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Introduction 

 

The 2024 election season was unique in several ways. It featured, for the majority of the pre-

election season, the oldest major party candidates in US history,1 and the withdrawal of the 

Democratic incumbent mere months before election day.2 America, along with the rest of the 

world, was dealing with inflation,3 a third-party involvement in the Russian war with Ukraine,4 a 

presidential candidate who had previously been impeached,5 and the mishandling of classified 

documents from both Trump and Biden,6 along with a host of other anxiety-producing events. 

Times preceding and surrounding elections are periods when most Americans report 

experiencing greater levels of stress and anxiety.7  
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The 2024 election is no exception.8 Election anxiety, post-election disorder syndrome, and post-

election trauma are phenomena that mental health professionals have documented in the past few 

elections, both domestically and internationally.9 Among the symptoms discussed, people who 

experienced these mental illnesses reported heightened anxiety about politics and election 

outcomes, depressive symptoms, irritability, trouble sleeping, and intrusive thoughts related to 

politics that may interfere with or diminish a person’s daily functions.10 One researcher even 

demonstrated how election-related stress was associated with potentially life-threatening issues 

like heart arrhythmias.11   

 

Understanding election-related stress, then, is important from both a public health and a political 

science perspective, because fear-based narratives are precisely the mechanisms candidates use 

to motivate their bases.12 Researchers have demonstrated that partisans exhibit greater anger and 

a stronger sense of rivalry during elections.13 We then expect to see fear plague partisans more 

than the general public. 

 

Despite recognizing the risks and general concern around election anxiety, little research 

contrasts the levels of stress experienced by the electorate that associate with the various major 

parties in the US. We explore fear, as a component of anxiety, that the electorate might be 

experiencing during the election, and compare levels of fear between Republicans and 

Democrats in Missouri. By doing so, we hope to better understand the phenomenon of election 
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anxiety, as well as what Missourians can specifically do to potentially address election-related 

mental health issues. 

 

Methods 

 

We had 475 respondents in the 2024 exit poll. Of these, 410 observations were used in our 

model. It is important to note that there are three polling locations in the city of Maryville, which 

has a population of 11,000 people. We do not claim that Maryville reflects the whole state of 

Missouri. Yet, when it comes to feelings associated with elections, there is a strong argument to 

be made that we are all similarly impacted. 

 

This article seeks to determine the effect of partisanship on the emotions associated with the 

presidential race. The dependent variable in this study, fear, was measured with a feeling 

thermometer. We asked, “On a scale of 1 - 100 with 1 being the least fearful and 100 being 

extremely fearful, how fearful would you personally be if your presidential candidate is not 

selected?” We also asked about anger in a similar fashion. Control variables include gender, age, 

education level, marital status, and whether the respondent currently has children under 18. The 

independent variable was political party affiliation. The partisanship variable uses the classic 7-

point Likert scale common in political science. All other control variables were treated as 

categorical, except age and education, which were treated as ordered factor variables. To 

understand the correlation between partisanship and “fear of losing,” we ran ordinary least 

squares (OLS) regression models.  

 

Results 

 

Table 1 shows the results from our model. It indicates that Democrats were significantly more 

fearful of Donald Trump’s election than Republicans were of Kamala Harris. There is a 17-point 

difference between Democrats and Republicans and a 30-point difference with independents. It 

must be understood that there are only 16 independents in the model, hardly conclusive. 

However, it is consistent with our understanding to assume that independents are less fearful 

because they are detached from partisan identity. Figure 1 in the appendix graphs the partisan 

difference in fear. 

 

Other variables in our model warrant exploration. There is a considerable gender difference in 

emotion. Women score 16 points higher on the fear measure than men do. Likewise, age is 

statistically significant. The ordered categories we used were “18 – 19,” “30 – 40,” “41 – 60,” 

and “61+.” A significant linear trend was observed across age groups (β = 11.68). Quadratic and 

cubic trends were tested but were not significant and therefore not reported. Education was 

treated in the same way as age. Categories included “high school diploma,” “some college 

experience,” “bachelor’s degree,” and “post-graduate degree.” This time, the linear trend was 

negative (β = -14.68), meaning that more education correlates with less fear. Again, quadratic 

and cubic trends produced no significant result. Those who reported having children at home 

under 18 scored about 8 points higher than those without children at home. Finally, single 

respondents were 9.5 points more fearful than married respondents.  
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Certainly, there are many explanations for why some individuals experience greater fear that 

their political opponents will be elected to office. The fear of losing model has an R-squared of 

21 percent meaning the model explains that much of the variation in the dependent variable.   

