three questions are combined to form
a responsiveness index.4 The following analysis thus utilizes three depend-
ent variables: ‘satisfaction’, ‘fairness’, and ‘responsiveness’, which constitute
three dimensions of voters’ overall assessment of how electoral democracy
works in their country. Each of these three dimensions is measured on a scale
where −1 represents the most negative evaluation and +1 represents the most
positive evaluation.

LOSERS’ OVERALL VERDICT

Figures 8.1–8.3 present the mean scores for each of the three dimensions
observed among losers in each country (see also Appendix 8A.1). The data
show that more losers are satisfied with the functioning of democracy than are
dissatisfied, an overwhelming majority believes that the most recent election
was fair, and more losers say that the political system is responsive than
the opposite. In fact, losers’ evaluations are particularly positive on each of
the three dimensions in Denmark, the Netherlands, and Norway, and least
positive in Japan, while evaluations are more mixed across countries and
dimensions otherwise. What, then, accounts for differences in losers’ attitudes
toward the political system across the countries included in our sample?

ACCOUNTING FOR SYSTEMIC DIFFERENCES IN
LOSERS’ JUDGMENTS

The first step of our analysis consists of explaining variations among countries
in losers’ overall evaluations of the functioning of electoral democracy.

3 This question was not asked in Australia and Belgium, and so the number of cases is slightly
reduced with respect to that dimension.

4 Cronbach’s alpha was 0.49.
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Figure 8.1. Losers’ satisfaction with democracy
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Figure 8.2. Losers’ evaluations of fairness of election

Specifically, in line with our previous analyses and theoretical priors, we expect
the following systemic factors to make losers feel more positive or negative
about the political process. The first two hypotheses concern the degree of
democracy and the length of the democratic experience. To test these, we dis-
tinguish among three groups of countries: those that were clearly democratic
at the time of the election and had a long experience with democratic elections
(established democracies); those that were clearly democratic at the time of the
election but with a short experience with democracy (non-established demo-
cracies); and finally, those where the degree of democracy was more dubious
(weak democracies).

As before, we use the Freedom House ratings of political rights as an
indicator of degree of democracy. Eighteen of the nineteen countries examined
here obtained the ‘maximal’ score of 1 at the time their legislative election
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Figure 8.3. Losers’ evaluations of responsiveness

was held. Among these eighteen, thirteen can be considered as ‘established’
democracies; that is, they have had systematically high scores (1 or 2) on
Freedom House ratings of political rights over the previous twenty years:
Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, Japan, Netherlands,
New Zealand, Norway, Britain, Sweden, and Switzerland. And five countries
can be construed as ‘non-established’ democracies: Spain, Portugal, Poland,
Slovenia, and the Czech Republic. These five countries were coded as 1 on
our ‘non-established’ democracy variable. Mexico, finally, is the only country
which did not get the ‘highest’ score and is therefore coded 1 on our ‘weak’
democracy variable (see Appendix 8A.2).

The first hypothesis is that losers’ judgments should be more negative in
‘weak’ democracies. We expect that, in countries where basic political rights
are strongly respected, even losers are willing to recognize that elections are
conducted fairly, that politicians care about voters, and that elections matter.
The proposition may appear tautological, though it must be kept in mind that
judgments are subjective by their very nature, and that citizens’ expectations
about the proper functioning of democratic institutions may actually be higher
in more democratic countries. These higher expectations, in turn, may some-
times feed disappointment among those with the least to complain about
in terms of democratic performance when considered from a cross-national
perspective. There is some evidence to support this view, as recent studies
have shown that disenchantment with the political system in more democratic
countries frequently is felt most acutely among those with the most democratic
inclinations (Dalton 2004).

And as we have noted in our chapter comparing losers’ consent in old
and new democracies, it may well be that it is not only the degree of demo-
cracy that matters but the length of experience with the democratic process.
After all, democracy entails, among other things, making compromises in order
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to please different segments of the population. As a consequence, the demo-
cratic process is designed to be somewhat messy. It may take time for citizens
to appreciate that such messiness is valuable and produces good outcomes.
In particular, it may take time for losers to understand that there are many
viewpoints in society, that it is unfortunately impossible to satisfy every one
of them, and that it is impossible for everyone to win every time. Thus, in
addition to a more sizable gap between winners’ and losers’ evaluations of the
political system in weak democracies, as a second hypothesis we posit that the
evaluations of losers in non-established democracies will be more negative
than in established democracies.

This expectation is open to challenge, at least a priori. We suspect that the
opposite pattern could also occur as citizens who have experienced how bad
things can be when certain basic political rights are not respected might well
be more appreciative of the benefits of democracy and more prone to accept its
shortcomings. That is, citizens may value democratic rights and practices more
highly when the contrast with the most immediate past experience of authorit-
arian rule is particular stark: if this is the case, losers in new democracies may
evaluate democratic politics, however imperfect, more positively.

The third macro-level factor that may lead to cross-national differences in
losers’ consent deals with the kind of rules that govern the election of rep-
resentatives. Four basic types of electoral systems can be distinguished (Blais
and Massicotte 2002): plurality (the candidate with the most votes is elected),
majority (the candidate with more than 50 percent of the vote is elected),
proportional representation (the number of seats a party wins depends on the
number of votes obtained), and mixed (some combination of the former). There
is only one instance of a majority system (Australia) in the group of countries,
and only two of a plurality system (Britain and Canada). The great majority
of countries included in the analysis are either PR or mixed, and many of the
mixed systems are corrective, which make them similar (with respect to the
seats/votes ratio) to PR. Under such circumstances, one practical solution is to
use a scale to ascertain the degree of proportionality or disproportionality of
the electoral system, such as Gallagher’s least-squares index of disproportion-
ality (Gallagher 1991), which allows us to distinguish the most proportional
from the least proportional systems (see Appendix 8A.3).

As we emphasized in Chapter 7, the degree of proportionality of the
electoral system basically has two effects upon losing and losers: a direct effect,
by giving citizens a say in how governments are elected, and an indirect effect
by making multiparty governments more likely. Following the earlier results,
we would expect that losers feel more negative about electoral democracy
in more disproportional systems. The logic is that losing parties get ‘fairer’
representation in more proportional systems because their share of seats
corresponds more or less to their vote share. Supporters of these parties may
dislike the outcome of the election but they can reason that ‘their’ party
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was not treated unfairly. Similarly, following the logic outlined in Chapter 7,
a larger number of parties in government may mean less movement in policy
outcomes and thus less dissatisfaction among the losers.

The fourth macro-level factor deals with the impact of the economy—
specifically, a nation’s wealth—on voters’ judgments. Lipset (1959),
especially, has argued that a substantial level of economic development is
a prerequisite to support for democracy. Similarly, as Przeworski (2001: 11)
points out ‘. . . in affluent countries even the electoral losers have too much at
stake to risk being defeated in a struggle over dictatorship. In poor societies
there is little to distribute, so that a party that moves against democracy and
is defeated has relatively little to lose’. Following this, we expect losers in
more economically developed countries to feel more positive about electoral
democracy.5 The impact of the economy on people’s evaluation of democracy
has been seriously questioned especially with respect to the democratization
process in Eastern Europe (see Hofferbert and Klingemann 1999; Evans and
Whitefield 2001). It remains to be seen whether a systematic pattern emerges
among political losers in the countries examined here.

To examine our hypotheses, we thus estimate the impact of the variables
representing ‘weak’ and ‘non-established’ democracies, Gallagher’s index of
disproportionality, and the human development index on satisfaction with
democracy and evaluations of fairness and of responsiveness. As previously
(Chapter 7), we also control for the number of parties in government and
whether the country has a federal form of government. Table 8.1 shows the
results.

The results clearly confirm the hypotheses concerning democratic experi-
ence with respect to the first two indicators. Losers from non-established
democracies are more likely to express dissatisfaction with the functioning
of democracy in their country, and they are less likely to believe that the most
recent election had been conducted fairly. Moreover, this effect is most pro-
nounced in the least democratic case in our sample (Mexico). Interestingly,
however, losers in less democratic countries are less prone to complain about
a lack of responsiveness. In fact, their evaluations of responsiveness are more
positive than in established democracies, and higher still in the weakest demo-
cracy in our sample (Mexico). This speaks to the notion that voters in countries
with recent histories and perhaps remnants of authoritarian government are
appreciative of the new rules of the game.

The expectation that evaluations of electoral democracy are more negative
when and where there is only weak correspondence between seat shares and
vote shares is also supported. We find that losers in more disproportional sys-
tems are more prone to say that the election was unfair, and they are also more

5 The indicator of economic development is the United Nations Human Development Index
(see Appendix 8A.4).
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Table 8.1. Determinants of losers’ assessments of democracy: systemic variables

Independent variables Satisfaction with
democracy

Evaluation of
fairness

Evaluation of
responsiveness

Weak democracy −0.32∗∗ −0.43∗∗ 0.22∗∗
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03)

Non-established democracy −0.18∗∗ −0.18∗∗ 0.06∗∗
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Human development index 1.11∗∗ −0.84∗ 0.81∗∗
(0.32) (0.30) (0.22)

Disproportionality −0.22 −1.69∗∗ −0.59∗∗
(0.14) (0.13) (0.09)

Federalism 0.01 0.07∗∗ −0.03∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Parties in government 0.04 0.07∗ 0.12∗∗
(0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

(Parties in government)2 −0.01∗∗ −0.01 −0.02∗∗
(0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

Constant −0.76∗ 1.45∗∗ −0.78∗∗
(0.31) (0.30) (0.21)

N 15,287 13,621 15,414
Adj. R2 0.04 0.06 0.02

∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

inclined to think that the political system does not care about ordinary citizens.
Moreover, these negative assessments seem to nurture dissatisfaction with the
functioning of democracy (this coefficient is significant at the 0.10 level when
a one-tailed test of statistical significance is employed).

The findings concerning human development are mixed. Losers in more
developed countries appear more satisfied with the way democracy works
and have more positive evaluations of the political system’s responsiveness,
but they emerge as more critical when it comes to ascertaining the fairness
of elections. In our view, the most plausible interpretation for this negative
effect is that citizens in more developed countries have adopted higher stand-
ards of fairness than those in less developed ones. They expect an election
to be fair and have become less tolerant of rules or practices that jeopardize
that goal.

Finally, the results for the number of parties in government as well as the
federalism variable are broadly consistent with what we found in Chapter 7.
Generally speaking, the results for the variable ‘number of parties in
government’ indicates that a greater number of parties enhances positive
attitudes toward government, while the squared term suggests that this effect
is curvilinear. The results for federalism are somewhat more equivocal, with
federalism producing more positive evaluations of fairness and more negative
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evaluations of responsiveness (though the coefficients are small). While these
results are broadly similar to those found in Chapter 7, it is possible that poten-
tial differences in the two sets of results are driven by the fact that our exclusive
focus on losers reduces the variability in attitudes in our data set. Moreover,
while the results in Chapter 7 are based solely on a sample of West European
countries, the analyses in this chapter are based on a sample of countries
that includes a more varied set of populations. It is therefore plausible that
some of the differences in the effects are due to different reactions of losers
in differently situated democracies and therefore not necessarily inconsistent
with the results we showed earlier. Since we do not primarily focus on these
effects for the purposes of this analysis, we do not comment on these effects
in the remainder of this chapter.

DOES THE PARTY ONE SUPPORTS MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

The evidence so far suggests that losers in some countries are more positive
in their evaluations of electoral democracy than losers in other countries—put
simply, losers react differently depending on the kind of political system they
live in. Going beyond cross-national differences in losers’ consent, we turn next
to differences in the kinds of parties losers support. Specifically, we expect that
losers’ assessments of electoral democracy in part also hinge on the kind of
party they support. While the voters who are the subject of this chapter all
supported a party that lost the election, not all losing parties were in the same
situation.

The first distinction to be made is between the parties that were in govern-
ment at the time the election was held and those that were not. We expect
supporters of ‘incumbent’ parties to be more supportive of electoral democracy
than those of parties that were not in government before the election. After
all, the former had enjoyed the pleasure of winning in the previous election
and of having their party in government for a certain period of time. Thus, our
expectation is that supporters of losing parties that formed the government at
the time of the election should feel more positive about electoral democracy
than those of parties that were not in government.

This is not an obvious prediction. In some sense, losing an election when
one’s party was in power should be a more disappointing experience than
losing when one’s party was not in power. In the former case, one’s party
is clearly worse off, whereas in the latter case, there is no change in the
status quo. At the same time, however, we would assume it is more difficult
to express dissatisfaction with democracy and to say that the election was
unfair when one’s party was actually in charge of government and, indirectly
at least, of the very election that it lost.

We should add an important caveat at this point. The information we have
concerns vote choice in the most recent election (time t). Some of the people
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who voted for the losing ‘incumbent’ party may not have voted for that party
in the prior election (t−1), and these ‘new’ supporters may have fewer reasons
to ‘feel good’. Fortunately, these new supporters are unlikely to be numerous
since a losing governing party usually loses ground and does not attract many
new voters.

Going beyond the simple in- and out-party dichotomy, it is useful to distin-
guish major and minor incumbent parties further. Supporters of major
governing parties should be more inclined to provide positive assessments
of electoral democracy than supporters of minor governing parties. After all,
whenever there is a coalition government, the major party in the coalition
obtains the greatest amount of power, and the minor partners may have more
mixed feelings about the coalition experience. As a consequence, supporters
of these minor governing parties may be less prone to say that democracy is
working well or that politicians are responsive to their concerns.

Two additional distinctions need to be made among ‘non-incumbent’ parties.
The first distinction is between those parties that have never been in government
and those that have had prior experience as part of the executive branch.
The idea that power alternates between different groups and parties is crucial
in democratic theory, so much so that questions are raised whenever there is no
alternation over a period of time. Powell (1982: 6), for instance, asked ‘Did the
competitive electoral process result in a change in the party or party coalition
controlling the chief executive during these two decades?’ when ascertaining
which countries should be deemed to be democratic. Based on this theoretical
premise, we expect supporters of parties that have never been in government
to be particularly skeptical about the virtues of electoral democracy.6

Finally, it is worth noting that particular attention should be given to new
parties—that is, parties that are recent entrants into the electoral arena.
We expect supporters of these new parties to have a longer time horizon and
not to expect ‘their’ party to win an election in the short term. As a result,
many of them may be satisfied if their party is making some progress in terms
of vote support or simply contesting the election and may be willing to accept
not being in government for some time. Thus, we anticipate supporters of new
parties to remain relatively positive in their evaluations of electoral democracy.
For the purposes of our analysis, we define a new party as one that is running
in an election for the first or second time.

