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Abstract When political leaders are chosen by democratic means, the 
electoral process supposedly legitimates their authority, whatever the 
outcome. Nonetheless, disliked democratic outcomes may result instead 
in denigration of the electoral process. If positive reactions to winning 
and negative reactions to losing ultimately balance one another out, then 
perceived electoral integrity should remain roughly constant in a highly 
competitive political environment such as the United States. However, 
little is known about the symmetry or duration of these effects. Using 
panel data spanning more than nine years, we examine individual per-
ceptions of electoral integrity across three American presidential elec-
tion cycles. Our conclusions suggest that the effects of winning versus 
losing are not symmetric. Moreover, effects on people’s perceptions of 
electoral integrity are surprisingly persistent over time. We find that 
repeated losing has especially important long-term consequences for 
how citizens view elections.

Americans face a potential crisis of faith in the electoral process. From allegations 
of voter fraud and voter suppression to Russian hacking, Americans are doubtful 
about the fundamental fairness and security of their elections. These develop-
ments are troubling because long-term democratic stability requires that citizens 
believe their elections are conducted fairly (Tyler 2013). Moreover, the percep-
tion that elections are just strengthens other forms of democratic legitimacy, pro-
ducing confidence in institutions and leaders (Norris 2014). A lack of faith in 
elections is a lack of faith in the most fundamental of democratic principles.
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Numerous factors contribute to citizens’ perceptions of the quality of the 
electoral process, ranging from overt fraud and corruption, to the role of 
money in a country’s electoral system, to the design of the ballot (Wand et al. 
2001; Atkeson and Saunders 2007; Herrnson et al. 2008; Hall, Monson, and 
Patterson 2009). Concerns of this kind should influence perceptions of elec-
toral integrity. But it is more troubling if perceptions of electoral integrity 
depend not only on the quality of the process, but also on the outcome.

Election outcomes are known to produce gaps between winners and los-
ers (those who supported the winning candidate vs. the losing candidate, 
respectively) in levels of satisfaction with democracy, perceived system re-
sponsiveness, and related measures of legitimacy (e.g., Nadeau and Blais 
1993; Anderson et al. 2005; Esaiasson 2011). However, the effects of winning 
and losing on perceptions of the electoral process have only recently received 
scholarly attention (Sances and Stewart 2015). By testing four hypotheses 
involving the effects of winning and losing on electoral integrity, we shed 
light on the conditions under which the American electoral process is likely to 
build support for its electoral system over time, and under what conditions it 
may be put at risk.

The data best suited to address these questions—namely, panel data involv-
ing more than one election cycle—are quite rare. We take advantage of a sin-
gle panel spanning the 2008, 2012, and 2016 American presidential elections. 
By interviewing the same survey respondents repeatedly across a period of 
more than eight years, we bring six waves of representative national panel data 
to bear on these questions.

Why Winning and Losing Have Consequences for 
Electoral Integrity

Ideally, if people are capable of separating process from outcome, whether 
one’s candidate wins or loses should not affect perceptions of the integrity 
of the electoral process. However, research suggests that outcomes do affect 
some forms of perceived legitimacy. After an election, winners and losers dif-
fer in perceptions of system responsiveness, satisfaction with democracy, and 
trust in government (Banducci and Karp 2003; Keele 2005; Blais and Gélineau 
2007; Moehler 2009; Singh, Karakoç, and Blais 2012).

In recent American presidential elections, losers have been notably less 
likely to believe that votes were counted accurately than winners (Sances and 
Stewart 2015). Americans’ degrees of concern about allegations of voter fraud 
are closely tied to the perceived effects of the alleged fraud on a preferred 
candidate’s chances of winning (Beaulieu 2014). Americans on the losing 
side of recent elections also are more likely to believe in theories suggest-
ing wrongdoing by their successful political opponents (Miller, Farhart, and 
Saunders 2018). Panel data allow us to look beyond cross-sectional patterns 
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of association to examine how individuals’ perceptions change from before to 
after an election outcome is known.

We hypothesize that in general, losers should become less confident that 
elections produce fair outcomes, whereas winners should gain confidence in 
the process. Studies of other forms of legitimacy lend support to this cen-
tral hypothesis. In addition, cognitive consistency theories suggest a potential 
need for losers to adjust their cognitions to account for the fact that the “best” 
candidate did not win. If individuals have an internal drive to maintain consist-
ency among their cognitions in situations where they do not directly control 
an outcome (Festinger 1957; Festinger and Carlsmith 1959), then one of these 
attitudes must change to eliminate the dissonance. Changing one’s attitudes 
toward the legitimacy of the electoral process is not the only way for losers to 
reduce dissonance, but it is a likely way to do so given that one cannot go back 
and change one’s vote. In addition, the act of voting itself may strengthen the 
loyalty one feels toward a given choice, thus making an undesirable outcome 
even more difficult to explain (Dinas 2014).

But what about winners? Given that the outcome is consistent with their 
vote choice, winners may feel compelled to change any negative attitudes to-
ward the electoral process. In this sense, negative attitudes toward a process 
that produces the “correct” outcome are just as inconsistent as positive atti-
tudes toward a process that produces an undesirable outcome.

