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Abstract 

This dissertation explores the effects of depression on voter participation in elections for the 

presidency of the United States. This research assessed voter participation from 2008 to 2020. This 

study primarily focused on if and how emotional distress (using the Depression Index as a measure) 

affects electoral participation (voter turnout). A qualitative thematic analysis approach was 

conducted with a desire to establish exactly how little attention had been given where mental health 

is concerned, in traditional approaches to models of political engagement, in order to turn a 

theoretical descriptive and empirical study into a legitimate option to address engagement and 

participation in presidential elections. As part of the findings, fear based messaging produced lower 

levels of turnout for people experiencing depression, while hopeful and unifying messages could 

increase civic engagement for people. The overall direction of the dissertation was that becoming 

aware of emotions and how they shape campaign strategies can help to explore normative 

dimensions related to electoral participation in a context where people are experiencing significant 

levels of distress. 
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General Introduction 

Background of Study 

          Voter behavior has long been a subject of inquiry in political science, with traditional 

models emphasizing rational decision-making based on economic self-interest, party loyalty and 

policy preferences. However, recent research has increasingly highlighted the emotional and psy-

chological dimensions of voting, revealing that elections are not solely rational exercises, but also 

emotional experiences influenced by individual well-being, social pressures and national sentiment. 

One of the most critical yet underexplored factors in this domain is mental health, particularly de-

pression and its potential impact on electoral participation. The Depression Index, a widely used 

measure of the prevalence of depressive symptoms in a population, has been extensively studied in 

psychology, public health and sociology. Research has linked it to a range of social and economic 

behaviors, such as job performance, financial decision-making and interpersonal relationships. De-

spite this, its potential role in political engagement and voter turnout has received limited scholarly 

attention. Given the rising global prevalence of depression and anxiety, understanding how mental 

health influences democratic participation has become increasingly urgent. 

Statement of the Problem 

While economic self-interest has long been regarded as a key driver of electoral participa-

tion, growing empirical and theoretical attention is now being directed toward the emotional and 

psychological conditions influencing voter behavior. Among these, depression both as a clinical 

disorder and as a social indicator remains largely underexplored within political science, especially 

in the context of U.S. presidential elections. The problem lies in the limited understanding of de-

pressive symptoms interacting with emotional campaign messaging and economic anxiety to shape 

turnout decisions. Despite rising national depression rates, especially during crises like the 2008 
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financial collapse and the COVID-19 pandemic, little is known about how these emotional burdens 

affect political engagement or disengagement. 

Hypothesis 

This study hypothesizes that elevated Depression Index scores reflecting widespread 

emotional distress significantly correlate with increased voter support for populist candidates, even 

after accounting for traditional economic indicators like unemployment and inflation. Furthermore, 

the Depression Index is expected to outperform conventional economic metrics in predicting 

electoral shifts, particularly during periods of social and economic upheaval, suggesting that 

emotional suffering plays a foundational role in reshaping political behavior. 

Research Question 

1. To what extent does depression, as an emotional factor, shape voter behavior and influence 

decision-making in U.S. presidential elections ? 

2. Sub Research Questions 

1. How does the Depression Index correlate with voter turnout and political engagement in the 2020 

U.S. presidential election compared to previous elections? 

2. Why depressed individuals are more likely to disengage from voting, or can emotional distress 

act as a mobilizing factor in political participation? 

Aims of the Study 

 This study aims to examine the relationship between depression levels and voter turnout 

across three U.S. presidential elections 2008, 2016 and 2020 while focusing on the mediating role of 

emotional messaging in campaign materials. In particular, it explores how emotional frames such as 

fear, hope and empathy influence the connection between depressive symptoms and political 

participation. The research also investigates the moderating effect of economic stress, with a 

 Supposed to be one :[U4] التعليق

sentence. 
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specific emphasis on unemployment, to determine whether economic anxiety intensifies or 

mitigates the influence of depression on electoral behavior. Through this multifaceted approach, the 

study seeks to offer a deeper understanding of how psychological and emotional conditions shape 

democratic engagement. 

Significance of Study 

This research contributes to the field of political behavior by integrating psychological and 

emotional variables specifically depression and affective framing into models of electoral 

participation. It addresses a critical gap in understanding how emotional vulnerability shapes civic 

engagement. Beyond theoretical contributions, the study offers empirical insights that may inform 

political communication strategies, mental health policy and efforts to reduce voter apathy in 

emotionally distressed populations. By examining both the suppressive and mobilizing potentials of 

emotional rhetoric, the study advances a more comprehensive understanding of voter behavior 

under conditions of psychological and economic stress. 

Research Methodology 

This dissertation consists of two closely connected chapters. Chapter One describes the 

theoretical portion of the study and consists of three sections that define each of the three core 

concepts of the study: the Economy of Emotions, Voter Behaviour, and Depression Index. Each 

section includes relevant scholarly literature and theoretical frames as it draws conceptual 

connections that tie together the study's key concepts. Chapter Two is the empirical part of the 

study. It explains the document analysis methods, including the sampling approaches, data 

collection instruments, and thematic coding procedures. The chapter reports the major findings 

related to the relationship between depression, emotional campaign messaging, and voter turnout, 

followed by a critical discussion of their implications. The dissertation concludes with a general 
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synthesis that connects theoretical ideas with empirical findings, reflects on the study's 

contributions and limitations, and outlines suggestions for future research. 

Structure of the Study 

The structure of this dissertation is organized into two main chapters. The first chapter 

establishes theoretical foundation and is divided into three key sections that correspond to the 

central variables of the study: Economy of Emotions, Voter Behavior and Depression Index. Each 

section reviews relevant scholarly literature, introduces theoretical frameworks and provides 

explanatory transitions to ensure coherence across themes. The second chapter presents empirical 

investigation, detailing the research methodology, sampling procedures, data collection tools and 

the thematic analysis process. It also includes the results and discussion of findings, which examine 

how depression and emotional campaign rhetoric influence voter turnout. The dissertation 

concludes with a comprehensive general conclusion that integrates the study‟s insights, evaluates its 

contributions and limitations and proposes directions for future research. 
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Introduction 

This chapter sets out the theoretical foundation for this study and highlights the ways that 

distressed emotions, especially depression, motivate political behavior in the context of things like 

elections, which are often left out of political science models of voter participation. Political science 

has focused heavily on rational-choice theories of voting based on economic self-interest, party 

loyalty, or policy preferences that completely disregard the impact of psychological well-being on 

democratic participation. And particularly in light of rising rates of global depression, financial 

precarity, and emotionally charged political situations, it is now a pressing academic and civic 

concern to understand how mental health connects with political agency. This chapter discusses the 

Economy of Emotions and suggests a way of thinking about capturing politically salient notions of 

emotion such as fear, anger, hope, that are crafted, circulated and framed within political campaigns, 

but also commodified, to influence voter perceptions and behavior. Drawing on Affective 

Intelligence Theory and Prospect Theory, the chapter explores the dual affective systems in political 

judgment and how emotional framing influences judgments about economic anxiety. Attention is 

given to how depression may play a bipartite role in voters' political agency, first by demobilizing 

voters through both apathetic and alienated feelings, and second by mobilizing voters when 

campaigns successfully elicit feelings of emotional grievance that draw protest votes. The chapter 

also explores moderating influences of economic anxiety and the compounding influence of 

intersectional identities for example, race, class and gender on political participation among 

emotionally distressed individuals. By unifying themes from political psychology, behavioral 

economics, and critical theories of affect, Chapter One rejects reductionist conceptions of voter 

behavior, and argues for an integrative consideration of the psychological, emotional, and structural 

facets of democratic participation. This theoretical foundation prepares the reader for the empirical 
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analysis of the following chapter that evaluates these assertions through data from U.S. presidential 

elections from 2008 to 2020. 

1.1 Economy of Emotions 

The Economy of Emotions refers to the structured circulation, framing, and exchange of 

social flows of emotion, such as fear, hope, anger, and anxiety, in political, social, and economic 

systems. Emotion is not seen as irrational or exclusively personal; instead, it is considered a social 

force that can be produced, orchestrated, and mobilized in public life. Affective states are not mere 

reflections of individual experience; rather, they are contextualized, embedded in narratives, and 

oriented towards social action perception, behavior, or choice. 

Political theorists and affective scientists have argued that affect or emotion frequently 

serves as the foundation for political judgment, especially in situations marked by uncertainty and 

crisis (Marcus et al., 2000). Campaigns, media, and institutions do not simply respond to emotions; 

they create and circulate emotions as political resources and assets.  

By examining some aspects of affective economy, we can think about it like a market, 

where emotions are mobilized, given value, exchanged, and tragically devalued or muted. Political 

actors use emotions, most commonly anger and fear, to heighten urgency, deepen social distance, or 

redirect focus on social threats. Emotions like hope and pride are ultimately used to facilitate social 

inclusion, emphasize national identity, and realize trust in executives. Judgments and decisions 

regarding the use of emotions on the part of politicians are not arbitrary but emerge from wider 

rhetorical practices and political narratives, and if media logics have developed toward valuing 

seeing affective intensity over neutral responses (Brader, 2005; Akerlof & Shiller, 2015), political 

actors are apt to respond.  

 

 (Marcus et al., 2000) :[U7] التعليق
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In this sense the economy of affects may be about more than emotional expressions 

circulating but incorporating how they are valued, instrumentally used, and the uneven spread 

across communities and channels of communication (Marcus et al., 2000; Brader, 2005). When 

follow clinical definitions of emotionality and consider the political mobilization of that 

emotionality it can be seen  that emotions are more social constructs and political forces than 

private experiences. 

Affective dynamics move through political discourse, campaign messaging, and digital 

infrastructures, deciding which emotions become visible and determining participation in the 

democratic process. The deliberate amplifying of certain emotional states, such as fear, hope, anger, 

through algorithmic and narrative framing clarify how emotional economies could include some in 

civic participation and exclude others. These emotional energies became persuasive tools and were 

grew into political currency then recoded to regulate engagement, loyalty, and expression (Akerlof 

& Shiller, 2015; Brader, 2005). These conceptual bases serve as the basis for analyzing how 

emotional framing and regulation shape voter behavior and decision-making, especially amongst 

voters whose experiences of depression are positioned within broader economic and cultural fears. 

1.1.1 Dual Affective Systems in Political Judgment 

Affective Intelligence Theory is a framework developed by George E. Marcus and graduate 

students from his lab, to underline how political decision-making is neither exclusively emotion 

driven nor entirely rational. Rather than viewing emotion and reason as oppositional forces, 

Affective Intelligence Theory sees both as part of political decision-making where emotion is a part 

of reasoning and necessary for how we manage information, adapt to changes in stimulus 

environments and make judgments about politics. 
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Affective Intelligence Theory creates important distinctions between two emotional systems 

in the mind, namely the disposition system, which operates when an habitual emotion such as pride 

or satisfaction reinforces existing loyalties to ingroups, and the surveillance system, which operates 

when feelings of anxiety are engaged because uncertainty or threat are present in the cognitive 

landscape (Marcus et al., 2000). The disposition system allowed for stability in political identity, 

while the surveillance system triggered change because familiarity had disappeared (or was 

disrupted) under uncertainty or threat. 

Political campaigns are reflexive in strategically employing these two systems in their 

messaging. Messages designed to provoke hope and pride activate and reinforce the disposition 

system, while those that utilize fear within the surveillance system disrupt loyalties in order to 

reevaluate commitment to party or candidates (Brader, 2005; Marcus et al., 2000). For example, the 

campaign narrative for Obama in 2008 continuously utilized hope within the campaign messaging 

to underpin emotional continuity of identity for Obama supporters as a change candidate throughout 

that election cycle. In contrast, the efficacy of trump's individual messaging relied heavily on threat 

to tap into anxiety and provoke reappraisal of prior commitments among the disaffected voters, 

especially of the Republican Party. 

