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The Impact of COVID-19 on Trump’s
Electoral Demise: The Role of Economic
and Democratic Accountability
Anja Neundorf and Sergi Pardos-Prado

Did the COVID-19 crisis have a significant effect on Trump’s electoral demise? We present survey experimental evidence on two
substantial effects of the pandemic. First, information on the unprecedented economic downturn significantly depressed Trump’s
popular support across all partisan groups, and especially amongmiddle-low and low-income respondents. Second, beingprimed on the
poor public health record of the Trump administration reduced its electoral prospects among citizens between 55 and 70 years old.We
conclude that the 2020 election was a normal contest compatible with theories of economic voting and political competence. Our
results suggest that democratic accountability can be a powerful determinant of the fate of populist leaders once in power.

H
as the COVID-19 crisis affected the outcome of
the 2020 U.S. presidential election? Or did parti-
sanship play a particularly strong role in a context

of high polarization?Was Donald Trump exonerated from
the management of the economic and political crisis by a
populist electoral base, or did democratic accountability
play a role explaining his ultimate defeat?

These questions are important for both American and
comparative politics scholars. First, the reasons behind the
electoral fortunes and defeat of an atypical president in
recent American history are a matter of interest in political
science (Inglehart and Norris 2017; Sides, Tesler, and
Vavreck 2017; Federico and Zavala 2018; Goetz et al.
2018; Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Morgan and Lee
2018; Mutz 2018; Schaffner, Macwilliams, and Nteta
2018; Setzler and Yanus 2018; Redlawsk et al. 2018;
Reny, Collingwood, and Valenzuela 2019; Knuckey and
Hassan 2020). The significance of the Trump adminis-
tration for the nature of American values and resilience of
liberal democracy is highly debated and controversial.
Moreover, Trump’s double status as both a populist
outsider and a presidential incumbent make this case
particularly interesting. While populist entrepreneurs are
expected to benefit from some forms of economic anxiety
and disaffection with the political system (Hobolt and
Tilley 2016; de Vries and Hobolt 2020), incumbent
candidates are expected to be electorally punished in bad
economic times (van der Brug, van der Eijk, and Franklin
2007; Duch and Stevenson 2008). Disentangling which of
these dynamics was at play has important implications for
the role of democratic accountability and the prospects of
populist illiberal narratives in the United States.

Second, this research question is also relevant for com-
parative scholars and beyond the specific interest on
Trump’s electoral fortunes. The impact of economic and
political crises on political behavior outcomes like radical-
right voting (Arzheimer 2009, 2018; Golder 2016;

A list of permanent links to Supplemental Materials provided
by the authors precedes the References section.

Data replication sets are available in Harvard Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/ZHGNOV

Anja Neundorf is Professor of Politics and Research Methods
at the School of Social and Political Sciences at the University of
Glasgow (Anja.Neundorf@glasgow.ac.uk). She previously held
a position at theUniversity of Nottingham (2013–2019) and a
Post-doctoral Prize Research Fellowship in political science at
Nuffield College, University of Oxford (2010-2012). She
received her PhD from the University of Essex in 2010. Her
research interests lie at the intersection of political behaviour,
research methods, and comparative politics. She is currently
working on an ERC Consolidator Grant “Democracy under
Threat: How Education Can Save it” (DEMED).

Sergi Pardos-Prado is Professor of Comparative Politics in
the School of Social and Political Sciences at the University of
Glasgow (Sergi.Pardos-Prado@glasgow.ac.uk). Before this, he
was Associate Professor in Politics at Merton College, Uni-
versity of Oxford (2013–2019) and a Post-doctoral Prize
Research Fellow in Political Science at Nuffield College,
University of Oxford (2010–2013). He received his PhD
from the European University Institute in 2010. His research
interests lie at the intersection of political behaviour,
comparative politics, political economy, and quantitative
methods.

170 Perspectives on Politics
doi:10.1017/S1537592721001961

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the
American Political Science Association.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721001961 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/ZHGNOV
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1294-6771
mailto:Anja.Neundorf@glasgow.ac.uk
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6944-326X
mailto:Sergi.Pardos-Prado@glasgow.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721001961
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592721001961


Hobolt and Tilley 2016; Gidron and Mijs 2019) or policy
preferences (Margalit 2013) remains surprisingly contro-
versial. The COVID-19 epidemic is a major and exogen-
ous shock providing a unique opportunity to analyze how
different aspects of a sudden crisis affect political attitudes
and behavior (Acharya, Gerring, and Reeves 2020; Amat
et al. 2020; Arceneaux et al. 2020; Bol et al. 2020).
To test the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the 2020

U.S. presidential election, we present the results of a survey
experiment fielded during the campaign manipulating the
salience of different aspects of the crisis: the major eco-
nomic downturn, a controversial political management of
the pandemic (with the United States having the highest
death toll worldwide at the time of the election), and
immigration-related anxieties around the Chinese origin
of the virus spreading globally via open borders. We
compare vote intentions and thermometer feelings
between respondents exposed to each of those treatment
conditions and a control group. Our research design has
two main advantages. First, it allows us to assess the causal
impact of specific aspects of the crisis, net of partisanship
and other well-known perceptual screens filtering attribu-
tion of responsibility. Second, given the high levels of
affective and ideological polarization in a bitterly divisive
campaign (Gidron, Adams, and Horne 2020), our design
is a potentially conservative test of the ability of economic
and political retrospective evaluations to affect voting
behavior.
Our analyses provide two main findings. First, the

economic downturn is the only aspect of the crisis with
an average, negative, and significant effect on Trump’s
re-election prospects. More interestingly, we find this
effect to be pervasive across the population, and not
conditional on partisanship. The group exposed to factual
information on the economic crisis reduced vote inten-
tions for Trump by 7–9 percentage points. Household
income levels below $50,000 were responsive to the
economic downturn in a more statistically significant
way, suggesting that egocentric calculations also played a
role in Trump’s electoral prospects.
Second, information on the political management of

the crisis had strong negative effects on Trump’s prospects
among voters between 55 and 70 years of age. In com-
parison to respondents of the same age in the control
group, being exposed to information on the management
of the health crisis depressed Trump support up to 25 per-
centage points, which is a remarkable magnitude for a
demographic typically aligned with the Republican Party.
Our findings have several implications for the literature