   

Table 1 

=============================================== 

                        Dependent variable:     

                    --------------------------- 

                              Fear of Losing           

----------------------------------------------- 

Independent           - 29.62***          

                              (8.29)           

                                                

Republican            -17.18***          

                              (3.19)           

                                                

Female                  16.27***          

                               (3.01)           

                                                

Age                        11.68**           

                              (4.32)           

                                                                                                

Education             -14.68***          

                              (3.775)           

                                                                                               

Children                 7.96*           

                              (3.94)           

                                                

Separated               1.74            

                              (5.14)           

                                                

Single                     9.55*           

                              (4.83)           

                                                

Widowed              14.92            

                             (10.07)           

                                                

Constant                64.63***          

                              (4.23)           

                                                

----------------------------------------------- 

Observations                    410             

R2                                    0.21            

Adjusted R2                    0.18            
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Residual Std. Error         29.68 (df = 396)      

F Statistic                       7.96*** (df = 13; 396)   

=============================================== 

Note:               *p<0.5; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 

 

Discussion 

 

Though there is no definitive way to fully understand the different levels of fear between 

Republicans, Democrats, and Independents in our model, one explanation relies on the 

availability heuristic. This cognitive process entails that people make decisions or experience 

emotions and gut reactions based on the information most readily available to them.14 Though 

this heuristic often serves us well, there are times when the most readily accessible information 

in our minds is inaccurate. For example, a person who is afraid of heights might forgo traveling 

by plane and instead choose to drive, even if the likelihood of injury and death is more likely to 

happen in a car than in a plane. Alternatively, consider a veteran with PTSD who might mistake 

the sound of a firecracker for a gunshot and experience true emotional panic because her 

experience in combat was more easily available to recall. Because our fears often demand our 

attention, they make certain thoughts more readily available to us, and consequently, we often 

experience emotional responses in connection with those available fearful thoughts. 

 

Similarly, Republicans and Democrats share certain fears about each other – punctuated by 

specific politicians who promote policies or rhetoric that threaten to make those fears a reality.15 

For example, most Democrats don’t intend to forcibly take guns from their owners, but Beto 

O’Rourke made the remark, “Hell yes, we’re going to take your AR-15, your AK-47,” while 

running for nomination as a presidential candidate.16 It’s a soundbite that garnered viral status 

and demonstrated how some Republicans’ fears felt substantiated. Likewise, A recent poll found 

that 80 percent of Republicans today support universal background checks to screen who has 

access to firearms.17 However, Trump has largely referred to these kinds of checks as ineffective 

and said after two mass shootings in 2019, “… as strong as you make your background checks, 

they would not have stopped any of it.”18 These kinds of statements signal to Democrats that 

their fears are coming to fruition. Consider, then, how the Republicans’ fears of the Democrats’ 

 
14 Valerie S. Folkes, “The Availability Heuristic and Perceived Risk,” Journal of Consumer Research 15, no. 1 

(1988): 13–23, accessed May 15, 2025, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2489168; Thorsten Pachur, Ralph Hertwig, and 

Florian Steinmann, “How Do People Judge Risks: Availability Heuristic, Affect Heuristic, or Both?” Journal of 

Experimental Psychology: Applied 18, no. 3 (2012): 314–330, accessed May 15, 2025, 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028279; Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, “Availability: A Heuristic for Judging 

Frequency and Probability,” Cognitive Psychology 5, no. 2 (1973): 207–232. 
15 Bronson P. Herrera and Kimberly Casey, “Talking Trump: An Assessment of Trumpian Rhetorical Cues Among 

Trump Endorsees in the 2022 Congressional Elections,” in Roads to Congress 2022, ed. Sean D. Foreman and 

Marcia L. Godwin (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2023), 37-54. 
16 Benjy Sarlin, “‘Hell Yes:’ Beto O’Rourke Explains How He Intends to Get Your AR-15s,” NBC News, September 

13, 2019, accessed May 13, 2025, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2020-election/beto-o-rourke-explains-how-he-

intends-get-your-ar-n1054191. 
17 Eric Plutzer and Michael Berkman, “Americans Divided on Some Gun Control Reforms, United on Others,” The 

McCourtney Institute for Democracy, November 29, 2019, accessed May 13, 2025, https://democracy.psu.edu/poll-

report-archive/americans-divided-on-some-gun-control-reforms-united-on-others/.  
18 Darlene Superville, “Trump Says He’ll Work with Congress to Stop ‘Menace of Mass Attacks,’” Global News, 

September 1, 2019, accessed May 13, 2025, https://globalnews.ca/news/5843990/trump-congress-mass-shootings/. 
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policies, and vice versa, are not always accurately representative of the opposing party’s general 

intentions or attitudes. 

