
14

Polish Political Science Review. Polski Przegląd Politologiczny 9 (1)/2021

Pepijn van Houwelingen   Paul Dekker
Th e Netherlands Institute for Social Research  Th e Netherlands Institute for Social Research

SATISFACTION WITH DEMOCRACY IN PERSPECTIVE: 
ANCHORING TODAY BY LOOKING BACK AND FORWARD

 
DOI: 10.2478/ppsr-2021-0002

Authors
Pepijn van Houwelingen (PhD) was a researcher at Th e Netherlands Institute for Social Research 
and is now a member of the Dutch Parliament. He studied Industrial Engineering and Man-
agement at Twente University and is involved in research concerning democracy and (political) 
participation.

ORCID no. 0000-0002-7147-4719
e-mail: p.vhouwelingen@tweedekamer.nl

Paul Dekker (PhD) was a senior researcher at Th e Netherlands Institute for Social Research and is 
a professor at Tilburg University.

ORCID no. 0000-0002-8054-4184
e-mail: paul.dekker@tilburguniversity.edu

Abstract
Th e question of how satisfi ed people are with the workings of their national democracy has oft en 
been criticized but is still the international standard measurement of satisfaction with democracy 
(SWD). In this paper we explore the benefi ts of adding questions about remembered and expected 
satisfaction ‘ten years ago’ and ‘ten years from now’, as were asked in the ISSP citizenship surveys 
of 2004 and 2014. Based on the data from seventeen European countries, we fi nd that national 
samples:

 ■ do not show universal ‘nostalgia’,
 ■ produce good guesses of past satisfaction but show no futurist insights,
 ■ give retrospective judgments that do not correlate well with changes in expert opinions,
 ■ give retrospective judgments that do not correlate well with changes in the share of the pop-

ulist vote.
At the individual level we fi nd: 

 ■ that in almost all countries expected satisfaction with democracy ten years from now is a bet-
ter predictor of political trust and feelings of political effi  cacy than satisfaction with democ-
racy today,

 ■ that in almost all countries expected satisfaction with democracy ten years from now is a bet-
ter predictor of the preference for populist voting (in one national case study),

 ■ we note that Poland is the only country in our sample where citizens were, in 2014, retrospec-
tively more positive about the development of their democracy, probably due to the severe 
economic conditions Poland faced in 2004.

Overall, we do not fi nd evidence for the relevance of retrospective judgements, but some evidence 
for the relevance of prospective judgements. We recommend further research into individual 
changes in present satisfaction and perceptions of these changes to better understand the frames 
of reference of ‘satisfaction with democracy today’.
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Satisfaction with democracy today 
Th e question ‘…on the whole, how satisfi ed are you with the way democracy works in 
[your country]?’ is worldwide the core, and oft en only, question to measure satisfaction 
with democracy (SWD). SWD might as such be a theoretical concept (Norris, 1999, Clarke, 
Dutt and Kornberg, 1993, Dahlberg and Holmberg, 2014, Christmann, 2018), or it is used 
for concepts such as ‘democratic responsiveness’ (Ceron and Memoli, 2016; Morlino and 
Quaranta, 2014), and ‘perceived eff ectiveness of a regime’ (Lagos, 2003)’. Th e indicator has 
been disputed (Anderson, 2002; Canache, Mondak and Seligson, 2001; Linde and Ekman, 
2003; Quarantana, 2018), but has nevertheless been accepted widely as common measure 
for ‘the level of support for the way the democratic regime works in practice’ (Linde and 
Ekman, 2003), and has survived in recent tests with alternative measurements as ‘a decent 
proxy to measure the citizens’ evaluations of democracy’ (Quaranta, 2018; cf. Foa et al., 
2020). 

