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How Pandemics Influence Politics 

Introduction: 

 When an election occurs, an individual’s party identification may stand as the most 

obvious indicator of their voting decision. However, this remains only one out of dozens of 

factors that influence peoples’ ultimate decision. In a presidential election, these factors multiply 

and the stakes rise significantly. As a result of the COVID-19 worldwide pandemic that has 

plagued the United States in recent months, the upcoming presidential election in November has 

become particularly controversial. Due to the nationwide lockdown and the general worldwide 

fear of the virus, markets crashed 1and unemployment rates have risen significantly. So while the 

handling of COVID-19 may have altered people’s perception of Trump or further pushed them 

away from voting for him, research has inferred that the economic factor is one of the most 

significant factors in voting choice (Brooks, Clem, and David Brady. “Income, Economic 

Voting, and Long-Term Political Change in the U.S.). Thus the deeper and more relevant 

question becomes, for those who are less well off, how has the pandemic influenced their voting 

decision for the November presidential election? This remains a puzzling question because while 

support for Trump has withered since the virus, this could have been for various reasons. When 

we hone in on economic status, there may be different results. On the one hand, people 

experiencing new economic turmoil may blame the current administration for the handling of the 

virus which caused these financial issues. Yet on the other hand, since the economy prior to the 

virus was doing quite well, people in worse off economic situations may feel dependent on the 

current administration's prior success to bring them out of their current crisis. It’s important to 

 
1 https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/03/16/stocks-markets-live-updates-coronavirus/  
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know the answer to this question because the economy has become one of the main issues for the 

next presidential administrations to tackle. In addition, since the voting polls seem to have 

changed, it’s crucial to know what caused this change because if it is related to individual equity 

levels, it could shift in the coming months depending on how the economy fluctuates.  

 Due to the relevant and urgent matter of these questions, I will be suggesting an 

experimental design and providing quantitative analysis of observational data. While many 

factors determine voting decisions, this paper will explore the possibility that the pandemic 

pushed people with lower income levels to increase their support for Trump, and that those with 

higher economic levels decreased their support for Trump. This argument is built from the 

observation that conservative and capitalistic focused leaders tend to limit economic and 

environmental regulations, which increases job opportunities for working class members of 

society; thus lower income individuals will make their decision based on future job opportunities 

and individuals with higher income levels will be more inclined to blame the crisis on the current 

President and focus on the disappointment they feel towards his handling of the situation. 

Theory 

 In order to know how individuals will vote in the upcoming election, it’s important to 

look back at how individuals voted in the 2016 election. According to data about last election, 

majority of Trump’s voters had incomes2 above $50,000. Yet even though higher income 

Americans constituted as the majority of his vote, his most enthusiastic3 voters came from the 

working class. According to this data, states with higher numbers of working class Americans 

 
2 https://www.businessinsider.com/exit-polls-who-voted-for-trump-clinton-2016-11#by-income-clinton-led-
only-among-voters-with-a-2015-family-income-under-50000-a-group-that-included-36-of-the-voters-in-the-
exit-polls-4  
3 https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/behind-trumps-victory-divisions-by-race-gender-
education/  
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usually lean towards a Republican candidate, but Trump seemed to make a particularly 

significant impression on them in the 2016 election, capturing the votes of nearly 80%4 of the 

working class. Prior to the pandemic, Trump secured his votes with this portion of the country by 

creating more than 400,0005 manufacturing jobs since the election, which puts that sector of jobs 

at the fastest growing rate in over three decades. In addition, since the environment is completely 

removed from the current administration's list of priorities, Trump eliminated a record number of 

regulations, which also opened up jobs for hundreds of thousands of lower wage Americans in 

the coal mining industry. During his presidency, Americans without highschool diplomas 

reached the lowest unemployment rate in history. Since a democratic president is likely to 

increase economic and environmental regulations, those who are financially worse off may not 

base their decisions off the pandemic.  In addition, since many less educated and lower income 

individuals already identify as Republican and voted for Trump, it is likely they will re-elect 

him, since party id is the biggest indicator of voting decisions.  

