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ABSTRACT 
This thesis is a collection of four empirical studies that analyze Europeans’ democratic 

aspirations and evaluations and their behavioral implications. It is well established that most 

citizens support democracy in the abstract but that a substantial proportion of them are not fully 

satisfied with the way democracy works. However, we know significantly less about the 

specific type of democracy citizens aspire to, about the extent to which they evaluate that their 

democracies meet these democratic aspirations, and about how these aspirations and 

evaluations relate to their political behavior. Drawing on an innovative dataset that provides a 

detailed account of individuals’ democratic aspirations and evaluations I first assess the 

availability and structuration of these attitudes towards democracy in the belief systems of 

Europeans. Next, I analyze how democratic aspirations and evaluations and the imbalance 

between the two relate to political participation and party choice decisions. The empirical 

analyses reveal that: (i) these attitudes towards democracy are widely available and coherently 

structured in the belief systems of most individuals; (ii) that democratic aspirations and 

evaluations, and the imbalance between the two, are significantly related to the likelihood of 

turning out to vote and demonstrating, but that, at the same time, their impact is contingent on 

a series of individual- and macro-level factors; (iii) that the imbalance between democratic 

aspirations and evaluations that individuals perceive for specific elements democracy is 

significantly related to their likelihood of defecting from mainstream parties and voting for 

different types of challenger parties. In the conclusion to this dissertation I discuss the potential 

implications of these findings for the quality and stability of democracies, and how these 

findings qualify some aspects of the prevailing optimistic outlook about the behavior of those 

who are critical or dissatisfied with the functioning of their democracies.  

 

Keywords: Political attitudes, political behavior, democracy, discontent, belief systems.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

During the last decade European democracies have witnessed increasing political protest, 

declining support for mainstream parties, an increase in the vote share of challenger parties of 

different stripes and, although not homogenous, a moderate decline in voter turnout (Hobolt 

and Tilley, 2015; Kriesi, 2012). In parallel, dissatisfaction with the way democracy works and 

distrust in representative institutions has increased throughout Europe (Armingeon and 

Guthmann, 2014). To what extent are these phenomena related? What is the relationship 

between individuals’ attitudes towards democracy and their political behavior? Despite the 

existence of classic and contemporary studies that analyze the relationship between generic 

attitudes towards democracy, political participation and party choice, many questions remain 

unanswered or require further research.  

Ever since the publication of early political culture studies, attitudes towards democracy 

and about the functioning of political institutions have been related to political behavior (see 

e.g. Almond and Verba, 1963; Gamson, 1968; Wright, 1976). Early studies predominantly 

viewed negative orientations towards the political system and the behaviors they could entail 

–non-voting, increasing elite-challenging activism, increasing support for radical or extremist 

parties– as a potential threat for the stability of democracies (Almond and Verba, 1963; Crozier 

et al., 1975; Wright, 1976). However, in light of rising mass support for democracy as an ideal 

form of government this pessimistic view has been challenged by scholars who consider critical 

attitudes towards the functioning of democracy, such as dissatisfaction with democracy or 

political distrust, not as a threat, but as a potential positive force for reform (Dalton, 1996; 

Klingemann, 1999). This has given rise to the notions of assertive citizens, dissatisfied 

democrats, or critical citizens, which are characterized as individuals who support democracy 

in the abstract but are dissatisfied with how it is implemented in their countries, partly owing 

to their rising democratic aspirations (Dalton, 2004; Dalton and Welzel, 2014a; Fuchs and 

Klingemann, 1995; Norris, 2011, 1999). In contrast to the prototypical allegiant citizen defined 

by Almond and Verba (1963), these citizens emphasize voice and participation and have a 

strong affinity to non-violent, elite-challenging forms of political participation (Dalton and 

Welzel, 2014a, p. 11). As a consequence, this type of citizens are considered a source of 
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“healthy pressure on officeholders to improve on meeting democratic standards in daily 

political practice” (Klingemann, 2014, p. 117).1  

This optimistic view has been challenged by some studies, especially in the case of 

young democracies with limited democratic tradition, where individuals’ dissatisfaction with 

democracy might have a different character than in more established democracies (Torcal, 

2006). These studies have shown that in some African, South European and Latin American 

countries, critical attitudes towards the functioning of democracy do not lead to a greater 

involvement in political affairs but to widespread estrangement from politics (Doorenspleet, 

2012; Montero and Torcal, 2006, pp. 341–342; Torcal and Lago, 2006). While more prevalent 

in young democracies, similar findings are also reported for established Western European 

democracies (Dahlberg et al., 2013; Geissel, 2008; Stoker, 2006). Hence, while the optimistic 

view with regard to the potential consequences of critical attitudes towards the political system 

seems to prevail today, the empirical findings with regard to how attitudes towards the 

functioning of democracy relate to individuals’ political behavior are far from conclusive.  

Do most citizens behave like the ideal critical citizen when they perceive that 

democratic standards are not met? Are different forms of democratic discontent differently 

related to the likelihood of participating in politics through different means? What is the role 

of traditional political actors like parties and unions in the mobilization of discontented citizens 

in the electoral and protest arenas? Is democratic discontent related to the likelihood of 

supporting challenger parties and defecting from mainstream parties? Relying on an innovative 

dataset, that allows me to extend the analyses beyond generic attitudes towards democracy, 

this thesis addresses some of these questions.  

 

MOVING BEYOND GENERIC ATTITUDES TOWARDS DEMOCRACY 

While it is well established that a majority of Europeans support democracy in the abstract 

(Alonso, 2016; Norris, 2011), we know significantly less about how they think democracies 

should be or about the specific type of democracy Europeans aspire to.2 In other words, we do 

                                                
1	See also the early studies by Barnes et al. (1979) or Gamson (1968), which anticipated that  a combination of 
high political interest/efficacy and low political trust might trigger political participation.  
2	 Some previous studies analyzed citizens’ conceptions of democracy or the way in which citizens think 

democracies ought to be organized in regions like Asia (e.g. Chu et al., 2008), Latin America (e.g. Canache, 2012; 
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not know enough about how individuals believe that democracy should be ideally organized or 

about the particular elements of democracy that they think should be present in a democratic 

system. In a similar vein, while there is ample evidence that a substantial proportion of 

individuals are critical or not satisfied with the way democracy works (Dalton, 2004; Montero 

and Torcal, 2006; Norris, 1999; Pharr and Putnam, 2000), we have only limited comparative 

evidence about the particular elements of democracy with which individuals are not satisfied 

(Canache et al., 2001). 

 The sixth round of the European Social Survey conducted between 2012 and 2013 in 

29 European countries provides the opportunity to systematically analyze the way in which 

Europeans think democracy ought to be ideally organized –their democratic aspirations– using 

an extensive number of indicators that gauge individuals’ opinions about the importance of 

different democratic principles for democracy in general. At the same time, this dataset also 

provides a detailed account of the way in which individuals’ evaluate the functioning of their 

democracies –their democratic evaluations–, since it measures how individuals assess that 

these different elements or principles of democracy have been implemented in their country.  

 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND THEIR RATIONALE 

Drawing on this innovative dataset this thesis addresses the questions of how democratic 

aspirations, democratic evaluations, and the imbalance between the two relate, first, to political 

participation and, second, to party choice. However, before addressing these questions it seems 

pertinent to assess to what extent ordinary citizens are capable of developing and elaborating 

structured opinions about democracy and its constitutive principles in the first place. Hence, 

this thesis is divided in three different parts. A first part (chapter 2) focused on analyzing the 

availability and coherent structuration of democratic aspirations and democratic evaluations, 

which constitute the basis for the operationalization of the central independent variables of 

subsequent chapters. A second part (chapters 3 and 4) devoted to the analysis of the 

relationship between democratic aspirations and evaluations and different forms of political 

                                                
Lagos, 2008) or Africa (e.g. Bratton et al., 2005). A limited number of studies have also focused on European 

countries (Ferrín, 2012; Fuchs and Roller, 2006), or have used European or Western democracies as a point of 

reference to analyze views of democracy in other world-regions (e.g. Regt, 2013). Finally, some scholars have 

adopted a global outlook and analyzed democratic aspirations in different world-regions, including Europe 

(Dalton et al., 2008; Norris, 2011; Welzel, 2013). 	
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participation. A third part (chapter 5) that focuses on the relationship between these aspirations 

and evaluations and the support for different types of political parties.  

Given that the average citizen appears to have limited knowledge about politics (Delli 

Carpini and Keeter, 1996) and that democratic aspirations and evaluations have never been 

measured in detail before, prior to analyzing their relationship to political behavior it is 

essential to assess whether these attitudes are available and coherently structured in the belief 

systems of the general public. With this purpose, and drawing on Converse’s (1964) notion of 

Political Belief Systems (PBS), chapter 2 entitled “Democracy Belief Systems in Europe: 

Cognitive Availability and Attitudinal Constraint”, develops a theoretical framework and 

different empirical measures to analyze the articulation of Europeans’ belief systems about 

democracy or their Democracy Belief Systems (DBS). Building on this notion of PBS, in this 

chapter I argue that DBS are formed by two main components: the number of cognitions or 

attitudes about democracy that are available in an individuals’ belief system and the constraint 

or coherent structuration of these cognitions or attitudes. An articulated DBS will be one in 

which a broad number of attitudes about how democracy ought to work in ideal terms –

democratic aspirations– and how it works in reality –democratic evaluations– are available, 

and in which these attitudes are coherently structured. Relying on this theoretical framework 

and the measures of the different components of DBS this chapter addresses the following 

questions: (i) whether and to what extent the DBS of Europeans are articulated; (ii) whether 

there are any individual and country-level differences in the articulation of DBS; (iii) whether 

differences, if any, are linked to micro and macro factors commonly related to individuals’ 

capacity to learn and develop attitudes about politics.  

In the second part of the thesis, which is composed of two chapters, the focus shifts to 

analyzing how these democratic aspirations and evaluations, and the imbalance between the 

two, relate to the likelihood of turning out to vote and to the likelihood of protesting. Building 

on Verba et al (1995) civic voluntarism model, which underlines the importance of 

motivations, resources and mobilization for participation decisions,  these attitudes are linked 

to these two forms of political participation.  

Chapter 3 entitled “Evaluations of the Quality of the Representative Channel and 

Unequal Participation” addresses two questions: (i) how individuals’ evaluations of the 

functioning of key elements of the representative channel –for example, the freedom and 
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fairness of elections– relate to their likelihood of voting and demonstrating; (ii) whether and 

how this process is moderated by individual resources as measured by education. Building on 

the notion that motivations are crucial for political participation decisions (Verba et al., 1995) 

this paper develops a theoretical framework to analyze how evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel should alter individuals’ motivations to engage in politics through 

different means. By addressing this question this paper engages with the emerging field of 

electoral integrity studies and extends their analysis to established democracies (Carreras and 

İrepoğlu, 2013; Norris, 2014). However, in this chapter I argue that when focusing on 

established democracies it is necessary to broaden the scope of this inquiry, since the quality 

of the representative channel is likely to depend on other factors that go beyond the integrity 

of the electoral process, for example, the ideological differentiation between political parties. 

At the same time, when analyzing this relationship it is fundamental to consider, first, that 

resources might be necessary for individuals to translate motivations into actions, and, second, 

that not all forms of participation pose the same demands in terms of individual resources. 

Based on these premises, I argue that negative evaluations of the quality of the representative 

channel should only translate into a greater likelihood of demonstrating for those who are more 

educated while they should reduce the likelihood of not participating in elections among all 

individuals independently of their level of education. If this is confirmed, negative evaluations 

of the quality of the representative channel could be considered an additional source of 

inequalities in political participation, since in the presence of negative evaluations those who 

are less educated will be much more likely to withdraw from the political process.  

Chapter 4 entitled “Democratic Discontent and Political Participation: a Multilevel 

Analysis” relates to the recent literature that analyzes the relationship between individuals’ 

discontent with the functioning of their democracies and their democratic institutions and the 

likelihood of participating in politics (e.g. Braun and Hutter, 2014; Dalton et al., 2010; Hooghe 

and Marien, 2013) and broadens the scope of this inquiry in two new directions. First, this 

chapter advocates for an improved measure of democratic discontent, which should be 

conceptualized and measured in way that is better suited to test the theoretical claims put 

forward by relative deprivation theory and that, at the same time, reflects the 

multidimensionality of democracy. Drawing on the relative deprivation theoretical framework 

(Gurr, 1968, 1970) in this chapter I develop a measure of democratic discontent that reflects 
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the mismatch or imbalance between democratic aspirations and evaluations in different 

dimensions of democracy (liberal and social). Hence, the first set of questions addressed in this 

chapter are: (i) how democratic discontent relates to the likelihood of turning out to vote and 

joining legal demonstrations; and (ii) whether there are any differences in the relationship 

between democratic discontent and political participation depending on the dimension of 

democracy –liberal or social– democratic discontent refers to. However, this chapter also takes 

into account that the context in which democratic discontent is rooted is likely to alter its impact 

on political participation. Drawing on the Political Opportunities Structure (POS) theoretical 

framework, in the second part of the chapter I argue that the relationship between democratic 

discontent and participation cannot be fully understood without considering whether in a 

country we can find actors that might mobilize specific forms of discontent in the electoral and 

protest arenas. Hence, this chapter also addresses the question of (iii) how the mobilizing 

potential of political parties and trade unions moderates the relationship between democratic 

discontent and the likelihood of turning out to vote and demonstrating.   

Having assessed the relationship between democratic aspirations and evaluations and 

political participation, the third part of the thesis is devoted to analyze their relationship to party 

choice. With this purpose, Chapter 5 entitled “Democratic Discontent and Support for 

Mainstream and Challenger Parties: Rational Protest Voting” assesses how the imbalances 

between democratic aspirations and democratic evaluations for five particular elements of 

democracy relate to the likelihood of defecting from mainstream parties and supporting left- 

and right-wing challenger parties. To address this question I develop a theoretical framework 

–the rational protest voting model– that combines elements of the ‘protest vote’ and ‘rational- 

choice’ hypotheses.3 Following the protest vote hypothesis I posit that democratic discontent 

should influence the likelihood of supporting mainstream parties and different types of 

challenger parties. However, as a difference from previous studies and following the rational 

choice hypothesis, I take into account that there might be different forms of discontent that are 

informed by individuals’ democratic aspirations, and that not all forms of discontent should 

relate to the likelihood of supporting mainstream and challenger parties in the same way. 

Hence, I conceptualize protest vote not as a vote devoid of any political meaning and detached 

                                                
3	See Billiet and De Witte (1995) or chapter 5 for an extended discussion about the protest and rational-choice 

hypotheses 	
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from reality (Brug et al., 2000), but as a rational protest vote that is informed by individuals’ 

democratic aspirations and the extent to which these are realized for particular elements of 

democracy. Hence, through this chapter I engage with the literature analyzing the rising support 

for challenger parties, and I address the question of whether the vote for these parties is just a 

protest vote, or whether, instead, it is a rational protest vote anchored in the specific elements 

of democracy with which citizens are not satisfied.  

 

DEMOCRACY’S MANY ELEMENTS: AN OVERVIEW OF THE SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

These research questions are addressed drawing on data from the sixth round of the European 

Social Survey (ESS). This survey includes a special module of questions measuring the 

importance individuals attribute to 16 different elements or principles of democracy for 

democracy in general –their democratic aspirations.4  The question used to gauge democratic 

aspirations reads:  

 

 Now some questions about democracy. Later on I will ask you about how democracy 

is working in [country]. First, however, I want you to think instead about how 

important you think different things are for democracy in general. There are no right 

or wrong answers so please just tell me what you think. Using this card, please tell 

me how important you think it is for democracy in general.  

 

For each of the elements of democracy democratic aspirations are then captured through an 11 

points scale where 0 indicates that a given element is “Not at all important for democracy in 

general” and 10 indicates that it is “Extremely important for democracy in general”.  

                                                
4	ESS-6 includes three additional elements of democracy –freedom of expression, government responsiveness 

and power sharing– that are only considered in the first part of Chapter 2. Due to their trade-off nature these 

elements are measured using a different question format, which forces me to exclude them in all the other chapters 

of the thesis. Therefore, these elements of democracy are not discussed in this chapter. The question wording for 

these elements of democracy can be found in the appendix of Chapter 2.  
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These questions are followed by 14 questions asking respondents to state to what extent 

they believe that each of these elements is implemented in their country –their democratic 

evaluations.5 The question used to gauge democratic evaluations reads as follows:  

 

Now some questions about the same topics, but this time about how you think 

democracy is working in [country] today. Again, there are no right or wrong 

answers, so please just tell me what you think. Using this card, please tell me to what 

extent you think each of the following statements applies in [country] 

 

For each of the elements of democracy democratic evaluations are then captured through an 11 

points scale where 0 indicates that the respondent thinks that the statement “Does not apply at 

all” and 10 indicates that she thinks that it “Applies completely”.  

The 16 elements of democracy included in the ESS allow us to measure citizens’ 

aspirations and evaluations about the fundamental model of liberal democracy, and also about 

two additional models of democracy that go beyond the liberal democracy model: the social-

justice and the direct democratic models (Ferrín and Kriesi, 2016a). The liberal model of 

democracy is based on basic civil liberties (for example the protection of minorities’ rights) 

and electoral guarantees (for example the freedom and fairness of elections). The social 

democratic model moves beyond procedures and incorporates social and distributive justice as 

constitutive elements of democracy. The direct-democratic model is based on the direct 

involvement of citizens in the decision making process. The elements of democracy included 

in the ESS and considered in this dissertation are summarized in table 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5	For two elements of democracy –horizontal accountability and migrants’ voting rights– democratic evaluations 

were not measured. 	
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Table 1: The different elements of democracy 

Element of democracy  Principle of democracy 
Equality before the law (Rule of law) That courts treat everyone the same 
Freedom and fairness of elections That national elections are free and fair 
Horizontal accountability  That courts are able to stop the 

government acting beyond its authority 
Media reliability That the media provide citizens with 

reliable information to judge the 
government 

Vertical accountability That governing parties are punished in 
elections when they have done a bad job 

Government justification That the government explains its 
decisions to voters 

Protection of minorities’ rights That the rights of minority groups are 
protected 

Parties freedom That opposition parties are free to criticize 
the government 

Press freedom That the media are free to criticize the 
government 

Differentiated partisan offer That different political parties offer clear 
alternatives to one another  

Political deliberation  That voters discuss politics with people 
they know before deciding how to vote 

Direct-democracy (referenda)  That citizens have the final say on the 
most important political issues by voting 
on them directly in referendums 

Migrants’ voting rights That immigrants only get the right to vote 
in national elections once they become 
citizens 

Responsibility towards other European governments  That politicians take into account the 
views of other European governments 
before making decisions  

Protection against poverty  That the government protects all citizens 
against poverty 

Reduction of income differences That the government takes measures to 
reduce differences in income levels 

Minorities’ rights That the rights of minority groups are 
protected  

Economic equality That governments take measures to 
reduce differences in income levels  

 

  

DEMOCRATIC ASPIRATIONS AND EVALUATIONS AS INDEPENDENT VARIABLES: 

OPERATIONALIZATION DECISIONS 

After analyzing in chapter 2 the availability and structuration of democratic aspirations and 

evaluations, in chapters 3 to 5 I rely on these aspirations and evaluations to operationalize the 

central independent variables of each chapter. Examining the research questions addressed by 

each of the chapters requires, though, a different approach to operationalizing the independent 
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variables based on individuals’ democratic aspirations and evaluations. Basically, there are 

three decisions one needs to adopt in order to operationalize these independent variables:  

 

1. Grouping: Whether to group elements of democracy according to the model of 

democracy they pertain to (e.g. social-justice model) or any other theory driven criteria, 

or to rely on single elements of democracy separately (e.g. the freedom and fairness of 

elections).   

2. Combining: Whether to combine democratic aspirations and evaluations into a single 

measure (or series of measures depending on the grouping decision), or to rely on 

democratic evaluations and/or democratic aspirations separately.  

3. Computing: If aspirations and evaluations are combined, how to compute a variable 

based on the combination of the two.  

 

These decisions are driven by the research questions addressed in each chapter and the 

main literature strand each of the chapters relates to. While the operationalization of each of 

the independent variables is discussed in full in the corresponding chapters, in this section I 

briefly discuss these decisions as well as the conceptual assumptions on which the different 

measures rest. It is worth noting that these different independent variables are implemented 

throughout the thesis because they are conceptually different, and, therefore, they serve 

different purposes and allow me to address each chapter’s research questions.6  

With regard to the decision of grouping, some of the questions addressed require me to 

group different elements into a composite measure while some other questions can be better 

addressed by relying on single indicators. Thus, in chapter 5 I rely on five different independent 

variables relating to a single element of democracy each –free elections, minorities’ rights, 

economic equality, direct-democracy, and responsibility. In contrast, in chapter 3 the four 

elements of democracy that are related to the functioning of elections and the representative 

channel –free elections, vertical accountability, differentiated partisan offer and parties 

freedom– are grouped into a composite measure. In chapter 4 I adopt a broader perspective 

and consider most of the elements of democracy included in the ESS, which I group into three 

                                                
6	See Ferrín and Kriesi (2016b) volume for a similar approach, where the determinants of democratic aspirations, 

democratic evaluations, and a combination of the two (legitimacy) are analyzed.  
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theoretically derived groups –liberal, social-justice, and direct-democratic– following the 

models of democracy proposed by Ferrín and Kriesi (2016a).  

 With regard to the decision of combining aspirations and evaluations or not, in chapter 

3 to operationalize its main independent variable –individuals’ evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel– only democratic evaluations are considered. The justification to restrict 

the independent variable to the evaluations is that in this chapter I do not intend to measure a 

feeling of discontent, which as I discuss in the next paragraphs would require me to incorporate 

democratic aspirations. Instead, in this chapter the goal is to directly capture individuals’ 

perceptions or judgment of the extent to which the representative channel or elections provide 

the proper means to transmit political demands and affect policymaking by voting. Higher 

evaluations indicate that the representative channel is working better, and vice versa for lower 

evaluations. Hence, in this case a simple measure based on individuals’ evaluations is the most 

adequate variable to address the research questions of this chapter. Moreover, this 

operationalization is in line with the variables used in the electoral integrity literature to which 

this paper relates (see e.g. Norris, 2014). The critical assumption underlying this 

operationalization, which also applies to all the other measures, is that different respondents 

interpret and use the 11 points response scales similarly.   

 In chapters 4 and 5 the main goal is to analyze how democratic discontent relates to 

different forms of participation and to party choice, respectively. In both chapters the 

operationalization of democratic discontent builds upon the idea that discontent is generated 

when the political system does not work according to one’s expectations or aspirations 

(Gunther and Montero, 2006, pp. 48–49). Therefore, to operationalize the main independent 

variables of these chapters democratic aspirations and democratic evaluations are combined. 

This operationalization is in line with the notion of critical citizens, which proposes that 

discontent or dissatisfaction is generated by a combination of high or rising expectations about 

how democracy is supposed to work and a critical outlook about how it actually works (Norris, 

1999).  

 The next decision one needs to adopt is how to compute a measure that combines 

democratic aspirations and evaluations. Arithmetically, there are many ways in which 

aspirations and evaluations can be combined –addition, subtraction, multiplication or division–

, and each of them rests on different conceptual and empirical assumptions (Wessels, 2016). In 
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both chapter 4 and chapter 5 the two are combined by subtracting the evaluations from the 

aspirations for each of the elements of democracy considered in each chapter. The resulting 

measure indicates the mismatch or imbalance between democratic aspirations and evaluations, 

and it takes the value 0 when aspirations match evaluations. However, when relying on the 

balance measure one needs to decide how to treat negative values resulting from evaluations 

that are higher than aspirations (Wessels, 2016).  

 In chapter 4 in those cases in which democratic evaluations are higher than aspirations 

the measure summarizing the mismatch between aspirations and evaluations for each element 

of democracy is recoded so that it takes the value 0.7 This decision is theoretically driven by 

the fact that in this chapter democratic discontent is conceptualized and operationalized 

building upon the concept of relative deprivation (Gurr, 1968, 1970). Deprivation implies the 

lack or deficit of a certain good or condition –in this case this is indicated by higher aspirations 

than evaluations for a particular element of democracy. Since a surplus of a certain element of 

democracy implies a complete absence of deprivation, in those cases in which evaluations are 

higher than aspirations the mismatch or imbalance measure is assigned the value 0.8  

In chapter 5, instead, the variables measuring the imbalance between democratic 

aspirations and evaluations are allowed to take both positive and negative values. A positive 

value indicates that aspirations are higher than evaluation or a democratic deficit, a negative 

value indicates that evaluations are higher than aspirations or a democratic surplus. In this case, 

the decision is based on one of the central argument to be tested in the chapter: that democratic 

deficits and democratic surpluses for particular elements of democracy should make one more 

                                                
7	This is the empirical strategy followed by Wessls (2016) to calculate a measure of democratic legitimacy based 

on the balance between democratic aspirations and evaluations.		
8	This decision is also justified on methodological grounds. In this chapter the mismatches between aspirations 

and evaluations for different elements of democracy are aggregated to generate a summary measure for different 

models of democracy (liberal, social, direct-democratic). If negative values were not assigned the value 0 they 

might cancel the impact of the elements of democracy for which individuals perceive a deficit/deprivation. 

Moreover, in this chapter the mismatches between aspirations and evaluations for each element of democracy are 

weighted by the relative importance attributed by each individual to each of the elements of democracy. As it will 

become apparent in chapter 4, if the mismatch between aspirations and evaluations took negative values weighting 

the mismatch measure by the relative importance attributed to each element of democracy would be misleading.  	
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likely to vote for a specific type of party. Therefore, the distinction between democratic deficits 

and surpluses is crucial to test the rational protest voting model that I develop in this chapter.9   

 Relying on these different operationalizations of the independent variables the chapters 

of this thesis assess how individuals’ democratic aspirations and evaluations relate to their 

political behavior. The empirical analyses reveal, first, that these attitudes towards democracy 

are widely available and coherently structured in the belief systems of most Europeans (chapter 

2). Second, the analyses also show that democratic aspirations and evaluations and the 

imbalance between the two are significantly related to individuals’ likelihood of participating 

in politics through different means (chapters 3 and 4). However, the impact of these variables 

on the likelihood of turning out to vote and demonstrating is moderated by individual resources, 

as measured by education (chapter 3), and by the mobilizing potential of political parties and 

trade unions (chapter 4). Finally, the results also reveal that the imbalance that individuals 

perceive between their democratic aspirations and evaluations is related to their likelihood of 

defecting from mainstream parties and supporting different types of challenger parties (chapter 

5). 

Through these analyses this thesis contributes to the academic debate about individuals’ 

attitudes towards democracy, their relationship to different types of behaviors, and their 

consequences for the stability of advanced democracies. In fact, some of the empirical findings 

qualify the prevailing optimistic outlook about the behavior of those who are critical or 

dissatisfied with the functioning of their democracies.  Hence, the findings of this thesis have 

several theoretical and practical implication for the study of political support and its potential 

impact on the functioning of contemporary democracies, which are discussed in the concluding 

chapter (chapter 6).  

 

                                                
9	As a difference from chapter 4, in chapter 5 different elements of democracy are not combined to generate a 

composite measure, and the balance between aspirations and evaluations is not weighted. Therefore, there are no 

methodological reasons	to recode negative values into positive values or 0.  
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CHAPTER 2: DEMOCRACY BELIEF SYSTEMS IN EUROPE: COGNITIVE 
AVAILABILITY AND ATTITUDINAL CONSTRAINT 
 

INTRODUCTION 

During the last decade there has been a growing interest in identifying citizens’ democratic 

aspirations or the way in which they conceive democracy (Chu et al., 2008; Dalton et al., 2008). 

This interest has been driven by the possibility that individuals may not share a common idea 

of democracy, and by the implications this may carry for the study of political support. Recent 

studies have expanded this inquiry and, besides democratic aspirations, they also analyze 

whether citizens evaluate that these democratic aspirations are fulfilled (Ferrín and Kriesi, 

2016b).   
 These studies represent a relevant contribution for the study of attitudes towards 

democracy and political support. However, before settling on the relevant question of how 

individuals understand and evaluate democracy we should ask ourselves to what extent 

ordinary citizens are capable of elaborating opinions about democracy and democratic 

principles in the first place. Traditionally, it has been argued that the political belief systems of 

mass publics lack structure and coherence and that a sizable number of citizens are nearly 

ignorant of political facts (Converse, 1964; Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996). Hence, not all 

individuals might be capable of elaborating coherent opinions about democracy and its 

constitutive principles.  

 Through this paper I contribute to the emerging literature on citizens’ understanding 

and evaluations of democracy by analyzing the articulation of individuals’ belief systems about 

democracy. Hence, here the focus shifts from what people believe about democracy to an 

analysis of the extent to which mass publics are capable of developing structured attitudes 

about a relatively abstract political domain such as democracy. Adapting Converse’s notion of 

Political Belief Systems (PBS), this paper analyzes the articulation of individuals’ Democracy 

Belief Systems (DBS).10 The first goal of this paper is to operationalize and present an 

overview of individuals’ DBS in Europe. The second goal of this paper is to trace the most 

relevant individual and country level correlates of the articulation of DBS. In line with recent 

                                                
10	 Previous studies already adapted Converse’s notion of PBS to specific policy domains. For example, 

Rohrschneider (1993) analyzes Environmental Belief Systems (EBS).  
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findings about domain-specific PBS, the empirical results support the idea that most Europeans 

have coherently structured attitudes about democracy. However, even if the results show that, 

on average, Europeans have a relatively articulated DBS, the empirical analysis also suggests 

that there are some relevant individual and country level differences in the articulation of 

specific components of DBS.  

 In the next section I provide an overview of the main components of PBS and how they 

can be adapted to the analysis of DBS. In this section I also summarize the hypotheses about 

the individual and country level factors that should contribute to the articulation of DBS. Next 

I present details about the operationalization and measurement of the different variables. The 

empirical results follow, and the last section concludes.  

 

THEORY 

Political Belief Systems (PBS) 

Converse defined a political belief system as ‘a configuration of ideas and attitudes in which 

the elements are bound together by some form of constraint or functional interdependence’ 

(Converse, 1964, p. 207). A person’s political cognitions together with those with which they 

are constrained or interrelated form a PBS (Luskin, 1987). From this definition we can identify 

two central components of a PBS: the number of cognitions or attitudes available in an 

individual’s belief system, and the coherent structuration of these cognitions or attitudes. 

Following Goren (2013) I refer to the first element as cognitive availability and to the second 

as attitudinal constraint.  

Studies analyzing PBS focus, predominantly, on attitudinal constraint and disregard 

cognitive availability (see Goren, 2013 for a recent exception). This is an important omission 

since the fact that a set of cognitions or attitudes about a political issue are available in one’s 

mind –or can at least be constructed on the spot– is a precondition for the existence of 

attitudinal constraint. The latter cannot exist without the former, because for a set of attitudes 

to be coherently structured these attitudes need first to be available in a belief system. As a 

consequence, by exclusively focusing on attitudinal constraint, most previous studies exclude 
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those citizens with low levels of cognitive availability.11 This is a potentially relevant omission 

since cognitive availability is likely to vary as a function of socio-political factors like 

education or political interest (Berinsky, 2005). Hence, an analysis of cognitive availability 

should be the first step when studying PBS in any policy domain.  

 The fact that cognitions or attitudes about a given political issue are available in one’s 

belief system is a necessary but not sufficient condition for a fully articulated PBS. It is well 

known that individuals’ attitudes might not be coherently structured, since their declared 

attitudes might be just a reflection of  ‘non-attitudes’ produced at random when required 

(Converse, 1970). For this reason, an articulated PBS also requires attitudes to be bound 

together by some form of constraint or functional interdependence. A coherent attitudinal 

configuration is a fundamental characteristic of an articulated belief system (Hurwitz and 

Peffley, 1987; Martin, 2002).  

 Attitudinal constraint can be defined as ‘the success we would have in predicting, given 

initial knowledge that an individual holds a specified attitude, that he holds certain further ideas 

and attitudes’ (Converse, 1964, p. 207). Constraint is a relational property of attitudes, which 

implies that the different attitudes an individual holds in a given policy domain are structured 

forming a coherent whole. Therefore, in the presence of constraint it is less likely that the 

attitudes of a given individual are “non-attitudes” (Goren, 2013). This is the reason why 

attitudinal constraint has been considered a manifestation of rationality, coherence, 

sophistication, or consistency (Baldassarri and Gelman, 2008; Freeze and Montgomery, 2016; 

Rohrschneider, 1993; van Elsas, 2015).  

 Attitudinal constraint can take two forms: horizontal and vertical (Hurwitz and Peffley, 

1987). Horizontal constraint implies that two or more attitudes at the same level of abstraction 

are related in a predictable way. For example, knowing that someone favors increasing 

government spending in social housing we would predict that this person would also favor 

greater government spending in healthcare. Vertical constraint implies that some superordinate 

value, priority or attitude at a higher level of abstraction structures attitudes on more specific 

issues at a lower level of abstraction. One common example of a superordinate value that 

                                                
11	Most previous studies exclude those respondents who fail to provide a valid answer to any of the attitudinal 

items considered. While those who fail to provide a valid answer cannot be included in the analysis of attitudinal 

constraint, they can always be included in a first step of the analysis focused on cognitive availability.		
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shapes attitudes on more specific and less abstract issues is ideology. Continuing with the 

previous example, issue specific attitudes towards government spending on social housing and 

healthcare might derive from a broader stance towards the involvement of the government in 

the economy that is reflected in one’s ideology. Knowing that someone considers herself left-

wing we would predict, that in the presence of vertical constraint, she would favor greater 

government spending in social housing and healthcare. It is important to note that assessing the 

presence of horizontal and vertical constraint by analyzing the interrelationship between 

attitudes at the same and different levels of abstraction requires a theoretical framework that 

specifies a priori ‘what goes with what’. 

Early studies analyzing the articulation of PBS predominantly focused on horizontal 

constraint, and concluded that the PBS of mass publics lacked constraint (Converse, 1964; 

Klingemann, 1979). This conclusion was challenged by studies that showed that when the 

analyses pose a greater emphasis on vertical constraint, and the focus is domain-specific (i.e. 

analyzing attitudes on specific policy domains such as foreign policy), PBS appeared to be 

significantly more constrained than it was first assumed (Hurwitz and Peffley, 1987). More 

recently the focus shifted from describing constraint levels to analyzing the variation in the 

articulation of PBS between population subgroups (Rohrschneider, 1993). In this case there are 

also contrasting findings. Some studies find that constraint levels vary according to attributes 

like education or political interest (Baldassarri and Gelman, 2008). In contrast, others have 

found that differences in attitudinal constraint between population subgroups are limited or 

inexistent, and that, on average, the public’s attitudes are coherently organized. (Freeze and 

Montgomery, 2016; Goren, 2013; van Elsas, 2015).  

 

Democracy Belief Systems (DBS) 

In contrast to analyses of PBS, studies of conceptions of democracy have partially analyzed  

what I here define as cognitive availability. Some of these studies describe individuals’ 

capacity to articulate a conception of democracy or their democratic aspirations (Bratton et al., 

2005; Canache, 2012; Dalton et al., 2008; Hernández, 2016a). Recent studies also describe 

citizens’ capacity to evaluate the performance of different aspects of their democracies (Dalton 

and Shin, 2014; Gómez and Palacios, 2016). Their conclusion is that a significant proportion 

of the population is incapable of articulating a fully-fledged conception or evaluation of 
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democracy. However, these studies only provide a superficial description of this important 

aspect of individuals’ attitudes towards democracy, and are not integrated with analyses of the 

constraint of these attitudes.  

 A broader perspective needs to be adopted in order to analyze individuals’ DBS. 

Drawing on the concept of PBS, I analyze three elements that indicate the extent to which DBS 

are articulated: cognitive availability, horizontal constraint, and vertical constraint. An 

articulated DBS will be one in which, first, a broad number of cognitions about how democracy 

ought to work (democratic aspirations) and how it works in reality (democratic evaluations) 

are available and accessible and, second, in which these cognitions or attitudes are coherently 

organized or constrained.   

Cognitive availability is the first and fundamental component of DBS, and it refers to 

the number of cognitions about democracy that are accessible in a belief system. In order to 

express their democratic aspirations and to evaluate the extent to which these aspirations are 

fulfilled in the countries where they live citizens require some cognitions about democracy and 

its constitutive principles to be available and accessible in their belief systems. At this point it 

is important to remember that in the absence of cognitive availability attitudes towards 

democracy cannot be constrained either horizontally or vertically. As a consequence, the 

analysis of cognitive availability is the first step in the examination of the articulation of DBS.  

 Political cognitions are not directly apprehensible and must be inferred from what a 

person says or does (Luskin, 1987). Therefore, cognitive availability must be inferred from 

external manifestations. One approach to gauge availability is to rely on opinion-holding 

measures (Berinsky, 2005; Berinsky and Tucker, 2006; Dalton and Shin, 2014). According to 

this approach, when a survey respondent admits ignorance (i.e. that she ‘doesn’t know’), the 

presumption is that no attitude or cognition resides in memory.12 That is, the cognition or 

attitude is unavailable.  

 I implement this approach in this paper by relying on questions that ask citizens how 

important they think certain democratic elements or principles (e.g. the rule of law) are for 

democracy in general (democratic aspirations), and to what extent they evaluate that these same 

principles or elements are applied in their countries (democratic evaluations). Hence, cognitive 

                                                
12	Recent studies appear to support this presumption (Luskin and Bullock, 2011) 
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availability captures, first, whether a cognition about a certain democratic element or principle 

(e.g. the rule of law) is available and accessible in the respondent belief system, and, second, 

whether that cognition can be related to an ideal notion of democracy or to an objective reality. 

In order to relate a democratic element or principle to an ideal or real notion of democracy one 

must see the logical connection between that element or principle and democracy. For example 

in the case of the principle of the rule of law, to link that concept to an ideal notion of 

democracy citizens first need to understand what the concept of the rule of law means, and, 

second, they need to consider whether and to what extent the rule of law is related to democracy 

(Ferrín, 2012).   

