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Abstract
Electoral ‘winners’ (i.e., voters casting a ballot for a party included in the post-electoral government) are acknowledged to
be more satisfied with democracy than supporters of opposition parties. However, little is known about the influence of
parties and their specifics on the boost in satisfaction with democracy experienced by their voters. To address this ques-
tion, the research utilizes 17 surveys from 12 countries included in the European Social Survey rounds 1–8, for which a
government replacement took place during the survey period. This allows this research to employ discontinuity design
and examine the effect of two attributes related to parties—differences in party vote shares, and voters’ feeling of close-
ness to a party. The findings suggest that these factors have a negligible influence on voters’ satisfaction with democracy
and only scant evidence is found that closeness to a party tends to increase their satisfaction. When voters’ attitudes from
before and after a government replacement are compared, changes in government do not seem to strike voters as a sur-
prise and thus they do not cause any sudden and lasting changes in the general attitudes of electorates. Nevertheless, this
indicates a novel contribution to the literature: the effect of losing needs some time to fully develop until it results in a de-
crease in satisfaction level. Based on these findings, the research concludes that when it comes to parties’ characteristics,
it is primarily the government/opposition status which determines voters’ degree of satisfaction with democracy.
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1. Introduction

Voters’ political support for democratic systems and sat-
isfaction with their performance constitute an essen-
tial element for the sustainability of democratic regimes
(Claassen, 2019). Therefore, it can hardly be surprising
that this topic has been extensively addressed in politi-
cal science research. The results convincingly show that
electoral winners—i.e., voters casting a ballot for a party
included in the post-electoral government—tend to be
more satisfied with democracy compared to the sup-
porters of opposition parties (Anderson, Blais, Bowler,
Donovan, & Listhaug, 2005; Blais & Gélineau, 2007;
Singh, 2014). The strong empirical evidence supporting
winners’ satisfaction is explained by their anticipation
that the winning parties will deliver in line with their

election pledges (Singh, Karakoç, & Blais, 2012; Thomson
et al., 2017).

Even though political parties are facilitating the link
between citizens and democratic institutions, we know
surprisingly little about their moderating effect on the
boost in satisfaction with democracy experienced by
their voters. This gap in the literature stems from the un-
availability of suitable data. Cross-sectional surveys con-
ducted after elections enable researchers to study satis-
faction among voters of specific parties (e.g., Anderson
et al., 2005; Bernauer & Vatter, 2012; Dassonneville &
McAllister, 2020). However, such surveys cannot study
the size of the boost voters experienced due to the ab-
sence of pre-electoral attitudes which are essential to
measure the changes over time. On the other hand,
panel surveys conducted before and after elections can
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capture the boost (e.g., Blais & Gélineau, 2007; Blais,
Morin-Chassé, & Singh, 2017; Singh, 2014). However,
they are expensive andonly allow researchers to examine
a single election or a few elections and subsequent gov-
ernment replacements. This does not offer enough vari-
ance in the characteristics of parties to generalize their
impact on the size of the satisfaction boost among voters.

This research overcomes thesemethodological short-
comings thanks to an innovative approach to the
European Social Survey (ESS). The study utilizes the fact
that due to its extensive questionnaire, ESS data col-
lection in participating countries takes several months.
Moreover, ESS is a cross-sectional survey hence data are
gathered simultaneously without any significant atten-
tion paid to the national political processes and con-
text. Thanks to that, government replacements (follow-
ing a national election) reshuffled the winner/loser sta-
tus among voters during several data collection periods.
This allows the research to split these samples and apply
discontinuity research design to analyse the differences
in people’s satisfaction before and after government re-
placements. A sufficiently large number of responses be-
fore and after a government replacement was collected
in 17 surveys conducted in 12 countries (i.e., Austria,
Belgium, Cyprus, Estonia, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania,
The Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, and Slovenia) which
constitutes a sample large enough to examine the mod-
erating effect of parties and party-related characteristics
on the changes in voters’ satisfaction with democracy.