Regardless of state or federal guidelines, it seems that overall, Americans feel generally 

disappointed with President Trump’s response to the virus. According to Voter Study Group6, 

data collected from the end of March through the end of May shows that approval rates have 

significantly decreased7, regardless of Party ID. In January, the number of jobless8 Americans 

was 0.21 million and by the end of May it hit 1.88 million. In addition, consumer comfort went 

from 65.1% in January to 35.5% at the end of May, which shows that overall, Americans seem to 

have anxiety about their current financial situation or anticipatory anxiety about the projected 

 
4 https://www.citylab.com/life/2018/11/state-voting-patterns-occupational-class-data-politics/575047/   
5 https://www.whitehouse.gov/trump-administration-accomplishments/  
6 https://www.voterstudygroup.org  
7 https://www.voterstudygroup.org/covid-19-updates#  
8 https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/recovery-tracker/  
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economy that could affect their finances in upcoming months. Either way, since then, the 

economy has plummeted into a recession and is projected to potentially hit a depression9 at some 

point in the near future if a second wave of COVID-19 hits the country. Even though the 

economy is significantly lower,  people have been affected very differently on an individual level 

basis. While some people lost their jobs because of layoffs or closed businesses, many 

Americans have continued to work remotely and have had little changes in work life besides 

physical location. Whereas, wage-workers have been out of work for longer and may have been 

more directly affected by the quarantine.  

Despite the fact that polls show Americans as disappointed with the President’s handling 

of the virus, according to CNN polls10 As of May, Americans still trust Trump to manage the 

economy more than Biden, with an overall approval rate of 54% for handling the economy. Not 

only do they trust Trump to manage the economy more than Biden, who remains at 42%, but that 

percentage has increased by four percent from April to May. Thus, it seems that as COVID-19 

continued to plague the U.S., Americans remained consistent with their trust in the economy 

under Trump. This is expected, since the economy boomed in 201911, and Trump took 

responsibility for that growth. So, my argument remains that since many Americans are 

financially desperate, and Trump tends to be a president whose main focus is on the economy, 

and who is trusted with the economy, those who are financially worse off because of COVID-19, 

will increase their support for him. At the same time, since it’s clear that support for Trump has 

waned and disapproval of his handling of the pandemic has increased, those who are not 

desperate will be less likely to support him.  

 
9 https://www.nbcnews.com/business/business-news/are-we-headed-recession-or-depression-what-s-
difference-n1186481  
10 http://cdn.cnn.com/cnn/2020/images/05/13/rel5c.-.2020.pdf  
11 https://www.cnbc.com/2019/12/31/the-stock-market-boomed-in-2019-heres-how-it-happened.html  
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According to a recent study conducted by the Washington Post12, election returns and 

economic data from the last five decades seem to exemplify a competing view about 

governmental reelections amidst financial turmoil. Their research suggests that voters tend to 

hold the president’s party responsible for the economy at every level of government. Regardless 

of whether the wage shift has occurred at a county level, this study shows that the president’s 

party is consistently blamed for any economic shift. Furthermore, changes that occur the year 

before an election prove to be the most significant in altering a voter;s decision. This information 

exposes a major weakness in the theory in discussion because it reveals that regardless of the 

president’s role in the economy, people will be less inclined to re-elect a president or vote for 

their party if the economy worsens during their term. Yet this study also shows that support for 

the president’s party can be shifted based on a county level shift in wages, which exemplifies 

that many voters are not necessarily looking at the larger picture or the country’s economy 

overall. Thus, it can be deduced that people are assessing the president on their own individual 

success. Furthermore, academic literature seems to point towards retrospective voting as 

extremely common in presidential elections, especially in years of significant economic or policy 

changes. In fact, prospective voting is fairly rare in these elections (Lanoue, David J. 