on crises and political behavior, and for the prospects of
populism in the United States. The main implication of
our findings is that, despite the toxic and polarizing
character of the campaign, the 2020 election was to a large
extent a normal contest. It was fiercely fought along
traditional partisan and demographic lines, and the

incumbent was held to account by a turbulent economic
and political context. Despite the overwhelming effect of
partisanship, race, and religion in our data, Trumpwas still
evaluated as a standard presidential incumbent. He was
punished by the economic crisis, and by older voters most
at risk by the mismanagement of the pandemic.
Our findings imply a considerable degree of rationality

in the 2020 outcome and are in line with canonical
theories of economic voting (Lewis-Beck and Stegmaier
2000; Tilley, Neundorf, and Hobolt 2018) and the
politics of competence (Green and Jennings 2017,
2019). Our results also confirm that anti-immigrant atti-
tudes are one of the strongest predictors of Trump support
(Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018), as well as anti-tax
policy preferences. Overall, our experiment suggests that
populist candidates are not immune to democratic
accountability once in power (Spanje 2011), and that
becoming insiders is one of their biggest electoral dangers.

Hypotheses
The global COVID-19 outbreak constitutes an unprece-
dented crisis affecting various politically relevant areas.
Firstly, it can be considered a health crisis with unseen
consequences in fatalities and pressures on national health
systems, putting enormous expectation and strain on
national governments. Second, the economic conse-
quences of the pandemic far surpass the impact of the
financial crisis in 2008, with national debt mounting,
GDP plummeting, and unemployment rising. Third,
the crisis has led to an unparalleled impact on the openness
of international borders, with governments shutting down
specific travelling routes and many pointing at inter-
national flows of people as spreaders of the pandemic.
We develop several theoretical expectations concerning

the impact of different aspects of the COVID-19 crisis on
voting behaviour. More specifically, the next sub-sections
consider the effects of the major economic debacle caused
by the pandemic, the political management of the crisis,
the global spread of the virus, and the role of partisanship
filtering political events.

The Role of the Economic Debacle
Socio-tropic theories of economic voting have profusely
documented strong effects of macro-economic conditions
on the electoral fortunes of incumbents (Lewis-Beck and
Stegmaier 2000; Duch and Stevenson 2008; Vavreck
2009). The COVID-19 crisis has generated an unprece-
dented economic debacle. According to official
U.S. government data and by the time of the 2020
presidential campaign, GDP had decreased by 32.9%
following the start of the coronavirus outbreak. This
output drop is four times larger than after the financial
crisis in 2008. The unemployment rate had tripled in
comparison to the previous year.1
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From a socio-tropic perspective, and assuming that
Trump was perceived as a standard incumbent with
responsibility over recent economic performance, the
magnitude of the 2020 economic crisis should have
significant, direct, and negative effects on Trump’s pros-
pects of re-election. This leads to our first hypothesis:

HYPOTHESIS 1 (H1): Respondents exposed to information on
the economic crisis triggered by the pandemic will evalu-
ate Trump (Biden) more negatively (positively) than
respondents in the control group.

While socio-tropic considerations have proved to be
highly consequential in previous research, egocentric or
pocketbook considerations can also be relevant when
attribution of responsibility is clear (Tilley, Neundorf,
and Hobolt 2018). This means that the economic
downturn should especially affect vote intentions of
those personally affected by it. Economic self-interest
can be conceptualized from an income-maximizing
(Kenworthy and Pontusson 2005) or an economic risk
perspective (Rehm 2009). The former focuses on present
income as the best indicator of hardship, and the latter
considers prospective unemployment risk as a key deter-
minant of preferences and political behavior. Our second
hypothesis expects economic conditions to interact with
the individual probability to feel the downturn. More
specifically, we expect information on the economic
conditions to harm Trump’s prospects more among
those at higher risk of becoming unemployed or with
lower incomes:

HYPOTHESIS 2 (H2): The negative effect of the economic crisis
treatment versus the control group on the evaluation of
Trump will be larger among respondents at high risk of
unemployment (H2A) and with low income (H2B) (con-
ditional effects).

The study of an exogenous economic shock triggered by
a global pandemic provides a unique opportunity to
analyze the role of populist attitudes on Trump’s electoral
prospects. While Trump had been considered an atypical
candidate capitalizing on populist and political disaffec-
tion (Rudolph 2019), he was also the presidential incum-
bent and leader of the Republican Party. The tension
between his permanent outsiderness and his role as a
canonical anti-tax Republican leader leads to two compet-
ing expectations.
On the one hand, macro-economic turbulence has

been suggested as a trigger of populist radical right
electoral success (Hobolt and Tilley 2016; de Vries and
Hobolt 2020). The arguably exogenous shock of
COVID-19 could exonerate Trump from any responsi-
bility in the economic downturn, and even re-activate
populist and anti-systemic attitudes ultimately benefiting
him. On the other hand, the economic crisis could
activate classical left-right distributional issues and bring
preferences over tax and spending to the forefront of the

election, at least in the short term (Margalit 2013). The
major economic shock and consequent public debt could
exacerbate anti-tax preferences among high and median-
income voters, who tend to be redistribution-averse in
majoritarian systems (Iversen and Soskice 2006). The
populist versus mainstream dichotomy leads to the next
pair of hypotheses:

HYPOTHESIS 3 (H3): Respondents exposed to information on
the economic crisis will increase their populist attitudes in
comparison to the control group, and those attitudes will
subsequently increase positive (negative) evaluations of
Trump (Biden) (mediation effect).

HYPOTHESIS 4 (H4): Respondents exposed to information on
the economic crisis will increase their anti-tax and spend-
ing preferences in comparison to the control group, and
those preferences will subsequently increase positive
(negative) evaluations of Trump (Biden) (H4A); this
effect will be larger among high-income respondents
(H4B) (mediation effect).

The Political Management of the Pandemic
The COVID-19 crisis is of course not only an economic
catastrophe, but a major public health issue. The role of
governments at imposing social and mobility restrictions
to halt the spread of the virus has become a salient and
divisive issue in many democracies. The management of
the crisis by the Trump administration, the use of masks,
and the infection of the president himself became highly
politicized events during the campaign.