The research examines two party-related factors
which are expected to influence voters’ satisfaction with
democracy: differences in party election vote shares and
voters’ feeling of closeness to a party. Available empirical
evidence suggests that a tighter bond between the vot-
ers and a party increases the voters’ satisfaction among
winners as well as among losers. However, when voters’
satisfaction with democracy is compared before and af-
ter government replacements, neither a sudden boost
nor a decay can be detected. On the one hand, this sug-
gests that the replacement of parties in the government
does not strike voters as a surprise and their attitudes
change in a continuous nature. However, on the other
hand, a steady level of satisfaction among voters who
have becomeelectoral losers (i.e., whenone’s party loses
its position in the government) indicates that the effect
of losing needs some time to fully develop until it results
in a decrease in satisfaction levels among voters.

2. Satisfaction with Democracy: Review of Relevant
Findings

Every democratic system thrives on popular support
and withers in its absence (Claassen, 2019), and conse-
quently people’s attitudes towards democracy have gath-
ered increasing attention among scholars. The rich body
of research has examined the abundant amount of em-
pirical evidence and has repeatedly arrived at two ma-
jor factors which now stand at the centre of almost all

attempts to explain voters’ satisfaction with democracy.
The first factor deals with electoral choice and stipulates
that electoral winners—i.e., those who voted for a party
which formed the post-electoral government—tend to
express a higher level of satisfaction with the perfor-
mance of democracy in their country when compared
to voters of the opposition parties (e.g., Anderson et al.,
2005; Bernauer & Vatter, 2012; Singh, 2014). This gap be-
tween winners and losers has been reported by the vast
majority of studies.

Going one step further, the findings from panel stud-
ies comparing individuals’ pre- and post-election atti-
tudes suggest that this boost is driven by the expectation
that the incoming government will implement policies
that match the voters’ interests (Singh, 2014; Singh et al.,
2012; Thomson et al., 2017). At the same time, losers’ dis-
appointment stems from the realization that the country
will be run by a government which overlaps with their
preferences to a very limited extent or not at all (Singh
et al., 2012).

Despite this being the predominant definition of win-
ning in political science (especially in research conducted
in Anglo-Saxon world), it is also acknowledged that vot-
ers for parties that were not elected into government
may still feel like winners in some respects. Such a sit-
uation may appear, e.g., if voters, regardless of their
vote choice, are still ideologically close to the newly com-
posed post-electoral government (Curini, Jou, &Memoli,
2012). Considering the size of representation, Blais et al.
(2017, p. 85) “affirm that voting for parties that winmore
votes, more legislative seats, and more cabinet seats
boosts satisfaction with democracy.” This suggests that
acquiring legislative seats may already cause a satisfac-
tion boost among voters (Singh et al., 2012), especially
if they support a new party without any prior incum-
bency experience. Even though these alternative mea-
sures of winning matter, Stiers, Daoust, and Blais (2018)
convincingly demonstrate that in the voters’ perception
a comparatively much stronger indication of winning is
voting for the party which becomes the largest party in
the election and leads the government formation pro-
cess. Given this direct evidence, the research follows the
conventional definition of winning based on a party’s in-
clusion in the government. Nevertheless, this research
also tackles the influence of party vote (and seat) shares
on winners’ and losers’ satisfaction with democracy. If
different vote/seat shares are found to influence win-
ners’ or losers’ satisfaction levels, it is a sign that alter-
native definitions of winning deserve closer attention
among scholars.

The second factor builds on the assumption that
winning and losing mean different things in majoritar-
ian and consensual systems. This direction of research
has been triggered by Anderson and Guillory (1997),
who conclude:

Losers in systems that are more consensual display
higher levels of satisfaction with the way democracy
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works than do losers in systems with majoritarian
characteristics. Conversely, winners tend to be more
satisfied with democracy the more a country’s politi-
cal institutions approximate puremajoritarian govern-
ment. (Anderson & Guillory, 1997, p. 66)

Majoritarian systems are expected to generate big win-
ners benefitting from the strong position of single
party governments which can directly proceed to imple-
ment their election pledges (Lijphart, 2012, pp. 9–29).
However, this necessarily means that only negligible at-
tention is paid to losers’ preferences. Consequently, the
gap in satisfaction between winners and losers tends
to get larger. Consensual systems, on the other hand,
are expected to be governed by coalition formations
that result from government negotiations; thus, elec-
toral winners anticipate that part of their preferences
will not be implemented (Lijphart, 2012, pp. 30–45).
This limits the size of satisfaction boost they experi-
ence. At the same time, consensual systems offer more
opportunities to influence the political decision-making
process for the losing minorities, hence their satisfac-
tion is not as low as the losers’ satisfaction in majori-
tarian systems (Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Bernauer &
Vatter, 2012). In general, due to distinctive incentives
which influence the formof governance in these systems,
it is expected that the winner-loser gap will be larger
in systems with majoritarian electoral rules compared
to systems with proportional mechanisms (Gallagher &
Mitchell, 2008).