“Retrospective and Prospective Voting in Presidential-Year Elections.”) . This may even explain 

why people vote for the opposite party after a president’s full term has ended. In addition, a 

recent study13 displayed that party id is an extremely significant factor in evaluating the 

economy. According to the research, Republicans’ positive outlook on the economy in 2017 

improved by 77 points from 2016; while Democrats’ confidence decreased by 38 points in a one-

 
12 https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/18/coronavirus-recession-would-hurt-all-kinds-
republican-candidates-not-just-trump/  
13 https://news.gallup.com/opinion/polling-matters/287105/partisan-polarization-ratings-economy.aspx  
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year span from 2016 to 2017. Thus, peoples’ trust in the economy largely depends on whether 

the party they favor is in power. Even if some individuals are hit hard by the pandemic, if they 

identify as Republicans, their support for Trump and trust in a Republican president may not 

wane. Since Trump’s most loyal fans are part of the working class and identify as Republicans, 

they may not shift their support for him. 

 Another important factor to consider is the recent political unrest following the death of 

George Floyd, which sparked protests throughout the country and ignited the Black Lives Matter 

movement. Since this occurred in the midst of COVID-19, and evoked extremely negative 

emotions towards Trump14, people may group both of the events of the virus and the perceived 

increase in racism, as part of Trump’s presidency. This not only decreased his approval rating, 

but it also skewed the data of peoples’ support because the two events happened around the same 

time. In the past, when the economy dips during a president’s term, and an unpopular event 

occurs, people’s support decreases significantly. However, the combination of events makes it 

difficult to decipher which one is responsible for the decline in votes. For example, in 1980 

democratic candidates suffered but in addition to a poor economy, the Iran Hostage Crisis15 also 

played a role in influencing peoples’ votes. 

 Hypothesis: Since Trump’s base largely includes wage working Americans, I think 

that individuals with lower incomes will be more inclined to vote for Trump. This leads me 

to my hypothesis that in a comparison of pandemic years to non pandemic years, individuals 

with lower levels of income are likely to elect Republican presidents in comparison to 

 
14 https://www.npr.org/2020/06/05/870019283/poll-two-thirds-think-trump-made-racial-tensions-worse-
after-george-floyds-death  
15 https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/11/04/the-iranian-hostage-crisis-and-its-effect-
on-american-politics/  
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individuals with higher levels of income. The independent variable in this case would be income 

and the dependent variable would be Republican presidents. 

Ideal Type Experiment: 

 I will conduct my ideal type experiment at the University of Pittsburgh, a renowned 

institution for research. Since I am looking for a fairly large sample of participants, I will get my 

random sample by calling people all over the country and asking them to participate in the study. 

I will make around 10,000 phone calls – but potentially more – with the hope of recruiting at 

least 500 people. By making phone calls, I will be able to reach people outside of merely 

Pittsburgh, and I will get a more accurate sample of Americans. There is the option of low 

compensation or credit offered for the study as a small incentive to participate. Once enough 

participants have been recruited, they will have to download an application and sign up and be 

put into two groups. I will assign these groups using a random assignment generator – people 

will randomly be assigned to each group. Group 1 is the control group and it is the non-pandemic 

scenario group. This group of participants will be given a prompt on the application every day. 

The prompt will ask them to imagine that they are either low-income or high-income, and it will 

give them two sample scenarios of their daily lives. They will have to look at each sample for 60 

seconds before they can move on to the next one or answer the question at the end which shows 

Trump and Biden and explains their platform, and asks them to select one of the two. Group 2 is 

the pandemic group. Every day, they are given a few scenarios of how their life is affected by a 

new pandemic that has reached the country. For example, the market crashed or they lost their 

job. Or, maybe nothing changed and they continued working remotely. Then, they will also have 

to select either Biden or Trump at the end of the imagined scenarios. This experiment will go on 

for thirty days and at the end, they will have to make their final decision on a candidate. I will 
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spend 29 days building up a pandemic. On the first day, I will ask them to imagine that a 

pandemic occurred.  