Taken together, then, we distinguish among five types of losing parties and
hence five types of electoral losers: major incumbent parties, minor incumbent
parties, and among non-incumbents those that have never been in govern-
ment in the past (non-incumbent/never), those that have previously been in

6 Again, it would be nice to be able to distinguish people who have always supported
these ‘constant losers’ from new supporters but unfortunately the data do not provide that
information.
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Table 8.2. Types of losing parties

Type Parties Voters

Major incumbent 8.3% 29.03%
(8) (4,224)

Minor incumbent 7.3% 3.9%
(7) (571)

Non-incumbent/Never 49.0% 36.2%
(47) (5,261)

Non-incumbent/Previous 19.8% 28.1%
(19) (4,084)

Non-incumbent/New 15.6% 9.6%
(15) (1,400)

Number of cases 96 14,550

Notes: Number of parties/respondents shown in
parentheses.

government (non-incumbent/previous), and new parties (non-incumbent/new).
We expect evaluations to be most positive among supporters of new parties
and major governing parties and most negative among supporters of non-
incumbents that have never been in government.

Table 8.2 presents the distribution of these five types of losing parties (see
Appendix 8A.5 for the list of parties in each country). It can be seen that the
most frequent category, corresponding to forty-seven of the ninety-six ‘losing’
parties considered here, is the party that has never been in government in
the past. These parties tend to be smaller, however, so that their supporters
represent about one-third of losing voters. Then there are fifteen new parties
and nineteen parties that had been in government in the past though they were
not incumbent. The latter tend to be bigger and their supporters constitute
about one-quarter of losing voters. Finally, there are a few incumbent parties
among the losers, but their supporters represent (collapsing major and minor
partners) about one-third of losers.

The question, of course, is whether those who voted for these different
kinds of parties assessed electoral democracy in systematically different ways.
The estimations reported in Table 8.3 allow us to address this question. The
estimation model now includes the systemic variables discussed in the pre-
vious section plus the four dummy variables corresponding to four types of
parties (the reference category is the group of parties that had never been in
government).

We expect supporters of the parties that had never been in government
to be the most negative in their evaluations. This category is the reference
category in the model, and so the prediction is that the four dummy ‘party
type’ variables will be positive. This is basically what we find in Table 8.3
with respect to two of the indicators of system support, overall satisfaction
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Table 8.3. Determinants of losers’ assessments of democracy: systemic and party
variables

Independent variables Satisfaction
with democracy

Evaluation of
fairness

Evaluation of
responsiveness

Major incumbent 0.29∗∗ 0.17∗∗ 0.14∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Minor incumbent 0.20∗∗ −0.01 0.10∗∗
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Non-incumbent/Previous 0.14∗∗ −0.02 0.06∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Non-incumbent/New 0.09∗∗ −0.07∗∗ 0.07∗∗
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Weak democracy −0.32∗∗ −0.57∗∗ 0.22∗∗
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03)

Non-established democracy −0.14∗∗ −0.22∗∗ 0.09∗∗
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Human development index 2.02∗∗ −1.03∗∗ 1.30∗∗
(0.32) (0.30) (0.22)

Disproportionality −0.40∗ −2.33∗∗ −0.67∗∗
(0.14) (0.13) (0.10)

Federalism −0.04∗ 0.02∗ −0.05∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Parties in government 0.02 −0.06 0.11∗∗
(0.02) (0.03) (0.02)

(Parties in government)2 −0.01∗∗ 0.02∗ −0.02∗∗
(0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

Constant −1.69∗∗ 1.80∗∗ −1.28∗∗
(0.31) (0.30) (0.21)

N 15,287 13,621 15,414
Adj. R2 0.07 0.08 0.04

∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

with democracy and assessments of responsiveness. All eight coefficients are
positive and significant. The hypothesis that supporters of parties that have
never been in government are most critical is thus clearly supported for these
two indicators.

Table 8.3 also shows that the most ‘positive’ group is made up of those who
voted for ‘major’ incumbents. This supports the hypothesis that supporters of
major governing parties are the ‘best’ losers of all. They may be disappointed
by the outcome of the election, but ‘their’ party had just been in power. As a
consequence, they are not as critical of the system as other losers. The variable
coefficients also confirm the prediction that supporters of major incumbents
provide more positive assessments than supporters of minor incumbents.

We had also predicted that supporters of new parties would emerge as rel-
atively positive in their assessments of electoral democracy. This prediction
is only partly borne out. Supporters of new parties tend to be more satisfied
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with democracy and to perceive the system to be more responsive than sup-
porters of ‘old’ parties that have never been in government. However, these
differences are modest, and supporters of new parties are not more positive in
their feelings about the system than those of voters who supported old parties
that had been previously in government.

All in all, though, the differences between types of parties fit with theoretical
predictions as far as satisfaction with democracy and evaluations of respons-
iveness are concerned. The findings are somewhat different when it comes to
perceptions of fairness. There is one common pattern, and that is the propensity
of supporters of incumbents to be quite positive. After all, ‘their’ party was in
charge of the election and it would be surprising if they were to conclude that
the election was unfairly conducted. With respect to fairness, however, the most
critical group can be found not among those who voted for old parties that had
never been in government, but rather among those who supported new parties.

To examine whether the differences among these types of losing parties are
more pronounced in certain kinds of countries, we created interaction variables
to sort out the impact of party types according to the level of human develop-
ment. Table 8.4 shows a very clear pattern: for the majority of the measures
of type of incumbent party, after taking account of the interaction with human
development, there is little difference from those losers who voted for the
reference group (non-incumbents who have never been in office). The one
interaction that is significant for two of the three support measures is of non-
incumbent/previous, suggesting that losers of out parties that had previously
been in office were particularly critical in more developed democracies.

DISTINGUISHING TYPES OF VOTERS

Taken together, the evidence assembled so far suggests that type of country and
type of party both affect losers’ evaluations of electoral democracy. Following
our theoretical model, losers’ evaluations of electoral democracy should also
depend on personal characteristics. We focus on two of these characteristics:
education and ideological orientation. We expect the better educated to provide
more positive evaluations of electoral democracy. It is well known that edu-
cation makes people more open-minded and tolerant of opposing viewpoints
(Hyman and Wright 1979). Tolerance, in turn, is related to support for demo-
cratic values (Gibson 2002). Furthermore, the better educated are more likely
to have been exposed to the dominant norm that in a democracy one should
lose gracefully (McClosky and Zaller 1984).7

But it is also easier to lose when one does not have strong views about
what government should and should not do. If governments are eager to find

7 Education is coded from 0 for those with no schooling at all to 7 for those with a university
degree.
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Table 8.4. Determinants of losers’ assessments of democracy: systemic and party
variables with interactions

Independent variables Satisfaction
with democracy

Evaluation of
fairness

Evaluation of
responsiveness

Major incumbent −0.13 −0.19 −0.5
(0.40) (0.35) (0.28)

Minor incumbent 1.70∗ 1.04 0.48
(0.78) (0.64) (0.52)

Non-incumbent/Previous 1.42∗∗ 0.62 1.64∗∗
(0.51) (0.44) (0.35)

Non-incumbent/New 0.71 0.75 −0.21
(0.64) (0.54) (0.44)

Major incumbent ∗ HDI 0.45 0.40 0.77∗
(0.44) (0.38) (0.30)

Minor incumbent ∗ HDI −1.63 −1.14∗ −0.42
(0.85) (0.70) (0.56)

NI previous ∗ HDI −1.37∗ −0.69 −1.70∗∗
(0.55) (0.47) (0.38)

NI new ∗ HDI −0.67 −0.88 0.30
(0.69) (0.58) (0.47)

Weak democracy −0.29∗∗ −0.54∗∗ 0.25∗∗
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03)

Non-established democracy −0.15∗∗ −0.22∗∗ 0.07∗∗
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Human development index 2.19∗∗ −0.90∗ 1.18∗∗
(0.43) (0.39) (0.30)

Disproportionality −0.42∗∗ −2.30∗∗ −0.68∗∗
(0.14) (0.14) (0.10)

Federalism −0.04∗∗ 0.02∗ −0.05∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Parties in government 0.02 −0.05 0.11∗∗
(0.02) (0.04) (0.02)

(Parties in government)2 −0.01∗∗ 0.01∗ −0.02∗∗
(0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

Constant −1.83∗∗ 1.66∗∗ −1.16∗∗
(0.41) (0.38) (0.28)

N 15,287 13,621 15,414
Adj. R2 0.07 0.09 0.04

∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

compromises that are bound to displease those who favor substantial changes
to the status quo, we should find individuals who hold ‘radical’ views to be
particularly critical of electoral democracy. Everything else being equal, there-
fore, citizens who are on the extreme right and those who are on the extreme
left of the political spectrum should provide more negative assessments of
representative democracy.
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To measure ideological extremism, we rely on the following question:
‘In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you place
yourself on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means the left and 10 means the
right?’. Those who placed themselves at 0, 1, or 2 on the scale, who also con-
stitute 15 percent of the losers, are construed to be on the ‘extreme left’, and
those who placed themselves at 8, 9, or 10, who represent 16 percent of the
sample, are considered to be on the ‘extreme right’. All others, 69 percent of
losers, constitute the reference group.8

We estimated models that included the country-level as well as party-type
variables employed before alongside education and ideology. The results,
shown in Table 8.5 indicate that, as expected, the better educated are more sat-
isfied with democracy, that they are more likely to indicate that the election was
fair, and that the political system is responsive. The results concerning ideolog-
ical orientation are more difficult to pin down, however. We find that respond-
ents on the extreme right are systematically more positive in their evaluations
of electoral democracy. The differences are not colossal, but they appear to be
systematic, and they are consistent with what we found in Chapter 6, using a
different data set and a different sample of countries. At this point, we have
no simple explanation for this surprising finding. We speculate that, to the
extent that right-wing voters are more patriotic or nationalistic, support for
the country’s institutions in part is an expression of support for the political
community. In contrast, people on the extreme left do come out, as expected,
as less satisfied with democracy, and as more skeptical about the fairness of
the election. They also appear, however, to be slightly more positive about the
system’s responsiveness. But again, these differences are substantively small.

In the last stage of the analysis, we sought to determine whether these
personal characteristics matter differently in different kinds of countries.
As Table 8.6 shows, there is indeed evidence for such interaction effects.
With respect to evaluations of the fairness of the electoral process, the gap
between the better and the lesser educated is most pronounced in less developed
countries. Specifically, in these less developed countries the better educated
emerge as most positive about the fairness of the most recent election (readers
should keep in mind that overall evaluations are quite positive to start with),
a reflection perhaps of their strong adherence to the value of representative
democracy and of their willingness to tolerate some shortcomings in the
conduct of elections.

The situation is reversed when it comes to evaluations of responsiveness.
Here, we find a more sizable gap in the effects of education among the more
developed countries. The better educated do not appear to be more sanguine in
their assessments of the system’s responsiveness than the less educated in less

8 The left/right question was not asked in Japan, and the following analyses therefore do not
include Japanese respondents.
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Table 8.5. Determinants of losers’ assessments of democracy: systemic, party, and
individual-level variables

Independent variables Satisfaction
with democracy

Evaluation of
fairness

Evaluation of
responsiveness

Education 0.02∗∗ 0.03∗∗ 0.03∗∗
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Left −0.11∗∗ −0.05∗∗ 0.03∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Right 0.03∗ 0.02∗ 0.08∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Major incumbent 0.24 −0.13 −0.60∗
(0.42) (0.34) (0.28)

Minor incumbent 0.69 −0.85 0.16
(0.81) (0.66) (0.54)

Non-incumbent/Previous 1.12∗ 0.04 1.46∗∗
(0.53) (0.44) (0.36)

Non-incumbent/New 1.34∗ 1.26∗ 0.15
(0.67) (0.55) (0.46)

Major incumbent ∗ HDI 0.04 0.31 0.81∗
(0.45) (0.37) (0.31)

Minor incumbent ∗ HDI −0.48 1.06 −0.04
(0.89) (0.73) (0.59)

NI previous ∗ HDI −1.04 −0.05 −1.50∗∗
(0.58) (0.48) (0.39)

NI new ∗ HDI −1.37 −1.45∗ −0.09
(0.73) (0.60) (0.50)

Weak democracy −0.25∗∗ −0.54∗∗ 0.30∗∗
(0.05) (0.04) (0.03)

Non-established democracy −0.11∗∗ −0.20∗∗ 0.11∗∗
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Human development index 2.66∗∗ −0.58 1.52∗∗
(0.45) (0.39) (0.31)

Disproportionality −0.00 −1.72∗∗ −0.42∗∗
(0.15) (0.14) (0.10)

Federalism −0.05∗∗ −0.02 −0.06∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Parties in government 0.02 −0.18∗∗ 0.10∗∗
(0.02) (0.04) (0.02)

(Parties in government)2 −0.01∗∗ 0.04∗∗ −0.01∗∗
(0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

Constant −2.26∗∗ 1.42∗∗ −1.61∗∗
(0.41) (0.38) (0.29)

N 13,196 11,681 13,228
Adj. R2 0.09 0.08 0.06

∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.
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Table 8.6. Determinants of losers’ assessments of democracy: systemic, party, and
individual-level variables with interactions

Independent variables Satisfaction
with democracy

Evaluation of
fairness

Evaluation of
responsiveness

Education −0.01 0.30∗∗ −0.27∗∗
(0.10) (0.08) (0.07)

Left −0.85∗ −0.93∗∗ −0.55
(0.43) (0.35) (0.30)

Right 0.07 −0.39 0.86∗∗
(0.47) (0.38) (0.32)

Education ∗ HDI 0.03 −0.29∗∗ 0.32∗∗
(0.11) (0.09) (0.07)

Left ∗ HDI 0.81 0.97∗∗ 0.64∗
(0.47) (0.38) (0.32)

Right ∗ HDI −0.04 0.45 −0.84∗
(0.51) (0.41) (0.35)

Major incumbent 0.32 0.04 −0.58∗
(0.42) (0.35) (0.29)

Minor incumbent 0.63 −0.76 −0.05
(0.82) (0.66) (0.54)

Non-incumbent/Previous 1.08∗ 0.04 1.40∗∗
(0.53) (0.44) (0.36)

Non-incumbent/New 1.24 1.18∗ −0.02
(0.67) (0.55) (0.47)

Major incumbent ∗ HDI −0.04 0.12 0.79∗∗
(0.46) (0.38) (0.31)

Minor incumbent ∗ HDI −0.41 0.96 0.19
(0.89) (0.73) (0.60)

NI previous ∗ HDI −1.00 −0.04 −1.43∗∗
(0.58) (0.48) (0.39)

NI new ∗ HDI −1.26 −1.36∗ 0.09
(0.73) (0.60) (0.51)

Weak democracy −0.27∗∗ −0.53∗∗ 0.26∗∗
(0.05) (0.04) (0.03)

Non-established democracy −0.11∗∗ −0.20∗∗ 0.11∗∗
(0.02) (0.02) (0.01)

Human development index 2.37∗∗ 0.36 0.21
(0.63) (0.53) (0.43)

Disproportionality 0.02 −1.64∗∗ −0.44∗∗
(0.15) (0.14) (0.10)

Federalism −0.05∗∗ −0.01 −0.07∗∗
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Parties in government 0.03 −0.17∗∗ 0.10∗∗
(0.02) (0.04) (0.02)

(Parties in government)2 −0.01∗∗ 0.04∗∗ −0.01∗∗
(0.00) (0.01) (0.00)

Constant −1.99∗∗ 0.54 −0.40
(0.57) (0.51) (0.40)

N 13,196 11,681 13,228
Adj. R2 0.09 0.08 0.06

∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.
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developed countries perhaps because they are more aware of actual instances
where elected officials did not respond to voters’ concerns.

