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Abstract

While numerous studies have examined how emotions mediate different aspects of cit-
izens’ political attitudes, information-seeking and knowledge, few have focused on how
campaigns might motivate or depress political behavior such as voter turnout. We use
measures of positive and negative emotions from the American National Election Stud-
ies (ANES) for presidential elections between 1980 and 2012 to examine whether emo-
tional affect toward presidential candidates increases over time, whether Republican
identifiers report stronger emotional affect than Democratic identifiers, and whether
emotional affect is associated with self-reported voter turnout. Our evidence indicates
that emotional affect is associated with higher turnout but fails to support our expec-
tations regarding changes over time in affective reactions to candidates and partisan
differences in affective reactions.
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The presidential election of 2016 was widely acclaimed as the “year of the outsider,”

one where voters preferred candidates who represented change of one sort or another. The

emphasis on change reflected an underlying frustration, anger and disenchantment with

policies, politicians and government. This campaign narrative often emphasized the anger

of likely voters, and for good reason. Fully seventy percent of Americans reported feeling

“frustrated” about the 2016 election, with over half also reporting that they felt “angry” and

“helpless.” These sentiments are fueled by deep distrust of both government and the political

system in general, with only one in ten saying they have “a great deal of confidence” in the

nation’s political system (Swanson, 2016). In 2015, the Pew Research Center reported that

Republicans are especially negative toward government, with one-third of Republican iden-

tifiers and leaners expressing “anger” with the federal government and over half expressing

“frustration” (PewResearchCenter, 2015).

The political relevance of citizen anger is underscored by Jerit’s (2004) finding that

politicians deliberately tap into these responses among voters as a political strategy when

campaigning. Yet research on the role of emotion in political life has focused primarily

on the effects of emotions on information-seeking, political efficacy, or policy preferences

(Valentino, Gregorowicz, & Groenendyk, 2009; Valentino, Brader, Groenendyk, Gregorowicz,

& Hutchings, 2011; Petersen, 2010; Civettini & Redlawsk, 2009), and only indirectly on

specific aspects of electoral behavior. In fact, published studies on emotion and political

participation are rare.

One of the few studies of emotion and citizen engagement suggests that emotional affect

also motivates political participation. Valentino et al. (2011) use observational survey data

and find that both positive and negative emotional responses are associated with increased

non-voting participation, even after controlling for the covariates described above.

The relative inattention to emotional reactions during presidential campaigns and

whether these reactions are associated with citizens’ decisions to vote raises several im-

portant questions. First, how have emotional reactions to candidates varied over time?
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Second, are these reactions simply a reflection of citizens’ broader orientations toward poli-

tics, such as political interest? Third, to what extent does the increasing polarization of the

electorate enhance emotional reactions? And, finally, are emotional reactions to candidates

consistently, and systematically, associated with voter turnout in presidential elections?

I Emotions, Anger, and Partisanship

The scholarly literature on emotions is widely informed by a theory of “affective intelligence”

(AIT). This theory of emotional affect, drawing on the fields of neuroscience and psychology,

broadly categorizes emotions as either “positive” or “negative.” Positive emotions such as

enthusiasm activate a “dispositional system” in the brain and convey to the individual that

what they are doing is working, essentially. Meanwhile, emotions such as anxiety or anger

are considered to be negative emotions which activate the “surveillance system” and bring

increased attentiveness to new information (Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen, 2000; Valentino

et al., 2011; MacKuen, Wolak, Kelle, & Marcus, 2010; Civettini & Redlawsk, 2009).

Cognitive appraisal (or “cognitive tuning”) theory contrasts with AIT, refuting its

characterization of emotional affect as falling along a unidimensional emotional continuum

from positive to negative. This approach holds that emotions are best viewed as discrete

experiences, with focus on anger and anxiety in particular as having distinct causes and

therefore distinct consequences (Isbell, Ottati, & Burns, 2006). Whereas AIT holds that

anger and anxiety are essentially similar in function as both are “negative” emotions, cogni-

tive appraisal theory posits that anger is more similar to a “positive” emotion compared to

anxiety, in the sense that anger motivates individuals to continue with and amplify existing

beliefs and behaviors.

Results in the literature reflecting on these contrasting theories are somewhat mixed in

terms of the significance and nature of effects of anger, compared to anxiety. Many studies

use experimental designs that intentionally evoke specific emotional reactions in respondents
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in order to gauge their subsequent effects on various political behaviors such as information-

seeking or position-taking on specific issues. Some of these studies find that anxiety and

anger are similar in their effects on political information-seeking (Civettini & Redlawsk,

2009; Ryan, 2012), while others find that anxiety increases information-seeking but anger

does not, or may even decrease it (Valentino, Hutchings, Banks, & Davis, 2008; Valentino,

Banks, Hutchings, & Davis, 2009).