Perceptions of governmental competence have become
a crucial determinant of the fortunes of mainstream
politicians in advanced liberal democracies (Green and
Jennings 2017, 2019). Assuming that high public health
standards are a valence and universally valued issue, the
capacity of governments to control the epidemic is a
reasonable determinant of their chances to remain in
office. More specifically, we expect that priming on the
highest death toll worldwide and the controversies over the
governmental management of the pandemic should
depress Trump’s electoral prospects on average. We also
expect a conditional effect with age, since older respond-
ents are a particularly vulnerable group2 more at risk of
suffering serious health consequences from contracting
COVID-19.

HYPOTHESIS 5 (H5): Respondents exposed to information on
the high death toll of the virus and the controversies over
the government’s management of the pandemic will
evaluate Trump (Biden) more negatively (positively) than
respondents in the control group (H5A); and this effect
will be larger among older respondents (H5B) (condi-
tional effect).

Our expectations on older voters speak to a burgeoning
literature on age and COVID-19 (Canning et al. 2020;
Daoust 2020; Siemens 2021). Since age appeared to be the
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most important determinant of hospitalization and the
chances to survive the virus, social scientists have turned
their attention to the differences in attitudes and compli-
ance with preventive measures between the young and old.
One of the most interesting and emerging findings is that
the relationship between age and COVID-19 measures is
not linear (Daoust 2020), which we will consider in our
analyses.

Out-Group Hostility
Earlier studies on Trump’s 2016 electoral victory point
out that anti-immigrant attitudes clearly outperformed
economic factors and other electoral determinants
(Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Reny, Collingwood,
and Valenzuela 2019). This finding speaks to the over-
whelming evidence in favor of cultural and status-related
concerns as the strongest drivers of radical right elector-
ates (Mudde 2007; Mutz 2018; Norris and Inglehart
2019). Trump kept his populist and anti-immigrant
narrative alive throughout his term in office. Conse-
quently, one would expect anti-immigrant attitudes to
still benefit the clear owner of the issue in the 2020
election.
The COVID-19 crisis might have exacerbated the

salience of anti-immigration and anti-globalization atti-
tudes driving electoral choices. This would resonate with
attempts by the Republican campaign to frame the crisis as
the “Chinese virus,”3 and by beliefs that open borders
contributed to the global spread of the disease (Yucesahin
and Sirkeci 2020). There is evidence that anti-Asian
attitudes were associated with COVID-19 attitudes and
behaviors in the early stages of the pandemic, when
conservative elites racialized the outbreak (Reny and
Barreto 2020).
Out-group hostility may thus be a relevant theoretical

channel explaining the electoral impact of the COVID-
19 crisis. Priming respondents on the Chinese origin of
the virus and the role of international travelling and
migration routes could interact with prior levels of out-
group hostility, and ultimately boost vote intentions for
Trump. Even if the coronavirus crisis is unable to change
anti-immigrant attitudes entrenched in stable cultural
values and beliefs (Kustov, Laaker, and Reller 2019),
immigration concerns associated with the pandemic
(i.e., priming respondents on the risk of open borders
and the Chinese origin of the virus) could still increase
Trump’s electoral prospects among electorates with anti-
immigrant policy preferences. This leads to our next
hypothesis:

HYPOTHESIS 6 (H6): Respondents exposed to immigration
concerns associated with the pandemic will evaluate
Trump (Biden) more positively (negatively) than
respondents in the control group (H6A); and this effect
will be larger among respondents with anti-immigrant
policy preferences (H6B) (conditional effect).

Partisanship
Finally, it is well known that partisanship is a strong driver
of American voting behavior and political attitudes, and
that affective and ideological polarizations are a crucial
wedge between Democrats and Republicans (Gidron,
Adams, and Horne 2020). Partisanship has also become
a surprisingly strong driver of attitudes towards the pan-
demic, including the use of masks and the compliance
with social distancing measures (Grossman et al. 2020).
Partisanship is traditionally regarded as a stable perceptual
screen filtering elements that may be associated with the
COVID-19 crisis, like economic downturns and govern-
mental competence (Evans and Andersen 2006). We
would thus expect the mechanisms summarized in our
previous hypotheses to be more visible among weak
partisans or independents than among strong partisans:

HYPOTHESIS 7 (H7): The expected effect of economic condi-
tions (H1), the political management of the pandemic
(H5A), and immigration anxieties (H6A) will be stronger
for weak partisans and independents than for strong
partisans of either party (conditional effects).

Research Design
To test our hypotheses, we use a survey experiment
priming respondents on different aspects of the
COVID-19 crisis. Survey experiments prime latent atti-
tudinal and behavioral traits and are a powerful tool for
causal inference (Krupnikov and Findley 2018). This
approach is particularly valuable when studying attitudes
that are likely to be confounded by underlying partisan
and ideological considerations.
The scope of our findings is inevitably limited by the

conditions created by the experiment and the context in
which they were received. We aim, however, at a reason-
able level of external validity by embedding our experi-
ment in a representative sample of the U.S. population,
during the campaign leading to the election that we are
studying, and at a time in which the economy and
COVID-19 were highly salient issues in the public.4

We registered the data collection and data analysis of
this study at the OSF on October 15, 2020, before any
data collection commenced.5

Data collection. Participants were recruited from an online
access panel administered by the company Deltapoll and
their partners. No direct financial incentives were given.
However, respondents got some virtual tokens, which they
can ultimately exchange for some money or vouchers. The
survey includes 1,200 individuals, representative of the
U.S. population.6