 Cognitive availability is a necessary but not sufficient condition for an articulated DBS. 

Besides a high level of cognitive availability an individual with an articulated DBS should also 

have coherently structured attitudes about democracy. As I argue above, analyzing attitudinal 

constraint requires a theoretical framework that provides guidance about ‘what goes with 

what’. It is possible to specify such a theoretical model for how democratic aspirations about 

specific elements of democracy should relate among themselves (horizontal constraint) and for 

how these aspirations should relate to superordinate attitudes or values (vertical constraint). 

However, this is not the case for the evaluations about how these same democratic elements 

are applied in a country, since their interrelationship and their relationship with attitudes at 

higher levels of abstraction are likely to be dependent on the specific democratic performance 

of each country and other idiosyncratic factors. Therefore, the analysis of constraint is limited 

to democratic aspirations.  

Studies of PBS argue that in the presence of horizontal constraint attitudes tapping a 

common domain and located at the same level of abstraction should be positively correlated. 

However, in the case of DBS I draw on the logic of a hierarchical structuration of the model of 

liberal democracy proposed by Kriesi et al. (2016) to argue that correlation should not be the 

determinant of horizontal constraint. In this case, instead, horizontal constraint will be 

determined by the fact that democratic aspirations for elements of democracy pertaining to the 

liberal model of democracy are hierarchically structured in a coherent way.13 Hence, the fact 

                                                
13	See next section for a methodological justification of the restriction of the analysis of constraint to the liberal 

model of democracy. 	
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that democratic aspirations that tap a common domain and are located at the same level of 

abstraction are related in a predictable (hierarchical) way will denote horizontal constraint.  

 The idea that the importance individuals attribute to different elements of the liberal 

model of democracy (e.g. rule of law, free elections, press freedom) should be hierarchically 

structured derives from the fact that some of these elements such as the rule of law or free 

elections are considered indispensable by all theoretical notions of democracy (Fuchs, 1999). 

More demanding theoretical notions of liberal democracy always include these basic elements, 

which are complemented with additional elements or requirements (e.g. press freedom). One 

would expect individuals to follow a similar logic when determining the importance of 

different elements of democracy for an ideal democratic system (Hernández, 2016a; Kriesi et 

al., 2016). Individuals who attribute a high importance to non-essential elements of the liberal 

model should also attribute an equal or higher importance to its basic elements. It would be 

illogical that, for example, someone attributes a high importance to the fact that voters discuss 

about politics before deciding for whom to vote but, at the same time, attributes a lower 

importance to the fact that elections are conducted freely and fairly. This could be taken as an 

indication of a non-horizontally constrained or incoherently structured DBS. Hence, in the 

presence of horizontal constraint individuals’ democratic aspirations should be hierarchically 

structured in a predictable way. 

In the case of vertical constraint, a DBS will be constrained if a superordinate attitude 

or value located at the center of an individual belief system structures these democratic 

aspirations in a predictable way. The importance attributed to live in a democracy (i.e. 

preference to live in a democratic country without reference to any specific democratic element 

or principle) can be considered a general belief that is likely to be at the center of individuals’ 

belief systems. In the presence of vertical constraint, democratic aspirations, which are located 

at a lower level of abstraction or a more peripheral position in belief systems, should be 

structured by this generic preference to live in a democratic regime. A stronger desire to live 

in a democracy  (generic democratic preference) should be positively correlated with higher 

democratic aspirations.14 If for a given citizen there is a significant correspondence between 

this more abstract belief and her democratic aspirations, her DBS will be vertically constrained.  

                                                
14	To ensure comparability between horizontal and vertical constraint the analysis of vertical constraint is also 

limited to the liberal elements of democracy.	
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The articulation of DBS: expectations  

Given the domain specificity of DBS and the findings of studies that analyzed the availability 

and constraint of individuals’ domain specific attitudes (Rohrschneider, 1993; van Elsas, 

2015), one could expect that, on average,  Europeans would have an articulated DBS. That is, 

a DBS in which, first, a broad number of cognitions about democracy are available and, second, 

in which these cognitions or attitudes are horizontally and vertically constrained.  

 Even if I expect DBS to be generally highly articulated, we might still find some 

individual and country differences in levels of articulation. To analyze these potential 

differences in the articulation of each of the components of DBS ––cognitive availability, 

horizontal constraint and vertical constraint–– I draw on the literature on how people learn and 

develop attitudes about politics. The main means to learn and develop structured attitudes about 

political objects are: direct experience with the object and exposure and comprehension of 

information about the object (Bizer et al., 2004; Eagly and Chaiken, 1993; Goren, 2013). 

Hence, one’s ability, motivation and opportunities to learn about politics are crucial for the 

development of structured political cognitions (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996).  

 Education is one of the factors most often linked to the articulation of belief systems. 

Converse’s (1964) seminal study showed that the PBS of the more educated were characterized 

by a wider range of abstract and highly organized cognitions. Education should be an important 

factor for the development of DBS not only because it is related to an enhanced capacity to 

process, coherently store and express opinions about democracy, but also because it is 

positively related to direct and indirect exposure to information about democracy (Nie et al., 

1996). Hence, there are two mechanisms linking higher education to broader and more 

coherently organized attitudes: enhanced cognitive abilities and an increased likelihood of 

being exposed to information about democracy. As a consequence, those who are more 

educated should have a more articulated DBS (H1).  

 The importance an individual attributes to an object should also be linked to the 

development of structured attitudes and cognitions about that object. Object importance means 

that a person cares and is concerned about a given issue, and, as a consequence she is more 

motivated to monitor information and learn about that issue (Bizer et al., 2004). Political 

interest, which can be considered a proxy of the general importance that politics has in 

someone’s life, reflects a greater motivation to learn and be informed about politics (Delli 
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Carpini and Keeter, 1996). As a consequence, those who are more interested in politics should 

have a more articulated DBS (H2).  

 In this paper I analyze belief systems in 29 different countries, which allows me to 

ascertain how country-level factors influence the articulation of DBS. Direct experience with 

an attitude object should contribute to the development of broader and more structured attitudes 

about that object (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). In line with this argument, institutional learning 

perspectives acknowledge the importance of a nation’s institutional framework for the 

formation of attitudes (Rohrschneider, 1999). Interacting with a given political system 

increases individuals’ opportunities and motivations to learn and internalize the prevailing 

norms of that institutional framework. In democratic contexts citizens’ will be more likely to 

be incorporated to the democratic game and they will have greater chances of directly 

interacting with democratic institutions. As a consequence, the costs of acquiring information 

about democracy will be lower in those contexts. In countries with a prolonged experience of 

democracy the chances of having been actively or passively exposed to information about 

democracy will increase significantly. As it has been argued in previous studies, individuals 

living in young democracies lack this prolonged experience with democratic institutions, and, 

as a result, those individuals might have greater difficulties to evaluate the functioning and 

performance of democratic institutions (Torcal, 2006) Therefore, in countries with a prolonged 

experience of democracy citizens should have a more articulated DBS (H3). 

An additional hypothesis can be derived from the fact that a longer historical experience 

of democracy is expected to increase the salience and availability of information about 

democracy. Information rich contexts have been shown to depress inequalities in political 

knowledge, especially in the case of differences related to education (Fraile, 2013). By 

increasing the opportunities of learning about democracy and making information about its 

main principles more readily available democratic regimes are, hence, expected to lead to a 

reduction of the impact of factors that might generate inequalities in the articulation of DBS 

such as education. As a consequence, differences in the articulation of DBS across educational 

levels should be smaller in countries with a longer historical experience of democracy (H4).  

 All previous hypotheses refer to the three components of DBS. However, the fact that 

attitudinal constraint is, by definition, relational implies that levels of constraint cannot be 

assessed for each specific attitudinal element of a belief system. By contrast, each of the 



	

	 24	

elements that form the cognitive availability dimension can be analyzed individually. For 

example, it is possible to analyze whether a cognition about the importance of free elections is 

available for a given individual. This allows me to assess the impact of contextual- and 

individual-level factors on the availability of cognitions about specific elements of democracy.   

 Drawing on the institutional learning logic, we could expect cross-country differences 

in the way in which democratic principles are institutionalized to give rise to differences in 

cognitive availability for specific elements of democracy. In the European context clear 

examples of cross country differences in the institutionalization of democratic principles are 

related, among others, to: the implementation and frequency of direct democratic procedures 

and the integration of countries in supra-national institutions like the European Union 

(Bochsler and Kriesi, 2013). Therefore, in some countries features of democracy like direct 

democracy will be more salient. Since salience implies that information about these elements 

of democracy will be more abundant, institutional learning is more likely to occur in these 

cases.15 As a consequence, citizens should have higher cognitive availability about specific 

institutional elements of democracy in countries where those specific institutional elements are 

more present (H5).  

  

DATA, MEASUREMENT AND METHOD 

The empirical analyses of this paper draw on data from the sixth round of the European Social 

Survey (ESS). This survey includes a battery of questions that ask respondents to give their 

opinion about the importance they attribute to nineteen different elements for an ideal 

democratic system (democratic aspirations), followed by questions about their evaluation about 

the extent to which seventeen of these elements are applied in their countries (democratic 

evaluations). These questions refer to different elements or principles of democracy: equality 

before the law (rule of law), freedom of elections, government justification of decisions, media 

reliability, press freedom, the protection of minorities’ rights, political parties’ freedom, 

political deliberation, direct democracy, vertical or retrospective accountability, differentiated 

partisan offer, freedom of expression, government responsiveness, horizontal accountability, 

                                                
15	Elsewhere I have presented a related argument and I have shown that citizens have higher cognitive availability 

for those elements that are considered on average more salient or important for democracy in a given country 

(Hernández, 2016a).		
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migrants’ voting rights, power sharing, government responsibility towards other European 

governments, the government’s role in protecting citizens against poverty, and the 

government’s role in reducing income inequalities. Relying on these survey items an individual 

level measure of each of the DBS components is computed.16    

 

Cognitive availability  

The operationalization of cognitive availability is based on opinion holding measures. When a 

respondent admits that she does not know the answer when asked to state her opinion about 

the importance of a given element for an ideal democratic system or for how it is applied in her 

country the presumption is that a cognition about that element is not available in her belief 

system. Cognitive availability is operationalized by relying on the nineteen elements 

respondents were enquired about with respect to their democratic aspirations, and the seventeen 

elements capturing their democratic evaluations. Each of the elements takes the value 1 if the 

respondent provided a don’t know answer and the value 0 otherwise.  

 I assess whether don’t know answers to each of these questions capture a latent 

dimension and can be aggregated in an overall measure of cognitive availability through 

Mokken scaling. Mokken scaling is an item-response-theory (IRT) method that tests whether 

responses to different questions are governed by a latent trait (e.g. one’s ability). The logic 

underlying Mokken scaling is simple. Each of the items can be hierarchically ordered according 

to some characteristic, for example, their difficulty. In the case under consideration, this is 

indicated by the number of respondents who provided a don’t know answer to each of the items. 

Items with a larger share of don’t know answers are considered more difficult. If responses to 

each of these items are governed by a latent trait (cognitive availability) those who have higher 

availability should only fail to respond to those more difficult items, while those who have 

lower availability should fail to respond to easier items as well. If this is confirmed, the items 

form a Mokken scale and they can be used to measure the latent trait by adding each of the 

items that reach acceptable levels of scalability. 

 Table 1 summarizes the results of the Mokken scale analysis. The second column 

Pr(x=1) indicates the difficulty parameter for each of the items, with more difficult items taking 

                                                
16	Details about the question wording and distribution of all the variables used in this paper can be found in the 

appendix.		
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higher values. The third column summarizes the Loevinger-H index for each of the items, and 

at the bottom of the table the Loevinger-H coefficient of scalability is summarized. Mokken 

(1971) argues that scales with a scalability coefficient higher than 0.3 satisfy a Mokken scale. 

A coefficient between 0.3 and 0.4 indicates that the scale is weak, between 0.4 and 0.5 that the 

scale is moderate and higher than 0.5 that the scale is strong. The same thresholds can be 

applied to the Loevinger-H coefficient of each item. Hence, these results indicate that all items 

have good scalability properties and that both scales are strong.17  

 

Table 1: Mokken scale analysis of cognitive availability items 

Aspirations  Evaluations 
  Pr(x=1) Loevinger H   Pr(x=1) Loevinger H 
Government responsibility 8.6 0.55 Government responsibility 13.4 0.58 

Power sharing 7.3 0.38 Power sharing 9.3 0.43 
Migrants’ voting rights 5.8 0.50 Government responsiveness 7.1 0.44 
Horizontal accountability 5.0 0.50 Minorities’ rights 6.9 0.43 
Government responsiveness 4.8 0.36 Vertical accountability 6.1 0.50 
Freedom of expression  4.6 0.34 Differentiated partisan offer 6.0 0.51 
Differentiated partisan offer 4.1 0.53 Political deliberation  5.8 0.46 
Vertical accountability 3.7 0.50 Direct democracy 5.6 0.50 
Direct democracy 3.6 0.53 Freedom of expression  5.3 0.40 
Political deliberation  4.0 0.52 Parties’ freedom 4.5 0.53 
Parties’ freedom  3.5 0.56 Rule of law 4.2 0.44 
Minorities’ rights 3.7 0.49 Reduction income differences 4.0 0.49 
Reduction income differences 2.7 0.54 Media reliability  4.1 0.52 
Press freedom  2.7 0.61 Government justification 3.8 0.56 
Media reliability  2.3 0.64 Free elections 3.6 0.50 
Government justification  2.3 0.63 Press freedom  3.5 0.58 
Free elections 2.2 0.61 Protection against poverty 2.3 0.62 
Protection against poverty  1.8 0.62 Migrants’ voting rights - - 
Rule of law 1.8 0.66 Horizontal accountability - - 

Loevinger H of scalability   0.52 Loevinger H of scalability   0.49 
Monotonicity assumption   Yes Monotonicity assumption   Yes 

 

                                                
17 I computed an additional Mokken scale in which both aspirations and evaluations items were included. For this 

new scale all items were above the 0.3 cutoff and the Loevinger H coefficient of scalability equaled 0.47 (results 

not shown). Exploratory factor analyses of the democratic aspirations and evaluations cognitive availability items 

yield a one-factor solution both for democratic aspirations and evaluations, with only one factor extracted with an 

eigenvalue higher than one and with all items loading strongly on the first dimension. 
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These results not only indicate that these items can be used to compute an additive 

cognitive availability scale, but they also support the idea that don’t know answers are governed 

by a latent trait and are, therefore, not likely to be generated at random. The cognitive 

availability variable is computed by adding up all the cognitive availability items; it is rescaled 

to range between 0 and 100; and it is reversed so that higher values indicate higher levels of 

cognitive availability (i.e. a lower number of don’t know answers).  

 

Horizontal and vertical constraint  

There is an unresolved methodological controversy as to how attitudinal constraint should be 

measured (Martin, 2002). Following Converse (1964) a significant number of studies have 

relied on correlations among issues located at the same level of abstraction to measure 

horizontal constraint. An alternative approach was proposed by Peffley and Hurwitz (1985) 

who advocated for the use of latent measurement models. More recent studies have relied on 

techniques like relational class analysis, which can accommodate group heterogeneity 

(Baldassarri and Goldberg, 2014). However, as Luskin (1987) pointed out, the problem of these 

techniques is that they produce aggregate or group level measures of constraint. Even if they 

are estimated using individual level data, individual level estimates of horizontal constraint 

cannot be obtained through these methods. 

 Without relating to the literature on attitudinal constraint, but focusing on a closely 

related topic, van Elsas (2015) argues that assessing the internal consistency or rationality of 

political attitudes requires a scaling method that considers structured differentiation in 

answering patterns as a measure of consistency. For this reason, she relies on Mokken scaling 

to assess the internal consistency of individuals’ political trust. However, in her analysis she 

just compares the overall fit (Loevinger-H coefficient of scalability) obtained from a Mokken 

scale analysis of political trust items across different education groups, but she does not 

compute individual level estimates of internal consistency or constraint.  

 In this paper I adopt the same approach but fully exploiting the potential of Mokken 

scaling to estimate a measure of horizontal constraint for each respondent. Like any other 

approach to measure horizontal constraint this method requires me to select a set of 

theoretically related items. As I argue above, in order to measure horizontal constraint I draw 

on the logic of a hierarchical structuration of the liberal model of democracy proposed by Ferrín 
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and Kriesi (2016).18 This model comprises the following elements of democracy: rule of law, 

freedom of elections, horizontal accountability, media reliability, vertical accountability, 

government justification, minorities’ rights, parties’ freedom, press freedom, differentiated 

partisan offer, and political deliberation.19  

 To generate an individual level measure of horizontal constraint I first estimate a 

Mokken scale model including all the items measuring democratic aspirations for elements 

pertaining to the liberal model of democracy. As a difference from the cognitive availability 

model, in this case, the items are not dichotomous but range between 0 and 10, because the 

intention is to capture the importance individuals attribute to each element of democracy on an 

11 points scale. Therefore, a polytomous Mokken scale model is estimated (Hardouin et al., 

2011). Although the estimation of the summary parameters is more complex than in the case 

of dichotomous items, the underlying logic is the same. Table 2 summarizes the results of this 

model. Results show that the hierarchy established by respondents with regards to which are, 

on average, the most and least important elements is coherent with theoretical models of 

democracy, since elements like the rule of law or free elections are the elements to which 

respondents attribute a higher importance. All the item-specific and scale Loevinger 

coefficients have an acceptable fit, which could be taken as a first indication that, on average, 

Europeans’ liberal democratic aspirations are coherently structured or horizontally 

constrained.20  

To compute an individual level measure of horizontal constraint I estimate the Gutman 

errors induced by each individual. The Gutman errors constitute the basis for the computation 

of the item-specific and scalability H coefficients, and capture, for each pair of items, whether 

                                                
18 Ferrín and Kriesi (2016b) propose two additional models of democracy: the direct democratic and the social 

justice models. However, given that the ESS only includes two elements measuring the importance citizens 

attribute to elements of each of these models of democracy the methodology based on Mokken scaling cannot be 

implemented. For this reason this part of the analysis is restricted to the liberal model of democracy.  
19 Ferrín and Kriesi (2016b) include two additional elements in their model of liberal democracy: migrants’ voting 

rights and responsibility towards other European governments. In this case these elements are excluded due to 

their high number of missing values. 	
20	An exploratory factor analysis of the liberal democracy aspirations items yields a one-factor solution, with only 

one factor extracted with an eigenvalue higher than one and with all items loading strongly on the first dimension.  
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an individual attributes a higher importance to a lower ranked element (e.g. deliberation) than 

to a higher ranked element (e.g. free and fair elections). From the Mokken scale model, the 

total number of Gutman errors of each individual (!") for all the possible combinations of items 

included in the scale can be computed. The greater !" the more times and more severely each 

individual has violated the hierarchy of the items, as defined by the response pattern of all 

respondents included in the sample (see Hardouin et al., 2011 for further details about the 

computation of !"). Emons’ (2008) simulations show that in the case of polytomous items a 

count of !" is effective to characterize individual level fit. Hence, to compute the measure of 

horizontal constraint !" is simply reversed and rescaled to range between 0 and 100, with 

higher values indicating a lower number of Gutman errors and, therefore, a higher level of 

horizontal constraint.  

 

Table 2: Polytomous Mokken scale analysis for the calculation of horizontal constraint 

Liberal democracy aspirations  
  Mean Loevinger H 
Rule of law 9.21 0.48 
Free elections 8.94 0.47 
Horizontal Accountability 8.77 0.42 
Media reliability  8.73 0.5 
Vertical accountability 8.37 0.39 
Government justification  8.35 0.44 
Minorities’ rights  8.3 0.41 
Parties’ freedom  8.28 0.48 
Press freedom  8.23 0.45 
Differentiated partisan offer 7.97 0.43 
Political deliberation  7.41 0.34 

Loevinger H of scalability   0.43 
Monotonicity assumption   Yes 

 

 Different methods have also been proposed to measure vertical constraint. Some studies 

have assessed vertical constraint through structural equation models linking superordinate 

values and issue specific attitudes (Goren, 2013; Hurwitz and Peffley, 1987; Rohrschneider, 

1993). Others either relied on the analysis of correlations between superordinate attitudes and 

issue specific attitudes, or analyzed the variance explained in issue specific attitudes by the 

superordinate attitude (Baldassarri and Gelman, 2008; Granberg and Holmberg, 1996; 

Jennings, 1992).  A similar approach is adopted here. 
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 To evaluate the vertical constraint of DBS the correspondence between individuals’ 

generic preference to live in a democracy and individuals’ liberal democratic aspirations is first 

evaluated by analyzing the correlation between the two.21 A positive correlation is expected 

since the former is considered a superordinate and more central value that should structure 

democratic aspirations. Next, to compute a measure of vertical constraint for each respondent 

I estimate an OLS model in which liberal democratic aspirations are specified as the dependent 

variable and the generic preference to live in democracy is specified as the independent 

variable. In a second step the absolute value of the residuals of this model are calculated for 

each respondent. These residuals represent the part of the variation in individuals’ democratic 

aspirations not explained by their generic preference to live in a democracy. The resulting 

variable is rescaled to range between 0 and 100 and is reversed so that higher values indicate 

smaller residuals and, as a consequence, higher vertical constraint.  

 

Model estimation and independent variables  

To analyze the individual and country-level correlates of the articulation of DBS I estimate a 

series of regression models specifying each of the DBS components as the dependent variables. 

Given the hierarchical nature of the data (respondents nested into countries) and the use of both 

individual and country-level variables I estimate all models through random-intercepts linear 

models.   

 All models include the following individual level variables: education measured in 

three categories (primary or less, secondary, university), political interest (measured in four 

categories ranging from not at all interested in politics to very interested). At the country level 

three variables are introduced in the models. First, the historical experience of democracy of a 

                                                
21	In order to ensure comparability between the measures of horizontal and vertical constraint and to ensure that 

the same respondents are included in the analysis of vertical and horizontal constraint the analysis of vertical 

constraint is also limited to the liberal elements of democracy. The measure of citizens’ liberal democratic 

aspirations is obtained by adding all the elements of the liberal model of democracy included in the Mokken scale 

model used to estimate citizens’ horizontal constraint and dividing this measure by the number of items (11). 

Including democratic aspirations related to the social-justice and direct-democratic models of democracy in the 

analysis of vertical constraint does not substantially alter the conclusions. The generic preference to live in a 

democracy is measured through a question asking respondents to state “How important is it for you to live in a 

country that is governed democratically?”. See table A1 in the appendix for further details.  
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given country, measured as the number of years a country can be considered democratic 

according to Polity IV. Second, the effective use of direct democratic mechanisms in a given 

country, measured as the number of referenda celebrated in each country in the last 40 years. 

To mitigate the impact of countries with a very prolonged experience of democracy or a high 

number of referenda I rely on the log transformation of these variables. Third, a variable 

capturing whether a country is a member of the European Union, which takes the value 1 for 

those countries that are members and 0 otherwise. Three additional individual level control 

variables are introduced in all models: age, age squared, and gender.  

 

RESULTS  

The articulation of Democracy Belief Systems in Europe 

For the presentation of the results I first provide a descriptive overview of each of the 

components of Europeans’ DBS. I begin with the analysis of cognitive availability, which is a 

precondition for the existence of attitudinal constraint. The cognitive availability dimension is 

rightly skewed and has a mean of 94 and a standard deviation of 13. Hence, cognitive 

availability is, on average, high in European countries. Only eight percent of the sample has a 

value lower than 80, which corresponds to having provided a valid answer for 29 of the 36 

questions about democratic aspirations and evaluations. In fact, 64 percent of the sample has a 

value of 100 or full cognitive availability. This result indicates that a majority of respondents 

were able to link each and every element of democracy to an ideal conceptualization of 

democracy and to an evaluation of how the same elements are applied in their country. The 

percentage of respondents with full cognitive availability about democracy is lower than this 

same percentage in other areas like, for example, basic policy principles for which 

approximately 90 percent of respondents tend to have full cognitive availability (Goren, 2013). 

In any case, the proportion of citizens with full cognitive availability can still be considered 

relatively high since democracy and its main principles are abstract topics.  

 Even if the DBS of most citizens are characterized by a wide range of cognitions about 

democracy, these cognitions might not be coherently organized. To assess this I first analyze 

the horizontal constraint of Europeans’ DBS. The horizontal constraint dimension is measured 

from 0 to 100 with higher values indicating higher horizontal constraint. The distribution of 

this variable is also rightly skewed since it has a mean of 92 and a standard deviation of 12. 
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Although this measure, based on the number of Gutman errors of each individual, is ideal to 

make comparisons in the levels of horizontal constraint between individuals, it does not directly 

provide a threshold to characterize whether horizontal constraint is, on average, high or low. 

However, a threshold can be easily established since the number of Gutman errors (!") 

constitute the basis for the calculation of H-indexes and, therefore, each value in the horizontal 

constraint dimension can be associated to a specific H-index (Hardouin et al., 2011). A 

common rule-of-thumb in Mokken scale analysis is that a set of items has acceptable scalability 

properties if the H-index is equal or higher than 0.3.This same threshold can be used for each 

individual H-index. The analysis reveals that in this particular case the value 91 in the 

horizontal constraint measure corresponds to an H-index of 0.3. Hence, all those respondents 

with a value equal or higher than 91 can be considered to have a horizontally constrained DBS. 

Only 25 percent of respondents have a value lower than 91 in the horizontal constraint 

dimension. This means that a majority of respondents have a coherent structuration of their 

democratic aspirations. Most citizens, no matter how high or low their democratic aspirations 

are, appear to recognize that there are some basic elements of democracy, like free elections or 

the rule of law, to which they usually attribute a higher or equal importance than to other non-

basic elements of democracy like, for example, deliberation before deciding for whom to vote.  

 The next step in the descriptive analysis consists on examining the extent to which 

individuals’ DBS are vertically constrained. The vertical constraint dimension, which is also 

measured from 0 to 100, has a mean of 89 and a standard deviation of 8.  However, again, 

while this measure is useful in relative terms (to compare constraint levels between individuals) 

it does not provide a threshold to judge whether the vertical structuration of DBS is, on average, 

high or low. A better assessment of Europeans’ overall levels of vertical constraint is provided 

by the correlation between individuals’ democratic aspirations and the general importance they 

attribute to live in a democratic country. The correlation between the two equals 0.44 and is 

statistically significant at p<0.001.22 Contrasting this level of constraint to comparable studies 

of PBS ––which have focused on the correspondence (correlation) between the positioning of 

citizens on the left-right dimension and their issue positions on policy issues–– the average 

level of vertical constraint of DBS (0.44) is higher than the average level of vertical constraint 

                                                
22	The correlation is statistically significant in all countries included in the sample.  
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of the PBS of those individuals considered in these early studies (see Granberg and Holmberg, 

1996; Inglehart and Klingemann, 1976; Jennings, 1992). In fact, the comparison with these 

studies reveals that the average vertical constraint of citizens’ DBS is similar to the levels of 

vertical constraint that one could find in the PBS of the most politically sophisticated fraction 

of the population considered in these early studies.  

These results indicate that, on average, the horizontal and vertical structuration of 

individuals’ DBS is high. However, it is important to note a potential limitation of these 

measures that could lead to an overestimation of constraint levels. Since full cognitive 

availability is a prerequisite for the measurement of attitudinal constraint these results are 

restricted to the subsample of respondents that did not provide a don’t know answer for any of 

the liberal democratic aspirations items used to operationalize vertical and horizontal 

constraint.23 This subsample represents approximately 85 percent of the ESS sample. Given 

that cognitive availability is positively related to factors like education or political interest (see 

below) the examined subsample is likely to be biased and might have higher levels of horizontal 

and vertical constraint than the target population.   

Overall, though, the descriptive analysis indicates that Europeans’ DBS are broad 

ranging and coherently organized. The average of the three different components of DBS            

––cognitive availability, horizontal constraint and vertical constraint–– across all countries 

equals 91.6. However, notwithstanding this high level of DBS articulation, there might still be 

differences across countries, since in some countries individuals might have relatively less 

articulated DBS. To make an overall comparison across countries I estimate the proportion of 

respondents that in each country falls below the value that corresponds to the 25th percentile 

for each of the three DBS components in the pooled sample. The average of these three 

measures can be used to characterize countries as a function of the proportion of individuals 

with relatively low levels of DBS articulation.24 Figure 1 summarizes these differences by 

                                                
23	This limitation is imposed by the fact that including individuals who have a missing value in any of the elements 

could bias the estimation of the number of Gutman errors (Emons, 2008).  
24 The cutoff values corresponding to the 25th percentile are determined by the distribution of each of the DBS 

components in the pooled sample, which includes all countries. Those respondents falling below that cutoff value 

for each of the DBS components are the individuals with the lower levels of cognitive availability, horizontal and 

vertical constraint in relative terms. After estimating the proportion of individuals falling below that cutoff value 
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grouping countries into four groups according to the proportion of respondents with relatively 

low levels of DBS articulation. The map shows that, with the exception of Italy, Ireland and 

the UK, the proportion of individuals with a relatively low articulation of DBS is significantly 

lower in West European countries. Conversely, in Central and Eastern European countries there 

seems to be a higher proportion of individuals with less articulated DBS, especially in countries 

like Russia or Ukraine, where approximately 35 percent of respondents fall below the 25th 

percentile for each of the DBS components.     

 

                                                
for each of the components in each country the average proportion of the three components is calculated. For 

example, in the case of Russia the proportion of respondents that falls below the cutoff value equals 0.40 for 

cognitive availability, 0.32 for horizontal accountability, and 0.49 for vertical constraint. Hence the average value 

for Russia equals 0.40. According to the value of this average, countries are assigned to one of the groups of the 

map (Figure 1).  
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Correlates of the articulation of Democracy Belief Systems 

Model 1 in table 3 summarizes the results of an analysis of the correlates of cognitive 

availability, which allows me to assess whether there are any significant differences between 

those individuals with higher and lower levels of cognitive availability. It appears that the belief 

systems of those who are more educated are characterized by a wider range of cognitions about 

democracy. Those with university education have higher levels of cognitive availability. The 

difference on the average level of cognitive availability between those with primary and 

university education is substantial since it is equivalent to a 0.45 standard deviation change in 

the cognitive availability index. However, the most relevant individual level differences in 

cognitive availability are related to political interest. Moving from being not at all interested in 

politics to being very interested in politics is related to a positive change of 7.2 units in the 

cognitive availability index, which is equivalent to an increase of 0.55 standard deviations in 

this variable. Hence, I find evidence in favor of the first and second hypotheses, which posit 

that motivational aspects, captured by political interest, and cognitive abilities, measured by 

education, are relevant predictors of cognitive availability.  

To test the institutional learning hypothesis I introduce in model 1 a variable measuring 

countries’ historical experience of democracy. The coefficient of this variable confirms that in 

countries with a longer tradition of democracy, where individuals are more likely to have been 

exposed to information about democracy, individuals have a broader range of cognitions about 

democracy. This variable, as all other country-level predictors used throughout the paper, 

ranges from 0 to 1. Hence, moving from the country with the shortest experience of democracy 

to the one with the longest is related to an increase of 4.3 units in the cognitive availability 

dimension. Although of moderate magnitude, this effect contrasts with the findings of Dalton 

et al. (2008), who argued that democratic experience had no impact on ‘citizens’ awareness’ 

about democracy.   
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Table 3: The correlates of cognitive availability: random intercepts linear models 

		 (1)	 (2)	 (3)	 (4)	 (5)	

	
Cognitive	
availability	

CA*:	Aspi.	
Direct	

democracy	

CA:	Eval.	
Direct	

democracy	
CA:	Aspi	

Responsibility	
CA:	Eval	

Responsibility	
Individual	level	variables	 	 	 	 	 	
Education	(ref:	primary)		 	 	 	 	 	
			-	Secondary	 4.234**	 0.052**	 0.061**	 0.070**	 0.065**	
	 (0.199)	 (0.003)	 (0.004)	 (0.004)	 (0.005)	
			-	University	 5.265**	 0.061**	 0.074**	 0.096**	 0.099**	
	 (0.219)	 (0.003)	 (0.004)	 (0.005)	 (0.006)	
Political	interest	(ref:	not	interested)	 	 	 	 	 	
			-	Very	interested	 7.228**	 0.060**	 0.078**	 0.110**	 0.135**	
	 (0.217)	 (0.003)	 (0.004)	 (0.005)	 (0.006)	
			-	Quite	interested		 7.086**	 0.060**	 0.077**	 0.102**	 0.122**	
	 (0.157)	 (0.002)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	 (0.004)	
			-	Hardly	interested	 5.553**	 0.049**	 0.061**	 0.079**	 0.082**	
	 (0.150)	 (0.002)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	 (0.004)	
Age	 0.308**	 0.003**	 0.004**	 0.003**	 0.005**	
	 (0.015)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	
Age2	 -0.003**	 -0.000**	 -0.000**	 -0.000**	 -0.000**	
	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	
Male	 1.806**	 0.015**	 0.023**	 0.029**	 0.055**	
	 (0.108)	 (0.002)	 (0.002)	 (0.002)	 (0.003)	
Country-level	variables	 	 	 	 	 	
Historical	experience	democracy	(Ln)		 4.348**	 0.026*	 0.049**	 0.066	 0.085+	
	 (1.391)	 (0.012)	 (0.014)	 (0.042)	 (0.046)	
Direct	democracy	use	(Ln)	 	 0.029*	 0.030*	 	 	
	 	 (0.012)	 (0.014)	 	 	
EU-member	 	 	 	 0.038+	 0.047+	
	 	 	 	 (0.022)	 (0.025)	
Constant	 76.363**	 0.774**	 0.684**	 0.636**	 0.512**	
	 (1.058)	 (0.012)	 (0.014)	 (0.029)	 (0.032)	
Random-effects	parameters	 	 	 	 	 	
SD	Constant	 1.765	 0.014	 0.016	 0.048	 0.053	
	 (0.238)	 (0.002)	 (0.002)	 (0.006)	 (0.007)	
Observations	 53,924	 53,793	 53,774	 53,774	 53,756	
Number	of	groups	 29	 29	 29	 29	 29	
Standard	errors	in	parentheses	**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05,	+	p<0.1	
Note:	CA*	=	Cognitive	Availability.		Model	1	OLS.	Models	2-5	LPM.	

 

The increasing opportunities to learn about democracy in countries with a longer 

democratic tradition are also expected to reduce the inequalities in cognitive availability related 

to education that I have just identified. In order to test this hypothesis I specify a cross-level 

interaction between education and historical experience of democracy (see table A2 in the 

appendix). Figure 1 summarizes the results and shows how the differences in cognitive 

availability between those with primary and university education change as a function of a 

country historical experience of democracy. As expected, these differences are high in those 
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countries with a short experience of democracy and become substantially smaller as the number 

of years that a country has been a democracy increase.25 These results support the idea that in 

contexts in which information about democracy is more likely to be readily available 

inequalities in cognitive availability are smaller.   

To probe further into the institutional learning argument and test the fifth hypothesis I 

estimate four additional models. In these models the dependent variables measure cognitive 

availability about specific elements of democracy (direct democracy, and responsible 

governments) for which there is no clear prescription from democratic theory and for which 

                                                
25	A similar result is obtained when assessing the change in the differences in cognitive availability between those 

with primary education and secondary education and those with secondary and university education. For the latter, 

in the contexts with the longest historical experience of democracy (values higher than 0.8 in the historical 

experience of democracy variable) the differences in cognitive availability between these two groups are not 

statistically significant at conventional levels.		

Figure 2: Contrasts of predictive margins of cognitive availability between those with 
university and primary education as a function of a country’s historical experience of 
democracy.	
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there is clear variation in the extent to which each of them is implemented in each country.26 

Drawing on this variation I test whether cognitive availability about these elements of 

democracy is related to the extent to which they are present in each country.  

Models 2 and 3 in table 1 summarize the relationship between the frequency of 

referenda and cognitive availability about direct democracy. The coefficients of the direct 

democracy variable indicate that in countries where a greater number of referenda have taken 

place respondents are more likely to be able to express their democratic aspirations about direct 

democracy and to evaluate the extent to which direct democracy is applied in their countries. 

Hence, this indicates that the greater salience and visibility of direct democracy in those 

countries in which this particular institutional feature is more present increases cognitive 

availability about this particular element of democracy.  

A similar pattern is uncovered by models 4 and 5 which summarize the relationship 

between EU membership and citizens’ cognitive availability about responsibility towards other 

European governments.27 These models indicate that in countries with a greater degree of 

European integration, as measured by their EU membership status, individuals are more likely 

to be able to express their aspirations and evaluations with regard to the fact that their national 

governments take into account the views of other European governments before taking 

decisions. Hence, in countries where these aspects of democracy are more likely to be salient 

and more likely to be the object of public debate citizens appear to have greater cognitive 

availability about these elements of democracy.   

Focusing on horizontal constraint, model 6 in table 4 summarizes the relationship 

between individual and country level characteristics and horizontal constraint. This model 

reveals that even if education and political interest are positively related to the horizontal 

constraint of DBS the effect of these variables is negligible. Even though the coefficients of 

these variables are statistically significant at conventional levels, their substantive impact on 

horizontal constraint is limited. For example, moving from primary to university education is 

                                                
26
	The dependent variables of models 2-5 take values 0 and 1, with 1 indicating that cognition about a certain 

element is available in the respondent belief system. 	
27	Responsibility towards other European governments refers to the importance citizens attribute to the fact that 

their national governments take into account the views of other European governments before taking decisions, 

or whether they evaluate this to be the case in their countries.	
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just associated with a 0.14 standard deviation change in horizontal constraint. At the country 

level, there are no significant differences in the extent to which citizens’ DBS are horizontally 

constrained between countries with a shorter and longer historical experience of democracy. 

Hence, there is no significant variation in levels of horizontal constraint across population 

subgroups. Similar conclusions are reached if instead of a continuous measure of horizontal 

constraint the variable is dichotomized so that it takes the value 1 for those with a horizontal 

constraint value higher or equal than 91 (equivalent to a 0.3 Loevinger H-coefficient) and the 

value 0 otherwise.   