In addition to cognition, partisans have emotional investments in elections. 
Partisans’ levels of happiness immediately after a presidential election are 
strongly affected by being a loser in particular (Pierce, Rogers, and Snyder 
2016). Thus both affect and cognition recommend our hypotheses about 
effects on electoral integrity.

H1:  Voting for the winning candidate in a presidential election increases 
perceptions of electoral integrity, while voting for a losing candidate 
will decrease perceptions of electoral integrity.

SYMMETRY VERSUS ASYMMETRY

We further hypothesize that losing will generally have greater effects than 
winning. In other words, the positive effects of winning will not be enough to 
cancel out the negative effects of losing. Psychological evidence suggests that 
“people hate to lose even more than they love to win” (Mercer 2005, 3). In evo-
lutionary psychology, appetitive (pleasing) stimuli are argued to have weaker 
effects than aversive (unpleasant) stimuli because risk sensitivity is assumed to 
be more evolutionarily adaptive than risk taking. In addition, people’s physi-
ological responses are greater for negative information (Hamm, Schupp, and 
Weike 2003), and attention is biased toward aversive stimuli (Bannerman, 
Milders, and Sahraie 2010). Moreover, people’s cognitive responses tend to be 
greater for negative information (Miltner et al. 2004; Neuberg, Kenrick, and 
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Schaller 2011). To the extent that these myriad human tendencies apply to the 
negative experience of voting for an election loser, losing should have greater 
negative effects on how citizens feel about the election process than winning 
should have positive effects.

H2:  The negative effects of losing on perceptions of electoral integrity 
will be larger in magnitude than the positive effects of winning.

On the other hand, if the effects of winning and losing on electoral integ-
rity are roughly symmetric—or the positive effects of winning are systemati-
cally greater than the negative effects of losing—then there is little cause for 
concern that the election process will come to be perceived as increasingly 
illegitimate. Unfortunately, the typical focus on the winner-loser “gap” based 
on aggregate levels of support for democracy immediately after an election 
makes it difficult to assess the direction of effects. Esaisson’s (2011) overview 
of 38 national election studies suggests that the most common aggregate pat-
tern is for winners to become more positive in the short term, whereas losers 
either retain the level of system support they had before the election or report 
an increase in their levels of perceived legitimacy. In either case, elections 
should build higher levels of aggregate system support.1

THE CONTEXT OF WINNING/LOSING

Because of inconsistent findings in studies examining how winning and losing 
affect satisfaction with democracy, some suggest that the longer-term context 
conditions these reactions (Anderson et  al. 2005; Curini, Jou, and Memoli 
2012; Miller, Farhart, and Saunders 2018). According to aggregate cross-sec-
tional studies of satisfaction with democracy, winners are more satisfied with 
democracy if they had previously experienced a loss than if the win was their 
second in a row (Curini and colleagues 2012). However, because these find-
ings refer to absolute levels rather than changes in satisfaction over time, our 
question remains unanswered.

Alternative attributions of responsibility for winning and losing play a key 
role in our theoretical expectations. Repeated losses pose a uniquely diffi-
cult “attribution crisis” for supporters of the losing party. Partisans can easily 
rationalize repeated wins by virtue of the inherent superiority of their party. 
And whereas a single loss can be attributed to a weaker-than-usual candidate 
or a poorly run campaign, repeated losses suggest that the process itself is 
somehow rigged against the losing side. Thus we anticipate that repeated los-
ing will have increasingly negative effects on perceptions of electoral integrity.

The American two-party system makes repeated losing and repeated win-
ning highly likely due to chance alone. In a strong two-party system, win-
ners and losers are more clearly defined than in multiparty systems where 

1. Results from cross-sectional analyses are similarly mixed (e.g., Craig et al. 2006).
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coalitions make it possible for a voter to be part of a winning coalition even 
when he or she is not particularly enthusiastic about the major party (Singh, 
Karakoç, and Blais 2012). Probabilistically, two heads or two tails in a row 
calls for little explanation other than chance alone. Nonetheless, we suspect 
that repeated losses will cast doubt on the fairness of the process among the 
mass public. Repeated losing calls for defensive attributions of responsibility, 
and thus involves adjustments to one’s views of the process itself.

H3:  Repeated losses will lead to subsequently larger decreases in percep-
tions of electoral integrity, whereas repeated wins will produce gains 
of decreasing magnitude.

DURATION OF EFFECTS

No scholarly consensus exists as to whether the effects of winning and los-
ing on satisfaction with democracy are fleeting, emotional reactions or more 
substantive alterations in how citizens view democracy.2 If the negative effect 
of losing represents temporary disappointment, then lower evaluations of the 
electoral process are unlikely to persist. In a study of postelection happiness, 
losers rebounded to their previously held levels of happiness within a week 
after the election (Pierce, Rogers, and Snyder 2016). However, a cognitive con-
sistency-based explanation suggests that people will update their beliefs about 
the quality of the electoral process to match the outcome of the election. These 
effects should logically persist until subsequent elections give people reason 
to re-adjust their perceptions of the process. In general, people’s reactions to 
campaign information are short-lived (e.g., Gerber et al. 2011; Hill et al. 2013; 
Bartels 2014; Sides and Vavreck 2014). Whether this short-term duration also 
obtains with respect to postelection legitimacy remains to be seen.