Our analysis is well powered according to standard
calculations. As it is conventional to do, we assume 95%
level of statistical significance and 80% statistical power.
We then calculate the standardized difference that we
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expect to find between our control and each of our
treatment groups: difference between the means/standard
deviation of our outcome in the population (Jones, Carley,
and Harrison 2003). We assume a 0.1 (10%) difference in
the means of our outcomes between our treatment and
control group and take the standard deviation of therm-
ometer feelings towards Trump from the 2016 pre-
electoral survey of the American National Election Study
(0.33). We look at one-tailed hypotheses given the strong
theoretical background suggesting specific signs of com-
petence and economic perceptions on incumbents. Given
these assumptions, we need 176 individuals per treatment
group for a well-powered analysis, which adds up to 704 as
the total necessary sample size for average treatment
effects.
We also estimated the necessary power to calculate

heterogenous treatment effects across partisan groups
(Democrats, Independents, and Republicans). Based on
the 2016 American National Election Study, the differ-
ence in thermometer feelings for Trump between Repub-
licans and Independents is 0.25, which is a conservative
assumption since the difference between Republicans and
Democrats is much larger. The standard deviation of
feelings towards Trump for both Democrats and Repub-
licans is 0.25. Given these values and the well-known
strong effects of partisanship on voting behavior, a well-
powered conditional analysis across four treatments and
three partisan groups would require a total sample size of
204.
Online appendix 1 tabulates key demographic charac-

teristics of our sample and shows a remarkably high
correspondence with a high-quality sample from the
American National Election Study.7 Data collection took
place between October 21–29, 2020, about one week
before the election, which was held onNovember 3, 2020.

Experimental Design
After consenting to participating in our study, respondents
were first asked a few pre-treatment variables: gender, age,
education, partisanship, and state of residence. They were
then randomly assigned to the control group or one of our
three treatment groups. Outcome variables were directly
asked after the exposure to the treatments, followed by
some mediating and moderating variables needed to test
some of our hypotheses. The survey finished with some
additional demographic questions on income, domicile,
ethnicity, and religiosity.8

Randomization. We randomly assigned three treatment
conditions and one control group to our sample, relying
on simple block-randomization, whereby respondents
were first allocated to one of three groups: Democrats,
Independents, and Republicans.9 The random assignment
of our treatment conditions took place within each group.

Each experimental condition makes up 25% of the sam-
ple.

As we show in online appendix 2, the randomization of
our treatment was largely successful, based on key demo-
graphics: gender, age, education, partisanship, income,
urban/rural residence, ethnicity, and religiosity. Estimat-
ing a multi-nominal logistic regression of treatment allo-
cation (reference category: control group), we find only
slight significant differences in terms of religion (especially
for the governmental management treatment) and ethni-
city (for China virus treatment). In order to deal with these
small imbalances between the treatment groups and the
control group, observed demographic characteristics are
included in the regression models, presented as control
variables.

Variables

Experimental treatments. Our main independent vari-
able is the random assignment to the control group or
one of our three treatment groups. This variable has four
values: 1) “control group”; 2) “economic treatment”; 3)
“government management treatment”; and 4) “China
virus treatment.” The control group was not exposed to
any vignette or mentioning of COVID-19. All treatment
conditions report factual statistics from official sources or
academic studies, and the sources were provided in the
vignettes. The wording of the vignettes for each treatment
is the following:

ECONOMIC TREATMENT—T1: “According to official
data from the US government, the economy has declined
dramatically over the last few months. GDP decreased by
32.9% following the start of the coronavirus outbreak,
which is four times higher than after the financial crisis in
2008.10 The unemployment rate has tripled in compari-
son to last year.11”

GOVERNMENT MANAGEMENT TREATMENT—T2:
“According to data from Johns Hopkins University, the
death toll in the US due to the coronavirus outbreak is the
highest in the world, well surpassing 200,000 deaths.12

The federal government has been under intense scrutiny
recently, accused of being slow to coordinate a national
response and sending unclear messages.13”

CHINESE VIRUS TREATMENT—T3: “Recent academic
studies have linked the spread of coronavirus to migration
and specific travelling routes originating in Central China
and spreading across the world.14 Based on Census
Bureau data, immigration to the United States has tripled
since 1970, reaching unprecedented levels. According to
recent estimates, the U.S. foreign-born population has
reached a record 44.8 million.15”

Immediately after each treatment, respondents assigned
to that particular vignette were asked about a related
opinion on subjective unemployment risk, political per-
formance, or immigration policy respectively. Those
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questions were part of the treatment. Everyone else was
still asked the same questions, but after the outcome
variables.

Outcome variables. To test the impact of our treatments
on the electoral fortunes of the main presidential candi-
dates—incumbent president Donald J. Trump and
Democratic challenger Joseph R. Biden, Jr.—we use two
questions. First, we investigate vote intention for Trump
over Biden, setting to missing those who would not vote
(5.4%), vote for another candidate (2.4%), or did not
know who to vote for (5.4%).16 Based on our sample,
47.6% stated that they would vote for Trump, which is
within 1% to the official election results, confirming the
high quality of our sample.17 In online appendix
3 (M5) we further replicate our main models using Trump
vote versus all other options, including not voting and
don’t know answers.
The second set of outcomes focuses on thermometer

feelings towards the two candidates, ranging from 0 to 100.
Figure 1 plots the distribution of the two variables and
illustrates the extreme polarization of the American public
in the lead up to the 2020 election. Thirty-five percent of
respondents give Trump a zero on the feeling thermom-
eter, while 21% give him 100. Biden exhibits a similar
extreme, bi-modal distribution, with 24% giving him a
zero and 20% giving him a 100. As one would expect, the
two variables are highly, negatively correlated (R = -0.75)

and strongly reflect partisanship.18We see this context as a
difficult case study to prove contextual economic and
political effects on vote intentions.

Mediating and moderating variables. Based on our pre-
registered hypotheses and analytical strategy, we expect vary-
ing moderating and mediating variables to impact the effect
of COVID-19 on the electoral success of the two presidential
candidates. FollowingH2 we expect subjective unemployment
risk and income to condition the impact of the pandemic. To
measure the former, we use a four-categorical scale that asked
respondents “how likely do you think it is, if at all, that during
the next twelve months you will be unemployed and looking
for work for at least four consecutive weeks?”, ranging from
1 “very likely” to 4 “not at all likely”. Respondentswhodonot
seek work are coded as missing.
To measure income, respondents were asked to state

their combined, pre-tax annual household income, ran-
ging from less than $15,000 (1) to $250,000 and above
(24). We use income as a linear variable, and in online
appendix 5.2 replicate the results using a binary variable—
below sample median (below $50,000) = 0; above sample
median ($50,000þ) = 1. While income is an important
measure of personal economic circumstances, it inevitably
misses other important aspects like property of assets
(Nadeau, Foucault, and Lewis-Beck 2010; Stubager,
Lewis-Beck, and Nadeau 2013; Nadeau, Arel-Bundock,