Table 8.6 also shows that ‘extreme’ left voters are more positive in their
evaluations of the fairness of the most recent election and the responsiveness
of the system, the more highly developed the country. In contrast, extreme
right voters are more critical of the system’s responsiveness in more developed
countries. Why this is the case remains to be elucidated.

Taken together, these findings confirm that individual level characteristics
matter. As expected, better-educated losers provide more positive assessments
of representative democracy than their less educated counterparts. But the
results also indicate that individual level characteristics play differently in
different contexts. The better educated are particularly positive with respect
to fairness in less developed countries and more sanguine with respect to
responsiveness in less developed countries.

The findings concerning ‘extremist’ voters are more intriguing and require
further analysis to be considered definitive. Contrary to expectations, voters
on the extreme right had more positive, not more negative, evaluations. As for
those on the extreme left, it is only among less developed countries that they
emerge as more critical.

CONCLUSION

The objective of this chapter has been to compare losers with losers;
specifically, to examine losers’ evaluations of electoral democracy and to
identify the factors that affect these evaluations. Based on data measuring
losers’ evaluations of electoral democracy in twenty countries, several findings
are worth recapitulating. The first observation to be made is that with respect
to the three indicators retained—overall satisfaction with democracy, evalu-
ation of fairness and responsiveness—losers emerge as quite positive. While
previous chapters have shown that they are almost uniformly less positive in
their evaluations than winners, our data also show that more losers are satisfied
with the functioning of democracy than dissatisfied, an overwhelming major-
ity believes that the most recent election was fair, and more people say that
parties care what ordinary people think than the opposite. There is no evidence
of widespread malaise here.

Following the notion that both context and individual characteristics help
determine the level of losers’ consent, we sought to ascertain, sequentially,
the impact of systemic, party, and individual level characteristics on these
three types of evaluations. Our results show that losers’ evaluations of sat-
isfaction and fairness are lower in non-established democracies, and lower
still in Mexico. However, their evaluations of responsiveness are higher
in non-established democracies, and higher still in the weak democracy
(Mexico).
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We also found that losers evaluate all three aspects of electoral demo-
cracy more positively in countries with more proportional electoral systems.
Moreover, our results indicate that losers in more developed countries are more
satisfied with democracy but less positive in their assessments of the fairness of
the most recent election. This suggests to us that wealth is indeed an important
lubricant for keeping people happy with the political system, but that it also is
associated with higher expectations regarding the performance of democratic
political institutions.

When we looked at differences across losers’ evaluations of electoral demo-
cracy with an eye toward the kinds of parties they supported, we found that
supporters of losing parties that had never been in government were the most
critical of representative democracy, while supporters of the major losing party
that formed the government at the time of the election felt most positive.
Moreover, the data show that such differences between types of losing parties
are more pronounced in less developed countries. These results are consistent
with our results on the dynamics of losers’ consent—where long-term losers are
particularly negative in their evaluations of the political system—and our find-
ings regarding the winner–loser gap in old and new democracies—where the
gap was found to be larger in newer (and usually less economically developed)
democracies.

Regarding differences across losers’ responses that may be driven by
individual-level factors, our analyses show that more highly educated losers
are more satisfied with the functioning of democracy, more positive about
the fairness of the election in less developed democracies, and more sanguine
about the system’s responsiveness in more developed countries. Aside from
levels of education, which can be taken to be a proxy for democratic values
and tolerance, our results also show that losers’ ideology matters: while those
who are on the ‘extreme’ right are not more critical towards representative
democracy—in fact, they tend to be slightly more positive—voters on the
extreme left were more negative in their evaluations of the political system.
This latter effect is particularly pronounced in less developed democracies,
where those who are on the extreme left are more negative while no such
pattern emerges among more developed countries.

Up to this point we have focused on documenting the contours of losers’
consent. That is, we have investigated the winner–loser gap in attitudes about
the political system by examining whether and why such a gap exists, and why
it varies across countries and different kinds of voters. Moreover, we have
taken a look at different kinds of losers—who differ because of who they are,
which parties they support, and what kind of polity they live in. One theme that
has been underdeveloped so far, however, has been the question of whether
losing makes voters more likely to support changes to the rules of the game.
This is the topic we turn to in the next chapter.
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Appendix 8A.1. Electoral losers’ evaluations of electoral democracy

Country (year) Satisfaction with
democracy

Evaluation of
fairness

Evaluation of
responsiveness

Australia (1996) 0.37 — −0.03
(811) (806)

Belgium (1999) 0.10 — 0.03
(1,119) (1,070)

Canada (1997) 0.21 0.47 −0.03
(901) (895) (881)

Czech Republic (1996) −0.18 0.47 0.06
(516) (523) (509)

Denmark (1998) 0.48 0.89 0.22
(1,166) (1,184) (1,184)

Germany (1998) 0.17 0.78 0.07
(809) (816) (800)

Iceland (1999) 0.21 0.61 0.19
(467) (482) (482)

Japan (1996) 0.03 0.05 −0.14
(537) (581) (581)

Mexico (1997) −0.08 0.31 0.16
(522) (562) (559)

Netherlands (1998) 0.41 0.77 0.18
(599) (584) (583)

New Zealand (1996) 0.21 0.58 0.04
(2,048) (2,035) (2,029)

Norway (1997) 0.54 0.85 0.23
(1,274) (1,264) (1,263)

Poland (1997) 0.17 0.51 0.11
(474) (537) (537)

Portugal (2002) −0.03 0.62 0.01
(393) (412) (412)

Slovenia (1996) −0.25 0.52 0.22
(464) (485) (485)

Spain (1996) 0.25 0.62 0.17
(613) (614) (614)

Spain (2000) 0.40 0.50 0.09
(402) (416) (414)

Sweden (1998) 0.20 0.78 0.09
(549) (557) (556)

Switzerland (1999) 0.26 0.83 0.21
(183) (184) (182)

United Kingdom (1997) 0.40 0.67 0.09
(1,206) (1,215) (1,200)

Total 0.23 0.63 0.09
(15,053) (13,390) (15,194)

Notes: Entries are means. The variables range between −1 and +1. The number of
respondents is indicated in parentheses.

Source: Comparative Study of Electoral Systems surveys (1996–2000).
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Appendix 8A.2. Types of democracies

Countries Number of
countries

Weak democracy Mexico 1
Non-established
democracies

Czech Republic, Spain, Poland, Portugal,
Slovenia

5

Established
democracies

Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Germany,
Great Britain, Iceland, Japan, Netherlands,
New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland

13

Appendix 8A.3. Disproportionality index

Country Disproportionality
index

Australia 0.113
Belgium 0.026
Canada 0.132
Czech Republic 0.029
Denmark 0.008
Germany 0.027
Great Britain 0.165
Iceland 0.009
Japan 0.131
Mexico 0.064
Netherlands 0.012
New Zealand 0.040
Norway 0.034
Poland 0.103
Portugal 0.051
Slovenia 0.037
Spain (1996) 0.055
Spain (2000) 0.061
Sweden 0.009
Switzerland 0.029

Appendix 8A.4. United Nations
Human Development Index

Country HD index

Australia 0.931
Belgium 0.923
Canada 0.960
Czech Republic 0.882
Denmark 0.928
Germany 0.925
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Appendix 8A.4. (Continued)

Country HD index

Great Britain 0.931
Iceland 0.919
Japan 0.940
Mexico 0.853
Netherlands 0.941
New Zealand 0.937
Norway 0.943
Poland 0.834
Portugal 0.880
Slovenia 0.886
Spain (1996) 0.934
Spain (2000) 0.889
Sweden 0.936
Switzerland 0.914

Appendix 8A.5. Types of losing parties

Major incumbents
Australia Labour Party
Belgium Christian People’s Party (CVP)
Germany Christian Democratic Union (CDU)
Great Britain Conservative Party
Mexico Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI)
Norway Labor Party (DNA)
Poland Democratic Left Alliance (SLD)
Portugal Socialist Party (PS)
Spain (1996) Spanish Socialist Workers Part (PSOE)

Minor incumbents
Belgium Christian Social Party (PSC)
Germany Christian Social Union (CSU),

Free Democratic Party (FDP)
Japan Social Democratic Party (SDP), Sakigake
New Zealand United
Poland Polish Peasants’ Party (PSL)

Parties that have never been in the government (non-incumbent/never)
Australia Democrats
Belgium Flemish Bloc (VB), Confederated Ecologists,

Agalev, Front National (FN)
Canada New Democratic Party (NDP), Reform Party (RP)
Czech Republic Social Democrats (CSSD), Communists (KSCM),

Association for the Republic (SPR–RSC)
Denmark Socialist People’s Party (SF), Unity List Red Green (EL),

Progress Party (FP)
Germany Greens, Democratic Socialists (PDS)
Great Britain Liberal Democrats, Scottish National Party,

Plaid Cymru
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Appendix 8A.5. (Continued)

Japan Communist Party
Mexico Labor Party (PT), Mexican Ecological Party (PVEM)
Netherlands Green Left (GL), Reformed Political Alliance (GPV),

Socialist Party (SP), Political Reformed Party (SGP),
Reformed Political Federation (RPF)

New Zealand New Zealand First, Alliance
Norway Socialist Left Party (SV), Progress Party (FRP)
Portugal Unitarian Democratic Coalition (CDU)
Slovenia Slovenia: Democratic Party of Retired Persons (DESUS),

Slovenian National Party (SNS)
Spain United Left (IU), Convergence and Union of Catalonia (CiU),

Basque nationalist Party (PNV)
Sweden Left Party (VP), Green Party (MP)
Switzerland Green Party (GPS), Liberal Party (LPS),

Protestant People’s Party (EVP),
Swiss Democrats (DS), Labour Party (PdA)

Parties that have held cabinet position since 1960 but are not incumbent
(non-incumbent/previous)

Belgium People’s Union (VU)
Canada Progressive Conservative Party (PCP)
Denmark Radical Left (RV), Left Denmark Liberal Party (V),

Conservative Peoples Party (KF), Social Democrats (SD)
Great Britain Conservative Party
Japan New Frontier
Netherlands Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA)
New Zealand Labour
Norway Conservative Party
Poland Freedom Union (UW), Union of Labor (UP)
Slovenia Social Democrats (SDS), United List of Social Democrats (SLSD)
Spain (2000) Spanish Socialist Workers Part (PSOE)
Sweden Moderate Rally Party (M), Christian Democrats (KD),

Center Party, People’s Party Liberals (FP)

New parties in the last two elections (non-incumbent/new)
Australia Green Party
Canada Bloc Quebecois
Czech Republic Democratic Union (DEU)
Denmark Danish People’s Party (DF)
Iceland Alliance (S), Left-Green (VG), Liberal Party (FF)
Japan Democratic Party of Japan
New Zealand ACT NZ, Christian Coalition
Poland League of Polish Families (LPR)
Portugal Left-Bloc Communists (BE)
Slovenia Slovenia Nationalist Party (SNS)
Spain (1996) Galician Nationalist Bloc (BNG), Canarian Party (CC)
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Losing and Support for Institutional Change

Up to this point, our analyses have focused mainly on people’s attitudes toward
government; in particular, how winners and losers differ in their attitudes or
how losers differ from one another. In this chapter, we take up the question
of whether losing means that citizens will either try to change the rules of
the game or stop playing the game altogether. The work of Hirschman (1970)
is especially useful in giving us a way to think about those reactions more
abstractly. We have seen that voters may exhibit a number of different reactions
to losing; they may lose faith in some aspects of the political system but not
others, and some losers in some countries may be more likely to lose faith than
others.