Experimental studies suggest that both anger and enthusiasm increase subjects’ self-

reported willingness to vote and volunteer in campaigns, while priming anxiety, on the other

hand, encourages vigilance and opens the subject to persuasion (Weber, 2013; Brader, 2005;

Albertson & Gadarian, 2015). Distinctive effects of anger and anxiety are also reported in

one experimental study which found differential effects for anger and anxiety with regards

to risk-taking behavior (Druckman & McDermott, 2008). But whether the experimentally-

induced effects on intentions to participate actually correspond to changes in behavior is an

important limitation of these studies.

Valentino et al. (2011) offer a multi-method approach to studying the consequences of

emotional states for non-political participation. First, they begin with a laboratory experi-

ment that induced an emotional response in subjects, asking each respondent to write about

and describe in detail something about the political campaign occurring at the time which

made them feel a specific emotion. These emotional “treatment effects” were then evalu-

ated in how they affected a respondent’s willingness to engage in several forms of political

participation.

Second, they conduct a nationally-representative online survey in which respondents

were asked to report the extent to which they felt a wide array of emotions with regards

to the overall direction of the country. Factor analysis of these items showed that they

loaded on three primary dimensions. “Angry, disgusted,” and “outraged” comprised the

first dimension, which the authors classified as an overall “anger” dimension; “afraid” and

“nervous” comprised the second dimension of “anxiety”; “hopeful, proud,” and “happy”
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comprised the third dimension which was termed “enthusiasm.”

They then estimate a model of nonvoting participation (an index consisting of: wearing

a campaign button, volunteering for a campaign, attending a rally, talking to others, donating

money, signing a petition, helping people register to vote or get to the polls, taking part in a

political protest) using demographics as well as indicators of anger, anxiety and enthusiasm

in the model.

Both the laboratory experiment and the online survey provide evidence of a powerful

motivating effect for anger, where individuals were more likely to report intending to, or

actually having, participated in one way or the other. Both studies also suggest that en-

thusiasm is not a significant motivator of political participation, while they produce mixed

findings regarding fear: In the experiment, no significant treatment effects are reported,

while in the 2008 survey, fear is negatively associated with participation.

Third, Valentino et al. (2011) use American National Election Survey data from 1980

to 2004 to replicate their analysis of the 2008 study. They use three measures of non-electoral

participation: an overall index consisting of five items as follows: wearing a campaign but-

ton or displaying a bumper sticker, volunteering for a campaign, attending a rally, talking

to others, donating money, and then two dichotomous measures indicating whether the in-

dividual reports participating in any one of two types of “cheap” participation or “costly”

participation. “Cheap” participatory acts include only “wearing a campaign button or dis-

playing a bumper sticker” or “talking to others” while “costly acts” include the remaining

three: volunteering for a campaign, attending a rally, donating money. They find again

that all three emotional affect dimensions studied – enthusiasm, anger, anxiety – are corre-

lated with increased non-voting participation. Anger provides a particularly notable effect.

While all three emotions have positive and significant correlations with “cheap” participa-

tion, only anger has a positive and statistically significant correlation with “costly” forms of

participation.

Thus, existing empirical evidence suggests that emotional reactions are associated with
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psychological engagement with politics and that anger, anxiety and enthusiasm have distinc-

tive effects on participatory intentions and may also likely motivate political behavior more

generally. These findings, however, do not consider variations in emotional states across

campaigns or in different political circumstances. What remains unclear is under what con-

ditions and to what extent emotions might motivate political behavior, and in particular

voter turnout. At the aggregate level, we know that voter turnout varies substantially be-

tween elections (Leighley & Nagler, 2014). It is possible, we conjecture, that part of what

helps to account for these variations are the candidate-specific features of each race – includ-

ing the emotional responses individuals have to candidates.

Notably absent from this model of non-voting participation – given increasingly parti-

san, and polarized, public opinion and electoral behavior (Mann & Ornstein, 2012; Berry &

Sobieraj, 2014) – is partisanship. The authors do include strength of partisanship, along with

political interest and efficacy measures, in the model, and the estimates for these indicators,

not surprisingly, are positive and statistically significant. But perhaps more interesting is

the question of how partisanship might structure emotional reactions to candidates or might

mediate the effect of emotion on voters’ calculations of the costs and benefits of voting.