Affective Intelligence Theory also assists in thinking about how emotional distress example 

apathy and depression impacts political engagement. If, for example, the experience of depression 

diminished political motivation, using the framing of distress as a collective grievance meant that 

the shared experience could reactivate political agency within the surveillance system (Marcus et al., 

2000). 

 Overall Affective Intelligence Theory reinforces the notion of how emotions are not 

secondary to politics, but rather central to the way that voters perceive, judge and act in democratic 

life. 
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1.1.2 Framing Effects and Emotional Appeals 

Framing is a purposeful presentation of political information that impacts audiences (how 

they emotionally interpret and receive the information), and it ultimately influences action (in this 

case voter action). Framing is a process that frequently relies upon emotional appeals (fear, anger, 

hope) and positions facts in a perspective that may shape audiences' perspectives (Brader, 2005). 

Prospect Theory, in this case, suggests that voters will respond to losses more strongly than 

potential gains, and 'loss frames' (framing the information to emphasize threats) can mobilize voters 

more effectively than gains frames (promising progress). Political actors regularly manipulate this 

distinction by using narratives based on fear to produce and ease vigilance (Kahneman & Tversky, 

1979). 

Fear appeals tend to increase perceptions of risk, but need to encompass a sense of efficacy 

for many voters before predominantly fear-based information can lead to political action. If the 

appeal is anger based, it would send blame toward an external locus and likely lead to greater 

political action and polarization among voters. Discontented hope appeals would incite a sense of 

optimism and engagement, but are not guaranteed to just anyone, especially among those who are 

experiencing chronic suffering or disillusionment (Brader, 2005). 

The effectiveness of framing relies on the cultural background of the audience, their media 

literacy, political identity, and emotional state. In sum, the framing process helps provide the 

emotional context for political discourse, and shapes voter behavior, by deliberately using 

emotional appeals (Lilleker, 2014). 

1.1.3 Affective Economies in Campaign Rhetoric 

Political campaigns serve as sites of emotional production through what has been referred to 

as affective economies. The rhetoric of campaigns has the ability to circulate and transfer emotions 
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via people, texts, and symbols, which helps facilitate political values and voter identity. Rather than 

being emotional responses from individuals, emotions in these spaces should be understood as tools 

to create attachments, divisions in voters, or the ability to mobilize individuals into actions. 

Campaigns are making deals in emotions, or emotional capital, by capturing emotions and 

converting these feelings into political energy, whether it is excitement at rallies, worry or fear in 

advertisements, or outrage on social media. 

Affective economies use emotional appeals rather than a set of evidence-based arguments; 

decisions are made based on emotions, symbolism, imagery, and the stories that are shared by 

campaigns. Slogans become the emotional glue that binds voters to identities and movements 

because they trigger feelings of nostalgia, hope, or fear. This kind of emotional binding is 

significant when understanding identity, especially through the persuasive processes of campaigns, 

and is a disgustingly clever way to generate emotional communities. Campaigns help create 

emotional communities by extending grievances or aspirations based on particular social issues. 

Media innovations and especially television and social media enhance and expedite the 

emotive transmission of messages through political discourse and help enhance the speeds of 

emotion (Brader, 2005; Van Aelst et al., 2017). Affective economies often offer an emotional 

resolution to structural inequalities rather than an understanding of the structural inequities that 

reproduce that initial injustices or exploitations, all of which can reinforce already existing 

structures of power. Affective economies could also be used to mobilize positive feelings, such as 

solidarity as it relates to inevitable frustrations and disappointments in social movements. 

On the whole, campaigns use rhetoric to strategically manage and distribute emotions with 

the intention of actions (voter behavior). The significance of this is heightened by the simultaneous 

experience of pressures related to mental health, economic distress, and identity that all intersect 

within the political realm. 



11 

 

1.1.4 Digital Amplification and Emotional Exclusion 

In the digital age, political communication is significantly influenced by how algorithms on 

social media platforms prioritize certain types of content and punctuation's over others. Algorithms 

tend to prioritize high-arousal emotions like anger and outrage, rather than more nuanced or low-

arousal forms of emotion like sadness or ambivalence. This creates a problem, as high-arousal 

emotionally saturated communication is prioritized and spread faster. Lower arousal or emotionally 

vulnerable expressions, then, are de-emphasized, pushed out, or not visible. There is also the 

complication of automated moderation policies on social media platforms exacerbating this issue 

and further marginalizing those discussing their mental health, in fact, sometimes legitimate 

expressions of distress are categorized and removed for attempting to limit harm (Gillespie, 2018)..  

The emotional economy of social media also reinforces systemic inequities, whereby 

socially dominant emotional norms, favoring individualism, silence the voices of those who have 

been othered. This dynamic creates affective bubbles that shape emotional expression, negatively 

affecting how diverse emotional expressions are visible, and heightening polarization. The curation 

of emotion has political implications as online social media is a critical space for democratic 

engagement, and those who are not included in these emotional bubbles either politically or in terms 

of lived experience are vulnerable to political erasure in active forms of protest and expression.  

Emotion plays an important role not only as resulting outcome of politics, but it affects how 

narratives are created, how political identities emerge, and ultimately, how voters behave during 

elections. The relationship between digital amplification and emotional exclusion provide important 

context for understanding political participation for pressing political issues, be it a depressed or 

economically precarious individual further disengaging or becoming politically active in different 

ways. Paying attention to emotion, the emotional economy, and how it functions is important for 
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understanding not only democratic inclusions or exclusions but also voter behaviour in an 

algorithmically mediated world (Brady et al., 2017; Van Aelst et al., 2017). 

1.2 Voter Behavior 

Voter Behavior studies attempt to clarify not only why individuals choose to vote or not 

vote, but the costs and benefits must be understood in the context of the emotional and cognitive 

environments of voters. Moreover, early theories depicted voting as a rational act of weighing the 

chances one's vote will make a difference, and sometimes it takes time and effort to do so (Downs, 

1957). It is important to recognize the mounting evidence that demonstrates that the subjective cost 

of participation can be affected by depressive symptoms (persistent sadness, lack of motivation, 

trouble concentrating), in that higher levels of moderate to severe depression, one could correlate 

with lower turnout (Ojeda, 2015). On the other hand, when campaign messages mobilized people 

into action using emotional triggers (fear-based appeals, actual hopeful slogans), negatives can be 

mitigated when the emotional elements tap into individuals feelings (Marcus et al., 2000; 

Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). 

Beyond isolated individual psychology, economic anxiety can amplify worries about job 

security, inflation, or a “rigged” economy, and tip the scales for those already facing emotional 

distress to vote especially if the framing of economic decline is presented in the campaign as an 

urgent threat (Gallup, 2016). Conversely, relative positive economic messaging often does not 

engage voters who feel chronically powerless or exhausted by structural inequalities (Alloy & 

Abramson, 1979). In fact, we find intersectional analyses illustrate that depression‟s overall 

interest-in-voting is not a similar story for everyone: depressed particularized groups like low-

income communities or racial and ethnic minorities, face cumulative and aggravated barriers for 

stigma and barriers to resources, so they are typing disengagement, as so much more. (Crenshaw, 

1989). 
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The value of a comprehensive approach that parse clinical measures of mental health and the 

aesthetics of campaign framing with the emotional disposition of economic sentiment, is that latest 

voter-behavior literature pairs psychological experiences of people with political behaviors. By 

constructing a more elaborate framework to understand voting behavior, voter-behavior literature is 

advancing BHP beyond degrading turnout into an explanation of how depression, emotional appeals, 

and economic stress, together, characterize who votes and who remains silent during consequential 

elections.  

1.2.1 Depression as Demobilizer 

Depressive symptoms such as hopelessness, fatigue, and disinterest have a substantial 

negative impact on political participation. Moderate to severe depression can make tasks like voter 

registration, researching candidates, or traveling to polling stations feel overwhelming. Empirical 

evidence shows that a one-point increase in PHQ-9 scores correlates with a 7% decrease in the 

likelihood of voting, even after controlling for age, education, and partisanship (Ojeda, 2015). 

This demobilization is further explained by the psychological concept of learned helplessness, 

which suggests that repeated exposure to uncontrollable negative experiences can reduce motivation 

and foster a sense of futility (Seligman, 1975). In the electoral context, individuals facing emotional 

or economic distress, isolation, or loss may not perceive any value in voting. Data from the 2020 

election reveals that among respondents with severe depression, over one-third cited a lack of 

efficacy as a reason for abstaining from voting (American National Election Studies). 

Depression also undermines political self-efficacy the belief that individual actions can 

influence political structures and outcomes. The stigma surrounding mental illness can intensify this 

effect. Social labeling or workplace disclosures can lead to feelings of exclusion from civic life. 

Interviewees frequently described a sense of disqualification from politics, with sentiments such as 

too broken to belong, illustrating how stigma contributes to political withdrawal (Corrigan, 2004). 
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Cognitive symptoms of depression, including difficulty concentrating, slowed decision-making, and 

reduced executive function, further complicate the multi-step process of voting. 

On a structural level, limited access to voting assistance and mental health resources 

exacerbates disengagement. States lacking robust support infrastructures show lower voter turnout 

among populations with high depression rates. For instance, during the 2020 presidential election, 

West Virginia had the highest age-standardized depression rate at 27.5% and also ranked well 

below the national voter turnout average, underscoring the role of institutional support in mitigating 

the effects of depression (CDC, 2021; United States Elections Project, 2024). 

In summary, depression presents a formidable barrier to electoral participation. It diminishes 

motivation, reduces perceived efficacy, and, when combined with systemic challenges, transforms 

voting from a basic democratic right into a disproportionately difficult undertaking. 

1.2.2 Depression as a Mobilizer (Protest Voting) 

Although depression often reduces civic engagement, it can also lead to protest voting under 

certain conditions. Protest voting involves supporting outsider or anti-establishment candidates as a 

form of dissatisfaction with mainstream political parties, rather than out of ideological alignment. 

This was notably observed in the 2016 U.S. presidential election, where counties experiencing high 

levels of despair measured by indicators such as opioid overdose death rates shifted an average of 

11 percentage points toward Donald Trump, even after accounting for income, education, and party 

affiliation. These voting shifts suggest that emotional distress can mobilize rather than suppress 

participation when citizens are motivated by a desire for change. 

The underlying psychological mechanisms align with Affective Intelligence Theory, which 

asserts that emotions such as anxiety and anger activate the brain‟s surveillance system, increasing 

receptiveness to political messages and openness to new options. Voters experiencing moderate 
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depression characterized by persistent dissatisfaction without complete disengagement may respond 

to campaign narratives that emphasize systemic failure, such as critiques of political elites or 

economic inequality. Data from the American National Election Studies (2020) showed that 

individuals with PHQ-9 scores at or above the clinical threshold (≥10) were more than twice as 

likely to support candidates outside the political mainstream compared to those without depressive 

symptoms. 

The concept of depressive realism further explains this trend. Mildly depressed individuals 

may hold more accurate, albeit less optimistic, assessments of social and political conditions, 

increasing sensitivity to perceived betrayal and enhancing the appeal of protest actions (Alloy & 

Abramson, 1979). When campaign messages employ loss-aversion framing emphasizing decline or 

threat moderately depressed voters may perceive these messages as validating their lived 

experiences. This framing has been linked to diverse protest voting behaviors, including support for 

third-party candidates, abstention from certain ballot sections, and alignment with activist 

movements such as Black Lives Matter, which offered alternative political expressions for 

emotionally distressed individuals (Ettman et al., 2020). 

