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When You Win, Nothing Hurts:
The Durability of Electoral Salience on Individuals’ Satisfaction with Democracy

Abstract: There is a substantial literature on the impact of having voting for an electorally
victorious party on individual voters’ satisfaction with democracy. Yet, there have been few
evaluations as to temporally salient are elections to the satisfaction levels for those who voted for
a ‘winning’ party and those who voted for a ‘losing’ party. Using rounds 1-8 of the European
Social Surveys, I find evidence from 92 elections in 27 European countries that both the levels of
- and the difference between - satisfaction levels of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ do not attenuate quickly
but rather last almost five years. That is, it appears that ‘winners’ are more satisfied with
democracy and stay that way. While this confirms earlier, smaller studies, the absence of a causal
connection between the time from election and satisfaction levels poses a significant challenge to
the current literature about the electoral mechanism of this relationship.

Key Words: Satisfaction with Democracy; Winning and Losing; Democratic Legitimacy;
European Union



INTRODUCTION

Citizens may respond to the outcome of a national election with feelings of euphoria or sadness
predicated largely on whether their preferred party won or not. Such feelings which may extend to
the electoral process itself. These responses to electoral outcomes are prominent in the literature
on individuals’ satisfaction with democracy. This literature consistently finds that citizens who
voted for the winning party in the last election — commonly referred to as ‘winners’ in the literature,
—report higher levels of satisfaction with national democracy than those who voted for a party that
did not enter the governing coalition — commonly, if unpleasantly, referred to as ‘losers’. And
while a great deal of attention has been given to potential mechanisms linking electoral outcomes
to individuals’ satisfaction with democracy, the duration of the electoral effect on satisfaction has
thus far escaped broad international investigation.

To test the duration of this effect, I identified ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ for each election using the
European Social Surveys (Rounds 1-8) to produce 161,489 individual observations following 92
elections in 27 European countries over the period of 2002-2017." Exploiting the survey
completion dates available in these data, I precisely measure the time elapsed between previous
elections and respondents’ satisfaction levels and thus estimate the duration of electoral salience
on voters’ satisfaction levels. I find that both the levels of - and the difference between - satisfaction
levels of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ do not attenuate quickly but rather last almost 5 years (more than
1,750 days). While these findings serve to confirm the previously observed durability of this
difference in satisfaction (see Dahlberg and Linde 2017), I further exploit the ‘as if’ random
interview dates as a causal identification strategy to show that time does not causally affect levels

of satisfaction with democracy for winners (and losers) after an election.

! Some ESS Wave 8 (2016) interviews took place in 2017.



The finding that winners’ (and losers’) levels of satisfaction, and the gap between them, are
quite durable is a challenge to the literature. In particular, this suggests that voters’ satisfaction
levels are less responsive to electoral outcomes than previously assumed. If electoral outcomes are
not the primary origin of satisfaction in the post-election period, having voted for a winning (or
losing) party may just be a smaller part of a larger, unexamined link between individuals’
satisfaction with democracy and elections. In search of potential solutions, I draw from existing
work to propose two directions in which theory may seek to improve our conceptualization of the
relationship between individuals’ attitudinal responses to electoral outcomes. This first is to place
‘winning’ in the larger political experience of voters. The second is to take more seriously the
experience of losing, in particular, the experience of serial losing.

THE SATISFACTION GAP: WINNERS AND LOSERS

We know that a potent source of individuals’ satisfaction with democracy has been theorized
to originate directly from a primary activity of democracy, elections. The literature on the
determinants of citizens’ democratic satisfaction is substantial and includes the extent individual
are supporters of the winners or losers of recent elections (Blais and Gélineau 2007; Singh et al.
2012; van der Meer and Steenvoorden 2018). The foundational article for this literature
demonstrated that, in Western Europe, winners of democratic competition show higher levels of
satisfaction than do those in the losing minority (Anderson and Guillory 1997). Works building on
this tradition have searched for mediating effects at the individual-level and have found that, for
example, the intensity of winning - in which ‘optimal victory winners’ derive greater enjoyment
as first preference party choice (vs. strategic voting) - increases this impact of victory on
satisfaction (Singh 2014). Among losers, previous experience of victory attenuated dissatisfaction

with democracy and ideological proximity to the current government increased political support



(‘quasi-winners’, Curini et al, 2012; Kim 2009; Mayne and Hakhverdian 2017). While these
works have sought to identify potential mechanisms of the relationship between electoral choices
in the previous election and satisfaction levels, investigations into the how long this ‘winning’
effect lasts are sparse.

Previous work has identified gaps in satisfaction over time, yet do not explicitly theorize on
the dynamic elements of such observations. Anderson et al. (2005) identify a stable gap between
winners and losers in the UK, Germany, and Spain and attribute this to the disappointing impact
of losing, rather than winning, in an election. Using data from Canada, Blais and Gélineau (2007)
compare the satisfaction gap across elections (pre-/post-) to show that, previous to the election,
winners were already more satisfied and simply enjoyed a greater post-electoral boost than losers
(similar to van der Meer and Steenvoorden (2018) using Dutch panel data over a single election).
Dahlberg and Linde (2017) use four panels of Swedish electoral data to show that the difference
in satisfaction levels between winners and losers is stable over time. They are also the most explicit
in developing hypotheses to investigate the durability of the satisfaction gap. They assert the
‘stability hypothesis’ in which winning (and losing) is not a temporary experience of
disappointment but a lasting experience (ibid., 628) and the ‘rational response hypothesis’ in which
the satisfaction gap will converge (ibid., 629). They find strong evidence for their stability
hypothesis and attribute the durability of the difference in satisfaction levels to an unobserved
process beyond discrete elections.