Figure 1
Descriptive distribution of feeling thermometer for Trump (A) and Biden (B)
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and Daoust 2019) and class or occupation (Evans and
Tilley 2017).
H3 andH4 look at potential mediators of the economic

treatment. First, we measure populist attitudes (H3) asking
respondents whether they disagree (1) or agree (5) with the
following statement: “The people, and not politicians,
should make our most important policy decisions.” This
is a verified item often used to measure populist senti-
ments. Second, we measure anti-tax and spending prefer-
ences using the following question: “Imagine that the
federal government had to choose between increasing taxes
and spending more on unemployment benefits (1), or
decreasing taxes and spending less on unemployment
benefits (5), which should they do?”.
H5B further expects that the impact of the government

management treatment to be strongest among older
voters. To test this hypothesis, we model age as a linear
as well as non-linear effect. Online appendix 5.4 further
replicates the analysis using a binary age variable (below
55 years old = 0; 55 years or older = 1).
Next, we look at the conditioning effect of immigration

preferences (H6B), asking respondents “How restrictive, if
at all, do you think immigration policy in the United
States should be?” Responses range from not at all restrict-
ive (1) to extremely restrictive (5). Last, to test H7 we
condition the effects of our three treatments by partisan-
ship, using the same three categories also used for block
randomization. For this we collapsed the standard 7-point
partisanship into Democrats (1 and 2), Independents (3–
5, don’t know), and Republican (6 and 7).
It is important to note that two of our moderators

(i.e., subjective economic risk and immigration policy
preferences) are post-treatment, as we also wanted to check
whether they mediated rather than moderated our treat-
ments of interest. Online appendix 8 shows clearly insig-
nificant effects of our treatments on all our endogenous
mediators and moderators. This already indicates that our
different COVID-19 primes are not mediated by
unemployment risk, spending preferences, populism,
and immigration policy preferences. This also means that
none of our moderators were affected by the treatments.

Additional Control Variables
As outlined in our pre-registration plan, our models
control for key demographic variables. This will help to
account for small but significant imbalances in our treat-
ment groups (refer to online appendix 2) and to compare
the effect size of our treatments with well established (pre-
treatment) drivers of vote choice. We include the follow-
ing control variables:

• Gender: Female (51.3%) versus male (48.7%)
• Education: Degree (35.6%), high school (58.0%), less
than high school (6.4%)19

• Domicile: Urban (25.1%), Suburban (41.2%), City or
sizable town (10.3%), Rural (23.4%)

• Ethnicity: White (73.4%), Black (12.4%), Hispanic
(9.2%), Other (5.0%)20

• Religion: Identify with religion þ frequent attend
(31.9%), Identify with religion þ not frequent attend
(35.8%), do not identify with religion (32.3%)

• Age: To compare the effect size across all variables, age
was recoded to range from 0 to 121

Results
To test our hypotheses, we use OLS regression analysis
with the following dependent variables: vote intention in
the 2020 presidential election as well as thermometer
feelings concerning Trump and Biden.22 Our main inde-
pendent variables are our experimental conditions, which
are specified as a set of dummy variables with the control
group as the reference category. In this section, we first test
the average impact of our treatments on our outcome
variables, before exploring further the conditional and
mediating effects outlined in our hypotheses.

Main Effects
Table 1 reports the regression coefficients and standard
errors predicting our three outcomes. Those coefficients
test the effects of our three COVID-19 priming treat-
ments compared to the control group. In these models we
control for key demographics, which are exogenous to the
treatment, and which have been shown to be important for
U.S. voting behavior. Models M1.1, M2.1, and M3.1
only include ethnicity and religiosity, which remain imbal-
anced between our treatment and control groups.

The results confirmHYPOTHESIS 1, which stated that the
economic crisis triggered by the pandemic will harm
Trump’s electoral prospects and help his opponent.
Table 1 confirms that the expected vote intention is about
7 to 9 percentage points lower for the treated group
compared to the control group. This effect is significant
at the 5% level when including the full list of control
variables (M1.2) and significant at the 10% level when
using a reduced number of controls (M1.1).23 The results
are also robust to the use of clustered standard errors by
state (refer to online appendix 3, Model 6). In terms of
thermostatic feelings, being primed on the economic
impact of COVID-19 reduces positive feelings towards
Trump by between 6 and 7 percentage points. This effect
is however only significant at the 10% level. Figures 7.1
and 7.2 in the online appendix express the magnitudes of
the main findings in this section in terms of predicted vote
shares for treated and control groups.

Turning to the other two primes of the COVID-19
crisis, we find no significant effects for the governmental
management of the crisis nor the possible connection of
the pandemic to immigration. If anything, both
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treatments seem to harm Trump, despite our expectation
that framing the crisis as a “Chinese virus”might help him
(H6). The insignificant average effect of our political
management treatment is consistent with Acharya, Ger-
ring, and Reeves’s (2020) conclusion that global public
health issues have limited domestic electoral effects. This
also confirms that COVID-related performance is very
much filtered by partisan lenses (Grossman et al. 2020).
Online appendix 3 also reports the results of our control

variables, which are all coded 0 to 1 to make comparisons
possible. The results confirm usual patterns. For example,
Trump receives support from white, lower educated, rural
respondents who are religious. These findings are hardly
surprising. However, it is worth noting that in terms of
effect size, the impact of the economy is similar to com-
paring rural and urban voters, while the difference between
black and white voters is about four times larger than the
economic impact of COVID-19.
In online appendix 4 we further present models that add

partisanship, immigration, and tax-spending preferences
as additional controls to the models presented in table 1.
Our findings are robust to the inclusion of these endogen-
ous variables. It is interesting to note that neither voting
for/against Trump nor his thermostatic appeal are driven
by the indicator we used to measure populist sentiments.