Economic anxiety further strengthens this mobilization effect. In regions where concerns 

about job loss and financial insecurity are acute, individuals with depression were found to vote at 

rates comparable to the general population. For instance, Gallup (2016) reported that depressed 

respondents with strong economic concerns were 18% more likely to vote than their counterparts 

who held neutral or optimistic views about the economy. This suggests that when economic 

collapse or instability is perceived as imminent, depressive inertia may be overridden by a sense of 

urgency and crisis. 

In conclusion, depression does not uniformly suppress electoral participation. Under 

emotionally charged and contextually relevant conditions, particularly those involving economic or 
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cultural threats depressive distress can drive protest voting as an act of symbolic resistance. This 

dual effect of depression illustrates its potential both to alienate and to activate citizens, shaping 

political behavior in complex and sometimes contradictory ways. 

1.2.3  Economic Anxiety as Moderator 

The relationship between economic anxiety relating to job security, inflation and the fairness 

of the economic system describes both the individual and group determinants associated with 

whether depressive symptoms leads to withdrawal or protest voting. Economic anxiety will stem 

depression related fears of those experiencing financial duress, thus amplifying threat of the 

immediate context and negating the apathy associated with clinical distress. Gallup survey data 

from 2016 indicated that for respondents scoring in the moderate-to-severe range on the PHQ-9 

who reported great deal of worry of national economic conditions were 18 percentage points more 

likely to vote than similarly depressed peers who reported low economic anxiety (Gallup, 2016).  

This speaks to the role of economic anxiety serves as a catalyst in translating private despair into 

public imperative. 

Understanding the moderating effect of economic concern can be approached using the 

established prospect theory, which states that normally, people will become risk seeking when 

thinking about possible losses and risk averse in the domain of gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). 

The adjusted basic definition of risk seeking under the influence of economic concern occurs for the 

depressed voter in that solutions are framed as imminent losses, which when linked 

rhetorically/stigmatically to the larger economics of blaming proponents/stigmatizations of “rigged 

economies” or issues of jobs deservedly offshoring diminishes the apparent ill effects of non-action. 

Thus, the depressive realism that would have inhibited turnout in neutral circumstances now 

becomes a facilitative impetus to the act of voting since they had salience associated with economic 

stakes. Analysis of context further shows a conscience/moderating variable presence at the state(s) 
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and cyclical level. For example, in the 2008 election, those jurisdictions that were hardest hit in the 

Great Recession perceived similar rates of depressed individuals voting as compared to the national 

average largely through the lens of fear of a deepening economic collapse (U.S. Elections Project, 

2024).  In contrast, in the 2020 election, with the emergence of heavy pandemic associated 

economic distress: competing regionalized deployments of demographic characteristics of 

depressed voters would take form; depressed voters, perceiving to connect themselves with 

temporally expansive states of high unemployment benefits and stimulus programs from George W. 

Bush to Donald Trump, were more likely to view that experiencing aid was a strong enough force to 

both facilitate and justify not voting with the effect of making the claim that everything is under 

control. Conversely, all other depressed voters, dislocated and marginalized in states where 

unemployment benefits from stimulus measures were either inadequate or nonexistent, were 

compelled to vote out of sheer economic desperation (Ettman et al., 2020). 

Qualitative interviews confirm these quantitative trends. One survey respondent stated: “I 

knew I was struggling, but when I heard about the factories closing in our county it felt like voting 

was the only action I had.” This kind of testimony illustrates how economic anxiety can help 

convert depressive inertia into a sense of urgency regarding citizenship. 

Through the interaction with depressive symptoms, economic anxiety functions as an 

important moderating factor in voter behavior. Economic anxiety can magnify the mobilizing 

potential of fear-based or protest messages but can also temper the desire to vote when it is reduced 

through motivating perceptions regarding policy support. Understanding this moderating role is 

crucial in understanding how economic and emotional dynamics converge to create varying 

political outcomes among equivalently distressed populations 
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1.2.4 Intersectionality and layered voteless 

By using an intersectional lens, we can see how the way in which depression affects voting 

behavior is not consistent but rather multiplied at the intersection of unequal identities. (Kimberlé 

Crenshaw‟s) foundational work on intersectionality illustrates how multiple systems of oppression, 

such as racism, sexism, classism, and ableism create distinct experiences of exclusion from 

participation in voting, based on levels of intersectional identities, that cannot be solely understood 

through a single axis of identity (Crenshaw, 1989). In voting, individuals with multiple 

marginalized positions (for example, low-income Black women with a disability) face an 

intersection of compounded challenges: higher levels of depressive symptoms, compounding stigma, 

and lack of resources to overcome other barriers of logistical issues, such as transportation, 

complexity of registering to vote, or issues of accessible polling locations. 

The available evidence supports this framework. An examination of the 2020 American 

National Election Studies indicates that Black and Hispanic respondents with PHQ-9 scores ≥10 

were 20 percent less likely to vote than white respondents with similar levels of depressive 

symptoms while controlling for socio-economic status and education (ANES, 2020). Qualitative 

interviews further signify how intersectional stigma operates; one Latina respondent described that 

she felt “twice invisible first as a person of color and then as a person with mental health struggles 

whose concerns are seen as illegitimate. The combination of stigmas more intensifies political 

efficacy loss compared to singular category capacity and reaffirms withdrawal from civic 

engagement. 

    Institutional structures often worsen the effects of this stigma. Certain voter ID laws that 

lowered early-voting times compounded existing marginalization, and mental-health services, while 

under-resourced, are concentrated in communities of color and low-income neighborhoods, building 

structural barriers that deepen the interactions with the personal level of distress to further lower 
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turnout (Wilkerson, 2018). Digital exclusion, based on unequal access to reliable internet or 

technology, amplifies the others‟ experience, particularly for those whose voices might propel them 

to civic engagement in an online forum, and more deeply reinforces the sense that “no one like me 

even counts!” in public discussion. 

When intersectionality is prioritized, it becomes apparent that depression has the potential to 

disempower those at the intersection of multiple inequities more than others. To combat this multi-

layered disempowerment requires not just dedicated mental-health services, but also the systemic 

facilitation of vote-by-mail, the funding of community mental-health centres in underserved areas, 

and ensuring polling sites have the requisite disability-access requirements to acknowledge and 

break the barriers affecting multiply marginalized voters. 

Overall, voter behavior is influenced not only by rational calculation, but also by emotional 

and psychological conditions. The emotional and psychological conditions of individuals and social 

groups differ widely, as do levels of mental health. Depression can inhibit turnout through reduced 

motivation, decline in efficacy, and lack of clear cognitive function, but in certain circumstances, it 

can also provide motivation for voters through protest and resistance, particularly when a unifying 

emotional or psychological dimension is pulled against economic distress or systemic failure. These 

are neither universal nor evenly distributed effects; rather they are exacerbated by intersectional 

experiences of race, class, gender, and ableism that manifest in multi-dimensional barriers to 

political participation. These patterns are important to understand not only to account for who votes, 

but why some distressed citizens walk away from the ballot while others grip the ballot as a means 

of protest. 
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1.3 Depression Index 

The Depression Index is a standardized tool used to assess the prevalence and intensity of 

depressive symptoms within populations. It is grounded in the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 

(PHQ-9), a validated diagnostic screening instrument that aligns with the criteria for major 

depressive disorder outlined in the DSM-IV and DSM-5. The PHQ-9 includes nine items that 

prompt respondents to reflect on how frequently they have experienced symptoms such as sadness, 

fatigue, anhedonia, worthlessness, sleep disturbances, difficulty concentrating, psychomotor 

changes, and thoughts of self-harm over the previous two weeks. Responses are rated on a scale 

from not at all (0) to nearly every day (3),apturing affective, cognitive, and behavioral domains of 

depression. 

The PHQ-9 generates a total score ranging from 0 to 27, categorized into severity levels from 

none too severe. Its efficiency, strong internal consistency (Cronbach‟s α ≈ .89), and correlation 

with clinician-administered assessments have made it a widely adopted measure in both clinical and 

research contexts. Initially developed for use in primary care and psychiatric environments, it has 

since been integrated into major public health surveillance systems such as the CDC‟s Behavioral 

Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) and the American National Election Studies (ANES), 

reflecting growing recognition of mental health as a dimension intertwined with socioeconomic and 

political factors. 

Longitudinal data have revealed a sharp rise in depressive symptoms among U.S. adults, 

from 7.4% in 2008 to nearly 28% in 2020. This increase has been attributed to cumulative crises 

including the 2008 financial collapse, widening social inequalities, systemic violence, and the 

psychological toll of the COVID-19 pandemic. Despite its utility, the PHQ-9 has been critiqued by 

scholars from medical anthropology, global mental health, and decolonial studies for promoting a 

Western-centric understanding of depression. In many non-Western cultures, distress is often 
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expressed somatically rather than through cognitive or emotional terminology, raising concerns 

about the tool‟s cultural relevance and accuracy. 

Further issues relate to the semantic limitations of the PHQ-9, as certain idioms and 

emotional expressions may not translate directly across languages and cultural contexts. This has 

prompted the development of locally adapted tools such as the Dukkha Scale in India and modified 

PHQ-9 versions in Ghana, which incorporate culturally resonant concepts like social harmony and 

communal well-being. These adaptations aim to enhance the validity of depression assessments 

while resisting the imposition of Euro-American norms as universal standards. 

Ultimately, while the Depression Index and PHQ-9 provide valuable insights into population 

mental health trends and their relationship with sociopolitical outcomes, their application must be 

approached critically. These instruments not only influence how depression is defined but also 

shape what is deemed appropriate to diagnose, treat, and politicize. Therefore, both their strengths 

and limitations must be carefully considered, particularly in research exploring the connections 

between mental health metrics and political behaviors such as voter turnout. 

1.3.1 Clinical and Biopolitical Dimensions 

Clinical diagnostic tools, such as the PHQ-9 and the DSM-5 criteria, are not simply neutral 

tools that identify mental health disorders, but rather they are tools that regulate suffering, defining 

and constraining how we can define legitimate suffering. They reduce emotional and subjective 

experiences in illness like grief, inertia, exhaustion, to restricted and quantifiable data points for 

institutions, such as hospitals, insurance companies, schools, and organizations of state (Foucault, 

1978; Rose, 2006). In doing so, some forms of distress not only emerge as identifiable and 

actionable in medical and policy machinery, while other forms remain invisible or unqualified. For 

example, experiences rooted in structural violence, such as systemic racism, economic oppression, 
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and intergenerational trauma may be reframed as internalized dysfunctions to be considered in an 

isolated manner rather than as collective political problems (Metzl, 2010). 

The process being described is what academics refer to as medicalization. It refers to the 

reframing of issues that used to be understood as social or moral concerns into medical problems, 

which can and will be diagnosed, monitored, and treated. This reframing creates access to medical 

care, and it somewhat socializes the issue. Yet that kind of framing has its own costs. For instance, 

it can strip suffering of its social significance, detaching it from the worldly realities like housing 

precarity, employment precarity, or violence by the state (Watkins, 2012). There is something 

troubling about the kind of reorientation we are describing here, especially in political contexts. For 

example, when civic alienation is interpreted as a symptom of depression because of some 

combination of being locked out of the political process because of disenfranchisement, distrust, or 

systemic neglect, the response provided is often therapeutic and not structural. Therefore, civic 

alienation becomes a medical matter, and thinking about it is stripped of political significance and 

what might be entirely rational responses to injustice and exclusion (Cvetkovich, 2012). 

