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Abstract

The literature on the role of affect and emotion in politics has different expectations
whether we treat anger, fear, and anxiety separately or not. Being that there are
different expectations whether we treat anger and fear as measures of anxiety or as
separate constructs altogether, and given that the literature is an hodgepodge in terms
of these expectations, I frame hypotheses in an attempt to sort through and clarify
such. I do so using ANES data from the 2016 president election and the three before
it. I find that levels of anxiety were higher in 2016 than in previous elections and
that anxiety weakens the strength of partisanship as a predictor of vote choice. But
the presence of these anxieties are nominal, suggesting anecdotal accounts describing
ginormous levels of anxiety present in the electorate either overestimate or overstate
its appearance, or current measures of anxiety conflate clinical and subclinical forms of
anxiety with its much milder cousin, affective partisanship. Future studies should take
care to distinguish between degrees of anxiety, as not all anxieties are created equal, and
not all anxieties are more severe than generalized anxiety, expressed in politics most
frequently as affective partisanship. Broader implications for election participation
more specifically and democratic citizenship more generally are also discussed.

∗An earlier draft of this paper was prepared as a requirement for the second-year comprehensive exami-
nation in American Politics.
†The Ohio State University, 2001 Derby Hall, 154 N Oval Mall, Columbus, Ohio 43210; podob.1@osu.edu
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1 Opening

Many have heard the narrative of the white, middle-aged, working-class man in Michigan who

was feeling economic anxiety after many years of underemployment, coupled with simmering

racial tensions in his small town, who, upon learning of Donald Trump’s economic and trade

policies, flocked from his usual pro-union Democratic support to supporting the Republican

ticket for president in 2016. Stories like this flooded the popular press, as Trump swept

the once-Democratic bastions of Michigan, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania, along with other

Midwestern states like Ohio (and almost Minnesota too), on the backs of many blue-collar

voters like the Michigan man described above. Other stories of extreme anxieties related to

the election sprang up on all sides, from Hispanics and Latinos fearing deportation if Trump

was elected, and many Tea Partiers worried Hillary Clinton would confiscate their guns

like they believed Barack Obama attempted to do. Headlines like “Americans are stressed

the hell out about this election” and “Talking to your therapist about election anxiety”

made the go-round of mainstream media outlets like The New York Times, The Atlantic,

and FiveThirtyEight, among others (see Appendix A.1 for screenshots of sample articles

published). Being that there is anecdotal evidence of extreme election-related anxiety in

2016, more so than in previous presidential elections, one is left wondering if these anecdotal

accounts are supported by the data. Was this seemingly-newfound anxiety real; had it existed

before in previous elections; or was its salience simply raised for the first time? People had

been emotional about politics before — consider hardened activists of any stripe or those

who traffic in bizarre conspiracy theories — but it seemed “regular people” were enveloped

by the emotion that accompanied the election, whether it be excitement, fear, anxiety, or

apathy. Whether the election-related anxiety existed, and to what extent, is of interest to

political scientists because it still remains unclear the role emotion plays in elections, what

specifically causes it, and how it affects outcomes.
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2 Emotion and Affective Intelligence Theory

Generations of psychologists have studied emotion. Clinical and behavioral psychologists

have looked at mood disorders like anxiety and depression, usually geared towards treating

those suffering from them (Ohman and Mineka, 2001; Ohman and Soares, 1993; Ohman

et al., 1989). Cognitive psychologists and neuroscientists have mapped the physiological

states associated with emotions (Ortony et al., 1989). Likewise, social psychologists have

studied societal causes and consequences associated with feeling and expressing specific emo-

tions (Adorno et al., 1950; Jost et al., 2003; Landau et al., 2004). Writ large to anyone who

has peaked into this literature, the overwhelming majority of studies focus on positive emo-

tions like enthusiasm, hope, and joy, or negative emotions like fear, anxiety, and anger, with

the latter being most applicable to political scientists. Political psychologists have translated

much of this research by social psychologists into the role of affect and emotion for outcomes

specific to our discipline more generally or sub-discipline more specifically; whether that be

elections, war, or social movements and activism1. For international relations scholars who

study responses to terrorism, anger, fear, and anxiety tend to elicit different perceptions of

risk, different suggestions of potential policy responses, and different individual responses,

depending upon which of the three someone is said to be feeling (Huddy et al., 2005; Druck-

man and McDermott, 2008; Lerner et al., 2003; Fischhoff et al., 2005; Lambert et al., 2010;

Skitka et al., 2006; Small et al., 2006).

For scholars of American political behavior, the focus has been on the relationship be-

tween fear, anger, and anxiety, and how they affect information processing and decision

making2. More specifically, for political participation, research shows fear and anger (along

with enthusiasm) arouse people and motivate them to become more active and engaged in

1Consider Pagano and Huo (2007) for research on emotions and support for war and Goodwin et al.
(2001); Gould (2009); Jasper (2011); Klandermans and Van Stekelenburg (2013) for research on the role of
emotion and collective action for social movements, protests, and political activism.

2For instance, consider research by Lodge and Taber (2013) about “hot cognition,” in which an individual’s
cognition is influenced by their emotional state.
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politics (Marcus et al., 2000), conditional on the resources individuals have access to, as

well as their level of political efficacy (Brader, 2006; Rudolph et al., 2000; Valentino et al.,

2011, 2009). For political learning, studies show fear causes people to hunt for more political

information (Brader et al., 2008; Huddy et al., 2007; Marcus et al., 2000; Valentino et al.,

2008; Brader, 2006; Valentino et al., 2009), while anger does the opposite, inhibiting learning

by lessening accurate recall of political information, increasing confirmation biases, and pro-

ducing more narrow opinions (MacKuen et al., 2007; Redlawsk et al., 2007; Valentino et al.,

2008, 2009). Anxiety and anger also relate to how willing people are to compromise, with

the former resulting in people being more willing and the latter resulting in people being

less willing (MacKuen et al., 2010).

The most widespread and influential theoretical framework vis-a-vi emotion in politics

is the theory of affective intelligence (often expressed as a model). Developed by George

Marcus and Michael MacKuen along with many others, AIT maps the preconscious mind,

accounting for when individuals shift from their preconscious capabilities — what I loosely

term autopilot — to conscious deliberation. It is a dual-process model, where system 1 is

for familiar circumstances, engaging in habitual routines, and for things previously learned.

AIT’s founders call this the “intuitive mode.” Essentially, system 1 thinking is autopilot

thinking because it does not require conscious consideration before action (Bargh and Char-

trand, 1999). Much like a person’s daily morning routine upon awaking each morning, they

probably brush their teeth or put their socks on without giving it much thought. In relation

to politics, in system 1 thinking, voters act as partisans, voting their own ideological and

partisan predispositions (Marcus and MacKuen, 1993). They are also more likely to use

heuristics like party ID. System 2 (the “deliberative mode”), on the other hand, is for un-

familiar, new, or anxious circumstances. Individuals switch to system 2 thinking when they

can no longer rely on their intuitions (Bargh et al., 1992). In an attempt to calm their un-

certainty, anxiety, or uneasiness, they seek our new information (Chaiken and Trope, 1999).

If driving the same path to work each morning is system 1 type thinking, driving to a new
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office location on the first day of a new job reflects system 2 type thinking. In relation to

politics, in system 2 thinking, voters vote based upon the new information they have sought

out (MacKuen et al., 2010, 2007). As Brader (2005) summarizes, when people are enthusi-

astic they continue on the path they are on. When people are fearful and/or anxious they

are likely to seek out information and change their path.

Anger, fear, and anxiety have been defined and measured in a multitude of ways. Re-

searchers and respondents alike tend to conflate the terms. Though, this may be due more

so to researchers’ awareness that respondents do so, rather than researchers being careless.

Each of these terms individually has a precise definition3. In a general sense, Oxford English

Dictionary defines anxiety as “a feeling of worry, nervousness, or unease about something

with an uncertain outcome”4. Clinically it is defined similarly, though perhaps with more

specification5. Merriam-Webster defines anger as “a strong feeling of displeasure and usually

of antagonism” and defines fear as “to be afraid of”6. In a textbook sense, each of the three

is a discrete emotion. That is not to say there is zero fluidity between the three7. Some-

times the word fear is used in the definition of anxiety, intertwining what many psychologists

consider to be separate and distinct emotions8.

These distinctions may not matter much in practice though, as respondents recognize

the apparent fluidity between terms and their popular usage — common parlance is quite

different from technical definitions used by clinicians, after all. Despite respondents being

given clear instructions about not conflating anger, anxiety, and fear when responding to

3See LaBar (2016) pgs.751-752 for concise definitions of fear and anxiety, and for clear distinctions psy-
chologists of all stripes make between the two.

4https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/anxiety
5The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), the book published by the Amer-

ican Psychological Association and used by clinical practitioners to diagnose and treat mental disorders,
defines anxiety as “the apprehensive anticipation of future danger or misfortune accompanied by a feeling
of worry, distress, and/or somatic symptoms of tension. The focus of anticipated danger may be internal or
external.”

