
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 ofpolitics in myriad ways. As aresult, 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 
l o  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 &d 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 kitical 
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 1t:gitirnacy as 
driven by the consequences of democratic elections. Losers are less willing to 
bestow legitimacy upon a political system that produced an oiltcome they 
actively sought to avert. However, the negative impact of losing (and the 
positive impact of winning) is conditional-some losers in sone contexts 
translate loss into significantly more negative attitudes toward government 
than others. As a result, losers' incentives to disagree with the elect ion outcome 
and accord low levels of legitimacy to the political system is :;ignificantly 
affected by a country's political context as well as voters' own altitudes such 
that both citizens and institutions have a role in blunting the rougher edge of 
losing. Thus, in thinking about and examining losers7 consent, - re  followed 
two major avenues of inquj.. 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. 3 

- , - 7  

WHAT W E  FIND 

Our investigation of differences in views about the political system between 
election winners and losers reveals that being in the political rnajorlty generally 
translates into more positive attitudes toward government, while 1 ~sers  tend to 
exhibit significantly more negative attitudes toward the political'system. We 
find that there commonly exists a gap in winners' and losers' sens: of whether 
elections are fair, their evaluations of the performance of the political system 
as well as feelings about whether government is responsive. Momover, losing 
elections has the potential to diminish people's s u ~ ~ o r t  for d e m m t i c  ~rin- 
ciples overall, while at the same time heightening 
in political protest. However, the evidence also su 
ubiquitous, nor is it of equal size across countrie: 
over time. 

For the winner-loser gap to shape politic nmedi- 
ate aftermath of an election and, by implical ~ocratic 
systems in systematic and fundamental ways, me gap snoula ot: o~servable 
over time. To examine the dynamics of losers' and winners' attitude! 
the politicalsystem, we therefore traced support for the political systen 
three dimensions: immediately before and after an election; over the ca 
electoral cycles; and, in cases where vote 
of time. Our results show that winning i 
immediate and lasting effects. When elec 
ical game, the new losers-that is, those who used to be the wlnners--tw,,L.., 
less content with the political system. Co 
to be the losers become significantly mc 
that produced a favorable outcome. 
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"' -1 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 t m e d  to a comparison of losers with losers in order to identify the 

factors that 2 ffect their evaluations of electoral democracy across countries and 
across types of losers. For one, we find that, overall, more losers are satisfied 
with the fim:tioning of democracy than are dissatisfied, that an overwhelming 
majority believes that the most recent election was fair, and more losers say 
that parties ,md politicians care what ordinary people think than the opposite. 
Thus, we un:overed little evidence of widespread distress among losers across 
a widely dih ergent set of countries. . % -  

/ ,. 
Followinl: the book's theme that both context and individual characteristics 

help determine the level of losers' consent, we also found that losers' evdu- 
ations are more positive in established democracies than in non-established 
democracie:, and that losers' evaluations of the electoral process and the 
responsiven:ss of the political system are more positive in countries with 
more propo tional 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 posi .ive in their assessments of the fairness of the most recent election.. 

When we looked at differences across losers' evaluations ofelectoral demol 
cracy with :n eye toward the kinds of parties they supported, we.found that 
supporters c f losing parties that had never been in government were the most 
critical ofre jresentative 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. . . 

Regardin;: differences across losers' responses that may be driven by, 
individual-1r:vel factors, our analyses show that more highly educated losers 
are more satisfied with the functioning of democracy, more positive about the 
fairness of tl e election in less developed democracies, andmore sanguineabout 
responsiven x s  in more developed countries. Aside from levels of education,' 
our results ;dso show that losers' ideology matters: while those'who are. on 
the 'extreme:' right are not more critical towards~epresentative democracy- 
in fact, the!, tend to be slightly more positive--vpters on the extreme, left 
expressed u ore negative evaluations of the political system. This lattm,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. . <  , 

r , *  
Finally, N e consider whether losing translates into lower levels of legitimacy 

by looking 2 t a variety of behavioral implications of losing. The more people 
are willing t >  countenance change in political institutions, or the more changes, 
in those inst tutions that people are willing to consider, the less legitimate those 
institutions (:an 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 unfailmgly across all countries or at every point in t i e .  Clearly, the results 
show that this is not the case. 

