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Abstract 
 
Although political support for political authorities, institutions, and even regimes is affected 
by the delivery of positive economic outcomes, we know that judgments on authorities are 
also made on the basis of several other aspects that fall into the general theme of “procedural 
fairness.” So far, most of the literature examining satisfaction with democracy has, from this 
point of view, focused on the direct effects of both economic and procedural fairness 
indicators or evaluations. This study takes as its starting point a large number of studies in 
social psychology showing that procedural fairness moderates the effects of outcome 
favorability in the explanation of citizens’ reactions to authorities. It expands those findings to 
the macro-political level, using representative samples of European populations in 29 
countries. It reveals that the general depiction of satisfaction with the way democracies work 
in practice as a fundamentally “performance-driven attitude” needs to qualified: economic 
evaluations matter, but they do not matter in the same way in all contexts and for all people, 
with procedural fairness playing a relevant moderating role in this respect.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																								
1	The basic idea behind this article was first presented at the conference on “New directions in legitimacy 
research” of the Netherlands Royal Academy of Arts and Sciences, October 2014. Subsequent versions were 
presented at the SPARC Research Group of the Institute of Social Sciences of the University of Lisbon and at 
the CMIST/Democracy and Elections seminar of the University of Manchester. The author is grateful for all the 
suggestions received there, as well as for the comments from the three anonymous reviewers.	
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Introduction 

We know that political support is largely driven by the ability of authorities to deliver 

favorable outcomes. Take, for example, people’s “satisfaction with the way democracy 

works” in their country, one of the most frequently used indicators of political support in 

cross-national surveys, tapping “the level of support for how the democratic regime works in 

practice” (Linde and Ekman 2003). Clearly, when the aggregate economy falters, or at least 

for those individuals who perceive it to be faltering, “satisfaction with democracy” also 

suffers (Clarke, Dutt, and Kornberg 1993; Klingemann 1999). The recent economic crisis in 

Europe and the decline in levels of satisfaction with regime performance it brought to the 

most affected countries (Alonso 2013) is a reminder that economic evaluations have “a strong 

and highly significant effect (…) on support for national democracy”, emerging, in some 

studies, as its strongest individual-level predictor (Armingeon and Gutthman 2014: 439).  

However, there are reasons to believe that such effect of economic evaluations should 

not be the same in all contexts and for all people. A first aspect to consider is related to the 

material conditions that prevail in each society. In poorer countries, the economy is likely to 

be a more salient issue for people as they evaluate their democracies than in more affluent 

societies (Rohrschneider and Loveless 2010; Lühiste 2014). A second aspect to consider is 

related to how institutions affect the “clarity of responsibility” (Powell and Whitten 1993) for 

economic outcomes. Political support, should be most strongly driven by economic 

performance in those systems where political power is more concentrated in fewer hands, 

leading people to more clearly assign responsibility for outcomes (Criado and Herreros 2007). 

In this paper, we focus on a third potential mechanism behind the variability in the strength of 

the relationship between economic outcomes and satisfaction with democratic performance: 

the role of procedural fairness.  
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Procedural fairness is not a new idea in the study of political support, far from it. 

Socio-psychological theories of justice have long told us that authorities, above and beyond 

their ability to deliver favorable outcomes, are also evaluated by the latter on the basis of the 

perceived fairness of decision-making procedures (Thibaut and Walker 1975; Lind and Tyler 

1988). And we know that such findings seem to apply not only to the study of workplaces, 

schools, or courts, but also to political institutions and even regimes, as social psychologists 

(Tyler 1984) and political scientists have been reminding us for some time (Rose, Mishler, 

and Haerpfer 1998). What has been less remarked, however, is the possibility that the 

influence of both economic evaluations and procedural fairness on popular views about 

democratic performance is not merely additive; it should also be seen as interactive. In other 

words, the extent to which individuals evaluate the performance of their democracies on the 

basis of economic outcomes may also depend on the extent to which they perceive the regime 

to adhere to fundamental fairness in decision-making procedures. The notion that outcomes 

should matter more in the absence of fair procedures is grounded on several different 

theoretical perspectives in social psychology, and has been exhaustively tested both in 

observational and experimental studies (see Brockner and Wiesenfeld 1996 & 2005; Brockner 

2002). However, as far as we know, such hypothesis has never been tested in the macro-

context of political regimes using large-scale cross-national surveys with representative 

samples of whole populations. That is precisely the objective of this study. 

In the next section, we develop the main theoretical arguments. In section three, data 

from round 6 of the European Social Survey (ESS) is used to test them. Applied to 29 

European countries in 2012 and 2013, it provides a rather unique opportunity for this purpose. 

Not only does it include conventional measures of subjective perceptions of the economy and 

other potentially relevant correlates of satisfaction with democracy, but also a specific 
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rotating module on the meaning and evaluation of “Democracy”, where individuals rated the 

importance given to a number of different “democratic attributes” and evaluated the extent to 

which they apply to their own political system. Although this ESS module was not designed 

in this particular purpose in mind, several items do provide direct or indirect measures of 

aspects in the relationship between individuals and authorities that are known to determine 

perceptions of procedural fairness: neutrality, standing, and trust. Using this dataset, this 

study employs multilevel modeling to determine whether, in the explanation of satisfaction 

with democracy, an interaction between outcome favorability and procedural fairness does 

emerge. Section four concludes. 