At the same time, research on related political attributes and attitudes suggest that any post-
electoral boost to individuals’ orientations to politics is likely to be brief. Individuals’ satisfaction
with other outputs of government appears to wane over time (e.g.: US Supreme Court decisions,

Gibson and Nelson 2015). The electoral boost of elections on partisanship, as another example,



has been shown to be a short-lived phenomenon (Singh and Thornton 2018). And while
satisfaction is not partisanship, one might expect that any downstream attitudes to partisanship -
such as satisfaction with democracy - would be likely to resonate diminishing partisanship. Earlier
work leads us to suspect that those who voted for the incumbent government tend to become more
disillusioned with the incumbent government over time (‘coalition of minorities’, Mueller 1970).
And like partisanship, it is not difficult to imagine that this disillusionment might spill over
(negatively) into satisfaction. Our own intuition suggests that the ‘thrill of victory’, the short-run
emotional impact of winning, gives way to the rough and tumble of intra-electoral politics as well
as the expectations surrounding the next elections in which one’s preferred parties’ electoral
circumstances could change. Thus, and similar to Dahlberg and Linde (2017), this leaves us with
competing — if not formal - expectations about the duration of the impact of electoral outcomes on
winner and losers’ satisfaction with democracy.
METHODOLOGY

To directly test the duration of party vote on individuals’ levels of satisfaction with democracy,
I merged the Rounds 1-8 (run biennially from 2002-2016) of the European Social Surveys (ESS).?
There are three variables crucial to this investigation: (1) which party did the respondent vote for
in the previous election, (2) their level of satisfaction with democracy, and (3) how much time has
elapsed between having voted and being asked about their satisfaction.

To measure the first, I match individuals’ most recent vote in national parliamentary elections

with the party composition in government following each election (Comparative Political Data

2 The list of included countries and variables can be found in the Measurement Appendix. Ukraine and Russia are
excluded as non-European countries.



Set, CPDS, Armingeon et al. 2018).? For any theory of ‘winning’ and satisfaction, the mechanism
is voting. Therefore, in this analysis, ‘winners’ are those who voted for parties in the governing
coalition, and ‘losers’ as those who (1) reported voting and (2) voted for a party that was not in
the subsequent governing coalition.* While this does not address any possible variation associated
with, for example, abstaining; it does provide the essential theoretical mechanism by clearly
specifying individuals’ vote decisions.

I note that attaching winning and losing to each individual was, in the vast majority of cases,
straightforward. Two conditions required additional effort. One was addressing ‘between election
composition changes’ to governing coalitions, for example, the change to a caretaker government,
coalition dissolution, or realignments. That is, government composition between elections re-
aligns which respondents are winners and losers. When this fell between survey waves, winners
and losers were updated to reflect this change in coalitional participation status (this coding choice
is revisited in the Discussion). The second case was the rare limitation of the ESS such that
mainstream parties were not included on party lists from which respondents could choose.
Excluding these cases does not change the results (see the Online Appendix, Table 4, Model 2).

I also keep with the literature by including ‘ideological’ winners (also referred to as ‘quasi-
winners’). These are voters who did not vote for a winning party but have ideological proximity
to the current government (see the Online Appendix, Table 3). Matching these provides some
ideological congruence between voters and current government composition as well as policy

positions (Kim 2009). I grouped individuals’ self-reported ideological positions into 3 categories

? There a number of potential ways to measure being a winner, but recent research shows that voting for a party in
government is better than using votes or seat share (in absolute or relative terms) in both majoritarian or consensual
democracies (Stiers et al., 2018; Plescia 2018).

* T have not investigated any potential further nuance of winning such as whether the respondent voted for a party
that aligns with the office of prime minister/president although see this as an important next step.



(0-3: Left; 4-6: Center; 7-10: Right) and matched them to CPDS ‘Government Position:
‘Hegemony of left parties’ &‘Dominance of left parties’; ‘Balance of power between left and
right’; and ‘Dominance of right/center parties’ & ‘Hegemony of right/center parties’. This
produces 71,614 ‘winners’, 20,879 ‘quasi-/ideological winners’, and 68,996 ‘losers’.

Second, for the dependent variable — satisfaction with democracy — I use the survey question,
‘And on the whole, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in [country]?’ (Anderson
2005). Citizens’ satisfaction with democracy is an important measure of national-level democracy.
While some have argued that citizens’ satisfaction with democracy problematically takes on
several facets of the relationship between citizens and government (Linde and Ekman 2003; also
Canache et al. 2001), Anderson (2005) emphasizes how citizens’ orientations to and subsequent
evaluations of their (own) democracy must correspond to what they consider to be ‘democratic’
(Easton 1975). This includes, in Eastonian language, both diffuse (what an object is or represents)
and specific (what a system produces) support. The former is the generic and positive orientation
to the democratic process (i.e. ‘I like democracy’), whereas specific support is an ‘experiential’,
performance assessment (i.e. ‘I like my democracy’). Both are meaningful and very often
correlated and, as Anderson points out, “the object of a citizen’s support does not have to be — and
probably cannot be — reliably separated in terms of the system and the system’s outputs” (2005,
4). Satisfaction with democracy is normally distributed, with a range of 0 ‘very dissatisfied’ to 10
‘very satisfied’, with a mean of 5.41 (sd: 2.41). I also note that although the impact of survey
timing on survey responses within the electoral cycle has been argued to be potentially problematic
(Banducci and Stevens 2015), individuals’ satisfaction is not included in the survey elements

affected.



