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Fiddling while Democracy Burns:
Partisan Reactions to Weak Democracy
in Latin America
Matthew M. Singer

Democracy is weakened when citizens and elites do not criticize actions or actors that undermine its principles. Yet this study
documents a widespread pattern of partisan rationalization in how elites and the public evaluate democratic performance in Latin
America. Survey data show that those whose party controls the presidency consistently express positive evaluations of the current
state of democratic competition and institutions even when democracy in their country is weak. This pattern emerges in both mass
survey data and among elected elites. These data have a worrying implication: if only the political opposition is willing to publicly
acknowledge and sound the alarm when democracy is under attack, public pressure to protect democracy is likely to be dramatically
reduced.

I
n many countries, democracy is under attack. Global
indicators track marked declines in the level of democ-
racy, with one recent report concluding that one-third of

the world’s population lives in countries where democracy
is in decline (Lührmann et al. 2018). In the majority of
these cases, the threat to democracy is not from outsiders
looking to overthrow it via a coup but instead comes from
elected insiders who weaken democracy from within by
restricting electoral competition and curtailing the rights of
their opponents (Lührmann and Lindberg 2019). In many
cases, this also includes leaders taking steps to limit media
freedom and otherwise curtail criticism of their rule (Kellam
and Stein 2016). Between 70% and 80% of democratic
breakdowns since 1990 have resulted from an elected
executive consolidating power (Lührmann and Lindberg
2019; Svolik 2019). These breakdowns are not limited to a
single region, but have occurred in the Americas (e.g.,

Venezuela, Nicaragua), Europe (e.g., Russia, Belarus),
Africa (e.g., Benin, Tunisia, Tanzania), and Asia (e.g.,
India, the Philippines). These concerns are also not limited
to developing countries; in recent years observers in the
United States have expressed worries about whether elected
leaders will respect the limits on their office and not
politicize state agencies against their political opponents
(e.g., Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018; Kaufman and Haggard
2019; Haggard and Kaufman 2021).
In light of these weaknesses, the question becomes

whether political elites and the mass public will act in
defense of democracy when it is under threat. In an ideal
world elites and citizens in countries where the incumbent
government is undermining democracy would 1) recog-
nize that government actions have compromised democ-
racy in important ways, 2) express public disapproval of
those actions, and 3) vote against and otherwise hold
accountable actors who continue to act undemocratically
(Lührmann 2021). Yet this ideal process often does not
occur. For example, self-interested actors are often willing
to accept undemocratic reforms perpetuated by candidates
that they otherwise agree with to achieve their preferred
policy goals or to ensure that their electoral enemies are
defeated (e.g., Ahlquist et al. 2018; Singer 2018; Svolik
2019; Fossati, Muhtadi, and Warburton 2021). This
tolerance for undemocratic action creates opportunities
for aspiring dictators to restrict political competition and
weaken democracy.
In this paper, however, I ask whether citizens and elites

will even acknowledge and publicly admit to the break-
down of democracy while it is happening, a necessary
precursor to acting to stop that slide. Specifically, I look
at whether citizen and elite evaluations of democratic
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performance in surveys are lower when democracy is
weak than when it is strong. I argue that partisan ration-
alization often leads elites and the mass public who are
winning under the current institutional arrangements to
express satisfaction with democracy and confidence in
election management in countries even when democ-
racy’s objective level is low. As a result, these groups have
incentives to ignore and not acknowledge the deterior-
ation of democratic norms and institutions, creating
space for incumbent actors to further restrict democratic
competition.
I explore these questions using survey data at the elite

and mass level from Latin America, a region where democ-
racy’s strength varies significantly both between countries
and within them over time. The data show that among
both the elites and masses there is a connection between
the level of democracy and evaluations of democratic
institutions among those who don’t belong to the presi-
dent’s party. But these groups are the outliers; evaluations
of democratic performance by elites who belong to the
president’s party or by citizens who voted for the incum-
bent in the last election have no connection to the level of
democracy in their country. In weak democracies, opin-
ions become polarized on the basic questions of whether
elections are trustworthy or on whether the country is a
satisfactory democracy because winners do not acknow-
ledge that democracy is weak.
These results highlight the difficulty facing many

struggling democracies. The unwillingness of electoral
winners to criticize democratic abuses by “their side”
may create opportunities for aspiring autocrats. In their
recent review, Lührmann and Lindberg (2019) argue
that “the present reverse wave—starting after 1993—
mainly affects democracies, unlike prior waves. What is
especially worrying about this trend is that historically,
very few autocratization episodes starting in democracies
have been stopped short of turning countries into
autocracies.” While the implication of these survey data
cannot be directly observed, the empirical results ana-
lyzed here provide a potential mechanism for why auto-
cratization crises are so rarely arrested as they are
happening. When election winners and government
supporters in flawed democracies will not publicly
acknowledge that democracy is deteriorating, this silence
may deepen the crisis of democracy. When only one side
sees democracy as being under attack, then attempts at
democratic reform may become a partisan issue that the
ruling party can dismiss as an attack on their power by
self-interested and disloyal actors instead of a general
societal project worth pursuing. Democracy needs
champions when it is under attack, but there seems to
be little evidence, based on their responses to pollsters
asking them about the level of democracy, that elites and
voters on the winning side are willing to be that cham-
pion.

How Do Citizens Evaluate the State of
Democracy in their Country?
A large literature tracks how people describe the state of
democracy in their country. Some evaluations of demo-
cratic performance have little to do with democracy itself.
Satisfaction with democracy, for example, tends to be
lower among the educated and other groups with high
expectations about what democracy should provide (e.g.,
Norris 1999; Booth and Seligson 2009). Satisfaction with
democracy’s performance is also often buoyed when the
economy is strong (Wagner, Schneider, and Halla 2009;
Cordero and Simón 2015;Magalhaes 2016; Quaranta and
Martini 2016). Yet most studies find that specific support
for democracy reflects the quality of democratic govern-
ance: public evaluations of the democratic system being
higher when institutions are of high quality and perceived
as fair (Wagner, Schneider, and Halla 2009; Magalhaes
2016; Christmann 2018) and lower when corruption is
common (Evans and Whitfield 1995; Rose, Mishler, and
Haerpfer 1998; Bratton and Mattes 2001; Weitz-Shapiro
2008; Linde 2012).

This correlation between the quality of a country’s
governance and citizen satisfaction means that dissatisfac-
tion is a bellwether for the kinds of political dissatisfaction
that might lead to political change. Sometimes that change
can be negative, as falling satisfaction with democracy in
regions where democratic norms are already weak can
create opportunities for aspiring dictators (Booth and
Seligson 2009; Lührmann 2021). Yet criticisms of how
democracy is being practiced can also lead citizens and
elites to advocate for reforms that would deal with democ-
racy’s perceived shortcomings (e.g., Karp 1995; Dalton
2004; Bowler and Donovan 2007). Elite acknowledgment
of undemocratic actions can also trigger a public reaction
that further constrains autocratic leaders (Christenson and
Kriner 2020). This suggests that both political elites and
the public can potentially act as a corrective of democratic
decline if they are unhappy about that change.