 

Table 4: The correlates of horizontal and vertical constraint: random intercepts linear 
models 

		 (6)	 (7)	 (8)	

	
Horizontal	
constraint	

Vertical	
constraint	

Vertical	
constraint	

Individual	level	variables	 	 	 	
Education	(ref:	primary)		 	 	 	
			-	Secondary	 0.768**	 1.188**	 1.116**	
	 (0.174)	 (0.156)	 (0.155)	
			-	University	 1.369**	 2.407**	 2.277**	
	 (0.189)	 (0.169)	 (0.168)	
Political	interest	(ref:	not	interested)	 	 	 	
			-	Very	interested	 0.785**	 2.101**	 2.024**	
	 (0.182)	 (0.162)	 (0.161)	
			-	Quite	interested		 1.298**	 2.154**	 2.029**	
	 (0.135)	 (0.121)	 (0.120)	
			-	Hardly	interested	 0.829**	 1.315**	 1.236**	
	 (0.131)	 (0.117)	 (0.117)	
Age	 0.051**	 0.054**	 0.049**	
	 (0.013)	 (0.012)	 (0.012)	
Age2	 -0.000**	 -0.001**	 -0.001**	
	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	
Male	 -0.564**	 -0.025	 0.031	
	 (0.090)	 (0.080)	 (0.080)	
Horizontal	constraint		 	 	 0.097**	
	 	 	 (0.004)	
Country-level	variables	 	 	 	
Historical	experience	democracy	(Ln)		 1.142	 5.449**	 5.346**	
	 (0.869)	 (0.949)	 (0.934)	
Constant	 89.136**	 82.029**	 73.401**	
	 (0.699)	 (0.735)	 (0.812)	
Random-effects	parameters	 	 	 	
SD	Constant	 1.089	 1.199	 1.179	
	 (0.150)	 (0.162)	 (0.160)	
Observations	 46,810	 46,810	 46,810	
Number	of	groups	 29	 29	 29	
Standard	errors	in	parentheses	**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05,	+	p<0.1	
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The results obtained for horizontal constraint clearly contrast with those obtained for 

cognitive availability. These findings are, though, in line with recent analyses about the 

structuration of individuals’ domain-specific PBS. These studies have shown that most citizens 

have a coherently structured PBS and that education and political awareness do not have a 

substantial impact on the extent to which belief systems are coherently structured or 

constrained (Goren, 2013; van Elsas, 2015).  

Turning now to the analysis of the individual and country level determinants of vertical 

constraint, model 7 in table 4 summarizes the results of the regression analysis in which the 

individual level measure of vertical constraint is specified as the dependent variable. In this 

case, education appears to have a slightly more significant impact. Moving from primary to 

university education is related to an increase of 2.4 units in the measure of vertical constraint, 

which is equivalent to an increase of 0.3 standard deviations in the level of vertical constraint. 

The same occurs in the case of political interest, since the DBS of those who are more interested 

in politics appear to be more vertically constrained. However, the most relevant difference 

between the horizontal and vertical constraint models relates to the impact of countries’ 

democratic trajectory. In countries with a prolonged experience of democracy the vertical 

constraint of DBS is substantially higher. Moving from the country with the shortest historical 

experience of democracy to the one with the longest implies an increase in the level of vertical 

constraint of 5.4 units (equivalent to a 0.6 standard deviation change in the vertical constraint 

variable). Although the models are not entirely comparable due to the different number of cases 

included, the influence of this variable on vertical constraint appears to be stronger than its 

influence on cognitive availability.  

I specify an additional model (model 8) to analyze the relationship between horizontal 

and vertical constraint. Given that both elements capture the coherent structuration of DBS 

they should be positively related. Model 8 reveals that this is indeed the case. Those citizens 

who have a more coherent structuration of their democratic aspirations (horizontal constraint) 

are also more likely to have a greater correspondence between these aspirations and their more 

abstract values and preferences about democracy (vertical constraint). This is not surprising 

since a non-coherent structuration of democratic aspirations should prevent a strong 

correspondence with any other attitude or preference.  
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CONCLUSION  

In this paper I have adapted Converse’s notion of Political Belief Systems (PBS) to 

conceptualize and analyze belief systems about democracy. Hence, this paper contributes to 

the emerging literature on how citizens understand and evaluate democracy by analyzing the 

availability and coherent articulation of attitudes about how democracy ought to work in ideal 

terms –democratic aspirations– and how it works in reality –democratic evaluations. Drawing 

on the concept of PBS, I argue that Democracy Belief Systems or DBS are formed by two main 

components: the number of cognitions or attitudes about democracy available in individuals’ 

belief systems and the constraint or organization of these cognitions or attitudes. The latter 

component is divided into two subcomponents: horizontal and vertical constraint.  

 The main conclusion of this paper is that, when considering its three components, the 

DBS of most Europeans appear to be broad ranging and coherently organized. This conclusion 

is in line with recent findings about the articulation of PBS, which, in contrast to early studies, 

have found that individuals’ PBS tend to be coherently structured, especially when focusing 

on particular policy domains. Specifically, the empirical analyses of this paper first reveal that 

most individuals have a broad number of cognitions about democracy available in their belief 

systems.  However, limiting the analysis of DBS to cognitive availability would be inadequate, 

since individuals’ cognitions or attitudes may not be coherently structured. The analysis of the 

constraint of DBS reveals that this does not seem to be the case. Individuals’ democratic 

aspirations appear to be both horizontally and vertically constrained. For a majority of 

individuals democratic aspirations located at the same level of abstraction are coherently 

structured, and these aspirations are also related, in a predictable way, to generic attitudes 

towards democracy located at a higher level of abstraction.  

 Notwithstanding the fact that most citizens appear to have a relatively articulated DBS, 

I have also analyzed whether differences in levels of articulation are related to individual and 

country level factors that have been shown to affect the way in which individuals learn and 

develop attitudes about politics. The empirical analyses support the hypotheses that those who 

are more educated, more politically interested, or live in countries where opportunities to be 

exposed to information about democracy are greater tend to have higher levels of cognitive 

availability and vertical constraint. However, the strength of these relationships is modest. In 

the case of horizontal constraint, the effects of education or political interest are also in the 
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expected direction, but these effects do not appear to be significant in substantive terms. The 

reduced impact of these variables is also in line with recent studies, which conclude that the 

rationality, constraint and structuration of political attitudes is not closely related to factors like 

education or political awareness.  

 These findings have important implications for future analyses of Europeans’ 

democratic aspirations and evaluations. First, the fact that most of those who provide an answer 

to questions about their democratic aspirations appear to do so in a coherent way allows 

researchers to meaningfully analyze these attitudes towards democracy. Second, since 

horizontal and, to a lower extent, vertical constraint are only modestly related to attributes like 

political interest or education studies analyzing the impact of these factors on democratic 

aspirations (e.g. Ceka and Magalhães, 2016) are more likely to  capture meaningful relations 

that are not generated by the fact that the attitudes of those who are more educated or interested 

are more coherently structured. However, a third finding of this paper is that even if cognitive 

availability is, on average, high those who are more educated and interested in politics tend to 

have higher levels of cognitive availability. This implies that researchers relying on these 

survey items, and applying listwise deletion, are likely to underrepresent certain 

sociodemographic groups.  

 Finally, different avenues for further research can be suggested as a result of the 

limitations of this paper. First, this paper focuses on European countries, which may be a 

propitious region to find highly articulated DBS due to the prolonged democratic trajectory of 

most countries, among other factors. Further analyses could extend the geographical scope 

relying on data sources like the World Values Survey. Second, due to data limitations, and with 

the exception of the cognitive availability dimension, I have exclusively focused on the liberal 

dimension of democracy. Further research should consider alternative models or dimensions 

of democracy like the social justice model of democracy. In a similar vein, only the cognitive 

availability dimension includes citizens’ evaluations of democracy, since it is not feasible to 

assess attitudinal constraint for evaluations of how democracy works for the reasons exposed 

above. Future projects could analyze related aspects of individuals’ evaluations of democracy 

like, for example, their correspondence with country aggregate contextual indicators, as 

measured in the Democracy Barometer or the V-Dem dataset.   
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Table A2: The correlates of cognitive availability: random intercepts and random slopes 
linear models 
 

		 (A1)	
	 Cognitive	availability	
Individual	level	variables	 	
Education	(ref:	primary)		 	
			-	Secondary	 10.532**	
	 (0.817)	
			-	University	 12.982**	
	 (1.520)	
Political	interest	(ref:	not	interested)	 	
			-	Very	interested	 7.328**	
	 (0.216)	
			-	Quite	interested		 7.124**	
	 (0.157)	
			-	Hardly	interested	 5.556**	
	 (0.150)	
Age	 0.301**	
	 (0.015)	
Age2	 -0.003**	
	 (0.000)	
Male	 1.783**	
	 (0.108)	
Country-level	variables	 	
Historical	experience	democracy	(Ln)		 12.802**	
	 (2.899)	
	 	
Cross-level	interactions	 	
Historical	experience	democracy*Education	 	
			-	Secondary	 -8.268**	
	 (1.113)	
			-	University	 -10.431**	
	 (2.116)	
	 	
Constant	 70.085**	
	 (2.096)	
Random-effects	parameters	 	
SD	Education		 0.810	
	 (0.123)	
SD	Constant	 3.463	
	 (0.481)	
Observations	 53,924	
Number	of	groups	 29	
Standard	errors	in	parentheses	**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05,	+	p<0.1	
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CHAPTER 3: EVALUATIONS OF THE QUALITY OF THE REPRESENTATIVE 
CHANNEL AND UNEQUAL PARTICIPATION28 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Political participation is a crucial characteristic of democracies, since it constitutes the main 

tool for citizens to channel their demands to policymakers. This is manifested in numerous 

studies that analyze the determinants of political participation. One strand of this research 

focuses on the impact of characteristics of the electoral process on citizens’ motivations to turn 

out to vote. This research has generally relied on macro-level factors, reflecting the 

competitiveness of elections or other characteristics of electoral systems, to account for the 

incentive structures surrounding specific elections (Blais and Dobrzynska, 1998; Franklin, 

1996; Franklin and Hirczy, 1998). Following a similar logic, recent studies have analyzed how 

individual-level assessments of the integrity of the electoral process affect citizens’ likelihood 

to participate in politics (Birch, 2010; Carreras and İrepoğlu, 2013; Norris, 2014). Combining 

the insights of these two literature strands, in this paper we construct a measure that captures 

Europeans’ assessments of the quality of the representative channel. Adapting the motivational 

or rational approach to understanding political participation (see Franklin, 1996; Norris, 2002, 

pp. 61–72) and Verba et al. (1995) civic voluntarism model we argue, first, that these 

assessments affect citizens’ participation decisions by altering their motivations to engage in 

politics through different means, and, second, that individual resource inequalities play a 

moderating role in this process. 

 Citizens’ subjective assessments of how much they can influence governments’ 

composition and policymaking through elections should affect their motivations to express 

their demands through the representative channel. Hence, we expect that positive evaluations 

of the functioning of this channel will be positively related to participation in elections. When 

such evaluations are negative and, as a consequence, elections do not provide the proper means 

to influence policymaking, citizens might choose to engage in non-institutionalized forms of 

                                                
28 This paper was coauthored with Macarena Ares. This chapter has been published in Comparative European 

Politics and it is reproduced in this thesis in accordance with the copyright transfer agreement signed between 

myself and Macmillan Publishers Ltd. on November 25, 2015. The reference for the Advance Online Publication 

of the article is the following: Hernández, E., Ares, M., 2016. Evaluations of the quality of the representative 

channel and unequal participation. Comparative European Politics. doi:10.1057/cep.2015.45 
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participation to voice their demands. Hence, positive evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel should relate negatively to the likelihood of demonstrating. However, 

from the literature on political participation we know that resources can moderate how and 

when motivations get translated into behavior, although differently for voting and 

demonstrating. As we argue below, these moderating effects might give raise to inequalities in 

political influence in the presence of a malfunctioning representative channel.   

 Our empirical analysis, based on novel data from European democracies, reveals that, 

on the one hand, there is a positive relationship between citizens’ assessment of the quality of 

the representative channel and their likelihood of turning out to vote. On the other hand, we 

find a negative correlation between these assessments and participation in demonstrations. Our 

hypotheses about the moderating role of individual resources are also confirmed. Results show 

that education is a significant moderator in the relationship between individual evaluations and 

participation in demonstrations, but not in the case of voting. An extension of this analysis 

reveals that when the representative channel is judged to be malfunctioning only those with 

higher education are more likely to resort to demonstrating as an alternative or supplemental 

form of expressing their demands, while those with lower levels of education are more likely 

to simply withdraw from politics.  

 This paper proceeds as follows. We first lay out the theoretical framework for the 

analysis of citizens’ evaluations of the quality of the representative channel, and we 

hypothesize how they should relate to participation decisions. In the following section we 

summarize the data and methods. The section ‘Results’ discusses the main empirical findings. 

Next we discuss the limitations of the paper and conduct a series of robustness checks. The last 

section concludes.  

 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESIS   

The quality of the representative channel  

There are different aspects of a political system that can affect the quality of the representative 

channel. We consider that in established democracies this quality is a function of four 

characteristics: the degree to which elections are conducted freely and fairly; the capacity of 

organized opposition parties to effectively contest elections; the ideological differentiation of 

political parties; and the decisiveness of elections in determining the composition of 
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governments. These are aspects that are likely to modulate citizens’ capacity to transmit their 

political demands and affect policymaking through their vote. Hence, since participation is 

motivated by the will to exert influence over policymaking, citizens’ subjective evaluations of 

these different aspects should affect their motivations to participate in politics (see below).  

  Free and fair elections is the first condition that a democracy, where citizens are meant 

to exercise influence over policymakers through their votes, must fulfill. If elections are 

tampered in any way, or they are not celebrated in an environment free from coercion, citizens’ 

capacity to exercise influence over policymakers will be limited. As Birch (2010) argues, 

elections that are not free and fair are less meaningful and consequential. Hence, the quality of 

the representative channel depends, first, on whether elections are conducted in a free 

environment and the rules regarding the process are fairly applied.  

 Even if free elections are important to ensure that citizens can route their political 

demands through the representative channel this is by no means sufficient, since elections must 

also be contested. That is, opposition parties must be able to effectively compete with each 

other for votes to ensure that all of them have a real chance of winning office (Przeworski et 

al., 1996). To effectively compete in elections it is fundamental that all parties are free to 

criticize the government. If opposition parties are constrained in their capacity to criticize 

government actions, opposition parties will only have a slim probability of effectively running 

for office.  

 In established democracies citizens’ capacity to transmit their demands through the 

representative channel not only depends on the integrity of the electoral process (i.e. elections 

being free and contested), but also on the ideological differentiation between political parties. 

One of the aspects that makes the choices in an election process meaningful is that the parties 

contesting it are distinguishable in terms of ideology (Wessels and Schmitt, 2008). In the 

presence of a sufficiently differentiated partisan offer it is likely that all sectors of society will 

be able to find a party that represents their interests and preferences (Norris, 2002). In its 

absence, some sectors of society will remain unable to express their true policy priorities 

through the conventional channel of representation, since they will find no party to vehicle 

their demands.  

 The different options offered to citizens, no matter how broad or narrow they are, 

become meaningless if citizens are not able to determine the composition of governments and 
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reward and punish the incumbent government through their vote. That is, elections must be 

consequential and citizens must be capable of ‘throwing the rascals out’ (Wessels and Schmitt, 

2008). If this is the case, elections grant citizens the means to exercise control over political 

institutions and the political agenda through the representative channel (Morlino, 2009). 

Conversely, if elections are not decisive citizens’ will not be able to sanction and hold the 

government accountable through their vote.   

 Empirically, earlier research documented the impact of characteristics of the electoral 

process such as the breadth of the partisan offer, the number of parties, the closeness of 

elections and the frequency of government change on aggregate turnout (Adams and Merrill, 

2003; Blais, 2006; Jackman, 1987; Wessels and Schmitt, 2008).29 While this work has mainly 

analyzed how macro-level characteristics of the electoral process and the institutional system 

affect turnout by influencing individual incentives to vote, some recent studies have considered 

how individual assessments of aspects related to the integrity of the electoral process, mainly 

the freedom and fairness of elections, affect political engagement (Birch, 2010; Carreras and 

İrepoğlu, 2013; Hiskey and Bowler, 2005; Levin and Alvarez, 2009; McCann and Domı́nguez, 

1998; Norris, 2014). These studies have shown that when citizens judge that elections are 

conducted freely and fairly and the electoral process is not tampered they are more likely to 

vote and less likely to protest.  

 Although these studies represent an important contribution because they moved from 

contextual factors to subjective evaluations of specific aspects of the electoral process, they 

have certain limitations. With the notable exceptions of Levin and Alvarez (2009) and Norris 

(2014), prior studies focus exclusively on voting, and disregard other forms of participation. 

More importantly, all these studies focus on evaluations of the integrity and incorruptibility of 

the electoral process, and most of them rely on a single indicator about trust in elections or the 

extent to which elections are conducted freely and fairly.30 Electoral integrity considerations 

might be more relevant for citizens’ behavior in non-fully established democracies like those 

                                                
29	Some studies have analyzed how individuals’ perceptions of these characteristics (e.g. the closeness of an 

election) alter individuals’ likelihood of turning out to vote (see e.g. Blais, 2000).  
30 Although still focusing on the integrity of the electoral process Carreras and İrepoğlu (2013) and Norris (2014) 

rely on more than one indicator to operationalize their electoral integrity/malpractice measures. 
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analyzed in most of these studies.31 However, in a context of established democracies, where 

the prospects of elections being conducted in accordance with the highest democratic standards 

are high, we need to incorporate elements that go beyond electoral integrity and malpractice 

(e.g. the ideological differentiation between parties and the decisiveness of elections).32 

Moreover, it is also necessary to consider these processes in broader models of political 

participation that account for the potential moderating role of individual resources. 

 

Evaluations of the quality of the representative channel, resources, and political 

participation  

Verba’s et al. (1995) civic voluntarism model underlines the importance of motivations, 

resources and mobilization for participation decisions. In this paper we focus on the first two 

sets of factors, and begin by considering how subjective evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel relate to motivations to participate in politics. The motivational or 

instrumental model of political participation sustains that citizens are rational actors who intend 

to affect the course of public policy through their actions (Franklin, 1996; Norris, 2002, pp. 

61–72). Although it might appear naïve for individual citizens to expect to influence 

policymaking through their individual behavior, research has shown that the desire to influence 

policies is among the most relevant considerations motivating citizens’ participation in 

elections and demonstrations (Verba et al., 1995). Hence, citizens’ assessment of the 

probability that their actions will have any impact on policymaking should influence their 

decisions to participate, as well as the means through which they participate.  

In a recent study, Birch (2010) has argued ––following the classic arguments proposed 

by Downs (1957) and Riker and Ordeshook (1968)––that perceptions of the fairness of the 

                                                
31 The studies by Hiskey and Bowler (2005), and Levin and Alvarez (2009) focused on Mexico where allegations 

of electoral fraud have been common in the last decades. Carreras & İrepoğlu (2013) focused on Latin American 

countries, which clearly differ in their levels of democracy. Although Norris’ (2014) analysis adopted a global 

outlook, a great number of the 18 countries included in her sample cannot be considered full democracies as 

attested by their scores in Freedom House indexes, and the few established democracies included in her analysis 

(Australia, Chile, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovenia, Uruguay) functioned as a control (Norris 2014, p.64). The 

exception to this pattern is Birch’s (2010) study, which included a great number of established democracies.  
32 Carreras and İrepoğlu (2013 p. 612) show that while distrust in the fairness of elections is quite high in regions 

like Latin America this is not the case in Europe. 
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electoral process are part of the calculus that informs the decision to vote. These perceptions 

are likely to alter the estimated probability that one’s vote will matter or be decisive, since 

votes that are not counted will, by definition, not play a role in the outcome of the election. As 

a consequence, these perceptions should have an impact on the likelihood of turning out to vote 

by altering the “p” term in the calculus of voting equation.   

As we argue in the previous section, though, the quality of the representative channel 

goes beyond the freedom and fairness of elections, since there are other elements related to it 

that are likely to modulate the extent to which citizens are able to vehicle their political 

demands and influence policymaking through institutionalized means of participation. 

Therefore, if citizens perceive that elections are not free, competitive or decisive, or that there 

is no ideologically differentiated partisan alternatives, citizens should think that they have a 

reduced capacity to express their true preferences and influence policymaking through the 

conventional channel. These perceptions of individuals should be more relevant than the actual 

or real conditions of the representative channel, since what should matter for the decision to 

vote are individuals’ perceptions (Blais, 2000, p. 10). Therefore, if citizens perceive that the 

representative channel does not work well, they should consider that their vote is less likely to 

be effective to transfer their demands to the political system and also less likely to influence 

policymaking. Hence, given that motivations to ultimately affect policymaking will play a 

central role in citizens’ participation decisions, we expect that more positive evaluations of the 

quality of the representative channel will be positively associated with the likelihood of turning 

out to vote (H1).  

 A logical consequence derived from our first hypothesis is that those with negative 

evaluations of the representative channel will be less likely to turn out to vote. However, even 

when the evaluations of the representative channel are negative, citizens might still desire to 

influence the political process. Protest has become increasingly present in contemporary 

democracies, and it constitutes an important tool to exert influence over policymaking (Dalton 

et al., 2010). Historically, demonstrations have been a tool for those lacking access through the 

conventional channel of representation, and studies of protest argue that with limited means of 

conventional political access citizens’ likelihood to demonstrate may increase (Dalton et al., 

2010; Kitschelt, 1986; Marien and Christensen, 2013). Hence, when citizens perceive the 

representative channels to be blocked or inadequate, they may opt to vehicle their demands 
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through demonstrations, either in addition to or as an alternative to voting. As a consequence, 

we expect that more negative evaluations of the quality of the representative channel will be 

positively associated with the likelihood of participating in demonstrations (H2).  

       Although a citizen might or might not participate in elections and take part in 

demonstrations depending on how she evaluates the functioning of the representative channel, 

this choice is constrained by her individual resources (material and cognitive) and the different 

resource demands imposed upon her by each of the forms of participation. This implies that 

the role of motivations stemming from subjective assessments of the quality of the 

representative channel cannot be analyzed in isolation, and that one must also consider the role 

played by material and cognitive resources that are relevant for particular forms of political 

participation. Previous research has recognized the importance of personal resources to explain 

political participation. Resources such as education or income enable citizens to participate, 

since they provide the necessary skills and means to be active in politics (Verba et al., 1995).  

Resources have not only been considered a direct correlate of participation, but also a 

moderating factor affecting the relationship between political grievances or motivations and 

actual political actions. Following the argument put forward by Gamson (1968), the 

relationship between grievances and participation is considered to involve complex 

interactions (Levi and Stoker, 2000), since resources are assumed to be necessary for 

individuals to translate motivations into action. One strand within this literature has focused on 

the moderating effect of resources such as education or income (Chan, 1997; Citrin, 1977; 

Kriesi and Westholm, 2007), while others have predominantly focused on the moderating 

effect of political attitudes such as political interest, political efficacy, or regime support 

(Christensen, 2014; Craig and Maggiotto, 1981; Hooghe and Marien, 2013).  

 In comparison to other forms of participation, demonstrations are considerably more 

demanding in terms of material and cognitive resources (Dalton, 2006, pp. 73–74). As a 

consequence, not all citizens that asses the quality of the representative channel negatively will 

be equally likely to reroute their political demands through demonstrations. Protests and other 

direct action methods are considered high information activities, and, as such, the requirements 

to participate in terms of civic skills are higher than for other forms of participation (Dalton, 

2000, pp. 929–930). These civic skills are fostered by education (Verba et al., 1995). Thus, 

education is likely to affect citizens’ capacity to grasp and exploit the opportunities to influence 
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the policymaking process through demonstrations. We hence expect more negative evaluations 

of the quality of the representative channel to have a stronger effect on the likelihood of 

demonstrating for those who are more educated (H3). In fact, it might be that (when holding 

negative evaluations of the representative channel) only those who are more educated are able 

to add another form of participation to their political repertoire or to bypass the representative 

channel altogether to ensure that their demands are channeled into the political system. That is, 

a minimum level of education might be necessary for individuals to be able to resort to 

alternative means of participation.   

 In contrast to demonstrations, voting is one of the most common and least demanding 

forms of participation, since the act of voting makes only modest demands on citizens in terms 

of cognitive and material resources (Verba et al., 1995). In comparison to other forms of 

participation, voting has a ‘low-cost’ nature (Aarts and Wessels, 2005, p. 81). Research on the 

determinants of voting in Europe has shown that there is barely any educational effect for 

voting and that, as a consequence, voting can be considered one of the most democratic forms 

of participation (Marien et al., 2010). Topf (1995) argued that since the 1960s all Europeans 

appear to possess the skills and means to participate in national elections. Hence, while 

educational attainment generates pronounced unequal participation patterns in most non-

institutionalized forms of political participation, people of all educational levels participate at 

similar rates in elections (Marien et al., 2010, p. 197; Teorrell et al., 2007, p. 395).33 As a 

consequence, we do not expect educational attainment to moderate the association between 

respondents’ evaluations of the representative channel and their likelihood to turn out to vote. 

Hence, we should not find any differences in the effect of evaluations of the representative 

channel on the likelihood of voting for individuals with different levels of education (H4). That 

                                                
33 Some recent studies challenge the view that differences in turnout across education groups are small in all 

countries. Gallego (2015) uncovered substantial country differences in turnout inequalities related to education. 

Likewise, Armingeon and Schädel (2015) recently argued that there are remarkable cross-country and temporal 

differences with respect to voting inequalities related to education. In any case, Gallego (2015, p.25) points that 

in most countries the overall differences in turnout rates for citizens with different levels of education are moderate 

in size, and Armingeon and Schädel (2015) identify an average difference in turnout rates between those with the 

highest and the lowest education of just 4.9 percent (for the 1999-2009 decade). See also the earlier analyses of 

Anduiza (2002), who, like Gallego (2015), shows that the relationship between individual resources ––measured 

among others by education–– and the likelihood of turning out to vote is not constant across countries.  
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is, the impact of negative evaluations on the likelihood of withdrawing from electoral 

participation should be the same across individuals with different levels of education.  

 If confirmed, our first two hypotheses imply that negative evaluations of the quality of 

the representative channel should not be considered a threat for the correct functioning of 

contemporary democracies. Those who hold negative evaluations would not withdraw from 

politics altogether, but they would just be more likely to adjust the way in which they channel 

their demands into the political system. The ‘critical citizens’ thesis argues that dissatisfied 

citizens may eschew institutionalized forms of participation to engage instead in protest 

activities. Within this framework, a critical outlook towards the functioning of political 

institutions is not seen as a symptom or precursor of political alienation, but as a healthy 

attitude, which, even if it may discourage participation through conventional means, it is also 

likely to motivate citizens’ to remain vigilant and engage in alternative forms of political 

participation (Hofferbert and Klingemann, 2001; Norris, 1999; Rosanvallon, 2008). Although 

this conclusion would be reassuring, this might not always be the case.  

 Our third and fourth hypotheses imply that more negative assessments of the 

functioning of the representative channel would entail that all citizens, independently of their 

level of education, would be less likely to vote. However, negative evaluations would only 

imply a greater likelihood to demonstrate for those who are more educated. As a consequence, 

for those who are less educated negative evaluations would entail an increasing likelihood of 

withdrawing from politics (i.e. political alienation). Conversely, for those who are more 

educated, negative evaluations imply that these individuals are more likely to participate in 

demonstrations, and this could be done as an alternative to voting or in addition to it. 

It is possible that those who demonstrate more as their perceptions of the representative 

channel worsen still participate in elections, since citizens can also express dissatisfaction 

through voting (e.g. by casting a vote for protest parties). In fact, studies suggest that protest 

might be an instrument that some citizens add up to their participation repertoires, instead of 

being a tool predominantly used by those who decide to withdraw from conventional politics 

(Saunders, 2014). In terms of the participation outcomes we study, we expect that given their 

lack of resources individuals with lower levels of education will simply withdraw from politics 

when they have negative perceptions of how the representative channel works. At the same 

time, we expect those with higher education to be more likely to adapt their behavior either by 
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only demonstrating, or by incorporating this form of participation to their repertoire as a way 

of adding strength to their voices in the presence of a malfunctioning representative channel. 

Hence, the joint consideration of both motivations and resources leads us to expect that only a 

resourceful fraction of the population will behave as the ideal ‘critical citizen’, who does not 

withdraw from the political process in the presence of a malfunctioning representative channel.  

 

DATA AND METHODS 

Our empirical analyses draw on data from the European Social Survey (ESS), a cross-national 

survey frequently used to study political participation. In its sixth round, conducted between 

2012 and 2013 in 29 countries, the ESS includes a rotating module in which citizens are asked 

to evaluate different elements of their democracies, among them several aspects related to the 

functioning of the representative channel.34 This rotating module gauges to what extent citizens 

evaluate that, in their countries, elections are free and fair, opposition parties are free to criticize 

the government, parties offer clear alternatives to one another, and government parties that 

have done a bad job while in office are punished in elections.35  

 The main independent variable (evaluations of the quality of the representative channel) 

is operationalized relying on these four survey items. This operationalization is consistent with 

the discussion in the theory section, which summarizes the theoretical rationale underpinning 

the aggregation of these different indicators. The empirical analysis confirms that these 

indicators can be combined into a single measure. An exploratory factor analysis (table 1) 

yields a one-factor solution, with only one factor extracted with an eigenvalue higher than one, 

and with all indicators loading strongly on this single dimension.36 The Cronbach’s alpha for 

                                                
34 Our final sample includes 27 countries. We exclude Russia and Ukraine because they cannot be considered 

fully democratic. None of these countries had a score above 6 in the Polity IV dataset. We exclude countries that 

are not fully democratic because voting and demonstrating, as well as answers to questions related to the 

functioning of democracy, might be distorted by the non-democratic character of these regimes.  
35 The question wording and descriptive statistics of all the variables of this paper can be found in table A1 in the 

appendix. 
36 The same factor solution is obtained when factor analyzing these indicators in each of the countries separately. 

In all countries only one factor with an eigenvalue higher than one is extracted, and in all cases all indicators have 

a factor loading above the 0.3 threshold.   
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these indicators equals 0.72. We estimate our main independent variable based on the factor 

scores, which take higher values for better evaluations of the quality of the representative 

channel. The resulting index ranges between (-1.7) and (0.9), with Kosovo being the country 

with the lowest/worst average evaluations and Sweden the country with the highest/best.37  

 

Table 1: Factor analysis 

To what extent in your country…     Loadings 
National elections are free and fair   0.7865 
Opposition parties are free to criticize government   0.7618 
Parties are punished in elections when they have done a bad job   0.6921 
Parties offer clear alternatives to one another   0.7117 
Note: Entries are the result of a principal-component factor analysis. 1 component extracted, 
eigenvalue 2.184. Number of observations included in the analysis 44,582 

 

 With regard to our dependent variables, voting takes the value 1 for those who voted in 

the last national election and 0 for those who did not.38 Following Saunders’ (2014) 

recommendation, we restrict our analysis to participation in demonstrations without 

incorporating to our measure any other non-conventional activity. The demonstration variable 

takes the value 1 for those who participated in lawful demonstrations in the last 12 months and 

the value of 0 for those who did not. These two variables are combined to generate our third 

dependent variable which classifies respondents in four different categories: neither votes nor 

demonstrates, only votes, only demonstrates, votes and demonstrates.  

 Together with the evaluations of the representative channel, education is a key 

independent variable. The ESS includes two measures of education. A categorical variable 

capturing the highest level of education achieved by a respondent, and a continuous variable 

measuring the number of years a respondent spent in full time education. Although the latter 

has been extensively used in political science research, survey and education research 

questioned its use in cross-national analyses (Müller, 2008; Schneider, 2007). As a 

                                                
37 If instead of relying on the factor scores we rely on an index obtained through the sum of the four indicators 

we obtain very similar results that lead us to the same conclusions for all the analyses presented below (results 

available upon request).   
38  Respondents not eligible to vote have been excluded from all the analyses.  
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consequence, we rely on the ISCED categorical education variable to group respondents in 

three categories: primary education or less, secondary education, and university education.  

 All models include a control variable that identifies respondents that support any of the 

parties in government. It is important to account for the potential confounding effect of 

‘winners and losers’, since being a winner affects citizens’ assessment of the fairness of 

elections (Birch, 2008), while at the same time it might also alter citizens’ decisions to join 

demonstrations (Anderson and Mendes, 2006). Hence, those who identify with a government 

party receive the value 1 while those who do not, either because they identify with another 

party or do not identify with any party, receive the value 0.39 Other variables that have been 

shown to affect the propensity to participate in politics are included in the analyses as additional 

controls. Political interest is used as a proxy for citizens’ intrinsic motivations to participate in 

politics. Feeling about current income is introduced as a control for the impact of monetary 

resources. In order to account for citizens’ embedment in mobilization networks, two variables 

measuring whether respondents are members of unions or whether they work or participate in 

any other kind of organization are used. Finally, age and gender are also included in all models. 

 We estimate models in which the dependent variable is binary through logistic 

regression, and models in which the dependent variable has four categories through 

multinomial logistic regression. Listwise deletion is used in all models. Our data has a 

hierarchical structure (individuals nested into countries). Since our interest is to estimate the 

effects of level-1 predictors (individual level factors) we take into account the hierarchical 

structure of the data by estimating country fixed-effects models. Fixed-effects are warranted in 

our case since this approach controls for country-level heterogeneity and takes care of the 

nesting of units, allowing us to concentrate on the effects of individual level predictors (Allison, 

2009; Huang, 2014; Möhring, 2012). The advantage of fixed-effects over the common 

alternative of random-intercepts (multilevel) models is that this approach is conservative and 

parsimonious, since it controls for unobserved differences between countries through a series 

                                                
39 This choice is motivated by the fact that it is not possible to directly measure winner/loser status according to 

the party voted for by the respondent, because this variable predicts success perfectly in non-linear models in 

which voting is specified as the dependent variable.  
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of country-dummies, and does not require us to assume that the covariates are uncorrelated 

with the country-level error term (Allison, 2009).40  

 

RESULTS 

Our first hypotheses refer to the association between evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel and the likelihood of voting and demonstrating. Table 2 summarizes the 

results from four logistic regression models with vote and participation in demonstrations 

specified as the dependent variables.41 The first key findings from these analyses are the 

coefficients associated to the evaluations in the first and the second model. These coefficients 

provide initial support for hypotheses 1 and 2. Evaluations are positively associated to voting 

and negatively associated to participation in demonstrations, with both coefficients being 

statistically significant at the 0.001 level. Hence, more negative evaluations of the quality of 

the representative channel discourage voting, while they foster participation in lawful 

demonstrations.  

For a better assessment of these effects figures 1 and 2 plot the average adjusted 

predictions of voting and demonstrating (respectively) for different values of the evaluations.42 

The adjusted prediction of voting changes by 0.10 points when moving from the lowest to the 

highest level of the evaluations. The probability of voting for a person with the worst evaluation  

 

                                                
40 To ensure that our results are not driven by our model estimation decisions we replicate all the analyses using 

random-intercepts logistic and multinomial logistic models. Empty random-intercepts models reveal that the 

amount of variance at the country level is 8.6 percent for voting, and 13.7 percent for demonstrating. Following 

recent analysis of political participation (Braun and Hutter, 2014; Dalton et al., 2010; Marien and Christensen, 

2013) we introduce in these models a country-level control for the openness of the political system. To 

operationalize this variable we follow Dalton et al., (2010) who rely on the World Bank rule of law indicator to 

measure system openness. This choice is motivated by this being the only system openness proxy (among the 

ones used in previous studies) that is available for all the countries in our sample. These multilevel models also 

include a country-level variable measuring the enforcement of compulsory voting in national elections. These 

models, which can be found in tables A4 and A5 in the appendix do not alter the substantive results and lead us 

to the same conclusions.  
41 Independent variables are rescaled so that numeric inputs represent the effect of the mean ±1 standard 

deviation. Binary predictors are not rescaled.   
42 Average adjusted predictions plots were generated with Stata marhis command (Hernández, 2016b) 
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Table 2: Logistic fixed-effects regression results 

		 (1)	 (2)	 (3)	 (4)	
VARIABLES	 Vote	 Demonstrate	 Vote	 Demonstrate	

Evaluations	 0.274***	 -0.227***	 0.268**	 0.329*	
	 (9.347)	 (-4.874)	 (3.298)	 (2.008)	
Education	(cat).	Reference:	primary	 	 	 	 	
Secondary	 0.164**	 0.257**	 0.162***	 0.245**	
	 (3.279)	 (2.810)	 (3.187)	 (2.666)	
University	 0.591***	 0.578***	 0.594***	 0.570***	
	 (10.30)	 (6.010)	 (10.24)	 (5.920)	
Interaction:	Evaluation	*	Education	 	 	 	 	
Evaluation	*	Secondary	 	 	 -0.013	 -0.526**	
	 	 	 (-0.160)	 (-3.059)	
Evaluation	*	University	 	 	 0.080	 -0.723***	
	 	 	 (0.800)	 (-4.082)	
Supports	winner	 1.003***	 -0.0846	 1.003***	 -0.0811	
	 (22.98)	 (-1.643)	 (22.96)	 (-1.576)	
Political	interest	 1.052***	 0.949***	 1.052***	 0.949***	
	 (33.72)	 (20.58)	 (33.71)	 (20.57)	
Association	member		 0.438***	 1.141***	 0.438***	 1.139***	
	 (8.619)	 (23.13)	 (8.609)	 (23.09)	
Female	 -0.126***	 0.0449	 -0.127***	 0.0458	
	 (-4.671)	 (1.088)	 (-4.703)	 (1.108)	
Age	 0.935***	 -0.736***	 0.934***	 -0.735***	
	 (29.64)	 (-14.67)	 (29.61)	 (-14.63)	
Union	member	 0.482***	 0.645***	 0.482***	 0.646***	
	 (10.50)	 (12.48)	 (10.49)	 (12.51)	
Feeling	about	income	 -0.308***	 0.185***	 -0.309***	 0.186***	
	 (-10.07)	 (3.901)	 (-10.10)	 (3.924)	
Constant	 1.962***	 -3.228***	 1.961***	 -3.219***	
	 (17.63)	 (-20.54)	 (17.58)	 (-20.44)	
Country	fixed-effects	 �	 �	 �	 �	
Nagelkerke	R2	 0.23	 0.19	 0.23	 0.20	
Observations	 40,381	 40,381	 40,381	 40,381	
z-statistics	in	parentheses				***	p<0.001,	**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05	

 

is 0.72 and it increases to 0.82 when the evaluation takes the highest value.43 This substantial 

change in the likelihood of voting is similar to the one estimated by Birch (2010) for her 

measure of perceptions of electoral fairness, and stronger than the one estimated by Carreras 

& İrepoğlu (2013) for Latin American countries. To further evaluate the significance of this 

                                                
43 We have re-estimated these predictions relying on adjusted predictions at representative values (APRs) instead 

of average adjusted predictions (AAPs). We have estimated APRs of the likelihood of turning out to vote for a 

young individual with a low level of political interest. In this case the adjusted predictions of voting change from 

0.46 for an individual with the worst evaluations to 0.62 for and individual with the best evaluations. That is, in 

this case the change in the adjusted prediction of turning out to vote is of 0.16.  
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change we compare it to one of the most relevant attitudinal predictors of voting: political 

interest. The analysis reveals that the estimated change in the probability of voting is higher 

than the one associated to moving from being hardly interested in politics to being quite 

interested in politics. 