In this paper we will not go into the debate about the object of measurement when 
people are asked about (the functioning of) ‘democracy’, but focus on the points of refer-
ence or comparison, the anchors, of expressions of (dis)satisfaction. A basic problem when 
comparing ‘satisfaction with democracy’, both between individuals and at an aggregated 
level between countries, is the lack of a common (objective) anchor point. One person’s 
score of 7 might be another person’s 6 or 8. Th ere might be labels for the extreme scores, 
but they might have diff erent meanings for respondents. Th ere is no absolute point of ref-
erence and people might use diff erent perspectives of comparison. One respondent might 
feel quite satisfi ed with democracy in his or her country ‘compared to other countries’ 
while another respondent might feel exactly the same but nevertheless give a lower score 
because he or she is not making a comparison with ‘other countries’ but with a  ‘better 
past’. In fact, in an earlier study (Van Houwelingen, Dekker & Den Ridder, 2012), we 
asked Dutch respondents in a panel study explicitly to make a comparison with the past 
(‘one year ago’) when evaluating their satisfaction with Dutch (national) politics. Th ese 
evaluations quite oft en diff ered from the evaluations given by the same respondents with-
out an explicit point of comparison at the same two diff erent points in time. In our study 
we were able to discuss this apparent paradox with respondents themselves. In general, 
they clearly indicated a preference for their own, usually more pessimistic, retrospective 
evaluations of democracy, even though this was oft en not consistent with the ‘grades’ they 
had given for their current satisfaction during past surveys that implied a more positive 
retrospective evaluation. For example, a  typical respondent could give the same grade 
each year for his satisfaction with politics at that moment, but would at the same time in-
dicate, retrospectively, that, nonetheless, ‘politics was heading in the wrong direction last 
year’. If asked to choose between these two inconsistent evaluations respondents would 
almost always choose the more pessimistic retrospective evaluations.

Against this background we are interested in SWD-questions asked in the Internation-
al Social Survey Programme (ISSP) citizenship modules of 2004 and 2014. A  question 
about SWD at present was complemented in these modules with questions about the past 
and future:1

1 We have not been able to ind the arguments of the ISSP researchers of 2004 to do so; the 
only arguments of the 2014 researchers to keep the questions is that the retrospective question 
might be interesting after ten years and the prospective question might be reconsidered because it 
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 ■ On the whole, on a scale of 0 to 10 where 0 is very poorly and 10 is very well: How well 
does democracy work in (COUNTRY) today? 

 ■ And what about 10 years ago? How well did democracy work in (COUNTRY) then? 
 ■ And how about 10 years from now? How well do you think democracy will work in 

(COUNTRY) then?
Th e questions resemble the oft en used ‘Cantril-ladders’ to measure life satisfaction.2 We 

are investigating whether the addition of a time perspective might help to get a better idea 
of how collectives and individuals experience and evaluate democracy, and how these ret-
rospective evaluations and prospective expectations of democracy are related to political 
attitudes and voting behaviour of individuals. As far as we know the additional questions 
have been used in a published work only once, by Ariely (2013).3 

Retrospective survey questions are oft en used in the social sciences as ‘second best’ alter-
natives compared to panel data (Finney, 1981), due to diff erent kinds of (cognitive) distor-
tions such as ‘telescoping’, or cognitive dissonance (Golden, 1992; cf. Beckett et al., 2001). 
Studies concerning the reliability of retrospective survey questions have focused mostly 
on a relatively short period of up to one year (Smith, 1984), and on individual (instead 
of aggregated) reliability, usually based on panel data. Examples are voter recall studies 
(Schwarz and Oyserman, 2001; Van Elsas, Lubbe, Van der Meer and Van der Brug, 2013). 
Studies testing the aggregated — i.e., country level — and long-term accuracy4 of retrospec-
tive studies are rare. Studies with regard to prospective accuracy are, as far as we could 
ascertain, even rarer. Th e ISSP 2004 and 2014 citizenship modules, together, allow us, at 
the aggregated country level to measure the accuracy over a longer term (ten years) of both 
retrospective and prospective (attitudinal) SWD survey questions. Th e data also allows us 
to investigate the relevance of such a retrospective and prospective outlook for measur-
ing satisfaction with democracy. We believe this is a potentially important contribution, 
because recent literature points to the value of including retrospective and prospective 
evaluations for explaining, for example, societal pessimism, and populism (Steenvoorden 
and Harteveld, 2018). In recent literature ‘nostalgia’, especially, has been connected to 
populism in general and the vote for Brexit and the election of Trump — whose slogan is 
‘Make America Great Again’ — in particular (Kenny, 2017). Norris and Inglehart (2019) for 
example argue that longterm cultural value change and processes such as immigration 
and urbanization associated with these changes have, especially with older people, culmi-

had a higher number of missing answers in 2004 (Pammett 2016).
2 Known as self-anchoring scales, referring to the subjective labels (‘the best possible life for 

you’/’the worst possible life for you’) at both ends of the scale (Kilpatrick and Cantril 1960). The 
anchors in this paper do not refer to this but to the anchoring of judgments of the present situation 
between remembered satisfaction in the past and expected satisfaction in the future. 