This modifying effect of the electoral system on the
satisfaction gap presented by Anderson and Guillory
(1997) has found supportive (e.g., Farrell & McAllister,
2006; Klingemann, 1999), albeit mixed evidence (e.g.,
Aarts & Thomassen, 2008; Berggren, Fugate, Preuhs, &
Still, 2004; McAllister, 2005). The latter studies pointed
towards other factors possibly influencing the winner-
loser gap, such as economic inequality (Han & Chang,
2016), voters’ degree of control over the resulting polit-
ical representation (Bosch & Orriols, 2014; Pellegata &
Memoli, 2018), ideological proximity (Curini et al., 2012;
Ezrow & Xezonakis, 2011), the intertemporal dimension
of winning (Chang, Chu, & Wu, 2014), strategic voting
(Singh, 2014), the availability of direct political participa-
tion for losers (Bernauer & Vatter, 2012), and electoral
margins (Howell & Justwan, 2013).

Considering the size of this literature and how con-
sistently it attaches voters’ satisfaction to the position
of political parties within the governing structures, it is
surprising how little attention has been paid to the char-
acteristics of political parties. Moreover, political parties
are perceived as a link between citizens and democratic
systems, therefore, the contemporary decline of parties
should raise concerns about citizens’ support for democ-
racy and the subsequent sustainability of democratic
regimes (see Mair, 2013). Even though satisfaction with
democracy fluctuates over time, the trends do not seem
to correlate with any measures that aim to capture the

so-called ‘legitimacy crises’ inWestern Europe (van Ham,
Thomassen, Aarts, & Andeweg, 2017).

As a response to this discrepancy, Andeweg and
Farrell (2017) argue that political parties still contribute
their support for the democratic systems. However, it
does not happen via membership and “individually en-
gaging citizens in party activities, but by collectively of-
fering citizens a meaningful choice” (Andeweg & Farrell,
2017, p. 93), which could be seen in voters’ continuously
persisting (and sometimes even increased) feeling of
closeness to one or several political parties. Hooghe and
Kern (2015) have analysed political trust and arrived at
essentially the same conclusion: Citizens who feel close-
ness to a political party are more likely to reveal higher
levels of political trust.

The strong link between parties and citizens’ politi-
cal support led Dassonneville and McAllister (2020) to
study people’s satisfaction with democracy across differ-
ent party systems. They examined the threemain charac-
teristics of party systems—the number of parties, the de-
gree of polarization, and representativeness—however,
weak evidence compelled them to conclude that the
main effects of these indicators were not found to be
associated with higher levels of satisfaction with democ-
racy. However, when it comes to democratic stability,
the institutionalization of political parties and the institu-
tionalization of party systems can represent two distinc-
tive processes (Casal Bértoa, 2017), and a comprehen-
sive study of political parties on satisfaction with democ-
racy has been missing. This article aims to fill this gap by
presenting an analysis of how party election vote shares,
and voters’ feeling of closeness to a party influence sat-
isfaction with democracy among voters.

2.1. Size of the Win: Party Vote Shares

Just as winning can mean different things in different
systems, so winners embedded in the same institutional
environment can have different experiences of winning.
The reason is that despite the constant institutional
setup, a party’s electoral result determines its strength
to implement policy priorities and it is the expectation
that voters’ priorities will be implemented that increases
winners’ satisfaction with democracy (Singh, 2014; Singh
et al., 2012; Thomson et al., 2017).

If big winners in majoritarian systems enjoy an addi-
tional degree of satisfaction thanks to the stronger po-
sition of their party in the post-electoral government
(Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Bernauer & Vatter, 2012),
then the same should apply to those voters who experi-
ence a bigwin in other systems too. Consequently, voters
for parties occupying a stronger representative position
in a system also demonstrate higher levels of satisfaction
with democracy (Blais et al., 2017; Singh et al., 2012).