In the case of participation in demonstrations the change in the adjusted prediction is 

smaller when moving from one extreme of the evaluation index to the other. The adjusted 

prediction of demonstrating is 0.10 for those with the worst evaluations, and it decreases to 

0.06 when the evaluation index takes its maximum value, a change of just 0.04 points. Hence, 

while H1 is clearly confirmed by these results, H2 is only weakly supported. It is possible that 

the marginal effect of the evaluations of the representative channel is smaller when explaining 

participation in demonstrations than voting because, as we hypothesized above, in the case of 

demonstrations we expect this effect to vary according to educational levels, with flatter slopes 

for those with low levels of education. 
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The third and fourth hypotheses focus on the moderating effect of education on the 

association between evaluations of the representative channel, voting and participating in 

demonstrations. Models 3 and 4 in table 2 summarize the results of the two interactive models 

specified to test these hypotheses. In both cases the evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel have been interacted with education levels (with the level of primary 

education or less set as the reference category). The coefficients reported in model 4 reveal that 

in the case of participation in demonstrations the interactive effect between the evaluations and 

secondary and tertiary education are both significant at least at the 0.01 level. However, these 

interactive terms fail to reach conventional levels of significance in the model in which voting 

is specified as the dependent variable (model 3). These results provide preliminary support for 

H3 and H4. However, since interactive effects in logistic regression models are not easily 

interpreted by raw coefficients we turn to figures 3 and 4 for a better assessment of these results. 

Figure 3 summarizes the average adjusted predictions of voting for different levels of 

the evaluation factor and education (computed from model 3). The slopes for the different 

education categories are similar. Although the absolute probability values are different for the 
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three groups (with tertiary educated individuals showing greater predispositions to vote) the 

marginal increase in the likelihood of turning out to vote when the evaluation of the quality of 

the representative channel improves is similar across education levels. Moving from the lowest 

to the highest point in the evaluation scale increases the probability of voting by 0.11 points 

for those with tertiary education, by 0.10 points for those with secondary education, and by 

0.11 points for those with primary education or less. Hence, education does not appear to 

moderate the relationship between evaluations of the quality of the representative channel and 

voting.44 

 Figure 4 summarizes the average adjusted predictions of participating in 

demonstrations for different values of the evaluation factor and levels of education. A 

comparison of figures 3 and 4 clearly highlights the relevance of the moderating effect of 

                                                
44 In the case of voting a contrast of the statistical significance of the average marginal effects of the evaluations 

reveals that there is no statistically significant difference in the effect of the evaluations between the three 

education groups. 
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education on the likelihood of participating in demonstrations. While in the previous figure 

there were barely any differences in the slopes for the different levels of education, we find 

substantial variation in the marginal effects of the evaluations on the likelihood of participating 

in demonstrations for the three different levels of education considered. For those with 

university education, the adjusted prediction of participating in demonstrations decreases by 

more than 50 percent as evaluations of the quality of the representative channel improve (from 

0.15 for the worst evaluations to 0.07 for the best evaluations). These predicted probabilities 

also decrease for those with secondary education, but the change is considerably smaller (from 

0.09 to 0.06). In the case of individuals with primary education or less the relationship between 

evaluations of the representative channel and the probability to participate in demonstrations 

not only is different (as we hypothesized) but it also changes signs and becomes positive, with 

the predicted probabilities rising from 0.03 for the most negative evaluations to 0.07 for the 

Figure 4: AAPs of demonstrating for different values of the evaluations and levels 
of education 
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most positive.45 To assess the significance of these effects we compare them again to one of 

the most important attitudinal predictors of engaging in demonstrations: political interest. In 

the case of individuals with university education the change associated with moving from the 

best to the worst evaluations (0.08 increase in the likelihood of demonstrating) appears to be 

substantial, since it is similar to the change associated with moving from being not at all 

interested in politics to being very interested in politics (0.09 increase in the likelihood of 

demonstrating).  

 We have shown how variation in the evaluations of the quality of the representative 

channel, moderated by educational attainment, is associated to the probability of voting and 

demonstrating separately. In the next step of the analysis, we consider the role of these variables 

on a typology of participation that can take four different values. Respondents can either: only 

vote, neither vote nor demonstrate, only demonstrate, or both vote and demonstrate. The 

classification reveals that most respondents only vote (70 percent of the sample) or neither vote 

nor demonstrate (23 percent). In line with Saunders (2014), among those who demonstrate (7 

percent of the sample), 16 percent only demonstrate and 84 percent both vote and 

demonstrate.46 This classification of respondents according to what combination of these two 

activities they perform allows us to investigate further the impact of evaluations on political 

involvement, and, more importantly, to determine if negative evaluations can be considered a 

mobilizing or an alienating factor depending on citizens’ resources. Table 3 summarizes the 

results of two multinomial logistic models in which only votes is set as the base outcome.  

The first model replicates the non-interactive specification using the categorical 

dependent variable. The results reveal that more positive evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel encourage only voting versus all other possible outcomes. The negative 

                                                
45 In the case of demonstrating a contrast of the statistical significance of the average marginal effects of the 

evaluations reveals that there are statistically significant differences in the effect of the evaluations between all 

these three education groups. The negative average marginal effects of the evaluations are statistically significant 

at the 0.001 level for those with secondary and university education. The positive average marginal effect of the 

evaluations fails to reach conventional levels of statistical significance for those with primary education. 
46 Even if the only demonstrates category only includes 503 respondents, it is meaningful to separate those 

respondents from those who both vote and demonstrate since their attitudinal profile is likely to be quite different 

(e.g. they should have more negative evaluations of the functioning of representative channel than those who both 

vote and demonstrate).  
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coefficients of the evaluations for the comparisons of neither votes nor demonstrates, 

demonstrates only and votes and demonstrates with respect to only voting imply that the 

chances of only voting relative to these three categories are higher as evaluations improve. The 

association is the strongest for the comparison between only voting and only demonstrating. A 

one unit increase in the evaluations factor (which corresponds to a two standard deviations 

change) decreases the odds of only demonstrating versus only voting by 45 percent, while this 

change in the odds is of 20 percent for voting and demonstrating, and of 24 percent for neither 

voting nor demonstrating. Hence, worsening evaluations of the quality of the representative 

channel are associated with the possibility of not participating (neither votes nor demonstrates 

category), but also clearly associated to the possibility of engaging in demonstrations 

(demonstrates only category), or even of supplementing electoral participation with 

participation in demonstrations (votes and demonstrates category). Our previous analysis 

suggests that resources are likely to play an important role for which of the three possible 

alternatives citizens opt for. 

The second model introduces the interactive term between the evaluations and 

educational attainment. In accordance with the evidence for the fourth hypothesis examined 

above, we find that there is no moderating effect of education on the relationship between the 

evaluations and the probability of only voting versus neither voting nor demonstrating. More 

negative evaluations of the representative channel increase the odds of neither voting nor 

demonstrating (versus only voting) to a similar extent independently of educational attainment. 

There is, however, a significant moderating role of education for the likelihood of only 

demonstrating, and of voting and demonstrating versus only voting. Negative evaluations of 

the representative channel only increase the odds of voting and demonstrating for those 

respondents with secondary or university education. While positive evaluations do not 

significantly decrease the odds of voting and demonstrating versus only voting for those with 

primary education (as revealed by the coefficient for the evaluations’ constitutive term in the 

interaction), an increase in two standard deviations in the evaluations factor decreases the odds 

of voting and demonstrating versus only voting by 41 percent for those with secondary 

education relative to those with primary, and by 51 percent for those with university education 



	 	
69

	

T
ab

le
 3

: M
ul

tin
om

ia
l l

og
is

tic
 fi

xe
d-

ef
fe

ct
s 

re
gr

es
si

on
 r

es
ul

ts
 

		
No

n-
in
te
ra
ct
iv
e	
m
od

el
	

		
In
te
ra
ct
iv
e	
m
od

el
	

Re
fe
re
nc
e	
ca
te
go

ry
:	O

nl
y	
vo
te
s	

Ne
ith

er
	v
ot
es
	n
or
	

de
m
on

st
ra
te
s	

De
m
on

st
ra
te
s	

on
ly
	

	V
ot
es
	a
nd

	
de

m
on

st
ra
te
s	

	
Ne

ith
er
	v
ot
es
	n
or
	

de
m
on

st
ra
te
s	

De
m
on

st
ra
te
s	

on
ly
	

	V
ot
es
	a
nd

	
de

m
on

st
ra
te
s	

		
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

Ev
al
ua

tio
ns
	

-0
.2
68

**
*	

-0
.6
00

**
*	

-0
.2
17

**
*	

	
-0
.2
63

**
	

-0
.0
15

1	
0.
34

2	
	

(-8
.9
07

)	
(-5

.7
99

)	
(-4

.2
44

)	
	

(-3
.1
81

)	
(-0

.0
42

)	
(1
.8
67

)	
Ed

uc
at
io
n	
(c
at
).	
Re

fe
re
nc
e:
	p
rim

ar
y	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
Se
co
nd

ar
y	

-0
.1
48

**
	

-0
.1
12

	
0.
29

2*
*	

	
-0
.1
43

**
	

-0
.1
91

	
0.
29

4*
*	

	
(-2

.9
00

)	
(-0

.5
44

)	
(2
.8
99

)	
	

(-2
.7
61

)	
(-0

.9
08

)	
(2
.9
09

)	
Un

iv
er
sit
y	

-0
.5
83

**
*	

-0
.0
77

1	
0.
58

4*
**
	

	
-0
.5
80

**
*	

-0
.1
94

	
0.
59

5*
**
	

	
(-9

.8
99

)	
(-0

.3
49

)	
(5
.5
58

)	
	

(-9
.7
35

)	
(-0

.8
58

)	
(5
.6
40

)	
In
te
ra
ct
io
n:
	E
va
lu
at
io
n	
*	
Ed

uc
at
io
n	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
Ev
al
ua

tio
n	
*	
Se
co
nd

ar
y	

	
	

	
	

0.
01

3	
-0
.5
43

	
-0
.5
33

**
	

	
	

	
	

	
(0
.1
50

)	
(-1

.4
36

)	
(-2

.7
76

)	
Ev
al
ua

tio
n	
*	
Un

iv
er
sit
y	

	
	

	
	

-0
.0
68

	
-0
.8
38

*	
-0
.7
11

**
*	

	
	

	
	

	
(-0

.6
65

)	
(-2

.1
12

)	
(-3

.6
17

)	
Su

pp
or
ts
	w
in
ne

r	
-1
.0
18

**
*	

-0
.8
54

**
*	

-0
.1
22

*	
	

-1
.0
18

**
*	

-0
.8
50

**
*	

-0
.1
19

*	
	

(-2
2.
69

)	
(-5

.0
50

)	
(-2

.2
80

)	
	

(-2
2.
68

)	
(-5

.0
25

)	
(-2

.2
21

)	
Po

lit
ic
al
	In

te
re
st
	

-1
.0
60

**
*	

0.
08

80
	

0.
87

4*
**
	

	
-1
.0
60

**
*	

0.
08

82
	

0.
87

4*
**
	

	
(-3

2.
74

)	
(0
.8
27

)	
(1
7.
24

)	
	

(-3
2.
73

)	
(0
.8
29

)	
(1
7.
24

)	
As

so
ci
at
io
n	
m
em

be
r	

-0
.4
42

**
*	

0.
79

9*
**
	

1.
12

2*
**
	

	
-0
.4
41

**
*	

0.
79

6*
**
	

1.
12

0*
**
	

	
(-8

.0
51

)	
(6
.1
04

)	
(2
1.
62

)	
	

(-8
.0
30

)	
(6
.0
89

)	
(2
1.
58

)	
Fe
m
al
e	

0.
12

1*
**
	

0.
25

9*
*	

0.
03

47
	

	
0.
12

2*
**
	

0.
26

0*
*	

0.
03

51
	

	
(4
.3
65

)	
(2
.6
00

)	
(0
.7
78

)	
	

(4
.3
91

)	
(2
.6
11

)	
(0
.7
87

)	
Ag

e	
-0
.9
17

**
*	

-2
.1
74

**
*	

-0
.6
82

**
*	

	
-0
.9
16

**
*	

-2
.1
73

**
*	

-0
.6
80

**
*	

	
(-2

8.
43

)	
(-1

5.
93

)	
(-1

2.
60

)	
	

(-2
8.
40

)	
(-1

5.
92

)	
(-1

2.
55

)	
Un

io
n	
m
em

be
r	

-0
.4
69

**
*	

0.
14

8	
0.
64

1*
**
	

	
-0
.4
68

**
*	

0.
15

0	
0.
64

2*
**
	

	
(-9

.7
97

)	
(0
.9
94

)	
(1
1.
84

)	
	

(-9
.7
85

)	
(1
.0
08

)	
(1
1.
86

)	
Fe
el
in
g	
ab

ou
t	i
nc
om

e	
0.
31

8*
**
	

0.
41

7*
**
	

0.
22

1*
**
	

	
0.
31

9*
**
	

0.
41

7*
**
	

0.
22

2*
**
	

	
(1
0.
12

)	
(3
.8
24

)	
(4
.2
84

)	
	

(1
0.
14

)	
(3
.8
24

)	
(4
.3
04

)	
Co

ns
ta
nt
	

-1
.9
71

**
*	

-5
.2
88

**
*	

-3
.2
14

**
*	

	
-1
.9
73

**
*	

-5
.2
07

**
*	

-3
.2
19

**
*	

	
(-1

7.
23

)	
(-1

2.
68

)	
(-1

9.
10

)	
	

(-1
7.
20

)	
(-1

2.
47

)	
(-1

9.
07

)	
Co

un
tr
y	
fix

ed
-e
ffe

ct
s	

�
	

�
	

�
	

	
�

	
�

	
�

	
Na

ge
lk
er
ke
	R
2	

0.
29

	
0.
29

	
0.
29

	
	

0.
29

	
0.
29

	
0.
29

	
O
bs
er
va
tio

ns
	

40
,3
81

	
40

,3
81

	
40

,3
81

	
		

40
,3
81

	
40

,3
81

	
40

,3
81

	
z-
st
at
ist
ics

	in
	p
ar
en

th
es
es
	*
**
	p
<0

.0
01

,	*
*	
p<

0.
01

,	*
	p
<0

.0
5	

 



	

	 70	

relative to those with only primary.47 Similarly, while positive evaluations hardly have any 

impact on the odds of demonstrating only versus only voting for those with primary education, 

for those with university education the odds of only demonstrating versus only voting decrease 

by 57 percent for an increase in two standard deviations of the evaluations factor (compared to 

those with primary education or less). For those with secondary education these odds decrease 

by 42 percent compared to those with primary education, although in this case the difference 

between these two groups is not statistically significant.48 

These results confirm the findings based on two separate measures of participation and 

show that in the presence of negative evaluations only those who possess greater resources are 

more likely to react by engaging in demonstrations, either as an alternative or as a complement 

to voting. For those respondents with lower levels of education, variation on evaluations of the 

quality of the representative channel only significantly alter their likelihood of either voting 

(when evaluations are good) or withdrawing from politics (when they are bad). Hence, negative 

evaluations should be considered as either a mobilizing or alienating factor depending on 

individuals’ resources.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND ROBUSTNESS CHECKS 

Like most studies analyzing the relationship between attitudes and behavior, our analyses are 

susceptible of being affected by endogeneity.49 Respondents might rationalize and edit their 

answers to the attitudinal questions according to their behavior. For example, it is possible that 

respondents who did not vote provide worst evaluations of the representative channel to appear 

consistent, avoid cognitive dissonance, or justify a socially undesirable behavior (Birch, 2010; 

Norris, 2014). The act of voting itself might also reinforce citizens’ evaluations of the 

                                                
47 For those with university and secondary education, the average marginal effects associated to a one-unit change 

in the evaluations factor indicate that, for them, more negative evaluations statistically significantly increase the 

likelihood of both voting and demonstrating, while this is not the case for those with primary education.   
48 As in the previous case, for those with university and secondary education, the average marginal effects 

associated to a one-unit change in the evaluations factor indicate that, for them, more negative evaluations 

statistically significantly increase the likelihood of demonstrating only, while this is not the case for those with 

primary education. 
49 Birch (2010) and Norris (2014) acknowledge this potential pitfall when analyzing the relationship between 

electoral integrity and political participation.  
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functioning of the representative channel. Although Birch (2010) showed, using UK panel data, 

that prior perceptions of electoral fairness affect subsequent voting decisions, in our case 

endogeneity might bias some of our results, especially in the case of voting.  

 If endogeneity biases our findings, it is more likely to affect some of the variables of 

our index of the quality of the representative channel than others. Of the four questions we use 

to operationalize evaluations of the representative channel only one directly refers to the 

electoral process (elections being conducted freely and fairly). The remaining three questions 

ask respondents about their opinion on elements that are related to the functioning of the 

representative channel, but without explicitly mentioning elections. As a consequence, the 

likelihood of respondents rationalizing and editing their answers according to their behaviors 

should be lower for these three questions. We exploit this feature of the dataset in order to 

assess the robustness of our findings.   

 Tables A2 and A3 in the appendix replicate our models with an evaluation variable 

generated from a factor analysis that excludes the free elections question. Overall, our findings 

are robust to the use of this alternative specification. Only in the case of the model in which 

voting is specified as the dependent variable the effects of the evaluations weaken, but still 

remain significant. This might suggest that in the case of voting a share of the direct effects we 

estimate could be endogenous. However, the interaction effects are not modified. For 

participation in demonstrations the results are also unaltered by the different specification of 

the main independent variable. Lastly, in the case of the multinomial logistic analysis, the 

results are only slightly weaker. Hence, in spite of the inherent limitations of cross-sectional 

data to address potential endogeneity biases, these analyses increase our confidence in the 

robustness of our findings, by showing that the exclusion of the question most susceptible of 

being affected by this bias does not substantially alter our findings.   

 Another limitation of our paper stems from the fact that we consider only one form of 

non-conventional participation (demonstrations), and citizens may rely on other forms of non-

conventional participation to channel their demands to policymakers. Although different forms 

of non-conventional participation may not be entirely comparable (Saunders, 2014), we re-

specify our demonstration variable to include a larger number of non-conventional actions, and 
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we re-estimate all our models.50 The results (available upon request) are very similar to the 

ones obtained with the measure based on demonstrations only. Negative evaluations of the 

quality of representative channel are associated with a greater likelihood of engaging through 

non-conventional forms of participation only for respondents who are more educated.  

 

CONCLUSION 

With this paper we contribute to the field of political participation studies by implementing a 

measure that captures one of the determinants of citizens’ motivations to engage in politics: 

their evaluations of the quality of the representative channel. Our initial hypothesis contended 

that those citizens who evaluate positively the functioning of the representative channel should 

be more motivated to vote. At the same time, those who evaluate it negatively should be more 

likely to choose extra-institutional forms of participation as a mechanism to channel their 

demands into the political system. Our empirical results support these initial hypotheses but 

with certain caveats, namely that individual resources play an important moderating role in the 

case of participation in demonstrations. 

 In line with studies analyzing attitudes on electoral integrity (e.g. Carreras and İrepoğlu, 

2013; Norris, 2014), our results indicate that negative evaluations of the representative channel 

increase the likelihood of withdrawing from electoral politics. Yet, our analyses also add 

further nuances to the relationship between evaluations of institutional channels of 

representation and political participation by showing the presence of a moderating effect of 

education in how these assessments relate to participation in demonstrations, but an absence of 

this effect for voting. These results underline the importance of considering these specific 

attitudes in light of the potential moderating role of individual resources (material and 

cognitive) and the different resources demands of each form of political participation. Our 

analyses also point to the pertinence of going beyond electoral integrity considerations when 

accounting for individual assessments of the functioning of the representative channel, 

especially more so when studying established democracies. 

                                                
50 This variable measuring non-conventional activity takes the value 1 if the respondent performed any of the 

following actions in the last twelve months: joined a demonstration, boycotted a product, or signed a petition. The 

categorical variable of participation is also re-estimated with the category of only demonstrates becoming only 

non-conventional, and the category both votes and demonstrates becoming both votes and non-conventional.  
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 These findings also have broader implications for the functioning of European 

democracies. For those who are more educated, negative evaluations of the quality of the 

representative channel are less likely to imply a withdrawal from the political process, because 

these citizens have a greater likelihood of adapting the repertoire through which they vehicle 

their demands into the political system. Conversely, for those with low levels of education, 

negative evaluations are more likely to imply a withdrawal from the political process 

altogether. For these citizens, who have fewer resources to engage in demanding forms of 

political participation, negative evaluations are not translated into a greater likelihood of 

engaging in demonstrations and, in the same way as for those who are more educated, they are 

associated with a lower likelihood of voting. This finding qualifies the optimistic view of the 

‘critical citizens’ thesis, which contends that in post-industrial societies negative orientations 

towards the political system might not be problematic for the functioning of democracy, since 

those who are dissatisfied, disenchanted or critical are more likely to change their repertoire of 

political actions but they will not withdraw from politics. Our findings show that, whenever 

the channel of representative politics is judged to be malfunctioning, only the most resourceful 

citizens are likely to reroute their political demands through alternative channels. Hence, a low 

quality of the representative channel is more likely to politically alienate those with fewer 

resources.  

 Given that political participation is one of the main mechanisms linking citizens’ 

preferences to the policymaking process, the logical implication of these findings is that when 

perceptions of the representative channel are negative not all citizens are equally likely of 

making their voices heard. This would violate democracy’s ideal that all citizens’ needs and 

preferences should be given equal consideration, since there is evidence that policy makers are 

more likely to neglect the preferences of those groups that are less likely to participate (Bartels, 

2008). There are, however, alternative forms of political participation other than demonstrating 

that could mitigate these inequalities in the presence of negative evaluations, as long as 

engagement in them is not conditional on individual resources. A succinct analysis of other 

forms of participation included in the ESS indicates that inequalities are also apparent in them, 

but further research should analyze other emerging forms of participation (e.g. online 

participation). Besides considering other forms of political participation, further extensions of 

these analyses could consider the role played by contextual factors (e.g. the political 
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opportunity structure) in how negative perceptions of the representative channel relate to 

participation decisions, and how this relationship is moderated by individual resources like 

education.  
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Table A2: Logistic fixed-effects regression results  
 

		 (1)	 (2)	 (3)	 (4)	
VARIABLES	 Vote	 Demonstrate	 Vote	 Demonstrate	

Evaluations	 0.199***	 -0.235***	 0.251**	 0.297	
	 (7.114)	 (-5.313)	 (3.131)	 (1.868)	
Education	(cat).	Reference:	primary	 	 	 	 	
Secondary	 0.156**	 0.262**	 0.150**	 0.255**	
	 (3.151)	 (2.867)	 (2.988)	 (2.781)	
University	 0.590***	 0.577***	 0.586***	 0.568***	
	 (10.37)	 (6.007)	 (10.20)	 (5.912)	
Interaction.	Evaluation	*	Education	 	 	 	 	
Evaluation	*	Secondary	 	 	 -0.066	 -0.503**	
	 	 	 (-0.780)	 (-3.008)	
Evaluation	*	University	 	 	 -0.027	 -0.685***	
	 	 	 (-0.278)	 (-3.980)	
Supports	winner	 1.013***	 -0.0877	 1.013***	 -0.0847	
	 (23.37)	 (-1.709)	 (23.37)	 (-1.651)	
Political	interest	 1.067***	 0.953***	 1.066***	 0.952***	
	 (34.44)	 (20.75)	 (34.43)	 (20.73)	
Association	member		 0.441***	 1.143***	 0.441***	 1.141***	
	 (8.699)	 (23.21)	 (8.695)	 (23.17)	
Female	 -0.120***	 0.0468	 -0.120***	 0.0478	
	 (-4.463)	 (1.138)	 (-4.486)	 (1.159)	
Age	 0.931***	 -0.737***	 0.931***	 -0.735***	
	 (29.75)	 (-14.71)	 (29.74)	 (-14.66)	
Union	member	 0.485***	 0.643***	 0.485***	 0.643***	
	 (10.62)	 (12.47)	 (10.62)	 (12.47)	
Feeling	income	 -0.321***	 0.190***	 -0.321***	 0.190***	
	 (-10.58)	 (4.017)	 (-10.58)	 (4.019)	
Constant	 1.899***	 -3.198***	 1.904***	 -3.190***	
	 (17.20)	 (-20.50)	 (17.21)	 (-20.41)	
Country	fixed	effects	 �	 �	 �	 �	
Nagelkerke	R2	 0.23	 0.19	 0.24	 0.2	
Observations	 40,751	 40,751	 40,751	 40,751	
Standard	errors	in	parentheses	 		 		 		 		
***	p<0.001,	**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05	 	 	 	 	
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Table A4: Multilevel random-intercepts logistic regression results  
	 	 	 	 	

		 (1)	 (2)	 (3)	 (4)	
VARIABLES	 Vote	 Demonstrate	 Vote	 Demonstrate	

Evaluations	 0.276***	 -0.229***	 0.270***	 0.327*	
	 (9.425)	 (-4.921)	 (3.316)	 (1.995)	
Education	(cat).	Reference:	primary	 	 	 	 	
Secondary	 0.159**	 0.249**	 0.157**	 0.237**	
	 (3.196)	 (2.725)	 (3.106)	 (2.582)	
University	 0.585***	 0.569***	 0.588***	 0.561***	
	 (10.21)	 (5.925)	 (10.15)	 (5.835)	
Interaction:	Evaluation	*	Education	 	 	 	 	
Evaluation	*	Secondary	 	 	 -0.0134	 -0.525**	
	 	 	 (-0.155)	 (-3.056)	
Evaluation	*	University	 	 	 0.0818	 -0.723***	
	 	 	 (0.819)	 (-4.088)	
Supports	winner	 1.001***	 -0.0889	 1.000***	 -0.0854	
	 (22.96)	 (-1.729)	 (22.94)	 (-1.661)	
Political	interest	 1.052***	 0.950***	 1.052***	 0.950***	
	 (33.76)	 (20.61)	 (33.75)	 (20.60)	
Association	member		 0.443***	 1.141***	 0.442***	 1.139***	
	 (8.713)	 (23.15)	 (8.704)	 (23.12)	
Female	 -0.126***	 0.0452	 -0.127***	 0.0461	
	 (-4.669)	 (1.096)	 (-4.701)	 (1.116)	
Age	 0.933***	 -0.737***	 0.932***	 -0.736***	
	 (29.59)	 (-14.71)	 (29.56)	 (-14.66)	
Union	member	 0.495***	 0.641***	 0.495***	 0.643***	
	 (10.79)	 (12.45)	 (10.78)	 (12.47)	
Feeling	about	income	 -0.308***	 0.184***	 -0.309***	 0.185***	
	 (-10.09)	 (3.887)	 (-10.11)	 (3.910)	
Compulsory	voting	 0.612*	 	 0.613*	 	
	 (2.061)	 	 (2.068)	 	
System	openness	 -0.179	 -0.399*	 -0.179	 -0.391	
	 (-1.639)	 (-1.998)	 (-1.642)	 (-1.958)	
Constant	 1.146***	 -3.164***	 1.146***	 -3.159***	
	 (7.570)	 (-11.43)	 (7.570)	 (-11.42)	
Random	effects	parameters	 	 	 	 	
Constant	(var)		 0.154***	 0.531***	 0.154***	 0.529***	
	 (3.481)	 (3.562)	 (3.480)	 (3.562)	
Observations	(countries)	 27	 27	 27	 27	
Observations	(Individuals)	 40,381	 40,381	 40,381	 40,381	
z-statistics	in	parentheses		 	 	 	 	
***	p<0.001,	**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05	 	 	 	 	
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CHAPTER 4: DEMOCRATIC DISCONTENT AND POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION: A MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Since the publication of early political culture studies, attitudes toward democracy and its main 

institutions have been linked to political participation (Almond and Verba, 1963; Gamson, 

1968). However, the empirical relationship between critical attitudes toward democracy and 

democratic institutions ––generally measured as dissatisfaction with democracy or political 

distrust–– and different forms of participation is not conclusive. While some argue that these 

attitudes are a relevant predictor of the degree and means by which citizens participate in 

politics (e.g. Karp and Milazzo, 2015), others claim that there is no observable relationship 

between how individuals judge democracy and its institutions to be working and political 

participation (e.g. Dalton et al., 2010). These mixed findings are likely to be the result of, first, 

a deficient conceptualization and operationalization of individuals’ discontent with the 

functioning of their democracies, and, second, of the fact that a substantial number of studies 

do not fully take into account that the relationship between democratic discontent and 

participation may involve complex interactions and contingencies (Levi and Stoker, 2000).  

In this paper I analyze the relationship between democratic discontent and political 

participation relying on a conceptualization of democratic discontent that is better suited to test 

the theoretical claims put forward by relative deprivation theory. This theory suggests that in 

order to affect behaviors deprivation needs to be perceived relative to what an individual feels 

entitled to (Gurr, 1968, 1970). Building on this notion of relative deprivation I conceptualize 

and operationalize democratic discontent as the mismatch between individuals’ democratic 

aspirations and evaluations. Democratic aspirations reveal the type of political system that an 

individual feels entitled to, while the evaluations indicate the extent to which these aspirations 

are fulfilled. Hence, greater aspirations than evaluations imply democratic discontent. This 

discontent should affect individuals’ motivations to participate in politics through either 

conventional or unconventional means. Democratic discontent is, thus, considered a 

motivational disposition likely to alter the means by which citizens participate in politics. This 

novel conceptualization of democratic discontent also has the added value of taking into 

account that democracy is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, which implies that 
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democratic aspirations might be fulfilled for some dimensions of democracy (e.g. liberal 

dimension) but not for others (e.g. social dimension). 

Besides motivations, the literature has provided two other reasons to explain why 

individuals participate in politics: resources or skills, and mobilization or recruitment (Verba 

et al., 1995). While previous studies analyze how membership in mobilization networks 

moderates the impact of socioeconomic resources on political participation (e.g. Verba et al., 

1978), fewer attention has been paid to how individuals’ motivations interact with the 

mobilization context (cf. Di Palma, 1970; Van Stekelenburg et al., 2009). Drawing on the 

Political Opportunities Structure theoretical framework I argue that the relationship between 

democratic discontent and participation cannot be fully understood without considering 

whether in a country we can find actors that might mobilize specific forms of democratic 

discontent in the electoral and protest arenas. Hence, the second aim of this paper is to analyze 

how the mobilizing potential of agents like political parties and trade unions moderates the 

relationship between discontent and the likelihood of turning out to vote and demonstrating.  

The empirical results of this paper, based on data from the European Social Survey 

(ESS), indicate that democratic discontent is a relevant predictor of participating in the electoral 

and protest arenas. At the same time, the empirical findings underscore the importance of 

relying on more fine-grained measures of discontent, since different forms of democratic 

discontent are related to political participation with different strength. The analysis also 

supports the idea that both the partisan supply and the strength of trade unions moderate the 

relationship between democratic discontent and the likelihood of turning out to vote and 

protesting.  

 

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

Democratic discontent, individual-level motivations and political participation 

The prevailing view today is that critical attitudes toward democracy and democratic 

institutions should be associated with a lower likelihood of participating through 

institutionalized channels (e.g. voting). At the same time, these critical attitudes should increase 

the likelihood of participating through non-institutionalized channels (e.g. demonstrating). In 

the case of institutionalized participation, however, studies analyzing this relationship yield 

mixed results. Some show that dissatisfaction with democracy or political distrust are 
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negatively associated to the likelihood of turning out to vote or engaging in other forms of 

institutionalized participation (Doorenspleet, 2012; Grönlund and Setälä, 2007; Hooghe and 

Marien, 2013; Karp and Milazzo, 2015). Conversely, other studies conclude that the 

relationship between these attitudes and conventional participation is either weak or non-

existent (Citrin, 1974; Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993; Sanborn, 2015). In some cases, 

dissatisfaction with the way democracy works is even positively related to the likelihood of 

participating through institutionalized channels (Booth and Seligson, 2009).  

There is also empirical evidence of a positive, null and even a negative relationship 

between dissatisfaction with the way democracy works, political distrust and the likelihood of 

protesting. Recent studies show that these attitudes are positively related to the likelihood of 

demonstrating or engaging in other forms of non-institutionalized political actions (Braun and 

Hutter, 2014; Hooghe and Marien, 2013; Marien and Christensen, 2013). However, others 

argue that those who are critical of the way their democratic systems and institutions work are 

not significantly more likely to protest (Dalton et al., 2010; Saunders, 2014; Welzel and 

Deutsch, 2012), and, in some cases, they are even less likely to protest (Dubrow et al., 2008).  

These inconclusive findings are likely to be caused by a deficient conceptualization and 

operationalization of individuals’ critical judgments of the functioning of their democracies or 

their democratic discontent, among other reasons. Prior studies rely, albeit not always 

explicitly, on the theoretical arguments put forward by the proponents of grievance and 

deprivation theories (see e.g. Dalton et al., 2010). However, these studies do not take into 

account a critical point of these theories, which is that in order to generate grievances or 

discontent and to have behavioral implications deprivation needs to be perceived relative to 

what an individual feels entitled to (Gamson, 1968; Gurr, 1968, 1970). Relative deprivation 

implies a ‘discrepancy between [actors’] value expectations (the goods and conditions of the 

life to which they believe they are justifiable entitled) and their value capabilities (the amounts 

of those goods and conditions that they think are able to get and keep)’ (Gurr, 1968, p. 1104).  

Implicit in the concepts of trust in democratic institutions or satisfaction with 

democracy –the indicators of discontent most commonly used in previous studies– is the notion 

that they reflect the fulfillment of individuals’ normative expectations (Grönlund and Setälä, 

2007). However, both trust and satisfaction with democracy are measured in absolute rather 

than relative terms. Hence, neither the concepts nor the indicators of political trust and 
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satisfaction with democracy are adequate to capture the fulfillment of individuals’ normative 

expectations about democracy, since individuals might have different normative standards 

about democracy that are not captured by these measures. That could be the reason why some 

studies conclude that at equal levels of political grievances or discontent some citizens protest 

but many others do not (Dalton et al., 2010). If normative expectations are not the same, similar 

levels of absolute grievances should lead some to protest and abstain from voting, while that 

should not be the case for others. To capture individuals’ grievances in the form of relative 

deprivation we need, thus, to conceptualize and measure discontent in relative rather than 

absolute terms.51  

The conceptualization of democratic discontent can be further improved by taking into 

account that democracy is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, and that there is no 

universally accepted model of democracy (Held, 2006). This has two implications for the 

analysis of the relationships between discontent and participation. First, individuals might have 

different conceptions of democracy, which implies that they assign a greater or lower 

importance to particular aspects of democracies (Hernández, 2016a). This fact, which was 

acknowledged but not addressed by Karp and Milazzo (2015), should be incorporated to the 

analysis of the relationship between democratic discontent and participation, because citizens 

are likely to be more motivated to act upon values that are salient or central for them (Schwartz, 

1973; Van Stekelenburg et al., 2009; Verba et al., 1995). If an individual is not satisfied with 

the functioning of a particular element of democracy but, at the same time, she does not 

consider that this element is important for democracy she might be less motivated to transform 

her discontent into protest behavior. The second implication of democracy being a multifaceted 

phenomenon is that some democracies will perform well in some dimensions, for example 

freedom and liberties, while having deficiencies in some others, for example social justice 

(Bühlmann et al., 2012). Hence, citizens may be discontented with the functioning of some 

dimensions of democracy but not with others.  

In sum, the conceptualization and operationalization of democratic discontent can be 

strengthened in three ways: (i) by conceptualizing and measuring it in relative terms, (ii) by 

taking into account that citizens may have different conceptions of democracy, and (iii) by 

                                                
51 Norris (2011) developed a concept and measure of political discontent along these lines (democratic deficit).   
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acknowledging that there are different aspects of democracy with which citizens might be 

dissatisfied.  

The concept and measure of democratic discontent implemented in this paper addresses 

these three points. First, in line with the notion of relative deprivation, discontent is 

conceptualized as the mismatch between individuals’ normative expectations about the 

importance of different elements of democracy (i.e. their democratic aspirations) and their 

evaluations about the extent to which these normative expectations are realized in their political 

system. Second, the measure of discontent is weighted to reflect which are the elements of 

democracy considered relatively more and less important by each individual (see data and 

methods section for further details). Third, by relying on individuals’ aspirations and 

evaluations for different elements of democracy the measure of discontent also takes into 

account that aspirations might be realized for some dimensions of democracy but not for others. 