6https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anger and https://www.merriam-webster.com/

dictionary/fear
7While defining them separately, LaBar (2016) writes: “although fear and anxiety have different linguistic

labels, the boundary between fear and anxiety is not clear-cut, as both emotions are elicited in the context
of defensive motivation.”

8See definition 2 from: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/anxiety
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survey questions, they often still do so; and the self-report style of measuring emotions

remains the principal method of measuring such (Brader and Marcus, 2013). But respondents

are easily confused, perhaps rightly so, as it can sometimes be difficult to distinguish between

emotional cognates — feelings that often travel together, as anger, fear, and anxiety tend

to do. Because of this, some researchers treat the terms as synonyms, essentially pecking at

the same tree of latent emotion within respondents’ minds. Marcus and MacKuen (1993)

interchange the terms fear, anger, and anxiety in their seminal paper, and they use the

1980 American National Election Studies (ANES) question on anger to stand in for anxiety.

Rationalizing this choice, they write: “while ‘anxiety’ is not included as one of the response

items, we expect that the terms afraid, uneasy, anger and disgust will serve as appropriate

markers.” Huddy et al. (2005) also measure anxiety indirectly, asking their respondents “how

often they felt the four anxiety-related emotions: anxious, scared, frightened, or worried.”

While direct measures would ask respondents about anxiety — and use the word anxiety

when doing so — it has become standard practice in the literature to ask about other terms

synonymous with anxiety, like anger and fear, and use measures of such as stand-ins for

anxiety.

That is not to say anxiety has not been asked about directly though, or that anger and

fear have not been separated from anxiety9. Anxiety has been studied dimensionally, with

fear and anger as states of that dimension. For instance, along an anxiety-calm dimension,

anger and fear are two potential emotional states on the array from calm to anxious (Brader

and Marcus, 2013). If anger and fear are conceptualized as part of an anxiety continuum,

it stands they should not be treated separately10. Though, there are different expectations

whether we treat them separately or not. Steenbergen and Ellis (2006) treat anxiety as

distinct from fear (what they term aversion). Albertson and Gadarian (2015) treat anxiety

as distinct from anger. And the results obtained from treating them as distinct concepts differ

9Albertson and Gadarian (2015) measure anxiety directly, among a variety of measures, for instance.
10Consider Tellegen et al. (1999a,b) where they place anger and fear closely together, as similar situations

often produce anger and fear (Berkowitz and Harmon-Jones, 2004).
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from those treating them similarly, as demonstrated above. Being that there are different

expectations whether we treat anger and fear as measures of anxiety or as separate constructs

altogether, and given that the literature is an hodgepodge in terms of these expectations, I

will now frame my hypotheses in an attempt to sort through and clarify such.

3 Hypotheses

I begin my hypotheses with the impetus for this paper, the 2016 presidential election. Owing

to the media narrative of extreme amounts of election-relaxed anxiety in the election, I

predict that levels of anxiety were higher in 2016 than in previous presidential elections. If

this is indeed found to be the case, it has many normative implications for democracy more

generally and political participation in elections more specifically. Many of these implications

can be further explored in future work11. In the meantime, investigating levels of anxiety

across time is a necessary precondition for understanding how anxiety may or may not

influence political outcomes.

Research shows people suffering from extreme anxiety are less likely to maintain high

levels of confidence in their political choices, and their predilections more generally (Druck-

man and McDermott, 2008; Loewenstein et al., 2001). In an attempt to quell their anxiety,

anxious persons are more likely to seek out new information and use this new information

to influence their vote choice, meaning they rely less on their preexisting (and habitual)

political convictions. In processing this new information, they use more cognitive effort to

weigh the costs and benefits of their vote, essentially being more open minded to support-

ing a candidate other than the one of their party — the intuitive choice, by default. This

logic is suggested by both the theory of affective intelligence, as well as is the conclusion of

numerous studies (Neuman et al., 2007; Marcus and MacKuen, 1993; Brader and Marcus,

2013)12. If anxious persons are indeed more likely to seek out even-handed information, and

11See Section 6.2 for further discussion of these implications and how they can be tested in future work.
12See chapter 3 of Albertson and Gadarian (2015) for the contrary conclusion, that anxiety towards
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if this information is more likely to be processed and utilized in an unbiased manner (i.e.

people use less motivated reasoning), it would follow that anxiety weakens the strength of

partisanship as a predictor of vote choice. This is my second hypothesis.

When people feel anxiety for both candidates, it could lead to voters not believing their

vote has any value (or that it has less value than if no anxiety were present). Therefore,

these voters might be more likely to choose not to vote, as in their eyes all outcomes are

equally bleak. Prior research in psychology has found that anxiety is linked to avoidance

behavior, broadly speaking (Berkowitz and Harmon-Jones, 2004). In studies of terrorism,

reported anxiety was associated with staying at home (Conejero and Etxebarria, 2007) and

being risk avoidant (Huddy and Feldman, 2011). Primarily grounded in Lerner and Keltner

(2000, 2001)’s emotional appraisal model, anxiety is linked to uncertainty and a perceived

lack of control over an outcome, which is germane for studies of American politics if anxiety

leads to a refusal to vote. This leads me to my third hypothesis, that people who were

anxious about both major-party presidential candidates were less likely to vote than people

only anxious about only one or the other. This follows from the idea that if someone were

anxious about only one of the candidates, they could vote for the other candidate, rather

than not voting at all. But if someone were feeling anxious about both candidates, their best

recourse — at least in their eyes — may be to not vote at all13. Lacking a candidate they

do not feel anxious about, and believing an unfavorable outcome would result from either

candidate winning, the election outcome is essentially outside of their control, rendering the

election unnecessary to vote in.

But anxiety for candidates may not affect all people equally. Recent research by Hassell

and Settle (2017) looks at life stressors and turnout, finding that “when triggered to consider

the issue of immigration encouraged subjects to seek out more biased news stories and more threatening
information about immigrants. But this contrary finding could be due to immigration being a political issue,
not a political candidate running for office. It could also be unique to the issue of immigration itself.

13These individuals could have voted for a third party candidate, like the Libertarian Party candidate or
the Green Party candidate, but given that third party candidates have never won the presidency, and given
that they have an almost zero percent change of doing so, voting for a third party candidate may not be a
“logical” or “reasonable” choice, as it may be considered a wasted vote.
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life stressors unrelated to politics, individuals without a history of past participation in poli-

tics are less likely to vote while individuals who are habitual voters are unaffected.” Granted

their test concerns stress unrelated to politics while the ANES data I utilize asks about

anxieties for particular candidates, the underlying premise that different people respond dif-

ferently to similar situations, and that it is a mistake to assume all people are affected and

react similarly to these situations, is worth considering. If the relationship between stress

and voter turnout is moderated by past political involvement, as it appears to be, it is an

open question whether a similar relationship exists for the relationship between anxiety and

voter turnout. Therefore, I will control for previous turnout as a robustness test for my third

hypothesis.

I formalize my three hypotheses as follows:

1. H1: Levels of anxiety were higher in 2016 than in previous presidential elections.

2. H2: Anxiety weakens strength of partisanship as a predictor of vote choice.

3. H3: People who were anxious about both presidential candidates were less likely to

vote than people only anxious about one.

4 Data

Data for the project were obtained from the data center of the American National Election

Studies (ANES)14. I downloaded time series studies for 2016, 2012, 2008, and 2004, as well

as the 2008-2009 panel study15. Having both time series and panel data included in my

study allows for both between- and within- subjects comparisons. ANES measures levels of

anxiety for major-party presidential candidates16. ANES operationalizes anxiety using the

14http://www.electionstudies.org/studypages/download/datacenter_all_NoData.php
15Studies are available as early back as 1948, in four year increments. I believe going back to 2004 is

sufficient enough for this project, as that encompasses four presidential elections over two decades.
16A more general measure of election anxiety may be preferable, but no such measure exists, forget across

time. Pew Research Center does not gather such data, and neither do the U.S. Census Bureau or any large
nonprofits who conduct similar surveys at repeated intervals of time. Surveys have been fielded for particular
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indirect method utilized by Marcus and MacKuen (1993) and Huddy et al. (2005), among

others. It asks respondents about the presence of anger and fear, and then measures levels

of such. It has done so consistently since 1980, when the questions were introduced, allowing

for smooth comparisons across time. ANES also asks respondents how hopeful and proud

they are (see Appendix A.2 for screenshots of sample questions published in the 2016 ANES).

For example, in 2016, ANES asked respondents: “Think about Hillary Clinton. How often

would you say you’ve felt angry because of the kind of person Hillary Clinton is or because

of something she has done?” They are then presented with five answer choices, ranging from

“never” to “some of the time” to “about half the time” to “most of the time” to “always”17.

For Donald Trump, ANES asked respondents: “Think about Donald Trump. How often

would you say you’ve felt angry because of the kind of person Donald Trump is or because

of something he has done?” They are then presented with the same five answer choices,

ranging from “never” to “always.” The phrasing of the question is exactly the same for each

candidate and each affect, with the candidate and/or affect changed for each iteration of the

question18.

elections or at random moments in time, but not over time. Additionally, public opinion polls have asked
anxiety related questions, but the organizations who produce these polls do not publicly release data to
researchers.