Yet while citizen evaluations of democratic performance
reflect how their country is being governed, they also seem
to be shaped by partisan considerations. Citizens evaluate
democratic performance through the lens of personal
representation: voters who feel represented are more likely
to support democracy (Aarts and Thomassen 2008). As a
result, citizens who voted for losing political parties are less
satisfied with democratic institutions and more ambiva-
lent about the overall desirability of democracy (e.g.,
Anderson et al. 2005; Anderson and Guillory 1997;
Anderson and Tverdova 2003; Listhaug, Aardal, and Ellis
2009; Booth and Seligson 2009; Dahlberg and Linde
2016). Explanations of the gap in system support between
election winners and losers have traditionally focused on
how defeat shapes the voters who supported a losing party.
Electoral losers, it is argued, suffer both the emotional
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blow of having been defeated and the real policy conse-
quences of living under a government whose views and
interests are different from their own.
It is an open question if elites behave in the same way

because most evaluations of specific support focus on mass
data while the study of elite attitudes usually focuses on
their commitment to the democratic norms of competi-
tion and tolerance (e.g., Miller, Hesli, and Reisinger 1997;
Stevens, Bishin, and Barr 2006). Moreover, differences
between how elites and the mass public experience elec-
tions may minimize the difference between winners and
losers at the elite level. Losing political candidates are more
likely to have negative evaluations of the electoral arrange-
ments that resulted in their defeat (Bowler, Donnovan,
and Karp 2002, 2006) but elected legislators from non-
governing political parties are not really “losers.” They do
not control the head of government, but opposition
legislators enjoy the perks of office, including some access
to resources they can distribute to allies and supporters,
some policy influence, and the opportunity to actively
build their case against the government through legislative
and public debates. Some authoritarian leaders use these
benefits of elected office to co-opt moderate opposition
elements, incentivizing them to invest in the status quo
(Levitsky and Way 2002; Lust-Okar 2005; Gandhi and
Przeworski 2007). Thus, the effect of losing control of the
government may be mitigated by the perks of personally
winning in a way that leads to co-opted public elected
officials having a smaller response to losing an election
than voters do even when they believe that the election is
corrupt. On the other hand, non-governing elites also feel
personally the lack of policy influence from being excluded
from ruling. Indeed we show later that there is a winner-
loser gap in evaluations of democratic performance even
among elected officials.
The fear this literature often raises is that political losers

might sour on democracy and support its overthrow. As a
result, democracy promoters think about steps and
reforms that can maintain “the loser’s consent” by
empowering them and ensuring them that they will be
competitive in the future (Anderson et al. 2005). As a
result, the possibility that election winners could be a
problem for democracy was largely overlooked until
recently. Yet there is evidence that winners often are as
large of a problem for democracy as losers are. The impact
of corruption scandals on government support is smaller
for voters who previously supported the winning party;
incumbent co-partisans continue to support their pre-
ferred party even after corruption allegations (Anderson
and Tverdova 2003). Voters for losing parties in Africa
resist elite manipulation of democratic institutions while
winners are often “submissive subjects, granting uncondi-
tional support to their current leaders” (Moehler 2009,
345) and also support the weakening of national courts
who might otherwise check the executive (Bartels and

Kramon 2020). In a similar vein, citizens who voted for
the winning president in Latin America are more likely to
support limitations on free speech while also supporting
expansions in presidential power (Singer 2018; Cohen
et al. forthcoming). Finally, recent experiments suggest
that voters presented with candidates who espouse anti-
democratic reforms are likely to support those candidates if
they belong to the same party as them and advocate for
policies they agree with (Ahlquist et al. 2018; Svolik 2019;
Graham and Svolik 2020; Fossati, Muhtadi, and Warbur-
ton 2021).
These recent studies point to a dynamic whereby

election winners who benefit from the status quo have
incentives to resist democratic reforms and to support
undemocratic candidates who favor their side. For those
with ties to the existing regime, steps that enhance the
power of the executive or which may favor them in
elections are not evaluated in the abstract but are seen as
distributive choices, not as steps that weaken democracy
but as ones that enhance the representation of their group.
Authoritarians benefit when “their supporters would
rather tolerate their authoritarian tendencies than back
politicians whose platform these supporters abhor” (Svolik
2019, 23).
While these recent studies explicitly make undemo-

cratic actions salient for respondents evaluating a hypo-
thetical candidate, a fundamental question for how this
process plays out in the real world is whether party
members making this tradeoff to support a favorable leader
undermining democracy perceive that their democracy is
being weakened or will admit that the leader is weakening
democracy? The existing literature showing that bad insti-
tutions and governance lead to lower satisfaction with
democracy and its institutions implicitly assumes that all
citizens are responding to these threats. Yet a large litera-
ture suggests that people often are ignorant of how the
world is evolving and, more troublingly, systematically
perceive and describe the world in ways that diverge from
reality if it benefits their political side. This may lead them
to either be ignorant of or to not acknowledge violations of
democratic norms by their side as violations.
Examples of motivated reasoning abound. Partisans

diverge in their responses to survey questions on topics
as varied as whether Iraq had weapons of mass destruction
(Jacobson 2010), whether climate change is real (Dunlap,
McCright, and Yarosh 2016), how large inauguration
crowds were (Schaffner and Luks 2018), and how well
the economy is doing (e.g., Kramer 1983; Duch, Palmer,
and Anderson 2000; Evans and Anderson 2006).1 These
differences in belief about the world often persist even after
respondents are presented with information designed to
correct their misperceptions (Nyhan and Reifler 2010).
Individuals are also more likely to knowmore about events
that put their party in a favorable light than those that
make their party look bad (Jerit and Barabas 2012). While
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these gaps have been most commonly documented and
studied in contexts where partisanship is strong, they also
exist in countries where partisanship is comparatively weak
(Carlson 2016; Lee and Singer forthcoming; Fossati,
Muhtadi, and Warburton 2021).
While a large literature has documented these misper-

