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Abstract

Losers’ consent — the willingness of electoral losers to accept election outcomes —
is central to democratic legitimacy, yet it is fragile. This paper explores how political
institutions shape losers’ consent and policy polarization by modeling losers’ consent as a
strategic choice of belief distortion by the electoral loser. We develop a two-period model
of electoral competition with partially policy-motivated parties, where the implemented
policy is a convex combination of the winner’s and loser’s platforms. The weight placed on
the winner captures the degree of institutional disproportionality. While electoral outcomes
provide information about voter preferences, losers may strategically reject this information
to preserve anticipatory utility. We show that while denial is never optimal under purely
material payoffs, it emerges endogenously for any positive weight on anticipatory utility.
Crucially, institutional disproportionality fosters denial as long as the level of denial is
not perfect. This denial, in turn, fuels policy polarization. Consequently, although
disproportional institutions have a direct moderating effect on platforms, they indirectly
increase polarization by encouraging denial. These findings highlight the importance of
accounting for psychological biases when evaluating the design of political institutions.
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