17ANES 2016 and 2012 offer the same five answer choices, making them directly comparable. ANES 2008
and 2004 offer four answer choices, ranging from “very often” to “rarely.” ANES 2008 and 2004 also have
additional feeder questions, asking respondents in YES or NO form whether they feel [Insert Affect] for each
candidate before asking about levels of that feeling. Taking the NOs from that feeder question, using them
as the fifth answer choice “never,” and assigning it after “rarely” recodes the data to allow for ANES 2008
and 2004 to be directly comparable to ANES 2016 and 2012. Though the actual terms are different — the
most extreme answers are either “always” or “very often” — I believe they are sufficiently similar enough to
allow for comparisons.

18Having presented the wording of ANES questions for anger, I will now present them for the other anxiety
affect, fear. For fear of Hillary Clinton, 2016 ANES asked respondents: “Think about Hillary Clinton. How
often would you say you’ve felt afraid because of the kind of person Hillary Clinton is or because of something
she has done?” For fear of Donald Trump, 2016 ANES asked respondents: “Think about Donald Trump.
How often would you say you’ve felt afraid because of the kind of person Donald Trump is or because of
something he has done?”
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5 Tests

5.1 Levels of Anxiety Over Time: Means Comparisons

I engaged in numerous analyses in an attempt to dissect the collected ANES data in a robust

manner. I will begin by looking at differences in means between levels of anxiety over time,

both between the candidates in the same election and between elections, beginning with

the 2016 election19. In terms of dissecting the tables here, ANES data were recoded to

ensure higher numbers equate with feeling more of that affect. The scale is from 1 to 5,

with the numbers presented indicating the level of that particular affect for each presidential

candidate, averaged across respondents. In line with popular expectations, levels of anxiety

towards Donald Trump were higher than levels of anxiety towards Hillary Clinton in 2016.

This is reflected in Table 1. For both anger and fear, the stand-in measures for anxiety, and

also disgust, levels were higher for Trump than for Clinton. Levels of these three were also

much higher than the levels of hope and proud respondents felt for both candidates — i.e.

respondents felt much more of the anxiety affects than the positive affects. On the contrary,

in 2012, levels of anxiety were similar for both presidential candidates, with differences of

less than 0.1 on a 5 point scale. This is reflected in Table 2. Additionally, levels of the

positive affects were higher than the levels of the anxiety affects for one candidate and lower

for the other20. A similar portrait is present for 2008 and 2004, shown in Tables 3 and 4.

In 2008, levels of anxiety were higher for John McCain than for Barack Obama21, but once

again levels of the positive affects were higher than the levels of the anxiety affects for both

candidates, with levels of the positive affects being around a point higher than the anxiety

19I recognize that in looking at trends in anxiety over time, I am treating the electorate as homogeneous.
Further studies could break the electorate (really the ANES respondents) into subgroups, potentially ob-
taining different results. For instance, levels of anxiety could have changed differently for whites and blacks,
or for men and women.

20This could be a reflection of Barack Obama’s campaign slogan of “Hope and Change,” raising the salience
of these particular affects. Additionally, being the first African American president could do the same.

21This could be a reflection of the Great Recession the nation was suffering from, as well as McCain’s
being of the same political party as incumbent President George W. Bush.
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affects for Obama. In 2004, for George W. Bush, respondents felt roughly equal amounts

of the anxiety affects as the positive affects, and all levels were higher for him than for his

opponent John Kerry22.

Perhaps the most straightforward comparison though, shown numerically in Table 5 and

graphically in Figure 1, show the “total” level of anxiety in each election, across the four

elections in this study, averaging each affect across the two candidates in each election. The

number produced is the average level of affect present, across all candidates23. Beginning

with the anxiety affects, levels of anger and fear varied widely (refer to the red and yellowish

lines in Figure 1), reaching their lowest levels in 2008 and highest levels in 2016. Despite

Bush winning reelection relatively comfortably in 2004, and 2008 being the apex of the Great

Recession, levels of anxiety were higher in 2004 than in 2008. While this may be puzzling

to some, it is likely not as puzzling that levels of anxiety, reflected in the anxiety composite

measure averaging anger and fear (the third row of Table 5 and green line in Figure 1), were

much higher in 2016 than in the previous three presidential elections, rising on a five-point

scale almost one full notch from 2012 to 2016 and more than a full notch from 2008 to

2016. Compared to the levels of the positive affects, which were mostly stagnant across the

four presidential elections, the anxiety-related affects went up and down from election to

election, and were higher than the positive affects in 2016 but lower than them in 2004 and

2008 and 2012. This means that on average, respondents felt more positive emotions than

negative emotions for the candidates in 2004, 2008, and 2012, but the reverse in 2016. These

data stand to support my first hypothesis that levels of anxiety were higher in 2016 than in

previous years.

Using percentages comparisons instead of means comparisons yields similar results. Refer

to Table A.5.1 in Appendix A.5, where I compare the percentages of ANES respondents who

report feeling each affect, for each candidate, in each year. The table shows that percentages

22This could be a reflection of Bush’s status as the incumbent running for reelection, and his opponent
being less known to non-political elites — i.e. fewer respondents had an affect for Kerry because he had
lower name recognition.

23I created this measure by averaging each affect for both candidates, for each election year.
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of respondents who reported the highest levels of anxiety affects (the 5 on the 5-point scale)

went from the low- to mid-single digits in 2004, 2008, and 2012, to the high-teens and low

twenties in 2016, with higher percentages reporting anxiety and fear for Donald Trump

than for Hillary Clinton. With anger towards George W. Bush in 2004 as the exception —

presumably over his handling of the Iraq War or the confusion surrounding the 2000 election

— the percentages of respondents who reported feeling anger and fear did not leave the single

digits until the 2016 election, supporting the hypothesis that the volume of persons reporting

anxiety rose in 2016. That being said, the aggregate numbers of respondents reporting the

highest levels of anxiety were in the single digits for three of the four elections, meaning

relatively small numbers of respondents reported anxiety versus the larger sample that did

not. On average fewer than 1 in 10 respondents reported the highest level of anxiety for either

candidate in two of the four elections, and only 1 in 20 respondents reported the highest level

of anxiety for ether candidate in the third of the four elections, indicating anxiety was fewer

and further between than commonplace24. Overall, ANES data show anxiety was present in

larger amounts in 2016 than in the three presidential elections that preceded it, but levels

of anxiety present were still relatively low, often in the single digits, even for the strongest

feelings of anxiety.

Further analyses look at the same subjects over time. While Tables 1 through 5 use

between subject comparisons of time series data, Table 6 uses within subject comparisons

of panel data. Over six waves of its 2008-2009 panel study, ANES asked respondents about

their anxiety affects for candidates John McCain and Barack Obama. Including incumbent

President George W. Bush as a reference point, levels of anger and anxiety were much higher

for Bush than for McCain and Obama, and they fluctuated differently for all three. While

24Reviewing the percentages of respondents who reported the highest two levels of anxiety affects (the 4
and 5 on the 5-point scale), they hovered in the low thirties and low forties in 2016, the mid-teens in 2012,
the low-teens in 2008, and the low-teens for Kerry in 2004 but the mid-twenties for Bush in 2004. Averaging
across each election, 36.5 percent of respondents reported the highest two levels of anxiety affects (the 4 and
5 on the 5-point scale) in 2016, 16.1 percent did in 2012, 12.5 did in 2008, and 19.5 did in 2004. This means
that in three of the four elections, fewer than 1 in 5 respondents reported feeling either of the two highest
levels of either type of anxiety (anger or fear) for a candidate, indicating anxiety was fewer and further
between than commonplace.
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levels rose from wave to wave for Bush, anger at McCain and Obama remained mostly

stagnant. Levels of fear for Obama decreased from waves 2 to 19, likely as more respondents

became more familiar with him. For McCain, levels of fear were similar for waves 2 and 11,

but shot up during wave 9. This is likely due to his September 2008 ill-timed comment that

“the fundamentals of the economy are strong.”25. In total, while levels of anxiety moved

significantly among and between the elections in 2004, 2008, 2012, and 2016, there is little

evidence from this particular panel study that levels of anxiety shift dramatically during the

election; rather, it seems the base level is established at some point early in the election

season and remains mostly constant for the remainder of the election. When the election

ends and another election season begins, a new base level is established. Levels of anxiety

were particularly low during the 2008 election though, at least relative to their levels in

the other three elections considered, so the findings of Table 6 may be endemic to the 2008

election only. Additional panel studies are necessary to examine this preliminary finding.