H4:  The effects of winning and losing on perceived electoral legitimacy 
will fade following the immediate postelection period.

Data and Methods

Our unique panel study, interviewing the same respondents both before and 
after the presidential elections in 2008, 2012, and 2016, allows us to con-
duct powerful tests of all four of these hypotheses. Data for these represent-
ative national surveys occurred before and after the 2008,3 2012, and 2016 

2. In studies of satisfaction with democracy, Anderson and LoTempio (2002) predicted that 
effects should fade with time but found no discernible pattern (see also Huseby 1999; Anderson 
et al. 2005; Craig et al. 2006). In a Swedish citizen panel, Dahlberg and Linde (2015) found stable, 
persistent effects over time.
3. Data are from the publicly available National Annenberg Election Study panel accessible at 
http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/political-communication/naes/.
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presidential elections,4 by GfK Ltd., an organization that conducts online 
surveys with representative probability samples recruited using random-digit 
dialing and address-based sampling. Selected households that lack internet are 
given free internet access to participate.5

What makes these three panel studies unique is that the 2012 panel was 
drawn as a representative subset (n = 2,471) of the large 2008 panel sample 
(n = 10,472), and the 2016 sample (n = 1,227) was a subset of the 2012 panel. 
With data from all three studies combined, we are able to examine not only 
pre/postelection change in perceptions of electoral integrity across three dif-
ferent elections, but also the persistence of these changes from the end of one 
election to the beginning of the next campaign.

To operationalize Perceptions of Electoral Integrity, we required identical 
measures in pre- and postelection surveys that were explicitly evaluations of 
the electoral process. Because single survey questions are notoriously unre-
liable, and their use is likely to have contributed to the highly variable and 
inconsistent findings on effects of winning and losing on satisfaction with 
democracy (see Canache, Mondak, and Seligson 2001; Linde and Ekman 
2003), we used a multi-item index. By combining multiple questions tapping 
the same underlying concept, we have greater assurance that the peculiarities 
of individual questions are not influencing our findings.

Toward these ends, we created an index of Perceptions of Electoral Integrity 
comprising three questions focused specifically on elections that were included 
in the pre- and postelection waves of all three studies. One question borrowed 
from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems asked whether elections in 
one’s country are conducted fairly. This item has been utilized in numerous 
studies of electoral integrity (e.g. Anderson et al. 2005; Farrell and McAllister 
2006; Birch 2010). A second item drawn from the American National Election 
Studies asks whether elections make the government listen to the people. 
A  third question, adapted from an Opinion Dynamics Poll, addresses elec-
toral integrity by asking whether the best candidates tend to win elections 
or simply those with the most money (see Appendix for complete question 
wording). We recoded responses to 0–1 for all three items. The measures then 

4. The 2012 and 2016 surveys were sponsored by the Institute for the Study of Citizens and 
Politics (ISCAP) at the University of Pennsylvania.
5. For a full discussion of NAES 2008 panel response rates, see http://www.annenbergpub-
licpolicycenter.org/Downloads/NAES/OnlineSurvey/NAES08-Online-Codebook.pdf. A  total of 
54.6 percent of Wave 1 cases completed all five waves. The average cumulative response rate 
CUMRR1 across the five waves was 8.92 percent. For the 2012 ISCAP study, a stratified sample 
of 3,621 of the 2008 respondents was selected, and of those, 2,606 participated in the preelection 
survey for a cooperation rate of 72.0 percent. For the 2016 study, a stratified sample of 1,477 
respondents from 2012 was selected and 1,227 participated for a cooperation rate of 83.1 percent. 
Because AAPOR response rates were established for single survey administrations rather than 
multi-stage panel surveys (see Callegaro and DiSogra 2008), it is difficult to calculate a response 
rate over seven waves and nine years, particularly because we recontacted only a random subsam-
ple of the panelists due to budget constraints. Suffice it to say it would be in single digits.
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were combined into an index by taking the mean for each respondent across 
all three items.6

Our sample was divided into Winners and Losers based on individual presi-
dential voting intentions reported in the preelection survey waves.7 We clas-
sified as losers respondents who reported preferring anyone but the winner 
(including third-party candidates), while Barack Obama supporters were clas-
sified as winners in both 2008 and 2012, and Trump supporters as winners in 
2016. Only respondents who reported having voted in the relevant postelection 
survey are included.

We omit nonvoters from our main analysis because they are neither winners 
nor losers. Because individuals are being compared to their own individual 
prior levels of perceived legitimacy over time, there is no need to control for 
nonvoting. Although a given individual might be considered both a winner and 
a loser in the same election given concurrent congressional or senatorial elec-
tions, winning/losing at the congressional level has no demonstrable effects 
on perceived legitimacy in elections in which presidential candidates are also 
on the ballot (Anderson and LoTempio 2002). We therefore focus strictly on 
presidential preferences and outcomes (but see Online Appendix table A8 for 
the effects of election outcomes on nonvoters).