COVID-19 and the Economy
In a next step, we further investigate whether the economic
effect is conditional on respondents’ own hardship, which

we measure using subjective unemployment risk as well as
income levels. Figure 2 plots the marginal effects of the
economic treatment by these two conditional factors.24

Based on H2 we expect the economic implications of
COVID-19 to hit harder those most at economic risk.
This is partially confirmed when looking at income. As
figure 2.B confirms, the negative impact of the economic
treatment on voting for Trump over Biden is only signifi-
cant for low-income respondents (below $50,000 annual,
pre-tax household income). However, the confidence
intervals of the estimation overlap across all values of the
moderating variable. This does not allow us to confirm
that the strength of our economic treatment differs across
income groups.
Turning to the impact of subjective unemployment

risk, the results presented in figure 2.A are somewhat
surprising. Based on our findings, the impact of the
economic crisis is particularly strong among those not at
risk of losing their jobs. When focusing on respondents at
the lowest level of unemployment risk who were primed
on the economic crisis, their likelihood to vote for Trump
is 28 percentage points lower than the control group. This
is a strong effect, comparable to the partisanship effect
(Independents versus Republicans, refer to online appen-
dix 4). Based onH2we expected the opposite. The finding
might be explained by a potential ceiling effect. Those
most at risk of losing their job in the current crisis do not
need to be reminded of the economic impact of COVID-
19, as they are experiencing it directly. On the other hand,
among those not at risk themselves, the priming of the

Table 1
Regression coefficients: Main treatment effects

Outcome

Vote: Thermometer Feeling

Trump vs. Biden Trump Biden

Treatment (ref: Control)
Economy −0.072* −0.087** −5.875* −6.652* 3.643 5.971*

[0.043] [0.043] [3.510] [3.541] [3.359] [3.376]
Gov. Management −0.04 −0.044 −4.11 −3.082 4.462 5.236

[0.043] [0.043] [3.509] [3.538] [3.364] [3.382]
Chinese virus −0.064 −0.06 −3.713 −2.871 5.564* 6.235*

[0.043] [0.043] [3.504] [3.540] [3.356] [3.378]
Religion y y y y y y
Ethnicity y y y y y y
Additional pre-treatment controls y y y
Constant 0.684*** 0.700*** 64.830*** 65.204*** 40.222*** 40.406***

[0.041] [0.065] [3.318] [5.311] [3.172] [5.064]
Observations 986 966 1,102 1,068 1,096 1,066
R-squared 0.105 0.13 0.096 0.122 0.086 0.113

Significance levels: *** p ≤ 0:01, ** p ≤ 0:05, * p ≤ 0:1.
Source: Deltapoll online survey.
Note: The table reports coefficients and standard errors. The results are based on linear regressions predicting the three outcome
variables: A) Vote intention for Trump (1) over Biden (0); B) Thermostatic feelings towards Trump (0–100); C) Thermostatic feelings
towards Biden (0–100). The coefficients capture the impact of the three treatments in comparison to the control group. Ethnicity and
religiosity are included in all models as controls due to small imbalances between the treatment groups. InmodelsM1.2,M2.2, andM3.2
we additionally control for gender, age, education, and domicile. The full list of coefficients is reported in online appendix 3.
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economic crisis has the expected impact due to the
increased salience of the topic.
H3 and H4 are tested with mediation analysis (Imai

et al. 2011). The economic treatment is supposed to
increase populist attitudes (H3) and anti-spending and
tax preferences (H4), and each of those mediators is in
turn supposed to increase (decrease) vote intention and
warm feelings for Trump (Biden). Tables 2 and 3
report the Average Causal Mediation Effect (ACME)
of our economic treatment (versus the control group)
via populism and tax-spending preferences respectively

and compares it to the Average Direct Effect (ADE) and
the Total Effect (direct and mediated) of the economic
treatment. Tables A6.1–A6.3 in the online appendix
report the effect of our treatment on the relevant
mediators, and the effect of the mediators on our
outcome.25

Table 2 shows insignificant ACME’s of the economic
treatment via populist attitudes, and therefore rejects H3.
By contrast, the ADE of the economy significantly reduces
vote intention and thermometer feelings for Trump and
increases thermometer feelings for Biden. The significant

Figure 2
Marginal effects of economic treatment by unemployment risk and income levels on vote for Trump
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Note: The results are based on linear regressions predicting vote intention for Trump (1) over Biden (0), interacting the economic treatment
with subjective unemployment risk and income. The model controls for age, gender, education, domicile, ethnicity, and religiosity. Online
appendix 5.1 further plots these interaction effects for the thermometer feelings towards Trump and Biden.

Table 2
Economic effects mediated by populism

Trump Vote Trump Feeling Biden Feeling

Average causal mediation effect 0.000 0.008 −0.017
Average direct effect −0.069* −6.885* 5.848*
Total effect −0.069* −6.877* 5.832
N 482 482 482

Significance levels: *** p ≤ 0:01, ** p ≤ 0:05, * p ≤ 0:1.
Source: Deltapoll online survey.
Note: The table reports causal mediation effects using the ‘mediation’ package in R (Imai et al. 2011). Significance tests obtained via
nonparametric bootstrapping after 1,000 simulations.
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total effects of the economy are only equivalent to its direct
effects, suggesting that populism had no role at mediating
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, tables
A6.1 and A6.2 in the online appendix show that being
exposed to the economic treatment did not significantly
increase populist attitudes in our experimental setup, and
that populist attitudes were not significantly related to
voting for Trump. However, in order to measure popu-
lism, we only relied on a single item capturing agreement
with the idea that the people, and not politicians, should
make the most important policy decisions. While this
particular item has proved to have the strongest loading
in underlying populist attitudinal scales in public opinion
(Akkerman, Mudde, and Zaslove 2014, 1333), more
efforts should be made to better measure and test the
multifaceted concept of populism on the fate of Trump as
an incumbent candidate.
Table 3 rejects H4A, as the indirect effects of our

economic treatment via tax and spending preferences are
far from reaching statistical significance when predicting
our three outcomes. Table A6.4 in the online appendix
also rejects H4B, which looks at the same effects among
high-income respondents only. This result does not
mean that economic preferences did not matter, how-
ever. Table A6.3 in the online appendix shows very
strong effects of economic policy preferences on vote
intentions in the expected direction: anti-tax and spend-
ing positions are positively (negatively) correlated with
supporting Trump (Biden). However, as shown in table
A6.1 in the online appendix, the economic crisis had no
significant impact on those preferences. In sum, our
mediation analyses confirm the important role of
economic preferences in the 2020 U.S. presidential
election, even if their effect was independent from the
COVID-19 crisis.