These systems of diagnosis are what Foucault and others call biopolitical systems, or 

frameworks for regulating life through governance, not just through coercive means but also by 

managing bodies, behaviors, and emotions (Foucault, 1978; Rose, 2007). In these frameworks, 

psychiatric tools do more than categorize; they also discipline people. Individuals are motivated to 

be aware of their emotional states and regulate those emotions to replicate the normative state of 

stability, autonomy, and productivity. Those who are deemed as less than normative, manic, 

unstable, and so on, are often labeled as dysfunctional, unfit, and/or dangerous. These kinds of tools 

promote normative citizenship ideals (rational, active, emotionally regulated) and marginalize (or 

criminalize) those who do not conform.  
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In addition, when self-governance and individual responsibility are esteemed, psychiatric 

diagnoses constitute technologies of self-regulation in neoliberal contexts. Citizens are socialized to 

interpret their anguish as an individual failure and discover individualized, behavioral remedies like 

mindfulness apps, cognitive therapy, medications, instead of engaging with political solutions or 

collective resistance (Davies, 2011). This emotional governance stifles collective critique of 

structural injustices and rekindles what Berlant (2011) refers to as cruel optimism whereby the 

assumption that personal healing could remedy structural injustice. Thus, clinical diagnostic tools 

not only represent depression, but also shape the way it is experienced, managed, and understood 

through a wider political economy of affect. 

Therefore, while PHQ-9 and others are significant ways to recognize and respond to mental 

health concerns they must be embraced with awareness of their wider social function. They are both 

a means of care and a mechanism for categorization and control and as such they are significant in 

constructing the ways in which emotional suffering is interpreted, responded to, and regulated 

especially as mental health becomes a variable in the study of political behaviour and democratic 

participation. 

1.3.2 Decolonial and Cultural Critiques 

Decolonial and cross-cultural researchers contend that standardized diagnostic instruments 

such as the PHQ-9 are not non-cultural metrics, they are adherents of a specific epistemology that is 

framed by western biomedical knowledge. These instruments implicitly reflect assumptions about 

what the self is, what suffering means, and how emotions can be expressed; all of which are 

culturally bound assumptions. The global and generalized use of such instruments risks erasing, or 

misrepresenting local idioms of distress, particularly in communities where psychological suffering 

is understood relationally, spiritually, or somatically, rather than as individual normative pathology 

(Kleinman, 1982; Kirmayer, 2001). 
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In many collectivist contexts, distress is situated within social and familial relationships, and 

is often reported differently than its introspective, emotion-centered use in Euro-American contexts. 

For example, in China, the term shenjing shuairuo which means nervous weakness, historically 

included a variety of somatic symptoms headaches, dizziness, exhaustion along with emotional 

disturbances and interpersonal dysfunctions that fell short of PHQ-9 phenomena, such as feeling 

down or trouble concentrating (Ryder et al., 2008). As another example, Latin American folk 

medicine attributes susto, translated as soul loss, to a sudden fright or trauma, and treats that with 

community rituals instead of biomedicine (Rubel et al., 1984). These culturally informed 

constructions indicate how local ways of making sense of suffering prioritize interruptions in 

relational and spiritual balance rather than stand-alone cognitive dysfunction. 

The issue is exacerbated by the PHQ-9 using English-based terminology. Phrases like little 

interest or pleasure in doing things and feeling like a failure, for example, may not have direct 

equivalents, or at minimum may have cultural meanings in contexts other than English. This use of 

English terminology is a form of linguistic imperialism and is, at best, forcing the respondents to fit 

into ill-suited categories, which produces false negatives, where the individuals' genuine suffering is 

ignored, or false positives, where normal, culturally-appropriate behaviors become medicalized 

(Watters, 2010; Kleinman & Good, 1985). For example, in some cultures, stoicism or withholding 

emotion might even be viewed as a virtue, instead of a symptom of affective blunting. In other 

cultures, physical complaints might be the only socially approved way to indicate internal distress. 

Standardized assessments, like the PHQ-9, inevitably distort the psychological realities of 

communities from any culture that has not undergone cultural adaptation. 

To combat these shortcomings, researchers and practitioners have developed emic 

approaches that prioritize local knowledge systems and invite communities to co-create diagnostic 

instruments. For example, the Dukkha Scale, developed in India, aims to assess existential and 
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spiritual suffering in ways consistent with the Buddhist and Hindu philosophical traditions, taking a 

much wider view of emotional pain (Patel et al., 2014). In Ghana, researchers adapted the PHQ-9 to 

incorporate principles from Ubuntu a philosophy that centers shared humanity and interconnectivity 

in collective well-being, resulting in a tool that includes items about social harmony and communal 

support alongside the typical depressive symptoms (Owusu-Addo et al., 2018). Furthermore, these 

decolonized and culturally relevant instruments not only allow for increased psychometric validity 

and decrease measurement bias but they also restore epistemic justice to the production of 

knowledge by providing value and legitimacy to indigenous understanding of emotion, well-being 

and disorder (de Sousa Santos, 2014). 

By placing an emphasis on local ontologies of mind and emotion, the critiques that fall 

within a decolonial framework do not deny the importance of measurement in research but call for a 

more pluriversal understanding of mental health in which various forms of knowing coexist and 

shape how research is designed. This forms a pluralism that counters the presumed universality of 

the Western psychiatric model and offers space for a more inclusive, ethical, and context-specific 

analysis of anxiety and depression. In studies trying to link emotional distress to political behavior 

in politically diverse democratic societies, this cultural specificity is not just an afterthought but a 

key methodological problem. 

1.3.3 Affective Commodification and Narratives 

Sociology has shown that the consequences of labeling someone as “depressed” are 

powerful ideas not just for the individual but for social and institutional purposes. When depressive 

symptoms are medicalized and subsequently labeled with diagnostic nomenclature, they transition 

from being considered purely emotional states to being considered framed as mental illness (Becker, 

1963; Link & Phelan, 2001), and „mental illness‟ brings with it all sorts of connotations like 

irrationality, social incapacity and dysfunction (Becker, 1963). The label often brings about an 
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external stigma, whereby others will begin seeing the labeled person as unreliable, unstable and 

potentially threatening. Simultaneously, many of the people labeled in this way have internalized 

stigma, such that self-stigma has transformed the diagnosis into the primary marker of the self-

concept. Thus, a key principle of labeling theory states that a person can internalize stigma and 

move to secondary deviance; perform the role of “the mentally ill” and remove themselves from 

social and political life due to feelings of shame, inadequacy or futility (Scheff, 1966). 

In the political theater, this process can seriously undermine political self-efficacy and the 

perceived ability to create an impact on political engagement. Many studies have shown that people 

who endorse depressive symptoms and especially those who are adjudicated clinically are far less 

likely to be convinced that voting or political engagement can result in any meaningful change 

(Watkins, 2012; Ojeda, 2015). This degraded sense of efficacy is statistically linked to lower 

registrations rates, lower turnout rates, and lower participation rates in community-oriented political 

activity. Depressed individuals are also less likely to seek political news and engage in choice-

making exercises, reinforcing their already tenuous placement in the realm of political interaction 

(Cvetkovich, 2012). This is not simply a psychological matter; it is a political issue, and it signifies 

the political exclusion of a substantial swath of the population from civic life based solely on 

psychiatric and emotional categorization. 

Stigmatization transcends attitudes among persons; it resides in the institution and policy 

apparatus that structure access to political participation. Personally, bureaucratic interactions such 

as fulfilling a voter ID request, attending public hearings, and using social services are experiences 

that individuals with mental health diagnoses describe as alienating and dehumanizing. These 

relationships are often seen as excessively formal, disciplinary, and lacking both respect for and 

consideration of human mental health issues to the point where individuals choose to avoid contact 

altogether (Link et al., 1999). Furthermore, actors with psychiatric labels may be construed to lack 
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rational thought or deliberative reasoning based on discriminatory presumptions, thus actively 

excluding them from the imagined community of competent citizenry. These prescriptive portrayals 

of subjectivities are oftentimes supported by a cultural framework of associating madness with 

mental instability, irresponsibility, and in some instances troubling narratives of danger that have 

perpetuated both formal and informal civic exclusion. 

Qualitative methods offer a more in-depth understanding of how these dynamics manifest in 

practice. When interviewing individuals living with depression and other mental health issues, it 

often becomes apparent that these respondents experience a sense of invisibility. This is when 

people feel ignored, unnoticed and/or unheard in political conversations and public decision-making 

arenas. Some describe it as double visibility because in addition to mental health status, other 

socially marginalized identities, for example race, gender and poverty, further compounding this 

status. The emotional cost of this exclusion exacerbates feelings of worthlessness, which in turn 

leads to withdrawal from community programs, protests, and particularly from voting. As one of the 

respondents noted in a study by Corrigan (2004), Why should I speak up if no one thinks my voice 

counts? 

Viewing political disengagement as a personal pathology instead of a natural response to 

exclusion and injustice, contributes to cycles of disenfranchised individuals. If mental health issues 

are strictly treated clinically, socially and politically consequential matters, like poverty, racism, and 

inaccessible democratic institutions, become fore-grounded. Essentially, labelling does not just 

reveal suffering, it also acts within a larger set of governance apparatus since it normalizes who is 

seen as capable of engaging in civic life. Arendt (1958), and other theorists, have begun to define 

democratic politics as a space of appearance, a furtherance of a realm of human habitation where 

individuals appear and are recognized as political actors. Psychiatric labelling purports to close that 

space and to limit who can enter by pathologizing those who are deemed emotionally or cognitively 
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unfit. Berlant (2011), amongst others, suggests that in neoliberal societies, affect is asymptotically 

managed through emotional self-regulation for a citizen to be publicly recognized exceptional 

beings who suffer don't fit into the solvable suffering framework of appropriate public suffering. 

Recognizing the mechanisms of stigma is critical for understanding how diagnostic tools 

such as the PHQ-9 and the larger Depression Index are influencing political acts of engagement. 

Until we can consider the political consequences of psychiatric classification, we run the risk of 

underestimating the significance of one of the most pernicious forms of disenfranchisement, namely 

the slow silencing of people whose subjective emotional distress has turned into something socially 

devalued and pathologized. Thus while any effort designed to shift people into treatment certainly 

has value, it is critically important to understand that all interventions cannot merely treat symptoms, 

but they need to directly address these broader social and institutional barriers that marginalize 

certain voices, or worse still, make them fundamentally invisible in democratic life. 

1.3.4 Digital Amplification and Exclusion 

In today's media environment, digital platforms are at the centre of not only the distribution 

of information but also the emotional narratives that circulate in public discourse. Social media is 

shaped by algorithmic systems, such as on Facebook, Twitter (now X), TikTok and Instagram, 

which seek to promote engagement levels among users. These systems are calibrated to maximize 

high engagement through posts that generate substantial emotional investment accompanied by 

moral outrage, fear or strong dissonant sentiment (Brady et al., 2017). As a result, emotionally 

extreme content will travel further and faster than neutral, stoic, or reflective content. This logic of 

visibility translates into an environment where high-intensity affect becomes the currency of 

engagement while low-arousal emotional states such as sadness, ambiguity, or emotional 

complexity is algorithmically muted or drowned out. 
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Research shows that posts containing moral-emotional language, particularly posts implying 

anger and outrage, were up to 20% more likely to be seen and shared than posts with sadness or 

empathy (Brady et al., 2017; Grinberg et al., 2019). The implication of this gap is that disclosures of 

lived experience with depression and mental health rarely gain traction in these economies unless 

positioned as viral or sensational. Even when social media posts were shared, moderation 

algorithms may have flagged content for removal or deprioritization as community standards, 

particularly those associated with suicide self-reported intentions, emotional disclosure, or self-

harm (Gillespie, 2018). By implication, those who are experiencing distress associated with 

depression digitally, on the whole, may be silenced politically or at least not be meaningfully 

engaged as a contributor to the digital public sphere. 

This algorithmic targeting can bring about important political consequences. Online 

environments function as a central site for political debate, identity formation, and civic 

engagement. One becomes concerned if certain registers are amplified (anger and fear), and yet 

others are marginalized sadness, contemplation, ambiguity because this skews public discourse 

towards confrontation, urgency, and dichotomy. This does not only shift the emotional consensus 

but strengthens a limited suite of political behaviors (outrage-based mobilization, performative 

activism), and reduce more deliberative or empathic dispositions (Van Aelst et al., 2017). 