Table 1: Affect for 2016 Presidential Candidates

Emotion Hillary Clinton Donald Trump Difference
Angry 2.647404 2.945736 -0.298332
Afraid 2.48721 2.850259 -0.363049
Disgusted 2.689145 3.130782 -0.441637
Hopeful 2.234727 2.120657 0.11407
Proud 2.137826 1.904225 0.233601
Note: Respondents who refused or didn’t know were dropped

Table 2: Affect for 2012 Presidential Candidates

Emotion Barack Obama Mitt Romney Difference
Angry 1.903892 1.957206 -0.053314
Afraid 1.668133 1.743828 -0.075695
Hopeful 2.401659 1.784022 0.617637
Proud 2.38998 1.558714 0.831266
Note: Respondents who refused or didn’t know were dropped

25http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/17/world/americas/17iht-mccain.4.16251777.html?mcubz=0
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Table 3: Affect for 2008 Presidential Candidates

Emotion Barack Obama John McCain Difference
Angry 1.483635 1.822136 -0.338501
Afraid 1.644521 1.820259 -0.175738
Hopeful 2.897414 1.939629 0.957785
Proud 2.630332 2.131579 0.498753
Note: Respondents who refused or didn’t know were dropped

Table 4: Affect for 2004 Presidential Candidates

Emotion George W. Bush John Kerry Difference
Angry 2.542289 1.785476 0.756813
Afraid 2.137759 1.577406 0.560353
Hopeful 2.412303 2.21567 0.196633
Proud 2.581047 1.86172 0.719327
Note: Respondents who refused or didn’t know were dropped

Table 5: Affect Across Elections, 2004-2016

2004 2008 2012 2016
Angry 2.1638825 1.652886 1.930549 2.79657
Afraid 1.8575825 1.73239 1.70598 2.668735
Anxiety 2.0107325 1.692638 1.8182645 2.7326525
Hopeful 2.3139865 2.418521 2.09284 2.177692
Proud 2.2213835 2.380955 1.974347 2.021025
Note: Affect averaged across candidates for each election

5.2 Does Anxiety Weaken Strength of Partisanship?

Having compared levels of reported anxiety over time and presidential elections, I will now

turn to an examination of the effect anxiety has on voting. I will be testing the relation-

ship between the presence of anxiety and who respondents voted for26. Affective intelligence

26See Appendix A.3 for tests of the relationship between anxiety and the decision to vote. In the 2016
election, respondents who were afraid of Trump were more likely to vote in the election, though this test did
not control for the partisanship (party ID) of the respondents, and the effect was quite small. In 2012 and
2008, respondents who exhibited the anxiety affects were more likely to vote as well. In 2004 the relationship
was the weakest. Because these tests do not distinguish between which candidate respondents voted for, it
could be that respondents anxious about one voted for the other, or maybe not. Hypotheses 2 and 3 were
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Figure 1: Table 5 Trend Lines
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Table 6: Affect Across 2008-2009 Panel Study

Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 9 Wave 11 Wave 17 Wave 19
Affect Person Jan. ‘08 Feb. ‘08 Sep. ‘08 Nov. ‘08 May ‘09 July ‘09
Angry Bush 2.57311 2.668056 2.690929 2.724605 - -

McCain - 1.539749 1.698395 1.686747 - -
Obama - 1.616667 1.686311 1.612406 1.613674 1.770588

Afraid Bush 2.317421 2.46875 2.434864 2.448457 - -
McCain - 1.764296 1.964499 1.799623 - -
Obama - 2.013176 2.194703 2.078166 1.904742 1.97437

Note: Not all 20 waves asked anxiety-related questions

theory suggests more generally, and recent studies show more specifically, that anxiety weak-

ens the strength of partisanship as a predictor of vote choice. In their book, Marcus et al.

created to parse this out.
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(2000) test this proposition by examining voting defection rates, finding that feeling anxiety

towards the candidate of one’s own party increases the likelihood of voting for the candidate

of the other party from 14 to 33 percent (their Tables 6.4 and 6.5)27. To update these results

for the most recent presidential elections, I built models using ordinary least squares (OLS)

regressions with a dependent variable I constructed for whether or not respondents voted

for the candidate of their party28, along with a partisanship independent variable29, and the

same five-level ordinal variable for anxiety discussed above in the data section30. The models

interact partisanship and anxiety for both candidates in each election year, allowing me to

directly test my second hypothesis that anxiety weakens the strength of partisanship as a

predictor of vote choice — i.e. that if someone is anxious and a Democrat, they are less

likely to vote for the Democratic presidential candidate.

Beginning with most recent presidential election, as common expectance would have it,

Democrats were more likely to vote for Hillary Clinton and Republicans more likely to vote

for Donald Trump. This is indicated by positive and then negative coefficients in Table

7, respectively, for the partisanship variable. As these coefficients are the largest in the

table, partisanship is the strongest predictor of vote choice among the included variables.

Interacting partisanship with anxiety, we see that anxious Democrats were less likely to vote

for the candidate of their own party (Clinton) as their levels of anxiety for Clinton rose.

On the same token, the coefficients have reversed signs for Trump, meaning that Democrats

27Data are from ANES 1980-1996.
28This is a dummy variable coded 1 for respondents who voted for the candidate of their party, and coded

0 for respondents who voted for the candidate of the other party.
29This is a dummy variable coded 1 for respondents who are Democrats, and coded 0 for respondents

who are Republicans. All other respondents, including “true” Independents were excluded. I did not stick
with the usual 7pt. party ID scale because I am not attempting to measure whether the presence of anxiety
makes someone less Democratic or less Republican; rather, I am measuring whether anxious partisans are
less likely to vote for the candidate of their party.

30I did not include control variables in these models for two main reasons. First, as these are preliminary
analyses, I aimed to obtain the so-called base effect. Control variables testing variations of these models
can be explored in further studies, either by me or by others. Second, many of the control variables used in
other studies on affect and emotion are seemingly irrelevant to use here, because their models are attempting
to explain different hypotheses, or it is not immediately clear why using them would be logical. Control
variables for age, income, education, marital status, and the like could be incorporated into the models, but
it is not clear to me that any of these controls should have an effect on the relationship between presence of
anxiety and vote choice. The literature does not make these suppositions either.
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who were anxious about Trump were more likely to vote for the candidate of their own

party (Clinton). Both of these results lend support for my second hypothesis and reaffirm

what others have previously found. Tables 8, 9, and 10 show similar results for the three

presidential elections prior to 2016, albeit with somewhat smaller coefficients, indicating

anxiety was less likely to weaken the strength of partisanship as a predictor of vote choice

in those elections, though it still did31. These results mean that partisans were less likely to

vote for the candidate of their party when they felt anxious about their party’s candidate.

Though the ANES data cannot flesh out exactly why anxiety weakened the strength of

partisanship more so in 2016 than earlier presidential elections, it could be a function of

less anxiety in those elections, which the data support, or weaker partisanship due to less

polarization in those years.

5.3 Anxiety For One Candidate vs. For Both Candidates

Having shown that anxiety weakens the strength of partisanship as a predictor of vote choice,

I will now examine my third hypothesis, that people who were anxious about both presiden-

tial candidates were less likely to vote than people only anxious about one. Recall that when

people feel anxious about both presidential candidates, it could lead to voters not believing

their vote has any value (or that it has less value than if they were not feeling anxious).

If this is the case, we would expect to see the most anxious voters being the least likely

to vote, or at least that when anxiety is present, voting in the election is less likely. To

road test this expectation, I built models using OLS regressions with a dependent variable

I constructed for whether or not respondents voted in the election32 and an independent

variable I constructed for whether or not respondents felt anxiety for both presidential can-

31See Appendix A.4 where I recode anxiety from a five-level ordinal variable into a dummy variable and
get all coefficients with similar signs, and all remain statistically significant, albeit some are more extreme
and some less extreme. Table A.4.1 recodes the lowest level of anxiety (no anxiety) into a 0, and all four
other amounts of anxiety into a 1. Table A.4.2 recodes the lowest two levels of anxiety into a 0, and all three
other amounts of anxiety into a 1. I include these additional tables to show that making different coding
decisions, while seemingly arbitrary, do not substantially alter the results.