This line of thinking is also supported by Stiers et al.
(2018), who designed a survey to explore what makes
people believe that their party won the election. Paying
close attention to the individual level, their main dis-

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 59–70 61



covery is that “supporters of the largest party—the
party with most votes and seats in both Parliament
and government—almost unanimously believe that their
party won the election” (Stiers et al., 2018, p. 21). This
study supplies evidence suggesting that voters’ percep-
tion of winning is influenced by the vote shares received
by parties in elections.

Therefore, voters’ satisfaction with democracy
should grow together with the party vote share as a
direct indicator of the party’s strength in a system.

2.2. Closeness to a Party

The success of a party supported by an individual consti-
tutes a strong predictor for their satisfactionwith democ-
racy (Anderson et al., 2005; Blais et al., 2017). In addi-
tion, being close to a party also has major importance
for an individual’s satisfactionwith democracy (Andeweg
& Farrell, 2017; Hooghe & Kern, 2015). Since both these
tendencies deal with the influence of parties on individ-
uals’ satisfaction with democracy, it is reasonable to ex-
pect that these two factors operate together and influ-
ence each other.

This expectation finds support from political psychol-
ogy, which confirmed “the role of enduring partisan
commitments in shaping attitudes toward political ob-
ject” (Campbell, Converse,Miller, & Stokes, 1960, p. 135).
People’s viewpoints regarding party achievements have
been found to be distorted by a ‘perceptual screen’
which tends to bias perception of political facts depend-
ing on the strength of the attachment between a voter
and a party (Brader & Tucker, 2012). This tendency has
been demonstrated by Stiers and Dassonneville (2018)
using exit polls fromBelgium to conclude that voterswith
a strong party identification are more optimistic in eval-
uating their party’s electoral performance. Singh (2014)
also demonstrates that the effect of winning is especially
pronounced for those voters who disclosed stronger psy-
chological bonds to the parties they voted for. As their
subjective perceptionmight be biased upwards, they are
likely to be especially delighted by a party’s success, but
also less affected by its defeat.

Therefore, considering the partisan bias, if voters feel
close to a party who are election winners, they should
reveal higher satisfaction with democracy compared to

voters without partisan attachments. In the case of a
party losing, positive partisan bias should contribute to
a steady level of satisfaction among voters who identify
with a party, whereas satisfaction among voters without
partisan attachments should decrease.

3. Data and Methods

This research applies an innovative methodological ap-
proach to the survey analysis. It utilizes the fact that due
to its extensive questionnaire, the data collection for ESS
takes several months. Thanks to the cross-sectional na-
ture of the ESS, which does not pay attention to the polit-
ical development in participating countries, government
replacements sometimes take place during the survey
data collection period and reshuffle the status of win-
ners and losers among voters. This offers an opportunity
to use the date of an interview to position respondents
in a specific point in time and compare the differences
in people’s satisfaction with democracy before and af-
ter a government replacement (Muñoz, Falcó-Gimeno, &
Hernández, 2020; see Figure 1).

3.1. Data

The study utilizes the ESS cumulative data rounds 1 to 8
(2002–2016), which is a cleaned and harmonized compi-
lation of the ESS rounds. For rounds 1 and 2, ESS indi-
cates the exact date when an interview was conducted.
For rounds 3 to 8, ESS includes the starting and end-
ing date of the interview. Individuals were positioned on
a timeline according to the starting date of their inter-
views, and those observations for which the difference
between the starting and ending date was up to 10 days
were included (to ensure that the final dataset includes
reliably marked dates).

Analysis focuses on voters’ attitudes revealed during
the period of 30 days before and 30 days after elections
or government replacement. This is an arbitrary cut-off
point that is set with respect to the data specifics. In the
shortest instances, interviews are available for the period
preceding or following a government replacement (see
Figure A1 in the Supplementary File). Hence, setting the
cut-off point to thirty days allows one to compare similar
pre- and post-government replacement periods across

Figure 1.Methodological approach: Discontinuity during survey data collection.
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all cases. A data summary with respect to interview tim-
ing is presented in Table A1 in the Supplementary File.
For timing of the ESS data collection periods with re-
spect to government replacement and preceding elec-
tion dates, see Figure 2.