 

In like manner, a presidential candidate makes a platform based on an agenda. Considering a 

wide range of factors, like a candidate’s career, their disposition, and the actual outline of their 

agenda.19 The electorate considers the likelihood that a candidate will carry out their plan. These 

same factors can lead the electorate to make assumptions about the candidates based not only on 

evidence but also on the fears they have concerning the other party.20 In this way, the availability 

heuristic influences how much of a threat voters perceive the opposing party poses in any given 

election cycle. 

 

The data from our study indicated that Democrats were more fearful than Republicans in exit 

polling, and both groups were more fearful than independents. It is worth considering, then, what 

each of these candidates might represent in terms of the opposing party’s fears. Focus will be 

given to a Democrat’s perspective. Though we, as researchers, make no claim about who has the 

greater right to be afraid, it is important to understand the partisan gap. One could argue that 

President Trump was, both in rhetoric, disposition, and agenda, a more extreme candidate than 

Kamala Harris. Influencers and politicians with checkered pasts like Elon Musk,21 George 

Santos,22 Matt Gaetz, Lauren Boebert, and Jim Jordan are figures that many Democrats use to 

represent the Republican agenda, even though the party is more nuanced and moderate than these 

figures. Additionally, Democrats were and are concerned that access to abortion,23 freedom of 

marriage and gender expression,24 efforts to oppose discrimination and racism,25 and support for 

the global community26 were considered more significantly threatened by the Republican 

candidate because of Trump’s more radical positions on these issues and the agenda presented 

 
19 Catherine Peacock, H. Dugger, J. K. Fanelli, A. J. Harris, J. B. McLelland, and L.A. Richardson, “Choosing a 

Candidate: Traits, Issues, and Electability,” American Behavioral Scientist 65, no. 3 (2021): 540–557, accessed May 

15, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764220978458; Herbert F. Weisberg and Jerrold G. Rusk. “Dimensions of 

Candidate Evaluation,” American Political Science Review 64, no. 4 (1970): 1167-1185, accessed May 15, 2025, 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1958364. 
20 Gianolla, “Emotion Narratives of Trump and Harris Disputing US Political Culture in the 2024 Electoral 

Campaign;” James E. Monogan III, “Anxious Voters in the 2016 US Election: An Analysis of How They Decided 

from the ERPC2016,” Political Behavior 42, no. 1 (2020): 189–212, accessed May 15, 2025, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-018-9491-3. 
21 Rachel Graf, “All the Major Legal Battles Elon Musk and His Companies Are Facing,” The Mercury News, 

October 1, 2024, accessed May 13, 2025, https://www.mercurynews.com/2024/10/01/all-the-major-legal-battles-

elon-musk-and-his-companies-are-facing/. 
22 The Associated Press, “George Santos, U.S. Congressman for Less Than a Year, Sentenced to More Than 7 Years 

in Prison,” CBC News, April 25, 2025, accessed May 13, 2025, https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/us-santos-prison-

sentence-1.7518551. 
23 Erin C. Cassese, Heather L. Ondercin, and Jason Randall, Abortion Attitudes and Polarization in the American 

Electorate (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2025). 
24 Leigh A. Boso, “Fear and Hope for LGBTQ Rights in the Second Trump Administration,” Southwestern Law 

Review 54 (2025): 1–15, accessed May 13, 2025, http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.5116579. 
25 Naomi Zack, “Political Racism and Populist Movements,” in Philosophy of Race, ed. Naomi Zack (Cham: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2023), 261–280, accessed May 13, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-27374-2_12. 
26 K. P. Vijayalakshmi, “US Elections 2024: Polarization, Key Issues and Impact on the World,” National Security 7, 

no. 3 (2024): 212–236, accessed May 13, 2025, https://doi.org/10.32381/NS. 
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through Project 2025.27 Though Trump has no direct connection to Project 2025, many of its 

authors are associates of Trump.28 Additionally, Trump himself is accused of involvement in 

various scandals and crimes, some of which were crimes against women, and is the only 

president to have been impeached twice.29  

 

On the other hand, Harris represented fears to the Republican base. Republicans feared that she 

would be soft on crime30 and would continue policies that Republicans associated with recession 

and inflation.31 But the same focus was not given to Harris’s checkered personal and professional 

history as was to Trump’s. Harris’s performance as the vice president may have had its lackluster 

moments, but nothing to the degree that enraged the global community or threatened the stability 

of allied relationships, as Democrats have attributed to Trump.32 All of these factors would have 

been available information for Democrats to consider in the media and via their own cognitive 

heuristics. 