But it is this lack of uniformity that opens up the o p p o h t y  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 dTects polit- 
ical attitudes more generally is a critical issue for the study of comparative 
political behavior, our findings also hold implications for students of cornpar-. 
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 inherehfpotential 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 comparahvely 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 hctioning of democracy during the course ofnormal businessbecause 
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 ter&* the 
initial disappointment gives way to viewing the political system in ways that are 
consistent with the initial disappointment and the reality ofbeing 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 h e r s  
to exercise the patience so critical for democratic survival. Because unhappy 
losers are most likely to push for changing the political sbtus quo and because 
democracies are by their very nature amenable to deliberate change, research 
into the winner-loser effect and how institutioiid arrangements determine who 
ends up in the majority or the minority has direct implications for policy-makers 
(cf. Huntington 199 1 ; Lijphart 1994; Guinier 1998). ,I 

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 innew 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 govermng 
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, uareformed 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 contemporay democracies 'may not 
stem fiom 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 fiom 
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 he+g at 
least and a seat at the table every once in a while. 

Although ~t is clear that those who are dissatisfied with the outputs 
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 worksdespite their minority status--if there are mechanisms that 
provide for ~rocedural justice in the democratic process and opportunities to 
have an input into the decisions made by the govenunent. 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 
meaningN 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.@ 
have institutions that make losers without producing permanent losers, & 
that-,allow cunrent l&ers some reasonable chance of winning in future periada' 
Put s@pl3r, the democratic bargain calls for winners who are willing to q 
t h a b l o ~  are~not to-o.uqhappy and for losers, in exchange, to extend&@ _ 
owe& fo~e .q im&'  right to mle (see also Weingast 1997). .; -3m 
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Aside from pointing to the importance of a critical variable for understandkg 
political bgithacy-being an electoral loser-@ book also seeks to- 
tribute to and broaden our undersbding of comparative poitical.beha- 
more generally. That is, we are interested in mapping out a research agenb 
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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 indeedmatter so far as mass opinions are concerned 
Institutions matter in part because they create losers and do so in a way that 

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 fry 
and understand why they come out the way they do and why citizens make-tbe 
choices they make? .+A> 

In part, this tendency to focus on election outcomes also can be viewe$'.& 
a function of the heavy influence of sociology and social-psychology (twZj 
fields that were f h l y  unified at the time of the behavioral revolution) on 
early studies of political behavior. Given that the behavioral paradigm in thesg 
fields, in particular ih social-psychology, led scholars to focus on attitudes is 
independent .variables, which were used to explain political' behavior:@ch 
as electoral choice) or other attitudes (such as partisanship), it should:not 
come as a surprise that much of electoral research, both in the UnitecfStates 
and in comparative perspective, has long focused on explaining the tiehitiof 
af 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 unintention'ally, Ied 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) ps the outcome of interest (that is, the dependent variable), and atti- 
tudes &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 



194 Conclusion 

th the help of attitudes, but that it would be a long time before political sci- 
:e 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. 7.. 1 . 

In our view, the general lack of attention to questions of democratic gov- 
ernance and institutions in studies ofpolitical 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 r 
ing that such influences carry important implications for understandin 
democracies work. Thus, to help correct this imbalance and contribute 
understanding of the nexus between citizens and their governments, ar~u m 
some small part refocus the study of political behavior in democraci 
argue for the importance of understanding what drives the losers of 
cratic elections and how losing affects their attitudes and behaviors. In 
then, we are suggesting that future research on political behavior incorpc 
both the strategic behavior of voters and the impact of institutions as we 
the psychological mechanisms at work To put it in statistical terms, we 
pose that students of political behavior focus on the outcomes of electi 
the independent variable and attitudes-such. as trust in the political s 
or opinions on public policy-as the dependent variables in order to 
and test theories that are truly political; inherently dynamic, and that PI 
leverage for understanding political conflict and its resolution in a widc 
ety of contexts. Such a strategy would allow for a (re)integration of the 
of political behavior with the study of democratic institutions and demc 
stability, and it would have the potential to integrate what we know 
vibrant yet all-too-frequently separate subfields of the study of politics. 
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Appendix: Data Sources and Survey Items 

. 7'.  . 

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 IIt 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, & well as the 
American and Canadian National ~lectibn 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 
extensive common cok 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 ofpolitical sjstem performance. 'All in all, hodr 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). 

~xternd~ol i t i ca l  effracy (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 