32This is a dummy variable coded 1 for respondents who voted, and coded 0 for respondents who did not
vote.
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Table 7: Anxiety and Importance of Partisanship in 2016

Dependent variable:

Voted for candidate of own party

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Anger Clinton Fear Clinton Anger Trump Fear Trump

Partisanship 0.566∗∗∗ 0.489∗∗∗ −0.656∗∗∗ −0.560∗∗∗

(0.028) (0.026) (0.028) (0.026)

Anger 0.091∗∗∗

(0.006)

Partisanship*Anger −0.222∗∗∗

(0.010)

Fear 0.075∗∗∗

(0.006)

Partisanship*Fear −0.215∗∗∗

(0.010)

Anger −0.151∗∗∗

(0.008)

Partisanship*Anger 0.247∗∗∗

(0.009)

Fear −0.138∗∗∗

(0.007)

Partisanship*Fear 0.220∗∗∗

(0.009)

Constant 0.576∗∗∗ 0.647∗∗∗ 1.206∗∗∗ 1.169∗∗∗

(0.024) (0.021) (0.016) (0.015)

Observations 2,277 2,278 2,278 2,278

R2 0.180 0.176 0.237 0.218

Adjusted R2 0.179 0.175 0.236 0.217
Residual Std. Error 0.243 (df = 2273) 0.244 (df = 2274) 0.235 (df = 2274) 0.238 (df = 2274)
F Statistic 166.443∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2273) 162.105∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274) 234.928∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274) 211.154∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 8: Anxiety and Importance of Partisanship in 2012

Dependent variable:

Voted for candidate of own party

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Anger Obama Fear Obama Anger Romney Fear Romney

Partisanship 0.436∗∗∗ 0.378∗∗∗ −0.366∗∗∗ −0.286∗∗∗

(0.022) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021)

Anger 0.064∗∗∗

(0.005)

Partisanship*Anger −0.242∗∗∗

(0.010)

Fear 0.054∗∗∗

(0.005)

Partisanship*Fear −0.248∗∗∗

(0.013)

Anger −0.242∗∗∗

(0.014)

Partisanship*Anger 0.280∗∗∗

(0.014)

Fear −0.209∗∗∗

(0.015)

Partisanship*Fear 0.237∗∗∗

(0.015)

Constant 0.735∗∗∗ 0.782∗∗∗ 1.211∗∗∗ 1.164∗∗∗

(0.018) (0.016) (0.018) (0.018)

Observations 2,652 2,655 2,655 2,655

R2 0.172 0.132 0.131 0.087

Adjusted R2 0.171 0.131 0.130 0.086
Residual Std. Error 0.222 (df = 2648) 0.227 (df = 2651) 0.227 (df = 2651) 0.233 (df = 2651)
F Statistic 182.824∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2648) 134.343∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2651) 133.507∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2651) 84.216∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2651)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 9: Anxiety and Importance of Partisanship in 2008

Dependent variable:

Voted for candidate of own party

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Anger Obama Fear Obama Anger McCain Fear McCain

Partisanship 0.246∗∗∗ 0.302∗∗∗ −0.127∗∗∗ −0.099∗∗∗

(0.030) (0.030) (0.032) (0.031)

Anger 0.045∗∗∗

(0.008)

Partisanship*Anger −0.136∗∗∗

(0.016)

Fear 0.052∗∗∗

(0.008)

Partisanship*Fear −0.151∗∗∗

(0.013)

Anger −0.087∗∗∗

(0.018)

Partisanship*Anger 0.105∗∗∗

(0.019)

Fear −0.070∗∗∗

(0.019)

Partisanship*Fear 0.087∗∗∗

(0.020)

Constant 0.808∗∗∗ 0.767∗∗∗ 1.027∗∗∗ 1.002∗∗∗

(0.024) (0.026) (0.027) (0.027)

Observations 1,073 1,072 1,073 1,073

R2 0.066 0.109 0.032 0.024

Adjusted R2 0.064 0.107 0.030 0.021
Residual Std. Error 0.241 (df = 1069) 0.235 (df = 1068) 0.245 (df = 1069) 0.246 (df = 1069)
F Statistic 25.278∗∗∗ (df = 3; 1069) 43.695∗∗∗ (df = 3; 1068) 11.904∗∗∗ (df = 3; 1069) 8.609∗∗∗ (df = 3; 1069)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 10: Anxiety and Importance of Partisanship in 2004

Dependent variable:

Voted for candidate of own party

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Anger Kerry Fear Kerry Anger Bush Fear Bush

Partisanship 0.220∗∗∗ 0.200∗∗∗ −0.502∗∗∗ −0.289∗∗∗

(0.040) (0.040) (0.049) (0.044)

Anger 0.028∗∗∗

(0.009)

Partisanship*Anger −0.170∗∗∗

(0.021)

Fear 0.014
(0.010)

Partisanship*Fear −0.191∗∗∗

(0.024)

Anger −0.127∗∗∗

(0.016)

Partisanship*Anger 0.206∗∗∗

(0.019)

Fear −0.069∗∗∗

(0.019)

Partisanship*Fear 0.125∗∗∗

(0.022)

Constant 0.872∗∗∗ 0.914∗∗∗ 1.127∗∗∗ 1.036∗∗∗

(0.028) (0.025) (0.027) (0.029)

Observations 550 551 552 553

R2 0.112 0.109 0.183 0.078

Adjusted R2 0.107 0.104 0.179 0.073
Residual Std. Error 0.246 (df = 546) 0.246 (df = 547) 0.235 (df = 548) 0.250 (df = 549)
F Statistic 22.898∗∗∗ (df = 3; 546) 22.387∗∗∗ (df = 3; 547) 40.914∗∗∗ (df = 3; 548) 15.476∗∗∗ (df = 3; 549)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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didates33. I introduce a standard battery of control variables, including an ordinal variable

for education, a numerical variable for age, a dummy variable for race (white or non-white),

an ordinal variable for level of interest in politics, an ordinal variable for respondents’ care

about the outcome of the election, an ordinal variable for level of satisfaction with life. I

included the latter three because someone’s level of interest in politics affects their motiva-

tion to vote, and their overall satisfaction with life may spill over into their happiness with

the candidates and likelihood of voting. Furthermore, their care (or lack of care) about the

outcome of the election indicates their intrinsic motivation to participate by voting. Note

that I have included two versions of each model in this table, each with a slightly different

coding of the anxiety dummy variable34. The models in Tables 11, 12, 13, and 14 are for the

four elections in my dataset, respectively. Notice that the main coefficients of interest are

statistically insignificant. In these models at least, respondents angry with or afraid of both

presidential candidates were not less likely to vote in the election. A quick glance at the R2

goodness of fit measure shows only 0.15 to 0.38 percent of the variance is explained by these

models. My third hypothesis is therefore unsupported by the data35.

How can we explain this? Voting for third party candidates could be the reason these

respondents chose to vote in the election, as opposed to not voting at all. Or, these re-

spondents perhaps “sucked it up” and voted for the candidate they were the least anxious

33This is a dummy variable coded 1 for respondents who felt anxious about both the Democratic and
Republican presidential candidates, and coded 0 for respondents who felt anxious about one or the other
presidential candidate, or neither presidential candidate. All respondents who did not feel anxious towards
both candidates are lumped together, because for these purposes a respondent only anxious about the
Democratic candidate and a respondent not anxious about either candidate are both not anxious about
both candidates.

34Models 1 and 2 from the left code the lowest level of anxiety (no anxiety) into a 0, and all four other
amounts of anxiety into a 1. Models 3 and 4 recode the lowest two levels of anxiety into a 0, and all three
other amounts of anxiety into a 1.

35Models built with the same dummy dependent variable I constructed for whether or not respondents
voted in the election, the same dummy independent variable I constructed for whether or not respondents
felt anxiety for both presidential candidates, and one control variable for whether or not respondents voted
in the previous presidential election came with mixed results. In 2016, the coefficients for both angry at
and afraid of both candidates were statistically significant, the former at the 90 percent confidence interval
and the latter that the 99 percent confidence interval. The coefficients reported were also in the expected
negative direction, though I hesitate to report these two models are conclusive because no other control
variables are included. The coefficients in similar bare-bones models for the 2012, 2008, and 2004 elections
report statistically insignificant coefficients.
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about of the two, though they were still anxious about both — perhaps they resorted to

their partisanship and voted for the candidate of their party. Anecdotes about suburban

Republicans voters of the Marco Rubio and Jeb Bush cloth you despised and disliked Don-

ald Trump, yet voted for him in the general election anyway, would fit this description. It

could be termed the lesser of two evils vote choice. For instance, a Democrat in 2016 who

was anxious about both Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump may have chosen to vote in the

election due to their being an habitual voter, but they may have voted for Clinton rather

than Trump because they considered Clinton the lesser of two evils. The latter explanation

seems more likely though than the former, as few people vote for third party candidates,

at least in the aggregate. Both explanations should be esthetically pleasing to scholars of

democratic theory though, as both imply voters prefer the lesser of two evils or voting third

party rather than abstaining from voting altogether, a win for the social norm of voting

present in societies with strong democratic citizenship.

Because the coefficients in these models are statistically insignificant, the directionality of

the relationship is substantively meaningless. It would stand to reason that having anxiety

for both candidates had little effect on voting in the election, or that anxiety had little effect

in that election altogether. Recall from Table A.3.4 in the appendix that the presence of

anxiety for Bush had no significant effect on choosing to vote in the election, and the presence

of anxiety for Kerry had marginal effects on the decision to vote in the election. If anxiety

has little or no effect on the decision to vote or the vote choice to begin with, it would not

make much of a difference if respondents were anxious about one candidate or both.