For the third key variable, we need to measure the duration of the effect of ‘winning’ on
respondents’ satisfaction levels. To do so, I exploit the dates of survey completion date included
in the ESS surveys by country interview teams. I add that while the ESS releases its data by ‘round’
and associated year, the survey completion dates can be drawn from observations in other, albeit
proximate, years. The time elapsed is simply the number of days between the previous election in
the respondent’s country and the date that respondent completed survey with a mean of 752 days
(std. dev. 450).°

In addition to these key variables, the standard model for explaining variation in individuals’
satisfaction with democracy is a multi-level model with both individual- and macro-level variables
determining individual satisfaction levels. Experiences with democratic institutions play an
important role (Rohrschneider 1999, 2005) and I use an additive indicator of the number of
‘democratic activities’ including saying ‘yes’ to contacting a politician or government official;
working in political party or action group; working in another organization or association; wearing
or displaying campaign badge/sticker; signing petitions; or taking part in lawful public
demonstration in the last 12 months (N=6; alpha: 0.630). For ‘outputs of democratic institutions’
such as its capacity for managing both the national economy and its effects on personal economic
conditions (Lewis-Beck 1986; Wagner et al. 2009); and ‘the problem-solving capabilities of
democracy’ (Sarsfield and Echegaray 2005, 169), I use the question, ‘On the whole how satisfied
are you with the present state of the economy in country]?’ Socio-demographic and socio-

economic controls for gender, age, education, and income are also included.

’ I note that van der Meer and Steenvoorden (2018) use growth curve model based on the logic that the impact
would be largest immediately following the election. Michelitch and Utych (2018) take this one step further
modelling partisanship as a quadratic term arguing that as a subsequent election approaches, partisanship should
strengthen. In the Online Appendix, I regress both elapsed time (Table 1, Model 1) and logged elapsed time (Table
1, Model 2) on satisfaction levels. Given the lack of evidence in either direction, I use untransformed time.



To account for cross-national variation, I include determinants of variation in satisfaction with
democracy at the macro-level model. This includes yearly data from the World Bank for GDP per
capita growth an additive variable for government performance from the World Governance
Indicators, and an age of democracy (from 2016). Finally, I include a set of dummy variables for
the trifold distinction of single-member/simple plurality (reference case), modified proportional
representation, and proportional representation systems (Aarts and Thomassen 2008; Anderson
and Guillory 1997). I also include a post-Communist dummy variable as citizens’ satisfaction with
democracy is higher in well-established democracies for both winners and losers (Singh et al.
2012; Birch 2008), a function of the longer history of the peaceful transition of power (Norris
2018; see also Moehler and Lindberg 2009; Chang et al. 2014). All variables and their descriptions
can be found in the Measurement Appendix below.

Having specified the individual- and macro-level model as completely as is possible, we are
able to analyze 161,489 individual-level observations following 92 elections across 27 European
countries from 2002 to 2017. The resultant three-level model (individuals in elections in countries)
is a random intercept/fixed slope model. Individual-level variation is fixed across elections and
elections within countries but election and country means are allowed to vary by the included
macro-level variables.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the three-level models showing the effect of winning on satisfaction (Model
1), the individual-level model (Model 2), and the fully specified model (Model 3). The observed
differentiating effect on one’s level of satisfaction with democracy of winning —i.e.: having voting

for one of the winning parties in the national parliamentary - confirms the previous literature.



Winners provide higher levels of satisfaction with democracy than those who voted for parties that
did not become part of the governing coalition in parliament.
<<TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE>>

Crucially, the time from the election to the date of the survey does not appear to have a
statistically significant effect on satisfaction levels. Neither is the interaction between this measure
and ‘winning’ significant. The marginal effects for this interaction (Figure 1) show that not only
do winners have statistically significant higher levels of satisfaction with democracy than losers,
but also that the gap is durable over time. Although slightly decreasing over time, the pattern in
Figure 1 shows that the gap between winners and losers satisfaction levels is stable both in level
and over time. More precisely, winners have statistically higher satisfaction levels than losers for
more than 1,750 days, or roughly 4.5 years with no statistically significant effect for time. These
results initially appear support the notion of a durable impact of electoral outcomes on individuals’
levels of satisfaction with democracy.

<<FIGURE I ABOUT HERE>>

ROBUSTNESS

Central to the literature, individuals’ satisfaction with democracy can also be sensitive to
variations in economic performance. Support for incumbent democratic governments can often be
explained by sociotropic economic issues and the perception of government economic
performance (see also Kiewiet 1983; Kinder and Kiewiet 1981; Anderson 1998). More recent work
suggests that economic performance may be less important than the performance of democratic
institutions themselves. Using aggregated time-series data (Eurobarometers: 1990-2000), Wagner
et al. (2009) examine time-varying economic factors and institutional quality determine the macro-

trends of satisfaction with democracy in Europe. Controlling for a wide array of economic and



political measures,’ they find that political institutional capabilities (rule of law, lower corruption,
a smaller shadow economy, less regulated political executive recruitment, less regulation of
political participation, and better checks and balances) move with higher degrees of satisfaction
with democracy (in the aggregate). I interact the main interaction - the time from election and
winner dummy - with national performance variables, including both Government Performance
and GDP per capita (see Table 2, Models 1 and 2). For the ‘economic’ model, I also added other
macro-economic performance variables including the Gini Index of income inequality and
measures of both inflation and unemployment rates. For each of the above estimations, the
statistical significances for ‘winner’ satisfaction, days from elections, and their interaction remain
the same as the main model.
<<TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE>>

Second, although secondary to the study here and far from a comprehensive examination, I
confront the idea that winning may be part of a larger experience that takes place between voter
and the electoral process. The winner/loser satisfaction hypothesis is based on actual voting for a
party and potentially an even stronger partisan attachment evident from having made the effort to
turn out and ‘pull the lever’ for their preferred party. It is plausible that such ‘active’ partisanship
may differ from the passive identification with particular parties (Barnes ef al., 1979; Bankert et
al., 2017). Thus, winning or losing at election time becomes a direct — even emotional - experience
with the political process, providing citizens a concrete, personal result as well as a perception of

how electoral institutions function. If the mechanism that engenders satisfaction with democracy

% Including GDP growth per capita, unemployment, inflation, the BERI Composite Index, quality of monetary policy,
regulatory quality, rule of law, control of corruption, size of the shadow economy, average individual left/right
placement, inequality (the standard deviation of income categories), checks and balances, union density, proportional
representation, plurality, total fractionalization; opposition fractionalization, government fractionalization, and
executive control of all relevant houses (dummy).



for winners is policy- or performance-based, we would expect that singling out voters who change
from winner to loser or loser to winner between elections would produce significant change -
negative or positive, respectively — in their satisfaction levels. If, on the other hand, the mechanism
of ‘winning’ the election is affective or emotional (i.e.: the thrill of victory), then these groups
should show produce no significant effect; i.e.: between election re-alignments do not generate the
euphoria or sadness of ‘election night’.