Past studies addressing the impact of winning and losing have used one 
of three basic statistical approaches: (1) comparisons of postelection self-
reported winners and losers on the mean of the dependent variable; (2) com-
parisons of means from separate independent pre- and postelection samples of 
self-reported winners and losers; or (3) panel studies in which the same voters 
report values on the dependent variable, both preelection and postelection.

The panel approach is obviously best because it allows examinations of 
change over time in the same people. However, in the few studies thus far 
examining the extent of change in legitimacy over time among winning versus 
losing panelists, the statistical approach has been multiple regression including 
a lagged dependent variable as a predictor (see, e.g., Anderson and LoTempio 
2002; Singh, Karakoç, and Blais 2012). In this case, researchers “control for” 
preelection legitimacy by including the time-1 dependent measure in a stand-
ard regression equation. Unfortunately, lagged dependent variable models do 
not assess within-person change (Allison 1990), and can only control for the 
stability of individual differences. Residual change from lagged models does 

6. The index produced a true-score reliability of 0.48 for both 2008 measurements and the 2012 
preelection survey, and a true-score reliability of 0.44 for the period encompassing the 2008 post-
election survey and both 2012 measurements. Unlike most methods for calculating reliability 
based on internal consistency, Heise’s (1969) method allows separation of measurement error 
from change over time in respondents’ true scores. The true-score reliability is thus a much higher 
standard than a technique such as Cronbach’s alpha.
7. More people report having voted for the winner after an election, so using preelection vote 
choice avoids the possibility of tainting win/loss measures with the election outcome. Undecided 
voters in the preelection waves were excluded from our analysis.
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not correspond to the amount of actual change over time within each indi-
vidual (see Achen 2000; Allison 2009).

Given that our central purpose is to assess the extent to which winning and 
losing predict over-time change in individuals’ perceptions of electoral integ-
rity, fixed-effects regression is the ideal statistical approach. Unlike lagged 
models, it focuses specifically on explaining individual-level change.8 In addi-
tion, lagged dependent-variable analyses and random-effects approaches rely 
on between-person variance rather than strictly the extent to which an indi-
vidual increases or decreases over time. As a result, stable individual charac-
teristics such as demographics and political interest can still produce spurious 
relationships. Because fixed-effects regression uses strictly within-person 
variation, between-person variation in stable individual characteristics cannot 
produce spurious associations. This represents a huge improvement over obser-
vational analyses that presume correct model specification, that is, that one has 
measured and controlled for all potentially spurious causes of association.9

By including a time dummy variable in the model to account for the average 
change over time across all respondents, these analyses also eliminate all time-
varying phenomena that affect respondents equally. Further, by interacting a 
dummy variable representing winning versus losing with the time dummy 
variable, we are able to cleanly test our hypotheses about differential change 
from pre- to postelection among winners versus losers.

For this combination of reasons—panel data covering three separate presi-
dential elections, combined with a statistical approach that allows us to test 
our hypotheses without the usual risk of spurious associations due to model 
choice—we have an ideal opportunity to test our hypotheses. More advanta-
geous still is the fact that these three elections include both Republican and 
Democratic victories, thus ensuring that party identification is not confounded 
with winning and losing.

Results

Our first prediction, that winners will increase over time in Perceptions of 
Electoral Integrity, and losers will decrease, from pre- to postelection, was 

8. Fixed effects is similar to a difference-in-difference model comparing changes within a “treat-
ment” group to changes within a “control” group in a nonexperimental setting (Lechner 2010). 
A fixed-effects estimator is mathematically equal to a first-difference estimator when there are 
observations at two points in time, as in our comparison of attitudes among winners and losers 
before and after a single election (Wooldridge 2002).
9. Fixed-effects regression eliminates the constant effects of stable individual characteristics. 
While we have no theoretical reason to expect the impact of race, gender, income, and so on to 
change over time, we nonetheless replicated the key fixed-effects analyses with the addition of 
interactions between time and a variety of demographic variables. As shown in table A3 of the 
Online Appendix, neither the pattern nor the statistical strength of our previous findings changed 
with inclusion of these variables.
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examined by testing for statistically significant interactions between Wave 
and the respondent’s status as a Winner or Loser. Notably, our models of 
comparing winners to losers do not require demographic controls since each 
individual serves as his/her own control; that is, we compare respondents’ 
Perceptions of Integrity at one point in time to their Perceptions of Integrity at 
a later point in time. Between-subject variance is ignored in these analyses by 
treating individuals as fixed effects.