3 Without further refl ections, Ariely combines the answers to the ‘SWD today’ and ‘SWD ten years 
from now’ questions in ISSP 2004 to measure SWD. A reliability analysis of the 2014 data confi rms that 
this selection of 2 generates the highest Cronbach’s alpha in 12 of the 17 European countries of this paper 
as well (in the Czech Republic, Norway, Slovenia and Sweden, a scale of all three items is marginally better, 
and in Switzerland the combination of today and ten years ago is more reliable). 

4 We are, of course, aware that ‘countries’ do not make predictions and that our respondents, since 
the ISSP is not a panel study, have changed between the 2004 and 2014 waves. Moreover, because all our 
SWD measurements are based on perceptions and ‘factual’ SWD measurements do not exist it would, 
strictly speaking, be better to use the term ‘correlation’ instead of ‘accuracy’. However, this would, we be-
lieve, make the text more diffi  cult to read therefore we use the term ‘accuracy’ but with these disclaimers 
in mind. 
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nated in a ‘cultural backlash’ because people feel they have become ‘strangers in their own 
land’ (Hochschild, 2016). 

Moreover, according to economic voting theory, the importance of economic retro-
spective evaluations and prospective expectations — i.e., has the economy improved in the 
past and will it improve in the future or not? — in voting behavior is well recognized (Lacy 
and Christenson, 2017). Th erefore, are retrospective evaluations and prospective expecta-
tions with regard to the functioning of democracy (instead of the economy) perhaps also 
possible important determinants with regard to, for example, voting behavior? Are those 
who have become less satisfi ed with democracy (irrespective of their satisfaction with de-
mocracy today), for example, perhaps more likely to vote for populist parties or to distrust 
politicians? In other words, should a ‘democratic voting theory’, not only include ‘satisfac-
tion with democracy today’, but also incorporate a respondent’s retrospective evaluation 
and prospective expectation of his or her satisfaction with democracy? In this paper we 
will try to answer this question from diff erent perspectives. 

We will use the data of the 17 European countries included in both the 2004 and 2014 
ISSP datasets. Th is is a selection of liberal democracies that experienced no big shocks 
(except the more or less common fi nancial and economic crisis), so there is no need to 
speculate about the meaning of SWD in authoritarian regimes (Chu & Wu 2019) or the 
impact of extraordinary events to explain national developments.

We will fi rst explore the mean scores for the three evaluations in both years: 1) do we 
fi nd general patterns of nostalgia and of democratic optimism or pessimism? 2) how well 
are national samples able to remember and foresee their satisfaction with democracy (is 
there wisdom in the crowds?)? Secondly, we will briefl y compare these judgments with 
changes in expert opinions about the quality of democracy and changes in the populist 
share of the vote. Th irdly, we move to the individual level and explore how the judgments 
are related to diff erences in political trust, feelings of effi  cacy and populist sympathies.

Satisfaction with democracy in 2004 and 2014
To introduce the data and answer our fi rst ‘accuracy’-question, Table 1 shows country 
level average scores for satisfaction with democracy today (t), ten years ago (p(ast)) and ten 
years from now (f(uture)) in 2014 and 2004 and some comparisons of these scores. 

In 2014 citizens of 11 of the 17 countries indicated a lower average level of satisfaction 
with democracy than they thought they had ten years before, only the Polish people show 
a higher level (and in the other 5 countries there is no signifi cant change; column 4). Ten 
years before, in 2004, citizens of 11 countries expected, on average, a decline in satisfac-
tion and 6, on average, an increase (column 8). Comparing data from both years in the 
last two columns, we see that average satisfaction with democracy increased in 7 countries 
and decreased in 7 countries (and did not change in 3; column 9). Comparing the actual 
change in satisfaction with the perceived change in 2014, we see in column 10 that the 
perception of change was more negative than the real change in 11 countries and more 
positive in 5 (and unchanged in Austria).
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Table 1. Satisfaction with democracy today (=t), ten years ago (past =p) and ten years from now (future 
=f): mean scores (0=very poorly, 10=very well) and diff erences; population 18 years and older