When it comes to behavior, however, in reacting to decline actors may
choose either exit or voice, and losers should be no different in this regard.
In the setting we are concerned with, the choice of exit may mean that losers
stop believing that they are able to win within the current system and give up.
In this case, the belief or expectation of continuing loss will preface disengage-
ment from the system. Losers, in other words, may ‘exit’ by simply giving up
participating in politics. In contrast, losers may express ‘voice’ by working
hard to become winners, possibly by working for change of the political sys-
tem itself. Even from this brief description it is apparent that, as Hirschman
notes, the choices of exit and voice are related. For him

exit will often be taken in the light of the prospects for the effective use of voice.
If [actors] are sufficiently convinced that voice will be effective they may well postpone
exit. … [I]f deterioration is a process unfolding in stages over a period of time, the voice
option is more likely to be taken at an early stage. Once you have exited, you have lost
the opportunity to use voice, but not vice versa: in some situations, exit will therefore
be a reaction of last resort after voice has failed. (Hirschman 1970: 37, emphasis in
original)

Or, as Miller puts it,

losers (both politicians and their followers) can likewise console themselves with the
thought: ‘Wait till the next election’. But once again this prospect is comforting to
the losers only insofar as there is some reasonable prospect that the next election may
produce a different outcome with different winners and losers. (Miller 1983: 743)
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Key to the choice of exit over voice is voters’ belief that there is a possibility
of winning: with no possibility of winning exit is preferred over voice; with
some possibility of winning, voice is likely to be the preferred option. This is
consistent with Colomer’s conjecture that

[a]ctors’ support for either the existing or the newly established institutions depends
on the corresponding distribution of power. If significant actors are and expect to be
permanently (that is, for a very long period) excluded from power—as may happen in
institutional frameworks producing absolute winners and absolute losers—they may
prefer to challenge the existing institutions and try to replace them with alternative
formulas. (Colomer 2001: 211)

Translating these arguments into our discussion of losers is straightfor-
ward. We should expect losing to imply disengagement only if losing occurs
repeatedly over the longer term or if the loss is clearly foreseeable. In the short
term it is conceivable that losing may even have a stimulative effect as losers
exercise their voice. We can see supportive evidence of this claim in several
areas of reaction to loss. In previous chapters we have shown the attitudinal
consequences of losing; below we examine the consequences of losing, and
especially those consequences that relate to citizens’ willingness to engage
the current political system. In this chapter we look at the impact of losing on
citizens’ willingness to vote, their sense of efficacy, and their willingness to
replace current institutions with new ones.

One difference between what follows and our earlier discussion is the
emphasis in this chapter upon the role of expectations. Up until now we have
considered the impact that the status of loser has upon a range of attitudes
and opinions. But, as noted in the quotations by both Hirschman, Miller, and
Colomer, expectations and, more specifically, expectations of future loss, are
likely to have an important impact. That is, there is a prospective component
when citizens consider their future behavior. This is especially clearly seen
when we consider institutional change. Here voters are being asked to con-
sider replacing the current status quo institutions with another set. Everything
else being equal, it is likely that losers will be dissatisfied with their current
institutions, but this is not to say that replacement institutions will make losers
better off. In fact they could well make the losers even worse off. Even aside
from the question of institutional change, however, expectations of future loss,
as well as current status as a loser, can color attitudes.

WILLINGNESS TO VOTE

Given the importance of expectations, actors who anticipate having no oppor-
tunity for voice should exit or disengage from politics. One hypothesis, then,
is that those losers who have very low expectations of winning anything in
an upcoming election should simply not be bothered to vote in that election.
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After all, if there is no chance of winning, why bother? Districted electoral
systems allow us to test this hypothesis directly. Specifically, in countries with
electoral systems based on geographic districts—such as Britain, Canada, or
in elections to the US Congress—losing can be experienced in two different
ways: at the level of the nation and the level of electoral districts. This means
that, in fact, some voters can be double losers—their least preferred party may
win both the national election and the district they live in. As a result, those
losers who live in districts in which they expect the rival party to win, in an
election in which that rival party won the last national contest, should be less
keen on voting. And we find that this is, in fact, the case.

A simple model of citizens’ intention to vote using the 2000 Canadian pre-
election survey shows some of this (Table 9.1). In this election, the Liberals
were widely expected to win as they had done in the previous contest. We can
model the intention to turn out as a simple function of some standard demo-
graphic factors such as age, education, or dissatisfaction with the economy.
We can also include terms for loser status (did not vote for the governing
Liberal party in 1997) and also a term for the expectation that the respond-
ent’s preferred party will win in the riding (district). We see that, generally

Table 9.1. Predicting the intention to abstain on election day

Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

Beta Std.
error

Beta

Did not vote Liberal 97 −0.102∗∗∗ 0.025 −0.097
Chance of preferred party winning seat 0.001∗ 0.000 0.061
Personal finances better or worse 0.018 0.029 0.015
Female 0.027 0.024 0.026
French language 0.039 0.026 0.036
Strong partisanship 0.032 0.029 0.026
High education 0.057∗ 0.027 0.052
High school dropout −0.084∗ 0.036 −0.057
Age 0.017∗∗∗ 0.004 0.539
Age squared 0.000∗∗ 0.000 −0.411
Constant 3.228∗∗∗ 0.129

R2 0.05
N 1,805

∗∗∗p < 0.001.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05.

Notes: Dependent variable: ‘On election day are you certain to vote, likely, unlikely,
or certain not to vote?’ (coded so that 1: will not vote; 2: unlikely; 3: likely; 4: certain).

Source: Canada (2000) Pre-Election Poll.
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speaking, losers are somewhat less enthusiastic about being willing to vote,
but also that expectations play an important role. The better the chance of
the voter’s preferred party winning in the riding (electoral district), the more
likely it is that the respondent will express a willingness to vote. Or, turning
this around, if respondents see little chance of their preferred party of winning
the district they become less likely to say they intend to vote. At least in this
simple example, expectations of loss dampen the willingness to engage.

POLITICAL EFFICACY

While losing may decrease voters’ willingness to turn out and vote, does it also
diminish their sense of confidence that they can influence the political system?
Or does losing translate into a decreased willingness to participate in elections
but no change or even an increase in voters’ psychological engagement with the
political process? To examine whether losing leads not only to exit in terms
of voting participation but also a diminished sense that participation has an
impact, we examined whether losing translates into lower levels of efficacy:

Political efficacy is the feeling that individual political action does have, or can have,
an impact upon the political process, … the feeling that political and social change is
possible, and that the individual citizen can play a part in bringing about this change.
(Campbell, Gurin, and Miller 1954: 187)

This concept is not so literally tied to electoral prospects as the level of party
competition within the district but does speak to the general expectations
of the possibility of success—defined in terms of influencing the political
system—that voters may have. To have a sense of influence on the political
process, an individual has to believe that they have the means to affect the pro-
cess (internal efficacy). Moreover, citizens have to believe that the political
process must be open and responsive to such influences (external efficacy)
(Lane 1959; Balch 1974). Citizens who understand the political process and
believe that their participation can influence policy-making are likely to take
a more positive view of democratic governance.

Table 9.2 shows the results of multivariate regression models that estimate
the impact of loser status (measured by a vote recall question) on people’s
sense of political efficacy, controlling for a number of individual-level factors,
such as age, education, and employment. The data presented here come from
surveys collected as part of the International Social Survey Program (ISSP)
in 1996. The results show that there are only a few countries where winning
and losing affects voters’ sense of efficacy. That is, in most countries, being
an electoral loser does not appear to diminish people’s confidence in their
ability to influence the political process in the same way that it reduces their
faith in the political system (as shown in previous chapters). At the same
time, there are some countries that exhibit a significant gap in the direction
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Table 9.2. The effect of political loser status
on political efficacy

Country Efficacy

Canada −0.096
Czech Republic −0.395∗∗∗
Germany 0.057
Great Britain −0.201∗∗∗
Hungary 0.053
Ireland −0.021
Italy −0.408∗∗∗
Japan 0.147∗
Latvia 0.031
New Zealand 0.025
Norway 0.025
Russia 0.006
Spain −0.081∗
Sweden −0.124∗∗
United States 0.117

All countries −0.042∗∗

∗∗∗p < 0.001.
∗∗p < 0.01.
∗p < 0.05, one-tailed.

Notes: Unstandardized OLS regression coeffi-
cients. Coding of loser–winner status, losers: 1; win-
ners: 0. Based on multivariate estimation models
controlling for age, sex, education, employment,
social class, and having voted.

Source: International Social Survey Program ‘The
Role of Government’ (1996).

of decreasing efficacy (the Czech Republic, Great Britain, Italy, Spain, and
Sweden)—that is, five of the fifteen countries included here. In these coun-
tries, losing reduces people’s sense of efficacy, and this effect is particularly
strong in the Czech Republic and Italy. However, it is worth noting that most
countries either do not have an efficacy gap or even have a gap in the opposite
direction (e.g. Japan) where those in the minority express a more efficacious
attitude. While losing, overall, thus tends to either reduce political efficacy or
at least fail to consistently increase it, this effect is neither as consistent nor as
strong across countries as it was shown to be with regard to people’s general
evaluations of the political system earlier in this book (see also Vetter 2000).
Thus, while losing holds the potential for diminishing people’s confidence
that their actions in the political system matter, this effect is not automatic or
omnipresent.

These results hold some interesting, albeit at this point suggestive, implica-
tions. Specifically, the finding documented in earlier chapters that the political
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losers hold more negative attitudes toward the political system combined with
the current result that they, by and large, feel just as efficacious as the win-
ners may imply that losers are less likely to exercise the patience so critical
for democratic survival. Because efficacious losers are most likely to push
for changing the political status quo and because democracies are by their
very nature amenable to deliberate change—a number of them maintain ongo-
ing experiments with structural traits such as electoral systems and parlia-
mentary structures—we examine this demand for change in the following
section.

LOSING AND SUPPORT FOR INSTITUTIONAL CHANGE

Other than exhibiting some sense of frustration or of resignation, what, if any,
are the consequences of losing? A standard expectation, due to Riker, is that
losers will try to become winners. For political parties this can simply mean
changing their party platform in order to appeal to a different, and hopefully
larger, set of voters. This may involve parties changing their policy positions.
The rightward drift of socialist parties in contemporary Europe, for example,
can be seen as a search for more voters in order to achieve government as much
as it represents a rethinking of socialist ideology in the post-cold war era. In a
multidimensional setting, parties may simply emphasize different, and hope-
fully more popular, policy dimensions and issues. As both Riker (1986) and
Miller (1983) note, losers thus are a continual source of new issues being raised
to the agenda in hopes of becoming winners.

Another approach is for losers to attempt to change the rules of the game.
If one set of institutions—electoral rules or parliamentary procedure—makes
it hard to become a winner, then losers may try to propose alternative rules.
Of course, this may be somewhat harder than simply raising new issues. Insti-
tutions are, and in many cases should be, resistant to change, acquiring their
legitimacy, in part, through their longevity. Moreover, if losers cannot win on
an issue in a given political arena they are unlikely to be able to have the ability
to change the rules governing the arena themselves since changing institutions
typically requires an even larger majority than changing policy.

Nevertheless, elite support for a variety of institutional changes is strongly
influenced by status as a loser (Bowler, Donovan, and Karp 2002). Losers’
agitation has, for example, been used to explain legislative choice about vot-
ing rules in Korea (Brady and Mo 1992), Poland (Benoit and Hayden 2004),
Germany (Bawn 1993), and the European Parliament (Garrett 1992). Sim-
ilar portraits of elite preference have been offered to explain support for new
electoral rules in Spain (Gunther 1989) and British Columbia (Angus 1952),
or in changes to electoral systems to ward off possible losses (Boix 1999;
but see Andrews and Jackman n.d.). And, as Nancy Bermeo points out, in
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extreme cases elites play an important role in the breakdown of democracy
(Bermeo 2003).

Self-evident and less extreme examples of elite-led institutional change are
found in gerrymandering efforts where, in districted systems, redistricting is
used in order to solidify the shares of legislative seats of one party typically
at the expense of another (Cox and Katz 2002). During 2003, for example,
Republican legislators in the US state of Texas introduced a new districting
plan that would increase the number of Republican members of Congress
coming from the state from fifteen to twenty-two and reduce the number of
Democratic districts to ten. Complaints about the unfairness of this new plan
were met with the reply that the previous—Democratic—plan gave Repub-
licans fifteen out of thirty-two Congressional seats (46 percent of the total
number of seats) despite the fact that the Republicans obtained 57 percent
of the vote. At one point, in order to forestall a vote on the new districts by
denying a quorum, Democratic legislators literally ran away into neighboring
states in order to avoid a legislative quorum on the issue. While this may be
an extreme (and entertaining) example, and questions of fairness to one side,
repeated examples of redistricting clearly show elites manipulating rules in
order to change the balance of winners and losers.

In each of these cases competing elites are seen to press for rules that will
benefit them. When we do see times of institutional change, winning and
losing have thus motivated a variety of rule changes at the elite level. For
citizens, however, we suspect that issues of institutional change must appear
to be an even more remote possibility than for elite level losers. In the main,
citizen support for institutional change may often amount to receptivity to
claims made in the platforms of parties that seek a new institutional deal. But
survey results shown in Table 9.3 illustrate that there are instances where cit-
izens who see themselves as losers are more supportive of major institutional

Table 9.3. Losers’ support for institutional reforms: United
States, 2003

Self-identified
losers (percent)

All respondents
(percent)

Proportional representation
to elect the US Congress 59 48

Eliminate the Electoral
College/for direct election
of President 68 53

Notes: N = 689. Losers are those who indicated they expect candidates
who they support to lose ‘most of the time’ in future elections.

Source: Survey conducted for authors by Indiana University Center for
Survey Research. Fall 2003.
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changes—even changes that are not advocated by major parties. In this particu-
lar case, Americans who expect candidates they might support to lose ‘most of
the time’ in future elections are much more likely to embrace changes in how
Congress and the President are elected. Specifically, in a survey of American
voters conducted in 2003, we found that majorities of voters who expect to lose
were significantly more likely to embrace proportional representation electoral
rules to elect the US Congress (59 percent, compared to 48 percent for the all
respondents) and to support doing away with the Electoral College to elect the
President (68 percent, compared to 53 percent).

When we examine voter opinions towards such proposals for institutional
change in greater detail, we see a strikingly similar pattern of attitudes to those
of elites. Following the controversial 2000 US election, for example, there
was discussion concerning people’s willingness to change the US Constitu-
tion to abolish the Electoral College and adopt a system of direct election of
the president. Table 9.4 presents some results from a very simple model of
opinions towards retaining the Electoral College or changing the Constitution
‘and elect as President whoever gets the most votes in the whole country’
(CBS/New York Times Poll November 2000). Alongside from standard, and
not terribly interesting, demographic controls the main variables of interest
are those that capture stances towards the two candidates, Bush and Gore.
In addition to (recalled) vote preference for those candidates we also include
a measure of whether, at the time the survey was taken, the respondent thought
their candidate was ahead in the popular vote or not—that is, the expectation of
how one’s preferred candidate will have done as the recount proceeded. In the
first column of Table 9.4 both candidates are included together, in the second
column we break out Bush and Gore voters. Because the coefficients of probit
models are difficult to interpret, we present changes in the probability of being
willing to change the US constitution by key variables of interest in Table 9.5.