What does this mean for affective intelligence theory? Because levels of anxiety were

higher in 2016 than in previous presidential elections, though modest by most standards,

perhaps its effects were most pronounced in 2016. But the data appear to not bore this

out. Anxiety will always have a weak effect on anything, election related or not, when

there is little substantive anxiety to speak of. A final potential explanation is that the

anxiety reported by respondents in surveys like ANES is affective partisanship, an emotional
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representation driven by dislike for the candidates and each candidate’s political party rather

than clinical anxiety or subclinical anxiety, which would be diagnosed and is more debilitating

than affective partisanship, which is not an anxiety disorder. For all the respondents who

report anger and fear in ANES as well as other surveys, only a much smaller subsample suffer

from what would be classified by clinical psychologists as an anxiety disorder. Studies of this

much smaller N population may support my hypothesis, though these effects are nullified or

softened out by the much larger sample who report what is actually affective partisanship.
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Table 11: Anxiety for Both Candidates and Voting in 2016

Dependent variable:

Voted in the election or not

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Angry at Both Candidates 0.005

(0.011)

Afraid of Both Candidates 0.004

(0.012)

Angry at Both Candidates v2 −0.020

(0.017)

Afraid of Both Candidates v2 0.019

(0.018)

Education Level 0.007∗∗ 0.007∗∗∗ 0.007∗∗ 0.007∗∗∗

(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Age 0.002∗∗∗ 0.002∗∗∗ 0.002∗∗∗ 0.002∗∗∗

(0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0003)

Race (White or Not) 0.032∗∗ 0.034∗∗ 0.033∗∗ 0.034∗∗∗

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)

Interest in Politics 0.033∗∗∗ 0.033∗∗∗ 0.034∗∗∗ 0.033∗∗∗

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007)

Care About Election Outcome 0.060∗∗∗ 0.061∗∗∗ 0.059∗∗∗ 0.061∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Satisfaction With Life 0.028∗∗∗ 0.028∗∗∗ 0.028∗∗∗ 0.028∗∗∗

(0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006)

Voted in 2012 Election 0.154∗∗∗ 0.155∗∗∗ 0.154∗∗∗ 0.155∗∗∗

(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

Constant 0.106∗∗ 0.102∗∗ 0.116∗∗∗ 0.099∗∗

(0.042) (0.042) (0.042) (0.042)

Observations 3,134 3,132 3,134 3,132

R2 0.150 0.151 0.150 0.151

Adjusted R2 0.148 0.149 0.148 0.149

Residual Std. Error 0.314 (df = 3125) 0.314 (df = 3123) 0.314 (df = 3125) 0.314 (df = 3123)

F Statistic 68.862∗∗∗ (df = 8; 3125) 69.517∗∗∗ (df = 8; 3123) 69.029∗∗∗ (df = 8; 3125) 69.662∗∗∗ (df = 8; 3123)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 12: Anxiety for Both Candidates and Voting in 2012

Dependent variable:

Voted in the election or not

(1) (2)

Angry at Both Candidates 0.007

(0.013)

Afraid of Both Candidates −0.004

(0.019)

Education Level 0.023∗∗∗ 0.023∗∗∗

(0.004) (0.004)

Age 0.005∗∗∗ 0.005∗∗∗

(0.002) (0.002)

Race (White or Not) 0.004 0.004

(0.010) (0.010)

Interest in Politics 0.019∗∗∗ 0.019∗∗∗

(0.005) (0.005)

Care About Election Outcome 0.167∗∗∗ 0.167∗∗∗

(0.015) (0.015)

Satisfaction With Life 0.006 0.006

(0.005) (0.005)

Voted in 2008 Election 0.279∗∗∗ 0.279∗∗∗

(0.014) (0.014)

Constant 0.290∗∗∗ 0.291∗∗∗

(0.027) (0.027)

Observations 4,245 4,248

R2 0.181 0.181

Adjusted R2 0.179 0.179

Residual Std. Error 0.305 (df = 4236) 0.305 (df = 4239)

F Statistic 116.912∗∗∗ (df = 8; 4236) 116.792∗∗∗ (df = 8; 4239)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 13: Anxiety for Both Candidates and Voting in 2008

Dependent variable:

Voted in the election or not

(1) (2)

Angry at Both Candidates −0.067

(0.061)

Afraid of Both Candidates −0.058

(0.062)

Education Level 0.043∗∗∗ 0.042∗∗∗

(0.013) (0.013)

Age 0.001 0.001

(0.001) (0.001)

Race (White or Not) −0.108∗∗ −0.109∗∗

(0.051) (0.051)

Interest in Politics 0.054∗∗∗ 0.053∗∗∗

(0.020) (0.020)

Care About Election Outcome 0.113∗∗ 0.111∗∗

(0.049) (0.050)

Satisfaction With Life 0.026 0.024

(0.019) (0.019)

Voted in 2004 Election 0.398∗∗∗ 0.395∗∗∗

(0.047) (0.047)

Constant −0.011 0.006

(0.107) (0.106)

Observations 361 359

R2 0.376 0.375

Adjusted R2 0.362 0.361

Residual Std. Error 0.349 (df = 352) 0.350 (df = 350)

F Statistic 26.547∗∗∗ (df = 8; 352) 26.244∗∗∗ (df = 8; 350)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 14: Anxiety for Both Candidates and Voting in 2004

Dependent variable:

Voted in the election or not

(1) (2)

Angry at Both Candidates 0.030

(0.045)

Afraid of Both Candidates 0.039

(0.067)

Education Level 0.018∗∗ 0.018∗∗

(0.007) (0.007)

Age −0.001 −0.001

(0.001) (0.001)

Race (White or Not) −0.006 0.0005

(0.037) (0.037)

Interest in Politics 0.079∗∗∗ 0.081∗∗∗

(0.027) (0.027)

Care About Election Outcome 0.193∗∗∗ 0.199∗∗∗

(0.051) (0.051)

Voted in 2000 Election 0.348∗∗∗ 0.345∗∗∗

(0.041) (0.041)

Constant −0.026 −0.041

(0.115) (0.116)

Observations 508 510

R2 0.298 0.299

Adjusted R2 0.288 0.290

Residual Std. Error 0.363 (df = 500) 0.363 (df = 502)

F Statistic 30.340∗∗∗ (df = 7; 500) 30.656∗∗∗ (df = 7; 502)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01

6 Discussion

6.1 Anxiety from 2004-2016

Political psychology has attempted to study the relationship between emotion and politics.

More specifically, researchers have focused on positive affects like enthusiasm, hope, and joy,
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and negative affects like fear, anxiety, and anger. The latter affects, what I have termed the

anxiety affects, are the focus of this study. I confirm the expectation that the shift from the

intuitive mode to the deliberative mode of thinking in affective intelligence theory results

in a weakened strength of partisanship as a predictor of vote choice. Anxiety leads anxious

Democrats, for instance, to be less likely to vote for the candidate of their party when they are

anxious about that candidate. I also show how levels of anxiety waxed and waned between

the four most recent presidential elections, and as the anecdotal evidence predicts, levels of

anxiety were higher in 2016 than the few presidential elections before it. But the presence

of these anxieties are nominal, suggesting anecdotal accounts describing ginormous levels of

anxiety present in the electorate either overestimate and overstate its appearance, or conflate

“true” anxiety with its lesser cousin affective partisanship. Affective partisanship is worth

studying in its own right, as a stand-alone topic, especially if it is a driver of much of the

attitudes and affect in contemporary American elections. If this paper is indeed reporting

affective partisanship rather than true anxiety, that would certainly explain the weak or

marginal effects found herein, as affective partisanship is a very mild form of generalized

anxiety. Studies within American politics more generally and political psychology more

specifically would benefit greatly from distinguishing, both theoretically and empirically,

between the clinical and subclinical forms of anxiety and affective partisanship.

The survey questions as written for ANES ask about specific anxieties for presidential

candidates. Addressing my hypotheses as I present them here could benefit from questions

about more generalized election-related anxieties — i.e. anxieties not directly associated

with or connected to a specific person, like a presidential candidate, though his or her

candidacy may be an indirect cause of the anxiety. Is the political polarization of our country

and supposed dysfunction within our political institutions making people anxious? Where

the specific fears, anger, and anxiety are coming from in this study cannot be extracted

out with this data, though previous research has shown it can emanate from the political

leaders themselves, worries a preferred candidate might lose the election, or disgust and
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disappointment related to candidates’ policy positions and character not matching their

rhetoric or previous behaviors (Sullivan and Masters, 1988; Valentino et al., 2008; Redlawsk

et al., 2010). Including questions along these lines, perhaps even open-ended ones, such as

“What makes you anxious?” or “Where is your anxiety coming from?” and “What is causing

it?” can help to parse out where election-related anxiety originates from, and ultimately

how to quell it. Those who are anxious about politics exhibit a crisis of confidence in the

political process, in some form or another. This should be alarming to scholars of democratic

citizenship. The discipline could benefit from these further studies.

6.2 For Further Study

Designing an experiment would allow for tests of the broader consequences of and normative

implications resulting from the presence of anxiety in politics, much larger than Donald

Trump or the 2016 presidential election. It allows for testing questions unanswerable by the

ANES data used here. Questions like: Does the presence of anxiety undermine faith in the

political process? If people are feeling anxious, does it weaken their ability to accept the

outcome of an election and the legitimacy of the political process more generally? Does it

weaken democracy by leading to ambivalence about formal politics? Most directly, we could

measure anxiety and compare it to voter turnout data, as I have done here. More abstractly,

we could measure respondents’ levels of political efficacy among those anxious about politics

versus those who are not. Furthermore, we could measure respondents’ levels of apathy

or indifference or distrust; for candidates, elected officials, voting, and the political process

more generally. To my knowledge few to no links have been established between the trust

and efficacy literature and the anxiety and emotion literature.