2014 2004 2014–2004

1: t14

2: p14

3: f14

4: t14–p14a

5: t04

6: p04

7: f04

8: f04–t04a

9: t14–t04a

10: diff erence 
colum

ns 4–9a b

Austria (AT) 6.4 7.0 5.5 -0.7 7.1 7.6 6.5 -0.6 -0.7 0

Belgium (Flanders) (BE) 5.6 5.8 5.1 -0.2 5.4 5.5 5.0 -0.4 0.2 -0.4

Czech Republic (CZ) 4.5 4.5 4.8 -0.1 5.4 4.7 5.8 0.4 -0.9 0.8

Denmark (DK) 7.4 7.7 7.0 -0.2 7.8 7.8 7.4 -0.4 -0.4 0.2

Finland (FI) 6.4 6.6 6.0 -0.2 6.7 6.3 6.3 -0.4 -0.3 0.1

France (FR) 4.8 5.7 3.9 -1.0 5.4 5.9 4.6 -0.8 -0.7 -0.3

Germany (DE) 6.6 6.7 6.2 0.0 5.6 6.5 5.0 -0.6 1.0 -1.0

Hungary (HU) 4.9 5.3 5.7 -0.5 4.9 4.5 6.3 1.4 -0.1 -0.4

Netherlands (NL) 6.4 6.9 6.1 -0.5 6.5 7.0 6.0 -0.5 -0.1 -0.4

Norway (NO) 7.6 7.6 7.1 0.0 6.7 7.0 6.1 -0.6 0.9 -0.9

Poland (PO) 4.3 4.2 4.9 0.1 4.3 3.9 6.0 1.7 0.0 0.1

Slovak Republic (SK) 4.7 4.7 5.0 0.0 4.1 4.1 5.0 0.9 0.6 -0.6

Slovenia (SL) 3.7 5.5 4.1 -1.9 5.0 5.1 5.5 0.5 -1.3 -0.6

Spain (ES) 4.4 5.6 4.8 -1.2 6.1 5.5 6.6 0.5 -1.7 0.5

Sweden (SE) 7.1 7.4 6.8 -0.3 6.4 7.0 5.7 -0.7 0.7 -1.0

Switzerland (CH) 7.6 7.8 7.1 -0.1 6.9 7.3 6.2 -0.7 0.7 -0.8

United Kingdom (UK) 6.3 6.4 5.9 0.0 6.1 6.2 5.6 -0.5 0.2 -0.2

a Signifi cant (p <0,01 two-sided;) diff erences and changes are marked bold (if positive also italic).
b Negative value = perceived change more negative than actual change, positive value = perceived change 
more positive than actual change.
Source: ISSP 2004 & 2014

Th us, in most countries people are too negative about the changes in satisfaction, 
i.e., their retrospective evaluations of the working of democracy. Or put in other words, 
though ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ has increased in as many of our countries as 
decreased from 2004 to 2014 (column 9), citizens in all but one country (Poland), at the 
same time, believed in 2014 that their democracies have not improved over the last ten 
years (column 4). On fi rst sight, this might be seen as evidence for the ‘nostalgic’ bias of 
retrospective questions (Smith, 1984, p. 646). However, it is at least not a universal phe-
nomenon: 5 countries show the opposite bias in column 10 of Table 1 and there is not 
always a clear majority of people seeing a decline in satisfaction: indeed, 11 of 17 countries 
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in 2014 (column 4) but in 2004 this was the case in 8 countries with 5 countries perceiving 
an improvement between 1994 and 2004.5

Before examining the possible relevance of the retrospective and prospective outlook 
for measuring satisfaction with democracy, let us let us fi rst have another look at the rela-
tionship between actual and remembered satisfaction in 2004. We visualize it in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. SWD in 2004: actual scores in 2004 and remembered scores in 2014

Source: ISSP 2004–2014

First and foremost, on average, retrospective validity at the aggregated country level ap-
pears to be reasonably good. Th e average absolute retrospective bias (positive or negative) 
per country is 0.3 points and the correlation between retrospective and actual satisfaction 
with democracy is 0.88 and slightly higher than when people would have fi lled in the 
same grade as they did for SWD today (0.80). Th e correlation between expected average 
satisfaction with democracy ten years from now in 2004 and actual satisfaction with de-
mocracy in 2014 however is only 0,33. In other words, while citizens, as a collective, are 
quite able to remember their past ‘satisfaction with democracy’ respondents are not able 
to predict their future satisfaction with democracy very well. So, if there is any ‘wisdom of 
the crowds’ (Surowiecki 2004), it is in knowing the past and not in foreseeing the future. 