Crisis Management and the Elderly
In a next step, we further investigate the impact of the
governmental management prime. As shown in table 1,
we do not find a significant effect of this treatment
across all respondents (H5A). However, based on H5B

we further expect the handling of the crisis to mainly
impact older voters, who are most at risk of experiencing
severe health consequences from COVID-19. The
results of an interaction between our government man-
agement treatment and age are presented in figure 3,
illustrating the marginal effects of the treatment on
Trump versus Biden vote intention. We model age in
two different ways. Figure 3.A models age as a linear
effect, while figure 3.B allows for a more flexible non-
linear function, including quadratic and cubic specifica-
tions of age.
The results presented in figure 3 strongly confirm our

hypothesis that older voters are particularly receptive to the
management of the crisis. No matter how we model the
age effects, respondents over 55 exposed to the perform-
ance treatment exhibit significantly less support for
Trump compared to the control group. The same pattern
is also visible when looking at feeling thermometers or
using a binary age specification distinguishing under and
over 55. The additional results are presented in online
appendix 5.3 and 5.4. Our results also indicate a signifi-
cant curvilinear pattern, in line with recent research
analyzing the relationship between age and compliance
with COVID-19 preventive measures (Daoust 2020). In
our experiment, the group between 55–70 years old was
the most significantly responsive to the political perform-
ance treatment, especially in comparison to the group
between 25–35 years old.
This subsection is revealing a substantial impact of the

pandemic on an important group of voters that helped
Trump win the election in 2016. The exit polls con-
ducted every presidential election by Edison Research for
the National Election Pool suggest that the micro-
mechanisms found here might have shaped to some
extent the actual outcome of the election. In 2016
Trump won by 8%–9% over Clinton among voters over
45 years old.26 In 2020, the electoral advantage of
Trump in that age group shrank to 1% among those
45–64 and 5% among voters over 64. Based on our
findings, we conclude that this key age group in part
abandoned Trump as a response to how his government
managed the pandemic.

Table 3
Economic effects mediated by tax and spending preferences

Trump Vote Trump Feeling Biden Feeling

Average Causal Mediation Effect 0.003 0.27 −0.284
Average Direct Effect −0.072* −7.148** 6.116*
Total Effect −0.069 −6.877* 5.832
N 482 482 482

Significance levels: *** p ≤ 0:01, ** p ≤ 0:05, * p ≤ 0:1.
Source: Deltapoll online survey.
Note: The table reports causal mediation effects using the ‘mediation’ package in R (Imai et al. 2011). Significance tests obtained via
nonparametric bootstrapping after 1,000 simulations.
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Is This an Immigration Crisis?
In the lead-up to the election, President Trump often
referred to COVID-19 as the “China virus”, stoking
anti-immigrant sentiments, which were an important
driver of his electoral success in 2016. As we saw earlier
in table 1, we did not find a direct effect of priming
respondents on the potential connection between the
pandemic and immigration (H6A). However, we theor-
ized that the impact of this prime could be conditional
on a respondent’s anti-immigrant policy preferences
(H6B).
In figure 4 we plot the marginal effects of the “China

virus” prime by immigration preferences. The figure over-
all confirms that the treatment had no significant effect on
support for Trump, no matter the level of anti-
immigration policy preferences. We therefore conclude
that attempts to link COVID-19 to anti-immigration
anxieties were not effective. One possible limitation of
this conclusion is that the primes on immigration and the
Chinese origin of the virus contained in the same vignette
might be sending mixed messages. However, there is no
clear theoretical argument or empirical strategy to discern
whether this was indeed the case. It is nevertheless import-
ant to note that according to the findings presented in

online appendix 4, anti-immigration preferences are one
of the strongest drivers of support for Trump, independ-
ently of COVID-19.

Seeing the Coronavirus Outbreak
through Partisan Lenses
Last, we investigate whether the impact of the pandemic is
conditional on partisanship. Based on H7, we expect the
priming effect of the different aspects of COVID-19 to be
stronger for weak partisans and Independents. To test this
hypothesis, we condition the impact of our three treat-
ments on partisanship, distinguishing between 1) Demo-
crats, 2) Republicans, and 3) weak partisans and
Independents. The results are presented in figure 5, which
plots the marginal effect of each treatment by partisan
group on vote intention for Trump over Biden.

Based on the test of H7, we find no differential
impact of our treatments by partisanship. The impact
of the crisis - whether economic, governmental manage-
ment, or immigration—is not conditionally affecting
vote intention for Trump for different partisans. We
only find two significant conditional effects for feelings
towards Biden (refer to online appendix 5.6). As

Figure 3
Marginal effects of government management treatment by age on vote for Trump
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Note: The results are based on linear regressions predicting vote intention for Trump (1) over Biden (0). The model controls for: gender,
education, domicile, ethnicity and religiosity. Online appendix 4.2 further plots these interaction effects for the thermometer feelings towards
Trump and Biden.
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expected in H7, the government management treatment
has a positive impact only among Independents, increas-
ing positive feelings towards Biden. Interestingly, the
priming of the crisis as a “China virus” impacted Repub-
licans positively towards Biden. This is a surprising
finding indicating that, if anything, attempts of the
sitting President to divert responsibility for the
COVID-19 crisis helped the electoral prospects of the
Democratic challenger.
In sum, this section has revealed three main findings.

First, COVID-19 affected the electoral support for Trump
negatively, mainly due to the economic downturn. Sec-
ond, this effect is conditioned by personal economic
situations. The economic effect is significant at low levels
of income, and particularly pronounced among those least
at risk of losing their jobs.We interpreted the latter finding
as a ceiling effect, whereby respondents feeling likely to
become unemployed already had the economic downturn
in mind. Thirdly, the mismanagement of the crisis has a
strong negative impact among older voters.