As shown in table  1, the coefficients corresponding to these interactions 
are statistically significant in all three elections. Winners consistently increase 
their levels of Perceived Electoral Integrity, while Losers consistently decrease 
in Perceived Electoral Integrity from pre- to postelection.10

Figure 1 illustrates these effects as mean changes among Winners and 
Losers in each election year. Panel 1 of figure  1 indicates that Winners in 
2008 increased substantially in Perceptions of Electoral Integrity from before 
to after the election. Losers decreased over this same time period, albeit to a 
lesser degree. Panels 2 and 3 of figure 1 show similar patterns. While the mag-
nitude of increases and decreases differs, winners increased in Perceptions of 
Electoral Integrity after each election whereas losers became less confident 
in the electoral process. To some extent, these effects are driven by the win-
ners and losers with the strongest relative preferences for one candidate versus 
the other. However, as shown in Online Appendix figure A1, the overall pat-
tern generally persists across winners and losers with high, low, and medium 

Table 1. Effects of winning or losing on pre- to postelection change in 
perceptions of electoral integrity

 2008 Election 2012 Election 2016 Election

 Coeff. (s.e.) Coeff. (s.e.) Coeff. (s.e.)

Wave (0 =  
preelection, 
1 = postelection) –0.031***  (.003) –0.088*** (.008) –0.074*** (.011)

Winner status 
(0 = Loser, 
1 = Winner) x 
Wave  0.211***  (.004)  0.134*** (.012)  0.308*** (.018)

Constant  0.424***  (.003)  0.543*** (.009)  0.400*** (.014)

N 9,155 1,849  959  

Note.—Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients from three fixed-effects panel regressions 
with robust standard errors in parentheses.

***p < 0.001

10. See Online Appendix table A2 for results that include only respondents who participated in 
all three panel studies. Substantive results are identical and estimated effect sizes are similar to 
those in table 1.
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strengths of preferences. The exception is that losers with very weak prefer-
ences actually increased in perceptions of electoral integrity by very small 
amounts in both 2008 and 2016.

Table 1 showed whether Perceptions of Electoral Integrity changed at sig-
nificantly different magnitudes from pre- to postelection among Winners and 
Losers. If Perceptions did change at significantly different magnitudes, this 
would indicate that the effects of winning are asymmetric, consistent with 
our second hypothesis. The absolute values of the changes in opposing direc-
tions were significantly different from one another, with the positive change 

Figure 1. Effects of election outcomes on perceived electoral integrity.

The Dynamics of Electoral Integrity 55

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/article-abstract/83/1/46/5486536 by U

niversity of Pennsylvania Libraries user on 26 O
ctober 2019



in integrity among Winners greater than the negative change among Losers 
in 2008 and 2016 (2008: t = 51.20, p < 0.001; 2016: t = 17.28, p < 0.001), 
and the negative change among losers greater than the positive change among 
winners in 2012 (t = 11.62, p < 0.001). Table 2 summarizes the magnitude of 
the change among Winners versus Losers for each election. These findings 
suggest that the effects of winning and losing are indeed asymmetric, though 
not consistently as predicted.

There is no zero-sum process at play ensuring that the sum total of perceived 
electoral integrity stays roughly the same, but Losers do not consistently 
decrease more than Winners increase. The expectation for greater absolute 
changes from losing relative to winning was only supported in one election. 
In 2008, contrary to this expectation, the increase in perceptions of integrity 
among Winners (+0.18) was six times the size of the significant decrease in 
integrity among Losers (–0.03). In 2016, Winners gained about three times as 
much as Losers lost (+0.23 vs. –0.07). Contrary to psychological expectations, 
people did not react more to a negative outcome than a positive one.

The expectation of greater effects from losing was confirmed in the 2012 
presidential election. The same significant Winner Status by Wave interaction 
is evident, but in 2012 Winners increased relatively little (+0.05) and Losers 
decreased slightly more (–0.09). Why might the 2012 election have produced a 
different result from 2008 and 2016? We suspect the answer may lie in the con-
text of a given election. As our third hypothesis suggests, effects on Perceived 
Electoral Integrity may be contingent on the outcome of previous elections. Our 
prediction was that the elation of winning would diminish after the first time, 
whereas the frustration of losing would increase the second time that it occurs.

The same party’s candidate won two consecutive elections in 2008 and 
2012. Because our panel surveys interviewed the same respondents across dif-
ferent election cycles, we are able to assess the effects of a second consecu-
tive win or loss on an individual voter.11 We merged the four panel waves to 

Table 2. Asymmetry of winning and losing: gains and losses among 
winners and losers in three presidential elections

 Winners Losers
Comparison of absolute  

values of change

2008 Election +0.180 –0.031 p < 0.001
2012 Election +0.047 –0.088 p < 0.001
2016 Election +0.234 –0.074 p < 0.001

Note.—The absolute values of the changes in opposing directions for Winners versus Losers 
were significantly different from one another in each election year, although Winners increased 
more than Losers decreased in 2008 and 2016, whereas Losers decreased more than Winners 
increased in 2012.

11. Only 17 respondents were three-time winners who preferred Democrat Barack Obama in 
October 2008 and October 2012 but also preferred Republican Donald Trump in October 2016. 
Similarly, only 15 respondents were three-time losers.
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evaluate whether positive change for Winners was significantly greater with 
the first election win, and negative change for Losers significantly greater with 
the second election loss. We created one dummy variable to represent survey 
wave (preelection = 0, postelection = 1), and a second dummy variable rep-
resenting the second consecutive win or loss. Among Two-Time Winners, a 
significant negative interaction between Wave and Second Win/Loss would 
indicate that Winners gained more from the earlier election victory than from 
the second election victory. As shown in the first column of table 3, the results 
were exactly as predicted, with significantly less of a boost from the second 
consecutive victory relative to the first (b = –0.15, p < 0.001).