 

Procedural fairness and outcome favorability 

“Satisfaction with democracy” is one of the most commonly used indicators of 

political support. Political support is multidimensional, particularly in terms of the central 

distinction between what Easton called “specific support” – directed to “the perceived 

decisions, policies, actions, utterances or the general style of (…) authorities” (Easton 1975: 

437) - and “diffuse support” – “evaluations of what an object is or represents (…), the general 

meaning it has for a person” (Easton 1975: 445). From this point of view, “satisfaction with 

democracy” taps a dimension of support that does not concern aspects such as the 

fundamental adherence to a political community or to regime principles. However, it does not 

seem to be so short-term or narrowly focused as support for particular political institutions, 

parties, or actors (Norris 1999; Dalton 2004).2 Instead, although potentially “contaminated” 

by whether individuals are “winners” or “losers” in the electoral process, “satisfaction with 

																																																								
2 For research on the dimensionality and etiology of political support, see Fuchs, Guidorossi, and Svensson 
(1995), Klingemann (1999), Chu et al. (2008), and Bellucci and Memoli (2012), among others. 
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democracy” taps a specific and relevant dimension of political support: “the level of support 

for the way the democratic regime works in practice” (Linde and Ekman 2003).  

In the study of this dimension of political support, a central idea that has taken hold is 

that citizens’ satisfaction with the way democracies work is strongly affected by their 

perception of the favorability of economic outcomes. This finding has been replicated in 

many survey-based studies until today, resisting exhaustive batteries of statistical controls and 

testing in many different regions of the world (Gunther, Montero, and Torcal 2007; Bratton, 

Mattes, and Gyimiah-Boadi 2005; Lagos 2003; Chu et al. 2008; Armingeon and Gutthman 

2014).3 In fact, it has been used to stress the fundamental message that, in the study of 

political support, satisfaction with democracy should be seen as an “performance driven-

attitude” (Mattes & Bratton 2007: 201; see also Bratton and Mattes 2001; Gunther, Montero, 

and Torcal 2007; Huang et al. 2008). 

However, economic evaluations do not seem to have the same relationship with 

regime support in all contexts and for all people. First, Rohrschneider and Loveless (2010), 

studying popular levels of satisfaction with the performance of “European democracy,” show 

that “economic evaluations are less relevant in nations with high national affluence” (2010: 

1038). They attribute this to the working of a “macro salience” model, through which 

economic considerations become more relevant for individuals living in contexts where 

material conditions are worse. Similarly, Lühiste (2014) finds “an interaction between 

economic affluence at the national level and the impact of individual economic evaluations,” 

which she attributes to the prevalence of post-materialist orientations in wealthier societies 

(2014: 799).  

																																																								
3 For other recent studies, see also Bytzek (2015), as well as Friedrichsen and Zahn (2014) on the impact of 
aggregate economic performance and Hobolt (2012) on satisfaction with democracy in the European Union. 
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A second way in which the effect of economic evaluations may be moderated by other 

factors concerns the role of institutions in concentrating or dispersing power. Inspired by the 

literature on “clarity of responsibility” in economic voting (Powell and Whitten 1993), Criado 

and Herrero (2007) show that, in systems where economic outcomes cannot be as clearly 

attributed to the government, the impact of those outcomes on political support is lower. 

Although Criado and Herrerro looked at political support for particular institutions 

(government and parliament) rather than for regime performance as a whole, Kestilä-

Kekkonen and Söderlund (forthcoming) extend the general argument and findings to 

satisfaction with democracy: the effect of economic performance on satisfaction is weaker 

under fractionalized governments.  

In this article, we look at a third mechanism through which the effects of economic 

evaluations on popular satisfaction with the way democracy works can be moderated: the role 

of procedural fairness. Procedural fairness is likely to matter for regime support in two ways. 

On the one hand, it should have a direct positive effect on satisfaction with democracy. 

“Citizens (…) care deeply about the process by which conflicts are resolved and decisions are 

made, even when outcomes are unfavorable or the process they desire is slow and costly” 

(MacCoun 2005: 171-172). The importance of transparent, unbiased, and predictable 

decision-making has been demonstrated in contexts of workplaces, courts, or other micro- or 

meso-settings, but also seems to extend beyond them. As Lind and Tyler (1988: 147-148) put 

it, “because the political system, like the legal system, is a collection of institutions and rules, 

it is another arena within which procedural justice-based evaluations might occur.” At the 

individual level, citizens’ perception that politicians and public officials engage in corruption 

(Rose, Mishler, and Haerpfer 1998; Seligson 2002; Linde & Erlingsson 2013) or their lack of 

trust about whether people will be treated fairly or honestly by public officials (Linde 2012; 
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Erlingsson, Linde, and Öhrvall 2014), have been shown to be strongly and negatively 

correlated with satisfaction with democracy, above and beyond other factors. At the macro-

level, cross-national studies reveal that individuals living in countries rated by experts as 

being pervaded by higher levels of corruption (Anderson and Tverdova 2003) or characterized 

by lower levels of “institutional quality” (understood as the procedural integrity of 

bureaucracies, judiciaries and lower corruption - Hobolt 2012; Curini, Jou, and Memoli 2012; 

Peffley and Rohrscheider 2014) tend to be less satisfied with system performance. In 

sum,“[p]olitical authorities and institutions lose legitimacy when they do not adhere to 

procedural fairness norms” (Tyler 2006: 382).  

However, procedural fairness should matter in a second way: as a moderator in the 

relationship between economic performance and/or economic evaluations and satisfaction 

with democracy. Why should that be the case? In social psychology, different theoretical 

approaches in social psychology have presented different arguments in this regard. 