The potential importance of emotion to voter turnout in the context of an increas-

ingly polarized political environment is especially reasonable when conceptualizing party

identification as a social identity – a self-conception around which people form in-group and

out-group dynamics (Greene, 1999). Social identity is notable in that it is not necessarily

based on objective parameters, but rather on one’s self-perception of membership in an in-

formal group, in this case a certain political alignment (Greene, 2004). Analysis of ANES

measures has found that voters’ perceptions of the groups associated with political parties

influence their political judgments independently of issue positions (Wlezien & Miller, 1997;

Miller, Wlezien, & Hildreth, 1991), and comparison of voters’ feelings about specific refer-

ence groups commonly perceived as associated with a political party’s issue positions also

supports the notion that voters use their feelings about such reference groups to inform their
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political thinking (Hamill, Lodge, & Blake, 1985). Similar research using ANES measures

has also found that symbolic attitudes such as party identification or racial prejudice explain

voters’ issue positions much more effectively than short-term self-interest, which appears to

show little or no correlation with said issue positions (Sears, Lau, Tyler, & Allen, 1980).

Our paper expands on Valentino’s model by: considering how emotional affect towards

candidates affects turnout directly, modeling the relationships separately by partisanship to

identify differential effects of emotional affect conditional on party identification, and ac-

counting for possible differential effects of emotional affect across a time period of steadily

increasing polarization. Specifically, we examine how the emotional dimensions of anger,

anxiety, and enthusiasm differ for Republicans and Democrats in each presidential election

year, and use logistical regression analysis to assess the relationships between affective re-

actions and voter turnout, while including demographic controls and controls for political

interest, knowledge, and efficacy.

Both popular and scholarly assessments of changes in public opinion and the rise of

partisan media suggest that we might expect the proportion of respondents reporting an emo-

tional response to presidential candidates to increase between 1980 and 2012, in accordance

with the marked increase in political polarization that occurs over the same time period (see

for example Fleisher & Bond, 2004). At the same time that ideological polarization of the

Republican and Democratic parties has increased, the visibility and audiences of a new par-

tisan media have magnified that polarization, often with emotionally charged language and

appeals (Berry & Sobieraj, 2014). The rhetoric of the 2016 election would seem to confirm

this possibility. We therefore expect a corresponding increase in the proportion of people

reporting emotional reactions towards the presidential candidates.

H1: Emotional affect toward presidential candidates increases between 1980 and 2012

Our second expectation is that Republicans will report stronger emotional reactions

to candidates than will Democrats. This expectation of stronger emotional response among
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Republican respondents is suggested by the literature on asymmetric polarization. While

both parties have moved further from the center in recent decades, it is commonly held that

this process is asymmetric in the sense that the Republican party has effectively moved much

further to the right than the Democratic party has to the left (Mann & Ornstein, 2012). This

is manifested in the fact that legislative tactics that would have previously been considered

extreme have increasingly fallen into routine use by the Republicans in Congress, such as

unconditionally blocking executive appointments to federal positions or, in the later years

of our study, using the threat of government shutdown to try to defund the Affordable Care

Act. With the expectation that the beliefs and attitudes of politicians and their constituents

are endogenous to some degree – that the behavior of politicians reflects the wishes of the

people they represent, and vice versa – we therefore hypothesize this asymmetric polarization

to carry over into the realm of emotional affect as well.

H2: Republican identifiers have stronger emotional affect than Democratic identifiers

Finally, while the literature on emotions is unclear regarding which emotions have what

effect to what extent, the one study that examines the behavioral consequences of emotion

for political participation suggests that emotional reactions are likely to motivate turnout.

Specifically, Valentino et al. (2011) find a clear positive relationship between the emotional

affect variables in the ANES – the same variables that we study – and non-voting means

of participation. They do not address voter turnout, however. We expect that emotional

affect will also show a positive correlation with voter turnout, in line with Valentino et al.’s

(2011) findings on non-voting political participation. Most studies of voter turnout and

political participation underscore the importance of socio-economic status and age, as well

as party/candidate mobilization as correlates (see for example Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993;

Brady, Verba, & Schlozman, 1995). Our focus on emotions and voter turnout leads to our

third hypothesis:

H3: Emotional affect increases voter turnout
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II Data and Model

Our analysis of emotional reactions to presidential candidates and voter turnout relies on

data from the American National Election Studies Cumulative File from 1980-2012. Our

primary variables of interest are the respondents’ self-reports on whether they voted or

not and their reported emotional reactions to each of the presidential candidates in each

year. The specific “affect” question asks respondents whether the Republican/Democratic

presidential candidate has made them feel: anger, fear, hope, or pride. These candidate affect

questions are asked separately for each emotion for each of the two major party candidates,

forming eight variables overall. Each emotion variable is in binary form and coded as 1 (“I

feel this emotion”) or 0 (“I do not feel this emotion”).