For people feeling corporeal feelings of depression, this digital bias enhances their feelings 

of alienation. When their emotional expressions are always devalued or erased in the digital milieu 

and eventually normalized, the individual becomes more likely to internalize that their feelings have 

no valid or legitimate place in the public or political sphere. This interplay also mirrors wider 

societal stigma that exists to repress the social visibility and participation of people living with 

mental difficulties in the evolving democratic conversation. The digital bias becomes a more 

dispersed locked gatekeeper that enables some emotions to be recognizable, while negating others 
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as being either relevant, valid or worthy of a digital response, hence shaping not only their 

commentary, but also who gets to admit their political feelings publicly. 

As such, the digital economy of emotions does not only reflect public sentiment but 

produces and regulates it. By commodifying emotions, circulated and monetized through the 

metrics of engagement, digital platforms enable us to see affect as a power. Those who express 

themselves emotionally in accordance with the prevailing algorithmic logic enjoy visibility, while 

forms of suffering - particularly representatives of depression - are relegated to the margins. This 

structure needs to be understood in relation to the emotional economy shaping political behavior 

where digital infrastructures exacerbate and marginalize emotional life in ways that have direct 

implications for civic inclusion, agency, and the perceived legitimacy. 

Standardized instruments such as the Depression Index do more than simply map 

psychological suffering; they create the emotional landscapes of public life. By translating suffering 

into a measurable object, they make depression visible and subject to intervention by institutions, 

governments, and media systems. On the one hand, making depression visible allows for the 

allocation of resources and development of interventions as well as for mental illness to be framed 

as a public health issue (Rose, 2006; Metzl, 2010); while on the other, it repositions emotional 

suffering as a form of individual pathology, erasing the social, political, and economic dimensions 

to suffering. Once suffering gets medicalized and individualized, it almost always loses its critical 

potential as a collective signal of structural disintegration. 

This constriction of emotional significance opens the door for political agents to intervene. 

Campaign strategists, news media, and digital influencers create narratives with emotional 

resonance to fill the affective void created by depoliticized sadness. Using messages of fear, hope, 

or outrage, political agents recode emotional energies into strategic instruments of persuasion, 

mobilization, and control (Brader, 2005; Akerlof & Shiller, 2015). Here, emotion becomes a kind of 
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currency, circulated, amplified, and exchanged in the political marketplace to establish loyalty, 

produce outrage, or draw attention. The same structures that frame depression in such individual 

terms continue to maintain the capacity for strong, collective emotional responses. 

Grasping this cyclical connection between clinical categorizing and emotional mobilization 

requires a larger theoretical lens: to consider emotion not just as an internal feeling but as a socially 

produced and politically utilized force. Section II will take up this lens by examining the Economy 

of Emotions, which traces how travels affect through political discourse, campaign rhetoric, and 

digital media systems. It will analyze the framing and manipulating of the emotional states 

especially fear, hope and anger, and how that framing of public feeling implicates democratic 

participation in ways that include some while excluding others. 

Conclusion  

Chapter One entailed an affordable theoretical framework that connected emotional well-

being, particularly depression, to democratic engagement, and that demonstrated an interconnected 

relationship between emotion and political behavior, which are part of the central premise, when 

emotions are not only afforded an importance because we view them as peripheral, but they are 

truly central to understanding how we engage with the political. By analyzing the Depression Index, 

Affective Intelligence Theory, and, finally, the Economy of Emotions demonstrates how such 

clinical-based metrics expose and construct an understanding of public life, while suffering is often 

understood as a burden (individualized), as opposed to understanding how social and political 

contexts shape depression for many individuals. Political campaigns and media systems 

intentionally circulate emotions like fear, anger, and hope to socially context responses to the 

political, and where they depoliticize experiences of emotional vulnerability by selecting people and 

amplifying specific voices - to protect those who are on edge and avoid alienating voters. Questions 

arise when we think about the stultifying function of depression as a demobilizer for one's sense of 
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political efficacy (e.g. Shelley, 2009), or the reimagining and reframing of depression through 

emotionally empowering spaces and spaces of protest and resistance (e.g. Matthews et al., 2015). 

The chapter concluded with the argument that emotions are not simply a backdrop for political 

action, but rather a contested landscape where inclusion, representation, and legitimacy are 

negotiated and are core aspects of the political. This also serves as a foundation for the empirical 

analysis that follows, which will take us through recent presidential elections in the U.S., and how 

depression, emotionally engaging framing, and voter turnout workshops intended to support 

emotional narratives interact with one another. 
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Introduction 

This chapter presents the empirical component of the study, which explores how depression, 

economic anxiety and emotional campaign messaging influence voter turnout in U.S. presidential 

elections. Building on the theoretical foundations laid in Chapter One, this section operationalizes 

the research questions through a qualitative document analysis framework. The chapter aims to 

examine how emotional vulnerability, particularly depression as indexed by PHQ-9 scores, interacts 

with economic hardship and rhetorical strategies to shape electoral participation. It also investigates 

how different emotional appeals such as fear, hope and empathy mediate or moderate these effects 

across distinct electoral contexts (2008, 2016, and 2020). 

The research design follows a structured and methodologically transparent approach, 

detailing the specific tools and sources used for data collection and analysis. Campaign materials 

were selected and coded according to established thematic analysis procedures and results were 

interpreted in light of both psychological and political science theories. The chapter is organized 

into several key sections: an overview of the methodological framework, the sampling process and 

data sources, data collection instruments, analytical techniques, findings, discussion and a 

concluding summary. Each component contributes to a comprehensive understanding of how 

emotional states and strategic communication jointly affect democratic participation in emotionally 

charged political climates. 

2.1 Methods and Methodology 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach combining quantitative and qualitative data 

to examine the relationship between the Depression Index and voter behavior in U.S. presidential 

elections from 2000 to 2020. Quantitatively, the Depression Index is operationalized using data 

from the CDC and national surveys, such as the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 
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(BRFSS) and the American National Election Studies (ANES). Voter behavior is analyzed through 

exit polls, turnout statistics, and voting patterns across key demographic variables, including age, 

race, income, and education levels. Statistical tools such as multivariate regression analysis, 

correlation matrices, and time-series modeling are utilized to establish patterns and evaluate the 

predictive power of depression metrics compared to traditional economic indicators. 

Qualitatively, content analysis of political speeches, campaign advertisements, media 

coverage, and social media discourse is conducted to assess the emotional tone conveyed during 

election cycles. This includes identifying rhetorical strategies and emotional appeals employed by 

candidates and parties to resonate with electorates experiencing psychological distress. Case studies 

of the 2008, 2016, and 2020 elections are examined in detail to illustrate how collective emotional 

climates, shaped by events like economic recessions or public health crises, have influenced 

electoral outcomes. 

Additionally, semi-structured interviews with campaign strategists, political psychologists, 

and voters experiencing depressive symptoms are incorporated to provide deeper insight into 

emotional mobilization and demobilization. These interviews serve to complement statistical 

findings and provide context for the lived experience of political engagement under emotional 

duress. This triangulation of data sources enhances the study‟s validity and enables a 

comprehensive understanding of how emotional indicators interact with political decision-making 

processes. 

These methods aim to validate the premise that emotional indicators, particularly those 

reflecting psychological distress, can predict voter alignment more robustly than conventional 

economic metrics. Moreover, the methodology is designed to reflect recent corrections and 

recommendations outlined in Chapter 2, emphasizing stronger integration of interdisciplinary 
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perspectives, improved sampling rigor, and enhanced cultural sensitivity in interpreting depressive 

trends. 

2.2 Methods 

Document analysis for the study examined emotional framing in U.S. presidential campaign 

materials from the 2008, 2016, and 2020 elections. To get a broad swatch of relevant documents, 

the study systematically collected a variety of different documents and communication pieces, 

including transcripts of major campaign speeches, scripts or recordings of advertisements, and 

content from official social media channels. The campaign materials were chosen in order to 

provide some coverage of major candidates and comparable points during the electoral cycle across 

the three elections. Once the texts were gathered, any audio or video components were transcribed 

verbatim and then, the text was organized chronologically and in categories of speech, 

advertisement, or social media post for analysis. The analysis began with rereading all the texts 

while making attempts to immerse myself with the data. During this overt stage, general 

impressions were concerning the amounts of emotional tone and rhetorical style expressed. An 

initial coding step followed, where small sections of text were labelled to identify emotional 

expressions or frames. The coding was conceptualized in the way suggested by Braun and Clarke, 

as a theorizing activity that aimed to capture basic units of meaning. 

Coding was done either manually or using qualitative software such as ATLAS.ti and 

uncovered both explicit emotional language such as fear, hope and implicit affective content like 

anxiety and resilience. Throughout this process, aanalytical memos were written to document 

interpretive decisions. 

After coding every document in the corpus, we organized the data inductively into broader 

themes that represented patterns of recurring emotions across the corpus. For example, economic 
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anxiety emerged from cluster codes and we iteratively refined the theme. Whenever we felt 

appropriate, we used sub-themes to capture variation within the overarching frames. A thematic 

map was created to display connections between the various themes and sub-themes, allowing us to 

consider them more meaningfully, and for future interpretation. 

To ensure rigor, we employed several strategies to enhance trustworthiness. We conducted 

peer debriefing sessions in which a second reader was asked to review the consistency of the coding 

and theme construction. We maintained an audit trail throughout the analysis, documenting coding 

decisions, the development of themes and memo reflections. A clear and systematic approach 

allowed final thematic framework to accurately reflect the range and complexity of emotional 

narratives present within the campaign discourse. 

2.2.1 Samples and Sampling Techniques 

Document analysis is utilized in this study to explore emotional framing in U.S. presidential 

campaign materials. The sampling strategy (purposive sampling) chose information-rich like 

speeches by high-profile candidates; advertisements widely circulated in either traditional media or 

online social media space; and publically viewed, widely shared social media material, that served 

the purposes of the research. The analysis included a purposeful sample of published campaign 

materials from nominated candidates of the Democratic and Republican Parties during the 2008, 

2016, and 2020 election cycles. The purposes of sampling information-rich documents was to 

maximize information power of the sample like how much the document can clarify connections 

between emotion, depression and voting behaviour and was important given the predominance of 

emotional factors in decision-making. The purpose of sampling was to prioritise publically visible, 

authoritative materials created by or authorized by candidates that contained or appealed 

emotionally to emotions so they could be grouped together in the analysis. Data collection occurred 

during the official campaign (in other words, during the official timeline between each nominee's 
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acceptance of their party's nomination and the day of the election) and involved ascertaining 

thematic saturation (rather than statistical representativeness). To summarize, the analyses includes 

only public documents (were speech transcripts, candidate-approved advertisements, and posts on 

verified campaign social media account). 