 

Both Republicans and Democrats are likely to paint their opponents as extreme,33 but the 

electorate considers the histories, dispositions, and agendas of the candidates as additional 

factors when considering how much of a threat a candidate represents.34 We can see, then, how 

Trump’s second candidacy would paint him as one of the most extreme representations of 

Democrats’ fears, and why Democrats’ cognitive representation of this candidate would lead to 

greater levels of fear at the time of the election than Republicans. 

 

The availability heuristic also helps to explain why independent voters were the least fearful 

among our sample of exit poll participants. Though there are many reasons a voter might identify 

as independent, there is generally dissatisfaction with the current two-party system or a desire to 

 
27 Peter Montgomery, “Project 2025: How Trump Loyalists and Right-Wing Leaders Are Paving a Fast Road to 

Fascism,” Religion Dispatches, March 15, 2024, accessed May 13, 2025, https://religiondispatches.org/project-

2025-how-trump-loyalists-and-right-wing-leaders-are-paving-a-fast-road-to-fascism. 
28 Peter Montgomery, “Project 2025: How Trump Loyalists and Right-Wing Leaders Are Paving a Fast Road to 

Fascism,” Religion Dispatches, March 15, 2024, accessed May 13, 2025, https://religiondispatches.org/project-

2025-how-trump-loyalists-and-right-wing-leaders-are-paving-a-fast-road-to-fascism. 
29 Claire Finkelstein and Richard Painter, “When an Indicted Candidate Wins the Presidency: What Happens to the 

Trials if Donald Trump Wins the Election?” Southern California Law Review 98, no. 1 (2024): 1–41, accessed May 

13, 2025, https://heinonline.org/HOL/P?h=hein.journals/pstscrpt98&i=1.  
30 Kristina Rector, “Harris Has Been Called ‘Soft’ and ‘Tough’ on Crime. What Does Her Record Show?” Los 

Angeles Times, October 18, 2024, accessed May 13, 2025, https://www.latimes.com/politics/story/2024-10-18/2024-

election-harris-california-prosecutor. 
31 Josh Boak, “Harris Freshens Up Her Message on the Economy as Trump and Republicans Go After Her on 

Inflation,” AP News, July 27, 2024, accessed May 13, 2025, https://apnews.com/article/kamala-harris-economy-

trump-vance-inflation-biden-f52edb07e4bd4adf01b484744fc7d387. 
32 Steven Rosefielde and D. Quinn Mills, Harris Versus Trump: America’s Existential Futures (Singapore: World 

Scientific, 2024). 
33 Alyssa E. Wilson, Valerie A. Parker, and Matthew Feinberg, “Polarization in the Contemporary Political and 

Media Landscape,” Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences 34 (2020): 223–228, accessed May 13, 2025, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2020.07.005. 
34 Catherine Peacock et al., “Choosing a Candidate: Traits, Issues, and Electability,” American Behavioral Scientist 

65, no. 3 (2021): 540–557, accessed May 13, 2025, https://doi.org/10.1177/0002764220978458. 
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remain an impartial participant in the democratic process.35 This may represent a level of 

skepticism towards both major parties and the media that tends to favor them. Though some data 

show independents are less skeptical of the news than Republicans, this data has subjects 

generalize about the media as a whole rather than specific media outlets with reputations for 

biased coverage.36 Independents may be more skeptical of information that paints a candidate as 

extreme or a threat and thus less likely to be swayed by fear-based narratives used in the rhetoric 

of specific political parties.37 In this way, their choice of candidate may still be influenced by the 

availability heuristic, but the information that is cognitively available to them is less likely to be 

skewed or sensationalized. In fact, when independents do have fears and concerns, those are less 

likely to be applied to a specific party and its candidate.38 

 

Ultimately, a person’s fears are likely to influence their behavior through the availability 

heuristic. What those fears are and how well the opposing party’s candidate represents them may 

be a good way to understand why the differences in levels of fear appeared the way they did in 

our data. 