Instrumental or self-interested hypotheses suggest that fair procedures, by increasing both the 

perceived positivity of future outcomes and their predictability (Thibaut & Walker, 1975), 

lead individuals to discount current unfavorable outcomes (Brockner and Wiesenfeld 1996: 

199). Relational theories emphasize, in turn, that “in reacting to procedures people are 

primarily concerned about their long-term social relationship to the authorities or institutions 

that employ the procedures” (Tyler and Lind 1992: 140). Thus, in the absence of the kind of 

relationship between individuals and authorities that procedural fairness tends to establish, 

individuals become more likely to see their engagement with authorities as mostly 

transactional in nature, and to care primarily about immediate tangible outcomes. “Referent 

cognitions” theory suggests that negative outcomes received under unfair procedures will lead 

individuals to conceive of the outcomes that might ensue if procedures had been fairer, 
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creating a gap between actual and referent outcomes that becomes a source of negative 

emotions and resentment (Folger 1986). Finally, fairness theory suggests that a perceived 

violation of fairness norms on the part of authorities leads individuals to hold them directly 

accountable for outcomes, thus strengthening the relationship between outcome favorability 

and satisfaction with authorities (Folger and Cropanzano 1998; Brockner et al. 2007). 

There is a large body of empirical research on organizational justice supporting these 

theoretical expectations about an interaction between procedural fairness and outcome 

favorability, looking at outcomes such as promotions, layoffs, salary increases, or judicial 

decisions, and procedural aspects such as advanced notices, consultation, communication, and 

impartiality and transparency of rules. After examining 45 different such studies, 

observational or experimental, using dependent variables capturing individuals’ satisfaction 

with, commitment to, and beliefs about authorities within organizations, Brockner and 

Wiesenfeld (1996) detect that the prevalent pattern, in more than two-thirds of the studies, is 

indeed one of an interaction between outcome favorability and procedural fairness. In a later 

review, they show that “across a wide variety of studies, high procedural fairness has been 

found to reduce the effect of outcome favorability on people’s support for decisions, decision 

makers, and organizations, relative to when procedural fairness is low” (Brockner and 

Wiesenfield 2005: 548). 

Therefore, both outcomes likely to be seen as universally favorable — such as good 

economic performance — and aspects of political system fairness  — such as perceived 

corruption, impartiality, or integrity — are important predictors of individuals’ evaluations of 

how democracies perform in practice. Furthermore, different theoretical approaches suggest 

that not all citizens should be influenced equally by the favorability of outcomes, and a 

myriad of organizational studies have supported the role of procedural fairness as a moderator 
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in this regard. The question that follows is whether this interaction can also be found in 

macro-political settings. If so, we should find that, among individuals who perceive the 

workings of their political systems as being fundamentally fair, economic performance 

considerations should be less relevant predictors of satisfaction with the way democracy 

works than among individuals who perceive the system as procedurally unfair. In other 

words, although the effect of economic evaluations on views about the overall performance of 

democracy should be positive, that effect should decrease the more the political system is 

perceived to be procedurally fair. Is this the case? Fortunately, we have data resulting from 

representative samples of entire country populations and across a variety of nations that 

allows us to test this hypothesis. 

 

Data  

The European Social Survey’s Round 6 (ESS Round 6 2012), conducted in 2012 and 

2013 in 29 European countries, using representative samples of the 15 year-old and above 

population, contains a series of questions of direct interest to our research question. 

Satisfaction with democracy, the extent to which respondents support the way democracy 

works in practice in their countries, is measured here, as in many other studies, with the 

question “And on the whole, how satisfied are you with the way democracy works in 

[country]?” on a 0 to 10 response scale, from “Extremely dissatisfied” to “Extremely 

satisfied.” This is our dependent variable in this study: Satisfaction with Democracy. In terms 

of outcome favorability, we focus on the subjective perception of economic outcomes, 

namely on the individuals’ evaluation of how the economy is doing in their country, using the 

question “On the whole how satisfied are you with the present state of the economy in 
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[country]?”, using the same response scale as above. This is the variable Satisfaction with 

Economy.4  

Crucially for our purposes, ESS’s Round 6 also included a specific rotating module on 

“Europeans' understandings and evaluations of democracy,” where respondents were first 

asked about “the importance for democracy in general” of 16 different attributes of 

democratic governance. Then they were asked about how much each of those aspects applied 

to their own country. Furthermore, as part of the core module in ESS, respondents were asked 

about their level of trust in several political and state institutions.5 Of all these questionnaire 

items, four seem particularly apt to capture central aspects of procedural fairness as pertaining 

to the political system as a whole.  

Lind and Tyler (1992: 141-148) pose that three basic elements emerge as particularly 

important in determining whether fairness is thought to prevail: neutrality, standing, and 

trust. Neutrality involves a perceived “evenhanded treatment of all involved”, including lack 

of bias, prejudice, or discrimination. We measure perceptions of neutrality of the democratic 

regime with two items included in ESS round 6. In the first, respondents were asked about 

how much the following statement applies to their country, in a 0 to 10 scale, from 0 (“Does 

not apply at all”) to 10 (“Applies completely”): “The courts in [country] treat everyone the 

same.”6 In the second, using the same scale, respondents were asked about whether “National 

elections in [country] are free and fair.” As it turns out, in the ESS round 6 survey results, 

the notion that courts should treat everyone the same and that elections should be free and fair 

seem to be absolutely central in people’s understanding of how “Democracy” should work: 

among the all the different democratic attributes assessed, these are the two that most 

																																																								
4 The original variables in ESS Round 6 (2012) are, respectively, sftdem and stfeco. 
5  For all questions, see the ESS round 6 questionnaire, available at: 
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/docs/round6/fieldwork/source/ESS6_source_main_questionnaire.pdf 
6 The original variables are, respectively, cttresac and fairelcc. 
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Europeans deemed “extremely important for democracy.” To capture perceptions of 

Neutrality in the system, we simply averaged the responses to the two items above. 