Experiments and surveys grant us the opportunity to attack questions regarding affect

and emotion in politics from both the front and back ends, often simultaneously. Questions

like “is the political polarization of our country and supposed dysfunction within our political

institutions making people anxious?” go to the causes of political anxieties, while questions
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surrounding faith in the election system and faith in political candidates go to the effects

of political anxieties. Because anxiety often begets more anxiety, at least in the sense that

dysfunctional politics may lead to anxiety, which may lead to even more political turmoil,

effects often turn into causes with their own effects, rendering front end and back end studies

of emotion in politics often one in the same.

Anxiety also takes a personal and physical toll on the human body, besides the political

toll it takes on society more generally. While questions about the legitimacy of the political

process under anxious conditions and ambivalence about formal politics under anxious condi-

tions focus on the body politic at large, there are clinical effects of suffering from anxiety that

affect individual people. As anxiety often manifests itself through physical symptoms, we

could ask respondents about whether they have sought out therapy, have had mood swings,

tightness in the chest, and other common symptoms. While this line of questioning is admit-

tedly more clinical in nature than most political scientists would engage in, one could come

up with a plausible argument where anxiety leads to a personal toll on the body, which leads

to a political toll, both for the individual and for society at large. If fears for Donald Trump

have lead to many Hispanics, Latinos, and immigrants not wanting to leave their homes or

engage in life to the fullest extent anymore, the clinical-type questions are suddenly not so

far fetched to ask, as the physical toll carries into the political toll when these individuals

withdraw from democratic life. Addressing the broader questions that accompany affect and

emotion in politics could be a facet of a much larger project. This type of study would also

allow researchers to distinguish clinical and subclinical anxiety with affective partisanship,

which social and clinical psychologists would be hesitant to even label anxiety at all.

Finally, the literature has yet to address a serious measurement question. The literature

must clarify whether measuring anxiety through anger or fear alters statistical results36.

36See Appendix A.6 where I show a generally strong equivalency between the presence of anger and fear
in later elections, though not as much in earlier ones. This would make it far safer to conflate anger and
fear, or substitute one for the other with less hesitation, in 2016 and 2012 rather than 2004 and 2008. This
should be a warning to researchers to be careful when conflating anger and fear when measuring anxiety,
and to be transparent when doing so, as conclusions can shift based upon measurement decisions.
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Looking at one publication versus another, depending upon how anxiety was defined, and

how it was measured, differing results were often obtained and different conclusions reached.

At this moment it is unclear in the literature whether anxiety is a combination of anger and

fear — as it has been measure by Marcus and MacKuen (1993) and Huddy et al. (2005), to

name a few37 — or whether, in an election-related context, we expect people to act differently

when experiencing anger versus fear. In the context of hypothesis two, for instance, are those

who are angry more or less likely to stray from their partisan predispositions versus those

who are afraid/fearful? My expectation is that whether the anxiety subjects indicate they

experienced was through a prism of anger or fear, it had the same or similar effects on whether

they chose to vote or not, as well as who they voted for. But this is an expectation only, not

borne out by anything other than gut feeling. My impression is that the fear and/or anger

respondents reported feeling (or not feeling) was indicative of the same underlying anxiety,

regardless of which one respondents reported feeling. Put another way, similar outcomes

were not conditional on whether respondents reported feeling fear or anger — reporting one

was similar to reporting the other in terms of the relationship between anxiety and other

variables of interest. But the literature has yet to address this measurement question in

theoretical detail.

7 Author’s Note

A special thank you to Kathleen McGraw, William Minozzi, Tom Nelson, Ethan Hershberger,

Tom Wood, and Jack Wright for helping with idea solidification and for reviewing drafts.

All errors are my own.

37I use the word combination here loosely, as it is not entirely clear whether certain studies measure anxiety
with the anger measure for anxiety or the fear measure, or whether they create some sort of composite
measure. We know these studies are measuring anxiety through anger and fear, as they say they are using
the “standard ANES measures” like I am using, but they are not more specific than that.
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A Appendices

A.1 Anecdotal Headlines

34



35



36



A.2 Sample Anxiety Questions from ANES 2016 Time Series Study
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A.3 Relationship Between Anxiety and Decision to Vote

Table A.3.1: Relationship between anxiety and decision to vote in 2016

Dependent variable:

Did respondent vote in the 2016 election?

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Angry at Clinton 0.013

(0.009)

Afraid of Clinton 0.011

(0.009)

Angry at Trump 0.013

(0.009)

Afraid of Trump 0.020∗∗

(0.008)

Constant 0.421∗∗∗ 0.424∗∗∗ 0.424∗∗∗ 0.399∗∗∗

(0.027) (0.029) (0.025) (0.027)

Observations 4,257 4,257 4,261 4,254

R2 0.001 0.0004 0.001 0.001

Adjusted R2 0.0003 0.0001 0.0003 0.001

Residual Std. Error 0.838 (df = 4255) 0.839 (df = 4255) 0.838 (df = 4259) 0.838 (df = 4252)

F Statistic 2.213 (df = 1; 4255) 1.526 (df = 1; 4255) 2.187 (df = 1; 4259) 5.614∗∗ (df = 1; 4252)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table A.3.2: Relationship between anxiety and decision to vote in 2012

Dependent variable:

Did respondent vote in the 2012 election?

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Angry at Obama 0.038∗∗∗

(0.009)

Afraid of Obama 0.054∗∗∗

(0.010)

Angry at Romney 0.021∗∗

(0.009)

Afraid of Romney 0.027∗∗∗

(0.009)

Constant 3.641∗∗∗ 3.623∗∗∗ 3.672∗∗∗ 3.668∗∗∗

(0.022) (0.020) (0.021) (0.020)

Observations 4,619 4,622 4,621 4,623

R2 0.003 0.007 0.001 0.002

Adjusted R2 0.003 0.006 0.001 0.002

Residual Std. Error 0.788 (df = 4617) 0.786 (df = 4620) 0.788 (df = 4619) 0.788 (df = 4621)

F Statistic 16.145∗∗∗ (df = 1; 4617) 30.417∗∗∗ (df = 1; 4620) 5.815∗∗ (df = 1; 4619) 8.182∗∗∗ (df = 1; 4621)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table A.3.3: Relationship between anxiety and decision to vote in 2008

Dependent variable:

Did respondent vote in the 2008 election?

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Angry at Obama 0.131∗∗∗

(0.031)

Afraid of Obama 0.089∗∗∗

(0.027)

Angry at McCain 0.081∗∗∗

(0.025)

Afraid of McCain 0.070∗∗∗

(0.024)

Constant 3.233∗∗∗ 3.282∗∗∗ 3.280∗∗∗ 3.304∗∗∗

(0.057) (0.056) (0.057) (0.056)

Observations 1,043 1,041 1,043 1,041

R2 0.017 0.010 0.010 0.008

Adjusted R2 0.016 0.009 0.009 0.007

Residual Std. Error 1.074 (df = 1041) 1.078 (df = 1039) 1.078 (df = 1041) 1.077 (df = 1039)

F Statistic 18.031∗∗∗ (df = 1; 1041) 10.921∗∗∗ (df = 1; 1039) 10.660∗∗∗ (df = 1; 1041) 8.239∗∗∗ (df = 1; 1039)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table A.3.4: Relationship between anxiety and decision to vote in 2004

Dependent variable:

Did respondent vote in the 2004 election?

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Angry at Bush 0.046

(0.029)

Afraid of Bush 0.031

(0.033)

Angry at Kerry 0.088∗∗

(0.035)

Afraid of Kerry 0.067∗

(0.039)

Constant 3.309∗∗∗ 3.352∗∗∗ 3.246∗∗∗ 3.308∗∗∗

(0.088) (0.083) (0.081) (0.078)

Observations 524 524 520 522

R2 0.005 0.002 0.012 0.006

Adjusted R2 0.003 −0.0001 0.010 0.004

Residual Std. Error 1.068 (df = 522) 1.076 (df = 522) 1.073 (df = 518) 1.075 (df = 520)

F Statistic 2.509 (df = 1; 522) 0.926 (df = 1; 522) 6.458∗∗ (df = 1; 518) 2.956∗ (df = 1; 520)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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A.4 Testing Hypothesis 2 with Recoded Anxiety Dummy Vari-

ables

Table A.4.1: Table 7 Recoded with Anxiety Dummies

Dependent variable:

Voted for candidate of own party

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Anger Clinton Fear Clinton Anger Trump Fear Trump

Partisanship 0.406∗∗∗ 0.349∗∗∗ −0.388∗∗∗ −0.374∗∗∗

(0.034) (0.026) (0.034) (0.028)

Anger 0.370∗∗∗

(0.034)

Partisanship*Anger −0.480∗∗∗

(0.037)

Fear 0.322∗∗∗

(0.026)

