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Abstract

Are citizens’ level of satisfaction with the functioning of democracy affected by welfare state-related
policies and outcomes? Three-level analyses of Eurobarometer surveys from three decades suggest
that generosity in unemployment benefits (but not pensions, sick pay, or income inequality) helps
explain over-time within-country variation in satisfaction with democracy. This effect is relatively
stable across individuals with different interests and values, but is conditioned by unemployment
rates. Specifically, the results support a “visible costs hypothesis” predicting weaker generosity
effects when more people are out of work. In conclusion, the long-term rise in unemployment in
Western Europe may have assisted in the birth of dissatisfied democrats directly, as well as indirectly

by disarming the previously legitimizing force of unemployment protection policies.
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