Standing is communicated through a treatment on the part of authorities that is polite, 

dignified, and implies respect for people’s rights and opinions. Unlike what occurred with 

neutrality, we lack a direct measure of people’s perceptions about how political authorities’ 

behave in this regard. However, in ESS round 6, we do have a measure of people’s 

perceptions of what is a likely antecedent of standing: the extent to which respondents 

perceive that “the government explains its decisions to voters.” We take respondents’ ratings 

of the extent to which this statement applies to their own country as an indirect measure of 

perceived standing or respect on the part of political authorities.7 This is, again, as aspect that 

most citizens in the surveyed countries rated as extremely important for Democracy, ranging 

from a sample mean of 8.1 (Slovakia) to 9.5 (Albania) on a 0 to 10 scale. 

Finally, trust involves the belief that the authority makes genuine attempts at being 

fair and ethical and, most importantly, that it intends to do so in the future (Tyler and Lind 

1992: 142). Items measuring “trust” in authorities has been recurrently shown to be central in 

defining perceptions of fairness, including about legal (Tyler 1997) and political authorities 

(Tyler, Rasinski, and McGraw 1985), and such trust is even argued to be the crucial aspect 

behind the interaction between procedural fairness and outcome favorability (Brockner et al. 

1987; Brockner, Ackerman, and Fairchild 2001). In political science, particularly in the study 

of political behavior and attitudes, there is a long tradition in the study of trust (Levi and 

Stoker 2000). Defined “the belief that others will not deliberately or knowingly do us harm, if 

they can avoid it, and will look after our interests, if this is possible” (Newton 2007: 343), 

trust has a horizontal and a vertical dimension. While the former is interpersonal, directed at 

																																																								
7 The original variable is gvexpdcc. 
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friends, neighbors, colleagues, or fellow citizens, the latter is directed by people towards 

leaders, authorities, and, particularly, institutions, “based upon their sense of how these 

institutions work.” Given our focus on systemic procedural fairness in a democratic regime, 

we focus on the central institution of political representation in democracies: trust in “the 

[country’s] parliament”, on a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means “no trust at all” and 10 

“complete trust”.8   

We can start by investigating whether the variation and covariation among the three 

variables measuring elements of procedural fairness – Neutrality, Standing, and Trust (in 

parliament) – is accounted for by a single Procedural Fairness latent variable. In the pooled 

sample of 29 surveys under consideration, exploratory factor analysis shows that Neutrality, 

Standing, and Trust (in parliament) form a single factor with an eigenvalue greater than 1.0. 

A one-factor confirmatory factor analysis for the pooled sample yields loadings of .84 

(Neutrality), .70 (Standing), and .61 (Trust), all significant at p<.001, with CFI=1.000, 

RMSEA=.000, and pclose=1.000, thus showing excellent fit. Reliability analysis shows a 

Cronbach's alpha coefficient of .78, which is clearly acceptable.  Country-by-country CFA’s 

also show, in every single case, excellent fit and highly significant coefficients. We thus 

created a new variable, Procedural Fairness, whose values are the regression based factor 

scores.9 

Our main goal is to determine if Procedural Fairness serves as a moderator in the 

relationship between Satisfaction with Economy and Satisfaction with Democracy. 10  In 

																																																								
8 The original variable is trstprl. 
9 Using the regression method based on varimax rotated factors. 
10 Another potentially relevant aspect of the interaction between procedural fairness and outcome favorability 
would be to ask whether outcomes moderate the relationship between fairness and satisfaction, rather than 
whether fairness moderates the relationship between outcomes and satisfaction. After all, interactions are 
symmetric and, as Berry, Golder, and Milton (2012) warn us, failing to explore the implications of this 
symmetry may weaken the empirical test of theories. In this case, however, our option is to frame and develop 
our hypothesis strictly in terms of a moderating effect of fairness, for two main reasons. First, although some of 
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examining whether this effect can be found, we want to be able to take into account a number 

of potentially confounding variables and processes. We consider several controls. First, we 

include each country’s level of Economic development (GDP per capita at constant thousands 

of 2005$, from the World Bank).11 Second, we include Age of democracy (number of 

continuous years with a Polity score greater or equal than 7, topcoded at 70, from the Polity 

IV dataset), given extant findings about greater satisfaction in older democracies (Armingeon 

and Guthmann 2014). Third, we use the Effective Number of Parliamentary Parties in the 

extant parliaments as a proxy of the extent to which institutions in each country are 

“consensual” (in consensual democracies, it is argued, satisfaction with democracy tends to be 

higher - Aarts and Thomassen 2008). Available measures or how consensual democracies are 

– in the executive-parties dimension – exist only for 16 of the 29 countries under examination 

(see the web appendix for Vatter, Flinders, and Bernauer 2014). However, the average ENPP 

for those countries in the 1997-2010 period is correlated at .88 with the measure of 

consensual executive-parties democracy. Thus, we consider ENPP to be a good proxy of 

consensual democracy for all 29 countries. ENPP for the 1997- 2010 period is coded using 

the Vatter, Flinders, and Bernauer (2014) data for 16 countries and using Michael Gallagher’s 

election indices for the remaining ones.12 Finally, given the particular context under which 

ESS round 6 was conducted, we add a dummy variable for the countries in the sample under 
																																																																																																																																																																													
the social psychology literature does posit a moderating role for outcomes, the most common framework is one 
where the main question is, as Brockner and Wiesenfeld (2005: 534) put, “when does high procedural fairness 
reduce the influence of outcome favorability?” Second, at least when we move to the macro-political level, there 
is a clear difference between the theoretical and empirical status of the two variables: while the real or perceived 
delivery of favorable outcomes (namely economic) varies considerably on the short-run, institutional rules and 
governance indicators, objective or perceived, are decidedly very stable or even “sticky” across time (Heywood 
and Rose 2014: 513-514; Magalhães 2014: 94). This is also what leads us, in this hypothesized interaction, to 
focus on the role of procedural fairness as a moderator. 
11 Available at: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator. While some studies have found a positive effect of economic 
development on democratic support (Henderson 2008; Bernauer and Vatter 2012), there are also several 
instances of null and even negative findings in the literature (Norris 2011; Magalhães 2014). 