As can be seen, believing that one’s candidate is ahead in the popular vote has
a powerful impact upon support for direct election of the president. That is, even
though Republican identifiers and Bush voters are generally very unsupportive
of a change in the direct election of the President, this is most definitely not
the case for those Bush voters who thought George Bush ahead in the popular
vote. As both Hirschman and Miller suggested, we see that expectations of
loss colors responses to considering future institutional changes.

Citizen attitudes toward institutions and institutional change, even to the
point of being willing to change a 200-year-old constitutional practice can thus
be seen to be shaped by winning and losing (and the expectation of winning and
losing). To be sure, citizen views are shaped not only by losing but are affected
by other factors, too: everything else being equal, one consistent finding in
this literature is that a respondent undergoing economic bad times is typically
more willing to consider change than one who has a well paying job. Similarly,
there may be ideological considerations at work or simple demographic ones
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Table 9.4. Probit models of willingness to adopt direct election of
President in the United States

Model 1 Model 2

Respondent’s preferred candidate 0.473∗∗∗
judged ahead in popular vote (3.75)

Bush voter −0.622∗∗∗
(3.30)

Gore voter −0.200
(0.94)

Bush voter ∗ Bush being seen to be 0.423∗∗∗
ahead in popular vote (2.66)

Gore voter ∗ Gore being seen to be 0.592∗∗∗
ahead in popular vote (4.79)

Nader voter 0.776 1.157∗∗
(1.64) (2.55)

Democratic identifier 0.054 0.112
(0.43) (0.94)

Republican identifier −0.313∗∗∗ −0.449∗∗∗
(2.67) (4.01)

Did not vote 0.067 0.471∗∗∗
(0.35) (3.86)

Age −0.040 −0.041
(0.81) (0.83)

Education −0.237∗∗∗ −0.245∗∗∗
(5.94) (6.11)

Anglo −0.314∗∗ −0.360∗∗∗
(2.36) (2.72)

Latino 0.282 0.257
(1.42) (1.31)

Florida resident 0.105 0.086
(0.52) (0.43)

Female 0.189∗∗ 0.203∗∗
(2.07) (2.22)

Pseudo R2 0.15 0.13
Constant 1.389∗∗∗ 1.063∗∗∗

(5.17) (4.46)
N 929 929

∗p < 0.1.
∗∗p < 0.05.
∗∗∗p < 0.01.

Notes: T -values in parentheses. Dependent variable: keep the electoral
College (0); amend the Constitution (1).

Source: CBS News/New York Times Monthly Poll #6 November 2000.

(young voters being more willing to consider change; better educated ones
being more reluctant). But the point here is that, even after controlling for
several other possible and powerful explanations, it is possible to see large
effects of winning and losing status on the willingness to change institutions.
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Table 9.5. Probability of willingness to change constitution

Model Probability Difference

Preferred candidate is not ahead in the polls 1 0.53
Preferred candidate is ahead in the polls 1 0.71 +0.19
Bush voter 1 0.44
Gore voter 1 0.55
Bush voter who thinks Bush is not ahead in popular vote 2 0.58
Bush voter who thinks Bush is ahead in popular vote 2 0.74 +0.16
Gore voter who thinks Gore is not ahead in popular vote 2 0.53
Gore voter who thinks Gore is ahead in popular vote 2 0.74 +0.21

Notes: Based on data and coefficients from Table 9.4.

Plainly, the willingness to change the Electoral College in the United States
is an example of people supporting hypothetical reforms over which they
have very little actual say. In fact, voters are only very rarely allowed a direct
say in institutional changes. But at certain times voters are allowed an actual
say either through a referendum or, even more directly, through the initiative
process. Instances of institutional change via direct democracy thus provide
examples of cases to see whether, when real institutional change is at stake,
the status of losers shapes voter responses to the proposal or whether responses
such as those exhibited by Gore supporters amount to ‘cheap talk’. Hence we
next consider some examples of actual change in institutions in New Zealand
and the United States.

Among the established democracies, one of the biggest changes in the recent
past has been New Zealand’s decision to abandon first past the post (FPP)
electoral rules and move to a mixed member proportional system (MMP). Thus,
New Zealand, once the archetypical case of Lijphart’s ‘majoritarian’ system
moved firmly towards a more consensus-based model. The story of the events
leading to electoral system change in New Zealand has been told in numerous
places (Jackson and McRobie 1998 is the most comprehensive source, but see
also Vowles 1995; Boston et al. 1997).1 Among the accounts, partisan self-
interest was considered to be one of the major factors responsible for shaping
attitudes about electoral system change. The summary judgment of the research
team working on public opinion during this crucial period is worth quoting at
some length:

As they did in 1993, when they expressed a collective verdict on FPP [first-past-the-
post], the jurors, the New Zealand people, could be expected to make their judgements
of MMP on the basis of a mixture of considerations (Lamare and Vowles 1996). Among
the first of these is partisanship—that is, what appears to be in the best strategic interest
of a person’s favoured party. People tend to make their assessments not necessarily

1 The following discussion relies heavily on Jeffrey Karp (personal communication) summer
2003.



Support for Institutional Change 175

on the basis of a sophisticated understanding of electoral systems, but more likely
because they are cued by positions taken by party elites—the party’s leaders, MPs and
candidates. At first, Labour supporters were more likely to embrace the new electoral
system than their National counterparts. Historically, National had benefited more
than Labour from FPP. By 1993, Labour had held office for only twelve of the previous
44 years, and in 1978 and 1981 National succeeded in winning a majority of seats
even though Labour had received more votes. As a result, Labour set up the Royal
Commission that recommended MMP. Conversely, National’s success in retaining
government goes far to explain why there was little support for abandoning FPP within
the National party and among its voters. (Vowles et al. 2002: 160)

Supporters of the smaller parties in the New Zealand party system were con-
sistent supporters of the change to proportional representation. This pattern
should not surprise us: ‘first past the post’ systems work against the interests
of small parties while proportional representation systems typically increase
the number of seats going to small parties. In comparing the current system—
under which small parties lose out—to a proportional system supporters of
small parties should, therefore, support the change much more readily than
supporters of larger parties.

The initiative process in the American states provides an even more direct
means for voters to make meaningful choices on institutional changes. Not
only can voters have a say on institutional changes proposed by elites—as in
the case of the New Zealand referendum—the initiative allows non-elites to
propose changes. Here we see several examples in the way in which voters
have repeatedly sought to amend existing legislative and electoral institutions.
Two recent examples stand out—the introduction of term limits and the intro-
duction of changes to the primary system—both of which sought changes in
the way of conducting elections that had partisan consequences.

Term limits were introduced by initiative in both Colorado and California.
At the time of their introduction, Republicans dominated Colorado’s legislative
politics; Democrats did so in California. Absent any other theory, we might
reasonably expect the same kinds of voters to support the measure in both states.
Yet, in both states, the out-party supported term limits: Democrats supported
them in Colorado and opposed them in California. The pattern was reversed
for Republicans (Donovan and Snipp 1994). These patterns were confirmed in
a third state, Utah, where the legislature imposed limits on itself. There, too,
supporters of term limits were those opposed to the majority party (Magleby
and Patterson 1998). Thus, given these reversals of party support, the backing
for term limits cannot be cast in simple ideological terms. Rather, support is
more readily explainable in terms of loser status defined in terms of minority
party affiliation: supporters of minority (losing) parties are likely to support
changes in rules in order to help unseat the current winners.

We see similarly self-interested motivations of losers when we consider
the literature on reform of the primary election process in the United States.
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Table 9.6. Predicted probabilities of voting yes on proposition
198 to allow all California voters a say in primary elections

Baseline probability 0.51
Minor party registration 0.63
Strong Democratic identification 0.39
Activist 0.48
Strong Democratic identification activist 0.36
Strong Republican dissatisfied w/Republican candidates 0.48
Strong Republican satisfied w/Republican candidates 0.38

Source: Based on Bowler and Donovan (2003a).

Attempts to open up the primary process to voters other than partisans of
the two major parties via the so-called open primary of California’s 1996
Proposition 198 show a straightforward pattern of support for the proposition
that expectations of winning and losing matter. In this instance, those who
would lose out by passage of the measure would be partisans of the two major
parties. After all, if the measure passed, any registered voter would be allowed
to vote in the primary of their choice for each office. The net effect of this
would be, as those who proposed the measure intended, to allow more centrist
and moderate candidates to win primaries with the support of less ideologically
committed voters (see Gerber and Morton 1998). The grip of party activists
upon the nomination process would be seriously weakened or, at best, watered
down. Hence, party activists and strong partisans could reasonably expect to
lose out under proposed changes while those with weaker—or non-existent—
attachments can expect to get a better deal.

Table 9.6 reproduces some of the results from a study of California voters’
support for Proposition 198. Here we simply report predicted probabilities
from the model.2 As can be seen, the overall baseline probability of voting for
the proposal was 0.51. Given the intent of the ballot proposition, we would
expect party activists and those who have strong party identifications to have
lower probabilities of voting for the measure. Similarly, minor party registrants
should be more supportive of the measure since it would allow them to vote in
the primaries of the two big parties. As we see from Table 9.6, all these patterns
appear in the data. One further pattern is of interest. Republicans not happy
with the outcome of their primary (the Democratic primary was not contested)
were more likely (0.48 as opposed to 0.38) to support opening up the process
relative to those who were happy with the process. Clearly, those not happy
with the outcome favored changing the process.

2 For details of the model, estimation, specification, and measurement please see the original
source (Bowler and Donovan 2003a).
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In the instances of institutional reform in the United States and New Zealand
outlined earlier, the status of loser shaped voter response to actual questions of
institutional change. Along similar lines, Britain’s Liberal Democrats provide
an example where institutional reform is not subject to direct popular vote;
instead, the party platform favoring reform is an important component of the
party’s identity and one that resonates with its vote base. Both voters and
candidates of Britain’s Liberal Democrats are, for example, staunch supporters
of a move towards proportional representation electoral rules. The 2001 party
manifesto for the Liberal Democrats noted that, ‘ultimately, we wish to see
the Single Transferable Vote (STV) used for Westminster elections’. This kind
of commitment to institutional reform was echoed at the level of voters. Over
the course of three surveys in 1997, 1998, and 2001, on average 59 percent of
those who voted Liberal Democrat in the 1997 election favored a change in
the electoral system to proportional representation compared to 35 percent of
those who voted Labour and only 23 percent of those who voted Conservative
(British National Election Study series; see also Wenzel, Bowler, and Lanoue
2000). Such a high level of support among Liberal Democrats should not be
surprising, since the first past the post system means that small parties, like the
LibDems, are persistently under-represented in terms of seats relative to their
vote share. For example, in the 2001 election the Liberal Democrats gained
approximately 8 percent of the seats in the House of Commons on the basis of
approximately 18 percent of the vote, while Labour gained over 60 percent of
the seats on the basis of a 40 percent vote share. Britain’s Liberal Democrats,
then, provide an example of a set of losing voters who are receptive to the
claims of institutional change made by political parties, even if they do not get
to vote on the institution directly.

But not all proposals for institutional reforms are as clear-cut in their likely
consequences of winning and losing for parties and partisans as the example
of electoral reform, and even proposed electoral reforms may have uncer-
tain consequences. In fact, the Liberal Democrats, whose predecessors, the
Liberals, were the biggest party by far in Britain’s Parliament in the period
prior to the First World War, were caught in a miscalculation of the likely
effects of changing electoral rules at one time. During the period from roughly
the end of the First World War to the mid-1920s, the question of reforming
Britain’s electoral system came to the fore. It was not entirely clear whether
the Liberals should support electoral reform or, rather, rely on the properties of
single member simple plurality (SMSP) to help provide a barrier to the electoral
threat of the newly formed Labour party. Absent poll data from that period we
cannot establish whether voters were confused or uncertain about the possib-
ility of reform, but the data suggest that the Liberal parliamentary party—that
is, a set of self-interested highly aware actors—was certainly uncertain. As
Table 9.7 (taken from Andrews and Jackman n.d.) shows, the Liberals were
decidedly uncertain of the consequences of the reform until 1924. By then
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Table 9.7. UK parliamentary votes on proportional representation

June 1917 November 1917 May 1918 May 1924

Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No

Conservative 38 85 29 125 43 104 8 147
Liberal 77 53 57 70 61 55 107 1
Labour 13 11 15 8 7 9 28 90
Irish National 14 0 25 0 0 0 0 0
Other 1 1 2 1 1 1 3 2

Total 143 150 128 204 112 169 146 240

Source: Andrews and Jackman (n.d.).

the damage of the SMSP system was becoming clearer (as were the benefits to
Labour), and the party delegation became strongly supportive of proportional
representation. By then, however, it was too late.

These kinds of uncertainties and second thoughts are also seen in the better
documented case of New Zealand. The hopes for power of the Labour party
subsequent to 1993 were either dashed or buried under the necessities of coali-
tion government. Indeed, the realities of coalition politics—the new import-
ance of small and extreme parties such as the populist New Zealand First party
acting as ‘kingmakers’—seemed to startle the electorate. Support for the elect-
oral change dropped markedly, especially among Labour supporters, as the new
system did not live up to their—quite possibly unrealistic—expectations. Sup-
porters of both major parties continued to register dissatisfaction with the new
more proportional electoral system (MMP) and expressed increased support
for single party government and, hence SMSP/FPP. In contrast, supporters
of smaller parties remained committed to the proportional system (Karp and
Bowler 2001). Table 9.8 provides some evidence in which public and candidate
opinion towards MMP is tracked over the period from 1993 to 2001. As Vowles
et al. comment, ‘[i]n all years, and consistent with partisan self-interest, people
voting for the smaller parties exhibit the highest degree of support for MMP,
though their levels of support also declined before recovering in 2001. ACT
[liberal party] voters are the major exception’ (Vowles et al. 2002: 164). Again,
then, expectations of winning and losing proved key to shaping responses to
institutions and support for institutional change.