As noted above, much of the literature suggests that fear and anger have distinctive

effects, and so we include these two affective states as separate variables. Little attention has

been paid to the “positive” emotions of pride and hope, so we combine these two variables

into one measure that is coded 1 if the respondent reports feeling either one of the individual

positive emotions – hope or pride – and 0 if they reported feeling neither. This leaves us with

six candidate affect variables per respondent, which for purposes of simplicity in presentation

we label as: DemAfraid, DemAngry, DemPos, RepAfraid, RepAngry, and RepPos.

In order to test the three hypotheses specified above, we use the following logistic

regression models, which include standard demographic controls used in previous studies of

voter turnout:

Pr(Emotioni = 1) = G(β0 + β11984i + β21988i + β31992i + β41996i + β52000i + β62004i+

β72008i + β82012i + β9Incomei + β10Educationi + β11Agei + ui)

Pr(V otei = 1) = G(β0 + β1DemAfraidi + β2DemAngryi + β3DemPosi + β4RepAfraidi+

β5RepAngryi + β6RepPosi + β71984i + β81988i + β91992i + β101996i+

β112000i + β122004i + β132008i + β142012i + β15PartisanStrengthi+

β16Incomei + β17Educationi + β18Agei + ui)
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The first model tests our first and second hypotheses. H1 predicts that emotional af-

fect increases between 1980 and 2012. H2 predicts that Republican identifiers have stronger

emotional affect than their Democratic counterparts. The dependent variables in the first

two models are the six emotion variables specified above: DemAfraid, DemAngry, DemPos,

RepAfraid, RepAngry, and RepPos. To allow us to observe the affect change at every pres-

idential election, the model includes eight year dummy variables. The year 1980 forms the

omitted base. We estimate a separate regression for each emotion variable and also estimate

separate regressions for Democratic and Republican identifiers. The decision to test for

Democrats and Republicans separately is based on joint F- and T-Tests. Both showed that

Democrats and Republicans differ markedly from each other and should thus be estimated

separately, which allows us to more accurately observe the differences in emotional affect

over time and across party affiliation.

The second model tests our third hypothesis. H3 predicts that emotional affect in-

creases voter turnout. The dependent variable is respondents’ report of whether they voted.

This is a binary variable coded as 1 if the respondent reports voting and 0 if the respondent

reports not voting. This model also includes the year dummy variables and is estimated

separately for Democratic and Republican identifiers. It also includes a measure of partisan

strength. This variable is coded as 1 (“Independent”), 2 (“Weak Democrat or Republican”),

3 (“Moderate Democrat or Republican”), and 4 (“Strong Democrat or Republican”). The

higher the value, then, the stronger partisanship.

Our decision to use logistic regression instead of a Linear Probability Model is based

on the substantial amount of fitted values that lie outside of the 0 to 1 probability interval.

Computations revealed 1,407 fitted values higher than 1, which amounts to a very significant

nine percent of overall observations. Figure 1 shows this in graphic form.
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Figure 1: OLS Fitted Values
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This shows that a Linear Probability Model via OLS is not an appropriate fit for our

data. Using the non-linear method of logistic regression addresses this issue and better fits

our data. We can examine the Average Partial Effects of each variable in the logistic models

in order to test our hypotheses and make observations about the relationships between

the variables modeled. The hypotheses we test lead us to expect positive Emotion APEs

across the year dummy variables (H1), higher magnitudes of Emotion APEs for Republican

identifiers than Democrats (H2), and positive Turnout APEs across the six emotion variables

(H3).

III Results

The regression results for the first logistic model (Pr(Emotioni = 1)) can be found in tables

1 and 2 in the appendix. Table 1 shows the results for all Democratic identifiers across all

years from 1980 to 2012. The dependent variable are the six emotion variables – DemAfraid,

DemAngry, DemPos, RepAfraid, RepAngry, and RepPos. Controls include income, education,

and age. Table 2 shows the corresponding results for all Republican identifiers across all
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years. Both tables show the Average Partial Effects (APE) for each variable. Statistical

significance was set at a p-value of 0.05. We used the first model to test H1 and H2.

Due to increased polarization over the past several decades, we expected respondents

to show increased emotional affect between 1980 and 2012. In other words, we expected

an increase in the number of people feeling a significant emotional reaction towards the

presidential candidates with each presidential election cycle. Figure 2 below shows that this

is not the case. The Emotion APE values are taken from the logistic regressions in tables 1

and 2 in the appendix.