ceptions, there is not a consensus about whether these
differences represent sincere differences in belief or are an
artifact of respondents not wanting to state publicly to a
pollster what they know. Evidence that respondents do not
fully believe their answers comes from studies that provide
respondents with inducements to be accurate, e.g., paying
them if their answers to objective questions about the
unemployment rate of the number of war casualties
(Bullock et al. 2015; Prior, Sood, and Khanna 2015; Hill
2017). This implies that many respondents are engaging
in some sort of cheerleader effort instead of expressing
their true opinion, perhaps because they feel social pres-
sure to give answers that bolster their side (Connors 2020)
or they want to express solidarity with their party (Yair and
Huber 2020). Other studies, in contrast, have observed
that sizable differences in opinion remain even when
researchers give respondents incentives to give accurate
answers (Peterson and Iyengar 2021; Allcott et al. 2020).
This suggests that while part of observed partisan polar-
ization about the state of the world may reflect partisan
cheerleading, part of it also reflects how political identities
shape how people receive and process information.
Several mechanisms explain why political identity

changes how people perceive the world. Partisans may
wish to avoid the cognitive dissonance that would occur if
they were to admit that they were supporting the incum-
bent despite his or her policy failures and so they are
predisposed to see the world through biased lenses. Or
they may be drawing on information sources that promote
stories favorable to their sides and ignore those that put
their party in a negative light. Studies show that individ-
uals tend to seek out information that corresponds to their
preconceptions (Taber and Lodge 2006) even when incen-
tivized to do otherwise (Peterson and Iyengar 2021).
Individuals also are less critical of information that rein-
forces prior beliefs (Ditto et al. 1998) and argue against
facts that go against their preconceptions (Gaines et al.
2007).
I argue that these dynamics are likely to generate

partisan rationalizations concerning the state of democracy
among winners in countries where democracy is under
attack. Partisan media and candidates have few incentives
to publicize authoritarian actions by the government and
people may choose to only consume media that cheerleads
their preferred party and downplays their misdeeds. Then
even if regime supporters are exposed to that information
they might not respond to information they do receive
about a weakening democracy. Instead, they may discount
information that would put the regime in a bad light as

untrue “fake news” that overstates the nature of the
problem, diminishes its impact by arguing that outcomes
in previous regimes were worse, or simply ignore the
problematic outcomes and continue to claim that all is
well to justify their continued support for the regime. Or
regime members and supporters may be aware of the
undemocratic actions but choose to not acknowledge
them publicly to avoid describing their party in a bad
light, to express solidarity with their party, or because they
fear social stigma if they do so. Yet even if the public and
elites do not believe their positive statements about the
level of democracy to pollsters, by not publicly challenging
the regime they are not acting as a check on its actions.
Private discontent with a would-be dictator that is never
publicly expressed upon will not stop autocratization. Any
of these mechanisms would generate a scenario whereby
public evaluations of democratic performance diverge
from reality among those who support the ruling party.

Of course, partisan rationalization may not be the
exclusive domain of the ruling party. Some opposition
partisans may deny that institutions are working well.
Election losers, for example, may be prone to see election
fraud even in clean elections, especially if party leaders
claim that such fraud occurred (Beaulieu 2014; Cantu and
García-Ponce 2015; Stewart Ansolabehere, and Persily
2016). Partisan media on the losing side may amplify
these claims. Yet it is also possible that losers in weak
democracies will have personal experiences with demo-
cratic violations that are more tangible than the claimed
violations losers are presented with in strong democracies
and thus losers’ opinions of democracy will diverge
between strong and weak democracies despite the poten-
tial for partisan-based rejection of even a legitimate elec-
tion. The degree to which the government or the
opposition is more likely to engage in partisan rationaliza-
tion is an open empirical question that I will explore.

The implication of this argument is that previous work
arguing that citizens take governance quality into account
when assessing democratic performance may be too opti-
mistic. They may respond to generalized corruption that
does not benefit them, but tolerate democratic norm
violations that benefit their political side. If partisan
rationalizing is occurring, then the ability of poor demo-
cratic performance to generate a reformmovement may be
blunted by partisans who not only reject the reform as a
threat to their power but who deny that there is even a
problem.

Three previous studies have examined these questions
and reached contradictory conclusions. Dahlberg and
Linde (2016) find that the gap between election winners
and election losers in a cross-section of European countries
is smaller in countries where democracy is stronger and that
this gap exists because the evaluations of election winners
are not affected by the level of democracy. This suggests
partisan rationalization is occurring. Fortin-Rittberger,
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Harfst, and Dingler (2017), in contrast, look at countries
included in the CSES and find that there is no gap in how
winners and losers perceive democracy in countries where
election quality is low, which implies that winners can
admit that election fraud happened. Finally, Nadeau,
Daoust, and Dassonneville (2021) also look at CSES data
and fine that winners become less satisfied with their
victory in very democratic countries and losers become
more satisfied with it, suggesting that losers recognize
improving democratic quality and winners engage in par-
tisan rationalization. The divergent results between these
three studies, each of which is based on a limited number of
country-years, suggest that further research is needed to
establish the empirical regularity.

The Context: Democratic Fluctuations in
Latin America
To explore these questions, we focus on how democracy is
evaluated in Latin America. Latin America is an ideal place
to study these questions because the strength of democracy

varies across the region and within countries over time. On
the one hand, there has been an expansion of democracy
across Latin America in the third wave; as Levitsky recently
noted, “The last three decades have been the most demo-
cratic in Latin American history. Never before has somuch
of the region been so democratic, for so long” (2018, 102).
Yet some countries have more perfectly approached the
democratic ideals than others have, and there have been
serious setbacks with democracy, including Venezuela and
Honduras in the 2000s, and Nicaragua and, to a lesser
extent, Ecuador, Brazil, Bolivia, and El Salvador in the last
decade. These wide variations in democratic performance
across and within countries are apparent in the Variety of
Democracy’s (Coppedge et al. 2019) annual ratings of
electoral democracy, where experts rate election cleanli-
ness, media environment openness, and the protection of
civil liberties. These data document significant perceived
declines in democratic performance in many countries
(figure 1). While coups still occasionally happen, most
of these declines have occurred in contexts where the
problem has been incumbent parties abusing the powers

Figure 1
Trends in electoral democracy in Latin America
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of their offices to restrict electoral competition, to com-
promise the ability of the opposition to organize or
mobilize, or to commit electoral fraud.
These differences in democratic strength make Latin

America the perfect setting for exploring whether partisan
motivations lead individuals to ignore democracy’s weak-
ening. Expressed satisfaction with democracy and evalu-
ations of democratic performance should ideally be lower
in the countries where democracy is weaker, but if indi-
viduals are engaging in partisan rationalization, then their
reflections of democratic performance and trust in its
institutions will systematically diverge from these tenden-
cies. The two empirical analyses that follow thus explore
how elite and mass evaluations of democracies inside Latin
American countries match up with democratic trends.