The different elements of democracy considered in the operationalization of democratic 

discontent are grouped according to the three models of democracy proposed by Ferrín and 

Kriesi (2016a): the liberal, the social, and the direct-democratic model. The liberal model of 

democracy is based on basic civil liberties (e.g. the protection of minorities’ rights), and 

electoral guarantees (e.g. free elections). The social democratic model moves beyond 

procedures and incorporates social and distributive justice as constitutive elements of 

democracy. The direct-democratic model is based on the direct involvement of citizens in the 

decision making process. Hence, the mismatch between democratic aspirations and evaluations 

can take the forms of liberal, social, and direct-democratic discontent.   

How should these different forms of democratic discontent relate to political 

participation?52 As any other form of institutionalized participation, voting can be considered 

a tacit expression of satisfaction with the functioning of the political system, and an expression 

of support and acceptance of the current political order (Barnes et al., 1979). Hence, citizens 

with high levels of democratic discontent, be it liberal or social, should be less motivated to 

participate through institutionalized channels, precisely as a way of signaling their discontent 

                                                
52 In order to simplify the analysis, and due to the lack of country-level measures of political actors’ mobilizing 

potential of direct-democratic discontent, the measure of direct-democratic discontent is just used as a control. 

Therefore, I focus on the relationship between liberal and social discontent and political participation.  
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with the functioning of their democracies. As a consequence, higher levels of liberal and social 

discontent should be negatively associated with the likelihood of turning out to vote (H1).  

However, the negative relationship between democratic discontent and the likelihood 

of turning out to vote should be stronger in the case of liberal discontent. If discontent is 

generated by the perception that the political system is falling short of one’s expectations with 

regard to the functioning of elections and other basic representation mechanisms, voting in 

elections is likely to be perceived as an inadequate instrument to influence policymaking 

(Hernández and Ares, 2016). This is partially captured by liberal discontent, which in addition 

to aspects related to civil liberties, also reflects the mismatch between aspirations and 

evaluations for some aspects related to the functioning of elections. Since the desire to 

influence what the government does is one of the main motivations driving citizens’ to the 

voting booth (Verba et al., 1995), liberal discontent should, thus, reduce individuals’ 

motivation to turn out to vote to a greater extent than social discontent, which should only 

reduce the likelihood of turning out to vote for the reasons outlined in the previous paragraph. 

As a consequence, the negative relationship between democratic discontent and the likelihood 

of turning out to vote should be stronger in the case of liberal discontent than in the case of 

social discontent (H1.1).  

In the case of non-institutionalized participation, grievances generated by deprivation, 

either political or economic, are important for the emergence of social movements and the 

occurrence of protests (Gamson, 1968; Gurr, 1970; Klandermans, 2004). If the political system 

is not working according to one’s expectations citizens’ incentives to raise their voices to 

demand change are likely to increase. Hence, political grievances, manifested in the form of 

democratic discontent, should be a motivating force to engage in non-institutionalized political 

actions like demonstrations. The desire to influence the political process through an alternative 

channel that is not directly linked to representative institutions can also be considered an 

additional reason for citizens who are discontent with the functioning of the political system to 

be more likely to join protests (Hernández and Ares, 2016). Hence, higher levels of liberal and 

social discontent should be positively related to the likelihood of protesting (H2).    
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 Democratic discontent, contextual-level mobilization and political participation 

Citizens do not make political participation decisions in a vacuum. As Verba et al (1978, p. 19) 

noted, ‘all else is not equal’ across countries, and cross-country differences in how political 

parties and organizations mobilize individuals help to explain variation in the relationship 

between socioeconomic resources and participation across countries. Following the same logic 

one would expect the relationship between democratic discontent and participation to vary 

depending on the institutional context where discontent is rooted. The literatures on electoral 

participation and social movements have frequently acknowledged the importance of the 

institutional context. However, only recently, studies analyzing the individual-level 

relationship between dissatisfaction with democracy, distrust in democratic institutions and 

political participation have directly considered how these attitudes interact with contextual 

factors (Braun and Hutter, 2014; Dalton et al., 2010; Marien and Christensen, 2013; Quaranta, 

2014; Welzel, 2013), 

Most of these studies draw on the Political Opportunity Structure (POS) theoretical 

framework initially developed for the study of social movements. The POS model contends 

that the institutional structure of the state and the configuration of political actors affect the 

opportunities to mobilize (Kriesi, 2004). This model has been explicitly adopted for the study 

of the relationship between distrust in democratic institutions, voting and protesting (Braun 

and Hutter, 2014; Dalton et al., 2010; Marien and Christensen, 2013). However, prior studies 

focus predominantly on how the institutional structure of the state moderates the relationship 

between distrust and participation and disregard the role that political actors might play in this 

relationship.  

The POS framework contends that the configuration of political actors, like political 

parties and unions, is a fundamental factor for mobilization (Kriesi, 2004). The relevance of 

parties and unions was also recognized in early political participation studies, which argued 

that participation arises from the interaction between collective actors and individuals (Barnes 

et al., 1979; Verba et al., 1978). However, in spite of the potential relevance of actors like 

political parties and trade unions, studies analyzing the relationship between attitudes towards 

democracy and participation have not usually taken them into consideration. Some proponents 

of the POS framework even argue that the limited attention paid to the electoral channel and 
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political parties is a serious shortcoming in the study of protest (Kriesi, 2015; McAdam and 

Tarrow, 2010).  

A counterargument for the potential relevance of these actors is that political 

mobilization via traditional agencies like unions is believed to be under threat, and parties 

might be losing their grip on the political process as reflected by the erosion of partisan 

loyalties. However, recent accounts suggest that parties and unions still retain a central role in 

the mobilization of protest (Accornero and Ramos Pinto, 2014; Rüdig and Karyotis, 2014; 

Torcal et al., 2016). Hutter’s (2013) analysis shows that political parties play an important role 

in the organization and sponsoring of demonstrations in different countries. Likewise, in the 

electoral arena political parties are still the central actors mobilizing voters, and one of the main 

instruments through which citizens vehicle their political demands into the political system. 

Hence, these actors should moderate the relationship between different forms of democratic 

discontent and political participation.  

In the specific case of voting, the literature has emphasized the key role that the partisan 

supply plays for the decision to turn out to vote (Campbell et al., 1960; Kittilson and Anderson, 

2010). Following a Downsian logic, citizens are more likely to turn out to vote if they have at 

least one party likely to address their concerns (Brockington, 2009). Hence, ‘the incentives 

created by parties serve to encourage or inhibit participation’ (Brockington, 2009, p. 50). 

This argument can be easily applied to the relationship between democratic discontent 

and institutionalized participation. While democratic discontent should be negatively related 

to the likelihood of turning out to vote, the strength of this relationship is likely to be moderated 

by the partisan supply. Expressing their discontent through their vote can be the choice of those 

with strong feelings of democratic discontent if they can find a party that strongly advocates 

for policies that address the deficiencies they perceive in the democratic system. If this is the 

case, voting can be a useful tool to improve the situation and, at the same time, express 

discontent at the voting booth. In the presence of such party citizens with high levels of 

discontent should be less likely to withdraw from the electoral arena. Hence, everything else 

equal, the negative relationship between democratic discontent and the likelihood of turning 

out to vote should be weaker in the presence of a party that strongly advocates for policies that 

address the perceived democratic shortcomings (H3).  
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In the case of protest, to analyze the moderating role of the partisan supply it is first 

necessary to consider whether protesting is a surrogate of electoral participation or whether the 

electoral and protest arenas complement each other. Some have argued that in post-industrial 

societies the decline in institutionalized political participation is accompanied and 

compensated by increasing levels of participation in non-institutionalized activities (Norris, 

2002). Underlying these claims, usually based on macro-level evidence, resides a conception 

of the protest arena as a surrogate for the electoral arena. However, numerous empirical studies 

challenge this view and show that, at the individual-level, the electoral and protest arenas are 

more likely to be complementary (Barnes et al., 1979). Even in post-industrial societies, a 

majority of those who demonstrate also vote, and, therefore, protesting can be considered an 

instrument citizens resort to in order to add additional volume to their claims when they are 

motivated to do so (Saunders, 2014). Participation in demonstrations is, thus, likely to 

supplement institutionalized forms of participation. However, the translation of democratic 

discontent into participation in demonstrations does not exclusively depend on individuals’ 

motivations. Collective action requires, among other things, mobilization potential and an 

organizational infrastructure.  

Given their organizational resources political parties are fundamental actors for the 

organization, sponsoring and facilitation of protests (Hutter, 2013). Hence, the partisan supply 

should be a relevant factor to account for the translation of democratic discontent into protest 

behavior. If in a country there are parties that strongly advocate for policies that are linked to 

the perceived shortcomings of the democratic system in a given dimension, citizens who are 

discontent with the functioning of their democracies in that dimension should be more likely 

to get mobilized to protest. For example, in the presence of a party that strongly advocates for 

reducing economic inequalities, citizens with high levels of social discontent should be more 

likely to get mobilized to protest, since that party will be more likely to organize, sponsor or 

facilitate protests that address social justice problems. Hence, everything else equal, the 

positive relationship between democratic discontent and the likelihood of protesting should be 

stronger in the presence of a party that strongly advocates for policies that address the 

perceived democratic shortcomings (H4).  

Trade unions are another actor that retains a central role in the organization and 

mobilization of protests throughout Europe (Accornero and Ramos Pinto, 2014; Rüdig and 
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Karyotis, 2014; Van Stekelenburg et al., 2009). Unions have historically defended the interests 

of socially disadvantaged groups, and economic equality and social justice are prominent issues 

in their agendas (Xhafa, 2014). As a consequence, I expect that the strength of trade unions in 

a given country will have a positive impact on the mobilization of discontent related to the 

social justice dimension of democracy, since unions are likely to organize, sponsor and 

facilitate protests that address social justice problems. Hence, everything else equal, the 

positive effect of social discontent on protest should be stronger in countries with a higher 

presence of unions (H5).  

It is worth noting that the moderating effects of political mobilization by parties and 

unions should not be restricted to their members. Through their organizational infrastructure 

political actors like parties and unions act as first movers in the generation of participation 

opportunities, which then trigger the mobilization of a broader public that shares the concerns 

of these actors (Boekkooi et al., 2011; Rüdig and Karyotis, 2014). Hence, the moderating 

effects of mobilization should spillover to the general public, which does not necessarily need 

to be a member of these organizations.  

 

DATA AND METHODS 

The empirical analyses draw on data from the sixth round of the ESS, conducted in 29 European 

countries between 2012 and 2013. This survey includes a battery of questions that ask 

respondents to give their opinion about the importance of fourteen different elements of 

democracy for an ideal democratic system (their democratic aspirations) on a 0-10 scale. These 

questions are followed by a battery asking respondents about their evaluation (on a 0-10 scale) 

of the extent to which they believe that each of these elements is present in their country.53 

Through these questions I operationalize the mismatch between democratic aspirations 

and evaluations for the liberal and social models of democracy proposed by Ferrín and Kriesi 

(2016a). The liberal discontent scale comprises indicators for the following elements of 

democracy: equality before the law, protection of minorities’ rights, press freedom, media 

reliability, parties’ freedom, freedom of elections, vertical accountability, government 

                                                
53 Details about question wording, operationalization and distribution of all the variables used in this paper can 

be found in table A2 in the appendix.  
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justification of decisions, electoral competition, and political deliberation. The social 

discontent scale is based on two elements: protection against poverty and reduction of income 

inequalities.54 

The operationalization of democratic discontent is based on the measure of democratic 

legitimacy proposed by Wessels (2016), albeit with some modifications. To operationalize 

discontent I follow three steps. First, the mismatch between aspirations and evaluations for 

each of the elements of democracy ! is calculated for each individual " following equation 1:  

 

#!$%&'(ℎ*+ 	= 	.$/!0&'!12*+ 	− 	45&67&'!12*+																																		 1 	 

 

where both aspirations and evaluations are measured in its original 0-10 scale, with higher 

values indicating higher aspirations and better evaluations, respectively. Hence, higher values 

imply a greater mismatch between democratic aspirations and democratic evaluations, and 

when normative aspirations are fulfilled the measure takes the value 0.55 

Second, the measure of discontent takes into account that individuals are more likely to 

act upon values that are salient or central (Schwartz, 1973). In this particular case, this is 

indicated by the importance each individual attributes to each of the elements of democracy in 

her ideal conceptualization of democracy. However, it is the relative rather than absolute value 

priorities that are likely to be more influential for behaviors (Schwartz, 2007, 1992). By 

incorporating the relative importance individuals’ attribute to each element of democracy the 

discontent measure reflects respondents’ democratic priorities. Those elements that are 

                                                
54 The liberal and social scales were validated by the analysis conducted by Kriesi et al., (2016). I replicated the 

analysis adopting the same logic of a hierarchical structuration of democratic aspirations. To this purpose I 

conducted a polytomous mokken scale analysis of democratic aspirations. The polytomous mokken scale analysis 

for the liberal items produces an H-loevinger coefficient of scalability of 0.42 and a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87. All 

the Loevinger-H values for the individual items are above the 0.3 cut-off. The two elements of the social model 

are moderately correlated in all countries (average correlation = 0.65). A principal-component factor analysis of 

the democratic aspirations items also yields two factors with an eigenvalue higher than 1 and with the items of 

the liberal discontent scale loading on the first factor, and the items of the social discontent scale loading on a 

second factor (before rotation, and after tandem orthogonal rotation).  
55 A higher evaluation than aspiration would result in a value lower than 0. Following Wessels (2016) in the cases 

in which evaluations are higher than aspirations the measure is assigned the value 0. 	
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considered relatively more important are the ones that carry a greater weight in each respondent 

measures of discontent. To measure the relative importance attributed to each element of 

democracy I follow the procedure suggested by Schwartz (2007) for the  measurement of value 

priorities. Hence, a measure of the relative importance of each element of democracy is 

calculated as follows:  

   

9:6&'!5:_&$/!0&'!12*+ = 	.$/!0&'!12*+ −	.$/<0&'<12=																																		 2  

 

where .$/<0&'<12= represents the average of the democratic aspirations over all elements of 

democracy for each individual ". This yields a score for each element of democracy !, which 

takes positive values for higher than average aspirations and negative values for lower than 

average aspirations. These measures are rescaled to range from minimum 0.03 and maximum 

0.97 to prevent them from taking negative values and with higher values indicating higher 

relative aspirations.56 This indicator is used to weight each of the mismatch measures calculated 

through equation 1 as follows:  

 

?:!@ℎ':A_%!$%&'(ℎ*+ = 	#!$%&'(ℎ*+ ∗ 9:6&'!5:_&$/!0&'!12*+																	(3) 

 

Hence, the values obtained in the first step for each element of democracy ! are weighted by 

the relative importance of that element.   

The third and final step involves the aggregation of the different elements to generate 

the liberal and social discontent variables as follows:   

 

F!G:0&6_A!$(12':2'+ 		= 	
?:!@ℎ':A_%!$%&'(ℎ*+HI

*JH

10
																										(4) 

 

M1(!&6_A!$(12':2'+ 		= 	
?:!@ℎ':A_%!$%&'(ℎ*+HN

*JHH

2
																											(5) 

                                                
56	Given the way relative aspirations are calculated the original measure can never take the minimum value of       

-10 or the maximum value of 10. Therefore, the rescaled measure never takes the values 0 or 1 and it ranges 

between 0.03 and 0.97.			
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The resulting measures are normalized into a range from minimum 0 to maximum 1, with 

higher values indicating higher levels of discontent in each of the dimensions.  

The dependent variables of this paper are voting and protesting. Voting takes the value 

1 for those who turned out to vote in the last national election and 0 for those who did not. To 

operationalize protest most previous studies combine different non-institutionalized actions. 

However, following Saunders (2014), I restrict the protest variable to respondents’ 

participation in legal demonstrations. The protest variable takes the value 1 for those who 

participated in at least one legal demonstration during the last 12 months and the value 0 

otherwise. 

To operationalize the partisan supply I rely on data from the 2010 Chapel Hill Expert 

Survey, which covers 22 of the 29 countries included in the ESS.57 This survey measures the 

position of political parties on different issues, as well the salience of these issues in the agendas 

of each party. To operationalize the positions of parties in the liberal dimension I rely on a 

question about civil liberties. Parties that favor an increase of civil liberties take positive values 

from 1 to 5, parties that defend a limitation of civil liberties take negative values from -1 to -5, 

and parties that take a neutral position take the value 0. Values further away from 0 indicate a 

more extreme position on each side of the issue. To generate a final measure that takes into 

account not only the position of each party but also the salience of the issue these values are 

then multiplied by a 0-10 indicator measuring its salience for each party. To operationalize the 

position of parties in the social dimension I rely on a question about redistribution from the 

rich to the poor, with positive values indicating a position in favor of increasing redistribution, 

and negative values indicating a position in favor of reducing redistribution. The procedure 

followed to generate this measure is the same as for the civil liberties question, with higher 

positive values indicating a position more in favor of redistribution and a greater salience of 

the issue.  

To assign a value for the civil liberties and welfare and redistribution variables to each 

country the maximum value in each of these indicators is used. That is, these variables take the 

value of the party that is most in favor of increasing civil liberties or redistributing from the 

rich to the poor in each country. The country maximum is a more adequate measure than the 

                                                
57 Countries not included: Kosovo, Ukraine, Russia, Iceland, Israel, Cyprus, and Albania.  
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country average for two reasons. First, because, in light of the hypotheses formulated for 

voting, citizens with high levels of democratic discontent only require one viable party that 

strongly advocates, for example for greater civil liberties, in order to express their liberal 

discontent through their vote. Likewise, in the case of protest citizens only need one party to 

organize or sponsor a demonstration about a given issue, like for example welfare and equality, 

to be mobilized. However, this reasoning only applies to viable parties, which are likely to 

possess the organizational infrastructure and resources to organize or sponsor protests, and also 

to appear as rational vote options. Therefore, the operationalization of the partisan supply is 

restricted to parties with parliamentary representation. The second reason why the maximum 

is more adequate than the average is because the average can be misleading if most parties 

adopt a position against, for example redistribution, but there is still one party that strongly 

advocates for it. The latter party could mobilize citizens with high social discontent, but the 

average would instead reflect that mobilization of these citizens is not likely in that party 

system. 

To operationalize the presence of trade unions I would ideally rely on union density 

measures. However, comparable union density measures are only available for 22 of the 29 

countries included in the ESS. As an alternative, I operationalize this variable by aggregating 

the percentage of ESS respondents that declare being members of a trade union in each country. 

This appears to be a good surrogate of union density measures, since the correlation between 

the ILO union density indicator, available for 22 of the surveyed countries, and the ESS 

aggregated variable equals 0.94.  

In all models I introduce a control variable measuring discontent related to the third 

model of democracy proposed by Ferrín and Kriesi (2016): the direct-democratic model. 

Direct-democratic discontent is operationalized following equations 1 to 3 and relying on a 

single indicator about citizens’ right to decide on policies by voting in referenda. Besides direct 

democratic discontent, at the individual-level I include controls for age, gender, education, 

political interest, ideology, and membership in voluntary organizations and trade unions. In the 

models in which protest is specified as the dependent variable I also add a control for place of 

residence (city or village). To account for the fact that representation preferences might affect 

the way in which citizens participate in politics all models also include a variable measuring 

whether citizens have a trustee or mandate conception of representation (Bengtsson and 



	

	 97	

Christensen, 2014). At the country-level I control for institutional openness, which is 

operationalized as a composite measure of the effective number of parliamentary parties and 

territorial decentralization (Marien and Christensen, 2013). Additionally, in voting models I 

control for compulsory voting, and in protest models I introduce a variable capturing whether 

the government was led by a left-wing party in the 12 months prior to the survey (see Torcal 

et al., 2016).  

To account for the hierarchal structure of the data all models are estimated through 

multilevel linear probability models (LPM). Although the most common practice in the 

presence of dichotomous dependent variables is to estimate logistic models, the coefficients 

estimated through LPM are similar to the average marginal effects of logistic regression and 

are directly interpretable, especially if the intention is to make comparisons across models and 

estimate cross-level interactions (Ai and Norton, 2003; Karaca-Mandic et al., 2012; Mood, 

2010).  

 

RESULTS 

Table 1 summarizes the results of models 1 and 2 specified to test the individual-level 

hypotheses (H1, H1.1 and H2). In line with the first hypothesis, both liberal and social discontent 

are negatively related to the likelihood of turning out to vote. These results suggest that when 

measured in relative terms, and taking into account the elements that citizens consider most 

important in their conceptualization of democracy, democratic discontent is negatively related 

to the likelihood of turning out to vote.  

The first model also reveals that the relationship between democratic discontent and the 

likelihood of turning out to vote is stronger in the case of liberal discontent. This result supports 

the idea, advanced in hypothesis 1.1, that discontent related to the functioning of the core 

elements of democratic representation should be more consequential for the decision of turning 

out to vote. In comparison to other predictors commonly associated with turnout decisions, the 

effect of liberal discontent appears to be substantial. The reduction in the likelihood of turning 

out to vote associated with moving from the minimum to the maximum value of liberal 

discontent is equivalent to a reduction in thirteen years of education, greater than the effect of 

being a member of a trade union, and equivalent to moving from being hardly interested in 

politics to being interested in politics. The differences in the effects of social and liberal 
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discontent underscore the importance of distinguishing between different forms of democratic 

discontent when analyzing its relationship to political participation. 

 

Table 1: Random intercepts multilevel linear probability models 

		 (1)	 (2)	
VARIABLES	 Vote	 Protest	
		 		 		
Liberal	democratic	discontent	 -0.108***	 0.086***	
	 (0.020)	 (0.013)	
Social	democratic	discontent	 -0.040***	 0.023***	
	 (0.014)	 (0.009)	
Direct	democratic	discontent	 0.027**	 0.019***	
	 (0.011)	 (0.007)	
Conception	of	representation	(ref	=	mandate)	 	 	
				Trustee	 0.013***	 -0.002	
	 (0.005)	 (0.003)	
				It	depends	 0.010*	 0.006	
	 (0.006)	 (0.004)	
Education	 0.008***	 0.003***	
	 (0.001)	 (0.000)	
Political	interest	 0.094***	 0.031***	
	 (0.002)	 (0.001)	
Age	 0.004***	 -0.001***	
	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	
Gender	 0.020***	 -0.005**	
	 (0.004)	 (0.002)	
Involvement	in	voluntary	organization	 0.012***	 0.014***	
	 (0.001)	 (0.001)	
Leftist	 0.030***	 0.051***	
	 (0.004)	 (0.003)	
Union	member	 0.063***	 0.043***	
	 (0.005)	 (0.003)	
City	 	 0.020***	
	 	 (0.003)	
Constant	 0.182***	 -0.065***	
	 (0.016)	 (0.012)	
Random-effects	parameters	 	 	
SD	Intercept		 0.060	 0.052	
	 (0.008)	 (0.007)	
	 	 	
Observations	 43,996	 43,996	
Countries	 29	 29	
Standard	errors	in	parentheses				***	p<0.01,	**	p<0.05,	*	p<0.1	

 

In model 1 all control variables behave as expected, except for direct-democratic 

discontent, which is positively related to the likelihood of turning out to vote. Hence, 

everything else equal, citizens are more likely to turn out to vote if they consider that the 

political system is falling short of their expectations with regard to the extent to which they are 

directly involved in decision making through referenda. The particular nature of direct 
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democracy may lay behind this a priori surprising result. Direct democracy analysts argue that 

there is a trade-off between direct and representative democracy (Linder, 2010). Hence, if 

citizens are already satisfied with their direct involvement in decision-making, which would 

be indicated by a lack of direct-democratic discontent, they might be less likely to turn out to 

vote, since direct democracy might render elections less relevant.  

Model 2 summarizes the results for protesting. In line with the expectations, both liberal 

and social discontent are positively related to the likelihood of joining legal demonstrations.  

Hence, it appears that discontent generated by a sense of relative deprivation with regards to 

one’s expectations about how democracy should work is likely to increase citizens’ motivations 

to protest. These results are in line with studies that conclude that critical attitudes toward 

democracy and democratic institutions are a relevant predictor of protest or non-

institutionalized participation (Hooghe and Marien, 2013), and clearly contrast with those that 

show that these attitudes do not increase the likelihood of demonstrating (Dalton et al., 2010; 

Dubrow et al., 2008). However, as in the case of voting, not all forms of democratic discontent 

are related to the likelihood of protesting with the same strength. While the effect of liberal 

discontent appears to be substantial, the effect of social discontent is relatively weak. The 

increase in the likelihood of protesting associated with moving from the minimum to the 

maximum value of liberal discontent is similar to the effect of moving from being not at all 

interested in politics to being interested in politics, or substantially stronger than the effect of 

being a member of a trade union.  

The relationship between different forms of democratic discontent and political 

participation should, however, depend on whether parties and unions are likely to mobilize 

these feelings of discontent in the electoral and protest arenas. To test this hypothesis I specify 

a series of cross-level interactions between the democratic discontent indicators and the 

variables summarizing the partisan supply. Beginning with the likelihood of turning out to vote, 

figures 1 A and B summarize the cross-level interactions between liberal discontent and the 

civil liberties partisan offer, and between social discontent and the welfare and equality partisan 
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 offer.58 Figure 1A shows the expected positive slope and the coefficient of the product term is 

statistically significant at conventional levels.59 In countries below the mean of the civil 

liberties partisan offer variable, where there is no party that strongly advocates for expanding 

civil liberties, liberal discontent has a substantial negative effect on the likelihood of turning 

out to vote. However, with the presence of parties more strongly in favor of expanding civil 

liberties the negative effect of liberal discontent weakens substantially, and it even becomes 

non-statistically significant for those countries with the presence of at least one party that is a 

strong advocate of expanding civil liberties. Hence, in the latter countries citizens with high 

levels of liberal discontent are not, on average, significantly less likely to turn out to vote. In 

the case of the interaction between social discontent and the welfare and equality partisan offer 

(figure 1B), though, the slope is almost flat, indicating that in this case the partisan supply does 

not moderate the negative effect of discontent on the likelihood of turning out to vote in any 

direction. This is also confirmed by the non-statistically significant coefficient of the product 

term.   

These results provide partial support for hypothesis 3, since at least in the case of liberal 

discontent the partisan offer is a relevant moderating factor of its negative impact on the 

likelihood of turning out to vote. In this case, the electoral supply appears to make the election 

process more or less attractive for the discontented voter, since in the absence of parties that 

strongly advocate for the expansion of civil liberties citizens with high levels of liberal 

discontent are, on average, more likely to abstain.  

Focusing now on these same interactions for protesting, figures 2 A and B summarize 

the cross-level interactions between liberal discontent and the civil liberties partisan offer, and 

between social discontent and the welfare and equality partisan offer.60 Figure 2A shows a 

                                                
58 This model has been estimated through LPM with random intercepts and random slopes for the discontent 

measures. The model includes the same variables as the models of table 1 plus controls at the country-level for 

compulsory voting, trade union density and system openness. The model includes 35,428 level-1 observations 

and 22 level-2 observations. The full model is summarized in table A1 in the appendix (model 3).  
59 Average marginal effects plots were generated with Stata marhis command (Hernández, 2016b).		
60 This model has been estimated through multilevel LPM with random intercepts and random slopes for the 

discontent measures. The model includes the same variables as the models of table 1 plus controls at the country-

level for trade union density, system openness and left-wing governments. The model includes 35,428 level-1 

observations and 22 level-2 observations. The full model is summarized in table A1 in the appendix (model 4).	
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positive slope, indicating that the positive effect of liberal discontent on the likelihood of 

demonstrating strengthens as parties become more strongly in favor of expanding civil 

liberties. In fact, it is only in countries with values around or above the mean in the electoral 

supply variable that liberal discontent has a statistically significant positive impact on the 

likelihood of demonstrating. The coefficient of the product term of the cross-level interaction 

is statistically significant at the p<0.1 level. Figure 2B depicts a similar pattern for the 

interaction between social discontent and the welfare and equality partisan offer variable. In 

countries where at least one party is strongly in favor of promoting greater welfare and equality 

citizens with high levels of social discontent are more likely to join demonstrations. Again, it 

is only in countries above the mean of the partisan offer variable that the effect of social 

discontent becomes statistically significant. In this case, the coefficient of the product term is 

statistically significant at the p<0.01 level  

The results just summarized for protest behavior provide support for the fourth 

hypothesis. In line with the recent analysis of Saunders (2014), these results suggest that instead 

of a surrogate of the electoral arena the protest arena is a complement of it. The presence of 

parties that address the roots of citizens’ democratic discontent does not make discontented 

citizens less likely to demonstrate, but instead, promotes their participation in demonstrations. 

In line with the postulates of the POS analytical framework, it appears that parties that strongly 

advocate for issues that address the deficiencies citizens perceive in the democratic system 

facilitate the mobilization of these citizens in the protest arena.   

Focusing now on the role played by trade unions, Figure 3A summarizes the cross-level 

interaction between social discontent and trade union density for protest. In line with the fifth 

hypothesis, Figure 3A shows that the relationship between social discontent and the likelihood 

of demonstrating strengthens as trade union density increases, and the coefficient of the product 

term is statistically significant at conventional levels.61 In fact, like in the case of the partisan 

offer, only in those countries where trade union density is above the mean social discontent has 

a statistically significant impact on the likelihood of demonstrating. Hence, everything else 

equal, in countries with higher trade union density individuals with high levels of social 

                                                
61	This model has been estimated through multilevel LPM with random intercepts and random slopes for the 
discontent measures. The model includes the same variables as the models of table 1 plus controls at the country-
level for left-wing governments. The model includes 43,996 level-1 observations and 29 level-2 observations. 
The full model is summarized in table A1 in the appendix (model 5).	
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discontent are, on average, more likely to protest. The robustness of this interaction is evaluated 

by re-specifying the model to include controls for the civil liberties and welfare partisan offer, 

as well as for system openness, because in countries with greater trade union density there 

might also be parties that advocate more strongly for welfare and equality. As a result of the 

inclusion of these additional variables the sample is restricted again to 22 cases and the country 

with the highest trade union density (Iceland) is excluded from the analysis.62 This new 

interaction is summarized in Figure 3B. Although with this new specification the coefficient 

of the product term weakens, the interaction effect is still substantial and statistically significant 

at conventional levels. An interaction between liberal discontent and trade union density was 

also tested and, as expected, it proved not statistically significant (results not shown).63 Hence, 

it appears that in the protest arena trade unions are another relevant actor for the mobilization 

of political discontent related to the issues they have traditionally advocated for.64 

Since I estimate most cross-level interactions relying on a reduced number of level-2 

units I conduct further analyses to assess whether any of the results is driven by an influential 

case (country). To do so I re-estimate all the models in which cross-level interactions were 

statistically significant leaving one country out of the sample at a time. The results are 

summarized in figures A1, A2, A3, A4, and A5 in the appendix, which summarize the 

coefficients of the corresponding product term for each of these models. In most cases these 

models provide support for the initial findings, since the exclusion of one country does not 

substantially alter the size of the coefficient of the product terms. The only exception is the 

interaction between liberal discontent and the civil liberties partisan offer for protest. In this 

case, it appears that the results are partly driven by the Spanish case. When this country is 

excluded the size of the coefficient of the product term is reduced by half but it still remains 

statistically significant at the 90 percent level.  

                                                
62	This model has been estimated through multilevel LPM with random intercepts and random slopes for the 
discontent measures. The model includes the same variables as the models of table 1 plus controls at the country-
level for, system openness, civil liberties partisan offer, welfare and equality partisan offer, and left-wing 
governments. The model includes 35,428 level-1 observations and 22 level-2 observations. The full model is 
summarized in table A1 in the appendix (model 6).	
63 Additional analyses (not shown) also reveal that these same interactions are not statistically significant when, 

instead of protest, voting is specified as the dependent variable. 
64 Additional analyses (not shown) reveal that at the individual-level the effect of social discontent on the 

likelihood of demonstrating is also stronger for those individuals who are members of trade unions.		
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As an additional check I re-estimate all models using multilevel logistic regression 

instead of LPM. The marginal effects of the main parameters of interest are reported in tables 

A3, and A4 in the appendix. The significance of the product terms is estimated following the 

recommendations of Karaca-Mandic et al (2012) for the analysis of interactions in non-linear 

models. The results indicate that there are no major discrepancies between the models 

estimated through LPM and logistic regression. The only noticeable difference is again related 

to the interaction between liberal discontent and the civil liberties partisan offer for protest. In 

this case the moderating effect of the partisan offer is slightly weaker and the product term fails 

to reach conventional levels of statistical significance.  

 

CONCLUSION  

This paper began from the premise that in order to examine the link between democratic 

discontent and participation it was necessary to implement a measure of discontent that 

acknowledged that in order to affect behaviors political grievances need to be perceived 

relative to what a person feels entitled to. This measure should also account for the fact that 

democracies as well as conceptions of democracy are complex and multifaceted. Through a 

measure of democratic discontent that incorporates all these considerations this paper shows 

that individual-level mismatches between democratic aspirations and evaluations are relevant 

predictors of the likelihood of turning out to vote and engaging in legal demonstrations. 

Democratic discontent is negatively related to the likelihood of turning out to vote and 

positively related to the likelihood of protesting. These results contrast with recent studies that 

conclude that political grievances or discontent with the functioning of democracy and its main 

institutions do not affect political participation decisions, and provide support for the idea that 

democratic discontent is a relevant motivational disposition that modulates the extent and 

means by which citizens participate in politics. 

At the same time, the empirical analyses reveal that not all forms of democratic 

discontent are related to voting and protesting with identical strength. In both cases it appears 

that discontent related to the functioning of the core elements of democratic representation are 

more decisive for participation decisions than discontent generated by the fact that the 

democratic system is not judged to perform according to one’s expectations in other areas such 
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as social justice. These findings underscore the importance of distinguishing between different 

dimensions of discontent with the functioning of democracy.  

The second contribution of this paper is the incorporation of traditional mobilization 

agents –political parties and trade unions– into the study of the relationship between democratic 

discontent and political participation. Building on the POS analytical framework this paper 

shows that the partisan supply is a relevant factor that moderates the impact of democratic 

discontent on the likelihood of voting and protesting. In the case of voting it appears that, in 

some cases, the negative effects of discontent can be attenuated if the electoral supply offers at 

least one viable party that strongly advocates for policies likely to address the specific 

shortcomings citizens perceive in their democratic system. In the case of protest the empirical 

analysis indicates that parties are also likely to facilitate mobilization in the protest arena. If a 

party system is characterized by at least one party that strongly advocates for policies that 

address the perceived democratic shortcomings citizens who are discontented are more likely 

to demonstrate. These results are in line with recent accounts that have shown that political 

parties play a central role in the mobilization of protest (Hutter, 2013). Contrasting with 

arguments about the decreasing influence of political parties, it appears that they are still 

important actors for political mobilization in both the electoral and protest arenas.  

Apart from political parties, the empirical analysis also reveals that trade unions are 

important mobilizing actors in the protest arena. However, this only applies to the mobilization 

of grievances that are related to the main activities of unions (social justice). In countries with 

a greater presence of unions citizens with feelings of social discontent are more likely to 

demonstrate than citizens with the same levels of discontent that live in countries with less 

powerful unions. Hence, it appears that this actor still plays an important role in the 

mobilization of political grievances in the European protest arena, as it was suggested in a 

recent study of Portugal (Accornero and Ramos Pinto, 2014). Overall, the findings about the 

moderating effect of the partisan supply and trade unions support the idea that the relationship 

between democratic discontent and participation is complex, and that both motivations 

stemming from political discontent and the mobilizing potential of political actors need to be 

taken into account. 