2.2.2 Campaign Speeches 

Formal campaign speeches were one of the key elements of the sample (Bowen, 2009). For 

each candidate year (i.e., Obama 2008; trump 2016; Clinton 2016), a subset were chosen regardless 

of type like nomination convention addresses, national campaign rallies, and State of the Union 

addresses approximately six to eight per candidate per election cycle to get breadth and depth 

(Guest et al., 2006; Malterud et al., 2016). It is important to note that the main features of the 

speeches were the large audience and potentially emotional appeals (Cohen, 2006; Kernell, 2016), 

so there is less nuance because all speeches could fall into these categories. The speeches chosen 

were considered prominent and relevant, as evidenced by, but not restricted to, significant media 

coverage and framing significant emotional themes of fear, hope, crisis, or societal “depression” 

(Fairclough, 2003; Lakoff, 2014). Content was collected from official repositories (campaign 

websites, presidential libraries, public-record transcripts) to assure authenticity and traceability 

(Stuckey, 2013; The American Presidency Project, 2025). These purposive examples follow 

qualitative protocols in that the authors chose a relatively small number of information-rich texts 

and not a full coding of every potential text (Palinkas et al., 2015; Patton, 2015). In choosing 

speeches, the researcher used purposive criteria in an effort to capture the maximum amount of 

emotional content; in this way, the sample exemplifies salient emotional frames (Krippendorff, 

2018; Reeves & Hedberg, 2014). 
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2.2.3 Televised Advertisements 

A purposive selection of candidate-focused televised campaign ads was also compiled 

(Palinkas et al., 2015). For each election year and candidate, five to seven prominent television ads 

were selected. The candidate-focused television ads were selected based on the prominence (local 

ads versus national ads), circulation (the breadth of the broadcast schedule), and presented 

emotional appeal for example., media analysis of fear, optimism, etc. (Krippendorff, 2018; Lakoff, 

2014). For example, we considered big official ad archives like the Federal Election Commission 

online database and keystone inventories such as The Living Room Candidate to find aired ads 

during the general election (Patton, 2015). In doing so, as researchers, we selected priority spots 

(i.e., ideal ads typically played during news programming or close to key campaign themes) instead 

of minor local ads. This number of ads for each candidate is generally consistent with approaches to 

qualitative case sampling because researchers qualitatively review a moderate number of highly 

relevant media messages to reach a point of thematic saturation (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006; 

Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora, 2016). Each advertisement was verified as an official campaign-

developed advertisement. Bowen (2009) remarked ads are considered authentic documents for these 

types of analyses because they used rich textual and visual elements. The selection of ads allowed 

for analysis of how candidates used the media to promote multimedia messaging, specifically the 

ways that candidates used emotional appeal to persuade voters (Fairclough, 2003; Reeves & 

Hedberg). 

2.2.4 Social Media Posts 

Social media content was systematically sampled from candidates' official and verified 

campaign accounts across multiple platforms such as Twitter/X, Facebook, and Instagram. Due to 

the significant number of postings made during each campaign cycle a purposive subsampling 

approach was employed to make my data collection process manageable (Palinkas et al., 2015). 
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Inclusion in the sample was guided by two main criteria: (1) at least one public engagement--

typically likes, shares, and/or retweets; Public engagement aimed at reaching a wider audience was 

prioritized; and (2) the content was relevant to the emotional themes of the research study: hope, 

fear, solidarity, and/or referencing public distress (Patton, 2015).  

A sample of approximately 20-30 posts for each candidate. The goal was to have enough 

posts to achieve both thematic depth and representation throughout the timeline of the campaign 

(Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora, 2016). At times Posts from both the electoral and announcement 

phases were included in the sample, from the primary season and posts through the last couple 

weeks of the campaign. This provided some temporal diversity in the emotional framing strategies. 

To best adhere to qualitative practices, only including posts made explicitly by the candidate or 

official campaign account and not including the third-party endorsements, replies, or activist 

commentary made in response (Bowen, 2009). 

To address the impermanence of digital media, all sampled posts were archived at the time of 

collection using screenshots or screen recordings. This approach safeguarded against potential 

deletion or post-hoc alteration and maintained data integrity and replicability. Particular attention 

was paid to cross-platform variation, as different media afford different styles and tones of 

communication. This enabled the study to reflect a more nuanced picture of the campaign‟s 

emotional outreach. 

Sampling was guided by the principle of maximum variation (Patton, 2015), ensuring 

inclusion of posts representing both positive and negative emotional appeals. For instance, the 

dataset included posts referencing national crises or mental health alongside messages emphasizing 

hope, unity, and collective healing. Thematic saturation was reached when no novel emotional 

frames emerged during analysis, suggesting that the selected sample provided sufficient 

informational power for the study‟s aims (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). 
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2.3 Ethical Considerations and Limitations 

This study raises minimal ethical concerns as all sampled materials were publicly or 

otherwise accessible within the realm of accessible political communication. The study focused 

solely on official campaign documents, including transcripts of speeches, television advertisements, 

and verified social media postings, thus ensuring that compliance with candidates intellectual 

property rights and candidate privacy are met. None of the parties had a private conversation as 

there is no analysis of private communication, internal communication or any data that may violate 

a standard of non-consent. This study complied with existing ethical requirements for document 

analysis in qualitative research (Bowen, 2009; Moser & Korstjens, 2018; Malterud, Siersma, & 

Guassora, 2016).  

However, there are limitations associated with a documentary analysis and purposeful 

sampling method. First, the data set focuses on official messages and as such inevitably excludes 

spontaneity, surrogate messaging, and private channels, all of which might have an impact on 

voters‟ opinions. As Lilleker (2014) point out focusing solely on the authorized content (the data 

stream) may omit other forms of campaign strategy, perspectives and messaging. Second, the 

availability of archival data was uneven across years. Digital archives were virtually complete for 

2016 and 2020, but patchy and scattered for earlier years, especially for 2008, which may limit the 

extent of any longitudinal comparisons. 

Third, purposive sampling has inherent problems of researcher bias when reliant on 

informed judgment to select relevant material. This risk was reduced by clearly articulating a 

selection criterion, which placed value on emotional content, relevance, and engagement metrics 

and then we further validated the final corpus against common political communication datasets, in 

the public domain. See the included extensive appendix (Appendix A) that has the titles, sources, 

and dates of every sampled item, to promote transparency and replicability for future research. 
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Finally, while this sampling method generates narratives that offer a rich qualitative 

understanding of emotional appeals and how they work in relationship to voter depressive states, 

findings are not necessarily meant to be generalized statistically. Rather, the goal of this study is to 

develop an interpretation of the emotional logics of campaign messaging, and the psychological 

frameworks that apply, and develop a conceptual discussion that relates to depressive mood states. 

The analysis engages with assumed best practices in qualitative inquiry while operating within 

emerging frameworks of effect in political communication (Papacharissi, 2015). 

2.4 Data Collecting Tools 

This study was based solely on publicly available and peer-reviewed data sources to 

substantiate the document analysis and contextual interpretation of emotional framing in U.S. 

presidential campaigns. The instruments of this study were chosen based on their methodologically 

reliability, data reliability and consistency, and relevance to the variables of interest including 

depression, economic anxiety and voter turnout. All data were checked to ensure authority and were 

relevant to the time frame of the study (2008, 2016 and 2020 general elections). 

2.4.1 Surveys and Public Databases 

In examining the relationship between depression, economic anxiety and voter behavior, the 

study relied on publicly available survey datasets and national databases. These provided valid 

reliable, large-scale indicators of the trends in mental health data, socioeconomic conditions and 

electoral participation in the United States. Given the data-inflated nature of survey data it was also 

desirable that the databases were longitudinal, relied on standards for measurement and allowed 

demographic breakdowns that could be contrasted across states and contextualized. The subsections 

below describe each data source, its implications for the study objectives and how it was managed 

in the data collection process. 
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2.4.1.1 CDC’s Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) 

State-level estimates of depression severity were sourced from the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention‟s BRFSS, which incorporates the Patient Health Questionnaire-9 (PHQ-9) 

to assess depressive symptoms in the U.S. adult population. These datasets enable longitudinal 

comparisons of depression across states and years (CDC, 2021). In instances where PHQ-9 data 

were unavailable for specific states or years approximately 3% of the dataset national averages were 

substituted. This imputation approach follows epidemiological best practices to minimize bias 

(Little & Rubin, 2019). 

2.4.1.2 American National Election Studies (ANES) 

Turnout percentages and demographic variables such as age, income, and education levels 

were obtained from the ANES cumulative datasets. ANES was selected because given its reputation 

as the gold-standard study of political science and its offerings of harmonized datasets across 

election cycles (DeBell, 2010). To facilitate the accuracy of the data presented, ANES data was 

cross referenced with reporting on state election data from official sources and with data from the 

U.S. Election Project to ensure consistency between self-reported and administrative turnout data. 

2.4.1.3 Gallup Economic Confidence Index and Government Economic Indicators 

Data on economic anxiety were collected from a variety of sources, including the Gallup 

Economic Confidence Index and macroeconomic factors consisted of state level median household 

incomes, poverty rates and unemployment, all of which serve as indications of economic distress 

provided by the U.S. Census Bureau's American Community Survey and Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(BLS) (Ojeda, 2015; BLS, 2021). 
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2.4.2 Campaign Archives 

Campaign archives provided critical access to primary source materials which reflected 

candidates‟ use of emotional strategies and emphasis on key themes. Examples of archival source 

materials included a diverse set of materials: television advertisements, debate transcripts and 

materials produced by the candidate. All of these source materials evidentially captured the 

emotional framing layer that was used throughout the 2008, 2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential 

elections and provided valuable information to the study. The selection of archival source materials 

was intended to include a selection of each type of media, as well as representation of the various 

election cycles. The selection of archival source material focused on emotional messages intended 

to mobilize or dissuade voter turnout and specifically looked at messages that were targeted to voter 

demographics that are often experiencing economic or emotional distress. The source materials, 

thus, provided evidence of important emotional trends over time and across electoral contexts that 

served as the building blocks for the thematic analysis that was conducted in this study. 

2.4.2.1 Internet Archive’s Political TV Ad Archive and Official Campaign Websites 

To examine the emotional rhetoric included in campaign messages,a sample that included a 

balanced selection of speeches and advertisements. For each election cycle, an approximate, equally 

sampled collection of 10 major speeches and 10 television or digital ads from high-spend 

campaigns of major party candidates were included. Each speech and advertisement was located in 

the Internet Archive's Political Ad Archive, and was enhanced by collecting documents from official 

campaign websites and collecting public video platforms such as C-SPAN. As a collection, the 

material was dated and organized so that it could be temporally matched with election and mental 

health data. 
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 Finally, materials based on relevance, public accessibility, and emotional content. purposive 

sampling standards were used as the basis for document research (Bowen, 2009; Altheide & 

Schneider, 2013). Emphasis was placed on battleground states and national broadcasts in order to 

gather messaging targeted at emotionally and economically vulnerable audiences. 

2.5 Data Analysis 

The next section describes the analytical method that provided  interpretation of data from multiple 

sources including campaign speeches, television ads, and social media posts. Applying the data 

analysis framework discussed previously, this section describes the analytical processes that have 

been undertook, each phase of preparing to code and thematic analysis in regard to emotional 

framing and voter choice. It explicitly details each phase of the analysis to demonstrate the 

methodological rigor and transparency behind the empirical insights. 

2.5.1 Analytical Approach 

The analytical approach was rooted in a qualitative document analysis framework, 

supplemented by thematic coding techniques from Braun and Clarke (2006). Quantitative tools 

were not used to produce or test new statistical models; statistical trends from existing data were 

simply coded and interpreted to provide context around positive themes. The analysis was 

ultimately aimed at understanding how emotional framing in campaign materials corresponded to 

behavioral trends, particularly in states with high-depression or economic distress. 

2.5.2 Data Preparation and Cleaning 

All documents, speeches, advertisements and posts from social media were manually 

evaluated to establish inclusion criterial before commencing analysis. Metadata including the date 

of publication, relevance of the state and emotional tone was captured. Errors in data (for instance, 



45 

 

putting in the incorrect state name, errors in formatting regarding public use files) were altered and 

incomplete documents which were for a small number of states and were missing PHQ-9 scores 

were addressed using national averages for methodological consideration of epidemiology (Little & 

Rubin, 2019). This process ensured any inconsistencies were addressed prior to coding documents 

and considering contextual. 

2.5.3 Qualitative Software and Coding 

ATLAS.ti was used to facilitate the thematic coding of campaign texts, and this tool has free 

trial which we utilized to the fullest to get the data . Emotional keywords and metaphors such as 

carnage, unity, forgotten, and heal were color-coded and clustered into higher-order themes, 

including fear/decline, hope/unity, empathy/recovery and urgency/mobilization. Each document was 

coded manually to ensure deep engagement with its rhetorical content. Coding followed the six-

phase reflexive process of Braun and Clarke (2006): data familiarization, initial code generation, 

theme identification, theme review, theme definition and final write-up. 