Among Two-Time Losers, we predicted an increasingly negative impact from 
the second loss relative to the first one. As shown in the second column of table 3, 
this hypothesis was also confirmed. The effect of losing, regardless of election, 
was significant and negative, but the effect of losing a second time carried a much 
greater negative impact on Perceived Electoral Integrity (b = –0.07, p < 0.001).

Figure 2 summarizes these findings by overlaying the pattern of change for 
Winners and Losers in 2008 with those same Two-Time Winners and Two-
Time Losers in 2012. The pattern of results in figure 2 is very clear; those who 
won in 2008 by taking power away from the party previously in power gained 
a great deal of respect for the electoral process, while the same citizens ben-
efited relatively little from Obama’s second victory. Among Losers, losing the 
first time produced mildly negative reactions, but losing the second time had 
much stronger repercussions for Perceptions of Electoral Integrity.

Table 3. Effects of repeated winning or losing on perceptions of electoral 
integrity

 
Among two-time 

winners
Among two-time 

losers

Wave (0 = preelection, 1vpostelection)  0.196***
(0.010)

 –0.029** 
(0.009)

Second win/loss (0 = first win/loss, 
1 = second win/loss)

 0.077*** 
(0.010)

0.004 
(0.009)

Wave x Second win/loss  –0.148*** 
(0.014)

 –0.074*** 
(0.013)

Constant  0.478***
(0.007)

 0.495*** 
(0.007)

N 613 576

Note.—Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients from two separate fixed-effects panel 
regressions with robust standard errors in parentheses. Voters who preferred Barack Obama in 
both October 2008 and October 2012 (nv613) are classified as Two-Time Winners. Voters who 
preferred a candidate other than Obama in both October 2008 and October 2012 (n = 576) are 
classified as Two-Time Losers.

**p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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This pattern suggests that Losers’ levels of Perceived Electoral Integrity 
may become especially problematic when the political parties do not regularly 
alternate control of the presidency. The negative effects on repeat losers will 
increase, while the positive effects of winning will not compensate for this. 
Due to term limits, the same individual cannot occupy the White House for 
more than two terms, but a president from the same party may stay in office. 
In our panel, it is the same president who was re-elected as well as the same 
party. But if one assumes that reactions are tied to electing one’s party rather 
than one’s candidate, then Perceptions of Electoral Integrity should decline on 
average the longer the same party is in power.

Our fourth and final hypothesis concerns the persistence of effects from win-
ning and losing. With these data, we have a unique opportunity to examine the 
persistence of individual-level effects over periods of nearly four years, from 
postelection 2008 to preelection 2012, and from postelection 2012 to preelec-
tion 2016. Table 4 displays mean changes in Perceptions of Electoral Integrity 
among Winners and Losers from preelection to postelection, and then from after 
one election to before the next. As shown in table 4, Winners in 2008 gained 
a great deal of respect for elections. Even though roughly two-thirds of that 
increase had vanished by the time of the next election, the effect was still present 
and statistically significant by 2012. Meanwhile, the attitudes of Losers in 2012 
actually grew even more negative in the period leading up to the 2016 election.

Unlike many campaign effects, the effects of winning and losing on percep-
tions of electoral integrity do not appear to be short-term or fleeting. In both 

Figure 2. Effects of winning and losing on perceived electoral integrity in 
the 2008 and 2012 elections. Only Two-Time Losers (n = 576) and Two-Time 
Winners (n = 613), voters who participated in both panels and had consist-
ent partisan preferences across the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections, are 
shown. Respondents who changed preferences from one election to the next, 
did not report a candidate preference in both preelection surveys, or did not 
report voting in both elections are excluded.
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elections, the effects of winning persisted through the subsequent four years. 
Obama voters from 2008 had more positive Perceptions in October 2012 than 
they did prior to the 2008 election.12 Likewise, those who voted for Obama in 
2012 maintained Perceptions of Electoral Integrity that were more positive in 
October 2016 than they had been before Obama’s victory in 2012.

The negative effects of losing varied in their persistence. By October 2012, 
the 2008 Losers’ Perceptions of Electoral Integrity had reverted to a level that 
was statistically indistinguishable from their October 2008 levels. This is per-
haps unsurprising given the relatively mild negative effects of losing in 2008. 
But in 2012, Losers reacted much more negatively to their party’s second con-
secutive loss, and the effects of losing in 2012 were much more persistent. In 
October 2016, those who lost four years earlier reported the lowest absolute 
levels of trust in the electoral process at any point in our nine years of data.

Voters remember what happened in a previous election, and even four years 
later a previous outcome may still influence their attitudes toward the process. 
Further, the outcomes of previous presidential elections condition the magni-
tude of changes in perceptions of integrity. The surprisingly long memories of 
voters suggest that the longer-term context of wins and losses must be taken 
into account in understanding how winning and losing affect perceptions of 
electoral legitimacy. It is thus not surprising that previous studies focused on 
single elections have produced inconsistent results.