An implication of these findings is that the partisan supply constrains whether 

democratic discontent is voiced and channeled into the political system. In countries with a 
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party that strongly advocates for policies addressing the perceived democratic shortcomings 

discontented citizens are, on average, not less likely to turn out to vote and are more likely to 

demonstrate. Hence, in these cases, discontented citizens are still likely to be heard in the 

political process. However, in the absence of such parties, or other mobilizing agents like 

unions, these citizens are less likely to turn out to vote and are, at the same time, not more 

likely to demonstrate. Hence, a tentative conclusion is that in the absence of a suitable partisan 

offer or other mobilizing agents, exit is the most likely reaction to political discontent, because 

the available options do not allow citizens to express their discontent in a meaningful way. This 

conclusion is tentative because in this paper voting and protesting have been analyzed 

separately. Further research should rely on typologies of participants that combine different 

types of behaviors, and analyze whether in the absence of a suitable partisan offer or other 

mobilizing agents exit is the most likely reaction of those who are not satisfied with the 

functioning of democracy.   
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APPENDIX: CHAPTER-4 

Table A1. Multilevel linear probability models 
 

		 (3)	 (4)	 (5)	 (6)	

VARIABLES	 Vote	 Protest	 Protest	 Protest	

Cross-level	interactions	 		 		 		 		

Liberal	discontent	*	PO
+
:	Civil	liberties		 0.008***	 0.006*	 	 	

	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	 	 	

Social	discontent	*	PO
+
:	Welfare	and	equality		 -0.001	 0.003***	 	 	

	 (0.002)	 (0.001)	 	 	

Social	discontent	*	Trade	Union	density		 	 	 0.259***	 0.205**	

	 	 	 (0.075)	 (0.087)	

Individual	level	variables	 	 	 	 	

Liberal	discontent	 -0.198***	 -0.008	 0.091***	 0.082***	

	 (0.053)	 (0.058)	 (0.029)	 (0.030)	

Social	discontent	 -0.031	 -0.063*	 -0.014	 -0.009	

	 (0.059)	 (0.035)	 (0.017)	 (0.020)	

Direct-democratic	discontent	 0.030*	 0.019**	 0.017**	 0.018*	

	 (0.017)	 (0.010)	 (0.008)	 (0.010)	

Conception	of	representation	(ref	=	mandate)	 	 	 	 	

				Trustee	 0.010*	 -0.002	 -0.002	 -0.001	

	 (0.006)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	

				It	depends	 0.012*	 0.010**	 0.006	 0.010**	

	 (0.006)	 (0.004)	 (0.004)	 (0.004)	

Education	 0.009***	 0.002***	 0.002***	 0.002***	

	 (0.001)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	

Political	interest	 0.104***	 0.030***	 0.031***	 0.030***	

	 (0.003)	 (0.002)	 (0.001)	 (0.002)	

Age	 0.004***	 -0.001***	 -0.001***	 -0.001***	

	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	 (0.000)	

Gender	 0.020***	 -0.005*	 -0.006**	 -0.005**	

	 (0.004)	 (0.003)	 (0.002)	 (0.003)	

Involvement	in	voluntary	organization	 0.012***	 0.013***	 0.013***	 0.013***	

	 (0.001)	 (0.001)	 (0.001)	 (0.001)	

Leftist	 0.031***	 0.050***	 0.049***	 0.050***	

	 (0.005)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	

Union	member	 0.064***	 0.045***	 0.042***	 0.045***	

	 (0.006)	 (0.004)	 (0.003)	 (0.004)	

City	 	 0.023***	 0.020***	 0.023***	

	 	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	 (0.003)	

Contextual	variables		 	 	 	 	

Compulsory	voting		 0.115**	 	 	 	

	 (0.052)	 	 	 	

System	openness	 -0.023	 -0.066***	 	 -0.066***	

	 (0.034)	 (0.017)	 	 (0.016)	

Trade	union	density	 0.357***	 -0.059*	 -0.096***	 -0.063**	

	 -0.066	 (0.032)	 (0.034)	 (0.032)	

PO
+
:	Civil	liberties		 -0.000	 -0.001	 	 -0.001	

	 (0.001)	 (0.001)	 	 (0.001)	

PO
+
:	Welfare	and	equality		 0.002	 0.002***	 	 0.002***	

	 (0.001)	 (0.000)	 	 (0.000)	

Left	wing	government	 	 0.011	 0.009	 0.010	

	 	 (0.010)	 (0.013)	 (0.009)	

Constant	 0.132***	 -0.014	 -0.049***	 -0.020	
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	 -0.047	 (0.021)	 (0.011)	 (0.021)	

Random-effects	parameters	 	 	 	 	

SD	intercept		 0.047	 0.016	 0.028	 0.016	

	 (0.007)	 (0.004)	 (0.005)	 (0.004)	

SD	liberal	discontent	 0.054	 0.104	 0.137	 0.119	

	 (0.033)	 (0.021)	 (0.022)	 (0.023)	

SD	social	discontent	 0.083	 0.046	 0.045	 0.047	

	 (0.020)	 (0.014)	 (0.013)	 (0.014)	

Observations	 35,438	 35,438	 43,996	 35,438	

Number	of	countries	 22	 22	 29	 22	

Standard	errors	in	parentheses	***	p<0.01,	**	p<0.05,	*	p<0.1	 	 	 	

+
Note:	PO	=	Partisan	offer		 	 	 	 	
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Figure A1: Change in the product term coefficient for the interaction between liberal 
discontent and civil liberties partisan offer for voting.  

 
 Note: Red dotted line depicts the value of the product term in the original model 
 
Figure A2: Change in the product term coefficient for the interaction between liberal 
discontent and civil liberties partisan offer for protesting.   

 
 Note: Red dotted line depicts the value of the product term in the original model 
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Figure A3: Change in the product term coefficient for the interaction between social 
discontent and welfare and equality partisan offer for protesting.   

 
 Note: Red dotted line depicts the value of the product term in the original model 
 
Figure A4: Change in the product term coefficient for the interaction between social 
discontent and trade union density for protesting (full sample).   

 
 Note: Red dotted line depicts the value of the product term in the original model 
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Figure A5: Change in the product term coefficient for the interaction between social 
discontent and trade union density for protesting (restricted sample with additional 
controls).   

 
 Note: Red dotted line depicts the value of the product term in the original model 
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Table A3: Average marginal effects from random intercepts logistic models (individual 
level)65 
 

  Vote Protest 
Liberal discontent -0.10*** 0.07*** 
Social discontent -0.04*** 0.03*** 

                                               *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 
Table A4: Cross-level interactions from random intercepts and random slopes logistic 
models 
 
The significance of the cross-level interactions product terms is estimated following the 
recommendations of Karaca-Mandic et al. (2012) for interactions in non-linear models using 
the inbuilt contrast feature of the margins command in Stata 14 with all control variables set at 
their means.  
 
A) Adjusted predictions and significance of product term for partisan offer interactions 

  Vote   Protest 

 
Partisan offer 

Significance 
product term  

Partisan offer 
Significance 
product term 

  Low Mean High    Low Mean High   
Liberal discontent -0.19 -0.07 0.03 ***  0.03 0.07 0.09 NS 
Social discontent -0.04 -0.06 -0.08 NS   -0.01 0.01 0.09 ** 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
Note: For liberal discontent civil liberties partisan offer. For social discontent welfare and equality partisan offer 

 
B) Adjusted predictions and significance of product term for trade union density 

  Protest 

 
Trade union density 

Significance 
product term 

  Low Mean High   
Social discontent full sample -0.01 0.02 0.10 *** 
Social discontent restricted sample with additional controls -0.01 0.02 0.13 *** 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
 

                                                
65 All models used to estimate the average marginal effects and adjusted predictions are specified with the same 

control variables as the original models, the only difference with the original models is the use of a logistic 

instead of a linear function.  
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CHAPTER 5: DEMOCRATIC DISCONTENT AND SUPPORT FOR 
MAINSTREAM AND CHALLENGER PARTIES: RATIONAL PROTEST VOTING 
 
 INTRODUCTION 

During the last decade growing dissatisfaction with the way democracy works has been 

paralleled with declining support for mainstream parties and a substantial increase in the vote 

shares of challenger parties (Armingeon and Guthmann, 2014; Hernández and Kriesi, 2016). 

This could indicate that support for these different types of parties might be related to 

democratic discontent. However, the literature is divided about the extent to which support for 

challenger or populist parties and defection from mainstream parties can be linked to ‘protest 

voting’. Some argue that citizens who are dissatisfied with the way democracy works 

increasingly support challenger parties as a way of protesting and signaling their discontent 

with the functioning of representative democracy (Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005; Hooghe and 

Dassonneville, 2016). Others qualify the ‘protest hypothesis’ arguing that support for these 

parties is driven by policy preferences and that, as a consequence, support for challenger and 

populist parties is better explained by rational-choice models of voting behavior (Brug et al., 

2000).  

 In this paper I adopt a midway position in this debate and I incorporate elements of both 

the protest and rational choice hypotheses to the analysis of the relationship between 

democratic discontent and party choice. Following the protest vote hypothesis I argue that 

democratic discontent should influence the likelihood of supporting mainstream parties and 

different types of challenger parties (left- and right-wing challenger parties). However, as a 

difference from previous studies, I take into account that there might be different forms of 

democratic discontent that are informed by individuals’ democratic preferences or aspirations, 

and that not all forms of discontent should relate to the likelihood of supporting mainstream 

and challenger parties in the same way. Democratic discontent is, thus, characterized as a 

function of individuals’ democratic aspirations (i.e. what they expect from democracy) and the 

extent to which these aspirations are fulfilled for particular elements or principles of democracy 

like, for example, the protection of minorities’ rights or the role of the state in reducing 

economic inequalities. Following the rational-choice hypothesis one would expect the impact 

of discontent on party choice to vary depending on the specific nature of democratic discontent, 

since different parties are likely to mobilize different types of discontent. Hence, citizens 
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should be likely to vote for a party that is aligned with the specific shortcomings that, according 

to their democratic aspirations, they perceive in their democracies. For example, an individual 

with high democratic aspirations about the extent to which governments should reduce income 

inequality that judges that her democracy is underperforming in this dimension should be more 

likely to vote for a left-wing challenger party. Hence, I conceptualize protest vote not as a vote 

devoid of any political meaning and detached from political preferences (Brug and Fennema, 

2003; Lubbers and Scheepers, 2000), but as a rational protest vote that is informed by 

individuals’ democratic aspirations and the extent to which these are realized for particular 

elements of democracy.  

 Voters tend to identify problems in the functioning of democracy with mainstream 

parties, since they see these parties as part of the system and, therefore, as part of the problem 

(Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005). As a consequence, we would expect a negative relationship 

between most forms of democratic discontent and the likelihood of voting for mainstream 

parties. By the same token, as a way of protesting and expressing dissatisfaction at the voting 

booth, different forms of discontent should be positively associated with the likelihood of 

voting for challenger parties. However, different types of challenger parties propose different 

solutions to democracies’ problems. Hence, if the vote for challenger parties is not just a protest 

vote but a rational protest vote we would expect that depending on the nature of their 

democratic discontent individuals should be likely to vote for either left- or right-wing 

challengers.   

To test the rational protest voting hypothesis I draw on European Social Survey data 

about Europeans’ democratic aspirations and evaluations for five different elements of 

democracy: the freedom and fairness of elections, the protection of minorities’ rights, citizens’ 

direct involvement in decision-making through referenda, the role of the government in 

promoting economic equality, and the ‘responsibility’ of national governments towards other 

European governments. The empirical analysis reveals that specific forms of democratic 

discontent, measured by the imbalances between aspirations (to what extent individuals 

consider that a particular element should be present in an ideal democracy) and evaluations (to 

what extent individuals think a particular element is present in their democracy) for these five 

elements of democracy, are differently related to the likelihood of supporting mainstream and 

left- and right-wing challenger parties. These results suggest that the relationship between 
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democratic discontent and party choice should not just be conceptualized as a process of protest 

voting, but as a process of rational protest voting. 

 

 RATIONAL PROTEST VOTING:  CONCEPTUALIZATION  

It has been argued that exit (abstention) is one of the likely reactions of individuals who are 

not satisfied with the functioning of their democracies (Karp and Milazzo, 2015). However, 

the relationship between democratic discontent and abstention is not deterministic. Some 

dissatisfied citizens are likely to show up to vote on election day. How do these voters behave 

at the polls? Does their discontent affect the parties they decide to support? 

 In the American context, attitudes like political distrust increase the likelihood of voting 

for non-mainstream parties that are critical towards the functioning of the political system. This 

has led to the conclusion that, like abstention, third party voting can be considered an 

instrument citizens resort to in order to express their discontent with the functioning of 

representative democracy (Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005; Hetherington, 1999). In the European 

context, most studies focus on the association between attitudes such as distrust towards 

representative institutions or dissatisfaction with democracy and the likelihood of voting for 

populist parties, mainly radical right parties. These attitudes are generally associated with a 

greater likelihood of supporting radical right parties (Bélanger and Aarts, 2006; Oesch, 2008). 

In Belgium and the Netherlands these negative orientations towards the political system have 

been shown to increase the likelihood of supporting protest parties located on both extremes of 

the ideological continuum (Hooghe and Dassonneville, 2016; Schumacher and Rooduijn, 

2013).  

The results of these previous studies suggest that support for challenger parties should 

be considered a form of protest vote. This view is challenged by scholars who argue that the 

decision to vote for these parties is more likely to be motivated by substantive considerations 

or policy preferences than by a desire to protest spurred by discontent with the functioning of 

democracy and democratic institutions. This argument has been mainly put forward by studies 

focusing on anti-immigrant parties, which found clear support for the rational-choice 
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hypothesis (Billiet and De Witte, 1995; Brug et al., 2005, 2000).66 These results led these 

scholars to dismiss or qualify the protest vote hypothesis  

In this paper I integrate the protest and rational-choice hypotheses in order to analyze 

how discontent with the functioning of democracy relates to party choices. As Billiet and De 

Witte (1995) noted in their conclusion, ‘a sharp distinction between the rational-choice 

hypothesis and the protest hypothesis is partly a false one’ (p. 194). Building on the protest 

vote hypothesis one would first assume that democratic discontent should affect party choice. 

However, following the rational-choice hypothesis, and based on the assumption that there are 

relevant differences in the proposals of different types of parties, one would assume that this is 

not likely to occur independently of the nature of individuals’ democratic discontent, which is 

determined by individuals’ democratic aspirations and the extent to which these are fulfilled 

for particular elements of democracy. Hence, the process by which democratic discontent 

relates to party choices should not only be influenced by citizens’ desire to protest, but also by 

what citizens want to protest about. Discontented citizens should not be simply likely to vote 

for a challenger party, as predicted by the protest hypothesis, but likely to vote for a party that 

is aligned with the specific shortcomings that, according to their democratic aspirations, they 

perceive in their democracies. If this is the case, the relationship between discontent and party 

choice could be characterized as a process of rational protest voting. Contrary to protest voting, 

which has been conceptualized as a vote decoupled from political preferences (Lubbers and 

Scheepers, 2000), protest rational voting is, in fact, informed by democratic preferences or 

aspirations.   

To characterize the nature of individuals’ democratic discontent, and evaluate the 

rational protest voting hypothesis, democratic discontent must reflect the specific shortcomings 

that, according to their democratic aspirations, individuals perceive in their democracies.  

Democratic aspirations establish citizens’ ideal of democracy and set the standard or 

benchmark against which the functioning of democracy is evaluated. For specific elements of 

democracy democratic aspirations indicate to what extent individuals consider that a particular 

element should be present in an ideal democracy. In turn, democratic evaluations indicate to 

                                                
66	But see also Brug et al. (2003) later analysis, which shows that in comparison to their 1994 original analysis, 

in 1999 a relevant proportion of anti-immigrant parties attracted more voters on the basis of protest considerations 

than on the basis of policy related considerations. 	
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what extent individuals think a particular element is present in their democracy. A comparison 

of aspirations and evaluations reflects whether the democratic system where one lives matches 

one’s democratic aspirations, whether it is underperforming, or whether it is over-performing. 

These different types of (im)balances between democratic aspirations and evaluations are 

summarized in Figure 1. If aspirations match evaluations (0), the system is performing 

according to one’s expectations. When aspirations are higher than evaluations, individuals’ 

perceive a democratic deficit since they consider that their political system is falling short of 

their expectations (see Norris, 2011). If aspirations are lower than evaluations, individuals’ 

perceive a democratic surplus since they consider that their system is over-performing.  

In the presence of rational protest voting, democratic deficits and surpluses should be 

mobilized by different parties depending on the specific element of democracy they refer to. 

To test this proposition I rely on a theoretically derived set of different elements of democracy, 

which are presented in table 1. These particular elements are selected since democratic deficits 

and surpluses related to each of them are likely to be mobilized by different parties and, 

therefore, clear hypotheses can be formulated as to how perceiving a deficit or surplus for each 

of them should relate to the likelihood of supporting mainstream or left- and right-wing 

challenger parties. Hence, in contrast to previous studies (e.g. Oesch, 2008), in this paper 

democratic discontent does not refer to democracy in general but to particular elements of 

democracy. Relying on these different elements of democracy allows me to test the central 

proposition of the rational protest voting model, namely that citizens should be likely to cast a 

vote for a party that is aligned with the specific nature of their democratic discontent. 

  

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Democratic surpluses and democratic deficits 
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Table 1: Elements of democracy 

Element of democracy / Dimension  Principle of democracy 
Freedom and fairness of elections National elections being free and fair 
Minorities’ rights The rights of minority groups being 

protected  
Economic equality Governments taking measures to reduce 

differences in income levels  
Direct-democracy  Citizens having the final say on the most 

important political issues by voting on 
them directly in referendums  

Responsibility towards other European governments Politicians taking into account the views 
of other European governments before 
making decisions 

 

RATIONAL PROTEST VOTING IN EUROPE: EXPECTATIONS  

I conceptualize mainstream parties as those parties that have played a key role in a country’s 

party system since the postwar period and that play a relevant role in national cabinets 

(Hernández and Kriesi, 2016; Hobolt and Tilley, 2015). Given the central role that these parties 

play in European democracies individuals are likely to identify problems with the functioning 

of democracy with these parties (see Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005). As a consequence, one might 

expect democratic discontent to be negatively related to the likelihood of voting for mainstream 

parties. However, when analyzing discontent in the form of imbalances between democratic 

aspirations and evaluations for particular elements of democracy we need to consider how 

democratic deficits and surpluses for each element of democracy may relate to the likelihood 

of supporting mainstream parties. In this case, even mainstream parties might be capable of 

mobilizing voters that perceive surpluses or deficits for specific elements of democracy.    

In opposition to mainstream parties, I define challenger parties as those parties that have 

not played a fundamental role in their party systems since the postwar period and that do not 

ordinarily participate in national cabinets. Challenger parties offer an alternative narrative to 

the mainstream consensus and highlight issues that are usually downplayed by mainstream 

parties (Hobolt and Tilley, 2015). This alternative narrative is sometimes complemented with 

a populist or antiestablishment rhetoric. Given that these parties tend to emphasize the 

deficiencies of political systems, citizens are not likely to associate the problems of their 

political systems with these parties (Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005; Ramiro, 2016). Hence, 

challenger parties constitute a clear alternative to established parties and should be, therefore, 

capable of attracting protest voters. However, depending on whether they are located on the 
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left or the right these parties differ significantly among themselves on their focus and the types 

of problems they address (Hobolt and Tilley, 2015). Thus, according to the rational protest vote 

model, left- and right-wing challengers should attract voters with different forms of discontent.  

 I begin by considering how discontent related to one of the most fundamental elements 

of democracy, the freedom and fairness of elections, should alter the likelihood of supporting 

these different parties. Given that mainstream parties have strong ties with representative 

institutions and are, in most cases, the main beneficiaries of the functioning of the electoral 

system, it does not seem likely that individuals who believe that elections are not fair enough 

(deficit) or who believe that elections should be less free than they currently are (surplus) 

should be attracted to vote for mainstream parties. Hence, in this case we should find the largest 

support for mainstream parties among those individuals for whom democratic aspirations and 

evaluations are balanced. Conversely, those who perceive that elections are not free and fair 

enough, probably seeing them as favoring the political establishment in charge of organizing 

the elections, should be more likely to vote for either left or right challengers as a form of 

protest, since these parties are not likely to be directly associated with the perceived 

malfunctioning of basic political institutions. Hence, those perceiving a democratic deficit for 

this element of democracy should be more likely to vote for left- and right-wing challengers. 

However, here, we might find the first difference between challengers from the left and the 

right. Some prominent challenger right parties such as the Austrian FPÖ or the French FN 

originate from an antidemocratic tradition (Brug et al., 2005). As a consequence, some of these 

challenger right parties could also mobilize voters who perceive a democratic surplus with 

regard to the freedom and fairness of elections.   

The expectations are different for the equality and redistribution dimension. During the 

last decade, and especially since the outbreak of the Great Recession, mainstream parties from 

the left and the right have converged on a policy of austerity (Hobolt and Tilley, 2015). Most 

mainstream parties advocate for, or have at least agreed to, a limitation or reduction of welfare 

redistribution. Therefore, these parties should attract the votes of those who perceive a 

democratic surplus for this element of democracy, and they should receive fewer votes among 

those who believe that their democracies are underperforming with regard to the measures 

governments take to reduce economic inequality (deficit). Left-wing challengers should be the 

main beneficiaries of citizens perceiving a democratic deficit in this dimension. In the post 
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Great Recession context left-wing challengers overtly reject austerity policies and welfare 

retrenchment and clearly advocate for democracies characterized by greater wealth 

redistribution (Hobolt and Tilley, 2015; Ramiro, 2016). In contrast, on the right, challenger 

parties are likely to either adopt a market liberal stance (Kitschelt, 1995) or to favor limited 

income redistribution in the form of ‘welfare chauvinism’ (Koster et al., 2013). Hence, while 

left-wing challengers should receive a greater support among those perceiving a democratic 

deficit, it is not clear how imbalances between democratic aspirations and evaluations in this 

dimension should relate to the likelihood of supporting right-wing challengers.  

 Focusing on direct-democracy, this is a feature of democracy that resonates well with 

challenger parties but that mainstream parties are not likely to promote. Mainstream parties are 

likely to collude to favor party centered mechanisms, since they are the main beneficiaries of 

those (Katz and Mair, 1995). In this case, the mainstream consensus implies favoring 

representative mechanisms to the detriment of direct forms of decision-making.67 As a 

consequence, citizens perceiving a democratic deficit in this dimension should be less likely to 

support mainstream parties, and those perceiving a democratic surplus should be more likely 

to support them. In contrast, referenda are a favorite instrument of challenger parties because 

they offer a way of bypassing representative institutions dominated by mainstream parties 

(Webb, 2013). Traditionally, direct-democracy has been more salient in the agendas of right-

wing challengers. These parties favor direct democratic mechanisms as a way of advancing the 

goals and interests of the ‘common man’ (Lange, 2007). However, prominent left-wing 

challenger parties like the Spanish Podemos or the Greek Syriza, among others, have recently 

adopted a similar rhetoric. Hence, those perceiving that their democracies fall short of their 

expectations with regard to direct-democracy (deficit) should be more likely to support left- 

and right-wing challengers alike.  

In the case of the minorities’ rights dimension, there is no theoretical guidance as to 

how imbalances between aspirations and evaluations should relate to the likelihood of voting 

for mainstream parties. This is not, however, the case for challenger parties. Theoretical 

accounts lead me to expect that imbalances in this dimension should be related to the likelihood 

of supporting these parties, although differently for left- and right-wing challengers. On the 

                                                
67 But see Scarrow (1999) for a contrasting view in the case of German parties.   
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right, challenger parties adopt an exclusive view of society with regard to ethnic and cultural 

minorities (Ivarsflaten, 2008). Conversely, left challengers tend to defend the rights of minority 

groups such as migrants or refugees (Visser et al., 2014). As a consequence, those perceiving 

a democratic surplus (those perceiving that minorities’ rights are more protected than they 

should in an ideal democracy) should be more likely to cast a protest vote for right challengers, 

and those perceiving a democratic deficit (those perceiving that minorities’ rights are less 

protected than they should in an ideal democracy) should be more likely to cast a protest vote 

for left challengers. 

Finally, in the responsibility towards other European governments dimension one 

would expect mainstream parties to mobilize democratic deficits and challenger parties to 

mobilize those perceiving a democratic surplus. With few exceptions, mainstream parties have 

a positive view of multilateral democracy and of the process of European integration (Vries 

and Edwards, 2009). Hence, mainstream parties should be more attractive to those who 

perceive that, in their countries, governments do not take the opinions of other European 

governments sufficiently into account before making decisions (deficit). Conversely, 

challenger parties will represent an attractive option for those who think that in their 

democracies governments take too much into account the opinions of other European 

governments before making decisions (surplus). A great number of right-wing challenger 

parties focus on reclaiming national sovereignty and repatriating powers from supranational 

institutions like the EU (Hobolt and Tilley, 2015). While only a minority of left-wing 

challengers defend the withdrawal of their countries from the EU (e.g. Danish Red-Green 

Alliance), most of them emphasize the deficiencies of how European integration is undertaken 

(Ramiro, 2016). Hence, in clear contrast to mainstream parties, challenger parties from the left 

and the right are likely to mobilize those who perceive a democratic surplus in this dimension. 

 

DATA AND METHODS  

The empirical analyses of this paper draw on data from the European Social Survey (ESS). In 

its sixth round, conducted between 2012 and 2013 in 29 countries, the ESS includes a module 

in which citizens are asked to give their opinion on a 0-10 scale about the need and importance 

of different elements of democracy for an ideal democratic system (their democratic 

aspirations). These questions are followed by a battery asking respondents about their 
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evaluations on a 0-10 scale of the extent to which they believe that each of these elements are 

present in their country.68  

 Using these questions, the imbalance between aspirations and evaluations for each of 

the elements of democracy included in table 1 is obtained by subtracting the evaluations from 

the aspirations (imbalance = aspirations – evaluations). The resulting measure ranges from -10 

to +10, with 0 indicating that for a given element of democracy aspirations and evaluations are 

balanced, positive values indicating a democratic deficit (greater aspirations than evaluations), 

and negative values indicating a democratic surplus (lower aspirations than evaluations).69  

 To operationalize the dependent variable ––party choice–– I classify the parties 

respondents voted for in the last national election into four categories: mainstream, left-wing 

challengers, right-wing challengers and non-mainstream. To assign parties to each category I 

draw on the classifications of parties of Hernández and Kriesi (2016) and Hobolt and Tilley 

(2015). The mainstream parties category comprises those parties that have played a key role in 

their countries since the postwar period and that play a relevant role in national cabinets. The 

challenger parties category includes those parties that have not played a fundamental role in 

their party systems since the postwar period, that do not ordinarily participate in national 

cabinets and that can be clearly classified as either left- or right-wing. The non-mainstream 

parties category is a residual category including parties that cannot be classified in any of these 

groups, and it mainly includes green parties and other issue parties.70 Since the party systems 

of Eastern European countries have not been yet fully institutionalized, the notion of 

mainstream and challenger parties is only applicable to Western Europe. Therefore, I restrict 

my analyses to 15 Western European countries included in ESS-6.71 To operationalize vote as 

                                                
68 The question wording and descriptive statistics of all the variables used in this paper can be found in table A5 

of the appendix.  
69 I have specified an OLS model with satisfaction with democracy (SWD) as the dependent variable and with 

the imbalance for each of these elements of democracy and its quadratic terms as the independent variables. The 

analysis reveals that levels of SWD are significantly linked to each of these variables. These results also show 

that the relationship between SWD and each of the imbalance measures is curvilinear. For most elements those 

perceiving the greatest democratic deficits or democratic surpluses have the lowest levels of SWD. 
70 The classification of parties for each country can be found in table A1 in the appendix.  

71 Countries included: Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, France, United Kingdom, 

Ireland, Iceland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, and Sweden.  
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a dependent variable it is necessary to take into account that when estimating vote-choice 

models ‘omitting abstention as a choice leads to potentially erroneous conclusions about the 

effects of explanatory variables’ (Lacy and Burden, 1999, p. 234). Therefore, to fully 

characterize individuals’ choice-sets abstention is added as an additional category to the 

dependent variable. The final distribution of the dependent variable is as follows: 57 percent 

of respondents voted for a mainstream party, 7 percent for a non-mainstream party, 6.1 percent 

for a right-wing challenger, 7.8 percent for a left-wing challenger, and 22 percent abstained. 

 Analyzing the relationship between different forms of democratic discontent and the 

party individuals vote for requires the use of a discrete choice model. However, in this case, 

multinomial logistic regression is not adequate because the choice-sets differ across countries. 

While in some countries, like Sweden, citizens can either abstain or vote for any of the four 

types of parties, in other countries, like for example Ireland, citizens’ choice-sets are 

constrained since some choices are not available. This circumstance is addressed by estimating 

all models through multinomial conditional logistic regression. This type of model takes into 

account the number and type of choices available to each respondent in each country and 

produces reliable estimates of the explanatory variables. To account for clustering all models 

are estimated with robust clustered standard errors.  

 The estimates produced by conditional logistic models are not easily interpretable. For 

this reason, in the next section I summarize the marginal effects on probabilities derived from 

these models. They are interpreted as the predicted change in the probabilities of an outcome 

(e.g. voting mainstream) related to a one-unit change in a regressor with all other variables set 

at their means. However, the fact that the distribution of respondents across the different 

outcome categories of the dependent variable is unbalanced complicates the comparison of the 

impact of independent variables across outcomes, since the size of marginal effects on 

probabilities depends on each outcome baseline probability. For this reason, besides 

summarizing the marginal effects on probabilities, I also summarize the relative marginal 

change in the probabilities of each outcome associated to a one-unit change in the regressors. 

This is obtained by dividing the marginal change in the probabilities of an outcome related to 

a one-unit change in an independent variable by the probability that each of the outcome 

categories is selected. To further facilitate the interpretation of the models I mean center and 
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standardize all non-categorical independent variables so that numeric inputs represent the 

effect of the mean ±1 standard deviation.  

 All models include the following control variables: the age and gender of the 

respondent, education (measured in years), political interest (with higher values representing 

higher political interest), satisfaction with the national economy (with higher values indicating 

higher satisfaction), and feeling about household income (with higher values indicating greater 

difficulties to live with present income).  

Election winners (voters of parties that form the national government) might evaluate 

better the functioning of different aspects of the political system (Torcal and Trechsel, 2016). 

At the same time, they should be more likely to have voted for a mainstream party, since most 

of the parties that are part of national cabinets are mainstream. To take into account this 

circumstance one could control for whether a respondent voted for a winner party. However, 

in this paper this strategy is not adequate for two reasons. First, because more than 90 percent 

of winners voted for a mainstream party, which generates the risk of having empty cells in 

some other outcome categories once the winner/loser variable and other controls are included 

in the model. Second, because introducing this variable would require to exclude from the 

analysis all those who did not turn out to vote, since the winner/loser variable would predict 

success perfectly for the abstention outcome. Hence, as a robustness check I re-estimate all 

conditional logistic models including only losers. In these models the original sample is 

reduced from 19,344 respondents to 10,768 respondents. For this subsample, the distribution 

of the dependent variables is as follows: 32 percent of respondents voted for a mainstream 

party, 10 percent for a left challenger, 10 percent for a right challenger, 10 percent for a non-

mainstream party and 38 percent abstained.  

 

RESULTS  

Table 2 summarizes the marginal effects and relative marginal effects of all independent 

variables on the probabilities of each outcome. Negative values in the coefficients of the 

imbalance variables indicate that as someone perceives a greater/lower democratic 

deficit/surplus one becomes less likely to vote for a given party, and vice-versa for positive 

values. To better illustrate the impact of imbalances between democratic aspirations and 

evaluations figures 2 and 3 summarize the change in the predicted probability of voting for 
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mainstream parties and left- and right-wing challengers across the range of the variables 

measuring the imbalances for each of the elements of democracy. In these plots the vertical 

line denotes the point of perfect balance, where aspirations match evaluations, values located 

to the right of this line denote a democratic deficit and values located to the left denote a 

democratic surplus.   

 I begin by analyzing the impact of imbalances between aspirations and evaluations for 

the most basic element of democracy considered in this paper: the freedom and fairness of 

elections. Focusing first on mainstream parties, the results show that the imbalance about the 

extent to which elections are free and fair has a significant impact on the likelihood of voting 

for mainstream parties. However, given that for this element of democracy a quadratic term is 

specified the results are better interpreted through the plots of predicted probabilities. The 

relationship between imbalances on the freedom and fairness of elections dimension and the 

likelihood of voting for mainstream parties displays the expected curvilinear pattern. When 

aspirations and evaluations are balanced citizens are much more likely to vote for mainstream 

parties, and the probability of voting for these parties decreases as one moves further away 

from the point where aspirations and evaluation are balanced either in the direction of a greater 

democratic deficit or of a greater democratic surplus. Hence, on this dimension both democratic 

deficits and surpluses reduce the likelihood of voting for mainstream parties. Individuals who 

perceive a deficit or surplus are more likely to abstain as indicated by the coefficients of the 

abstention category. However, the results summarized in table 2 also indicate that citizens 

perceiving an imbalance on this dimension are also more likely to vote for challenger parties. 

Nevertheless, it appears that right-wing challengers are more successful than left-wing 

challengers in mobilizing democratic deficits in the free and fair elections dimension. As 

democratic deficits grow larger, voters become more likely to cast a vote for both left- and 

right-wing challengers, but the effect is substantially stronger for the latter. Moreover, as 

expected, the coefficient for the quadratic term is positive and statistically significant for right-

wing challengers, which indicates that those who perceive a democratic surplus are also more 

likely to vote for this type of party. However, figure 3 reveals that the likelihood of voting for 

a challenger right party is lower among those perceiving a democratic surplus than among those 

perceiving a democratic deficit.  

 -
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In the case of imbalances between aspirations and evaluations in the minorities’ rights 

dimension, the results reveal that these are not significantly related to the likelihood of voting 

for mainstream parties. In contrast, they are significantly related to the likelihood of voting for 

left- and right-wing challengers. The positive coefficient for left challengers and the negative 

coefficient for right challengers indicate that, as predicted by the rational protest voting model, 

this relationship runs in opposite directions for each type of challenger party. On the one hand, 

those who perceive that their democracies are underperforming with regard to the degree of 

protection they grant to minority groups (democratic deficit) are more likely to vote for left 

wing challengers. On the other hand, those who perceive that in their democracies minority 

groups are more protected than what should be the case in an ideal democracy (democratic 

surplus) are more likely to vote for right-wing challengers. In the case of right-wing challengers 

this is, in fact, one of the predictors most closely associated to the likelihood of supporting this 

type of party. A two standard deviation increase in the imbalance variable reduces by .05 the 

likelihood of casting a vote for a right-wing challenger. This is a substantial effect given the 

relative rarity of casting a vote for right-wing challengers. A .05 reduction corresponds to a 60 

percent reduction in the relative probability of voting for this type of party. The effect of this 

variable is substantially stronger than other predictors like, for example, satisfaction with the 

economy. Overall, these results indicate that even if related to the same element of democracy 

––the protection of minorities’ rights––the impact of democratic discontent on the likelihood 

of voting for challenger parties is clearly different depending on whether citizens perceive a 

democratic deficit or surplus.  

 Focusing on the direct democracy dimension, there is, as expected, a negative 

relationship between perceiving a democratic deficit and the likelihood of supporting 

mainstream parties. In line with the position adopted by these parties, which are likely to favor 

representative mechanisms of decision-making, those perceiving a democratic surplus are more 

likely to vote for mainstream parties. At the same time, in line with the notion that direct-

democracy is a favorite instrument of challenger parties, both left- and right-wing challengers 

appear to mobilize those voters who perceive a democratic deficit. However, consistent with 

the view that calls for direct democracy are more prevalent in the discourses of right-wing 

challengers, perceiving a democratic deficit about direct democracy has a greater impact on the 

likelihood of supporting right-wing challengers. A two standard deviation increase in the  
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imbalance measure is associated with a 35 percent increase in the relative probability of voting 

for right-wing challengers, while this change is of only 12 percent in the case of left-wing 

challengers.  

 In the case of equality and redistribution, imbalances between aspirations and 

evaluations are clearly related to the likelihood of supporting mainstream parties. Democratic 

deficits in this dimension appear to be negatively related to the likelihood of voting for 

mainstream parties. As one perceives a greater democratic deficit in this dimension one 

becomes less likely to support mainstream parties. Hence, those who perceive that, in their 

democracies, governments do not reduce income differences as they should according to their 

ideal model of democracy are less likely to cast a vote for a mainstream parties, and those who 

perceive a democratic surplus in this dimension are more likely to cast a vote for a mainstream 

party. This is the imbalance that is most closely associated to the likelihood of voting for 

mainstream parties. A two standard deviation increase in the imbalance measure is associated 

with a .07 reduction in the likelihood of voting for a mainstream party, which is equivalent to 

a 12 percent reduction in the relative probability. Consistent with the expectation that left-wing 

challengers should be the most attractive option for those perceiving a democratic deficit in 

this dimension, the empirical results show that as one perceives a greater democratic deficit 

one becomes significantly more likely to cast a vote for a left-wing challenger party. However, 

this is not the case for right-wing challengers, since imbalances for this element of democracy 

are unrelated to the likelihood of supporting this type of party. In the case of left-wing 

challengers, though, this is the predictor most closely associated with the likelihood of 

supporting this type of party. A two standard deviation increase in the imbalance measure is 

associated with an increase of .05 in the probability of voting for a left-wing challenger. This 

is clearly a substantial effect, since it is equivalent to a 64 percent change in the left-wing 

challenger probability.  

 Finally, in the case of imbalances in the responsibility towards other European 

governments dimension we observe a pattern that contrasts with the other dimensions, since, 

in this case, mainstream parties are the ones mobilizing those who perceive a democratic 

deficit. In line with the fact that mainstream parties are likely to be favorable towards European 

integration, those who perceive that in order to fit with their ideal of democracy their 

governments should take more into account the opinions of other European governments are 
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more likely to cast a vote for a mainstream party. As for challenger parties, the negative 

coefficient indicates that these parties attract those who perceive a democratic surplus, that is, 

those who think that their governments take into account the views of other European 

governments more than they should in an ideal democracy. However, like in the case of other 

imbalances, it appears that right-wing challengers are more successful in mobilizing this form 

of discontent, since, in comparison to challengers from the left, the impact of this imbalance is 

substantially stronger for right-wing challengers. This is likely to be caused by the fact that, 

compared to those on the left, right-wing challengers are more likely to overtly reject European 

integration.  

  As I argue in the previous section, these results could be biased by the fact that election 

winners might provide better evaluations of the functioning of democracy and might be, at the 

same time, more likely to have voted for a mainstream party. To assess the robustness of these 

findings against this potential threat I specify the same model restricting the sample to election 

losers. The absolute and relative marginal effects on probabilities for this model are 

summarized in table A4 in the appendix. A comparison of these results with those of table 2 

reveals that there are no major changes associated to this alternative specification. The only 

exceptions are that the imbalances in the responsibility dimension become non-statistically 

significant for left-wing challengers, and that for most imbalances the sizes of the effects 

(measured by the relative change in probabilities) become slightly stronger for mainstream 

parties and slightly weaker for left-wing challengers.  

 

DISCUSSION 

A clear story emerges from these results. The process by which democratic discontent relates 

to party choices resembles more a process of rational protest voting than a simple process of 

protest voting detached from political preferences. This does not imply that democratic 

discontent should not be considered a relevant predictor of party choice, but that depending on 

its nature (democratic deficit or surplus and the type of element of democracy it refers to) 

discontent will make one more likely to vote either for a left- or right-wing challenger, and in 

some cases even more likely to vote for mainstream parties. Hence, the empirical evidence 

supports the hypothesis that discontented citizens are more likely to vote for a party that is 

aligned with the specific nature of their democratic discontent. In line with the protest vote 
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hypothesis it is confirmed that individuals’ evaluations of the functioning of democracy are 

relevant for their party choices, but, at the same time and in line with the rational-choice 

hypothesis, it is clear that these evaluations cannot be decoupled from democratic preferences 

if one intends to fully understand the way in which democratic discontent relates to party 

choices.  

 In the case of mainstream parties, the results of this paper show that in most cases 

perceiving a democratic deficit is negatively related to the likelihood of voting for these parties. 