To provide some preliminary evidence to this question, I re-estimate the final model with
dummy variables for each group of ‘between election’ winners and loser and find no significant
deviation from the overall model (Table 2, Model 3). That is, switching from an electoral winner
or loser (or vice versa) between elections does not appear to have an effect on levels of satisfaction.
Again, these ‘legislature winners and loser’ are a secondary to this investigation as the actual
number of these is quite low (new losers, N=685; new winners, N=997) and this does not constitute
comprehensive test. However, as a potential piece of the puzzle, it does indicate that the impact of
winning on satisfaction with democracy might be related to an emotive facet of elections that
comprise a larger process. That is, the process of winning may need greater individual context -
with particular attention to the emotive impact of outcomes and role of individuals’ expectations
about future electoral outcomes.

Third, the operationalization of the key individual- and national-level variables used here
correspond to the literature and the results are robust to different modeling strategies. However, in
broadening the study of satisfaction to a wide array of countries and times, some limitations are
inevitable. I was unable to find a satisfactory measure for individuals’ normative attachments to

democracy as a system of governance (Anderson and Tverdova 2003). While several proxies were



tried, they were ultimately excluded to avoid the conceptual stretch necessary to include them (see
Online Appendix, Table 4, Model 3).

Finally, while the durability of this satisfaction gap is long, I have not accounted for the time
period between the election and the formation of the new government. While reasonable
expectations about a party’s potential membership in the subsequent governing coalition can often
be made by citizens given the electoral outcomes (van der Meer and Steenvoorden 2018), the final
membership of the governing coalition is not complete until it is. Based on work the timing of
coalition formation (Martin and Vanberg 2003) and availability of recent data (Andersson et al.
2019),” the mean time for government formation in the EU-28 member states is between 30 and
40 days. For the 161,489 respondents included in the analysis here, those with elapsed times
between election and interview of 30 days (60 days) represent less than 1.3% (3.1%) of the entire
sample. Dropping these groups from the estimation does not change the results (see Online
Appendix, Table 4, Models 4 & 5).

Confronting the ldentifying Assumption

The ESS survey series was chosen for the availability of interview completion dates as well as
attention to the survey specification and sampling methodology. Crucial to the analysis here, the
ESS data are designed - and assumed - to be randomly sampled. The ESS guidelines insist on,
among a number of other key principles, “Individuals are selected by strict random probability
methods at every stage” and “Quota sampling is not permitted at any stage.”® Exploiting the ‘as if’
random nature of interview dates in surveys not only limits omitted variable bias but, more
importantly, can serve as a causal identification strategy. The intuition is that because interviewing

dates are ‘as if”’ random, we can use them to evaluate the causal effect of time between election

7 Source: The European Representative Democracy Data Archive: www.erdda.se
8 Source: https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/methodology/ess methodology/sampling.html.




and interview, assuming that all of the things that happen between election and interview are nearly
constant for respondents of the same country-year (Falco, Hernandez, and Munoz 2019).

I provide an explicit test of the identifying assumption of random assignment. As Singh and
Thornton (2018, 4) point out, it is crucial to assess the plausibility of this identifying assumption;
that is, to determine whether the treatment process requires control for potential confounders. To
test the validity of the assumption that time between election and interview is sufficiently random,
a regression including the time elapsed between election and interview should - at a minimum —
include any controls for potential confounders or, ideally, show that the time elapsed between
election and interview do not correlate with potentially related variables. Therefore, I have
regressed potential variables most likely to correlate with the time elapsed between election and
interview available in the ESS dataset. These include a set of socio-economic variables (gender,
age, education level, and income), respondents’ level of political interest, and year. As the ESS
data are assumed to be random samples at the country-level, I have run these by country.

A set of 29 coefficient plots help us identify any significant results (see the Online Appendix,
Figures 8a-8g). In terms of reasonably coordinated statistically significant findings, there are
almost no significant findings for the individual-level socio-economic variables. However, in
Austria, Spain, and Hungary those who report being more interested in politics are slightly more
likely to be interviewed earlier than other levels of political interest.” To account for this, I
estimated 2 models: the main model presented in the paper controlling for political interest (as the
socio-demographic variables are already included, Table 3, Model 2) and the main model
presented in the paper excluding Austria, Spain, and Hungary (Table 3, Model 3). The results of

the main model are unchanged (Model 1 is the main model for reference).

° Austria (5,265), Spain (6,646), and Hungary (4,283). These represent 10% of the total.