3.2. Variables

The main dependent variable is the satisfaction with
democracy measured by the question: “And on the
whole, how satisfied are you with the way democ-
racy works in [country]?” Respondents were offered an
11-point scale with two anchors (0 = extremely dissat-
isfied; 10 = extremely satisfied). As has been demon-
strated by Linde and Ekman (2003), this question taps
voters’ satisfaction with the performance of democratic
institutions rather than support for the general princi-
ples of democracy. Some authors have demonstrated
that this question conceptually overlaps with other indi-
cators, such as party preference or executive approval
(e.g., Canache, Mondak, & Seligson, 2001). However,

as Anderson points out, “in the absence of a better
item…the satisfaction with democracy measure is a rea-
sonable (albeit imperfect) indicator that we can use to
test our theories” (Anderson, 2002, p. 10).

An electoral winner has been consistently defined
by the literature as casting a ballot for a party that
is included in the government (Anderson et al., 2005;
Blais et al., 2017; Singh, 2014; Singh et al., 2012). Since
this research design uses the date of a government
replacement as a cut-off point, the coding of winners
and losers is straightforward—those who voted for a
party included in the government during their interview
were coded as winners. Opposition party voters were
coded as losers. Abstainers were excluded from the sam-
ple. However, the primary focus of this analysis is to-
wards the status change and its association with the
change in the degree to which voters are satisfied with
democracy. Therefore, the samples were split into four
categories—became winner, became loser, stayed win-
ner, and stayed loser—which are included in the regres-
sion models as dummies.

LT 2017

IT 2013

NL 2002

BE 2014

NL 2010

AT 2003

NL 2007

IS 2017

SI 2008

NL 2012

SE 2002

EE 2005

IE 2008

PT 2005

SE 2006

SE 2014

CY 2011

–1 –0.5 0

Year(s) before/a�er government replacement

10.5

ESS (data collec�on) Government replacementElec�ons

Figure 2. Overview of survey data collection periods, and dates of government replacements and preceding elections.

Politics and Governance, 2020, Volume 8, Issue 3, Pages 59–70 63



Closeness to a party was measured by a question in-
cluded in the ESS: “Is there a particular political party
you feel closer to than all the other parties?” (1 = yes;
0 = no).

Party election votes shares were taken from the
ParlGov database (Döring & Manow, 2019). However, in
order to take into account the previous position of the
party, the analysis uses the party vote share differences
between the two preceding elections.

Regarding individual-level controls, the ESS database
permits controlling for age (in years), gender (1= female;
0 = male), education (completed 1 = less than lower
secondary education; 2 = lower secondary education;
3= upper secondary education; 4= post-secondary non-
tertiary education; 5 = tertiary education), and satisfac-
tion with the state of the economy (0 = extremely dissat-
isfied; 10 = extremely satisfied). In addition to these per-
sonal background characteristics, the analysis controls
for the time gap (measured in days) between the indi-
vidual interview and the government replacement date.

3.3. Method and Visualization Strategy

With respect to the method, the presented findings are
the results of the OLS regression analysis. Due to data
specifics, some models include survey fixed effects (ex-
ecuted as survey dummies) to control for the effect of
inter-country variations. Due to the interactive nature of
the research design and proposed hypotheses, some re-
gression models implement three- or four-way interac-
tions. Following the suggestions by Brambor, Clark, and
Golder (2006), interpretation of interaction terms always
relies on the visualization of respective models, which
are included in the Supplementary File. This seeks to in-
crease the readability of this article.

To make visualizations easier to examine, they are al-
ways split into two parts. The first part compares satisfac-
tion levels among those who becamewinners with those
who remained losers. The logic is to use the steady de-
gree of satisfaction with democracy among those whose
status did not change (i.e., stayed electoral losers) as a
baseline in order to expose the changes in the satisfac-
tion among those who experience change in their sta-
tus (i.e., became electoral winners). Both these groups
consist of losers during the period preceding a govern-
ment replacement and therefore should reveal compara-
ble levels of satisfaction with democracy. However, their
status starts to differ from the day of a government re-
placement, which is expected to introduce a satisfaction
boost among the new electoral winners. This difference,
if there is any, represents the effect of winning we aim
to tackle.

The second part applies a similar logic. Steady satis-
faction levels among those who remained electoral win-
ners are used as a baseline in order to reveal changes
in the satisfaction levels among those who became elec-
toral losers. Both these groups consist of winners dur-
ing the period preceding a government replacement and

therefore the expected decrease in the satisfaction lev-
els revealed by electoral losers represent the estimated
effect of losing, if there is any effect, on one’s satisfaction
with democracy.