Those who perceive that their democracies are underperforming with respect to how they think 

a democracy should ideally function in the areas of fair elections, the direct involvement of 

citizens in decision making and the reduction of inequalities through income redistribution are 

less likely to cast a vote for these parties. This is consistent with the notion that there is a 

mainstream consensus around the issue of reducing welfare benefits and with the view that the 

parties that dominate a party system and benefit the most from the current political system are 

unlikely to favor direct forms of decision-making. In these two cases mainstream parties are 

likely to adopt a position not only of favoring the status quo but also of reducing welfare 

benefits and promoting party-centered mechanisms of decision-making. As a consequence, 

mainstream parties are capable of attracting voters that perceive a democratic surplus in these 

dimensions. However, in the case of the freedom and fairness elections, it is clear that 

mainstream parties represent the status quo and that these parties are unlikely to argue that 

elections should be either more or less free and fair than they actually are. As a consequence, 

both those who perceive a democratic deficit and surplus for this element of democracy are 

likely to withdraw their support from mainstream parties. Finally, in the responsibility towards 

other European governments dimension we observe that those who perceive a democratic 

deficit are not less but more likely to vote for mainstream parties. This is consistent with the 

view that, in most countries, there is a mainstream consensus in favor of European integration. 

Hence, in some specific cases, even mainstream parties appear to be capable of mobilizing 

democratic deficits.  

 In the case of challenger parties the results indicate that for some elements of democracy 

left- and right-wing challengers are likely to mobilize the same types of discontent. Those who 

perceive a democratic deficit in the direct-democracy and fair elections dimensions and those 

who perceive a democratic surplus in the responsibility dimension are more likely to cast a 
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vote for either of these two types of challenger parties. However, already in the fair elections 

dimension we find some differences between these two types of parties. Probably owing to the 

fact that some right-wing challenger parties originate from an antidemocratic tradition (Brug 

et al., 2005), right-wing challengers are also likely to attract some individuals who perceive a 

democratic surplus with regard to the freedom and fairness of elections. In turn, the relationship 

between imbalances in the minorities’ rights dimension and the vote for challenger parties 

highlights the importance of incorporating individuals’ democratic preferences into the 

analysis. While both parties are likely to mobilize citizens who perceive imbalances in this 

dimension, those who perceive a democratic deficit are more likely to vote for left-wing 

challengers and those who perceive a democratic surplus are more likely to vote for right-wing 

challengers. This result is clearly in line with the rational protest voting model, since on the 

right challengers are likely to adopt an exclusive view with regard to minorities and on the left 

they are, on the contrary, likely to defend the rights of these groups (Ivarsflaten, 2008; Visser 

et al., 2014). In a similar vein, the results reveal that those perceiving a democratic deficit with 

regard to equality and redistribution are not likely to vote for any challenger party but only for 

left challengers, which are the parties that clearly adopt a favorable position towards the 

reduction of income inequalities. These findings are in line with the recent study of Hobolt and 

Tilley (2015) that shows that individuals who are negatively affected by the economic crisis 

are more likely to vote for challenger parties, but whether they vote for a right or left challenger 

depends on their political preferences about redistribution and on their views on immigration.   

 What do these findings imply for the future prospects of mainstream and challenger 

parties and for the stability and change of European party systems? Overall, these results 

indicate that different forms of democratic discontent are relevant for the support of different 

types of parties, which implies that democratic discontent should be taken into account as a 

potential factor that could affect the future development of European party systems. In the case 

of mainstream parties and left-wing challengers discontent related to welfare and income 

redistribution is one of the most relevant predictors of their support. While this result might be 

driven by the particular period in which the sixth round of the European Social Survey was 

conducted (during the Great Recession), it could also indicate that if the economic crisis and 

its associated increase in economic inequalities deepen, the support for mainstream parties 

might decrease even further and left-wing challengers’ support might increase. In the case of 
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right-wing challengers, perceiving a democratic surplus in the minorities’ right dimension is 

one of the most important predictors of their support. As a consequence, events such as a 

refugee crisis might imply an increase in the support of right-wing challengers if a large influx 

of refugees modifies either individuals’ perceptions of the extent to which minorities are 

protected in their countries or their democratic preferences with regard to the levels of 

protection that minorities should enjoy in their preferred model of democracy.   
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Table A2: Multinomial conditional logistic model of vote choice and abstention  
 
		 Mainstream		 Challenger	left	 Challenger	right	 Non-mainstream	 Abstention		
Imbal.	fair	elections	 Base	outcome	 0.269**	 0.495**	 0.089	 0.208**	
	 	 (0.083)	 (0.095)	 (0.110)	 (0.065)	
Imbal.	fair	elections2	 	 0.204	 0.384**	 -0.263	 0.379**	
	 	 (0.109)	 (0.116)	 (0.217)	 (0.080)	
Imbal.	minorities	rights	 	 0.275**	 -0.611**	 0.249**	 -0.001	
	 	 (0.077)	 (0.083)	 (0.086)	 (0.057)	
Imbal.	direct	democracy	 	 0.171*	 0.397**	 -0.002	 0.005	
	 	 (0.068)	 (0.073)	 (0.074)	 (0.053)	
Imbal.	equality	and	redistribution	 	 0.763**	 0.118	 0.219**	 0.221**	
	 	 (0.077)	 (0.082)	 (0.080)	 (0.056)	
Imbal.	responsibility	 	 -0.145*	 -0.474**	 0.084	 0.017	
	 	 (0.059)	 (0.070)	 (0.068)	 (0.048)	
Age	 	 -0.692**	 -0.601**	 -0.763**	 -1.362**	
	 	 (0.066)	 (0.071)	 (0.067)	 (0.052)	
Education	 	 0.014	 -0.503**	 0.532**	 -0.598**	
	 	 (0.057)	 (0.065)	 (0.053)	 (0.047)	
Gender	 	 0.125*	 0.418**	 -0.361**	 0.102*	
	 	 (0.057)	 (0.063)	 (0.058)	 (0.041)	
Political	interest	 	 0.263**	 -0.226**	 0.210**	 -1.177**	
	 	 (0.063)	 (0.071)	 (0.065)	 (0.048)	
Feeling	about	income	 	 0.299**	 -0.119	 0.073	 0.523**	
	 	 (0.067)	 (0.080)	 (0.074)	 (0.049)	
Satisfaction	with	economy	 	 -0.317**	 -0.419**	 0.379**	 -0.173**	
	 	 (0.063)	 (0.072)	 (0.063)	 (0.048)	
Constant	 	 -1.887**	 -2.039**	 -1.947**	 -0.973**	
	 	 (0.049)	 (0.058)	 (0.058)	 (0.034)	
N	alternatives	(options)	 92380	 92380	 92380	 92380	 92380	
N	cases	(individuals)	 19344	 19344	 19344	 19344	 19344	
Min	N	alternative	per	case	 4	 4	 4	 4	 4	
Max	N	alternative	per	case	 5	 5	 5	 5	 5	
Robust	clustered	standard	errors	in	parentheses		**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05,	+	p<0.1	 	
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Table A3: Multinomial conditional logistic model of vote choice and abstention (election losers 
only)  
	 	 	 	 	 	
		 Mainstream		 Challenger	left	 Challenger	right	 Non-mainstream	 Abstention		
Imbal.	fair	elections	 Base	outcome	 0.337**	 0.452**	 0.071	 0.276**	
	 	 (0.103)	 (0.110)	 (0.131)	 (0.082)	
Imbal.	fair	elections2	 	 0.338*	 0.441**	 -0.145	 0.474**	
	 	 (0.135)	 (0.135)	 (0.245)	 (0.103)	
Imbal.	minorities	rights	 	 0.097	 -0.736**	 0.165	 -0.092	
	 	 (0.093)	 (0.096)	 (0.104)	 (0.069)	
Imbal.	direct	democracy	 	 0.306**	 0.492**	 0.026	 0.046	
	 	 (0.086)	 (0.085)	 (0.091)	 (0.065)	
Imbal.	equality	and	redistribution	 	 0.654**	 -0.029	 -0.026	 0.113	
	 	 (0.095)	 (0.092)	 (0.092)	 (0.068)	
Imbal.	responsibility	 	 -0.163*	 -0.572**	 -0.013	 -0.096	
	 	 (0.073)	 (0.078)	 (0.083)	 (0.059)	
Age	 	 -0.740**	 -0.602**	 -0.641**	 -1.307**	
	 	 (0.081)	 (0.079)	 (0.078)	 (0.060)	
Education	 	 0.116	 -0.245**	 0.705**	 -0.424**	
	 	 (0.072)	 (0.075)	 (0.069)	 (0.057)	
Gender	 	 0.178*	 0.456**	 -0.354**	 0.092	
	 	 (0.071)	 (0.073)	 (0.071)	 (0.051)	
Political	interest	 	 0.218**	 -0.345**	 0.233**	 -1.113**	
	 	 (0.077)	 (0.079)	 (0.077)	 (0.057)	
Feeling	about	income	 	 0.322**	 -0.088	 -0.042	 0.483**	
	 	 (0.082)	 (0.090)	 (0.093)	 (0.062)	
Satisfaction	with	economy	 	 -0.553**	 -0.396**	 0.439**	 -0.075	
	 	 (0.077)	 (0.080)	 (0.076)	 (0.057)	
Constant	 	 -1.127**	 -1.054**	 -1.126**	 0.119**	
	 	 (0.061)	 (0.065)	 (0.069)	 (0.042)	
N	alternatives	(options)	 51361	 51361	 51361	 51361	 51361	
N	cases	(individuals)	 10768	 10768	 10768	 10768	 10768	
Min	N	alternative	per	case	 4	 4	 4	 4	 4	
Max	N	alternative	per	case	 5	 5	 5	 5	 5	
Robust	clustered	standard	errors	in	parentheses		**	p<0.01,	*	p<0.05,	+	p<0.1	 	

 



	 	
14
7	

T
ab

le
 A

4:
 M

ar
gi

na
l e

ff
ec

ts
 o

n 
pr

ob
ab

ili
tie

s 
of

 v
ot

in
g 

fo
r 

di
ff

er
en

t p
ar

tie
s 

or
 a

bs
ta

in
in

g 
fr

om
 m

ul
tin

om
ia

l c
on

di
tio

na
l l

og
is

tic
 r

eg
re

ss
io

n 
(e

le
ct

io
n 

lo
se

rs
 o

nl
y)

  
 		

M
ai
ns
tr
ea
m
		

Ch
al
le
ng
er
	le
ft
	

Ch
al
le
ng
er
	ri
gh
t	

N
on

-m
ai
ns
tr
ea
m
		

Ab
st
en

tio
n	
	

	
(P
r	=

	.3
3)
	

(P
r	=

	.1
0)
	

(P
r	=

	.1
4)
	

(P
r	=

	.0
9)
	

(P
r	=

	.3
3)
	

		

M
ar
gi
na

l	
ef
fe
ct
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

Re
la
tiv

e	
m
ar
gi
na

l	
ch
an

ge
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

M
ar
gi
na

l	
ef
fe
ct
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

Re
la
tiv

e	
m
ar
gi
na

l	
ch
an

ge
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

M
ar
gi
na

l	
ef
fe
ct
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

Re
la
tiv

e	
m
ar
gi
na

l	
ch
an

ge
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

M
ar
gi
na

l	
ef
fe
ct
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

Re
la
tiv

e	
m
ar
gi
na

l	
ch
an

ge
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

M
ar
gi
na

l	
ef
fe
ct
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

Re
la
tiv

e	
m
ar
gi
na

l	
ch
an

ge
	o
n	

(P
r)
	

Im
ba

l.	
fa
ir	
el
ec
tio

ns
	

-.0
65

	
**
	

-.1
94

	
.0
14

	
+	

.1
43

	
.0
35

	
**
	

.2
57

	
-.0

12
	
	

-.1
23

	
.0
27

	
+	

.0
82

	
	

(.0
16

)	
	

	
(.0

08
)	

	
	

(.0
12

)	
	

	
(.0

10
)	

	
	

(.0
15

)	
	

	
Im

ba
l.	
fa
ir	
el
ec
tio

ns
2 	

-.0
80

	
**
	

-.2
38

	
.0
10

	
	

.1
00

	
.0
28

	
*	

.2
03

	
-.0

37
	
+	

-.3
84

	
.0
78

	
**
	

.2
36

	
	

(.0
22

)	
	

	
(.0

11
)	

	
	

(.0
14

)	
	

	
(.0

20
)	

	
	

(.0
19

)	
	

	
Im

ba
l.	
m
in
or
iti
es
	ri
gh
ts
	

.0
36

	
*	

.1
06

	
.0
20

	
**
	

.2
03

	
-.0

86
	
**
	

-.6
29

	
.0
26

	
**
	

.2
72

	
.0
05

	
	

.0
14

	
	

(.0
13

)	
	

	
(.0

08
)	

	
	

(.0
10

)	
	

	
(.0

08
)	

	
	

(.0
13

)	
	

	
Im

ba
l.	
di
re
ct
	d
em

oc
ra
cy
	

-.0
39

	
**
	

-.1
16

	
.0
19

	
**
	

.1
90

	
.0
52

	
**
	

.3
76

	
-.0

09
	
	

-.0
89

	
-.0

23
	
+	

-.0
70

	
	

(.0
12

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
09

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
13

)	
	

	
Im

ba
l.	
eq

ua
lit
y	
an

d	
re
di
st
rib

ut
io
n	

-.0
32

	
*	

-.0
97

	
.0
56

	
**
	

.5
57

	
-.0

17
	
+	

-.1
26

	
-.0

12
	
	

-.1
23

	
.0
06

	
	

.0
17

	
	

(.0
13

)	
	

	
(.0

08
)	

	
	

(.0
10

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
13

)	
	

	
Im

ba
l.	
re
sp
on

sib
ili
ty
	

.0
43

	
**
	

.1
28

	
-.0

04
	
	

-.0
35

	
-.0

61
	
**
	

-.4
44

	
.0
11

	
+	

.1
15

	
.0
11

	
	

.0
32

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
08

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
Ag

e	
.2
18

	
**
	

.6
52

	
-.0

09
	
	

-.0
88

	
.0
07

	
	

.0
50

	
.0
01

	
	

.0
11

	
-.2

18
	
**
	

-.6
55

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
09

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
12

)	
	

	
Ed

uc
at
io
n	

.0
32

	
**
	

.0
96

	
.0
21

	
**
	

.2
12

	
-.0

21
	
*	

-.1
49

	
.0
76

	
**
	

.8
01

	
-.1

09
	
**
	

-.3
28

	
	

(.0
10

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
08

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
G
en

de
r	

-.0
26

	
*	

-.0
77

	
.0
10

	
+	

.1
00

	
.0
52

	
**
	

.3
77

	
-.0

41
	
**
	

-.4
34

	
.0
05

	
	

.0
15

	
	

(.0
10

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
08

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
10

)	
	

	
Po

lit
ic
al
	in
te
re
st
	

.1
25

	
**
	

.3
73

	
.0
59

	
**
	

.5
91

	
.0
04

	
	

.0
28

	
.0
58

	
**
	

.6
06

	
-.2

46
	
**
	

-.7
40

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
09

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
Fe
el
in
g	
ab

ou
t	i
nc
om

e	
-.0

59
	
**
	

-.1
76

	
.0
15

	
*	

.1
45

	
-.0

36
	
**
	

-.2
65

	
-.0

21
	
**
	

-.2
18

	
.1
02

	
**
	

.3
06

	
	

(.0
12

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
10

)	
	

	
(.0

07
)	

	
	

(.0
12

)	
	

	
Sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n	
w
ith

	e
co
no

m
y	

.0
31

	
*	

.0
93

	
-.0

46
	
**
	

-.4
60

	
-.0

42
	
**
	

-.3
03

	
.0
51

	
**
	

.5
32

	
.0
06

	
	

.0
18

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
09

)	
	

	
(.0

06
)	

	
	

(.0
11

)	
	

	
N
	a
lte

rn
at
iv
es
	(o

pt
io
ns
)	

51
36

1	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
N
	c
as
es
	(i
nd

iv
id
ua

ls)
	

10
76

8	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
M
in
	N
	a
lte

rn
at
iv
e	
pe

r	c
as
e	

4	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
M
ax
	N
	a
lte

rn
at
iv
e	
pe

r	c
as
e	

5	
		

		
		

		
		

		
		

		
		

		
		

		
		

		
Ro

bu
st
	c
lu
st
er
ed

	st
an

da
rd
	e
rr
or
s	i
n	
pa

re
nt
he

se
s		
**
	p
<0

.0
1,
	*
	p
<0

.0
5,
	+
	p
<0

.1
	

	
	

	
M
ar
gi
na

l	e
ffe

ct
s	e

st
im

at
ed

	w
ith

	a
ll	
va
ria

bl
es
	se

t	a
t	t
he

ir	
m
ea
n	
va
lu
e.
	T
he

se
	re

su
lts
	c
or
re
sp
on

d	
to
	th

e	
m
ul
tin

om
ia
l	c
on

di
tio

na
l	l
og

ist
ic
	o
f	t
ab

le
	A
3	
	



	 	
14
8	

T
ab

le
 A

5:
 D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
st

at
is

tic
s 

an
d 

qu
es

tio
n 

w
or

di
ng

 *
 

 
Va

ria
bl
e	

W
or
di
ng
	/	
Co

di
ng
	

M
ea
n	
	

SD
	

m
in
	

m
ax
	

De
pe

nd
en

t	V
ar
ia
bl
es
		

		
		

		
		

		
Pa
rt
y	
ch
oi
ce
	(F
ul
l	s
am

pl
e)
		

Va
ria

bl
e	
th
at
	m

ea
su
re
s	t
he

	p
ar
ty
	v
ot
ed

	fo
r	b

y	
th
e	
re
sp
on

de
nt
	in
	th

e	
la
st
	n
at
io
na

l	
el
ec
tio

ns
:		
	

M
ai
ns
tr
ea
m
	p
ar
ty
	

Ch
al
le
ng
er
-le

ft
	p
ar
ty
	

Ch
al
le
ng
er
-r
ig
ht
	p
ar
ty
	

N
on

-m
ai
ns
tr
ea
m
	

Ab
st
en

tio
n	
	

	 	
0.
57

0	
0.
07

8	
0.
06

1	
0.
07

0	
0.
22

0	

	
	

	

Pa
rt
y	
ch
oi
ce
	(E

le
ct
io
n	
lo
se
rs
)		

Va
ria

bl
e	
th
at
	m

ea
su
re
s	t
he

	p
ar
ty
	v
ot
ed

	fo
r	b

y	
th
e	
re
sp
on

de
nt
	in
	th

e	
la
st
	n
at
io
na

l	
el
ec
tio

ns
	a
m
on

g	
th
os
e	
w
ho

	v
ot
ed

	fo
r	a

	p
ar
ty
	th

at
	is
	n
ot
	p
ar
t	o

f	t
he

	g
ov
er
nm

en
t:	

M
ai
ns
tr
ea
m
	p
ar
ty
	

Ch
al
le
ng
er
-le

ft
	p
ar
ty
	

Ch
al
le
ng
er
-r
ig
ht
	p
ar
ty
	

N
on

-m
ai
ns
tr
ea
m
	

Ab
st
en

tio
n	
	

	 	
0.
31

8	
0.
10

2	
0.
09

4	
0.
09

7	
0.
38

4	

	
	

	

In
de

pe
nd

en
t	v

ar
ia
bl
es
	(I
nd

iv
id
ua

l	l
ev
el
)	

		
	

	
	

	
Im

ba
la
nc
e	
fa
ir	
el
ec
tio

ns
	

De
m
oc
ra
tic
	a
sp
ira

tio
ns
	fo

r	f
re
e	
an

d	
fa
ir	
el
ec
tio

ns
	–
	D
em

oc
ra
tic
	e
va
lu
at
io
ns
	fo

r	
fr
ee
	a
nd

	fa
ir	
el
ec
tio

ns
		

.8
49

	
2.
10

	
-1
0	

10
	

Im
ba

la
nc
e	
m
in
or
iti
es
	ri
gh
ts
	

De
m
oc
ra
tic
	a
sp
ira

tio
ns
	fo

r	m
in
or
iti
es
	ri
gh
ts
	–
	D
em

oc
ra
tic
	e
va
lu
at
io
ns
	fo

r	
m
in
or
iti
es
	ri
gh
ts
	

2.
02

	
2.
79

	
-1
0	

10
	

Im
ba

la
nc
e	
di
re
ct
	d
em

oc
ra
cy
	

De
m
oc
ra
tic
	a
sp
ira

tio
ns
	fo

r	d
ire

ct
	d
em

oc
ra
cy
	–
	D
em

oc
ra
tic
	e
va
lu
at
io
ns
	fo

r	d
ire

ct
	

de
m
oc
ra
cy
	

2.
70

	
3.
38

	
-1
0	

10
	

Im
ba

la
nc
e	
eq

ua
lit
y	
an

d	
re
di
st
rib

ut
io
n	

De
m
oc
ra
tic
	a
sp
ira

tio
ns
	fo

r	e
qu

al
ity

	a
nd

	re
di
st
rib

ut
io
n	
–	
De

m
oc
ra
tic
	e
va
lu
at
io
ns
	

fo
r	e

qu
al
ity

	a
nd

	re
di
st
rib

ut
io
n	

3.
07

	
3.
53

	
-1
0	

10
	

Im
ba

la
nc
e	
re
sp
on

sib
ili
ty
	

De
m
oc
ra
tic
	a
sp
ira

tio
ns
	f
or
	r
es
po

ns
ib
ili
ty
	t
ow

ar
ds
	o
th
er
	E
ur
op

ea
n	
go

ve
rn
m
en

ts
–	

De
m
oc
ra
tic
	e
va
lu
at
io
ns
	fo

r	r
es
po

ns
ib
ili
ty
	to

w
ar
ds
	o
th
er
	E
ur
op

ea
n	
go

ve
rn
m
en

ts
		

.6
80

	
3.
11

	
-1
0	

10
	

Ed
uc
at
io
n	
	

Ye
ar
s	o

f	e
du

ca
tio

n	
	

12
.9
2	

4.
48

	
0	

45
	

Po
lit
ic
al
	in
te
re
st
	

"H
ow

	in
te
re
st
ed

	w
ou

ld
	y
ou

	sa
y	
yo
u	
ar
e	
in
	p
ol
iti
cs
-	a

re
	y
ou

:	v
er
y	
in
te
re
st
ed

,	q
ui
te
	

in
te
re
st
ed

,	h
ar
dl
y	
in
te
re
st
ed

,	o
r	n

ot
	a
t	a

ll	
in
te
re
st
ed

".
	H
ig
he

r	v
al
ue

s	c
or
re
sp
on

d	
to
	

hi
gh
er
	le
ve
ls	
of
	p
ol
iti
ca
l	i
nt
er
es
t.	
	

2.
52

	
0.
91

	
1	

4	

Ag
e	
	

Ag
e	
in
	y
ea
rs
	

50
.6
6	

17
.7
8	

15
	

10
3	

Sa
tis
fa
ct
io
n	
w
ith

	th
e	
ec
on

om
y	

O
n	
th
e	
w
ho

le
	h
ow

	sa
tis
fie

d	
ar
e	
yo
u	
w
ith

	th
e	
pr
es
en

t	s
ta
te
	o
f	t
he

	e
co
no

m
y	
in
	

[c
ou

nt
ry
]?
	H
ig
he

r	v
al
ue

s	h
ig
he

r	s
at
isf
ac
tio

n	
	

4.
59

	
2.
62

	
0	

10
	



	 	
14
9	

Fe
el
in
g	
ab

ou
t	i
nc
om

e	
W
hi
ch
	o
f	t
he

	d
es
cr
ip
tio

ns
	o
n	
th
is	
ca
rd
	c
om

es
	c
lo
se
st
	to

	h
ow

	y
ou

	fe
el
	a
bo

ut
	y
ou

r	
ho

us
eh

ol
d’
s	i
nc
om

e	
no

w
ad

ay
s?
	L
ow

es
t	(
liv
in
g	
co
m
fo
rt
ab

ly
	o
n	
pr
es
en

t	i
nc
om

e)
,	

hi
gh
es
t	(
fin

di
ng
	it
	v
er
y	
di
ffi
cu
lt	
on

	p
re
se
nt
	in
co
m
e)
	

1.
80

	
0.
83

	
1	

4	

Va
ria

bl
es
	u
se
d	
to
	g
en

er
at
e	
th
e	
im

ba
la
nc
e	
m
ea

su
re
s	(
ex
ce
pt
	fo

r	i
nt
ro
du

ct
or
y	
st
at
em

en
t,	
co
m
m
on

	w
or
di
ng

	fo
r	a

sp
ira

tio
ns
	a
nd

	e
va
lu
at
io
ns
)		

	
In
tr
od

uc
to
ry
	st
at
em

en
t	a

sp
ira

tio
ns
		

N
ow

	so
m
e	
qu

es
tio

ns
	a
bo

ut
	d
em

oc
ra
cy
.	L
at
er
	o
n	
I	w

ill
	a
sk
	yo

u	
ab

ou
t	h

ow
	d
em

oc
ra
cy
	

is	
w
or
ki
ng
	i
n	
[c
ou

nt
ry
].	
Fi
rs
t,	
ho

w
ev
er
,	
I	
w
an

t	
yo
u	
to
	t
hi
nk
	i
ns
te
ad

	a
bo

ut
	h
ow

	
im

po
rt
an

t	y
ou

	th
in
k	
di
ffe

re
nt
	th

in
gs
	a
re
	fo

r	d
em

oc
ra
cy
	in
	g
en

er
al
.	T
he

re
	a
re
	n
o	
rig

ht
	

or
	w
ro
ng
	a
ns
w
er
s	
so
	p
le
as
e	
ju
st
	te

ll	
m
e	
w
ha

t	y
ou

	th
in
k.
	U
sin

g	
th
is	
ca
rd
,	p

le
as
e	
te
ll	

m
e	
ho

w
	im

po
rt
an

t	y
ou

	th
in
k	
it	
is	
fo
r	d

em
oc
ra
cy
	in
	g
en

er
al
	

	
	

	
	

In
tr
od

uc
to
ry
	st
at
em

en
t	e

va
lu
at
io
ns
		

N
ow

	s
om

e	
qu

es
tio

ns
	a
bo

ut
	t
he

	s
am

e	
to
pi
cs
,	b

ut
	t
hi
s	
tim

e	
ab

ou
t	
ho

w
	y
ou

	t
hi
nk
	

de
m
oc
ra
cy
	i
s	
w
or
ki
ng
	i
n	

[c
ou

nt
ry
]	
to
da

y.
	A

ga
in
,	
th
er
e	
ar
e	
no

	r
ig
ht
	o

r	
w
ro
ng
	

an
sw

er
s,
	s
o	
pl
ea
se
	ju

st
	t
el
l	m

e	
w
ha

t	
yo
u	
th
in
k.
	U
sin

g	
th
is	
ca
rd
,	p

le
as
e	
te
ll	
m
e	
to
	

w
ha

t	
ex
te
nt
	y
ou

	t
hi
nk
	e
ac
h	
of
	t
he

	f
ol
lo
w
in
g	
st
at
em

en
ts
	a
pp

lie
s	
in
	[
co
un

tr
y]
.	
0	

m
ea
ns
	y
ou

	t
hi
nk
	t
he

	s
ta
te
m
en

t	
do

es
	n
ot
	a
pp

ly
	a
t	
al
l	a

nd
	1
0	
m
ea
ns
	y
ou

	t
hi
nk
	it
	

ap
pl
ie
s	c

om
pl
et
el
y	

	
	

	
	

Fr
ee
	e
le
ct
io
ns
	

Th
at
	n
at
io
na

l	e
le
ct
io
ns
	a
re
	fr
ee
	a
nd

	fa
ir	

	
	

	
	

M
in
or
iti
es
’	r
ig
ht
s		

Th
at
	th

e	
rig

ht
s	o

f	m
in
or
ity

	g
ro
up

s	a
re
	p
ro
te
ct
ed

		
	

	
	

	
Eq

ua
lit
y	
an

d	
re
di
st
rib

ut
io
n	

Th
at
	th

e	
go

ve
rn
m
en

t	t
ak
es
	m

ea
su
re
s	t
o	
re
du

ce
	d
iff
er
en

ce
s	i
n	
in
co
m
e	
le
ve
ls	
	

	
	

	
	

Di
re
ct
	d
em

oc
ra
cy
		

Th
at
	c
iti
ze
ns
	h
av
e	
th
e	
fin

al
	s
ay
	o
n	
th
e	
m
os
t	i
m
po

rt
an

t	p
ol
iti
ca
l	i
ss
ue

s	
by
	v
ot
in
g	
on

	
th
em

	d
ire

ct
ly
	in
	re

fe
re
nd

um
s		

	
	

	
	

Re
sp
on

sib
ili
ty
	to

w
ar
ds
	o
th
er
	E
ur
op

ea
n	

go
ve
rn
m
en

ts
	

Th
at
	p
ol
iti
ci
an

s	t
ak
e	
in
to
	a
cc
ou

nt
	th

e	
vi
ew

s	o
f	o

th
er
	E
ur
op

ea
n	
go

ve
rn
m
en

ts
	b
ef
or
e	

m
ak
in
g	
de

ci
sio

ns
		

	
	

	
	

*	
Al
l	v
al
ue

s	c
or
re
sp
on

d	
to
	th

e	
or
ig
in
al
	v
al
ue

s	b
ef
or
e	
st
an

da
rd
izi
ng
	fo

r	m
od

el
	e
st
im

at
io
n	
	

	
	

 



	

	 150	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	 151	

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

In the introduction to this thesis I argued that when it comes to the relationship between 

attitudes towards democracy and political behavior many questions remained unanswered or 

required further research, especially with regard to the behavior of citizens who are critical or 

not fully satisfied with the functioning of their democracies. With this thesis I have pursued 

the goal of exploring some of these questions drawing on an innovative dataset that provides 

detailed information about Europeans’ democratic aspirations and evaluations. This dataset has 

allowed me to move beyond the generic attitudes towards democracy usually considered in 

previous studies. However, before analyzing the relationship between democratic aspirations 

and evaluations, political participation and party choice I have taken a necessary detour in order 

to assess the availability and constraint of these specific attitudes about democracy and its 

constitutive principles in the political belief systems of mass publics.  

 

OVERVIEW OF THE FINDINGS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS  

One of the challenges of asking individuals detailed questions about their preferred model of 

democracy and the way their democracies work is that these are abstract topics seldom 

considered by the average citizen (see Winstone et al., 2016). Therefore, before relating these 

attitudes to different types of behavior I have conducted a thorough analysis of the availability 

and structuration of individuals’ democratic aspirations and evaluations. For this purpose, and 

drawing on Converse’s notion of Political Belief System (PBS), I have developed a series of 

empirical measures to analyze the articulation of Europeans’ Democracy Belief Systems 

(DBS). The results of chapter 2 show that the DBS of most Europeans appear to be highly 

articulated. Thus, their DBS are characterized, first, by a wide range of cognitions or attitudes 

about how democracy ought to be in ideal terms –democratic aspirations– and about how it 

works in reality –democratic evaluations–, and, second, by a coherent articulation of these 

attitudes. While there are some individual and country-level differences in levels of DBS 

articulation these are of reduced magnitude. Hence, in most countries and for a majority of 

individuals these attitudes towards democracy form a coherent attitudinal structure.  

 Through these analyses this thesis makes a contribution to the literature on how 

individuals’ conceive and evaluate democracy, which has recently expanded due to the 

existence of new datasets that gauge these attitudes towards democracy in different contexts. 
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The results of this chapter suggest that it is meaningful to ask these questions to representative 

samples of the population in different countries. Moreover, they also indicate that the attitudes 

measured through the sixth round of the European Social Survey are not likely to have been 

generated at random by respondents. A practical implication of these findings is that research 

projects that, like this thesis, draw on these measures of democratic aspirations and evaluations 

are relying on attitudes towards democracy that are sufficiently structured and can, therefore, 

be meaningfully analyzed and related to other phenomena.  

 This chapter also contributes more generally to the literature on political belief systems 

and political sophistication. Belief systems about specific policy domains like, for example, 

the environment or foreign policy had already been analyzed in the past. However, the 

articulation of belief systems about democracy had not been assessed in detail before. Beliefs 

or attitudes about democracy are a particularly interesting domain, since democracy is an 

abstract concept and, at the same time, attitudes towards democracy represent an important and 

frequently studied political phenomenon. Hence, chapter 2 contributes to this literature by 

analyzing individuals’ belief systems in an additional and relevant domain. By doing so the 

analyses conducted in this chapter provide additional evidence supporting the idea that the 

belief systems of individuals appear to be much more articulated than what it is commonly 

assumed and that, at the same time, there are no major differences in levels of articulation 

across socio-political divides (see Freeze and Montgomery, 2016; Hurwitz and Peffley, 1987; 

Rohrschneider, 1993; van Elsas, 2015 for similar findings in other policy domains).  

The second part of thesis has focused on analyzing how these democratic aspirations 

and evaluations, and the imbalance between the two, relate to political participation. In chapter 

3 I have examined how a composite measure that reflects individuals’ evaluations of the quality 

of the representative channel is associated to their likelihood of turning out to vote and 

participating in legal demonstrations. The results indicate that negative evaluations of the 

quality of the representative channel discourage voting, but only increase the likelihood of 

participating in demonstrations among the highly educated. These findings highlight potential 

inequalities in citizens’ ability to voice their political demands: while highly educated 

individuals are likely to translate their negative evaluations of the institutional channel of 

representation into non-institutionalized forms of participation, in the presence of negative 

evaluations low educated individuals are simply more likely to withdraw from politics. In 
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chapter 4 I have analyzed how a novel measure of democratic discontent, operationalized 

through the imbalance between democratic aspirations and evaluations, relates to the likelihood 

of turning out to vote and demonstrating, and how this relationship is moderated by the 

presence of political actors that might mobilize democratic discontent in the electoral and 

protest arenas. The results of this chapter indicate that democratic discontent is a relevant 

predictor of political participation: it reduces the likelihood of voting and it increases the 

probability of demonstrating, although the strength of these effects varies depending on 

whether discontent refers to the liberal or social dimension of democracy. Moreover, the results 

of this paper highlight the importance of taking into account whether in a given country there 

are actors that might mobilize discontent in the electoral and protest arenas. The presence of 

parties that address the democratic deficiencies perceived by citizens mitigates the negative 

effects of discontent on the likelihood of voting, and, at the same time, strengthens its positive 

relationship with the likelihood of demonstrating. A greater presence of trade unions also 

strengthens the positive impact of discontent on the likelihood of demonstrating, but only in 

the case of discontent related to the social dimension of democracy.  

 In the third and final part of the thesis the focus has shifted to analyzing how democratic 

discontent, measured as the imbalance between democratic aspirations and evaluations for 

particular elements of democracy, relates to the likelihood of supporting mainstream parties 

and left- and right-wing challenger parties. The analyses of chapter 5 show that individuals are 

more likely to support a party that is aligned with the specific nature of their discontent. 

Depending on its nature, democratic discontent makes one more likely to vote either for a left- 

or right-wing challenger party, and in some specific cases even more likely to vote for a 

mainstream party. As I argue throughout this chapter these results suggest that the relationship 

between democratic discontent and party choice should not just be conceptualized as a process 

of protest voting, but as a process of rational protest voting.  

 These findings about the relationship between democratic aspirations and evaluations, 

political participation and party choice have several theoretical and practical implications. As 

discussed throughout this thesis, scholars tend to disagree about the extent to which attitudes 

towards democracy are related to political participation decisions and party choice. Hence, the 

first implication of these analyses is that attitudes towards democracy, either in the form of 

evaluations of how certain aspects of democracy work or in the form of democratic discontent, 
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do seem to matter for participation decisions and party choice since they are significantly 

related to both phenomena.  

 What do these findings imply for the functioning and stability of democracy? As I 

argued in the introduction to this thesis, the prevailing view today is that citizens who are 

critical about the functioning of their democracies or political institutions can be potentially 

considered as an asset for democracies. These citizens will closely monitor the behavior of 

politicians and are likely to exercise pressure on officeholders through non-violent means in 

order to improve the functioning of democracy (see e.g. Dalton and Welzel, 2014b; 

Klingemann, 2014; Norris, 1999). Is this optimistic view about the behavior of the assertive 

and of the critical citizens supported by the findings of this thesis? Not entirely. In the absence 

of individual resources or political actors with mobilization potential negative evaluations of 

the functioning of the representative channel and democratic discontent are more likely to 

result in political alienation or the withdrawal from politics rather than in changing patterns of 

political engagement. Individual resources and the presence/absence of actors that might 

mobilize discontent in the electoral and protest arenas constrain whether these negative 

attitudes about the functioning of democracy and its institutions are voiced and channeled into 

the political system. Hence, only under specific circumstances will individuals behave like the 

ideal critical citizen who is likely to push for democratic reforms. This implies that these 

negative attitudes towards democracy might be, in some cases, detrimental for its functioning 

since they might lead to a greater estrangement from politics and an increase in political 

inequality.  

 With regard to party choice, some have argued that dissatisfaction with democracy, 

political distrust or political disaffection might have a negative impact on the quality and 

stability of democracy, since these attitudes might generate new opportunities for extremist, 

anti-liberal or populist leaders/parties to garner greater support (see e.g. Offe, 2006; Wright, 

1976). The results of chapter 5 indicate that different forms of democratic discontent are, 

indeed, related to a greater likelihood of supporting left- and right-wing challenger parties. It 

seems unlikely, though, that today’s challenger parties might pose a direct and real risk for the 

stability of European democracies. In fact, some of these parties might even represent an ideal 

instrument for individuals who are critical or discontented with the functioning of democracy 

to directly vehicle their unfulfilled democratic aspirations into the political system (see Miller 
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and Listhaug, 1990). However, at the same time, rising support for challenger parties as a result 

of rising democratic discontent might also increase electoral volatility and, in some cases, pose 

a challenge to the governability of advanced democracies. For example, if these parties garner 

enough support to block the formation of mainstream parties’ governments and, at the same 

time, they refuse to enter alliances with those parties, then the formation of stable governments 

might become increasingly complex and the likelihood of a democratic gridlock could increase. 