The experience of the New Zealand Labour party and the British Liberals
illustrates that, despite the confidence of institutional engineers, the effects of
many institutional changes are frequently uncertain. Some institutional effects
are likely to be unclear to voters and hence do not generate much support.
Moreover, some institutions have more clear-cut consequences than others. In
Tsebelis’ term, ‘distributional’ institutions are ones that generate clear winners
and losers and, hence, are likely to generate clearer responses from voters in
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Table 9.8. Vote to retain MMP New Zealand, 1993–2001: voters/intending
voters and party candidates

1993 1996 1999 2001
(percent) (percent) (percent) (percent)

Labour Voters 68 59 44 59
Candidates 72 57 56

National Voters 24 25 23 30
Candidates 15 18 22

Alliance Voters 82 75 56 81
Candidates 100 96 82

NZ First Voters 69 66 58 71
Candidates 95 88 69

ACT (Liberals) Voters 47 27 46
Candidates 54 64

Green Voters 62 77
Candidates 90

Source: Vowles et al. (2002: 164).

terms of winning and losing. This is especially the case when winners and
losers are readily defined in terms of party, and actors can develop expectations
over whether their party will do better or worse under a proposed institutional
change. By contrast ‘efficient’ institutions are ones that do not generate winners
or losers but, rather, make all participants better off (see also Colomer 2001).
While all institutions are inherently distributional in some way, within the
theoretical literature on institutions there is a debate over the extent to which
efficient institutions may be said to exist. These debates to one side, we can
consider institutions in abstract as simply having more or less clear impacts
on who wins and who loses; hence, for our discussion, not all institutional
reforms are likely to generate public support.

As Wenzel, Bowler, and Lanoue (2000) show, some proposed reforms—
notably those relating to the electoral system—prompt much clearer partisan
responses than others. For others, and those more like Tsebelis’ ‘efficient’
institutions, it is harder to establish winners and losers in very general terms.
Clearly, being able to identify and, of course, self-identify as a loser is a neces-
sary precondition for losing to have an impact. If institutions muddle this
issue then, clearly, the impact of losing will also be muddled. The kinds of
institutional changes we have looked at so far have had quite clear distri-
butional effects in making winners and losers and, in some cases, making
current losing parties lose less badly or even turn them into winners. The
notion of efficient, as opposed to distributional, institutions can be somewhat
difficult to see in a real world political context. Everyday examples, such
as whether we drive on the right- or the left-hand side of the road or stop
when the light shows green as opposed to red, do show that there are some
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kinds of institutional arrangements that do not necessarily involve winners
and losers. Political equivalents of the rules of the road are somewhat harder
to find. The Wenzel et al. study of attitudes towards institutional reform in
Britain categorizes questions of whether Britain should have a written Bill of
Rights or, if such a Bill were introduced, should there be a right to a trial by
jury as being more ‘efficient’ than ‘distributive’. These questions, as opposed
to ones on electoral reform, should and, as their results show, do, in fact,
generate much less clear responses in terms of winners and losers simply
because the institutions themselves have less clear cut effects in making win-
ners and losers. One consequence of this finding is that institutions which
mitigate or otherwise obfuscate losing are, everything else being equal, there-
fore much less susceptible to change than those which make clear winners
and losers.

Small parties, such as the Liberal Democrats in Great Britain, remain some-
thing of an oddity. Despite having no chance of winning more than a few seats,
and notwithstanding the pressures of Duverger’s Law, the Liberal Democrats
still compete and attract sizable support. In part, of course, their electoral appeal
is that they are a party of protest. But the willingness of LibDems, and similar
parties elsewhere, to play the game speaks of an extraordinary commitment to
getting back into the electoral ring despite being losers. In fact, California’s
Republicans stand in stark contrast to Britain’s Liberal Democrats. Only a few
months after a Democrat won a regularly scheduled election for Governor of
the state in 2002, the state Republican Party launched an effort to recall the
Governor that resulted in another—special—election in October 2003 and the
selection of Republican Arnold Schwarzenegger as the new Governor. The
Democratic governor who won in 2002 was not alone in calling the Repub-
licans ‘sore losers’. While the recall is a legitimate constitutional procedure
that is frequently used in US local elections, the image was of one party, hav-
ing lost a free and fair election, using the recall to replay the election until
it produced a more satisfactory result. For the most part, however, losers in
democratic systems act more like Britain’s Liberal Democrats than California’s
Republicans.

DISCUSSION

Over and above providing yet more evidence of the attitudinal consequences
of losing, the findings reported above show the potential seriousness for
a political system mishandling losers’ consent. One of the more desirable
goals for political institutions is that citizens see them as legitimate. If an insti-
tution is seen as legitimate, there would seem little justification for replacing
it with an alternative. The more people who are willing to countenance change
in political institutions, or the more changes in those institutions that people
are willing to consider, the less legitimate those institutions can be said to be.
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Some caveats are in order at this point. The kinds of changes we have
examined in this chapter do not show disappointed citizens supporting the end
of the democratic system, only that losers are motivated to support changes in
that system. Moreover, the changes they consider are those that concern funda-
mental aspects of the electoral process. Voters on the losing side of a political
contest are willing to consider quite sweeping changes and do so in pretty
much the same terms as elites who consider rule changes in terms of par-
tisan self-interest. While we should be careful not to overstate the importance
of these results we should be careful not to understate them either. Citizens’
support for the institutions that govern them is generally held to be crucially
important for the effectiveness and survival of the regime (see, for example,
Easton’s 1965, 1975 classic work on ‘diffuse’ and ‘specific’ support). In a very
basic sense, lack of change in institutional arrangements can be viewed as an
indicator of legitimacy (provided some basic human rights are protected).

Having said this, we should not expect losers to support any and every
attempt at institutional reform. As we saw from the New Zealand and British
examples, some institutional changes may be too unclear or the effects of the
change too uncertain to generate support, even among losers. Nevertheless, the
findings in this chapter help to demonstrate that losing is an important part of
the motor that drives institutional change even after controlling for a variety of
other causal explanations. The experience of losing remains one of the engines
that keep the democratic machine running. And while, in most cases, losing
does not presage a disaster or an abrupt end to democratic practices, it does
seem to be one of the first steps in the direction of change and reform. One of the
difficulties facing the design of democratic institutions is to have institutions
that make losers, but not permanent losers, and to allow current losers some
reasonable chance of winning in future periods.
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Conclusion: Graceful Losers and the
Democratic Bargain

This book examines the impact of election outcomes on people’s attitudes
about government. It traces the differences in attitudes between those on the
winning side of an election and those on the losing end. And it does so from a
variety of perspectives—across countries and individuals as well as over time.
It also examines different dimensions of support for democratic governance
in order to see if some attitudes are more strongly affected by how an election
comes out than others.

Our book is driven by a concern with electoral losers because the consent of
the losers is critical to the maintenance of any political system and because it
shapes the dynamics of politics in myriad ways. As a result, understanding what
drives losers and leads them to accept their loss is essential for understanding
what makes democratic systems function the way they do. And because losers
have strong incentives to withhold consent, the question of what makes them
acquiesce to a political system run by those they disagree with is a primary
question that motivates our analyses and that has important implications for
the study of democracy.

To understand the contours and structure of losers’ consent and subsequently
to answer the question of why losers go along, we focus on citizens who experi-
ence defeat on election day and react to this loss in different ways. Employing
data on attitudes about government collected in some forty countries at different
points in time, we examined the ‘winner–loser gap’ in attitudes toward the
political system across these countries. We also traced the dynamics of losers’
attitudes toward government over time—before and after elections, over the
course of electoral cycles, and over long periods of historical time. Moreover,
we examined how individual predispositions to react to losing in particular
ways lead some voters to react more strongly and others less so. Moreover,
we argued that losing is experienced in different institutional and historical
contexts, all of which help shape losers’ responses to election outcomes. Thus,
we paint a picture of democratic legitimacy that portrays losers as critical
actors whose experience is shaped both by who they are as individuals as well
as the environment in which loss is given meaning.
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We developed a model that views the making of democratic legitimacy as
driven by the consequences of democratic elections. Losers are less willing to
bestow legitimacy upon a political system that produced an outcome they
actively sought to avert. However, the negative impact of losing (and the
positive impact of winning) is conditional—some losers in some contexts
translate loss into significantly more negative attitudes toward government
than others. As a result, losers’ incentives to disagree with the election outcome
and accord low levels of legitimacy to the political system is significantly
affected by a country’s political context as well as voters’ own attitudes such
that both citizens and institutions have a role in blunting the rougher edge of
losing. Thus, in thinking about and examining losers’ consent, we followed
two major avenues of inquiry. The first revolves around citizens themselves—
that is, who they are—and how their predispositions may mold their reaction
to loss. The second avenue is focused on the role that political context and
institutions play in moderating citizens’ sense of loss.

WHAT WE FIND

Our investigation of differences in views about the political system between
election winners and losers reveals that being in the political majority generally
translates into more positive attitudes toward government, while losers tend to
exhibit significantly more negative attitudes toward the political system. We
find that there commonly exists a gap in winners’ and losers’ sense of whether
elections are fair, their evaluations of the performance of the political system
as well as feelings about whether government is responsive. Moreover, losing
elections has the potential to diminish people’s support for democratic prin-
ciples overall, while at the same time heightening their propensity to engage
in political protest. However, the evidence also suggests that this gap is not
ubiquitous, nor is it of equal size across countries or even within countries
over time.

For the winner–loser gap to shape political legitimacy beyond the immedi-
ate aftermath of an election and, by implication, the functioning of democratic
systems in systematic and fundamental ways, the gap should be observable
over time. To examine the dynamics of losers’ and winners’ attitudes about
the political system, we therefore traced support for the political system along
three dimensions: immediately before and after an election; over the course of
electoral cycles; and, in cases where voters lose repeatedly, over long periods
of time. Our results show that winning and losing, once it occurs, has both
immediate and lasting effects. When elections reshuffle the cards of the polit-
ical game, the new losers—that is, those who used to be the winners—become
less content with the political system. Conversely, the new winners who used
to be the losers become significantly more positive about a political system
that produced a favorable outcome.
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What is more, these effects persist over the course of an electoral cycle
and beyond as losers remain consistently less satisfied than winners between
elections. Finally, we show that repeated losing serves to increasingly under-
mine losers’ attitudes toward the political system—while losing once does
not immediately serve to undercut losers’ attitudes toward government, losing
twice starts a process that leads to a gradual erosion of support for a system
that consistently fails to make them winners. Consistent with the idea that con-
text matters, these analyses also show a relatively smaller winner–loser gap
when elections cause a change of hands between long-term incumbents and
opponents.

We then turn our attention to the question of whether and how voters’ own
political predispositions may help to mediate the impact of winning and losing
on attitudes toward government. Specifically, we focus on how two prominent
individual-level differences—partisanship and ideology—affect what makes
some winners and losers more likely to have strong reactions to being in the
majority and minority, and how they make others less likely to translate the
experience of winning and losing into positive or negative attitudes about
the political system.

Our results suggest that political predispositions do have a mediating effect;
however, individual-level differences in terms of strength of partisanship or
ideological extremism do not universally affect levels of winners’ and losers’
consent. When such mediating effects do exist, however, they point to such
predispositions acting as amplifiers rather than muting the winner–loser effect.
Specifically, we find that strength of partisan attachment colors and modifies
evaluations of the political system’s legitimacy among winners and losers
such that winners who are strongly attached to their political party offer sig-
nificantly more positive appraisals of the political system’s performance than
other winners, for example. However, such effects are somewhat less appar-
ent among losers. This suggests that winners’ feelings toward their own party
more commonly help color their feelings toward the political system, while
losers’ attitudes toward their own party matter a bit less for their feelings about
the political system.

When it comes to ideological extremism, we found that extremism also adds
to the strain of losing and heightens the pleasure of winning. That is, ideologues
are particularly prone to view the system through the lens of winning and losing.
However, as in the case of partisanship, while these effects can be documented,
they are not universal. Moreover, the substantive impact of such effects is only
moderately strong. Taken together, then, the evidence suggests that individual-
level predispositions act as mediators of the winner–loser effect, but that they
do not do so in all circumstances. However, when they do, they serve to magnify
the impact of winning and losing.

We then turn to an examination of the contextual influences on losers’ con-
sent. Initially, we focus on the difference between established democracies
and newly established ones. Specifically, we developed the idea that losing
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has stronger negative effects in new democracies relative to mature democra-
cies since losers have not yet learned to lose in countries where democratic
governance is of recent vintage and losing elections is a novel experience.
Moreover, we investigated how the transition from dictatorship to democracy
in Eastern Europe affects political support for the new political system among
supporters of the hegemonic Communist parties of the past who frequently find
themselves in the opposition under the new system. The results of this analysis
demonstrate that political losers have lower support levels than winners across
all the dimensions of political support that we investigate, including beliefs in
core principles of democracy. Moreover, we find that the winner–loser gap is
more prominent in newly democratized and democratizing states.

In addition, our analyses revealed that the supporters of the old Communist
parties exhibit significantly lower levels of support for the democratic system
than voters for other parties, in particular if they are not in power. This is not
unexpected since the followers of these parties are the big losers in the sense that
democracy replaced a system where winning was guaranteed for them. In an
amendment to these core results, we found that voters for Communist parties
are at least as confident in parliament as supporters of non-communist parties.
We speculate that this may be explained by the fact that Communist parties in
some of the new democracies have been able to use parliament as a forum that
allows them to continue to fight for their cause.

Thus, our cross-national and cross-temporal investigation into the winner–
loser gap reveals that context matters—that is, winning and losing are experi-
enced in differently structured historical and political environments, and these
differences help to mute or amplify the impact of losing on beliefs about the
legitimacy of government. Aside from such historical—and one might even say
path-dependent—differences, there also are identifiable and relatively stable
features of democratic life that serve to organize and constrain citizens’ polit-
ical experiences, and which affect the development of particular attitudes about
the workings of the political system. Specifically, because citizens form atti-
tudes about politics in systemic contexts whose institutional structures affect
the expression of preferences, define the choices that are available, and provide
citizens with opportunities to be heard in the political process, we next turned to
the question of whether and how responses to losing are mediated by political
institutions and, further, how specific institutions, and not just combinations
of institutions, help to shape the response of losers. Our analyses show that
the winner–loser gap in attitudes about the system is smaller when electoral
rules are more proportional, when the political system has a greater number of
veto players and hence makes it more difficult to bring about wholesale policy
change, and when power is shared within the political system. We also show
that federalism, as an institution that can be part of either a majoritarian or
consensus bundle of institutions, is effective in allowing losers some say in the
system, and therefore helps reduce the winner–loser gap as well. Put simply,
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then, having a say and sharing in power at some level of government, even
when in the opposition at the national level, enhances losers’ consent.