Data: Parliamentary Elites
I begin by looking at how political elites evaluate democ-
racy in their countries. I focus on elites because of their key
role in the actual passage of institutional reforms and their
ability to mobilize the public to protect or to attack
democratic institutions. Elites also have more experience
with the institutions that regulate and manage electoral
competition and civil liberties than the average citizens do
and thus are well positioned to directly evaluate the
performance of electoral democracy. Data come from
Parliamentary Elites in Latin America (PELA) surveys
conducted by the University of Salamanca since 1997.
These surveys of members of legislative lower chambers are
representative of the party composition of each country
and are either conducted face-to-face or via telephone.2

The specific evaluations of democratic performance vary
by survey wave and so the number of country-years differs
across analyses (online appendix 2 lists questions by
country-year), but this project has been conducted in a
variety of democratic contexts that allow me to check if
political elites are willing to acknowledge when democracy
is weak.
The PELA surveys contain three main questions about

how legislators view the current state of democracy. The
first is whether they are satisfied with the state of democ-
racy in their country:

In general, would you say that you are very satisfied, satisfied,
unsatisfied, or very unsatisfied with the way that democracy
functions in your country?

This question has been criticized by some for capturing
both overall regime performance and specific performance
by the president (Canache, Mondak, and Seligson 2001),
but this measure captures how the respondent views the
specific aspects of democratic performance “at a low level
of abstraction” (Anderson 1998, 583) and it is the most
commonly used indicator of specific support (e.g., Brat-
ton, Mattes, and Gyimah-Boadi 2005; Norris 1999).
High values represent more positive views of democracy.

The second and third questions on democratic per-
formance focus specifically on the conduct of elections.
Members of the legislature were asked to evaluate the
national election agency and also about the quality of
the most recent elections in their country (in which that
legislator was elected):

Thinking about the following people, groups, and institutions, I
would like to know howmuch confidence does each deserve with
regards to its actions in public life—the electoral agency? No
confidence, a little confidence, some confidence, a lot of confi-
dence.

How much confidence do you have in the electoral process in
which you were elected? Use the scale that goes from 1 “minimal
confidence” to 5 “maximum confidence.

Confidence in the electoral process and the agencies that
run it help legitimize democracy and these kinds of
questions are a widely used indicator of satisfaction with
democratic processes (e.g., Norris 1999; Anderson et al.
2005; Birch 2008; Rosas 2010). The second question may
result in legislators attempting to justify their own election
as fair even in the context of biased elections, but the hope
is that legislators who were elected in the last elections can
recognize when electoral processes fall short and admit that
the electoral agency and elections themselves are under-
deserving of confidence. Both variables are coded so that
high values express more positive views of electoral prac-
tices.

Our main interest is in how these considerations reflect
the level of democracy in the country and also partisan
considerations. Tomeasure democratic performance, I use
the Variety of Democracy’s (Coppedge et al. 2019) elect-
oral democracy index, which combines data from expert
assessments of election cleanliness and openness, freedom
of association, and freedom of speech to classify the degree
to which democracy in a country meets the procedural
minimum. This variable has a theoretical range of 0–1
with high values representing a more complete democracy
and ranges from 0.307 (Nicaragua in 2017) to 0.933
(Uruguay in 2010) in this sample. In general, the hope
is that in countries where democracy is weak and being
undermined legislators will be less satisfied with democ-
racy and admit to being less confident in the electoral
administration and election processes. The fear, in con-
trast, is that either winners will ignore poor democracy or
losers will deny that elections are clean. I thus test if any
relationship between democratic performance and evalu-
ations of democracy is contingent upon legislator parti-
sanship, using a dummy variable that distinguishes those
who belong to the president’s party from those who belong
to another party and interacting it with the electoral
democracy index to see if the two groups respond to the
level of democracy in divergent ways.3

The survey does not containmany demographic control
variables, but I control for the legislator’s gender, age, and
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education level. Full details of how these variables are
coded are in online appendix 1 and their estimated
coefficients are in onlinme appendix 3.4 I also control
for the state of the economy in the twelve months before
the survey, taking the weighted average of the GDP
growth in the year of the survey and the previous year.5

Because the model includes variables estimated at the
country-year level and that then likely cluster by country
as well (as democracy scores often tend to be stable), I
estimate the model as a three-level multi-level model,
nesting individual members of parliament (MPs) inside
of legislature years and then nesting the legislature inside of
countries. For ease of presentation and interpretation, I
estimate the models as hierarchical linear models; in online
appendix 4 I present the results of hierarchical ordered
logits as the substantive results on the polarization of
opinion are generally consistent.6

Results: Parliamentary Elites
The results in table 1 confirm that even among elites,
partisan interests are correlated with evaluations of dem-
ocracy in the average country. In particular, the results in
models 1, 3, and 5 show that evaluations of democracy, the
election agency, and elections tend to be significantly
lower for those members of the legislature that are not
presidential co-partisans. The implication of these pooled
models is that members of the losing party have a drop in
democratic support even after personally winning election.
Yet the interactive models (models 2, 4, and 6) suggest

that for elites who don’t belong to the president’s party,
their evaluation of the system is shaped by the level of

democracy in their country in a way that differs from that
of presidential co-partisans. The coefficient for the level of
democracy variable is the estimated effect of democracy
when the opposition partisanship variable equals zero or,
in other words, when the MP belongs to the president’s
party. In all three interactive models, the non-significance
of those variables implies that there is no association
between the level of democracy in a country and how
members of the president’s party evaluate democracy.
Thus, there is no evidence that presidential co-partisans
in weak democracies are more likely to admit dissatisfac-
tion with their democracy or have lower trust in the
electoral process when democracy is poor than when it is
good. Members of non-ruling parties, in contrast, signifi-
cantly differ in their evaluations of democracy when it is
poor compared to when it is weak. The significant and
negative coefficient for the dummy variable distinguishing
non-presidential partisans from presidential ones implies
that when the level of democracy is low, these legislators
are more critical of the current state of democracy than are
those from the ruling party. The positive and significant
interaction terms between non-presidential partisanship
and the level of democracy means that the association
between opposition partisans’ views of democracy and the
level of democracy is significantly stronger than is the same
relationship for presidential co-partisans. As a result, for all
three dependent variables non-presidential partisans’
evaluations of democratic conditions worsen when dem-
ocracy does.7

The difference in how presidential and non-presidential
co-partisans evaluate their countries’ democracies is

Table 1
Legislative elites’ evaluations of the state of democracy in their country

Satisfaction with
Democracy

Trust in the Electoral
Agency

Confidence in Last
Elections

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6]

Level of Democracy –0.273 –0.373 0.262 0.147 0.518 0.299
(0.318) (0.310) (0.452) (0.439) (0.570) (0.562)

Belongs to a Different Party than the
President

–0.567*** –2.037*** –0.522*** –2.334*** –0.637*** –2.447***
(0.081) (0.318) (0.093) (0.382) (0.082) (0.336)