Th e Polish exception
In general, both the retrospective evaluation of democracy (over the past ten years) and 
the prospective expectation tend to be negative for most countries in 2014. Poland is the 
only country in our sample where citizens retrospectively believed in 2014 that, over the 
previous ten years (i.e., compared to 2004), democracy had improved. Th is is probably due 

5 There was a net idea of progress in Poland in both years, in no other country in 2014 but in 
2004 also in the Czech Republic, Finland, Hungary and Spain. 
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to economic considerations. At the beginning of this century Poland was reconstructing 
its economy. Unemployment reached a record high (18.8%) in February 2003 (Smeets and 
Warzynski, 2006). Polish respondents probably had these (severe) economic circumstanc-
es in mind when comparing satisfaction with democracy in 2014 with one’s satisfaction 
with democracy ten years before in 2004, when the unemployment rate was about dou-
ble that of 2014. Th is observation supports the accumulating evidence in the literature 
(Christmann, 2018) that satisfaction with democracy and economic performance are pos-
itively correlated and probably is also the main explanation for the (relatively) positive 
retrospective and prospective evaluations of democracy in Poland (and the few other Cen-
tral and Eastern-European countries in our sample that have, since their transition from 
communism and their accession into the EU, seen their economies grow at a relatively fast 
pace). 

Central and Eastern Europe positive about the future of democracy
Besides the positive retrospective evaluation of democracy in Poland we fi nd it remarkable 
that the prospective evaluations of democracy, both in 2004 and 2014, were positive (or 
statistically not diff erent from zero in the case of the Slovak Republic and Slovenia in 2014) 
for the fi ve Central and Eastern European countries in our example (see table 1) while 
the same outlook was pessimistic in 2004 and 2014 for all the other Western European 
countries in our sample (with the exception of Spain). Apparently, the democratic mood 
in general and democratic expectations in particular tend to be more optimistic in the 
Central and Eastern European countries. Maybe their relatively recent admission to the 
EU can be a (part of the) explanation for this diff erence. 

Correlates of national changes
Changes in ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ between 2004 and 2014 (column 4 in Ta-
ble 1) suggest a balance of positive and negative changes of national democracies, the ret-
rospective judgments of the 2014 respondents suggest negative developments and rising 
‘democratic discontent’ in most countries over the same period. We take a  look at two 
indicators that might support one or the other expectation, or neither of them.

Citizens and experts
Th e fi rst are expert judgments. We use the ‘Democracy Barometer’ (Bühlmann e.a., 2015). 
Th e correlation of changes according to the overall ‘quality of democracy’ index of this 
barometer with changes in average ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ between 2004 and 
2014 (column 9 in Table 1) is only 0,4. Th e correlation between changes on the index and 
perceived changes of the 2014 respondents (column 4 in Table 1) is also positive but even 
weaker (0,24). Figure 2 shows the pattern.
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Figure 2. Changes 2004–2014 according to ISSP-respondents in 2014 and the ‘democracy index’ (2004–
2014)

Sources: ISSP 2014 and Democracy Barometer (2004–2014)

We have also used the Economist Intelligence Unit’s (Th e Economist Intelligence Unit, 
2019) democracy index (available from 2006 on, so we are not able to compare exactly the 
same period). Both the retrospective outlook as well as the ‘changes in average satisfac-
tion with democracy today’ between 2004 and 2014 correlate at a positive but weak level 
of 0,4 with the changes according to experts. Th e retrospective outlook therefore does 
not appear to provide us with any additional information in this respect compared to the 
commonly used ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ indicator. 

SWD-changes and populist vote
One may assume a negative relationship between (changes in) satisfaction and populist 

vote, be it because dissatisfaction stimulates populist vote, or be it that growing populist 
vote makes (other) people dissatisfi ed.

Based on research conducted by Rooduijn and others (Rooduijn, e.a. 2019)6 the ‘popu-
list vote share’ decreased in 3 of our 17 countries (namely Belgium, Norway, and Slovenia) 
between 2004 and 2014 and increased in the other 14. Th is increase corresponds with the 
overall (more) pessimistic retrospectively outlook during the same period and not with 
the overall stability of ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ in 2004 and 2014 (see Table 1). 
However, there is no correspondence of changes in the populist vote and changes of (ret-
rospective) satisfaction at the national level. 