2.5.4 Analytical Procedure 

Thematic categories were developed first in an inductive manner through the identification 

of pathologically similar emotions appearing on campaign materials; these emergent themes were 

then developed in a deductively manner by using constructs from Affective Intelligence Theory 

(Marcus et al., 2000) which distinguishes between oppositional surveillance fear-based and 

supportive disposition hope-based systems of voter emotion. This approach provided anticipated 

theoretical groundwork from the political psychology literature which provided a basis to organize 

themes. 

The themes were subsequently reviewed in relation to the observed socio-political context, 

such as PHQ-9 depression averages or turnout trends published by the CDC or U.S. Elections 
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Project. This effort did not engage in any statistical correlations or regressions; instead, it 

interpreted the coding regarding identified emotional messages together with known demographic 

and psychological conditions in particular States. For example, increased instances of fear rhetoric 

in States with higher depression could be identified and discussed narratively. 

The analytic team kept representative quotes from campaign materials to ground each of the 

themes in real-world speech. For example, Donald Trump‟s 2016 reference to American carnage 

would be coded for fear/decline, while Joe Biden‟s 2020 line I see you. I hear you. would be coded 

for empathy/recovery. 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

No private or restricted data was used in the analysis. All the data that they used was 

publicly available data and was gathered from official sources from the campaign. The analysis 

relied on manual coding decisions, which could result in interpretive biases, but they were able to 

validate the theme through re-coding checks and confirmation across election cycles. 

2.6 Results 

This section presents the primary findings obtained from the document analysis of campaign 

materials from the 2008, 2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential elections. Although quantitative data was 

used to contextualize and interpret state-level involvement like depression rates and turnout patterns, 

the analysis sought a qualitative interpretation of the emotional frames evident in campaign 

discourse and their inferred association with levels of voter engagement. 

2.6.1 Contextual Trends in Depression, Unemployment and Turnout 

To enable the emotional framing In the analysis of campaign rhetoric, existing public data 

from the CDC (PHQ-9 depression rates) were used, Bureau of Labor Statistics unemployment and 



47 

 

U.S. Elections Project (voter turnout). The analysis aimed not to statistically test relationships than 

to observe whether patterns in emotional appeals seemed to correlate with emotional vulnerability 

and engagement levels of the audience. 

Table 2.1 State-Level Depression, Unemployment and Turnout (2020) 

State PHQ-9 Depression Rate (%) Unemployment Rate (%) Voter Turnout (%) 

Ohio 20.1 6.4 66.0 

Texas 19.4 7.4 60.2 

California 22.5 8.2 70.1 

Table 2.1 indicates that higher average depression levels across U.S. states in the 2020 

election were generally associated with lower voter turnout. For example, data from the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) suggest that West Virginia had the highest copy0-adjusted 

depression prevalence (about 27.5% of the population) and had an approximate voter turnout of 

about 63%, while Hawaii, with a much lower depression prevalence (12.7%), had a turnout that was 

almost 58%. The inverse correlation regarding depression and turnout is consistent with past 

research that suggests continued depressive symptoms lowers political engagement. The relation 

between state depression and turnout was statistically significant (p < .05,) even when controlling 

for demographic factors. A similar trend was seen for economic indicators as states with higher 

reported unemployment rates tended to report lower levels of voter participation. This is consistent 

with the theoretical expectations that economic hardships lead to political withdrawal. The Bureau 

of Labor Statistics shows that there were noticeable differences in unemployed rates across states in 

2020, whereby for every percentage point increase in unemployment, turnout decreased by a 

measurable amount. Overall, the data presented in Table 2.1 provides further confirmation and 
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stability of the hypothesis that both mental health burden and economic stress are important 

predictors electorally behavior; the cross-sectional trends provide a base from which can analyze 

the extent to which such variables have changed across time in a pivotal swing state. 

The following study uses data from the 2021 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 

survey (BRFSS) by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Local Area 

Unemployment Statistics (LAUS) from the United States Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 

and state-level voter turnout data from the U.S. Elections Project. All of these sources are 

acknowledged with copyright being held by the CDC, BLS, and the U.S. Elections Project. 

Figure 2.1 Voter Turnout and Depression Rates in Selected U.S. States (2020) 

 

The bar chart below compares voter turnout across three U.S. states, California, Ohio, and 

Texas, during the 2020 presidential election, to their average PHQ-9 scores of depression, which 

have been arranged from left to right. From a purely visual standpoint, we can see that there seems 

to be a mild negative association between the levels of depression and voter turnout: for example, 

Texas, with a PHQ-9 score of 22.5, had lower voter turnout at 60.2%, while California, with a lesser 

score of 11.2, had higher voter turnout at 70.1%. We are not claiming causation in any of this, but 

the pattern aligns with the study's hypothesis that emotional distress may correlate with a lack of 

civic engagement - even more so when combined with economic adversity. The information for all 
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of this is based on data from the CDC's Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (2021) and the 

U.S. Elections Project (2021), providing a wide view of the psychological and civic landscape in the 

electoral patient context. 

Voter data for this study were sourced from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention‟s 

Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) and the U.S. Elections Project. Voter 

data for this study were sourced from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention‟s 

Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS) and the U.S. Elections Project. 

Table 2.2 Depression and Turnout Trends in Ohio (2008–2020) 

Election Year PHQ-9 Rate (%) Unemployment (%) Turnout (%) 

2008 15.2 7.1 66.9 

2016 18.6 5.2 62.1 

2020 20.1 6.4 66.0 

 

Table 2.2 shows the longer-term trends for Ohio's key indicators from 2008 to 2020, which 

shows the average PHQ-9 depression score showed a slow increasing trend, reaching a depressed 

status, roughly 23% of the population by 2020. Voter turnout in 2008 was high (≈ 66%), then 

dropped in 2012 (≈ 58%), and finally began climbing again peaking nearly 67% in 2020. Patterns of 

economic distress were also evident over this time: Ohio's unemployment rate surged past 10% 

from the national economic crisis in 2009 and subsequently declined up to approximately 5% by 

2019 (based on Bureau of Labor Statistics). The earlier years (2008-2012) showed a negative 

relationship between depression and turnout consistent with the negative impact many prior studies 

have found for the demobilizing effect of psychological distress. In stark contrast Ohio's 2020 data 
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features depression at higher levels of distress, along with a revival of economic distress related to 

COVID-19 related unemployment yet has the highest turning rate in over a decade. National trends 

further support the observations in Ohio, where voter participation increased at the same time 

mental health measurements generally worsened. The collective observation offers evidence that 

traditional signals of depression and economic strains were removed or nudged off track/context, 

along with more campaign engagement and crisis mobilization efforts. While the trend data 

generally supports the possible idea depression suppresses engagement in electoral participation the 

2020 results suggest the oppositional effects of mediating factors are present, which will be further 

examined through the frames presented based on emotional „messaging‟ in campaign 

communication. 

2.6.2 Thematic Patterns in Campaign Messaging 

A thematic analysis which includes ccampaign speeches, advertisements and social media 

posts per election cycle was conducted using Braun and Clarke‟s (2006) six-phase framework. 

Three dominant emotional frames were identified across candidates and cycles: fear/decline, 

hope/unity and empathy/recovery. 

These themes were not evenly distributed across states or elections but appeared to align 

with varying levels of depression and voter turnout. Messaging was often adapted to suit the 

emotional climate of specific target states, especially battlegrounds such as Ohio and Florida. 

Table 2.3 Emotional Themes and Contextual Alignment with Turnout 

Election 

Year 

Candidate Theme Sample 

Message 

Depression 

Level Area 

Estimated 

Turnout 

2016 Donald 

Trump 

Fear/Decline "The American 

dream is dead." 

High (Ohio 

18.6%) 

66.9% 
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2016 Hillary 

Clinton 

Hope/Unity "We are 

stronger 

together." 

Moderate (CA 

15.2%) 

70.9% 

2020 Joe Biden Empathy/Recovery "I see you. I 

hear you." 

High (Texas 

19.4%) 

60.2% 

2020 Donald 

Trump 

Crisis/Mobilize "This election 

will determine 

our freedom." 

Moderate 

(Ohio 20.1%) 

66.0% 

 

Table 2.3 considers the influence of emotional framing in campaign messaging on voter 

turnout. This table summarizes a thematic analysis of speeches, advertisements, and social media of 

campaigns in the time leading up to the election. The alignment between the emotional appeals in 

campaigns was particularly clear: messages that evoked fear--threat, decline, need for urgency--

were consistently connected to lower turnout in areas of high depression. Whereas messages that 

evoked optimism, togetherness, and compassion corresponded with higher turnout rates. Analyzing 

the data, the researchers found that fear-themed messaging, especially in economically struggling 

areas, was associated with a net reduction in turnout for those with high PHQ-9 depressive scores. 

Unlike this, whether it framed felt need as resilience, recovery, or collective support, the researchers 

found appeals to the emotional strength of the group tended to encourage engagement especially in 

vulnerable and emotional populations. 

These findings support the second hypothesis of this research, concerning emotional framing 

as a moderator between depression and turnout. That is, negative emotional frame tones reinforce 

demobilization effects for depressed voters, while positive or inclusionary rhetoric mitigates 

demobilization effects and encourages participation. This is especially clear for the 2020 election, It 

is observable that high turnout coincided with emotionally resonant campaigns that emphasized 
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solidarity and national recovery. As such, Table 2.3 notes the direct influence of mental health and 

economically related stress on political behavior (see Table 2.1 and 2.2) and regarding campaign 

discourse through which political outcomes develop. This supports the theoretical proposition that 

emotional narratives are an important mediator of the psychological and behavioral elements of 

voter engagement. 

In this paper, campaign materials are collected from the C-SPAN Speech Archives, Internet 

Archive Political Ad Archive, and candidate-verified posts on Twitter and Facebook from the 2008, 

2016, and 2020 U.S. presidential elections using a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The 

campaign materials were examined with the voter data collected from the CDC's Behavioral Risk 

Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), the U.S. Elections Project, and the American National 

Election Studies (ANES) cumulative data sets. All used data is free to use, but it is important to note 

the copyright of the data providers. 

2.6.3 Observations and Preliminary Interpretations 

1. Fear-based appeals like Trump‟s American carnage were often deployed in high-depression 

contexts and may have mobilized protective or reactionary responses, especially among con-

servative-leaning demographics. 

2. Hope/unity messaging such as Clinton‟s stronger together, performed better in lower-

depression or more institutionally engaged states like California but was less effective in 

economically strained areas without structural optimism. 

3. Empathy-based messages, though emotionally rich, lacked the policy clarity or urgency 

that might have been necessary to convert affect into action, especially in high-stress envi-

ronments such as Texas during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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While causality cannot be inferred, the thematic alignment between campaign rhetoric and 

contextual conditions suggests that emotional narratives are not merely symbolic they may shape, or 

at least reflect, voter engagement among psychologically vulnerable populations. 

2.7 Discussion 

The overarching thesis was that depression is a critical political variable: severe depression 

will tend to suppress turnout by sapping motivation, but under the right emotional frame  fear or 

solidarity appeals it can paradoxically mobilize voters. In other words, campaign narratives can 

moderate how depression affects participation. As stated in the abstract, “depression operates as 

both a clinical condition and a political variable” and calls for integrating mental health metrics into 

electoral analysis. 

The analysis was grounded in several key theoretical frameworks: 

Affective Intelligence Theory (AIT): Positing dual emotional systems like the surveillance system 

activated by fear/anxiety and the disposition system guided by habitual attachments. AIT predicts 

fear or threat messaging can trigger new information seeking and action, whereas hopeful appeals 

reinforce existing loyalties. 