 In sum, while democratic discontent and negative evaluations of the functioning of the 

representative channel are unlikely to pose a direct threat for the stability of European 

democracies, they might have a negative impact on its functioning since these attitudes can, in 

some cases, increase political inequalities, increase the likelihood that citizens withdraw from 

politics, increase electoral volatility, and delay or prevent the formation of stable governments 

(see Montero and Torcal, 2006 for a similar conclusion about the consequences of political 

disaffection). Hence, the findings of this thesis qualify some aspects of the prevailing optimistic 

outlook about the behavior of those who are critical or dissatisfied with the functioning of their 

democracies.   

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH  

Different avenues for further research can be suggested as a result of some of the general 

limitations of this thesis. The first of these limitations is that like most previous studies 

analyzing the relationship between attitudes towards democracy, political participation and 

party choice (e.g. Bélanger and Nadeau, 2005; Braun and Hutter, 2014; Brug et al., 2000; 

Dalton et al., 2010; Hooghe and Marien, 2013; Norris, 2014) some of the empirical results are 

susceptible of being affected by endogeneity. While it is conventional to assume that the causal 

arrow runs from attitudes to behaviors, the behavioral outcomes studied could reinforce 

preexisting attitudes about democracy, while also being a consequence of them (Birch, 2010, 

p. 1162; Norris, 2014, p. 136). Respondents might rationalize and edit their answers about their 

attitudes towards democracy according to their behaviors in order to appear consistent, avoid 

cognitive dissonance or justify socially undesirable behaviors such as abstention. It is also 

possible that the acts of voting and protesting also reinforce some of the preexisting attitudes, 

like democratic discontent, that lead individuals to voting and protesting. For example, as a 

result of turning out to vote the levels of discontent of those individuals who already had low 
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levels of discontent might become even lower. Likewise, in the case of party choice it is 

possible that the attitudes that lead someone to vote for a given party are reinforced by casting 

a vote for that party.  

 Ideally, one would rely on panel data in order to assess the extent to which the 

behavioral outcomes considered in the different chapters might also reinforce preexisting 

attitudes. Unfortunately, national or cross-national panel data that includes information about 

individuals’ democratic aspirations and evaluations was not available at the time of conducting 

this study. However, a previous study conducted by Birch (2010) analyzed, through UK panel 

data, how individuals’ assessment of the fairness of elections relate to the likelihood of turning 

out vote. Her results show that previous perceptions of electoral integrity are strongly 

associated with the subsequent likelihood of turning out to vote.  Together with the robustness 

checks conducted in chapter 2 these results increase the plausibility of the assumption that the 

causal arrow mainly runs from attitudes to behaviors. In the case of vote choice, some studies 

have analyzed, through Belgian and Dutch panel data, how generic measures of political 

distrust, discontent or disaffection relate to the likelihood of supporting populist parties. 

However, while some argue that discontent is not only a cause but also a consequence of 

supporting these parties (Hooghe and Dassonneville, 2016; Rooduijn et al., 2016), others argue 

that “there exists an important element of exogeneity of political disaffection” with respect to 

voting choices, and that populist parties successfully mobilize disaffected citizens (Bélanger 

and Aarts, 2006, p. 16). Some even argue that the high levels of distrust of those who vote for 

a protest party might be reduced as a result of voting for such a party (Miller and Listhaug, 

1990). If this were the case, the empirical analyses of chapter 5 might have not overestimated 

but underestimated the impact of democratic discontent on the likelihood of supporting 

challenger parties. In any case, future studies should aim to fully unravel the direction of 

causality of the relationships studied in this thesis by relying on panel data that includes 

questions about democratic aspirations and evaluations similar to those used in the sixth round 

of the European Social Survey. The greater availability of online panel surveys is likely to 

increase the opportunities to introduce selected subsets of these questions in future longitudinal 

surveys, at least at the national level. 

 Another of the limitations of this thesis derives from its exclusive focus on European 

and neighboring countries, which can be considered, in most cases, advanced democracies. 
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Moreover, the attitudes and behaviors analyzed in this thesis were measured in a particular and, 

probably, exceptional period of time –the Great Recession–, during which some of the 

countries included in the sample suffered severe economic downturns. Hence, some of the 

results of this thesis could be driven by the specific context and time in which these analyses 

were conducted. For example, the greater number of demonstrations taking place during the 

Great Recession, which not only focused on austerity measures but also on a general critique 

of representative democracy and political institutions (Kriesi, 2014), might have strengthened 

the impact of democratic discontent on the likelihood of participating in legal demonstrations. 

Moreover, as I argue in chapter 2 the optimistic conclusion with regard to the highly articulated 

Democracy Belief Systems of Europeans could be driven by the disproportionate proportion 

of advanced democracies included in the sample. Hence, further research should extend these 

analyses to other regions and time periods. The fact that the European Social Survey repeats 

some of its rotating modules increases the likelihood that democratic aspirations and 

evaluations will be measured again at a future point in time.   

In spite of these limitations the chapters of this thesis make a valuable contribution to 

the literature on attitudes towards democracy, political belief systems, political participation 

and party choice, among others. These chapters broaden the scope of previous studies in 

multiple directions and provide further arguments and empirical evidence to enrich the 

academic debate about individuals’ attitudes towards democracy, their relationship to different 

types of behaviors, and their potential consequences for the stability and the quality of 

advanced democracies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	 158	

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	 159	

REFERENCES 
Aarts, K. & Wessels, B. (2005). Electoral Turnout 1. In J. Thomassen (ed.), The European 

Voter: A Comparative Study of Modern Democracies. Oxford University Press.  

Accornero, G. & Ramos Pinto, P. (2014). ‘Mild Mannered’? Protest and Mobilisation in 
Portugal under Austerity, 2010–2013. West European Politics 1–25. doi: 
10.1080/01402382.2014.937587 

Adams, J. & Merrill, S.M. (2003). Voter Turnout and Candidate Strategies in American 
Elections. Journal of Politics 65(1): 161–189. 

Ai, C. & Norton, E.C. (2003). Interaction terms in logit and probit models. Economics Letters 
80(1): 123–129. 

Allison, P.D. (2009). Fixed effects regression models. Los Angeles, Calif: SAGE. 

Almond, G.A. & Verba, S. (1963). The civic culture: political attitudes and democracy in five 
nations (Abridged.). Boston, Mass.: Little, Brown. 

Alonso, S. (2016). What Type of Democratic Commitment Lies Behind the Importance of 
Living in a Democracy? In M. Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans view and 
evaluate democracy. Oxford University Press. 

Anderson, C.J. & Mendes, S.M. (2006). Learning to Lose: Election Outcomes, Democratic 
Experience and Political Protest Potential. British Journal of Political Science 36(01): 
91–111. 

Anduiza, E. (2002). Individual characteristics, institutional incentives and electoral abstention 
in Western Europe. European Journal of Political Research 41(5): 643–673. 

Armingeon, K. & Guthmann, K. (2014). Democracy in crisis? The declining support for 
national democracy in European countries, 2007–2011. European Journal of Political 
Research 53(3): 423–442. 

Armingeon, K. & Schädel, L. (2015). Social Inequality in Political Participation: The Dark 
Sides of Individualisation. West European Politics 38(1): 1–27. 

Baldassarri, D. & Gelman, A. (2008). Partisans without Constraint: Political Polarization and 
Trends in American Public Opinion. American journal of sociology 114(2): 408–446. 

Baldassarri, D. & Goldberg, A. (2014). Neither Ideologues, nor Agnostics: Alternative Voters’ 
Belief System in an Age of Partisan Politics. American Journal of Sociology 120(1): 
45–95. 

Barnes, S.H., Kaase, M. & Allerbeck, K.R. (eds.). (1979). Political action: mass participation 
in five Western democracies. Beverly Hills, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Bartels, L.M. (2008). Unequal democracy: the political economy of the new gilded age. New 
York : Princeton: Russell Sage Foundation ; Princeton University Press. 

Bélanger, E. & Aarts, K. (2006). Explaining the Rise of the LPF: Issues, Discontent, and the 
2002 Dutch Election. Acta Politica 41(1): 4–20. 



	

	 160	

Bélanger, É. & Nadeau, R. (2005). Political trust and the vote in multiparty elections: The 
Canadian case. European Journal of Political Research 44(1): 121–146. 

Bengtsson, Å. & Christensen, H. (2014). Ideals and Actions: Do Citizens’ Patterns of Political 
Participation Correspond to their Conceptions of Democracy? Government and 
Opposition 1–27. doi: 10.1017/gov.2014.29 

Berinsky, A.J. (2005). Silent voices: public opinion and political participation in America. 
Princeton, N.J.; Woodstock: Princeton University Press. 

Berinsky, A.J. & Tucker, J.A. (2006). ‘Don’t knows’ and public opinion towards economic 
reform: Evidence from Russia. Communist and Post-Communist Studies 39: 73–99. 

Billiet, J. & De Witte, H. (1995). Attitudinal dispositions to vote for a ‘new’ extreme right-
wing party: The case of ‘Vlaams Blok’. European Journal of Political Research 27(2): 
181–202. 

Birch, S. (2008). Electoral institutions and popular confidence in electoral processes: A cross-
national analysis. Electoral Studies 27(2): 305–320. 

Birch, S. (2010). Perceptions of Electoral Fairness and Voter Turnout. Comparative Political 
Studies 43(12): 1601–1622. 

Bizer, G.Y., Visser, P.S., Berent, M.K. & Krosnick, J.A. (2004). Importance, Knowledge, and 
Accessibility: Exploring the Dimensionality of Strength-Related Attitude Properties. In 
W. E. Saris & P. M. Sniderman (eds.), Studies in public opinion: attitudes, nonattitudes, 
measurement error, and change. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press. 

Blais, A. (2000). To vote or not to vote?: the merits and limits of rational choice theory. 
Pittsburgh, Pa: University of Pittsburgh Press. 

Blais, A. (2006). What Affects Voter Turnout? Annual Review of Political Science 9(1): 111–
125. 

Blais, A. & Dobrzynska, A. (1998). Turnout in Electoral Democracies. European Journal of 
Political Research 33(2): 239–261. 

Bochsler, D. & Kriesi, H. (2013). Varieties of Democracy. In H. Kriesi, D. Bochsler, J. 
Matthes, S. Lavenex, M. Bühlmann & F. Esser (eds.), Democracy in the Age of 
Globalization and Mediatization (Challenges to Democracy in the 21st Century). 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

Boekkooi, M., Klandermans, B. & van Stekelenburg, J. (2011). Quarrelling and Protesting: 
How Organizers Shape a Demonstration. Mobilization: An International Quarterly 
16(2): 221–239. 

Booth, J.A. & Seligson, M.A. (2009). The legitimacy puzzle in Latin America: political support 
and democracy in eight nations. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Bratton, M., Mattes, R.B. & Gyimah-Boadi, E. (2005). Public opinion, democracy, and market 
reform in Africa. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 



	

	 161	

Braun, D. & Hutter, S. (2014). Political trust, extra-representational participation and the 
openness of political systems. International Political Science Review. doi: 
10.1177/0192512114559108 

Brockington, D. (2009). It’s About The Benefits Choice Environments, Ideological Proximity 
and Individual Participation in 28 Democracies. Party Politics 15(4): 435–454. 

Brug, W. van der & Fennema, M. (2003). Protest or mainstream? How the European anti-
immigrant parties developed into two separate groups by 1999. European Journal of 
Political Research 42(1): 55–76. 

Brug, W. van der, Fennema, M. & Tillie, J. (2000). Anti-immigrant Parties in Europe: 
Ideological or Protest Vote? European Journal of Political Research 37(1): 77–102. 

Brug, W. van der, Fennema, M. & Tillie, J. (2005). Why Some Anti-Immigrant Parties Fail 
and Others Succeed. A Two-Step Model of Aggregate Electoral Support. Comparative 
Political Studies 38(5): 537–573. 

Campbell, A., Converse, P.E., Milller, W.E. & Stokes, D.E. (1960). The American voter. New 
York,: Wiley. 

Canache, D. (2012). Citizens’ Conceptualizations of Democracy: Structural Complexity, 
Substantive Content, and Political Significance. Comparative Political Studies 45: 
1132–1158. 

Canache, D., Mondak, J.J. & Seligson, M.A. (2001). Meaning and Measurement in Cross-
National Research on Satisfaction with Democracy. The Public Opinion Quarterly 
65(4): 506–528. 

Carreras, M. & İrepoğlu, Y. (2013). Trust in elections, vote buying, and turnout in Latin 
America. Electoral Studies 32(4): 609–619. 

Ceka, B. & Magalhães, P. (2016). How People Understand Democracy: A Social Dominance 
Approach. In M. Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans view and evaluate 
democracy. Oxford University Press. 

Chan, S. (1997). Effects of Attention to Campaign Coverage on Political Trust. International 
Journal of Public Opinion Research 9(3): 286–296. 

Christensen, H.S. (2014). All the same? Examining the link between three kinds of political 
dissatisfaction and protest. Comparative European Politics. doi: 10.1057/cep.2014.52 

Chu, Y., Diamond, L., Nathan, A.J. & Shin, D.C. (eds.). (2008). How East Asians View 
Democracy. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Citrin, J. (1974). Comment: The Political Relevance of Trust in Government. The American 
Political Science Review 68(3): 973–988. 

Citrin, J. (1977). Political Alienation as a Social Indicator: Attitudes and Action. Social 
Indicators Research 4(4): 381–419. 



	

	 162	

Converse, P.E. (1964). The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics. In D. E. Apter (ed.), 
Ideology and discontent. New York: Free Press. 

Converse, P.E. (1970). Attitudes and non-attitudes: continuation of a dialogue. In E. R. Tufte 
(ed.), The quantitative analysis of social problems. Reading, Mass ; London: Addison-
Wesley. 

Craig, S.C. & Maggiotto, M.A. (1981). Political discontent and political action. The Journal of 
Politics 43(02): 514–522. 

Crozier, M., Huntington, S.P., Joji, W., Jōji & Trilateral Commission. (1975). The crisis of 
democracy: report on the governability of democracies to the Trilateral Commission. 
[New York]: New York University Press. 

Dahlberg, S., Linde, J. & Holmberg, S. (2013). DISSATISFIED DEMOCRATS. QoG Working 
Paper Series 2013(8). 

Dalton, R. (2004). Democratic challenges, democratic choices: the erosion of political support 
in advanced industrial democracies. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press. 

Dalton, R. (2006). Citizen politics: public opinion and political parties in advanced industrial 
democracies (Fourth edition.). Washington, DC: CQ Press. 

Dalton, R.J. (1996). Citizen politics: public opinion and political parties in advanced industrial 
democracies (Second edition.). Chatham, N.J: Chatham House. 

Dalton, R.J. (2000). Citizen Attitudes and Political Behavior. Comparative Political Studies 
33(6-7): 912–940. 

Dalton, R.J. & Shin, D.C. (2014). Reassessing the Civic Culture Model. In R. J. Dalton & C. 
Welzel (eds.), The Civic Culture Revisited: From Allegiant to Assertive Citizens. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Dalton, R.J., Shin, D.C. & Jou, W. (2008). How People Understand Democracy. In L. Diamond 
& M. F. Plattner (eds.), How People View Democracy. Baltimore: John Hopkins 
University Press. 

Dalton, R.J. & Welzel, C. (2014a). Political Culture and Value Change. In R. J. Dalton & C. 
Welzel (eds.), The civic culture transformed: from allegiant to assertive citizens. 
Cambridge University Press. 

Dalton, R.J. & Welzel, C. (2014b). The civic culture transformed: from allegiant to assertive 
citizens. Cambridge University Press. 

Dalton, R., Van Sickle, A. & Weldon, S. (2010). The Individual–Institutional Nexus of Protest 
Behaviour. British Journal of Political Science 40(01): 51–73. 

Delli Carpini, M.X. & Keeter, S. (1996). What Americans know about politics and why it 
matters. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Di Palma, G. (1970). Apathy and participation: mass politics in Western societies. New York: 
Free Press. 



	

	 163	

Doorenspleet, R. (2012). Critical citizens, democratic support and satisfaction in African 
democracies. International Political Science Review 33(3): 279–300. 

Downs, A. (1957). An economic theory of democracy. New York: HarperCollins. 

Dubrow, J., Slomczynski, K. & Tomescu-Dubrow, I. (2008). Effects of Democracy and 
Inequality on Soft Political Protest in Europe: Exploring the European Social Survey 
Data. International Journal of Sociology 38(3): 36–51. 

Eagly, A.H. & Chaiken, S. (1993). The psychology of attitudes. Fort Worth, TX: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich College Publishers. 

Emons, W.H.M. (2008). Nonparametric Person-Fit Analysis of Polytomous Item Scores. 
Applied Psychological Measurement 32(3): 224–247. 

Ferrín, M. (2012). What is democracy to citizens? : understanding perceptions and evaluations 
of democratic systems in contemporary Europe. Ph.D. Dissertation. European 
University Institute, Florence. 

Ferrín, M. & Kriesi, H. (2016a). Introduction: Democracy - the Veredict of Europeans. In M. 
Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans View and Evaluate Democracy? Oxford 
University Press. 

Ferrín, M. & Kriesi, H. (2016b). How Europeans view and evaluate democracy. Oxford 
University Press. 

Fraile, M. (2013). Do information-rich contexts reduce knowledge inequalities? The contextual 
determinants of political knowledge in Europe. Acta Politica 48: 119–143. 

Franklin, M.N. (1996). Electoral Participation. In L. LeDuc, R. G. Niemi & P. Norris (eds.), 
Comparing democracies: elections and voting in global perspectives. Thousand Oaks, 
Calif: SAGE. 

Franklin, M.N. & Hirczy, W.P. (1998). Seperated Powers, Divided Government, and Turnout 
in U. S. Presidential Elections. American Journal of Political Science 42(1): 316–326. 

Freeze, M. & Montgomery, J.M. (2016). Static Stability and Evolving Constraint. Preference 
Stability and Ideological Structure in the Mass Public. American Politics Research 
44(3): 415–447. 

Fuchs, D. (1999). The democratic culture of unified Germany. In P. Norris (ed.), Critical 
citizens: global support for democratic government. Oxford [England] ; New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Fuchs, D. & Klingemann, H.-D. (1995). Citizens and the State: A Relationship Transformed. 
In H.-D. Klingemann & D. Fuchs (eds.), Citizens and the state. Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Fuchs, D. & Roller, E. (2006). Learned Democracy? Support of Democracy in Central and 
Eastern Europe. International Journal of Sociology 36(3): 70–96. 



	

	 164	

Gallego, A. (2015). Unequal political participation worldwide. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Gamson, W.A. (1968). Power and discontent. Dorsey Press Homewood, IL.  

Geissel, B. (2008). Democratic Resource or Democratic Threat? Profiles of Critical and 
Uncritical Citizens in Comparative Perspective. Comparative Sociology 7(1): 4–27. 

Gómez, B. & Palacios, I. (2016). Citizens’ evaluations of democracy. A microscope with 
quality seal. In M. Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans view and evaluate 
democracy. Oxford University Press. 

Goren, P. (2013). On voter competence. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Granberg, D. & Holmberg, S. (1996). Attitude constraint and stability among elite and mass in 
Sweden. European Journal of Political Research 29(1): 59–72. 

Grönlund, K. & Setälä, M. (2007). Political Trust, Satisfaction and Voter Turnout. 
Comparative European Politics 5(4): 400–422. 

Gunther, R.P. & Montero, J.R. (2006). The multidimensionality of political support for new 
democracies: conceptual redefinition and empirical refinement. In M. Torcal & J. R. 
Montero (eds.), Political disaffection in contemporary democracies: social capital, 
institutions, and politics. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Gurr, T. (1968). A Causal Model of Civil Strife: A Comparative Analysis Using New Indices. 
The American Political Science Review 62(4): 1104–1124. 

Gurr, T.R. (1970). Why men rebel. Princeton, N.J: Published for the Center of International 
Studies, Princeton University [by] Princeton University Press. 

Hardouin, J.-B., Bonnaud-Antignac, A. & Sébile, V. (2011). Nonparametric item response 
theory using Stata. The Stata Journal 11: 30–51. 

Held, D. (2006). Models of democracy (3rd ed.). Cambridge: Polity. 

Hernández, E. (2016a). Europeans’ Views of Democracy: the Core Elements of Democracy. 
In M. Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans view and evaluate democracy. Oxford 
University Press. 

Hernández, E. (2016b). MARHIS: Stata module to produce predictive margins and marginal 
effects plots with histogram after regress, logit, xtmixed and mixed. Boston College 
Department of Economics. 

Hernández, E. & Ares, M. (2016). Evaluations of the quality of the representative channel and 
unequal participation. Comparative European Politics. doi: 10.1057/cep.2015.45 

Hernández, E. & Kriesi, H. (2016). The electoral consequences of the financial and economic 
crisis in Europe. European Journal of Political Research 55(2): 203–224. 

Hetherington, M.J. (1999). The Effect of Political Trust on the Presidential Vote, 1968-96. The 
American Political Science Review 93(2): 311–326. 



	

	 165	

Hiskey, J.T. & Bowler, S. (2005). Local Context and Democratization in Mexico. American 
Journal of Political Science 49(1): 57–71. 

Hobolt, S.B. & Tilley, J. (2015). Fleeing the Centre: The Rise of Challenger Parties in the 
Aftermath of the Euro Crisis. Presented at the EES 2014 Conference, University of 
Mannheim. 

Hofferbert, R.I. & Klingemann, H.-D. (2001). Democracy and Its Discontents in Post-Wall 
Germany. International Political Science Review 22(4): 363–378. 

Hooghe, M. & Dassonneville, R. (2016). A Spiral of Distrust. A Panel Study on the Relation 
between Political Distrust and Protest Voting in Belgium. Government and Opposition. 
doi: 10.1017/gov.2016.18  

Hooghe, M. & Marien, S. (2013). A Comparative Analysis of the Relation Between Political 
Trust and Forms of Political Participation in Europe. European Societies 15(1): 131–
152. 

Huang, F.L. (2014). Alternatives to Multilevel Modeling for the Analysis of Clustered Data. 
The Journal of Experimental Education. doi: 10.1080/00220973.2014.952397 

Hurwitz, J. & Peffley, M. (1987). How Are Foreign Policy Attitudes Structured? A 
Hierarchical Model. The American Political Science Review 81(4): 1099–1120. 

Hutter. (2013). Political Parties in the Streets: The Development and Timing of Party-
Sponsored Protests in Western Europe. In P. Esaiasson & H. M. Narud (eds.), Between-
election democracy: the representative relationship after election day. Colchester: 
ECPR Press. 

Inglehart, R. & Klingemann, H.-D. (1976). Party identification, ideological preference and the 
left-right dimension among western mass publics. In I. Budge, I. Crewe & D. Farlie 
(eds.), Party identification and beyond: representations of voting and party 
competition. London ; New York: Wiley. 

Ivarsflaten, E. (2008). What Unites Right-Wing Populists in Western Europe? Re-Examining 
Grievance Mobilization Models in Seven Successful Cases. Comparative Political 
Studies 41(1): 3–23. 

Jackman, R.W. (1987). Political institutions and voter turnout in the industrial democracies. 
The American Political Science Review 405–423. 

Jennings, M.K. (1992). Ideological Thinking Among Mass Publics and Political Elites. Public 
Opinion Quarterly 56(4): 419–441. 

Karaca-Mandic, P., Norton, E.C. & Dowd, B. (2012). Interaction Terms in Nonlinear Models. 
Health Services Research 47: 255–274. 

Karp, J.A. & Milazzo, C. (2015). Democratic Scepticism and Political Participation in Europe. 
Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 25(1): 97–110. 

Katz, R.S. & Mair, P. (1995). Changing Models of Party Organization and Party Democracy: 
The Emergence of the Cartel Party. Party Politics 1(1): 5–28. 



	

	 166	

Kitschelt, H. (1995). The radical right in Western Europe: a comparative analysis. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 

Kitschelt, H.P. (1986). Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protest: Anti-Nuclear 
Movements in Four Democracies. British Journal of Political Science 16(01): 57–85. 

Kittilson, M.C. & Anderson, C.J. (2010). Electoral Supply and Voter Turnout. In R. J. Dalton 
& C. J. Anderson (eds.), Citizens, Context, and Choice. Oxford [England] ; New York: 
Oxford University Press.  

Klandermans, B. (2004). The demand and supply of participation: Social-psychological 
correlates of participation in social movements. In D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule & H. Kriesi 
(eds.), The Blackwell companion to social movements. Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub. 

Klingemann, H.-D. (1979). Measuring ideological conceptualization. In S. H. Barnes, M. 
Kaase & K. R. Allerbeck (eds.), Political action: mass participation in five Western 
democracies. Beverly Hills, Calif: Sage Publications. 

Klingemann, H.-D. (1999). Mapping political support in the 1990s. In P. Norris (ed.), Critical 
Citizens: global support for democratic government. Oxford [England] ; New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Klingemann, H.-D. (2014). Dissatisfied Democrats: Democratic Maturation in Old and New 
Democracies. In R. J. Dalton & C. Welzel (eds.), The civic culture transformed: from 
allegiant to assertive citizens. 

Koster, W. de, Achterberg, P. & Waal, J. van der. (2013). The new right and the welfare state: 
The electoral relevance of welfare chauvinism and welfare populism in the Netherlands. 
International Political Science Review 34(1): 3–20. 

Kriesi, H. (2004). Political Context and Opportunity. In D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule & H. Kriesi 
(eds.), The Blackwell companion to social movements. Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub. 

Kriesi, H. (2012). The Political Consequences of the Financial and Economic Crisis in Europe: 
Electoral Punishment and Popular Protest. Swiss Political Science Review 18(4): 518–
522. 

Kriesi, H. (2014). The Political Consequences of the Economic Crisis in Europe. In L. Bartels 
& N. Bermeo (eds.), Mass Politics in Tough Times. Oxford University Press.  

Kriesi, H. (2015). Party Systems, Electoral Systems and Social Movements. In D. Della Porta 
& M. Diani (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Social Movements. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Kriesi, H., Saris, W. & Moncagatta, P. (2016). The strucuture of Eruropeans’ views of 
democracy: citizens’ models of democracy. In M. Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How 
Europeans View and Evaluate Democracy? Oxford University Press. 

Kriesi, H. & Westholm, A. (2007). Small-scale democracy: the determinants of action. In J. 
W. van Deth, J. R. Montero & A. Westholm (eds.), Citizenship and involvement in 
European democracies: a comparative analysis. London ; New York: Routledge. 



	

	 167	

Lacy, D. & Burden, B.C. (1999). The Vote-Stealing and Turnout Effects of Ross Perot in the 
1992 U.S. Presidential Election. American Journal of Political Science 43(1): 233–255. 

Lagos, M. (2008). Latin America’s Diversity of Views. Journal of Democracy 19(1): 111–125. 

Lange, S.L. de. (2007). A New Winning Formula? The Programmatic Appeal of the Radical 
Right. Party Politics 13(4): 411–435. 

Levi, M. & Stoker, L. (2000). Political Trust and Trustworthiness. Annual Review of Political 
Science 3(1): 475–507. 

Levin, I. & Alvarez, R.M. (2009). Measuring the Effects of Voter Confidence on Political 
Participation: An Application to the 2006 Mexican Election. Caltech/MIT Voting 
Technology Project, VTP Working Paper 75.  

Linder, W. (2010). Swiss democracy: possible solutions to conflict in multicultural societies 
(3rd ed.). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Lubbers, M. & Scheepers, P. (2000). Individual and contextual characteristics of the German 
extreme right-wing vote in the 1990s. A test of complementary theories. European 
Journal of Political Research 38(1): 63–94. 

Luskin, R.C. (1987). Measuring Political Sophistication. American Journal of Political Science 
31(4): 856–899. 

Luskin, R.C. & Bullock, J.G. (2011). ‘Don’t Know’ Means ‘Don’t Know’: DK Responses and 
the Public’s Level of Political Knowledge. The Journal of Politics 73(02): 547–557. 

Marien, S. & Christensen, H.S. (2013). Trust and Openness: Prerequisites for Democratic 
Engagement? In K. N. Dēmētriou (ed.), Democracy in transition: political 
participation in the European Union. Heidelberg: Springer-Verlag. 

Marien, S., Hooghe, M. & Quintelier, E. (2010). Inequalities in Non-institutionalised Forms of 
Political Participation: A Multi-level Analysis of 25 countries. Political Studies 58(1): 
187–213. 

Martin, J.L. (2002). Power, Authority, and the Constraint of Belief Systems. American Journal 
of Sociology 107(4): 861–904. 

McAdam, D. & Tarrow, S. (2010). Ballots and Barricades: On the Reciprocal Relationship 
between Elections and Social Movements. Perspectives on Politics 8(02): 529–542. 

McCann, J.A. & Domı́nguez, J.I. (1998). Mexicans react to electoral fraud and political 
corruption: an assessment of public opinion and voting behavior. Electoral Studies 
17(4): 483–503. 

Miller, A.H. & Listhaug, O. (1990). Political Parties and Confidence in Government: A 
Comparison of Norway, Sweden and the United States. British Journal of Political 
Science 20(03): 357–386. 

Möhring, K. (2012). The fixed effects approach as an alternative to multilevel analysis for 
cross-national analyses. GK SOCLIFE Working Papers Series. University of Cologne 



	

	 168	

Mokken, R.J. (1971). A theory and procedure of scale analysis: with applications in political 
research. The Hague: Mouton. 

Montero, J.R. & Torcal, M. (2006). Some basic conclusions about political disaffection in 
contemporary democracies. In M. Torcal & J. R. Montero (eds.), Political disaffection 
in contemporary democracies: social capital, institutions, and politics. London ; New 
York: Routledge. 

Mood, C. (2010). Logistic Regression: Why We Cannot Do What We Think We Can Do, and 
What We Can Do About It. European Sociological Review 26(1): 67–82. 

Morlino, L. (2009). Qualities of Democracy: how to analyze them. Working Paper. Centre for 
the Study of Public Policy. University of Aberdeen. 

Müller, W. (2008). Foreword. In S. Schneider (ed.), The International Standard Classification 
of Education (ISCED-97) (Mannheim.). Mannheimer Zentrum für Europäische 
Sozialforschung. 

Nie, N.H., Junn, J. & Stehlik-Barry, K. (1996). Education and democratic citizenship in 
America. Chicago ; London: University of Chicago Press. 

Norris, P. (ed.). (1999). Critical Citizens. Global Support for Democratic Government. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  

Norris, P. (2002). Democratic Phoenix: reinventing political activism. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Norris, P. (2011). Democratic deficit : Critical citizens revisited. New York: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Norris, P. (2014). Why electoral integrity matters. New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Oesch, D. (2008). Explaining Workers’ Support for Right-Wing Populist Parties in Western 
Europe: Evidence from Austria, Belgium, France, Norway, and Switzerland. 
International Political Science Review 29(3): 349–373. 

Offe, C. (2006). Political disaffection as an outcome of institutional practices? Some post-
Tocquevillean speculations. In M. Torcal & J. R. Montero (eds.), Political disaffection 
in contemporary democracies: social capital, institutions, and politics. London ; New 
York: Routledge. 

Peffley, M.A. & Hurwitz, J. (1985). A Hierarchical Model of Attitude Constraint. American 
Journal of Political Science 29(4): 871–890. 

Pharr, S.J. & Putnam, R.D. (eds.). (2000). Disaffected democracies: what’s troubling the 
trilateralcountries? Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press. 

Przeworski, A., Alvarez, M.M., Papaterra, F., Cheibub, J.A. & Neto, L. (1996). What Makes 
Democracies Endure? Journal of Democracy 7(1): 39–55. 



	

	 169	

Quaranta, M. (2014). Political dissatisfaction and political protest in Western Europe: What is 
the role of party systems? Rivista italiana di scienza politica. doi: 10.1426/77644 

Ramiro, L. (2016). Support for radical left parties in Western Europe: social background, 
ideology and political orientations. European Political Science Review 8(01): 1–23. 

Regt, S. de. (2013). Arabs Want Democracy, but What Kind? Advances in Applied Sociology 
03(01): 37–46. 

Riker, W.H. & Ordeshook, P.C. (1968). A Theory of the Calculus of Voting. American 
Political Science Review 62(1): 25–42. 

Rohrschneider, R. (1993). Environmental Belief Systems in Western Europe A Hierarchical 
Model of Constraint. Comparative Political Studies 26(1): 3–29. 

Rohrschneider, R. (1999). Learning democracy: democracy and economic values in unified 
Germany. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Rooduijn, M., van der Brug, W. & de Lange, S.L. (2016). Expressing or fuelling discontent? 
The relationship between populist voting and political discontent. Electoral Studies 43: 
32–40. 

Rosanvallon, P. (2008). Counter-democracy: politics in an age of distrust. Cambridge, UK ; 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Rosenstone, S. & Hansen, J.M. (1993). Mobilization, Participation and Democracy in 
America. New York: Macmillan.  

Rüdig, W. & Karyotis, G. (2014). Who Protests in Greece? Mass Opposition to Austerity. 
British Journal of Political Science 44(03): 487–513. 

Sanborn, H. (2015). Democratic Consolidation: Participation and Attitudes Toward 
Democracy in Taiwan and South Korea. Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and 
Parties 25(1): 47–61. 

Saunders, C. (2014). Anti-politics in Action? Measurement Dilemmas in the Study of 
Unconventional Political Participation. Political Research Quarterly 67(3): 574–588. 

Scarrow, S.E. (1999). Parties and the Expansion of Direct Democracy Who Benefits? Party 
Politics 5(3): 341–362. 

Schneider, S. (2007). Measuring Educational Attainment in Cross-National Surveys: The Case 
of the European Social Survey. Presented at the EQUALSOC Network, Dijon. 

Schumacher, G. & Rooduijn, M. (2013). Sympathy for the ‘devil’? Voting for populists in the 
2006 and 2010 Dutch general elections. Electoral Studies 32(1): 124–133. 

Schwartz, D.C. (1973). Political Alienation and Political Behavior. Transaction Publishers. 

Schwartz, S.H. (1992). Universals in the content and structure of values: Theoretical advances 
and empirical tests in 20 countries. Advances in experimental social psychology 25(1): 
1–65. 



	

	 170	

Schwartz, S.H. (2007). Value orientations: measurement, antecedents and consequences across 
nations. In R. Jowell, C. Roberts, R. Fitzgerald & G. Eva (eds.), Measuring attitudes 
cross-nationally: lessons from the European Social Survey. Los Angeles ; London: 
SAGE. 

Stoker, G. (2006). Why politics matters: making democracy work. Houndmills [England] ; New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Teorrell, J., Sum, P. & Tobiasen, M. (2007). Participation and political equality. In J. W. van 
Deth, J. R. Montero & A. Westholm (eds.), Citizenship and involvement in European 
democracies: a comparative analysis. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Topf, R. (1995). Electoral Participation. In H.-D. Klingemann & D. Fuchs (eds.), Citizens and 
the state. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press. 

Torcal, M. (2006). Political disaffection and democratization history in new democracies. In 
M. Torcal & J. R. Montero (eds.), Political disaffection in contemporary democracies: 
social capital, institutions, and politics. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Torcal, M. & Lago, I. (2006). Political participation, information, and accountability. Some 
consequences of political disaffection in new democracies. In M. Torcal & J. R. 
Montero (eds.), Political disaffection in contemporary democracies: social capital, 
institutions, and politics. London ; New York: Routledge. 

Torcal, M., Rodon, T. & Hierro, M.J. (2016). Word on the Street: The Persistence of Leftist-
dominated Protest in Europe. West European Politics 39(2): 326–350. 

Torcal, M. & Trechsel, A.H. (2016). Explaining Citizens’ Evaluations of Democracy. In M. 
Ferrín & H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans view and evaluate democracy. Oxford 
University Press. 

van Elsas, E. (2015). Political Trust as a Rational Attitude: A Comparison of the Nature of 
Political Trust across Different Levels of Education. Political Studies 63(5): 1158–
1178. 

Van Stekelenburg, J., Klandermans, B. & Van Dijk, W.W. (2009). Context Matters: Explaining 
How and Why Mobilizing Context Influences Motivational Dynamics. Journal of 
Social Issues 65(4): 815–838. 

Verba, S., Nie, N.H. & Kim, J. (1978). Participation and political equality: a seven-nation 
comparison. Cambridge, Eng ; New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Verba, S., Schlozman, K.L. & Brady, H.E. (1995). Voice and equality: civic voluntarism in 
American politics. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press. 

Visser, M., Lubbers, M., Kraaykamp, G. & Jaspers, E. (2014). Support for radical left 
ideologies in Europe. European Journal of Political Research 53(3): 541–558. 

Vries, C.E.D. & Edwards, E.E. (2009). Taking Europe To Its Extremes Extremist Parties and 
Public Euroscepticism. Party Politics 15(1): 5–28. 



	

	 171	

Webb, P. (2013). Who is willing to participate? Dissatisfied democrats, stealth democrats and 
populists in the United Kingdom. European Journal of Political Research 52(6): 747–
772. 

Welzel, C. (2013). Freedom rising: human empowerment and the contemporary quest for 
emancipation. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Welzel, C. & Deutsch, F. (2012). Emancipative Values and Non-Violent Protest: The 
Importance of ‘Ecological’ Effects. British Journal of Political Science 42(02): 465–
479. 

Wessels, B. (2016). Democratic Legitimacy: Concepts, Measures, Outcomes. In M. Ferrín & 
H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans View and Evaluate Democracy? Oxford University 
Press. 

Wessels, B. & Schmitt, H. (2008). Meaningful choices, political supply, and institutional 
effectiveness. Electoral Studies 27(1): 19–30. 

Winstone, L., Widdop, S. & Fitzgerald, R. (2016). Constructing the Questionnaire. The 
Challenges of Measuring Attitudes toward Democracy across Europe. In M. Ferrín & 
H. Kriesi (eds.), How Europeans view and evaluate democracy. Oxford University 
Press. 

Wright, J.D. (1976). The Dissent of the Governed. Alienation and Democracy in America. New 
York: Academic Press. 

Xhafa, E. (2014). Trade unions and economic inequality: perspectives, policies and strategies. 
International journal of labour research Vol. 6, no. 1 (2014): 35–55. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	

	 172	

 