We then turned to a comparison of losers with losers in order to identify the
factors that affect their evaluations of electoral democracy across countries and
across types of losers. For one, we find that, overall, more losers are satisfied
with the functioning of democracy than are dissatisfied, that an overwhelming
majority believes that the most recent election was fair, and more losers say
that parties and politicians care what ordinary people think than the opposite.
Thus, we uncovered little evidence of widespread distress among losers across
a widely divergent set of countries.

Following the book’s theme that both context and individual characteristics
help determine the level of losers’ consent, we also found that losers’ evalu-
ations are more positive in established democracies than in non-established
democracies, and that losers’ evaluations of the electoral process and the
responsiveness of the political system are more positive in countries with
more proportional electoral systems. Our results also indicate that losers in
developed countries are more satisfied with the performance of democracy
and express greater faith in the responsiveness of the political system but also
are less positive in their assessments of the fairness of the most recent election.

When we looked at differences across losers’ evaluations of electoral demo-
cracy with an eye toward the kinds of parties they supported, we found that
supporters of losing parties that had never been in government were the most
critical of representative democracy, while supporters of the major losing party
that formed the government prior to the election felt most positive. Moreover,
the data show that such differences between types of losing parties are more
pronounced in less developed countries.

Regarding differences across losers’ responses that may be driven by
individual-level factors, our analyses show that more highly educated losers
are more satisfied with the functioning of democracy, more positive about the
fairness of the election in less developed democracies, and more sanguine about
responsiveness in more developed countries. Aside from levels of education,
our results also show that losers’ ideology matters: while those who are on
the ‘extreme’ right are not more critical towards representative democracy—
in fact, they tend to be slightly more positive—voters on the extreme left
expressed more negative evaluations of the political system. This latter effect
is particularly pronounced in less developed democracies, where losers who
are on the extreme left are more negative than similar losers in more developed
countries.

Finally, we consider whether losing translates into lower levels of legitimacy
by looking at a variety of behavioral implications of losing. The more people
are willing to countenance change in political institutions, or the more changes
in those institutions that people are willing to consider, the less legitimate those
institutions can be said to be. As it turns out, voters on the losing side are willing
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to consider quite sweeping changes in the electoral process, and they do so
in terms similar to elites who consider rule changes in terms of partisan self-
interest. New Zealand and Great Britain furnish vivid examples of countries
where voters are quite willing to support institutional changes, even when the
effects of the changes are not entirely clear. Clearly, we find that losing is
an important part of the motor that drives institutional change in democracies
even after controlling for a variety of other causal explanations.

IMPLICATIONS FOR UNDERSTANDING LEGITIMACY AND
DEMOCRATIC POLITICS

Depending on one’s perspective, these findings can be taken to be good news
or bad news. They are good news for those interested in developing a more
systematic understanding of political legitimacy because they confirm the
existence of the winner–loser effect with regard to people’s attitudes toward
the political system in a variety of countries and with regard to different dimen-
sions of legitimacy. Moreover, they provide corroborative evidence that the
effect exists in countries as different as the Czech Republic or Japan. The find-
ings are bad news were we to insist that the winner–loser distinction provides
empirical and conceptual leverage for every kind of attitude toward politics
and unfailingly across all countries or at every point in time. Clearly, the results
show that this is not the case.

But it is this lack of uniformity that opens up the opportunity of invest-
igating why this gap does not exist at all times for all types of voters. Our
findings regarding differences in individual predispositions—partisanship and
ideology—suggest several conclusions for understanding the winner–loser gap
at the level of individual voters. First, voters bring political predispositions to
the table that heighten the effect of winning and losing. Second, however,
because such effects are far from omnipresent and because their substantive
impact is modest, they cannot serve as the sole explanation for the sometimes
sizable and sometimes more modest winner–loser gap in attitudes toward the
political system.

While we believe that understanding how election outcomes affects polit-
ical attitudes more generally is a critical issue for the study of comparative
political behavior, our findings also hold implications for students of compar-
ative politics and democratization more generally. Our results regarding the
deteriorating effects of repeated losing on attitudes toward government sug-
gest that long periods without alternation in power lead to progressively less
positive views about the political system among those on the losing side and
may well produce a breeding ground for significant change in the political
system. This is also consistent with the finding that supporters of parties that
have never been in power are most critical of electoral democracy. Thus, even
apparently stable countries with political cultures that value stability possess
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the inherent potential for significant upheaval when losers, instead of tuning
out, ask for the political system to address their grievances.

But even in the short run, the relative stability of the winner–loser gap we
observe during the course of electoral cycles regardless of who is in power has
obvious implications for democratic governance. Unhappy (or at least, relat-
ively unhappy) voters are unlikely to be as cooperative as happy ones when it
comes to evaluating policy outcomes positively or supporting government
policies or abiding by the rules of the game. And, by democratic design,
governments time and again face a sizable and comparatively less happy seg-
ment of voters who are liable to view their actions through the lens of losing.
Such a dynamics is of obvious relevance for understanding the politics of both
established and newly emerging democratic systems.

Put simply, a sizable winner–loser gap makes things difficult for the winners,
even if democracy does not automatically fail when it is particularly large.
While failure is the worst outcome from the perspective of democratic legit-
imacy, it is not the only one. Large winner–loser gaps or really unhappy losers
also mean that there is likely to be friction that may impede the efficient and
proper functioning of democracy during the course of normal business because
this gap may well affect the incentives of those in and out of power. When
winners are particularly happy, those who represent them have little incentive
to push for reform, even if sorely needed. Conversely, particularly unhappy
losers have diminished incentives to play by the rules.

Thus, winning and losing are both short-term and long-term based pheno-
mena and they affect high stakes politics—should we keep this political system
as is?—and mundane decisions of compliance—should I pay a fine to a
government I do not like? In the short run, losers feel bad about a system
that did not favor them in the most recent election. In the medium term, the
initial disappointment gives way to viewing the political system in ways that are
consistent with the initial disappointment and the reality of being out of power.

Knowing that the political losers hold more negative attitudes toward the
political system and generally are more willing to engage in political protest
activities may mean that they will be less likely than the political winners
to exercise the patience so critical for democratic survival. Because unhappy
losers are most likely to push for changing the political status quo and because
democracies are by their very nature amenable to deliberate change, research
into the winner–loser effect and how institutional arrangements determine who
ends up in the majority or the minority has direct implications for policy-makers
(cf. Huntington 1991; Lijphart 1994; Guinier 1998).

The finding that support for democratic principles is affected by the loser–
winner distinction, and particularly so in new democracies, is sobering as
it points to inexperienced losers as a particularly weak link in the chain of
stable democratic governance. Not only do electoral losers in new democracies
express particularly negative attitudes toward regime institutions and processes,
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they also are less likely to endorse democracy as a good way of governing
their societies. Perhaps unsurprisingly, these negative views are especially
evident among supporters of the old regime—in the case of the Central and
East European countries, the old, unreformed communist parties, for example.
These results point to the need to pay particular attention to this group of
disaffected democrats among those concerned with the stability and legitim-
acy of the new democratic system. Moreover, they suggest that the path to
successful democratic consolidation is hazardous during election time and, in
large part, a function of the behavior of the electoral losers (see also Casper
and Taylor 1996). Thus, efforts to win over the old-winners-turned-new-losers
without dampening the enthusiasm of the new winners may be a particularly
wise strategy in light of the findings we report in this book.

Although not a primary focus of this study, our findings may have some
normative implications for the nature of representative democracy. They sug-
gest that levels of citizen satisfaction in contemporary democracies may not
stem from the capacity to process the demands put on the system by citizens
who seek to have more input. Thus, asking for more opportunities for citizen
input into the system may not be a panacea for perceived inadequacies of
democratic governance. Instead, the findings appear to indicate that systems
could become unstable if a significant minority is consistently excluded from
the political process. Because institutions mediate how minorities are treated
by the system and, by implication, how these minorities feel about the political
process, it may therefore not matter so much that too many people want too
many things from their governments but whether everyone gets a hearing at
least and a seat at the table every once in a while.

Although it is clear that those who are dissatisfied with the outputs provided
by the system are less satisfied with that system, it may matter more what
kinds of people want things from the government, given the differences across
countries in how inclusive and consensual the democratic process is. Our
results show that minorities are more likely to be satisfied with the way
democracy works—despite their minority status—if there are mechanisms that
provide for procedural justice in the democratic process and opportunities to
have an input into the decisions made by the government. Institutional reforms
that go in the direction of allowing those citizens who are in the minority more
access to the political process, while ensuring that winning elections is still
meaningful and allows for the implementation of policies preferred by the
majority, may go a long way toward increasing citizen satisfaction with demo-
cracy, and toward ensuring the viability of democratic systems in the long term.

Whether citizens evaluate the functioning of their democracy based on the
recent performance of their electoral institutions and organization or based
on the more lasting institutions, such as electoral laws, holds importance
for the broader scholarly debate about the design of democratic institutions.
Specifically, political theorists have debated whether it is more important that
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the institutions produce superior outcomes or that the institutions are designed
in a way that produces maximum process fairness to all participants. One of
the difficulties facing the designers of democratic institutions is the need to
have institutions that make losers without producing permanent losers, and
that allow current losers some reasonable chance of winning in future periods.
Put simply, the democratic bargain calls for winners who are willing to ensure
that losers are not too unhappy and for losers, in exchange, to extend their
consent to the winners’ right to rule (see also Weingast 1997).

THE STUDY OF ELECTIONS AND COMPARATIVE
POLITICAL BEHAVIOR

Aside from pointing to the importance of a critical variable for understanding
political legitimacy—being an electoral loser—this book also seeks to con-
tribute to and broaden our understanding of comparative political behavior
more generally. That is, we are interested in mapping out a research agenda
that promises to generate insights into mass political behavior that are general-
izable across individuals and countries and beyond specific historical experi-
ences and political cultures. As such, our agenda is, at least in part, about more
than simply examining an interesting effect; instead, it is meant to reorient,
to the extent possible, the study of comparative political behavior more fun-
damentally. To place our study in the proper context of research on political
behavior, therefore, it may be useful to take a brief look at the evolution of
behavioral political science and how our study fits into the bigger scheme of
things.

While the early 1940s do not mark the beginning of time, they certainly
constituted the period during which behavioral political science experienced
its take-off phase in terms of becoming a modern social science. At the outset,
the early survey-based studies of political attitudes and behavior undertaken
during this period were explicitly motivated by long-standing normative ques-
tions political theorists have posed regarding the prerequisites of stable and
well-functioning democracy (e.g. Campbell et al. 1960; Almond and Verba
1963). By placing individuals’ behaviors and attitudes in the broader context
of understanding how democracy works and the role citizens play in its success,
researchers during the initial phase of the behavioral revolution sought to con-
front classic assumptions about democratic ideals with the reality of systematic
empirical inquiry (Miller 1994).

Before too long, it became abundantly clear that most people do not
live up to the Aristotelian ideal of the well-informed and enlightened
citizen (cf. Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Campbell et al. 1960;
Converse 1964). Instead, the picture that emerged was one of democratic
citizens who appeared ill-informed and largely uninterested in politics as well
as perhaps naïvely trusting of those who exercised control over the levers of
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national political institutions. One by-product of these seemingly disappointing
findings about citizens’ competence to function as envisioned in normative the-
ory may have been the subsequent lack of attention given to developing insights
into political behavior that were expressly grounded in theories about how
democracy does or should work more generally.1 Instead, scholars increas-
ingly turned their attention toward somewhat technical issues of methodology
and measurement and away from democratic theory (Weatherford 1992; see
also Miller 1994).

Part of this shift was fostered by the institutionalization of the National Elec-
tion Studies in the United States and similar efforts in a number of advanced
industrial societies, which continue to produce rich and lasting founts of data
for understanding mass political behavior. In their wake, issues of survey
design and measurement had considerable influence on theory development
and seem to have become as important to the science of politics as normat-
ive concerns about the proper and ideal functioning of democracy. We suspect
that this development was necessary—after all, it is difficult to draw inferences
about the world when the data we base them on are inadequate or deficient.
Or, as one colleague remarked to one of us at one point during a conversation
in the hallway: ‘Without good data, you’re just another guy with an opinion’.

And hardly coincidentally, the development and analysis of survey items
and strategies for improving the collection and quality of reliable data fre-
quently was based on theories imported from psychology, sociology, or eco-
nomics rather than conceptualizations that were generated from within political
science. In particular, among students of political behavior an explicit concern
with establishing a connection between individuals and the macro-political
(i.e. democratic) environment in which they functioned as citizens became
sporadic. Thus, all the while scholars debated the proper measurement of
particular concepts, there regularly existed a disconnect between experiences
people have—sui generis—as participants in the political process and how
they interact with the constraints any particular political system or situation
provides.2 Politics, and the behavior of citizens, it seems, existed in a vacuum.

1 Naturally, there have been notable exceptions to this rule over the years. In recent years, for
example, we note the path-breaking work on how citizens with limited information can make
reasonable and rational choices in elections (cf. Lupia and McCubbins 1998).

2 There were notable exceptions to the rule of survey research in a vacuum. Most notably,
scholars working in the sociological tradition were willing to explore the multifaceted and notably
more realistic world of citizens acting in particular social and political environments. An example
of such efforts was the South Bend study by Huckfeldt and Sprague (1995), which explored
people’s richly textured, and difficult to measure, micro-political environment in which they
experience politics. In a comparative setting, the contributions in van der Eijk and Franklin (1996)
are an example of research aimed at integrating electoral institutions and mass political behavior.
Moreover, several scholars have investigated the impact of political participation—in particular
voting—on people’s sense of political efficacy (Ginsberg and Weisberg 1978; Finkel 1985;
Clarke and Acock 1989; Mutz 2002a, b). These efforts are important conceptually because they
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And this, we would argue, had implications for the role of political (democratic)
institutions in studies of political behavior as well as the acceptance of the
importance of explaining election outcomes.