Not President Party*Democracy — 2.149*** — 2.623*** — 2.630***
— (0.454) — (0.540) — (0.478)

GDP Growth Rate –0.009 –0.009 –0.047* –0.047* 0.078** 0.074**
(0.014) (0.014) (0.019) (0.019) (0.027) (0.026)

Variance Components
Country 0.011 0.010 0.038 0.033 0.150 0.146
Not President’s Party 0.065 0.061 0.130 0.128 0.136 0.131
Country-Year 0.302 0.202 0.500 0.357 0.375 0.242
Individual-Level 0.385 0.385 0.562 0.562 0.817 0.817

N, Individual-Level 3929 3929 5067 5067 5390 5390
N, Country-Years 50 50 64 64 65 65
N, Countries 18 18 18 18 18 18
χ2 55.44*** 98.80*** 39.75*** 74.02*** 88.75*** 147.06***

Notes: Multilevel linear models, standard errors in parentheses. Includes demographic controls; Refer to online appendix 3. * p<0.05,
** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 (two-tailed)
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illustrated by predicted outcomes for presidential
co-partisans and other party members in figure 2, which
graphs the predicted outcome for an otherwise average
respondent. For each of the measures of democratic
evaluations, there is no significant gap between how
government partisans and other partisans view the state
of democracy in the most democratic countries. This
suggests that those who don’t belong to the president’s
party can generally recognize when democracy is clean and
elections are fair even when they lost.8 Yet as democracy
becomes weaker, the predicted evaluation of democracy by
presidential co-partisans does not change even as members
of other parties become less satisfied with democracy or
trusting in elections. Thus, while non-government elites
become increasingly willing under more democratic con-
ditions to say that they are satisfied with democracy and
election administration even though their preferred presi-
dential candidate did not win, winning elites will not
admit democracy has problems when it is weak.
The results in table 1 and figure 2 reflect all cases from

which we have data. I performed two robustness tests to

ensure that these results are not being driven by outliers.
First, I ran the models, dropping one country at a time.
The same polarized response emerges in weak democra-
cies. I also ran the models with country-specific fixed
effects that isolate country-specific factors and cause the
models to only focus on changes within countries in the
level of democracy. The fixed-effects results confirms that
changes in democratic quality within countries over time
do not affect how winners evaluate democracy while
changes in election quality within countries affect how
losing parties’ members evaluate democracy.

Data: Latin America Mass Public
The previous data suggested that the ruling party’s politi-
cians’ evaluations of democracy correspond to their parti-
san interests. To test whether the public behaves in the
same way, I analyze the biennial AmericasBarometer
surveys conducted by Vanderbilt’s Latin American Public
Opinion Project. Roughly 1,500 respondents are selected
via a stratified probabilistic sample and are interviewed
face-to-face using either paper surveys or, increasingly,

Figure 2
Predicted evaluations of democratic performance by party and level of democracy, parliamentary
elites

16 Perspectives on Politics

Article | Fiddling while Democracy Burns

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721002899 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721002899


electronic devices that protect against interviewer error
and fraud.9 While the survey is conducted in more than
twenty-five countries in the Americas and Caribbean, I
restrict the attention to the eighteen presidential countries
in Latin America. I use data from the 2006, 2008, 2010,
2012, 2014, 2016/17, and 2018/19 waves, although the
availability of specific questions varies across surveys. The
survey’s wide geographic and temporal scope allows for
variation in democratic contexts. The largest advantage of
the survey, however, is its extensive battery of questions on
how democracy is perceived to be functioning.
Just as with the elite data, I begin with the standard

question on whether respondents are satisfied with dem-
ocracy:

In general, would you say that you are very satisfied, satisfied,
dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied with the way democracy works in
(country)? Very satisfied, Satisfied, Dissatisfied, Very dissatisfied.

High values represent satisfaction with democracy.
The second variable asks respondents an even more

basic question: how democratic is their country. Specific-
ally, respondents were asked:

In your opinion, is [country] very democratic, somewhat demo-
cratic, not very democratic, or not at all democratic? Very
democratic, Somewhat democratic, Not very democratic, Not
at all democratic.

Again, high values represent a belief that the country is
democratic.
Finally, there are two questions about the degree to

which respondents trusted electoral processes in their
country. Respondents were asked:

To what extent do you trust elections in this country?

To what extent do you trust the Supreme Electoral Tribunal?

Both questions were answered on a 7-point scale where 1 is
“not at all” and 7 is “a lot.”
Just as with the elite data I look at whether these

evaluations reflect the level of democracy in a country or
are shaped by partisan considerations. I measure the level
of democracy using the V-Dem electoral of democracy
indicator; in this sample, it varies from 0.23 (Nicaragua in
2018/19) to 0.93 (Uruguay in 2010 and 2012). I then
interact this variable with a variable that measures whether
the respondent voted for the incumbent president, for a
losing presidential candidate, or abstained/cast a null vote
in the last election. I focus on previous voter choices
because levels of partisanship in Latin America tend to
be lower and more volatile than in more established
democracies (Lupu 2015).10 In online appendix 7, I
model support for the president as a function of self-
identification with the president’s party, and those results
mirror those presented later.
While the focus is on electoral considerations and the

level of democracy in the country, I control for other
variables that previous work shows correlate with how

citizens view the democratic system (refer to online appen-
dix 1 for the full question wording details). In doing so I
focus on exogenous variables that should not be caused by
partisanship.11 Given that specific support for democracy
often reflects government performance, I control for the
growth in GDP in the twelve months before the survey,
using the weighted growth measure described earlier. I
include a series of demographic controls, including gender,
age, education level, the level of household wealth, living
in a rural area, and ethnicity-details about question word-
ing are in the appendix. Because these variables are all
included as controls, I do not dwell on the results and
present them in online appendix 3. Their associations with
evaluations of democracy are consistent with previous
analyses of specific support for democracy in the region
(e.g., Booth and Seligson 2009).
I nest respondents inside of country-years and inside of

countries because the level of democracy is constant for
each survey wave and does not change much in many of
these countries over time. I model the data with a linear
specification for ease of presentation, with ordered logit
specifications available in onliane appendix 4.