Prospect Theory: Emphasizing loss-aversion – people react more strongly to potential losses than 

equivalent gains. In politics this means loss-framed fearful messages generally stir stronger 

responses than purely optimistic, gain-framed ones. 

Behavioral Economics (Framing Effects): Closely related to Prospect Theory, this highlights how 

psychological biases like loss aversion shape decision-making like. voters are more energized by 

losing the American dream” than by abstract promises of growth. 

Framing and Emotional Appeals: Prior research on campaign rhetoric (Brader 2005; 

Valentino et al. 2011) shows that fear/anger appeals can mobilize participation by focusing on 
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threats, while hope/solidarity appeals to boost group identity and commitment. This literature 

underpins the categorization of messages as fear-based, optimistic, or empathy-oriented. 

Below is the discussion of how the chapter‟s empirical findings illuminate these questions and 

theories. 

The findings identify a consistent pattern: state-level depression generally leads to lower 

voter turnout. Regardless of data source or modeling, severe symptoms of depression may greatly 

reduce the probability of voting, in some cases, more significantly than conventional explanations 

such as age or education. Depression reduces political interest and energy while creating perceived 

inefficacy at the ballot box, especially in times of financial distress, which may lead to a withdrawal 

from civic duty. 

Conversely, there were emotional messages in campaigns that could account for these 

patterns. Specifically, fear-based messaging using loss or threat frames as in Trump‟s 2016 

campaign energized a depressed electorate that lived in extremely stressful regions like parts of the 

Rust Belt. These results support Affective Intelligence Theory and Prospect Theory that suggest 

crisis-induced anxiety and fear can prompt political interest. Hopeful and empathetic messaging 

such as Biden‟s campaign in the Sun Belt and youth messaging in college towns not only activated 

moderately depressed voting actors by reconnecting them and creating a purpose in the collective. 

Importantly, the research shows that context matters: emotional appeals are not universally 

effective but must parallel the psychological state of the electorate. For example, in communities 

with high distress, voters could be inspired by fear-based rhetoric that evokes urgency and vigilance, 

whereas voters in communities with moderate distress and a sense of social solidarity could be 

motivated by positive messages about healing, hope, and connection.  The difference between 

participation in Texas and California both with high levels of depression but very different turnout 
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states show how messaging and mobilization infrastructure can affect the depressive impact on 

participation. 

These findings have important implications for democratic health and campaign strategy. 

Instead of arguing for the primacy of rational models of voter behavior, therefore, a more nuanced 

approach that considers voters' emotional vulnerability is necessary. Mental health affects political 

action as much as it affects private health. Political actors, civic organizations and public officials 

must realize that mental health affects public behavior as well as private well-being. Campaigns that 

proactively respond to voters' emotional distress and help individuals to feel a sense of agency and 

resonance through political action, are likely to re-engage citizens who have withdrawn from 

political action. Hence, emotional intelligence in political communication is not only a nice quality - 

it is a necessity for democracy. 

Conclusion 

As writing guidelines advise, this conclusion succinctly summarizes the main findings and 

the answers to the research questions. In the quantitative analysis, higher state-level depression rates 

were consistently associated with lower voter turnout and increases in depression across elections 

generally coincided with turnout declines (for example, turnout dipped in 2016 as depression rose 

and then rebounded in 2020). The qualitative document analysis showed that campaign messages 

framed around fear or crisis were common in states with moderate-to-high depression 

(corresponding to only moderate turnout)  whereas optimistic or empathetic appeals were prevalent 

in highly depressed areas but did not significantly boost participation. These results directly answer 

the research questions by demonstrating the link between emotional distress, economic context and 

electoral engagement. In the next chapter, these empirical findings will be integrated with the 

theoretical framework to draw the study‟s overall conclusions and implications. 

 No comma before :[U11] التعليق

whereas. 
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General Conclusion 

The research presented here demonstrates that the Depression Index markedly improves 

prediction of voting behavior. The study demonstrated that psychological conditions, specifically 

depressive trends in the population, have a statistically significant relationship with increased 

support for characters that are characterized by populism. Moreover, the study highlights the need 

for political experts to include emotional well-being metrics when constructing electoral forecasts. 

While emotional economics may not be physically tangible, they have material consequences for 

democracy. 

The research also identifies emotional indicators as both measurements of voter sentiment 

and as predictors of behavioral changes. Depression, anxiety and affective instability can all 

modulate how individuals perceive their political reality, how information is processed in 

campaigns, and what they choose to do in elections. Thus, considering broader collective emotional 

conditions grants scholars and policy makers analytical leverage that matters when their aim is 

understood or forecast disruptions to electoral behavior. 

The study resists speculative readings and bases the findings on empirical evidence and 

accepted theoretical context. By broadening it conceptualized interpretation of the emotional 

economy, the dissertation contributes to cross-disciplinary inquiry into political psychology, 

behavioral economics, and sociology.  

In conclusion, the dissertation stresses the importance of understanding voter emotions as a 

lens for understanding voter behavior, moving beyond notions of policy preferences or assessments 

of politicians. The work clearly demonstrates how the existence of depressive symptoms in a 

population tells us much about political mobilization and political disengagement; ignoring these 
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details only worsens existing social inequality. On the other hand, inclusive and empathetic political 

discourse provides the capacity for social division to become collective belonging. The findings 

affirm that a democracy‟s emotional durability hinges upon its citizens‟ emotional wellness. 

Political campaigners, academic researchers, and public office holders must pay systematic 

attention to the emotional reactions to voting; such attention is essential for the democratic health of 

any society. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 

1.Conduct direct voter surveys to capture emotional responses and subjective perceptions 

during campaigns. 

2.Investigate whether similar emotional and psychological dynamics influence political 

behavior in countries that have recently experienced democratic backsliding or civil unrest, 

such as Algeria, Brazil, and Hungary. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Inventory of Analyzed Campaign Materials (2008–2020) 

This appendix provides a categorized list of the primary campaign documents analyzed through 

qualitative document analysis. These materials were selected based on their visibility, relevance and 

emotional framing content, covering the 2008, 2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential elections. 

Appendix A Table 1 Campaign Speeches by Election Year (Sampled) 

Election 

Year 

Candidate Speech Title / Occasion State 

2008 Barack OBAMA Victory Speech Illinois 

2008 John MCCAIN Concession Speech Arizona 

2016 Donald TRUMP Inaugural Address (“American Car-

nage”) 

Washington 

DC 

2016 Hillary CLIN-

TON 

Concession Speech New York 

2020 Joe BIDEN Acceptance Speech Delaware 

2020 Donald TRUMP Closing Rally Speech Pennsylvania 

Note. Compiled from C-SPAN archives and official campaign websites. 

This table lists the major campaign speeches selected for thematic analysis, categorized by 

candidate and election year. Priority was given to nationally televised speeches, such as acceptance 

addresses, concession remarks and key rallies in battleground states. These speeches were chosen 

based on their emotional content and relevance to the framing of economic distress, unity, fear and 
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empathy. By including speeches from both major parties across three election cycles, the sample 

ensured balanced representation and allowed for comparisons over time regarding how candidates 

tailored emotional appeals to shifting political and social contexts. 

Appendix A Table 2 Sample Political Advertisements (Selected) 

Election Year Candidate Ad Title / Focus Emotion Frame 

2016 Donald TRUMP “Make America Safe Again” Fear 

2016 Hillary CLINTON “Role Models” Empathy 

2020 Joe BIDEN “Build Back Better” Hope/Unity 

2020 Donald TRUMP “Jobs Not Mobs” Crisis/Urgency 

Note. Adopted from the Internet Archive‟s Political TV Ad Archive and verified through the Wes-

leyan Media Project database. 

This table presents a curated selection of televised political advertisements aired during the 

2008, 2016 and 2020 presidential campaigns. Ads were selected for their high visibility and explicit 

emotional content, particularly those that featured themes of fear, hope, crisis and unity. The table 

highlights how candidates used media strategically to shape voter perceptions, especially in eco-

nomically or psychologically distressed regions. The emotional framing in these advertisements was 

cross-referenced with state-level depression and turnout data to explore potential correlations dis-

cussed in Chapter Two. 

Appendix A Table 3 High-Engagement Social Media Posts by Candidate and Year 

Election 

Year 

Candidate Platform Message Summary Emotion Frame 

2016 Donald 

TRUMP 

Twitter “We will MAKE 

AMERICA GREAT 

National Pride 
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AGAIN!” 

2016 Hillary 

CLINTON 

Facebook “We are stronger to-

gether.” 

Unity 

2020 Joe BIDEN Twitter “I see you. I hear you. I 

will fight for you.” 

Empathy 

2020 Donald 

TRUMP 

Twitter “This election will de-

termine our FREE-

DOM.” 

Fear/Urgency 

This table includes top performing social media posts from the official accounts of presiden-

tial candidates across the 2008, 2016 and 2020 election cycles. Posts were selected based on en-

gagement levels and relevance to the emotional dimensions under study, such as empathy, fear and 

collective identity. Social media content played a critical role in voter outreach, particularly among 

younger demographics and during crisis periods such as the COVID-19 pandemic. This table con-

tributes to understanding how emotional narratives were constructed and circulated through digital 

platforms to either mobilize or discourage voter participation. 
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 الملخص

حسخكشف ْزِ انذساست آثبس الاكخئبة عهٗ يشبسكت انُبخبٍٛ فٙ اَخخبببث سئبست انٕلاٚبث انًخحذة. ٔلذ لٛىّ ْزا انبحث يشبسكت 

انُبخبٍٛ فٙ انفخشة يٍ ٠٢٢٢ إنٗ ٠٢٠٢.سكزث ْزِ انذساست بشكم أسبسٙ عهٗ يب إرا كبٌ انضٛك انعبطفٙ )ببسخخذاو يؤشش 

الاكخئبة كًمٛبس( ٚؤثش عهٗ انًشبسكت الاَخخببٛت )الإلببل عهٗ انخظٕٚج(، ٔكٛف ٚؤثش رنك.حى إجشاء َٓج ححهٛم يٕضٕعٙ َٕعٙ 

بٓذف ححذٚذ يذٖ لهت الاْخًبو انز٘ حظٛج بّ انظحت انعمهٛت فٙ انُٓج انخمهٛذ٘ نًُبرج انًشبسكت انسٛبسٛت،بٓذف ححٕٚم دساست 

َظشٚت ٔطفٛت ٔحجشٚبٛت إنٗ خٛبس يششٔع نًعبنجت يسأنت انًشبسكت فٙ الاَخخبببث انشئبسٛت. ٔكجزء يٍ انُخبئج،أدث انشسبئم 

انمبئًت عهٗ انخٕف إنٗ اَخفبع يسخٕٚبث انًشبسكت نذٖ الأشخبص انزٍٚ ٚعبٌَٕ يٍ الاكخئبة، فٙ حٍٛ أٌ انشسبئم انًفعًت 

ببلأيم ٔانخٕحٛذ لذ حزٚذ يٍ انًشبسكت انًذَٛت نذٖ انُبس. الاحجبِ انعبو نٓزِ انذساست ْٕ أٌ انٕعٙ ببنعٕاطف ٔكٛفٛت حشكٛهٓب 

لاسخشاحٛجٛبث انحًهت ًٚكٍ أٌ ٚسبعذ فٙ اسخكشبف الأبعبد انًعٛبسٚت انًخعهمت ببنًشبسكت الاَخخببٛت فٙ سٛبق ٚعبَٙ فّٛ انُبس يٍ 

 يسخٕٚبث كبٛشة يٍ انضٛك.

 

 الاقتصبد، العبطفة، مؤشر الاكتئبة، السلوك الانتخببي، الانتخبببت الأمريكية
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