To summarize, correlations at the national level for the retrospective outlook are in gen-
eral weak and not stronger compared to changes in average ‘satisfaction with democracy 
today’ between 2004 and 2014. One might fi nd a statistically signifi cant relationship with 
a larger number of countries, but it is highly unlikely to fi nd substantial relationships. But 
what about the individual level? Does the retrospective (has democracy improved or not 
during the past ten years?) or prospective (will democracy improve or not during the next 

6 We would like to thank Matthijs Rooduijn for providing us with a dataset that categorizes 
for each country and or every election year which parties are ‘populist’, and which are not. We 
combined this dataset with the election results from ‘Parlgov’ to calculate the populist vote share. 
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ten years?) outlook provide us with additional insights with regard to individual opinions 
and behavior?

Correlations at the individual level
So much about crowds and countries. In this third part we focus on individuals. First 
a  look at attitudinal correlations of SWD in all 17 countries in 2014 and then, for one 
country, a further look at the relationship between measurements of dissatisfaction and 
the intention to vote on populist parties.

Satisfaction with democracy and other attitudes towards politics
How important are present scores, perceived changes, and expected developments in sat-
isfaction with democracy for other attitudes towards the political system? ISSP has a few 
questions in this area and we summarize them as indicators for political effi  cacy or per-
ceived political responsiveness (‘People like me don’t have any say about what the govern-
ment does’ and ‘I don’t think the government cares much what people like me think’) and 
political trust (‘Most of the time we can trust people in government to do what is right’ 
and ‘Most politicians are in politics only for what they can get out of it personally’). Th e 
reliability of both scales is rather low, but, with one exception, good enough for some 
exploratory analyses.7 How well are both scales predicted by an individual’s ‘satisfaction 
with democracy today’, the retrospective evaluation how democracy has been developing 
during the past ten years and the prospective expectation how democracy will develop 
during the next ten years?

For political trust we fi nd strong positive eff ects of SWD today in all 17 countries, in 
only four countries small signifi cant (p<.05) eff ects of the experienced change in SWD 
(negative in CZ, and SK, and positive in DE, and HU). We get similar results for respon-
siveness: strong positive eff ects of SWD today in all 16 countries (France was left  out) 
and four minor signifi cant eff ects of perceived change in SWD (positive in AT, HU, and 
PL, negative in SK). Th ese results do not seem to indicate that retrospection is strongly 
correlated with political trust and responsiveness at the individual level. But what about 
expectations? Do respondents who expect democracy to improve in the years to come 
show higher levels of political responsiveness and political trust?

With three self-selecting regression analyses (stepwise, forward selection and backward 
elimination), we have looked for the best combination of predictor of political respon-
siveness and trust among the three SWD measurements and the two diff erence scores 
(today — past and future — today). Th e three diff erent ways of selecting variables give iden-
tical results most of the time. Both political trust and perceived political responsiveness 
are fi rst of all predicted by the expected SWD (in 14 of the 17/16 countries) and secondly 
in most countries by the SWD today or by the expected change.8 In other words, one’s 
expected satisfaction with democracy ten years from now and whether or not that is an 
improvement compared to one’s current satisfaction are important variables for predict-

7 Average value of Cronbach’s alpha for the trust scale is .51 (lowest value .42) for the 17 
countries, for the responsiveness scale .75 (lowest value .56) for 16 countries (France is excluded 
with a value of .09). 

8 In most cases two variables are selected. Of course, there is multicollinearity between the 
ive indicators, but for the selections the VIF values are between 1 and 10.



23

Polish Political Science Review. Polski Przegląd Politologiczny 9 (1)/2021

ing an individual’s level of political trust and belief in the responsiveness. Th is is in line 
with Nadeau et al.(2019) who also concluded that individual expectations are an impor-
tant predictor for democratic support. Optimism and pessimism color citizens’ attitudes 
towards political institutions and democracy itself. 

Dissatisfaction and the populist vote in Th e Netherlands
Finally, for one country, we have made a brief analysis to determine the possible additional 
value of the retrospective and prospective outlook in predicting the populist vote at the 
individual level. Again, the three (stepwise, forward, and backward) regression analyses 
point toward the same conclusion: besides ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ the expect-
ed change during the next ten years (the ‘prospective outlook’) is able to predict whether 
or not an individual will vote for a populist party in Th e Netherlands. Th e retrospective 
outlook does not provide extra information and is therefore not included in the regression 
analyses. Th e less satisfi ed one is with democracy today, and the more one is expecting 
this satisfaction to decrease during the next ten years, the greater the chance of voting for 
a populist party. 