Results: Latin America Mass Publics
The pooled analyses in table 2’s models 1, 3, 5, and 7 show
that there is a significant gap on average between voters
who voted for the winning candidate and voters who voted
for the losing candidate for all four measures of perceived
democratic performance. Election losers tend to be more
pessimistic about the state of democracy than are election
winners. Yet just as with the elite data, the interaction
terms in table 2’s models 2, 4, 6, and 8 demonstrate that
the connection between the level of democracy and citizen
evaluations of the state of democracy varies significantly by
partisan groupings. The baseline partisan category is hav-
ing voted for the president, which means that the baseline
coefficients for the level of democracy in the interaction
models capture the association between this variable and
evaluations of the state of democracy among those who
voted for the ruling party. There is no significant differ-
ence in how presidential voters evaluate the current state of
democratic performance in countries where democracy is
weak than in countries where it is strong. In contrast, the
positive and significant interaction terms between support
for a losing candidate and the level of democracy in all four
models imply that the opinions of losing voters tend to be
more strongly connected to the level of democracy in a
country than are the opinions of winning voters. As a
result, in all four models, the level of democracy is
positively and statistically significantly associated with
how losers evaluate the level of democracy in their country
(refer to online appendix 15). When a country’s democ-
racy is strong, election losers have higher levels of satisfac-
tion with democracy and with electoral processes than
when democracy is weak while those who won the election
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Table 2
Mass publics’ evaluations of democratic quality in their country

Satisfaction with Democracy Country Is Democratic Trust in Election Agency Trust in Elections

[1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8]

Level of Democracy –0.096 –0.122 –0.275 –0.315 –0.509 –0.563 0.046 –0.048
(0.195) (0.194) (0.303) (0.300) (0.615) (0.611) (0.667) (0.660)

Voted for a Losing Presidential Candidate –0.240*** –0.734*** –0.274*** –0.973*** –0.592*** –2.477*** –0.713*** –2.862***
(0.019) (0.071) (0.033) (0.107) (0.080) (0.261) (0.085) (0.238)

Voted for Loser*Democracy — 0.725*** — 1.036*** — 2.826*** — 3.196***
— (0.102) — (0.154) — (0.380) — (0.343)

Abstained in the last Election –0.158*** –0.313*** –0.192*** –0.465*** –0.486*** –0.982*** –0.660*** –1.414***
(0.012) (0.049) (0.018) (0.067) (0.039) (0.152) (0.045) (0.162)

Abstained*Democracy — 0.228*** — 0.405*** — 0.745*** — 1.124***
— (0.070) — (0.096) — (0.223) — (0.234)

GDP Growth Rate 0.016** 0.016** 0.007 0.007 –0.011 –0.011 0.024 0.023
(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006) (0.013) (0.013) (0.015) (0.015)

Variance Components
Individual Level 0.491 0.491 0.610 0.610 3.122 3.122 3.197 3.197
Country-Year Level 0.031 0.031 0.025 0.024 0.133 0.131 0.097 0.095
Country-Year: Voted for a Losing Candidate 0.042 0.029 0.072 0.043 0.506 0.297 0.492 0.212
Country-Year: Abstained 0.014 0.012 0.020 0.015 0.109 0.093 0.129 0.093
Country Level 0.018 0.018 0.063 0.062 0.269 0.265 0.306 0.298

N: Level 1 145,973 145,973 84,049 84,049 109,618 109,618 89,373 89,373
N: Level 2 120 120 70 70 82 82 71 71
N: Level 3 18 18 18 18 18 18 18 18
χ2 1288.8*** 1425.6*** 289.4*** 416.2*** 679.7*** 798.1*** 1041.4*** 1289.6***

Notes: Multilevel linear models, standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 (two-tailed), includes demographic controls. Refer to online appendix 3.
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or those who abstained do not differ in their evaluation of
democratic performance across democratic contexts.12

The effect of these differences for an otherwise average
respondent is graphed in figure 3. The marginal effect of
democracy on satisfaction with democracy is smaller for
the mass public than it was for the elites documented in
figure 2, which is not surprising given that over 83% of
respondents chose one of the two middle categories, and
the marginal effect of democratic performance on whether
either winners or losers describe their country as a dem-
ocracy is also not very large. Yet even in those cases, these
data show that the mass public behaves in a similar way as
do parliamentary elites, as election losers can acknowledge
the strength of democratic institutions when democracy is
strong and elections are clean and do not differ in their
evaluations of democracy from election winners in the
most democratic countries but election winners are
unwilling or unable to admit dissatisfaction or distrust of
democratic procedures that are biased in their favor in
weak democracies. Thus in the weakest democracies,

election winners have significantly more positive evalu-
ations of democratic and institutional performance than
do election winners.
Just as with the elite data, I ran several tests to confirm

that the results in table 2 are not driven by outliers. The
substantive results remain the same even if drop each
country one at a time or if we control for country-specific
fixed effects that focus on changes over time. Deterior-
ations in the level of democracy result in increased polar-
ization in how the public evaluates democracy.

Robustness Checks
These differences between winners and losers in the elite
and mass data are robust to various modeling choices.
While several of those tests are described above, further
robustness tests are in the online appendix. They do not
change if we control for left-right self-placement (online
appendix 5), if the level of democracy is measured using
Polity scores instead of the V-dem polyarchy measure
(online appendix 12) or if we restrict the democracy

Figure 3
Predicted evaluations of democratic performance by party and level of democracy, Latin American
public
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measure to the V-dem measure of electoral integrity
(online appendix 13). The results also do not change if
we add controls for per capita GDP (online appendix 9) or
for the level of ideological polarization in the country
(online appendix 10).13 Elite and mass surveys find no
evidence that average presidential party supporters will
negatively describe democratic performance in countries
where democracy is weak and these results do not change
across model specifications.

Nicaragua: An Illustrative Case
Nicaragua illustrates well how the opinion of presidential
party supporters and the mass public increasingly diverge as
democracy weakens.14While Nicaragua had begun to show
signs of democratic decline in the decade before Daniel
Ortega’s 2006 election (Martí i Puig and Serra 2020), since
he has taken power he and his allies in the FSLN party have
taken steps that have substantially weakened democracy.
They have banned some opposition parties, replaced oppos-
ition party leaders, limited election observers, ensured that
opposition parties were denied campaign funds, weakened
the freedom of the press, took control of major television
stations, politicized the judiciary, increased presidential
decree powers, and been accused of electoral fraud (see
Thaler 2017; Martí i Puig and Serra 2020). These changes
led the OAS to declare that “the lack of freedoms in the
country has become desperate, creating a critical situation
with regards to civil and political liberties” (OAS 2019).
The V-dem expert surveys concur, with the country going
from a score of 0.627 in 2006 before Ortega took office, to
0.43 in 2012, and 0.21 in 2018. The weakening of

democracy and increased corruption have resulted in several
waves of mass protests, many of which have met with
violent pushback by the state.