4. Results

The empirical analysis begins with a basic comparison of
changes in satisfaction with democracy associated with
winner/loser status change. Overall, the trends seem
to follow the findings presented in the literature (e.g.,
Anderson et al., 2005; Singh, 2014; Singh et al., 2012)—
winners tend to be more satisfied with the way democ-
racy works in their country. Satisfaction with democ-
racy among those who became winners, stayed win-
ners, or became losers is higher compared to the vot-
ers whose parties were included in the opposition dur-
ing the whole time (see Table A2 in the Supplementary
File, and Figure 3 in this article). This suggests two things:
First, the satisfaction of those who are about to become
winners already increases during the period before a
new government is officially appointed to office (see
left panel in Figure 3). This is because the new govern-
ment formation is often increasingly apparent as time
goes by after elections (Loveless, 2020; van der Meer &
Steenvoorden, 2018). Second, those who became losers
do not reveal an immediate and rapid drop in their sat-
isfaction with democracy (see right panel in Figure 3).
Hence, it seems to take some time until the effect of
losing representation in the government fully develops
and results in a drop in satisfaction among supporters of
these parties.

However, the degree of satisfaction with democracy
across all four groups tends to be stable through the
whole period under investigation (see Figure 3). When
satisfaction levels are compared before and after a gov-
ernment replacement, the differences are not signifi-
cant and therefore this democratic event does not seem
to introduce rapid and sudden discontinuities into vot-
ers’ attitudes.

4.1. Party Vote Shares

When it comes to the party vote shares, tested expecta-
tion is built on the proposition that big winners should
demonstrate a higher degree of satisfaction with democ-
racy. Before interpreting the findings, it is important to
note that some specific situations—such as becoming
a winner when one’s party loses 10% votes or becom-
ing a loser when one’s party gains more than 10% of
votes compared to the previous elections are rare. This
is the reason why confidence intervals in the upper left
and lower right panels in Figure 4 expand so much com-
pared to other parts of the figure. This creates some con-
cerns about the reliability of the trends. Unfortunately,
the data used for this research cannot be expanded at
the present time, hence it remains a task for future re-
search to validate these findings.
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Figure 3. Comparison of pre- and post-government replacement satisfaction among four categories of winner/loser sta-
tus change. Note: The marginal effects of the interaction terms from Model 4 in Table A2 of the Supplementary File are
visualized.

The findings based on the full Model 4 (in Table
A3 in the Supplementary File) controlling for all con-
founders including the survey fixed effects do not indi-
cate that the differences in party vote share are associ-
ated with neither a higher nor a lower degree of satis-
faction with democracy among voters. The upper half of
Figure 4 suggests that the trends are contrary to initial
expectations. The gap between those who became win-
ners and stayed losers gets narrower as the party vote
share difference increases. Nevertheless, the lower part
of Figure 4 indicates that the difference in vote shares
received by a party does matter among those who re-
mained winners. Despite the lack of any discontinuity
observable around the government replacement date,
the satisfaction among continuous winners increases
from roughly 5.5 points (on a 0–10 scale) to roughly
6 points. This indicates that the effect of party strength
within a system may be more nuanced and applies only
to those voters whose parties gain executive power to
implement their election pledges. Among losers, it does
not seem to have a systematic influence on their satis-
faction levels.

The effect of government change does not introduce
a sharp change to people’s satisfaction with democracy
and from this perspective it also seems to be negligible
in this case. When satisfaction levels from before and af-
ter a government replacement are compared, the differ-
ence is not statistically significant and therefore a govern-
ment’s replacement does not seem to introduce major
discontinuities into voters’ attitudes.

Onemay argue, however, that the differences in vote
shares do not have to be an accuratemeasure of winning.

Due to various aspects of electoral systems, changes in
vote shares do not have to reflect changes in the party
seat shares, which better reflect the actual strength of
the party in a political system. If voters’ satisfaction with
democracy increases with the power held by chosen par-
ties (Blais et al., 2017; Singh, 2014; Singh et al., 2012;
Thomson et al., 2017), then it should rather be associ-
ated with the seat shares occupied by political parties.
To mitigate this concern, a robustness check included in
the Supplementary File replicates this part of the anal-
ysis with differences in seat shares rather than vote
shares. The results are almost identical (see Table A4 and
Figure A2 in the Supplementary File). Therefore, whether
one examines differences in vote shares or differences
in seat shares has no impact on the results presented in
this section.