Figure 2: Did Emotional Affect Increase Between 1980 and 2012?
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Each year’s APE values are in comparison to the base year 1980. A positive APE

means a respondent is more likely to feel the respective emotion. A negative APE means a

respondent is less likely to feel the respective emotion. An example: In 1984, respondents

were more likely to feel afraid of the Democratic candidate if they were Democrats (first blue

dot in the upper row graph for DemAfraid). In the same year, respondents were less likely to

feel afraid of the Democratic candidate if they were Republicans (first red dot in the bottom

row graph for DemAfraid). Overall, we can clearly see that no emotion variable shows a

continuous increase. The only variable that is positive across all years for both parties (with

the slight exception of the year 2000 for Republicans) is RepAngry, yet even here we observe

that the APE is higher in 1984, 1992, and 2004 than it is in 2012, with the vast majority of

values being statistically significant.

In general, we observe high fluctuation between negative and positive APEs for all

emotion variables, again with the vast majority showing statistical significance. We thus fail

to reject the null hypothesis for H1. Emotional affect did not increase over the course of the

past 32 years. Respondents are not more likely to feel emotional about the parties’ candidates

in 2012 than they were in 1980, specifically, or over the entire period more generally. It is very

interesting to note, however, that fluctuation is much more divergent across party lines when

it comes to feelings towards the Democratic candidates than the Republican candidates. The

blue and red lines in the bottom row, which show feelings towards Republican candidates,

almost all follow remarkably similar trajectories. Party ID does not seem to be influential

in predicting how respondents feel about Republican candidates. The blue and red lines in

the upper row, however, follow a very different course. We can observe almost oppositional

trajectories here. In 2008 for DemPos, for instance, Democrats showed an APE of -0.492, but

Republicans showed an APE of 0.194. This is a difference in APEs of 0.686. In the same

year for RepPos, for comparison, Democrats’ and Republicans’ APEs were almost identical

(0.014 v. 0.011, respectively), resulting in a difference in APEs of only 0.003. We will return

to this rather striking finding in section IV.
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We also expected Republican identifiers to show stronger emotional affect than Democrats.

This is not the case either. Figure 3 presents the Emotion APE values based on the estimates

of the logistic regressions reported in the appendix (tables 1 and 2).

Figure 3: Do Republican Identifiers Have Stronger Emotional Affect?
Reps Afraid of Dem? Reps Angry at Dem? Reps Pos. about Rep?

−0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

E
m

ot
io

n 
A

P
E

Dems Afraid of Rep? Dems Angry at Rep? Dems Pos. about Dem?

1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012

−0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

E
m

ot
io

n 
A

P
E

The upper row (all red lines) shows how Republicans feel about the Democratic can-

didate (first two graphs) and their own candidate (third graph). The bottom row (all blue

lines) shows how Democrats feel about the Republican candidate (first two graphs) and

their own candidate (third graph). As above, every positive and negative APE is in relation

to the base line of 1980. It shows whether the likelihood of showing the relevant emotion

goes up or down in each year, separately for Republicans and Democrats. A positive APE
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means a respondent is more likely to feel the respective emotion. A negative APE means

a respondent is less likely to feel the respective emotion. An example: The first APE in

the first graph in the upper row (the first red dot in “Reps Afraid of Dem?”) is negative.

This dot represents the year 1984. In 1984, Republicans were less likely to feel afraid of the

Democratic candidate than they had been in 1980. Similarly, the first APE in the first graph

in the bottom row (the first blue dot in “Dems Afraid of Rep?”) is essentially zero. In 1984,

then, Democrats were about as likely to feel afraid of the Republican candidate as they had

been in 1980.

In 1984, Republicans were less likely to be afraid of the Democratic candidate than

Democrats were of the Republican candidate. Republicans were also less likely to be angry

at the Democratic candidate than Democrats were at the Republican candidate. Republi-

cans were more likely, however, to feel positive about their own candidate than Democrats

were about their candidate. With the exception of RepAfraid, all values are statistically

significant. In 1996, Republicans were more likely to be afraid of the Democratic candidate.

They were, however, less likely to be angry at the Democratic candidate and also less likely

to feel positive about their own candidate. With the exception of DemAngry, all values are

statistically significant. In 2012, Republicans were more likely to be afraid of the Demo-

cratic candidate and also more likely to feel positive about their own candidate. They were,

however, less likely to be angry at the Democratic candidate. DemAngry and RepPos are not

statistically significant here.

Most notably, Republicans are almost always less likely to be angry at the Democratic

candidate than Democrats across all years (with the small exceptions of 2000 and 2012).