Conclusion

Panel data from before and after three presidential elections provided an unu-
sually rich opportunity to examine four hypotheses involving the impact of 
winning and losing at the presidential level on the perceived legitimacy of 
election outcomes. First, we document strong causal relationships between 
winning and losing and individual change over time in perceptions of electoral 
legitimacy. Because both preelection and postelection perceptions of legiti-
macy exist for the same individuals, we use fixed effects to rule out potential 
spuriousness based on stable characteristics of winners versus losers. Although 
fixed-effects regression does not rule out reverse causation, in this case it is 
not plausible that legitimacy causes wins or losses. Winning and losing have 
clear effects on perceptions of electoral legitimacy for both winning and losing 
Republicans and Democrats.

Second, we find that winning and losing do not produce symmetric reac-
tions. This asymmetry suggests obvious problems for maintaining a constant 
level of electoral legitimacy. Further, the context of a given win or loss influ-
ences the magnitude of its impact. A second loss in a row is experienced very 
differently from a second consecutive win. Decreasing sensitivity to the posi-
tive effects of winning limits how much being on the winning side can increase 

12. See table A4 in the Online Appendix for full fixed-effects regression results.
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electoral integrity. Repeated victories for one party would produce diminish-
ing returns because winning does not represent a change from the status quo.

Repetitive losses, on the other hand, increase citizens’ sensitivity to loss. They 
experience greater declines in electoral legitimacy as disappointment after dis-
appointment convinces them that the game is rigged. Indeed, the greatest danger 
identified in our results is from repeated losses. One electoral loss seems to be 
taken in stride with relatively limited effects on the perceived fairness of the 
process. But two consecutive losses appear to be a far more serious affair. The 
decline in the perceived integrity of the electoral process among losers in 2012, 
combined with a muted increase among the winners, points to a potentially seri-
ous problem if the same side loses in a third consecutive election.

An objective assessment of what repeated losses mean in a two-party sys-
tem would suggest that two consecutive losses are no more suspicious than 
two consecutive heads or tails in a fair coin flip. This happens regularly due to 
chance alone. However, electoral outcomes are subject to over-interpretation. 
Partisans on the losing side are apt to perceive the deck as stacked against 
them long before a systematic explanation of any kind is called for. This is 
unfortunate to the extent that parties may rush to change the system before it 
can safely be concluded that either party is at a systematic advantage.

The absolute values of the declines in perceptions of electoral integrity 
among losers are modest, with the mean change for 2012 losers estimated at 
around 10 percent of the full scale. However, this change is even more sub-
stantial as a percentage of respondents’ initial levels of electoral integrity. The 
2012 losers’ perceptions of electoral integrity declined by 18 percent, on aver-
age, from pre- to postelection. Repeated losses in particular therefore repre-
sent an opportunity for substantial drops in overall perceptions of the process.

Despite the many advantages of using panel data across several elections, 
some of the usual limitations of observational analyses may apply. Although 
the risk of spuriousness and omitted variable bias is greatly reduced by fixed 
effects because it controls for unobserved time-constant heterogeneity (Vaisey 
and Miles 2017), it cannot eliminate all potential threats.

To what extent can our results be generalized beyond the three elections for 
which we have data? On the one hand, every election is inherently unique due 
to its candidates as well as its historical context, and our analysis is limited 
to presidential elections. On the other hand, election losers have always been 
able to supply theories for why an undesirable outcome was illegitimate. In 
2000, Democrats blamed hanging chads in Florida and the Supreme Court 
ruling. In 2004, many Democrats blamed corruption in the voting process. In 
2008 and 2012, Barack Obama was argued not to be an American citizen and 
thus accused of being illegitimately elected twice. Virtually all election losers 
blame the news media and misleading opposition campaigns to some extent. 
Far from being unique to these elections, explanations emphasizing illegiti-
mate outcomes are endemic to being on the losing side of elections (Uscinski 
and Parent 2014; Berinsky 2017; Miller, Farhart, and Saunders 2018).
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The fact that Clinton won the popular vote but not the Electoral College in 
2016 made it somewhat unusual, since this has happened only five times previ-
ously in American history. Thus Democrats in 2016 could claim the Electoral 
College had thwarted the public will. The Electoral College may also make 
it difficult to generalize from the American experience to the parliamentary 
systems most common in Europe, the focus of much of the existing literature 
on winners and losers. Nonetheless, because we track the same respondents 
through three different elections and a period of more than eight years, our 
findings can at the very least be generalized to American elections in the cur-
rent political era. In addition, the individual-level psychological factors we 
have identified should operate similarly even in electoral systems with differ-
ent constitutional rules and procedures.