4.2. Closeness to a Party

When party identification is examined, the findings sug-
gest that the satisfaction with democracy among those
feeling close to a party tends to be higher (see Table A5
in the Supplementary File). The estimated marginal ef-
fects displayed in Figure 5 indicate that satisfaction with
democracy tends to be higher (by a quarter to a half of
a point on an 11-point scale) among those who stayed
winners or becamewinners, especially if we focus on the
period following a government replacement. Therefore,
interaction between party closeness and winner status
may be a relevant factor that contributes to the ex-
pansion of the winner-loser gap in democratic systems.
However, the confidence intervals often overlap, hence
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Figure 4. Comparison of estimated pre- and post-government replacement satisfaction among winners and losers depending on party vote shares. Note: The marginal effects of the
interaction terms from Model 4 in Table A3 of the Supplementary File are visualized.
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Figure 5. Comparison of estimated pre- and post-government replacement satisfaction amongwinners and losers between
voters who do or do not feel close to a party. Note: The marginal effects of the interaction terms fromModel 4 in Table A5
of the Supplementary File are visualized.

this finding has to be taken as indicative, rather than con-
clusive, for the future direction of research.

This part of the analysis also suggests that those
whose party is excluded from government (i.e., those
who became losers) do not reveal a sudden change in
their satisfaction levels. Thus, it seems that the effect of
becoming a loser requires some time until it develops
and results in a decrease in satisfaction with democracy.

When pre- and post-government replacement satis-
faction levels are compared, the only noteworthy discon-
tinuity is a sudden boost in satisfaction among thosewho
became winners and do not feel close to a party (see up-
per right panel in Figure 5). However, satisfaction among
members of this group returns close to the levels among

those who stayed losers during the 30 days following a
government replacement. Therefore, the installation of
a new government does not seem to interact with voters’
partisan identification in a systematic pattern that would
significantly alter the boost or decay in satisfaction levels
of any of the groups.

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The research applied an innovative methodological ap-
proach to the ESS data. Based on the interview date, indi-
viduals were positioned in a specific point in time before
and after a government replacement in order to examine
the effect of party-related attributes on the degree of sat-
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isfactionwith democracy among their supporters. The re-
search examined two party-related factors—differences
in election vote shares, and voters’ feeling of closeness
to a party—which were theorized to have an influence
on voters’ levels of satisfaction with democracy.

The presented evidence provides two additional con-
tributions to this body of knowledge. First, when voters’
self-declared closeness to a party is examined, the find-
ings indicate that the satisfactionwith democracy among
those feeling close to a party tends to be higher. This ap-
plies to electoral winners as well as losers. Therefore, the
party closeness status may constitute a relevant factor
providing part of the explanation for the varying levels of
satisfaction with democracy observed across contempo-
rary democratic systems. However, given the low statisti-
cal power of these results, it has to be taken only as an
indicative finding for future research to confirm or deny.

Second, the introduced methodological approach al-
lowed a comparison of the levels of satisfaction among
voters on an aggregated level before and after a gov-
ernment replacement. No major discontinuities were
identified—i.e., neither a sudden boost nor a sharp drop
is detectable in the voters’ aggregated attitudes emerg-
ing shortly after a government change. The lack of any
major discontinuity persists after inclusion of any party-
related factors. Therefore, government changes do not
seem to strike voters as a surprise (a condition espe-
cially emphasized byMuñoz et al., 2020), and they do not
cause sudden overall changes in aggregated levels of sat-
isfaction with democracy in electorates. This finding nev-
ertheless provides a novel contribution. Steady levels of
satisfaction with democracy among individuals who be-
come electoral losers (i.e., their party lost its position in
the government) indicates that the effect of losing needs
some time to fully develop until it results in a decrease
of voters’ satisfaction levels.

The lack of discontinuities contrasts with the panel
surveys analysing the micro-level changes by, e.g., Blais
and Gélineau (2007), Blais et al. (2017), and Singh et al.
(2012), which all identified relevant individual-level pro-
cesses in the development of pre- and post-election atti-
tudes. Hence, this study suggests that these micro-level
effects only translate into the macro-level functioning of
systems to a limited degree.
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