<<TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE>>

We can conclude that the ESS interview timing is ‘as if’ random and we are able to corroborate
the validity of the identifying assumption and offset the obvious threats to validity. Thus, the time
from elections appears to have no causal impact on satisfaction levels. That is, winners are more
satisfied than losers and stay that way. This challenges the expectation that winners’ satisfaction
levels retreat from their post-electoral high. If this is in fact the case, this challenges the expectation
that winners’ satisfaction levels retreat from their post-electoral high. It would also force us to
confront the central mechanism of this literature, namely, how elections affect individuals’ levels
of satisfaction with democracy.
DISCUSSION

The literature has a well-developed theoretical understanding of the electoral effects of
‘winning’ on individuals’ satisfaction levels. It does not however provide an intuition for the
durability of winners’ and losers’ satisfaction with democracy. Previous work by Dahlberg and
Linde (2017) provide an excellent guide for beginning to examine this durability; however, they
ultimately do not theorize for why we observe such stability other than to suggest that it most likely
represents a ““...long-lasting aspect of how voters regard the functioning of the democratic system”
(ibid., 638). In other words, they conclude that the stability of winners’ satisfaction and the gap
with losers’ satisfaction reflects a deeper orientation to the functioning of democracy than a direct
relation to discrete electoral outcomes. The results here appear to align with this and extend the
challenge to existing theories to reconsider on what we think winning (and losing) means to
citizens. This offers an opportunity for theory building.

I propose two directions in which a theory seeking to explain this durability might best proceed.

First is a revised theory of the effect of ‘winning’. Work in political psychology has suggested that



having voted for an electorally successful party is not an isolated political experience. Research
has shown that while having supported a party that won is important, citizens with stronger
ideological affiliations with their party (Curini et al.2012), greater alignment with the party’s goals
(Plescia 2018), or citizens who voted for their party with more confidence (van der Meer and
Steenvoorden 2018) are likely to derive more from the winning experience. That is, winning is one
facet of a deeper attachment between parties and their constituents and, subsequently, the
relationship between elections and voters’ satisfaction levels.

The observed pattern of durable satisfaction also suggests a possible interactive effect of
previous and subsequent elections on satisfaction levels. It is intuitive to think that however
pleasing electoral outcomes may be, such feelings are likely to give way to expectations with
upcoming elections, thus lessening the salience of past victories or defeats. Imagining one’s party
moving in or out of an eventual governing coalition is likely to update the residual satisfaction
level of the previous election. Underpinning their ‘rational response hypothesis’, in which the
satisfaction gap converges before the next election, Dahlberg and Linde (2017) imply that this
takes place as voters are increasing their attention on the upcoming election. Blais and Gélineau
(2007) use panel data to demonstrate that eventual winners go into elections with greater
satisfaction with the way democracy works than the eventual losers. Presumably this is because
their satisfaction reflects reasonable expectations of winning prior to the election (van der Meer
and Steenvoorden 2018). In the aggregate, this may mitigate the suspension bridge pattern;
however, in order to examine this potential interaction at the individual level, we need respondents’

expectations of the likelihood or probability that her preferred party will win/lose in the following



election. In the absence of subjective expectations data (or non-trivial proxies), we unable to
investigate this potential effect."’

The second direction for a possible theory is a reconsideration of the plight of the losers. As
Dahlberg and Linde write, “[f]or democratic legitimacy, the way people react to political loss is
critical” (2017, 626). Anderson et al. (2005) investigate the gap between winner and loser
satisfaction with democracy levels over time and observe a tenacious satisfaction gap. They argue
that the depressive effect of losing on satisfaction is in fact where the mechanism linking election
outcomes and satisfaction may potentially reside (see also Esaiasson 2011). That is, losing
weakens satisfaction for democracy rather than winning serving to increase it and that serial losing
— i.e.: losing in successive elections — may be even more potent in depressing satisfaction levels
(Chang et al. 2014; an effect already noted for winners, Curini ef al. 2012). Dissatisfaction with
democracy is likely to drive voters into the waiting arms of increasingly radical parties, left or
right, as a means to ‘make something happen’ or ‘upset the status quo’ (Rooduijn et al., 2017,
Mudde 2007; March 2011). These parties, however strongly supported, are less likely to be
electoral winners than mainstream parties and thus transition dissatisfied voters into dissatisfied
losers once again (Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018).

Thus, rather than consider the winners as the unique appropriators of the benefits of democratic
elections, we should re-evaluate the effect of losing, and in particular, serial losing. Concurrent
with increased political polarization, there has been the rise of ‘disruptive’ parties, returns to power
of Eurosceptic establishment parties, Brexit, as well as attempts, referenda, and calls for regional

autonomy in several EU member states. Public support for democracy is strongly linked with the

' As an example of how this might be applied, Loveless and Binelli (2018) use innovative measures of subjective
expectations (quantitative expectations survey data) to show that individuals’ future economic expectations shape
their democratic satisfaction in the present.



endurance of democracy (Claassen 2019); thus, renewed attention to those failing to reap the
benefits of democracy may prove both timely and crucial as the losers may be trying to
communicate.

Our analysis here is aimed at bringing evidence to bear on the question of how durable are
electoral outcomes on voters’ levels of satisfaction with democracy. While these are the most
comprehensive data brought to bear on the impact of winning/losing on satisfaction hypothesis,
there are several important limitations of the approach taken here. Most notably, in order to directly
analyze and make stronger claims about the impact of winning (or losing) over time, we would
need panel data on the same individuals over several elections — ideally, both winning and losing
(see country studies: Dahlberg and Linde 2017; van der Meer and Steenvoorden 2018). The
limitation being that the observed duration can be confused with individual satisfaction as winners
and losers rather the durability of the winning effect on satisfaction. This also limits our ability to
account for the serial winning and losing effect (Chang et al. 2014; Curini et al. 2012) which holds
great potential for future work. However, the data used here exploit responses at random periods
from previous elections across 27 different countries, over 15 years, with controls accounting for
individual- and national-level variation. The number of observations provides substantial control
for theorized differences in individual respondents’ satisfaction levels at both the individual- and
national-levels. While each respondent is asked once, the variables that have been argued to
explain variation in satisfaction are included with a large degree of freedom.