Conclusions and discussion
One would expect that a ‘backward looking perspective’ measured by an explicitly retro-
spective indicator might be crucial to measure ‘democratic (dis)content’ well, especially in 
an age of (populist) discontent that is associated with ‘nostalgia’ for a ‘golden past’ accord-
ing to recent literature (Steenvoorden and Harteveld, 2018). We have delved into this ques-
tion in this paper based on ISSP data, that have (as far as we could ascertain) not previous-
ly been used for this purpose. Our results are mixed. While on the one hand respondents 
are indeed able to estimate, as a collective, their past satisfaction with democracy quite 
accurately and, moreover, the, in general, rather pessimistic retrospective evaluation in 
2014 is more than an expression of ‘timeless nostalgia’ (since the retrospective evaluation 
in 2004 was not as pessimistic) as some authors claim, these retrospective evaluations on 
the other hand do not correlate strongly and certainly not better at a national level with 
(changes in) expert opinions about the quality of democracy or changes in the share of 
the populist vote compared to changes in average satisfaction with democracy today be-
tween 2004 and 2014. However, at the individual level the prospective outlook does, as the 
most important determinant or on top of one’s ‘satisfaction with democracy today’, help 
predict an individual’s political trust and responsiveness as well as the chance that he or 
she might vote for a populist party. Th erefore, to measure the mood in a society or predict 
voting behavior, or the level of political (dis)trust, it might be valuable to not only measure 
a respondent’s ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ — as is conventionally done — but to also 
measure his or her expected satisfaction with democracy ‘ten years from now’. Th ese fu-
ture expectations, we would like to argue, do matter, and by not only asking respondents 
about their ‘satisfaction with democracy today’ but also their expected ‘satisfaction with 
democracy ten years from now’, we are able to make a distinction between those who are 
optimistic and those who are pessimistic about the future of democracy irrespective of 
one’s ‘satisfaction with democracy today’. 
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From our earlier research (Van Houwelingen, Dekker & Den Ridder, 2012) we expected 
that the belief of democratic progress or decline (comparing SDW today with SDW 10 
years ago) would have a stronger relationship with other attitudes to the political system, 
and to populist voting behavior, than the ‘anchorless’ (at least from a temporal perspec-
tive) SDW today judgement. We have found no evidence for this expectation. Neverthe-
less, we think research using the popular SWD today question could be enriched with 
information about how citizens see developments of the working of their democracy. Fur-
ther research is needed, however, because it remains puzzling that the overall share of the 
populist vote in Europe has clearly risen between 2004 and 2014 (Rooduijn et al., 2019) 
while at the same time average ‘satisfaction with democracy’ has more or less remained 
constant i.e., increased and decreased for the same number of countries. 

In an earlier panel study (Van Houwelingen, Dekker & Den Ridder, 2012) we were able, 
as mentioned in the beginning, to discuss the paradox of stable judgments and, at the 
same time, predominantly negative pessimistic retrospective evaluations with respond-
ents themselves. In general, they clearly indicated to prefer their own usually more pes-
simistic retrospective evaluations of democracy even though this was oft en not consistent 
with the ‘grades’ they had given for their current satisfaction throughout past surveys 
that implied a more positive retrospective evaluation. For example, a typical respondent 
could give the same grade each year for his satisfaction with politics at that moment but 
would at the same time indicate, retrospectively, that, nonetheless, ‘politics was heading 
in the wrong direction last year’. If asked to choose between these two inconsistent eval-
uations, respondents would almost always choose for the more pessimistic retrospective 
evaluations. We have observed this paradox in other research as well. For example, when 
asked to retrospectively evaluate satisfaction with one’s own life at this moment compared 
to one’s (remembered) satisfaction ‘ten years ago’ respondents are inclined to give posi-
tive evaluations compared to the (slightly negative) trendlines for satisfaction with ‘one’s 
life’ that we were able to construct based on (quarterly) longitudinal research during the 
same past ten years (Dekker & Van Houwelingen, 2017). Apparently, respondents tend 
to evaluate, retrospectively, their own lives (more) optimistically while being retrospec-
tively (more) pessimistic about society in general at the same time. Th ese fi ndings ask for 
further research to temporally anchor measurements of SDW and satisfaction with other 
aspects of social life. 
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