12  Available at: 
http://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/staff/michael_gallagher/ElSystems/Docts/ElectionIndices.pdf.  
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IMF/EU conditionality at the year of the survey or the year before (Portugal, Ireland, and 

Hungary), which Armingeon and Guthmann (2014) found to exert a significant negative 

effect on satisfaction with democracy.13 

At the individual-level, we also control for Age, Years of education, gender (Female), 

household’s Income decile, Religiosity, whether the respondent is Unemployed, Social trust, 

and Left-right self-placement.14 More importantly, we take into account a well-known “home 

team” effect: the notion that political support goes up “among the people whose preferred 

party is in the Cabinet and goes down among people whose party is outside the ruling circle” 

(Holmberg 1999: 117-118). We collected the parties that were part of the cabinet in each 

country at the time the surveys were conducted and, using the set of items in ESS where 

respondents are asked to supply the party to which they “feel closer”, created a dummy 

variable coded with 1 for all respondents who “felt closer” to any one of the parties in 

government (Incumbent party closeness), expecting greater satisfaction with democracy on 

their part. 

Finally, we need to consider other interactions besides the one that is of central 

interest to our analysis (the one between Procedural Fairness and Satisfaction with 

Economy). First, we look at the interaction between Economic development with Satisfaction 

with economy, testing Rohrschneider and Loveless (2010) and Lühiste (2014). Second, at the 

interaction between ENPP and Satisfaction with economy, taking into account the argument 

that economic evaluations should matter less in contexts of consensual democracies, with 

lower clarity of responsibility (Criado and Herreros 2007; Kestilä-Kekkonen and Söderlund 

																																																								
13 Table A1 in the appendix provides information about all countries and surveys included and descriptive data 
for the macro-level variables. 
14 Original variables are, respectively, agea, eduyrs, gndr (dummy), incdec (from 1 to 10), rlgdgr (0 to 10), 
uempla and uempli for Unemployed (dummy), the average of the three items in the ESS questionnaire measuring 
trust in others (ppltrst), their expected fairness (pplfair), and their helpfulness (pplhlp), and lrscale. 
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forthcoming). And finally, at the interaction between ENPP and Incumbent party closeness, 

accounting for the possibility that, in majoritarian political systems, which concentrate power 

and leave “losers” with little opportunities to achieve political representation and policy 

influence, the “home team” effect is stronger than in consensual systems (Anderson and 

Guillory 1997; Wells and Krieckhaus 2006; Bernauer and Vatter 2012).  

 

Analysis 

Given the nested structure of the data, the need to estimate the effects of individual 

and macro-level factors, and the specific measurement of the dependent variable, we employ 

a multilevel least squares model.15 Table 1 shows the results of five different models, applied 

to all 29 countries where ESS round 6 was conducted.16 Model 1 includes just the main 

individual-level variables, i.e., Satisfaction with Economy and Procedural Fairness, as well as 

their interaction, assuming fixed-effects. In spite of a relatively large number of countries, and 

given concerns with possible biases introduced in including multiple cross-level interactions 

in multilevel models (Stegmueller 2013), models 2 to 4 introduce the remaining individual 

and macro-level controls but test successively for each of the previously hypothesized cross-

level interactions: between economic development and economic evaluations; between 

																																																								
15 See Norman (2010) for a discussion of the myths around the use of parametric statistics with Likert scales. 
16 Given that the measurement of the dependent variable refers to “democracy” – how satisfied people are with 
the way democracy works in their country — we examined subsample of 25 countries excluding those whose 
status as democracies could be construed as unclear in light of commonly used indicators. Those countries are 
Russia (with a value of 4 in the Polity IV polity variable and rated “Not free” in Freedom House’s “Freedom in 
the World” report), Ukraine (6 in the polity variable and “partly free” in FH), and Albania and Kosovo (“partly 
free” in FH). Data available at http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm and 
https://freedomhouse.org/report-types/freedom-world. Among all 29 countries, Russia, Ukraine and Albania (no 
data for Kosovo) also have the lowest scores in the 2014 Global Democracy Ranking (Campbell et al. 2015, data 
available at: http://democracyranking.org), and the same occurs with all four countries in the Unified Democracy 
Scores for 2012 (Pemstein, Meserve, and Melton 2010, data available at: http://www.unified-democracy-
scores.org/uds.html). Overall, results obtained on the basis of the 25 countries’ subsample are very similar to 
those obtained with the 29, and are available with the author. 
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effective number of parties and economic evaluations; and between effective number of 

parties and incumbent party closeness. Model 5 then brings all this together. 

A random effects ANOVA gives LR ratio test statistics that allow us to reject the null 

hypothesis that there is no cross-country variation in Satisfaction with Democracy. Indeed, 

computation of the intra-class correlation shows that about 23% of the variance in the 

dependent variable is due to differences across countries, with the remaining 77% attributable 

to individual differences. Furthermore, looking at Model 1, comparing with the random 

effects ANOVA, we can estimate how much of the variation in the outcome is explained by 

just these two variables and their interaction. With 𝑅!! equal to .40, Procedural Fairness, 

Satisfaction with the Economy and their interaction account for 40% of the variation in 

Satisfaction with Democracy.  