Another potential limitation to this analysis is recall bias, the small but non-zero probability
that voters misreport for whom they voted in the previous election (Bernstein et al. 2001; Karp and
Brockington 2005). It is not unreasonable to suspect that some proportion of the respondents may

report they have voted for the ‘winner’ because they would like to believe that they did, make



others think they did, genuinely forgot how they voted, or are rationalizing their vote via the survey
response to avoid cognitive dissonance. There are not adequate controls for these here."'

However, in the list of why voters may misreport their vote above, I note that three of the four
of these reasons assume that respondents want to be ‘on the winning side’ (i.e.: believe that they
did, make others think they did, or rationalizing). It is reasonable to argue, although largely
unexamined in the literature, that some of those who voted for the current government might also
try to distance themselves from the current government, particularly with the recent rise of more
extreme parties with more extreme agendas. That is, some voters may not want to admit having
voted for a party that has pursued, for example, individually desired but socially unacceptable
policies (i.e. harsher restriction on immigration, curtailing of women’s rights, anti-climate change
actions) or simply because of the governments’ perceived poor performance. I would argue, that
taken together, the majority of the variation in ‘misreporting’ comes down to those who genuinely
have forgotten, and while we may be tempted to assume they want to be ‘on the winning side’,
this may have become an untenable assumption. Thus, I suggest any potential misreporting by
respondents can be considered, for this analysis, functionally random. This does not resolve the
issue of potential misreporting itself — the extent to which cannot be known here — but does address
the distribution of potential recall bias as an increase in the ‘noise’ of the unknown responses rather
than the provision of a post-hoc ‘signal’ (or having voted for the winner).

Finally, electoral cycles can matter in a variety of ways for individuals’ levels of satisfaction.
Similar to the expectations of upcoming elections mentioned above, another source may originate
from the winning parties themselves. The electoral business cycles literature clearly shows that

incumbent governments often try to create an economic boost as elections approach with the

'" One might consider using affiliation with, or preference for, a party rather than strictly voting but this risks
becoming a different investigation altogether.



specific intent of raising performance evaluations and in turn, satisfaction levels (Alesina et al.
1993; Bovea et al 2017). Thus, previous winners (i.e. supporters of the incumbent party) will be
more likely to attribute credit to that party for improved economic performance and therefore
report more satisfaction. One could devise a more refined means to position voters within the
election cycle itself. For example, in addition to days from previous election — as used here — one
might incorporate forthcoming election dates in some manner. While outside the scope of the
present study, there are several ways to approach this and given the findings here, the electoral
cycle is a fertile avenue for future research on the relationship between elections and satisfaction.
CONCLUSION

Elections continue to hold our attention as intuitive sources of satisfaction with democracy. As
the central act of a democratic citizen, voting is widely considered a source of citizen’s satisfaction
with democratic performance and thus crucial to long-term legitimacy in Europe (van Ham et al.
2017). And while a number of theories have been offered as to why voting for an electorally
victorious party may shape individual voters’ assessments of governance quality, we would benefit
from knowing more about the seemingly more complex nature of this relationship. The analysis
of waves 1-8 of the European Social Surveys here shows that, from 92 elections across 27
European countries for the period 2002-2017, those who voted for a ‘winning’ party have higher
levels of satisfaction than those who voted for a ‘losing’ party and that this effect does not attenuate
quickly, lasting almost five years. As importantly, the time from election appears to have no causal
impact on satisfaction levels. That is, it appears that when you win, nothing hurts as winners are
more satisfied with democracy and appear stay that way. However, this durable effect of winning

in an election on satisfaction opens up more questions than it answers. If we accept that the winning



effect of elections is so strong, that time does not matter, we must also accept that the literature is

failing to capture a key — and currently unobserved - process in this relationship.



TABLES AND FIGURES

TABLE 1: Satisfaction with Democracy: Time from Election

(1)*** (2) s (3)***
‘Winner’ 0.624 0.432 0.435
(10.97) (9.93) (10.02)
Days from Election -0.000 -0.000 -0.000
(-0.73) (-1.60) (-1.38)
‘Winner’ # Days from Election 0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.96) (0.53) (0.32)
Individual-level
Satisfaction w Economy 0.465™" 0.468™"
(44.16) (46.37)
Experience w Democracy -0.003 -0.004
(-0.45) (-0.52)
Quasi-/Ideological ‘Winner’ 0.070 0.072
(1.41) (1.47)
Male 0.053™ 0.051™
(3.35) (3.26)
R's Age 0.001 0.001
(1.38) (1.44)
R's Education Level 0.061"" 0.061""
(6.33) (6.29)
R's HH Income 0.037" 0.038™
(8.30) (8.53)
Macro-level
Age of Democracy (in 2016) -0.001
(-0.34)
GDP per capita growth -0.046"
(-2.85)
Government Performance Index 0.108
(1.04)
Modified proportional representation 0.073
(0.40)
Proportional representation (PR) 0.275
(1.51)
Post-Communist country -0.543"
(-2.47)
Year 0.010 0.004 0.003
(0.26) (0.19) (0.20)
Constant -15.49 -4.639 -3.708
(-0.19) (-0.12) (-0.12)
Var(Country) -7.381 -6.883 -8.107
(-0.34) (-0.30) (-0.29)
Var(Elections) 0.065 -0.547" -0.832"
(0.99) (-6.99) (-8.84)



Var(intercept)

0.766™  0.653" 0.652"

(63.78) (54.84) (55.24)

Wald chi2 208.29 5124.64 6812.41
Prob. 0.000 0.000 0.000
No. of Obs 161,489 161,489 161,489

Source: European Social Surveys, Waves 1-8; coefficient (t-scores)