Political Institutions and Political Behavior

Turning first to the issue of how political context affects political behavior, the
general finding in this book that contextual variation is an important mediator
of public opinion toward political authorities confirms that political behavior
cannot be understood in a vacuum. This is important and it should require a
rethinking of how we postulate what shapes individuals’ political behavior, in
particular as it pertains to the role of political institutions. As recent research on
government support has shown, institutional variation is an important element
for understanding citizens’ ability to assign credit and blame to incumbents for
economic performance (Powell and Whitten 1993; Anderson 1995). Regarding
the study of democratic institutions, our analyses also document important and
systematic consequences of different kinds of democracies at the level of mass
publics. Aside from affecting policy outcomes (Lijphart 1994; Crepaz 1996),
cabinet stability and conflict (Powell 1986), or the congruence of elite and mass
policy preferences (Huber and Powell 1994), different forms of democratic
organization also have consequences for public attitudes toward democracy as
a form of government.

What we have done in this volume, then, is to bring a discussion of insti-
tutions explicitly into models of mass opinion and behavior. We know from
the study of electoral systems that formal details—of how votes are aggreg-
ated, for example—can have sizable impacts on how people behave (see, for
example, the contributions in van der Eijk and Franklin 1996). But our con-
cern with institutions has not centered so much on those kinds of details but on
the consequences and incentives associated with making winners and losers.
In that sense we have built the fundamental consequences of institutions into
explanations of mass attitudes and behaviors. For us, institutions are not simply
disembodied objects external to voters but, rather, are factors that help shape
and give meaning to political attitudes. In a way, then, institutions are both
endogenous and exogenous to political behavior.

The gap in opinions between winners and losers has been seen across a
varied set of attitudes and behaviours. We have shown that it is important to
take account of how citizens stand in relation to those institutions. By building
institutions into our models, we have taken account of just what it is that
institutions do to and for voters. Institutions make winners and losers and

have sought to redirect scholars’ attention to understanding political behavior in the context
of constraints shaped by the environment they live in and the experiences they have as active
participants in the political process.
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those two conditions imply very different sets of attitudes and behaviors for
voters, not least of which is that they also create very different sets of attitudes
towards the institutions themselves. One lesson to be drawn from this work,
then, is that institutions do indeed matter so far as mass opinions are concerned.
Institutions matter in part because they create losers and do so in a way that
either amplifies or dampens that sense of loss.

Focusing on Understanding the Outcomes of Elections

Perhaps as importantly, another by-product of the institutionalization of
behavioral political science via national election studies and other large-scale
survey and data collection efforts has been a predominant concern with explain-
ing election outcomes rather than understanding the consequences of elections
for how voters behave. This made enormous practical sense. If elections are
the most common forum for citizen participation in a democracy, why not try
and understand why they come out the way they do and why citizens make the
choices they make?

In part, this tendency to focus on election outcomes also can be viewed as
a function of the heavy influence of sociology and social-psychology (two
fields that were fairly unified at the time of the behavioral revolution) on
early studies of political behavior. Given that the behavioral paradigm in these
fields, in particular in social-psychology, led scholars to focus on attitudes as
independent variables, which were used to explain political behavior (such
as electoral choice) or other attitudes (such as partisanship), it should not
come as a surprise that much of electoral research, both in the United States
and in comparative perspective, has long focused on explaining the behavior
of voters with the help of attitudes or people’s demographic characteristics.
Thus, among the most common research questions in electoral research has
long been this: how do we explain wins and losses? That is, what are the
underlying determinants of why parties won or lost, increased their share of
the vote, and how people came to choose one party or candidate over another?

Given the crucial role elections play in a democracy, this is both proper and
unsurprising. Yet, such an approach, in all likelihood unintentionally, led elect-
oral researchers to emphasize winners and winning at the expense of losers
when thinking about the functioning of democracies. It also established the
dominance of a theoretical paradigm that privileged behavior (such as vote
choice) as the outcome of interest (that is, the dependent variable), and atti-
tudes as explanatory factors (independent variables). Regrettably, such a focus
on explaining election outcomes made it difficult to imagine that the causal
arrow could be reversed and that we should focus on explaining attitudes with
the help of behavior. In fact, reviewing the state of the scholarly literature on
political participation in the mid-1970s, Robert Salisbury (1975) argued that
scholars had made considerable progress toward explaining political behavior
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with the help of attitudes, but that it would be a long time before political sci-
ence would understand the impact of political behavior and its consequences
on attitudes (see also Finkel 1985). As it turned out, Salisbury’s argument was
strikingly prescient; in the ensuing three decades, few scholars have sought
to understand how voting behavior and election outcomes affect people’s atti-
tudes and behaviors.

In our view, the general lack of attention to questions of democratic gov-
ernance and institutions in studies of political behavior and the specific lack of
attention to how elections affect behaviors and attitudes has limited progress
in behavioral research because there are good theoretical reasons for assum-
ing that such influences carry important implications for understanding how
democracies work. Thus, to help correct this imbalance and contribute to our
understanding of the nexus between citizens and their governments, and in
some small part refocus the study of political behavior in democracies, we
argue for the importance of understanding what drives the losers of demo-
cratic elections and how losing affects their attitudes and behaviors. In a way,
then, we are suggesting that future research on political behavior incorporate
both the strategic behavior of voters and the impact of institutions as well as
the psychological mechanisms at work. To put it in statistical terms, we pro-
pose that students of political behavior focus on the outcomes of elections as
the independent variable and attitudes—such as trust in the political system
or opinions on public policy—as the dependent variables in order to create
and test theories that are truly political, inherently dynamic, and that promise
leverage for understanding political conflict and its resolution in a wide vari-
ety of contexts. Such a strategy would allow for a (re)integration of the study
of political behavior with the study of democratic institutions and democratic
stability, and it would have the potential to integrate what we know across
vibrant yet all-too-frequently separate subfields of the study of politics.



Appendix: Data Sources and Survey Items

The data used in this book come from several survey projects, including the
Eurobarometer (EB) surveys (various years), the 1996 International Social
Survey Program (ISSP) surveys conducted as part of a study called Role
of Government III; the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES)
election surveys conducted between 1996 and 2000; the 1999 European Values
Surveys (EVS), which are part of a larger project on World values, as well as the
American and Canadian National Election studies surveys, which have been
conducted for a number of years. These survey programs are continuing regular
programs of surveys covering topics important to social science research. The
ISSP, CSES, and EVS jointly develop modules dealing with important areas
in the social sciences, and they usually field these modules in supplements to
national surveys undertaken by the members. All surveys usually include an
extensive common core on background variables, and project members make
the data available to the social science community. The Eurobarometer data
are collected twice a year by the European Commission and made available
to the scholarly community via data archives, including the Inter-university
Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) at the University of
Michigan. Additional data used in our analyses come from a variety of stand-
alone surveys, including surveys conducted by news organization (such as
CBS News) and the authors.

CHAPTER 3

Evaluations of political system performance. ‘All in all, how well or badly do
you think the system of democracy in (country) works these days?’ It works
well and needs no changes (4), it works well but needs some changes (3),
it does not work well and needs a lot of changes (2), it does not work well and
needs to be completely changed (1).

External political efficacy (system responsiveness). Average of four items
derived from two internal efficacy items and two external efficacy items that
range from 1 to 5, with 1 denoting strongly agree and 5 strongly disagree. Ques-
tion wording: ‘How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following
statements: (a) People like me have no say about what the government does;
(b) The average citizen has considerable influence on politics; (c) Elections
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are a good way of making governments aware of the important issues facing
our country; (d) People we elect as members of parliament try to keep the
promises they made in the election’. Respondents’ answers were coded such
that five constituted the most efficacious response.

Protest potential. Based on factor scores of five survey items. Question
wording: ‘Would you or would you not do any of the following to protest
against a government action you strongly oppose?’ (a) Attend a public meet-
ing organized to protest against the government; (b) go on a protest march or
demonstration. Respondents could choose from definitely would (scored 4),
probably would (3), probably would not (2), and definitely would not (1). In
addition, respondents were asked: ‘There are many ways people or organiza-
tions can protest against a government action they strongly oppose. Please
show which one you think should be allowed and which one should not be
allowed’. (a) Organizing public meetings to protest against the government;
(b) organizing protest marches and demonstrations; and (c) organizing a nation-
wide strike of all workers against the government. Respondents could choose
from definitely allowed (4), probably allowed (3), probably not allowed (2),
and definitely not allowed (1).

Difference in evaluations of current political system versus previous regime.
(Items were coded such that high values mean positive political support.)
‘People have different views about the system for governing this country.
Here is a scale for rating how well things are going: 1 means very bad, 10
means very good. Where on this scale would you put the political system as it
was …’

in former communist countries: under communist regime
in countries where recently a change of regime xx has taken place: under xx

regime
in countries where no regime change has taken place: ten years ago?

Confidence in parliament. ‘How much confidence do you have in parlia-
ment, is it a great deal, quite a lot, not very much or none at all?’ A great
deal (4); quite a lot (3); not very much (2); none at all (1).

Support for democratic principles. Additive index of the following items:
1. ‘Would you say that having a democratic political system is a very good,

fairly good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing this country?’ Very
good (4); fairly good (3); fairly bad (2); very bad (1).

2. ‘Could you please tell me if you agree strongly, agree, disagree, or disagree
strongly?’ Democracy may have problems but it’s better than any other
form of government. Agree strongly (4); agree (3); disagree (2); disagree
strongly (1).

3. ‘I’m going to read off some things that people sometimes say about a
democratic political system. Could you please tell me if you agree strongly,
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agree, disagree or disagree strongly, after I read each of them?’ Agree
strongly (1); agree (2); disagree (3); disagree strongly (4).

– In a democracy, the economic system runs badly
– Democracies are indecisive and have too much squabbling
– Democracies aren’t good at maintaining order.

4. ‘I’m going to describe various types of political systems and ask what you
think about each as a way of governing this country. For each one, would
you say it is a very good, fairly good, fairly bad or very bad way of governing
this country?’ Very good (1); fairly good (2); fairly bad (3); very bad (4).

– Having a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliament and
elections?

– Having experts, not government, make decisions according to what they
think is best for the country?

– Having the army rule the country?

CHAPTER 4

Satisfaction with democracy. ‘On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly sat-
isfied, not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works
in your country?’

Trust in government. ‘Generally speaking, can the [federal] government,
that is, the government in Washington DC, be trusted to do the right thing?’
Just about always (4); most of the time (3); only some of the time (2); never (1).

CHAPTER 5

Partisan attachment. ‘Do you feel very close to this (party/party block), some-
what close, or not very close?’ Very close; somewhat close; not very close.

Ideology. ‘In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would
you place yourself on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means the left and 10 means
the right?’

CHAPTER 6

Difference in evaluations of current political system versus previous regime. See
Chapter 3.

Confidence in parliament. See Chapter 3.
Support for democratic principles. See Chapter 3.
Old communists. (See chapter Appendix 6A.1 for list of reformed commun-

ist parties.) Voting for an old communist party (1); voting for other any other
party (0).
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Reformed communists. (See chapter Appendix 6A.1 for list of reformed
communist parties.) Voting for a reformed communist party (1); voting for
other any other party (0).

CHAPTER 7

Veto players. Number of parties in government (range: 1–6).
Veto players squared. Square of veto players measure.
Federalism. Dummy variable, where 1 if Austria, Belgium, Germany, or

Spain.
New Democracy. Dummy variable, where 1 if Portugal, Spain, Greece, East

Germany.
Electoral system. List proportional representation (PR) with closed list

(Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden) (1); PR with preferential system (Australia,
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, Spain) (2); PR with voting for indi-
vidual candidates (Greece, Germany) (3); individual districts (France, Ireland,
Italy, and UK) (4).

Satisfaction with democracy. ‘On the whole, are you very satisfied, fairly
satisfied, not very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the way democracy
works in NAME OF COUNTRY?’ Very satisfied (4); fairly satisfied (3); not
very satisfied (2); not at all satisfied (1).

Confidence in parliament. ‘To what extent can you rely on your National
Parliament?’ Ten point scale, ranging from ‘cannot’ (1) to ‘can’ (10).

Confidence in national government. ‘To what extent can you rely on your
National Government?’ Ten point scale, ranging from ‘cannot’ (1) to ‘can’ (10).

Trust in state government. ‘How often do you trust [your] state govern-
ment?’ Always (1); mostly (2); sometimes (3); never (4).

CHAPTER 8

Satisfaction with democracy. See Chapter 4.
Fairness of the electoral process. ‘In some countries, people believe their

elections are conducted fairly. In other countries, people believe that their
elections are conducted unfairly. Thinking of the last election in (country),
where would you place it on this scale of one to five, where ONE means that
the last election was conducted fairly and FIVE means that the election was
conducted unfairly?’

Responsiveness of the political system. Additive index based on three items.
(1) ‘Some people say that members of Parliament know what ordinary people
think. Others say that members of Parliament don’t know much about what
ordinary people think. Using the (one to five) scale, where would you place
yourself ?’; (2) ‘Some people say that political parties in (country) care what
ordinary people think. Others say that political parties in (country) don’t care
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what ordinary people think. Using the (one to five) scale, where would you
place yourself ?’; (3) ‘Some people say it makes a difference who is in power.
Others say that it does not make a difference who is in power. Using the (one
to five) scale, where would you place yourself ?’

CHAPTER 9

Efficacy. Additive index of two items. (1) ‘People like me don’t have any say
about what the government does’; (2) ‘Elections are a good way of making the
government pay attention to the important political issues facing our country’.
Answer categories included: strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree, and strongly disagree, with 4 denoting a more efficacious attitude.

Proportional representation to elect Congress. ‘Some people suggest we
should use proportional representation to elect Congress. This would prob-
ably mean that three or more parties would be represented in Congress. Would
you support such a proposal?’ Yes (1); no (0) (Table 9.3).

Direct election of President. ‘When it comes to electing the President, some
suggest we get rid of the Electoral College and simply elect the candidate who
most people voted for. Would you support or oppose such a proposal?’ Yes (1);
no (0) (Table 9.3).

Support for constitutional change (US). ‘Presidents are elected by the
Electoral College, in which each state gets as many votes as it has members of
Congress and can cast all of them for whoever wins in that state. Do you think
we should keep the Electoral College, or should we amend the Constitution?’
Amend the Constitution (1); other answer (0) (Table 9.4).

Support for Prop. 198 in California. ‘As you know Prop. 198 would create
a single primary election ballot on which the names and party affiliations
of all candidates would be placed. Candidates’ names would not be grouped
by political party. Any registered voter, including those not affiliated with a
political party, would be able to vote for any candidate regardless of party. If
the election were being held today, would you vote yes or no on Proposition
198?’ Yes (1); no (0).
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