Ideally, FSLN members and supporters would also have
criticized these actions as being anti-democratic. Yet regime
insiders insist that Nicaragua is a democracy. After his most
recent reelection in 2016, for example, Ortega declared that
Nicaragua has “consolidated its democracy.”15 A recent
publication in the party newspaper argues that elections
are free and fair and that “Nicaragua is constructing a
democracy that the North America Empire [the United
States] never wanted us to have.”16 Instead of rejecting these
changes, the FSLN has increasingly consolidated around
Ortega and his family (Martí i Puig and Serra 2020; Buben
and Kouba 2020), and the FSLN-controlled congress has
recently passed laws weakening media freedom, empower-
ing the president, and allowing Ortega’s wife to serve as vice
president despite a constitutional ban on such intra-familial
ties. Multiple key members of the regime have labeled the
recent protests as a conspiracy coordinated by the United
States whose participants are “terrorists” and “devils” and
argued for their suppression.17

Then the survey data show that both elite and mass
opinion has polarized on partisan lines about the level of
democracy in the country.18 The PELA surveys show that
non-FSLN elites are increasingly negative about the level
of democracy in their country: among legislators who do
not belong to the FSLN the level of satisfaction with
democracy has fallen from 1.41 (on the 0–3 scale) in
2007 to 0.53 in 2017 (refer to table 3). The average level
of trust in the election agency also fell in that period among

Table 3
Elite and mass evaluations of democracy and democratic institutions in Nicaragua, 2006–2018

Elite Data (PELA) Mass Data (LAPOP)

Satisfaction witd Democracy (Scale 0–3) Satisfaction witd Democracy (Scale 0–3)

FSLN Otder Parties Difference FSLN Otder Parties Difference

2007 1.89 1.41 0.48 2006 1.422 1.327 0.096
2017 2.71 0.53 2.18 2018 1.683 1.282 0.402
Difference 0.82 –0.88 1.7 Difference 0.261 –0.045 0.306

Trust in the Electoral Court (Scale 0–3) Confidence in Election Institution (Scale 1–7)

FSLN Other Parties Difference FSLN Other Parties Difference

2007 2.25 0.78 1.47 2006 3.692 3.623 0.069
2017 2.81 0.47 2.34 2018 4.575 2.056 2.519
Difference 0.56 –0.31 0.87 Difference 0.883 –1.567 2.450

Country Is Democratic (Scale 0–3)

FSLN Other Parties Difference

2006 1.540 1.371 0.168
2018 1.946 1.182 0.764
Difference 0.406 –0.189 0.596
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non-presidential partisans. A similar decline in confidence
in electoral institutions and belief that their country is
democratic occurred at the mass level among those who
voted against Ortega, although democratic satisfaction did
not change much among this group (in contrast to the
analysis earlier). These drops in specific support among
non-FSLN supporters are consistent with democratic
reality in the country.
Yet the FSLN members and supporters do not describe

the same trends in their survey responses. Instead, elite and
mass surveys show that satisfaction with democracy, trust
in the election management body, and beliefs that the
country is democratic have not fallen but instead have
increased among FSLN supporters. Despite the weaken-
ing of democracy that international organizations and
experts have observed, supporters of the ruling party
continue to describe Nicaragua’s democracy in positive
terms. There is thus little likelihood that the bulk of the
FSLN will check further power grabs because they believe
democracy is performing well.

Conclusion
Democracy is increasingly under threat in many countries.
Leaders threaten to undermine checks and balances, attack
the press, and in some places manipulate election processes
in their favor. When democracy is under threat, its
defenders will often call upon the public to stand up for
democratic institutions and to mobilize for democracy-
enhancing reforms. Yet many previous studies show that
voters support undemocratic actions by candidates and
leaders that they believe provide benefits to their base. The
data presented here suggest supporters of the ruling party
will often not even acknowledge poor institutional per-
formance or the low level of democracy in contexts where
democracy has waned. Reported satisfaction with institu-
tional arrangements and performance among political
winners at both the elite and mass levels is not significantly
lower in contexts where the ruling party is consolidating its
power. Political losers, in contrast, generally have confi-
dence that elections are trustworthy, and believe democ-
racy is satisfactory in countries where democracy is strong
despite their loss but are painfully aware when democracy
weakens and subsequently are the ones who display low
levels of specific support in weak democracies.
The analysis presented here has focused on Latin Amer-

ica. Yet Latin America is not the only region where regime
insiders are weakening democracy. One needs to only look
to the recent history of the United States, where President
Trump repeatedly attacked the media, threatened to use
the Department of Justice to investigate political rivals,
and attempted to undermine the independence of electoral
administration while votes were being counted to be
reminded that executive actions to undermine democratic
accountability are not unique to developing countries.
Larger deviations from democratic norms have occurred

in recent years in many East European countries as well as
in India and other places. While these data do not directly
examine those places, they suggest that we need to worry
about whether regime supporters in those contexts will
even recognize that leaders are undermining democracy or
see their democracy as being under threat. Frequent
Bright-Line Watch surveys have shown stark partisan
divides on whether various hardline tactics are appropriate
(Carey et al. 2019) and recent events in the United States
where the public and elites have polarized on whether and
how to investigate the January 6, 2021 Capital riot show
that partisan rationalizations about whether actions are
threats to democracy can emerge in even the most estab-
lished of democracies.
While the present study identifies a partisan polariza-

tion in responses to democracy, it leaves several important
questions open for further study. One of the most import-
ant is the mechanism that underlies these changes. On the
one hand, the positive evaluations by presidential sup-
porters may only be cheap talk to a pollster and not
represent their actual opinions. Yet the fact that they will
publicly signal support for the regime despite undemo-
cratic actions suggests that they are willing to tolerate those
kinds of actions as long as they keep getting their way. On
the other hand, if election winners are ignoring the
declining quality of democracy, we don’t know if this is
because they are badly informed or are willfully ignorant.
Further research should attempt to isolate these mechan-
isms.
The work in this paper also suggests several avenues of