 I think this experiment model would be feasible because the University of Pittsburgh 

would provide me with a working location and I would have access to a team of researchers and 

assistants. Pitt also provides ample resources to its researchers so I would be able to conduct this 

experience. In addition, since it is an online format, it would allow me to reach a larger audience 

that is more representative of the American population. I think the main strength of this 

experiment is that it would recreate the current pandemic situation. Other experiments may 

struggle with gaging the effect of pandemics because there are not many that mimic the current 

one. I think this set up would allow me to create the scenario more accurately. Nonetheless, there 

are definitely weaknesses to this experiment. For example, recruiting participants over the phone 

is much more difficult than in person on a campus. While I would get a bigger audience, it’s not 

certain that I would get enough participants that are interested. Furthermore, since there is a 

financial incentive, the study may appeal to people who are already worse-off, which could skew 

the results if everyone’s from a similar pool. Another weakness is that by having an online 

format, I would have a difficult time structuring the experiment and actually making sure that 

people were responding with truth. This would be difficult to monitor. I think this experiment 

model would be economically possible although the application could be expensive to develop. 

Other than that, it would only require paying for a phone and paying the researchers and analysts. 

I think this study would be morally feasible because it is not hurting anyone or involving the 

practice of anything unethical.  

Statistical Analysis: 
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In order to test my hypothesis, I conducted statistical analysis on prior presidencies to 

help better understand the voting behavior and patterns for the 2020 election. I created my own 

data set from a cumulative data set on ANES Election Studies16 that featured elections from 

1948-2016 and included hundreds of variables. Since only party id, income level, and voting 

choice were relevant to my research question, I only included these variables. Unfortunately, 

there weren’t always questions that corresponded directly to the variables I wanted. For instance, 

for income level, family income group 1-5 was the variable in the study. Group 1 was the lowest 

income and Group 5 was the highest. This still gave me somewhat relevant information but 

didn’t do well with statistical conduction because the two variables were being measured on 

different scales. In addition, the study didn’t reveal which candidate the individuals voted for. 

Instead, the study asked how the individual felt about each party on a percentage scale. So I had 

to use the variable Republican_Support to show where the individual aligned for that year. Since 

a president serves as a party leader, this was still a good proxy to see if support for a Republican 

president changed during a pandemic year.   

Once I was able to get all the data into an excel spreadsheet and import into R, I 

performed a few different functions. The first function I performed was the creation of two new 

data frames. One included pandemic years, income level and Republican Support, and one only 

included income level and Republican support. This allowed me to isolate the variables and look 

at them closely. Then, I created a linear regression of both models.  

 
16 https://electionstudies.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/anes_timeseries_cdf_codebook_var.pdf  
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Pandemic Model 

We see here with the pandemic data set that the independent variable, Income Level, does not 

seem to have a significant impact on the dependent variable, Republican support. The regression 

analysis tells us every one unit increase in the family income variable gives us a -0.9247 increase 

in Republican support. The p value is 0.5.6e-05, or 0.000056 such that this coefficient is 

statistically significant from 0 at the 0.0001 level. So relationship is significant but the effect is 

very small. 
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We see here with the non-pandemic year data set that the independent variable, Income Level, 

also does not seem to have a significant impact on the dependent variable, Republican support. A 

one unit increase in Family_Income_Group (level 1-5)  will lead to a -0.9871 increase in 

Republican_Support. The p value is <2e-16, which is effectively zero. This indicates that it is 

statistically significant from 0. Nonetheless, there doesn’t seem to be much of a difference 

between Family_Income_Group and Republican support during pandemic years and non-

pandemic years. So, the factor of a pandemic doesn’t seem to be significant in Republican 

support.  