Looking at the coefficients of Model 1, we can see that individuals who evaluate 

economic performance better and have higher values on the perceived procedural fairness 

index both tend to be more satisfied with the way democracy works in practice. However, two 

things deserve notice. First, the estimation of the marginal effects at the means shows that 

while an increase of one standard deviation in Procedural fairness at the mean value of 

Satisfaction with economy is estimated to increase Satisfaction with democracy by 1.18 in a 0 

to 10 scale — 95% CI [1.16, 1.20] — , an increase of one standard deviation in Satisfaction 

with economy at the mean value of Procedural Fairness increases Satisfaction with 

democracy by .82 — 95% CI [.80,.84]. In other words, although satisfaction with democracy 

is a dimension of political support often treated as mostly “performance-driven”, it is also 

clear that considerations about the procedural fairness of the regime seem to affect the extent 

to which individuals express satisfaction with the democracy works even more strongly. 

Second, the results point to an interaction effect: the interaction term is statistically significant 
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and in the predicted direction (negative). Thus, before even any controls are introduced, the 

expectation that the relationship between evaluations of the economy and satisfaction with 

democracy should become weaker as the value of the procedural fairness variable increases is 

borne out by the data.  

Table 1. Satisfaction with democracy, procedural fairness and their interaction in the explanation of 
satisfaction with democracy (ESS6, pooled data). 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
Satisfaction with Economy .32 (.004)*** .34 (.02)*** .31 (.04)*** .28 (.02)*** .34 (.04)*** 
Procedural fairness 1.33 (.02)*** 1.22 (.05)*** 1.23 (.05)*** 1.23 (.04)*** 1.21 (.05)*** 
Satisfaction with Economy * 
Procedural fairness 

-.04 (.003)*** -.03 (.005)*** -.04 (.005)*** -.04 (.005)*** -.03 (.005)*** 

Economic development - -.004 (.007) -.008 (.007) -.007 (.007) -.002 (.007) 
Economic 
development*Satisfaction with 
Economy 

- -.002 
(.0006)*** 

- - -.002 
(.0006)*** 

ENPP - -.02 (.05) -.02 (.05) -.002 (.05) .005 (.05) 
ENPP* Satisfaction with Economy - - -.007 (.01) - -.001 (.008) 
Incumbent party closeness - .34 (.02)*** .34 (.02)*** .78 (.16)*** .77 (.15)*** 
ENPP*Incumbent party closeness - - - -.10 (.04)** -.10 (.04)** 
Age of democracy - .02 (.005)** .02 (.005)*** .02 (.005)** .02 (.005)** 
IMF/EU conditionality - .04 (.18) .04 (.18) .06 (.18) .06 (.17) 
Female - -.03 (.02) -.03 (.02) -.03 (.02) -.03 (.02) 
Age of respondent - -.003 

(.0006)*** 
-.003 

(.0006)*** 
-.003 

(.0006)*** 
-.003 

(.0006)*** 
Years of education - -.004 (.003) -.004 (.003) -.004 (.003) -.004 (.003) 
Income decile - .02 (.004)*** .02 (.004)*** .02 (.004)*** .02 (.004)*** 
Unemployed - .04 (.04) .04 (.04) .04 (.04) .04 (.04) 
Religiosity - .01 (.004)** .01 (.004)** .01 (.004)** .01 (.004)** 
Social trust - .09 (.006)*** .09 (.006)*** .09 (.006)*** .09 (.006)*** 
Left-right self-placement - .05 (.004)*** .05 (.004)*** .05 (.005)*** .05 (.005)*** 
Constant 3.89 (.06)*** 2.83 (.22)*** 2.88 (.23)*** 2.78 (.23)*** 2.71 (.22)*** 
Variance components      

Country intercept  .08 .06 
.002 
.04 
- 

.06 .06 .06 
Satisfaction with economy - .003 .003 .002 
Procedural fairness - .06 .04 .04 
Incumbent party closeness - - .04 .03 
Residual 3.11 2.84 2.84 2.83 2.83 

Log-likelihood -95,949.94 -58,531.93 -58,538.44 -58,514.47 -58,508.50 
Countries 29 29 

30,116 
29 29 29 

Respondents 48,282 30,116 30,116 30,116 
*p<.05; **p<.01;***p<.001	

 

The remaining models reveal that, in general, satisfaction with democracy among 

Europeans tends to be higher among respondents living in higher income households, more 

religious, younger, with higher levels of social trust, positioned to the right of the ideological 

left-right spectrum, closer to the party in government, and living in older democracies. 
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Economic development, IMF/EU conditionality, and the effective number of parliamentary 

parties have no direct effects.  

In Model 2, as well as in Model 5, the interaction between Satisfaction with economy 

and Economic development is statistically significant. Substantively, based on Model 5, the 

estimated marginal effect of economic evaluations on satisfaction with democracy, with both 

measured on a scale of 0 to 10, ranges from .33 — 95% CI [.29, .37] — at the lowest level of 

GDP per capita (Ukraine), to .19 — 95% CI [.14, .25] — at the highest level of GDP per 

capita (Norway). In other words, previous findings concerning the stronger effect of economic 

evaluations in poorer societies are confirmed (Rohrschneider and Loveless 2010; Lühiste 

2014). Conversely, in models 3 and 5, the interaction between economic evaluations and the 

effective number of parties is not significant, thus failing to support the notion the relationship 

between economic evaluations and satisfaction with democracy should be weaker in the more 

consensual democracies. Finally, in models 4 and 5, the interaction between closeness to the 

incumbent party and the effective number of parliamentary parties is negative and significant. 