further empirical work. While this paper has focused on
how these dynamics differ on average across countries, one
might expect that these dynamics will be particularly
pernicious in certain circumstances. Coalition politics,
for example, may shift these dynamics, as presidential
partners may be tempted to endorse steps that empower
their “team” while also needing to potentially worry about
the president becoming more powerful at the expense of
his or her allies (refer to online appendix 11). Further
research should explore these differences. Then while this
research has focused on large breakdowns of democracy in
developing countries, recent events in the United States
and elsewhere show that even citizens living in established
democracies might be tempted to ignore the consequences
of norm-breaking leaders who violate the norms of demo-
cratic tolerance and restraint in pursuit of partisan goals.
The question becomes if a deeper mass commitment to
democracy might make some individuals more likely to
criticize members of their party who violate democratic
norms. Yet recent experience in the United States suggests
that many people will ignore violations of democratic
norms by their side in even established democracies. Thus
while we might expect that similar partisan rationalization
will occur in established democracies, further work should
explore if these tendencies are more muted.
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Yet while this paper has focused on describing certain
empirical regularities, these results have troubling impli-
cations, albeit ones that we cannot directly observe with
these data. They contribute to the growing literature
showing that the winner-loser gap is not just driven by
losers abandoning democracy and whose consent must be
maintained but also may reflect the undemocratic opin-
ions and public responses of political winners (e.g., Moeh-
ler 2009; Singer 2018; Bartels and Kramon 2020; Cohen
et al. forthcoming). When democracy is being toppled
from within, winners who won’t accept that these actions
violate democratic norms become barriers to democracy
reemerging. As a result, while political losers can some-
times be a threat to democracy, they may sometimes also
be its last and best defenders.19 If the losers lost the
election illegitimately due to restrictions on their civil
liberties or due to electoral fraud, then the losers should
be strongly dissatisfied with democracy and loud in criti-
cizing these failings. Protests by election losers against
unfair elections have been a key element in the overthrow
of electoral authoritarian regimes (e.g., McFaul 2005;
Tucker 2007) and we want an actively monitoring public
to be a check against democratic malfeasance.20 In systems
where democratic practices are falling short, a gap between
the winners and losers may be evidence that the winners
may be the ones who are ignoring the decline in democracy
that biases the system in favor of their party.
This polarization may create problematic dynamics. If

only the political losers recognize when democratic quality
is waning, then the quality of democracy becomes a
“partisan fact” that incumbent party supporters can dis-
miss as “sour grapes” from disenchanted actors, making
those claims easier to dismiss. Discussions of pro-
democratic reforms may then become politicized as win-
ners see losers as acting not to strengthen democracy
(which they don’t see as being under threat) but to tip
the scales in their favor. Then as election losers see winners
abandon support for democratic norms and fail to
acknowledge or criticize norm violations, these losers
may begin to question the importance of continuing to
play by democratic norms themselves. The result may be
an escalation of political hardball as each side perceives that
the other will not engage in moderation (Levitsky and
Ziblatt 2018). If winners cannot be led to separate their
self-interest from their evaluations of government actions
and to acknowledge when democracy is failing, arresting
that fall may become difficult. Unfortunately, the data in
this study suggests that both elites and the mass public
struggle to avoid the temptation to justify and ignore anti-
democratic behavior by their side as it happens.
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Effects
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cance among Non-Baseline Categories

Notes
1 See Nyhan 2020 and Bullock and Lenz 2019 for

reviews.
2 See https://oir.org.es/pela/en/methodology/.
3 Because of difficulties in coding coalition status for all

countries in this sample, I do not differentiate between
those who do not belong to the president’s party but
who belong to a coalition party and opposition party
members. If coalition partners were separated from the
“losing” party baseline, the gap between those that
remain and the president’s party would likely be larger
than what is observed here. Online appendix 11 pro-
vides evidence for this: elites who do not belong to the
president’s party but who self-identify as
“government” and not “opposition” are more
responsive to declines in democratic quality than
members of the president’s party are but are less
responsive than opposition party members.

4 Because I do not have any a priori expectations for how
specific evaluations of democratic performance differs
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by ideology, I do not control for the legislators’ left-
right self-placement. Models that do so are in online
appendix 5

5 Specifically, if the survey was conducted in month m
of year t then the average growth rate is (m/12)
*Growthtþ((12-m)/12)*Growtht-1.

6 When the dependent variables are treated as ordered,
the average elite respondent’s view of democracy is
positively correlated with the level of democracy
whereas in table 1 there is no correlation on average in
models 1, 3, and 5. However, in both specifications
only non-presidential co-partisans’ views are respon-
sive to the level of democracy.

7 Refer to online appendix 15 for the estimated slopes
for non-presidential partisans.

8 Recent events in the United States also remind us that
while in these data the average loser can recognize
when elections are clean, a narrative can emerge
whereby losers reject the results of a fair election.
Further research is needed to establish when this
narrative can take hold.

9 See https://www.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/methods-
practices.php for details.

10 The discussion focuses on the difference between
those who supported the president and those who
supported an opposition candidate. I do not have
specific expectations for those who abstained or who
cast a null/blank vote. On the one hand, those who
abstained should have fewer incentives to ignore poor
levels of democracy than do those who voted for the
president and thus their evaluations of democracy
might be more closely tied to the state of the democ-
racy than are those who supported the president. On
the other hand, those who abstained also may have less
incentives to notice and respond to poor quality
democracy than do those that have supported a losing
party under the current regime. Finally, abstainers
often simply have low opinions of democracy generally
(Anderson et al. 2005), which helps explain why they
abstained in the first place (e.g., Grönlund and Setälä
2007).

11 Adding control variables that are less exogenous like
evaluations of the economy or security does not change
the substantive results (refer to online appendix 14).

12 One interesting pattern from the results in tables 3–4 is
that abstainers differ in their response to democratic
quality from both election winners and election losers.
The interaction terms for abstaining and the level of
democracy are all positive and significant at conven-
tional levels in Table 2, which suggests that these groups
less likely to engage in partisan rationalization than are
presidential supporters. Yet the results in online
appendix 15 show that none of the conditional coeffi-
cients for democracy are significantly different from 0 at

conventional levels among those who abstained. The
implication of this weak connection to democratic
performance may be that the act of losing a biased
contest is what makes the weakness of democracy salient
to election losers while those who abstained do not have
their attention drawn to it in the same way. To simplify
the presentation, I exclude abstainers from figure 3.

13 The winner-loser gap in satisfaction with democracy is
not affected by the level of ideological polarization in a
country.

14 I focus on Nicaragua because of the severity of its
democratic decline and because that decline occurred
in a period of time where we have both elite and mass
survey data that span the length of the backsliding
episode.

15 https://www.lavozdelsandinismo.com/nicar
agua/2017-01-07/daniel-nicaragua-ha-logrado-
consolidar-la-democracia-como-instrumento-de-paz/.

16 https://www.lavozdelsandinismo.com/opinion/2019-
11-12/y-la-democracia/.

17 E.g., https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-
latina-44004702 and https://www.laprensa.com.
ni/2018/08/26/suplemento/la-prensa-dom
ingo/2463795-los-insultos-de-rosario-murillo-a-los-
manifestantes-autoconvocados.

18 Because the confidence in elections questions do not
span the whole range of this time period I do not
present their results.

19 It is worth noting that while most of the democratic
weakening in these cases is caused by regime insiders,
recent events in the United States remind us that
disgruntled losers can act in such a way that under-
mines democracy and so it is possible that in some
cases the combination of large winner-loser gap and
democratic weakness is the result of disgruntled losers
undermining the quality of democracy.

20 In fact, without opposition actors calling attention to
poor democratic performance, experts might have
been less aware that democracy was under threat.
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