 

Suggestions and Conclusions 

 

Being aware of the availability heuristic does not necessarily allow us to overcome its effects. In 

fact, most of the time, the availability heuristic helps people solve problems quickly and 

efficiently. However, in the 2024 election, this is an opportunity for both academic audiences and 

the general electorate to better understand and address concerns. There are several ways that this 

might be accomplished. 

 

First, distinguish between vote and party affiliation. It makes sense that a registered Republican 

could vote for a Democratic candidate or vice versa, but party affiliation is a factor that 

researchers and the media may inflate.39 Both a lack of knowledge about policies and candidates 

from the electorate, and the reliance on the availability heuristic, contribute to voters being more 

likely to vote in alignment with what they are familiar with or with what is more cognitively 

available to them, than they are to weigh options and try and validate the perspective of an 

unfamiliar stance on a policy or candidacy. Subverting the expectation that party affiliation is the 

same as a party vote may help to more accurately represent voter expectations and concerns for 

 
35 David B. Magleby, Candice J. Nelson, and Mark C. Westlye, “The Myth of the Independent Voter Revisited,” in 

Facing the Challenge of Democracy: Explorations in the Analysis of Public Opinion and Political Participation, ed. 

Paul M. Sniderman and Benjamin Highton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 238–264, accessed May 

13, 2025, https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691151106.003.0011. 
36 Megan Brenan, “Americans’ Trust in Media Remains at Trend Low,” Gallup, October 14, 2024, accessed May 13, 

2025, https://news.gallup.com/poll/651977/americans-trust-media-remains-trend-low.aspx. 
37 Gianolla, “Emotion Narratives of Trump and Harris Disputing US Political Culture in the 2024 Electoral 

Campaign.” 
38 David B. Magleby, Candice J. Nelson, and Mark C. Westlye, “The Myth of the Independent Voter Revisited,” in 

Facing the Challenge of Democracy: Explorations in the Analysis of Public Opinion and Political Participation, ed. 

Paul M. Sniderman and Benjamin Highton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 238–264, accessed May 
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polling organizations40 and, perhaps more importantly, allow for less pressure when one voices a 

dissenting opinion about their own party. Republicans and Democrats might be able to get along 

better with their neighbors if they could more comfortably share dissenting opinions about their 

party of affiliation, just as the ability to safely share dissenting views tends to build trust and 

productivity in industrial and organizational psychology.41 

 

Second, make a conscious effort to understand and validate alternative perspectives. Often, 

researchers prefer to present their arguments through demonstrable logic rather than dialectical 

logic. Though evidence is a powerful empirical way to make an argument, it can also be an 

effective way to demonstrate values and biases.42 Dialectical approaches seek to illustrate their 

arguments by proposing and discussing alternatives. Consider how demonstrable evidence might 

dismiss the fear of a Republican or Democrat as unwarranted, as this has shown promise in 

resolving discord between parties.43 In a debate about gun rights, many democrats take this 

approach. They will present how most gun-related deaths happen because of a lack of regulation 

and demonstrate their case by showing that violent crime has gone down during certain periods 

of time.44 Though these arguments are powerful, they do not assuage the fears of some 

Republicans, who are more concerned about being prepared in the event of an emergency.45 A 

dialectical approach might seek to validate concerns about a lack of emergency preparedness and 

consider alternatives to open-carry gun laws, rather than dismissing them or disregarding the 

purpose those laws were initially intended to serve. 

 

Finally, make an effort to know one’s political neighbor outside of a political context. The 

tendency for us to stereotype those we place in outgroups is well documented in social 

psychology.46 Not only do we sometimes fail to distinguish between party affiliation and party 

vote, but we sacrifice our nuanced opinions to belong to a larger group47 – a process called 

deindividuation. We also tend to do this with people whom we view as different or outside of our 

affiliations through stereotyping. One of the best countermeasures to stereotyping is to develop 
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respectful relationships with people from groups that you might not affiliate with.48 During the 

current presidency, Republicans can help Democrats feel less fearful by building friendships with 

their neighbors by sharing common interests rather than focusing on political divisions. 

 

These suggestions may be useful because they present people with alternative information 

beyond what is readily and cognitively available to them. We can counter the fears that arise 

from the availability heuristic by offering our neighbors a respectfully presented alternative 

perspective. When voters’ fears are high, it might serve us well to remember that, primarily, we 

are all Americans. Our party affiliation should always be secondary to that. 

 

Appendix: 

Figure 1 
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