"p<0.05"p<0.01,

ko

p<0.001



TABLE 2: Satisfaction with Democracy: Time from Election — Robustness

(1) %* (2) Sedede (3)***
‘Winner’ 0.609 0.488 0.475
(2.54) (7.53) (8.07)
Days from Election -0.000 -0.000 -0.000
(-1.69) (-1.34) (-1.17)
‘Winner’ # Days from Election 0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.88) (0.07) (0.42)
Individual-level
Satisfaction w Economy 0.490" 0.490™" 0.491"
(48.30) (49.04) (48.64)
Experience w Democracy -0.027 -0.026 -0.026
(-1.92) (-1.87) (-1.87)
Quasi-/Ideological ‘Winner’ 0.142" 0.143™ 0.140™
(2.82) (2.86) (2.80)
Male 0.032 0.032 0.032
(1.40) (1.40) (1.39)
R's Age 0.003™ 0.003" 0.003™
(3.28) (3.26) (3.23)
R's Education Level 0.059™ 0.059™ 0.059™
4.41) 4.44) (4.45)
R's HH Income 0.045™ 0.046™" 0.045™
(7.74) (7.61) (7.71)
Macro-level
Age of Democracy (in 2016) -0.005"" -0.004" -0.005™"
(-4.15) (-2.38) (-4.14)
GDP per capita growth -0.091"" -0.120" -0.091"
(-4.78) (-4.03) (-4.78)
Government Performance Index 0.211° 0.277 0.202°
(2.13) (2.54) (2.32)
Modified proportional representation -0.252 0.008 -0.265
(-1.33) (0.01) (-1.31)
Proportional representation (PR) -0.134 0.119 -0.144
(-0.84) (0.21) (-0.88)
Post-Communist country -0.446" -0.297 -0.437"
(-1.99) (-0.93) (-1.97)
Winner # Gov Perf Index -0.031
(-0.56)
Days # Gov Perf Index 0.000
(0.56)
Winner # Days # Gov Perf Index -0.000
(-0.85)
Winner # GDP per capita growth -0.006
(-0.26)
Days # GDP per capita growth 0.000



(1.06)

Winner # Days # GDP per capita growth 0.000
(0.37)
GINI Index 0.025
(0.42)
Inflation 0.068"
(2.22)
Unemployment -0.016
(-0.87)
B/t election 'winners' 0.008
(0.13)
B/t election 'losers' -0.281
(-1.17)
Year 0.008 0.021 0.008
(0.40) (1.22) (0.39)
Constant -13.56 -41.76 -13.84
(-0.34) (-1.16) (-0.34)
Var(Country) -0.808™" -0.780"" -0.801™"
(-5.95) (-5.78) (-5.91)
Var(Elections) -11.90 -15.31 -12.22
(-0.46) (-0.63) (-0.41)
Var(intercept) 0.693™" 0.692"" 0.693™"
(69.00) (69.21) (69.08)
Wald chi2 10758.53 8082.42 8294.78
Prob. 0.000 0.000 0.000
No. of Obs 161,489 161,489 161,489

Source: European Social Surveys Waves 1-8; coefficient (t-scores);
"p<0.05"p<0.01," p<0.001



TABLE 3: Satisfaction with Democracy & Time from Election: Exclusions

(1) 2) A3)
Satisfactio  Satisfactio  Satisfactio
n w Dem n w Dem nw Dem
‘Winner’ 0.435™ 0.428™ 0.413™
(10.02) (9.85) (8.86)
Days from Election -0.000 -0.0001 -0.0001
(-1.38) (-1.36) (-1.35)
‘Winner’ # Days from Election 0.000 0.0000 0.0000
(0.32) (0.28) (0.05)
Quasi-/Ideological Winners 0.072 0.0642 0.0715
(1.47) (1.33) (1.43)
Individual-level
Satisfaction w Econ 0.468™" 0.466" 0.465™
(46.37) (46.40) (44.61)
Experience w Dem -0.004 -0.033" -0.003
(-0.52) (-4.40) (-0.42)
Male 0.051™ 0.011 0.058™
(3.26) (0.75) 3.39)
R's Age 0.001 -0.000 0.001
(1.44) (-0.20) (1.19)
R's Education Level 0.061"" 0.045™ 0.067"
(6.29) (4.89) (6.70)
R's HH Income 0.038" 0.034™ 0.0427
(8.53) (7.72) 9.27)
How interested in politics -0.178"
(-14.40)
Macro-level
Age of Democracy in 2016 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001
(-0.34) (-0.36) (-0.35)
GDP per capita growth -0.046™ -0.045™ -0.048"™
(-2.85) (-2.79) (-2.82)
Government Performance Index 0.108 0.105 0.134
(1.04) (1.02) (1.18)
Modified proportional representation 0.073 0.120 0.132
(0.40) (0.67) (0.57)
Proportional representation (PR) 0.275 0.314 0.259
(1.51) (1.76) (1.42)
Post-Communist country -0.543" -0.531° -0.471
(-2.47) (-2.42) (-1.84)
Year 0.003 0.005 0.004
(0.20) (0.31) (0.22)
Constant -3.708 -6.421 -5.298
(-0.12) (-0.21) (-0.16)
Var(Country) -8.107 -8.856 -7.793
(-0.29) (-0.40) (-0.28)



Var(Elections) -0.832""  -0.833"" -0.814™
(-843)  (887)  (-158)

Var(intercept) 0.652"" 0.650™" 0.645™

(5524)  (5441)  (50.35)
Wald chi2 5433.25 5777.35 6314.57
Prob. 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000
No. of Obs 161,489 159,523 145,295

Source: European Social Surveys 2002-2016; “p < 0.05, ™ p <0.01, ™ p <0.001



FIGURE 1: Duration of Satisfaction with Democracy
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MEASUREMENT APPENDIX:

European Social Survey Rounds 1-8: Countries and Years

2002 | 2004 | 2006 | 2008 | 2010 | 2012 | 2014 | 2016
Austria X X X X X
Belgium X X X X X X X X
Bulgaria X X X X
Czech Republic X X X X X X X
Germany X X X X X X X X
Denmark X X X X X X X
Estonia X X X X X X X
Spain X X X X X X X X
Finland X X X X X X X X
France X X X X X X X X
United Kingdom X X X X X X X X
Greece X X X X
Hungary X X X X X X X X
Ireland X X X X X X X X
Iceland X X X
Italy X X X X
Lithuania X X X X
Luxembourg X X
Netherlands X X X X X X X X
Poland X X X X X X X X
Portugal X X X X X X X X
Sweden X X X X X X X X
Slovenia X X X X X X X X
Slovakia X X X X X
Switzerland X X X X X X X X
Norway X X X X X X X X
Cyprus X X X X




Variables:
Individual-level.:

Satisfaction with Democracy (stfdem): (0) Extremely dissatisfied— (10) Extremely satisfied

Days from Election: To create the time elapsed from election to interview, I used the ‘end of
interview’ dates. For ESS1 and ESS2, these are variables ‘inwmm’, ‘inwdd’, and ‘inwyr’ [End of
interview: month; End of interview: day of month; and End of interview: year, respectively].For
ESS3, ESS4, ESSS5, ESS6, ESS7, and ESSS, the variable names changed ‘inwmme’, ‘inwdde’,
and ‘inwyye’ but remained [End of interview: month; End of interview: day of month; and End of
interview: year, respectively]. In the case that these were missing, I imputed the interview start
dates: ‘inwmms’, ‘inwdds’, and ‘inwyys’ [Start of interview: month; Start of interview: day of
month; and Start of interview: year, respectively]. As a last resort, I used the ‘supqdd’, ‘supgmm’,
and ‘supqyr’ [Month, supplementary questionnaire; day of supplementary questionnaire; and year
of supplementary questionnaire, respectively]. Of the more than 160,000 observations included in
the analysis, 99.5% came from the ‘end of interview’ data. 0.03% use the start dates and 0.5% use
the supplementary dates.

Satisfaction with Economy (stfeco): (0) Extremely dissatisfied — (10) Extremely satisfied

Experience with Democracy: Additive (alpha: 0.63) (contplt wrkprty wrkorg badge sgnptit
pbldmn): coded so that participation equals 1 (none=0).

Left-Right Ideological Self-Identification (Irscale): (0) Left — (10) Right

Winning Party Voter: If in previous election, respondent voted for party in governing coalition;
0 if no. From Comparative Political Dataset.

Ideological Winner: based on collapsed Left-Right scale (-1 Right, 0 Center, 1 Left) aligned with
identification of ideological orientation of governing coalition (govparty): (1) Hegemony of
right/center parties and (2) Dominance of right/center; (3) Balance of power between left and right;
(4) Dominance of left parties; and (5) Hegemony of left parties. These were collapsedto 1 & 2 =
right; 3 = center; 4 &5 = left. From Comparative Political Dataset. For those who voted, not for a
winning party.

Male: (gndr): Male=1
Age: (agea): under 16 are not included.

Education (eisced) Highest level of education, ES — ISCED: (0) Not possible to harmonise into
ES-ISCED; (1) ES-ISCED 1, less than lower secondary; (2) ES-ISCED II, lower secondary; (3)
ES-ISCED IIIb, lower tier upper secondary; (4) ES-ISCED Illa, upper tier upper secondary; (5)
ES-ISCED 1V, advanced vocational, sub-degree; (6) ES-ISCED V1, lower tertiary education, BA
level; (7)ES-ISCED V2, higher tertiary education, >= MA level.



Income: (hinctnt, hinctnta): Household's total net income, all sources. Refusal/Don't know/No
answer to Missing. For hinctnt, 11, 12 coded to 10 (highest for hinctnta).

Macro-level:
Democratic age: Age country has been a democracy in 2016.
GDP per capita growth: Annual % for each year of survey response, World Bank

Government Performance: Additive (alpha: 0.83): Rule of Law; Government Effectiveness;
Voice and Accountability; World Governance Indicators

Electoral Systems: dummies for Single-member, simple plurality (reference case); Modified
proportional representation; Proportional representation

Post-Communist: 1 if country is post-communist country; 0 Otherwise

Year: year respondent completed survey [inwyye]. If unavailable, date of survey [inwyr]. If
unavailable, data started survey [inwyys]. If unavailable, date of supplementary questionnaire

[supqyr].



Description of Variables

Variable Obs Mean | Std. Dev. Min Max
Satisfaction with Democracy 161,489 | 5.41 241 0 10
Individual-level
Days from Election 161,489 | 751.95 | 450.25 0 1884
Satisfaction w Economy 161,489 | 4.62 2.41 0 10
Experience w Democracy 161,489 | 0.87 1.21 0 6
Winning Party Voter 161,489 | 0.43 0.50 0 1
Ideological Winners 161,489 | 0.30 0.46 0 1
Male 161,489 | 0.48 0.50 0 1
Age 161,489 | 51.52 16.67 16 99
Education 161,489 | 3.15 2.31 0 7
Income 161,489 | 5.79 2.66 1 10
Macro-Level: Controls

Survey Year 161,489 | 2009.68 4.59 2002 2017
Age of Democracy 161,489 | 80.07 45.56 23 179
GDP per capita growth 161,489 | 1.50 2.99 -14.56 | 24.38
Government Performance Index 161,489 | 4.13 1.30 0.39 6.06
Single-member, simple plurality 161,489 | 0.06 0.24 0 1
Modified proportional representation 161,489 | 0.09 0.28 0 1
Proportional representation 161,489 | 0.85 0.36 0 1
Post-Communist country 161,489 | 0.21 0.41 0 1