Republicans are also only more likely to be afraid of the Democratic candidate relative to

Democrats in 1996 and 2012. Democrats in turn are always more likely to be angry at the

Republican candidate than Republicans across all years. They are also almost always less

likely to feel positive about their own candidate (with the exceptions of 1996 and 2012) than

Republicans. A few further trends can be observed: Republicans have arguably become
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more afraid of the Democratic candidate with each election. The APE for DemAfraid has

been increasing since 1988 and is currently at its highpoint (0.254). Democrats have become

less positive of their own candidate with each election. This does not, however, hold for the

2012 election. Whether this represents a stable reverse of the trend will have to be seen with

more recent data from the 2016 elections, once these are publicly available. The magnitude

of anger is inconsistent across partisanship – while it displays the highest turnout APE for

Republicans, it shows no such motivating effect at all for Democrats, suggesting that anger’s

potential to motivate voter turnout may be differential across partisanship.

Overall, we fail to reject the null hypothesis for H2. We do not observe a clear trend

that would support H2, and the presence of some statistically insignificant APEs does not

lend support either. Republican identifiers do not consistently show stronger emotional affect

than Democrats.

In order to test H3, we used the second logistic model (Pr(V otei = 1)) specified in

section II above. The regression results for this model can be found in tables 3 and 4 in the

appendix. Table 3 shows the results for all Democratic identifiers across all years from 1980

to 2012. The dependent variable is voter turnout. The six emotion variables – DemAfraid,

DemAngry, DemPos, RepAfraid, RepAngry, and RepPos – function as independent variables.

Controls include income, education, age, and a measure of partisan strength. Table 4 shows

the corresponding results for all Republican identifiers across all years. Both tables show the

APEs for each variable. Statistical significance was again set at a p-value of 0.05.

We expected emotional affect to increase voter turnout. For both Republicans and

Democrats, education, income and partisan strength are estimated to be significant and

positive. Consistent with previous research, then, individuals who are more educated, have

higher income, and report stronger party identification are more likely to vote than indi-

viduals who are less educated, poorer, and less partisan. However, the coefficient estimates

for the emotion indicators are generally different for Republicans and Democrats. Among

Democrats, reactions toward the Democratic candidate are not associated with turnout, but

16



any emotional reaction toward the Republican candidate – anger, fear, or enthusiasm – are

all associated with higher turnout. Among Republicans, fear reactions to the Democratic

candidate and positive reactions to the Republican candidate are positively associated with

turnout. In only one case – where Republicans feel anger reactions toward the Democratic

candidate – is the coefficient estimate negative and significant. This suggests the possibility

that emotional reactions to candidates might, under the particular circumstances, actually

reduce the likelihood of voting.

Figure 4 presents APE values estimated for each emotion indicator (see Tables 3 and

4 in the appendix for the logistic regression estimates). All six emotion variables show an

increase in the likelihood to vote, with the slight exception of DemAngry and RepAfraid for

Republicans. Both of these APEs, however, lie outside the level of statistical significance

and thus require caution with regards to interpretation. We can therefore reject the null

hypothesis for H3.

Figure 4: Does Emotional Affect Increase Voter Turnout?
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IV Conclusion

Our theoretical expectations were based on broad generalizations about changes in the na-

ture of public opinion, party politics, and elections over the past several decades. These

expectations seemed to also be reflected in the campaign narratives of 2016. However, our

empirical evidence failed to support our expectations of increased affective reactions to pres-

idential candidates, as well as partisan differences in those reactions. Emotional affect –

in terms of anger, anxiety and positive attitudes toward the major party candidates – did

not increase monotonically between 1980 and 2012 (H1), nor do Republican identifiers have

stronger emotional affect than Democratic identifiers (H2). However, we do find a positive

association between emotional affect and voter turnout (H3). What conclusions can we draw

from this?

Clearly, we must question our assumptions behind H1 and H2. We argued that an

increase of emotional affect is likely because of drastically heightened political polarization

over the past three decades. To us, the ever-widening gap between the parties was connected

to an emotional partisan rejection of “the other”. With Democrats and Republicans occu-

pying increasingly opposite ends on the political scale on many issues, we expected to see a

disconnect between the two sides. The further they are apart, the less they understand and

the less they have to say to each other. We expected this to translate into negative feelings

towards the “distant other” party and positive feelings towards the “safe harbor” of one’s

own party. The failure to observe increased emotional affect over the past several decades

could point towards the possibility that polarization is most visible only at the elite level

and much less pronounced amongst the general population. Scholarly works such as Mann

and Ornstein (2012), which outline that the Republican party has been pursuing a much

more extreme path than the Democratic party over the past decades, also led us to expect

that Republican identifiers have developed stronger emotional affect. This assumption must

also be questioned. Again, our findings could point towards the possibility that this extreme
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path is visible only amongst party elites, not amongst the public. If this is indeed the case,

the dividing forces of polarization might not be as powerful as often feared. In both cases,

further studies are needed to investigate these matters further.