Looking at marginal effects based on Model 5, the magnitude of the effect of Incumbent party 

closeness decreases as the effective number of parliamentary party (our proxy for consensual 

democracy) increases: it is estimated at about .55 — with 95% CI [.39, .71] — at the lowest 

level of effective number of parliamentary parties (2.3), but it gradually drops as ENPP 

increases, becoming not significantly different from zero at a value of ENPP of about 6. This 

is precisely the pattern we should expect on the basis of previous studies (Anderson and 

Guillory 1997; Wells and Krieckhaus 2006; Bernauer and Vatter 2012). 

So we already now that, in poorer countries, economic evaluations matter more for 

satisfaction with democracy. Our central concern in this paper, however, is whether 

procedural fairness also exerts a moderation effect in this regard. The results confirm the 
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initial finding about a relevant interaction between evaluations of the economy and 

perceptions of procedural fairness. Figure 2 presents a marginal effects plot based on Model 

5, showing how the marginal effect of economic evaluations on regime performance 

evaluations varies across the range of procedural fairness. 

 

 

Figure 1. Effect of satisfaction with economy on satisfaction with democracy across the real range of 
values of the procedural fairness variable. Left y-axis represents the marginal effect, with estimates 
shown in solid line, while dotted lines show the 95% confidence interval. Right y-axis represents 

distribution of respondents along the values of procedural fairness, shown in grey bars. 
 

The pattern is unmistakable: people who are more satisfied with economic 

performance are also more satisfied with the way democracy works in their countries across 

the board. However, the magnitude of that marginal effect is estimated to decline as perceived 

procedural fairness increases, from .36 — 95% CI [.32, .39] — at the lowest level of 

procedural fairness to .20 — 95% CI [.17, .23] — at the highest. To put this more clearly in 

0
.1

.2
.3

.4
Ef

fe
ct

s 
of

 S
at

is
fa

ct
io

n 
w

ith
 E

co
no

m
y 

on
 L

in
ea

r p
re

di
ct

io
n,

 9
5 

%
 C

I

0
1

2
3

4
Pe

rc
en

t P
ro

ce
du

ra
l F

ai
rn

es
s

-2.19 -1.29 -.40 .50 1.39 2.29
Procedural Fairness



	 20 

substantive terms, for a person at the lowest level of the scale of procedural fairness, a one-

standard deviation increase in economic evaluations leads to an increase of more than one 

third of a standard deviation in the evaluation of regime performance. At the other extreme, at 

the highest level of procedural fairness, the estimated effect of a similar increase is only 

slightly above half as large.  

Another way of discerning how the effect of economic evaluations is moderated by 

other variables is to look, still based on Model 5 results, at the predicted values of satisfaction 

with democracy as satisfaction with the economy increases, but under different conditions. 

Figure 2 plots the predicted values of satisfaction with democracy against economic 

evaluations, in two situations: individuals with “high” (black line) and “low” (grey line) 

values of the procedural fairness index (with “high” and “low” defined here as two standard 

deviations, respectively, above and below the mean value of Procedural Fairness). 
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Figure 2. Predicted values of satisfaction with democracy plotted against satisfaction with economy, 

for individuals with low and high values of procedural fairness (with “low” and “high” defined as two 
standard deviations below and above the mean) and remaining variables at their means. Dotted lines 

show the 95% confidence intervals.  
 

We see, first, the important main effect of procedural fairness itself, with predicted 

values for all individuals with high values in the index above those with low values, 

regardless of how they evaluate the economy. Second, regardless of procedural fairness, 

individuals with better evaluations of the economy tend to be more satisfied with how 

democracy works in their country. However, for those with “low” values in procedural 

fairness, the slope is steeper: a change in satisfaction with the economy from the minimum to 

the maximum values is predicted to increase satisfaction with democracy by about 3.4 points 

(1.4 standard deviations in satisfaction with democracy), while a similar change for those with 

“high” values of procedural fairness leads to smaller increase of 2.1 points (.8 standard 

deviations).  
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In sum, powerful as economic evaluations may be as predictors of how much people 

are satisfied with the way democracy works in practice, they are more powerful in some 

contexts and for some people than for others. Although satisfaction with democracy may be to 

some extent a “performance driven-attitude” (Mattes & Bratton 2007: 201), in the sense that 

is partially explained by the favorability of economic outcomes, this assessment is mitigated 

in two ways by these results. First, the perceived procedural fairness of the democratic regime 

also matters. In fact, in our estimates, the main effect of procedural fairness is larger than the 

main effect of economic evaluations. Second, the effect of economic evaluations is larger in 

some contexts and for some people than for others, with economic development, at the 

macro-level, and the perceived regime’s procedural fairness, at the individual-level, 

decreasing the extent to which people evaluate how democracy performs in their country on 

the basis of perceived economic performance. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

The recent economic crisis in Europe and the coterminous drops in popular 

evaluations of democratic performance in many countries have focused attention on the role 

that economic performance and evaluations play in democratic support. However, central as 

those aspects may be, they are not the only ones that matter in this regard. An increasingly 

important strand of research has been stressing that, above and beyond the delivery of 

favorable economic outcomes, citizens also care about the “quality of governance,” conceived 

as governance according to norms of impartiality, effectiveness, lack of corruption, rule of 

law, and similar constructs (see Wagner, Schneider, & Halla 2009; Linde & Erlingsson 2013; 

Peffley and Rohrschneider 2014; and Dahlberg & Holmberg 2014).  
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This study attempts to deepen our understanding of the effects of such considerations 

in the explanation of political support, by testing an hypothesis derived from theories of 

procedural fairness in social psychology: perceptions of procedural fairness should moderate 

the influence of outcome favorability. The results support this hypothesis, suggesting an 

interaction effect consistent with that found in many observational and experimental studies 

in organizational psychology. Among European publics, while economic evaluations are 

indeed linked with higher regime support, such relationship is weaker when the regime’s 

procedural fairness is perceived to be high. This finding was obtained while taking into 

account other mechanisms that have been advanced in the literature, which are in most 

respects also confirmed. 