On the methodological front, long-term panels always risk bias due to 
attrition or panel conditioning effects. If attrition is systematic rather than 
random, then it is difficult to generalize effect sizes. To examine this possibil-
ity, we compared the demographic characteristics of our panel to the most 
recent Current Population Surveys (see table A1 in the Online Appendix). 
Because the panel sampled only those 18 and over in 2007, there are natu-
rally no respondents in the 18–24 years old group by the end of the panel 
and those 25–34 are somewhat underrepresented, but this is a result of the 
panel design rather than attrition. The least educated are also notably under-
represented, in part due to the underrepresentation of the youngest cohort of 
adults. However, our results with unweighted and weighted data do not differ 
in any substantive way, thus lending confidence to our estimates (see Online 
Appendix tables A5 and A6).

In addition to attrition, panel conditioning effects are another potential 
source of concern. Fortunately, this is not likely to be problematic in this par-
ticular panel. First, because the time between contacting respondents was unu-
sually long—at times several years—it is unlikely that respondents remember 
having been asked these questions years before. Second, because panelists are 
primarily asked about completely different topics in the intervening surveys, 
they are not conditioned on political interest in particular (see Kruse et  al. 
2009; Dennis, Kruse, and Thompson 2011).

What additional implications may be drawn from this study? Our results are 
also notable for what they suggest about American citizens. The usual portrait 
of the American voter is of one who is so distracted and untethered to political 
reality that he or she could hardly be expected to remember much of anything 
from four years earlier. Interestingly, the experience of vicariously winning 
or losing is definitely remembered and continues to exert influence on pub-
lic attitudes. Although its impact wanes in the intervening period, it does not 
disappear, and voters do not start over with a tabula rasa for each presidential 
election. Instead, their responses are conditioned by what came before.

Supporting a winning or losing presidential candidate is thus a signifi-
cant event in the lives of many American citizens. It not only has immediate 
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short-term effects on how citizens think about the integrity of elections, it 
also has consequences for perceptions of electoral integrity a full four years 
later when the next presidential election season begins. Few effects have dem-
onstrated this kind of longevity. Changes in control of the White House are 
therefore an important part of communicating to the American public that the 
process is fair and responsive.

Our results further underscore the need for long-term panel studies in order 
to better understand citizen behavior. The inconsistent conclusions from past 
studies may be understood only when the longer-term context is taken into 
account. Without panel data, it will not be possible to distinguish the expe-
riences of repeated winning or losing from their standard effects, or gaps 
between winners and losers from actual evidence of improvement or decline 
in levels of electoral legitimacy.

To the extent that changes in the perceived legitimacy of elections represent 
merely sour grapes among losers, or enthusiastic righteousness among winners, 
these perceptions have little basis in the election process itself. People may be 
unhappy when they do not get what they want, but this is not a sign of an illegiti-
mate process. There are grounds for concern, however, when even the winners 
do not deem the outcome legitimate. In 2016, Trump supporters were convinced 
of the illegitimacy of the election outcome long before they knew what it was. 
When the Republican won, their perceptions of legitimacy naturally rose, but 
this did not result from assessments of the process itself so much as the out-
come. Indeed, Republicans in the postelection period continued to argue that 
their votes were under-counted and that Trump had won the popular vote.

The legitimacy of a variety of democratic institutions has taken on pressing 
concern in recent years (e.g., Gibson 2015). New developments such as state-
level voting restrictions, concerns about the integrity of voting machines, and 
Russian efforts to intervene in the American electoral process have made the 
perceived legitimacy of American elections a genuine concern. Given that peo-
ple seldom have direct access to evidence about whether the process was fair, 
the news media will inevitably play an important role in framing outcomes as 
legitimate or illegitimate. The rise of partisan media makes this problematic 
because partisan sources are likely to exacerbate self-serving perceptions of 
legitimacy, and to fuel the public’s sense that something is amiss. If there is no 
reassurance that the process was just, then our elected leaders are unlikely to 
command the respect necessary to govern effectively.

Appendix

Question Wording
PERCEPTIONS OF ELECTORAL INTEGRITY

The main dependent variable, Perceptions of Electoral Integrity, is constructed 
from three items included in the pre- and postelection waves of the 2008, 2012, 
and 2016 surveys:
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1) How much do you feel that having elections makes the government pay 
attention to what the people think: a good deal, some, or not much? [A 
good deal, Some, Not much]

2) In general, do you think the best candidates win the elections, or is it 
just the candidates who raise the most money that get elected, or some-
thing in between? [Best candidates win, Candidates who raise the most 
money win, Something in between]

3) In some countries, people believe their elections are conducted fairly. 
In other countries, people believe that their elections are conducted 
unfairly. Do you believe presidential elections in the United States are 
generally... [Very fair, Somewhat fair, Neither fair nor unfair, Somewhat 
unfair, Very unfair].

These three items were recoded such that higher values indicated greater per-
ceived integrity and then averaged to create a single scale.

VOTE PREFERENCE

Vote preference is derived from the preelection and postelection waves of the 
panel studies. Respondents who reported voting in the postelection wave and 
reported intending to vote for Barack Obama in the preelection wave in 2008 
or 2012, or Donald Trump in the preelection wave in 2016, were classified as 
winners in the relevant election year. Respondents who reported voting in the 
postelection wave and reported intending to vote for any other candidate in the 
preelection wave were classified as losers.

Supplementary Data

Supplementary data are freely available at Public Opinion Quarterly online.
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