Alternatively, our null findings regarding changes over time and partisan differences

in affect might reflect the challenges of using individuals’ self-reports of emotional reactions

as a psychological state. While we have included other psychological measures of political

engagement to account for the possibility that individuals who are more involved in campaign

politics have more knowledge and possibly more affective reactions, more work could be done

to evaluate how we have measured the concepts we are interested in, or the appropriate model

specification in which to test their importance.

Alternative specifications that we plan to examine will allow for the emotion parame-

ters to vary over time and contingent on partisanship. In addition, we will consider explicitly

incorporating individual characteristics that might also structure how partisanship interacts

with emotion. For example, we plan to consider political knowledge and reliance on differ-

ent media sources as additional factors associated with emotional reactions. Perhaps these

efforts will allow us to address directly the possibly endogenous nature of affective reactions,

campaign strategy, and voter turnout.

Finally, our results on H3 are in line with Valentino et al.’s (2011) findings regarding

non-voting political engagement. People with higher emotional affect, be it positive or

negative, are more likely to turn out than their apathetic counterparts. Replicating this

observational evidence with validated voting measures is likely the next step. However, for

now, the argument that emotional affect increases political engagement seems to be confirmed

in the case of voter turnout. This represents a potentially important finding, particularly as

political campaigns spend a lot of effort on increasing turnout. Emotional engagement could

represent a crucial means by which to achieve this goal.
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Appendix

Table 1: Logit for Emotional Affect – Democrats Only

Dependent variable:

DemAfraid DemAngry DemPos RepAfraid RepAngry RepPos

1984 0.283∗∗∗ 0.095∗∗∗ −0.293∗∗∗ −0.002 0.292∗∗∗ 0.140∗∗∗

(0.032) (0.027) (0.030) (0.028) (0.018) (0.026)

1988 0.155∗∗∗ −0.020 −0.343∗∗∗ −0.179∗∗∗ 0.035 −0.083∗∗∗

(0.033) (0.028) (0.030) (0.025) (0.028) (0.021)

1992 0.417∗∗∗ 0.085∗∗∗ −0.293∗∗∗ 0.139∗∗∗ 0.288∗∗∗ 0.136∗∗∗

(0.029) (0.026) (0.029) (0.026) (0.018) (0.025)

1996 0.032 −0.229∗∗∗ 0.073∗∗∗ −0.072∗∗∗ 0.100∗∗∗ −0.044∗∗

(0.030) (0.025) (0.024) (0.028) (0.026) (0.022)

2000 −0.079∗∗ 0.008 −0.039 −0.028 0.065∗ −0.091∗∗∗

(0.032) (0.036) (0.036) (0.036) (0.034) (0.026)

2004 0.524∗∗∗ 0.221∗∗∗ −0.366∗∗∗ 0.247∗∗∗ 0.354∗∗∗ 0.071∗∗

(0.028) (0.030) (0.033) (0.029) (0.015) (0.029)

2008 0.501∗∗∗ 0.243∗∗∗ −0.492∗∗∗ 0.030 0.092∗∗∗ 0.014
(0.026) (0.023) (0.024) (0.026) (0.025) (0.022)

2012 −0.119∗∗∗ −0.373∗∗∗ 0.188∗∗∗ 0.084∗∗∗ 0.268∗∗∗ −0.264∗∗∗

(0.022) (0.020) (0.020) (0.023) (0.020) (0.016)

Income −0.005 0.011∗ 0.016∗∗∗ −0.001 0.000 0.031∗∗∗

(0.005) (0.006) (0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.005)

Education 0.067∗∗∗ 0.086∗∗∗ 0.013∗∗ 0.106∗∗∗ 0.090∗∗∗ 0.010
(0.007) (0.008) (0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.006)

Age −0.012∗∗∗ −0.004 −0.004 −0.002 −0.002 0.006∗∗

(0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Constant −0.440∗∗∗ −0.149∗∗∗ 0.212∗∗∗ −0.368∗∗∗ −0.388∗∗∗ −0.234∗∗∗

(0.030) (0.032) (0.029) (0.031) (0.032) (0.027)

Observations 8,424 8,424 8,424 8,424 8,424 8,424

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 2: Logit for Emotional Affect – Republicans Only

Dependent variable:

DemAfraid DemAngry DemPos RepAfraid RepAngry RepPos

1984 −0.276∗∗∗ −0.469∗∗∗ 0.303∗∗∗ −0.063∗∗∗ 0.169∗∗∗ 0.087∗∗∗

(0.017) (0.023) (0.013) (0.013) (0.035) (0.015)

1988 −0.311∗∗∗ −0.490∗∗∗ 0.274∗∗∗ −0.085∗∗∗ −0.002 −0.077∗∗∗

(0.015) (0.021) (0.014) (0.011) (0.029) (0.026)

1992 −0.126∗∗∗ −0.440∗∗∗ 0.284∗∗∗ 0.043∗∗ 0.212∗∗∗ 0.061∗∗∗

(0.024) (0.024) (0.014) (0.020) (0.035) (0.017)

1996 0.107∗∗∗ −0.045 −0.091∗∗∗ −0.055∗∗∗ 0.100∗∗∗ −0.061∗∗

(0.033) (0.039) (0.031) (0.014) (0.035) (0.027)

2000 −0.019 0.019 −0.195∗∗∗ −0.041∗∗ −0.049 −0.123∗∗∗

(0.037) (0.050) (0.043) (0.018) (0.034) (0.038)

2004 −0.201∗∗∗ −0.466∗∗∗ 0.314∗∗∗ −0.013 0.163∗∗∗ 0.120∗∗∗

(0.023) (0.023) (0.011) (0.019) (0.040) (0.013)

2008 −0.087∗∗∗ −0.281∗∗∗ 0.194∗∗∗ −0.035∗∗ 0.059∗ 0.011
(0.027) (0.033) (0.018) (0.015) (0.033) (0.021)

2012 0.254∗∗∗ 0.023 −0.192∗∗∗ −0.081∗∗∗ 0.012 −0.031
(0.027) (0.033) (0.026) (0.013) (0.026) (0.020)

Income 0.006 −0.001 0.013∗ −0.007∗ −0.019∗∗∗ 0.026∗∗∗

(0.007) (0.007) (0.007) (0.004) (0.005) (0.004)

Education 0.023∗∗∗ 0.035∗∗∗ 0.042∗∗∗ 0.021∗∗∗ 0.025∗∗∗ 0.024∗∗∗

(0.008) (0.009) (0.009) (0.005) (0.007) (0.006)

Age −0.006 −0.007∗ −0.013∗∗∗ −0.020∗∗∗ −0.014∗∗∗ 0.022∗∗∗

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

Constant −0.157∗∗∗ 0.251∗∗∗ −0.082∗∗ −0.120∗∗∗ −0.244∗∗∗ −0.021
(0.037) (0.042) (0.036) (0.022) (0.031) (0.025)

Observations 5,966 5,966 5,966 5,966 5,966 5,966

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 3: Logit for Voter Turnout – Democrats Only

Dependent variable:

Voted (all one regression)

DemAfraid 0.007 1984 −0.001
(0.012) (0.019)

DemAngry 0.014 1988 −0.017
(0.010) (0.020)

DemPos 0.008 1992 0.020
(0.011) (0.018)

RepAfraid 0.023∗∗ 1996 −0.011
(0.010) (0.020)

RepAngry 0.045∗∗∗ 2000 0.027
(0.010) (0.023)

RepPos 0.040∗∗∗ 2004 −0.008
(0.010) (0.025)

Partisan Strength 0.081∗∗∗ 2008 0.041∗∗

(0.005) (0.016)

Income 0.047∗∗∗ 2012 0.035∗∗

(0.004) (0.016)

Education 0.098∗∗∗ Age 0.037∗∗∗

(0.005) (0.002)

Constant −0.642∗∗∗

(0.028)

Observations 8,424

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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Table 4: Logit for Voter Turnout – Republicans Only

Dependent variable:

Voted (all one regression)

DemAfraid 0.041∗∗∗ 1984 −0.026
(0.011) (0.023)

DemAngry −0.025∗∗ 1988 −0.038
(0.011) (0.024)

DemPos 0.008 1992 −0.044∗

(0.011) (0.024)

RepAfraid −0.008 1996 −0.011
(0.015) (0.023)

RepAngry 0.021∗ 2000 −0.037
(0.011) (0.032)

RepPos 0.097∗∗∗ 2004 −0.010
(0.015) (0.026)

Partisan Strength 0.049∗∗∗ 2008 −0.015
(0.006) (0.023)

Income 0.040∗∗∗ 2012 −0.012
(0.004) (0.019)

Education 0.078∗∗∗ Age 0.038∗∗∗

(0.005) (0.003)

Constant −0.486∗∗∗

(0.029)

Observations 5,966

Note: ∗p<0.1; ∗∗p<0.05; ∗∗∗p<0.01
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