Thus, in the same way that studies of electoral behavior have uncovered a number of 

factors that account for the puzzling instability of economic voting (Kayser 2014), the role of 

economic perceptions in fostering democratic support seems also to be conditional upon 

measurable factors. Furthermore, these results reinforce and extend those of preceding studies 

that, by explicitly addressing the topic of procedural fairness at the macro-political level of 

regime support (see, for example, Rohrschneider 2005; Rothstein 2009; Linde 2012; 

Erligsson, Linde, and Öhrvall 2014), have contributed to align the empirical and theoretical 

findings of two literatures — political science and social psychology — whose contributions 

to the understanding of people’s views about authorities have often run in parallel lines but 

with insufficient cross-fertilization. 

To be sure, further research is necessary. For example, it is important to note that an 

interaction between procedural fairness and outcome favorability is to be expected from 

different theoretical perspectives. Future studies along these lines, designed specifically with 

the purpose of addressing this interaction effect and obtaining better and more direct measures 
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of procedural fairness, may contribute to explain why this moderation effect occurs. Does 

procedural fairness lead individuals to believe future outcomes will not be arbitrary, leading 

them to discount current failures? Does it create a relationship between people and authorities 

that leads the former to make less self-interested considerations and to focus on less tangible 

benefits? Does it change the reference points with which current outcomes are compared? Or 

does it change the causal attributions people make for the outcomes they receive, posing less 

emphasis on the responsibility of authorities for those outcomes? Further research along these 

lines may contribute to illuminate the mechanisms behind the findings of this study and, in 

fact, of other strands of the political science literature that have focused on the relationship 

between economic evaluations and political attitudes and behaviors. 

Furthermore, concerns with endogeneity are difficult to dispel when measurements of 

the different variables of interest are obtained from a single cross-sectional survey. The 

economic voting literature is, again, a forum where an animated debate about the use of 

individual economic perceptions versus the use of objective economic indicators persists (van 

der Brug, van der Eijk, & Franklin, M. 2007; Stevenson & Duch 2013). However, regardless 

of where one stands in that controversy, a desirable additional step in testing the robustness of 

these findings should ideally be the use of “external” and “macro-level” measures of both 

economic outcomes and procedural fairness. A single set of cross-sectional surveys across 

two-dozen countries, like that employed in this study, is certainly not the ideal setting to 

advance that particular research design. However, repeated survey measurements through 

time of regime support do exist, in surveys such as the Eurobarometer or even the full pooled 

six rounds of the European Social Survey, making it conceivably possible, in future studies, to 

examine whether the patterns discerned here are replicated with that alternative research 

design. 
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Appendix 
	

Table A1. Countries and surveys included in the analysis, ESS Round 6 
Country Fieldwork GDP per 

capita, constant 
2005$ (World 

Bank) 

1997-2010  
ENPP 

Polity 
score 

Freedom 
House 
status 

Age of 
democracy 

(topcoded at 
70) 

Albania Dec 12 - Feb 13 3994.2 2.98 9 PF 10 
Belgium Sep - Dec 12 36557.5 6.4 8 F 68 
Bulgaria Feb - Apr 13 4692.4 3.4 9 F 22 
Cyprus Oct - Dec 12 21785.1 3.77 10 F 37 

Czech Republic Jan - Mar 13 14087.7 3.75 8 F 22 
Denmark Jan - Apr 13 46255.1 4.86 10 F 67 
Estonia Sep 12 - Jan 13 11940.8 4.85 9 F 13 
Finland Sep 12 - Feb 13 38383.1 5.05 10 F 68 
France Feb - Jun 13 34140.6 2.69 9 F 43 

Germany Sep 12 - Jan 13 38219.8 3.58 10 F 63 
Hungary Nov 12 - Feb 13 11000.2 2.52 10 F 22 
Iceland Oct 12 - Mar 13 53222.8 3.74 10* F 68* 
Ireland Oct 12 - Feb 13 45355.8 2.84 10 F 70 
Israel Sep 12  - Mar 13 23091.4 7.02 10 F 64 
Italy Jun - Dec 13 28376.4 5.59 10 F 65 

Kosovo Feb - Mar 13 2894.8 3.71 8 PF 4 
Lithuania May - Aug 13 10653.4 5.15 10 F 22 

Netherlands Aug 12 - Mar 13 40639.7 5.50 10 F 67 
Norway Aug 12 - Feb 13 65616.5 4.58 10 F 67 
Poland Sep 12 - Jan 13 10584.8 3.41 10 F 21 

Portugal Oct 12 - Mar 13 17918.4 2.72 10 F 36 
Russian Federation Oct - Dec 12 6848.7 4.49 4 NF 0 

Slovakia Oct 12 - Mar 13 14911.1 4.92 10 F 19 
Slovenia Oct - Dec 13 18630.0 4.66 10 F 21 

Spain Jan - Mar 13 24573.1 2.51 10 F 34 
Sweden Oct 12 - May 13 43830.6 4.22 10 F 70 

Switzerland Sep 12 - Apr 13 54995.9 5.04 10 F 70 
Ukraine Jul - Aug 13 2138.3 3.78 6 PF 0 

United Kingdom Sep 12 - Feb 13 37569.8 2.32 10 F 70 
* Iceland not included in Polity IV; coding by author.  

 

 

 

 