Then, I created a ggplot to graph the data and look closer at the correlation. The first one 

I made displays the first data frame with the pandemic variable. As we can see below, the line 

shows that there is no significant correlation between the family income group and republican 

support. There does seem to be a decrease in the higher income group, but since the data tracks 

results from 1948-2016, the Republican party may not have been consistent over time. That’s the 
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only reason I could think of why the data is so anticlimactic. 

 

My second graph is practically identical, but seems to be even flatter than the  

previous. This graph seems to start a little below the sixty line with Republican support, and 

seems to stay just above the fifty. Thus, there is not much of a difference. Since these graphs 

look so similar, they confirmed that there does not seem to be much of a difference between 
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Republican support and income level in the years of pandemics and in the years without 

pandemics.  

I am measuring my dependent and independent variables by interacting them with each 

other. I am using non-pandemic years as a control group to see whether this plays a role in the 

dependent variable, Republican support, when income is involved.  My statistical model uses 

linear regression to analyze the p-values and determine whether there is statistical significance. 

My graphs exhibit whether the different variables interact in pandemic years versus non-

pandemic years. By pulling data from various elections in history, my assumption was that 

voting behavior and turnout will be relatively similar in the upcoming election. While I 

acknowledged that there are sometimes skews in data and random errors, overall, I assumed that 

my findings would be consistent with history. If the data showed that people with lower 

economic status amidst pandemic years are more likely to vote for republicans or vice versa 

whole those with higher economic status decreased their votes, I would assume that people with 

lower economic levels today would be more likely to vote for Trump. However, the data was 

disappointingly non-revealing. My statistical model shows that there is little to no correlation 
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between these factors. I am controlling for Republican support by having years of pandemic and 

years of no pandemic. My results show that the pandemic did not influence people's political 

party regardless of their income level. Thus, since my results showed no significant correlation, I 

reject my null hypothesis.  

I think a part of this failure\has to do with the measurement of support and income level. I 

didn’t consider this earlier but since they are not being measured on the same scale, I don’t think 

the functions I used were accurate because their averages were so different. In addition, I think 

the fact that there have been very few pandemics affected my analysis. There was not enough 

data to pick out a pattern or trend, and even if there was, the current situation of COVID-19 is so 

much worse than others in the past.  

 Conclusion: 

 In the final analysis, by using the argument that Trump helped the economy, especially 

for lower income individuals and working class Americans, I attempted to prove that lower 

income individuals would be more likely to vote for Trump after the pandemic crisis, while 

higher income individuals would be less likely to vote for him. Even though I found that overall, 

support for Trump decreased after the pandemic, and individuals usually blame the president’s 

party when the economy decreases a year before an election, I held the stance that people who 

are financially worse off will be more likely to vote for him. I believed this because I thought 

that people who were financially suffering would rather have a president who was more capitalist 

driven and focused on the economy. Since recent polls show that Trump is still leading in polls 

that ask Americans who they trust to deal with the economy, I thought lower income individuals 

would be more inclined to vote for them since this would be their priority. Unfortunately, when I 
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did statistical analysis on this matter by comparing past presidencies and how individuals reacted 

to pandemics during their term, I found that there was overall no correlation between the two. 

Income level did seem to somewhat correlate with Republican support, but the data may have 

been skewed because of its numerical format, and what it was measuring. For instance, instead of 

measuring whether someone voted for the Republican party, it measured their support for the 

party. In addition, the Republican party platform may have changed overtime and since the data 

set goes so far back in order to include a pandemic, Republican support numbers may not have 

been accurate in evaluating the current party. Thus, this was a null hypothesis. In order to gage 

more information on the correlation between income and re-election of a president during a 

pandemic, more analysis will have to be done in the coming months, and most of all, after the 

election. Since there are almost six months left, there could still be economic change and a 

second-wave of the pandemic which could wane support for Trump more. Nonetheless, as of 

now, the argument at hand seems to be inaccurate.   
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