Partisanship*Fear −0.481∗∗∗

(0.030)

Anger −0.112∗∗∗

(0.016)

Partisanship*Anger 0.456∗∗∗

(0.036)

Fear −0.139∗∗∗

(0.016)

Partisanship*Fear 0.474∗∗∗

(0.031)

Constant 0.571∗∗∗ 0.630∗∗∗ 0.988∗∗∗ 0.990∗∗∗

(0.033) (0.024) (0.013) (0.011)

Observations 2,277 2,278 2,278 2,278

R2 0.072 0.103 0.067 0.094

Adjusted R2 0.071 0.102 0.066 0.093

Residual Std. Error 0.258 (df = 2273) 0.254 (df = 2274) 0.259 (df = 2274) 0.256 (df = 2274)

F Statistic 58.807∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2273) 87.441∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274) 54.278∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274) 78.389∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table A.4.2: Table 7 Recoded with Anxiety Dummies V2

Dependent variable:

Voted for candidate of own party

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Anger Clinton Fear Clinton Anger Trump Fear Trump

Partisanship 0.250∗∗∗ 0.202∗∗∗ −0.301∗∗∗ −0.251∗∗∗

(0.018) (0.017) (0.018) (0.017)

Angry 0.268∗∗∗

(0.018)

Partisanship*Angry −0.580∗∗∗

(0.029)

Fear 0.215∗∗∗

(0.018)

Partisanship*Fear −0.561∗∗∗

(0.029)

Angry −0.331∗∗∗

(0.019)

Partisanship*Angry 0.632∗∗∗

(0.026)

Fear −0.323∗∗∗

(0.019)

Partisanship*Fear 0.573∗∗∗

(0.026)

Constant 0.709∗∗∗ 0.758∗∗∗ 0.978∗∗∗ 0.977∗∗∗

(0.016) (0.015) (0.008) (0.008)

Observations 2,277 2,278 2,278 2,278

R2 0.151 0.140 0.204 0.177

Adjusted R2 0.150 0.139 0.203 0.176

Residual Std. Error 0.247 (df = 2273) 0.249 (df = 2274) 0.240 (df = 2274) 0.244 (df = 2274)

F Statistic 134.419∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2273) 123.308∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274) 194.359∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274) 162.731∗∗∗ (df = 3; 2274)

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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A.5 Levels of Anxiety Over Time: Percentage Comparisons

Table A.5.1: Percentage Comparisons

Candidate Year Affect Number of % of

Respondents Respondents

Clinton 2016 Angry 703/4257 16.5

Clinton 2016 Afraid 650/4261 15.3

Trump 2016 Angry 937/4257 22.0

Trump 2016 Afraid 922/4254 21.7

Obama 2012 Angry 260/5910 4.4

Obama 2012 Afraid 246/5912 4.2

Romney 2012 Angry 386/5912 6.5

Romney 2012 Afraid 336/5914 5.7

Obama 2008 Angry 99/2322 4.3

Obama 2008 Afraid 152/2318 6.6

McCain 2008 Angry 182/2322 7.8

McCain 2008 Afraid 215/2320 9.3

Kerry 2004 Angry 81/1198 6.8

Kerry 2004 Afraid 69/1195 5.8

Bush 2004 Angry 211/1206 17.5

Bush 2004 Afraid 115/1205 9.5

Note: N reflects respondents reporting a level 5 on the 5pt. scale.

A.6 Conditionality of Reporting Anger vs. Fear

A fourth hypothesis included in an earlier draft of the paper addresses an ongoing measure-

ment question in the literature. Being that ANES operationalizes anxiety through both fear
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and anger, and being that the literature is often less than forthcoming with which version

of the measure is used to measure anxiety, and being that I use both proxy measures for my

analyses here, it is worthwhile to compare them to ensure both are similar measures. If we

find that they are not roughly similar measures for anxiety, it would stand to reason that

whether one chooses one or the other, they will obtain very different statistical results. This

would be a problem for studies that say they use the standard ANES measures for anxiety,

but do not indicate which of the two measures they used, and is a potential threat to the

internal validity of these studies. That being said, levels of anger and fear do not have to be

similar down to the second decimal point for them to be measuring the same latent concept

of anxiety; rather, they must be roughly similar. Or at the very least they should rise and

fall in tandem. If they are not present in roughly similar levels at the same time and for

the same respondents, and if they are not rising and falling in tandem, researchers may be

wrong to conflate the two. It might also indicate that the respondents themselves are not

actually conflating the two, which prior research and popular opining suggest they do.

I will now reexamine my first three hypotheses through a prism of anger versus fear,

attempting to clarify whether they are roughly equal measures for anxiety, or whether one

is predominately weaker or inconsistent. Note that I cannot make a value judgment about

which is the “true” measure for anxiety, as I have no “true” measure of anxiety to compare

them to. I can only compare them to each other, and over time. Beginning with the tables

used to examine hypothesis one (Tables 1-6), levels of anger and fear were similar for each

candidate in 2016, with levels at 2.6 and 2.5 for Clinton and levels at 2.9 and 2.9 for Trump.

In this instance using either as a proxy for anxiety would yield the same level of affect. In

2012, levels of anger were roughly 0.2 higher than levels of fear for both candidates, though

they trended together. And levels of both the anxiety affects were higher than that of the

positive affects, meaning although levels of anger were higher than levels of fear, using either

would result in analyses showing levels of anxiety higher than levels of the positive affects.

Looking to Table 5 for summaries of the averaged total affect across candidates in each
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election, it appears in some elections levels of anger were higher than levels of fear, or vice

versa. And they roughly trend together (Figure 1), although levels of anger seemed to shoot

up and down in slightly higher amounts than fear, which was much more static. Looking

at Table 5 alone might worry those who seek to treat anger and fear as similar measures

for anxiety, even though Figure 1 should be less worrying. Perhaps a composite measure of

sorts is necessary.

Shifting to the models used to examine hypothesis two (Tables 7-10), using either anger or

fear in the models produced similarly signed coefficients in all cases except for one in 2004,

where the anger coefficient for Kerry was statistically significant and the fear coefficient

was not, and produced coefficients of roughly similar magnitudes38. In the models used

to examine hypothesis three (Tables 11-14), the differences between using anger and fear

as measures for anxiety are more apparent39. Though, to be fair, there are no instances in

Tables 11-14 where the anger coefficient is statistically significant in one direction and the fear

coefficient is in the other direction. Naturally, contradictory conclusions in the tables could

lead one to believe that conflating the two measures is justified in some circumstances while

not in others. The anxiety affects may be similar for more generalized measures of anxiety,

and in those instances one can be substituted for the other, but the two anxiety affects of fear

and anger may not be as similar when building models to dissect the relationship between

anxiety and factors of interest, like vote choice or decision to vote. In the case of hypothesis

three, where anxiety for both candidates was shown to have an effect on the decision to vote

in the election, a distinction may have to be made if anger and fear enlist different causal

mechanisms for the voting decision. If anger at both candidates has a different relationship

with choosing to vote than fear of both candidates does, the latter may be the more precise

38If we paired the same coefficients for fear and anger in each table there would be six pairs in each table
and twenty-four pairs overall. Of the twenty-four, zero pairs had different signed coefficients and only two
had coefficients of relatively different magnitudes, the partisanship and anxiety pairs of coefficients for Bush
in 2004.

39For example, in Table 12 the anger coefficient is positive and statistically significant at the 90% confidence
interval while the afraid coefficient is negative and insignificant (though we should not pay too much attention
to the negative sign because of the insignificance).
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measure — or at least it should be explicitly indicated that someone who is afraid of both

candidates will be less likely to vote than someone only angry at both candidates.

A final method of comparing anger and fear is to examine the correlation between the two

measures for each of the four election cycles. Table A.6.1 reports the correlations between

anger and fear for each of the candidates in each election. Larger coefficients would indicate

respondents were more likely to report feeling both anger and fear for a particular candidate,

rather than reporting feeling anger or fear. Scaled from 0 to 1, the strongest correlations

are present in the 2016 election, followed by the 2012 election. This parallels with my

earlier findings that levels of anxiety were higher in more recent elections. In terms of the

correlations themselves, the coefficients show a generally strong equivalency between the

presence of anger and fear in later elections, though not as much in earlier ones. This

would make it far safer to conflate anger and fear, or substitute one for the other with less

hesitation, in 2016 and 2012 rather than 2004 and 2008. Therefore, my fourth hypothesis is

supported in some instances and weaker in others. Overall, the discussion here should be a

warning to researchers to be careful when conflating anger and fear when measuring anxiety,

and to be transparent when doing so.

Table A.6.1: Correlations Between Anger and Fear

Year Candidate Correlation
2016 Hillary Clinton 0.7891727
2016 Donald Trump 0.7610624
2012 Barack Obama 0.7579343
2012 Mitt Romney 0.6614434
2008 Barack Obama 0.5640298
2008 John McCain 0.5341027
2004 John Kerry 0.5238846
2004 George W. Bush 0.671623
Note: Pearson correlation coefficients
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