Conclusion
The victory of Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential
election and the significant support that he received in
2020 raise questions on the role of democratic account-
ability, authoritarianism, and illiberal populism in con-
temporary U.S. politics. When looking at endogenous
predictors, our results show that partisanship and anti-
immigration policy preferences were among the strongest

drivers for Trump’s support. This is consistent with the
thesis that out-group hostility and authoritarianism
(understood as some form of social conservatism) were
core components of Trump’s social base. At the same time,
however, Trump also fitted the portrait of a canonical
Republican candidate in 2020. His electoral support
strongly benefited from anti-tax policy preferences (with
identical magnitudes to the effect of immigration prefer-
ences), race divides, and religiosity.
The strong effects of the COVID-19 pandemic also

point towards the conclusion that Trump was assessed as a
standard incumbent and not as a perennial political out-
sider with no responsibility over the economic and polit-
ical turmoil experienced by the United States at the time of
the election. Our survey experiment revealed exogenous
effects of the economic downturn beyond partisanship and
other confounders, reducing vote intentions by 7–9 per-
centage points among those exposed to economic infor-
mation. The political management of the health
dimension of the crisis did not have significant average
effects, suggesting that COVID-related performance is
filtered by partisanship and individual circumstances.
However, public health performance massively decreased
vote intentions among voters over 55 years old, and
marginally increased warm feelings towards Biden among
Independents. Attempts to frame the crisis as a “Chinese
virus” had no electoral effects, and if anything, attempts to
elude responsibility in this way marginally backfired pre-
cisely among Republican identifiers.

Figure 4
Marginal effects of immigration treatment by immigration preferences on vote for Trump
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Note: The results are based on linear regressions predicting vote intention for Trump (1) over Biden (0). The model controls for: gender,
education, domicile, ethnicity and religiosity. Appendix 5.5 further plots these interaction effects for the thermometer feelings towards Trump
and Biden.
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Despite the unusually toxic and polarized campaign
environment, our results point toward a high degree of
rationality and even normality behind the 2020 out-
come. The effects of the crisis are perfectly consistent
with predictions based on standard economic voting
and valence models of voting behavior, and cross-cut
partisan divides. Not only democratic accountability
seemed to play a strong role by punishing an incum-
bent in bad times, but the effect of populist attitudes on
Trump’s support proved to be negligible in the context
of our experiment. This result is in line with recent
research questioning the importance of populist atti-
tudes when explaining the electoral success of nativist

candidates. However, future research should devote
more efforts to better measure and test the role of
populism in Trump’s 2020 electoral base than our
experiment allowed.

In terms of the external validity of our results, a survey
experiment is inevitably circumscribed by the choice of
specific primes, and by the context in which they were
received. It is also true that our experiment is embedded in
a high-quality sample representative of the
U.S. population and fielded during the electoral campaign.
While our analyses do not attempt to forecast the vote
percentages that candidates got from different subgroups
in real life, they do show exogenous causal effects of
different aspects of the COVID-19 crisis on vote inten-
tions. Those effects were observed at a time when the
pandemic and elections were salient issues in the public
debate, and when many voters were potentially making up
their minds. It is therefore reasonable to conclude that the
COVID-19 pandemic played a significant role in Trump’s
electoral demise.

The 2020 U.S. presidential election will probably be
perceived by many as a singular event. However, our
findings could potentially inform future research on the
fate of populist incumbents at a time of crisis beyond the
United States, like in Brazil or Eastern Europe. Our study
implies that political outsiders can face a particularly high
governing cost once in power. While the electoral pros-
pects of anti-immigrant candidates in the United States
and other countries is very strong, it is unclear that
populist illiberal leaders will be able to systematically elude
democratic accountability in the future.
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14 Source: Sirkeci, I., and M. M. Yucesahin. 2020.
“Coronavirus and Migration: Analysis of Human
Mobility and the Spread of Covid-19.” Migration
Letters 17(2): 379-98.

15 Source: https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/
08/20/key-findings-about-u-s-immigrants/

16 Absentee voting was particularly high in this election,
and it is likely that some of our respondents had
already voted when completing the survey. While the
use of thermometer feelings as dependent variables
should not be affected by this, the vote intention
variable might. However, we believe that this makes it
more difficult for economic and political retrospective
evaluations to affect voting behavior, in the sense that a
few respondents might have already made up their
minds when answering our survey.

17 Trump received 46.86% of the votes according to the
final election count; https://www.fec.gov/resources/
cms-content/documents/2020presgeresults.pdf

18 Average score among Republicans: Trump=84;
Biden=18. Average score among Democrats:
Trump=13; Biden=84. Average score among Inde-
pendents: Trump=41; Biden=48.

19 The detailed list of highest degrees: Degree = Doc-
torate degree (3.3%), Masters degree (10.7%), Com-
pleted some graduate, but no degree (2.6%), College
Degree (such as B.A., B.S.) (13.4%), Associate Degree
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(5.18%), High School=Completed some college, but
no degree (9.4%), Other post high school vocational
train (1.58%), High school graduate (46.4%), Less
than high school = Completed some high school
(5.1%), Middle School or less (1.2%).

20 We pre-registered that we would further divide
respondents into Asian andMiddle Eastern. However,
there were not enough respondents from these groups.
We therefore merged these with the Other category.

21 Age ranges from 18 to 99 with the average respondents
being 48.5 years old.

22 In online appendix 3, Models 4 and 5, we further
present the results, predicting vote intention using
logistic regression instead of a linear model. The results
are unchanged.

23 In a randomized setup, an improvement in the sig-
nificance of a treatment effect after including pre-
treatment covariates is due to an increase in the
precision of the estimate. This is especially the case in
the absence of multicollinearity or clear suppression
effects, since our treatments are uncorrelated with
these additional covariates (refer to online appen-
dix 2). The increase of the precision of an estimate is
particularly likely when there is within-treatment
variability. This is consistent with our figure 2, and
with previous research showing heterogeneous
effects of economic perceptions (Duch, Palmer, and
Anderson 2000; Evans and Andersen 2006;
Duch and Stevenson 2010; Fraile and Pardos-Prado
2014).

24 Figures produced using the plottig package for Stata;
Bischof 2017.

25 Table 6.5 reports the effect of populism and tax-
spending preferences on the outcomes, without
adjusting by the economic treatment.

26 Results can be accessed at: https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2016/11/08/us/politics/election-exit-
polls.html.
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