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Abstract

Scholars have long been skeptical of citizens’ ability to vote on the basis of their policy
views. Voters lack incentives to pay attention to politics and so are often unaware
of the policy stances adopted by presidential candidates and parties. However, some
scholars have suggested that voter attention may increase when policy issues become
important to them, such as when a crisis disrupts their lives. The coronavirus pandemic
provides an opportunity to test this proposition. It is one of the most severe crises the
United States has faced. It has disrupted almost everyone’s lives, and many people
know someone who has tested positive or died from the virus. It is thus salient and
important to many if not most voters. Despite this context, we find that many voters
remain unaware of the candidates’ stances on coronavirus policies. Their levels of
knowledge are about typical for other policies, which is middling. In the absence of
knowledge, voters cannot connect their policy views on the virus with their presidential
voting decisions.



In canonical models of voting and representation, citizens vote for the candidate whose

policy stances are closest to their own (Downs 1957). However, voters’ policy attitudes

have long been known to be inconsistent and unstable (Converse 1964). The attitudes they

report on surveys often reflect the considerations that are at “the top of their head” (Zaller

1992). Voters also tend to adopt the positions of their preferred candidate (Brody and Page

1972; Lenz 2012). Moreover, voters frequently lack knowledge about candidates’ positions on

major issues in American politics, even in presidential elections (Freeder, Lenz and Turney

2019). Consequently, some scholars have long been skeptical that policy issues have much

impact on the way people vote (Campbell et al. 1960). Instead, most voters simply vote for

the presidential candidate from the party they identify with (Bartels 2000).

In part, this may simply reflect rational ignorance on the part of voters (Downs 1957).

Given the incredibly small likelihood of a voter casting a decisive vote, voters have little

incentive to learn about politics. As Dahl (1966, 305) wrote, “politics is a sideshow in the

great circus of life.” Citizens lack of knowledge of candidates’ positions may also reflect

coverage in the media (see the discussion between Zaller 2003 and Bennett 2003 as well as

the more recent article by Boczkowski, Mitchelstein and Walter 2012). It might also reflect

the clarity of the positions candidates present to voters (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009).

The problem of how voters hold politicians accountable despite the collective action problem

at the heart of democracy is sometimes called the “democratic dilemma” (Lupia et al. 1998).

However, scholars of voting behavior have long recognized that voters may be able to vote

on the basis of policy attitudes that are salient, particularly if they are personally important

to them (Converse 1964; Krosnick 1988). According to this perspective, voters are motivated

to search for information on important issues and to think more deeply about them (Boninger

et al. 1995). Voters should have more of an incentive to learn about important issues because

the benefit they derive from their preferred policy on such issues is more likely to be larger

than the cost of getting the information. While there is evidence that voters seek out

information about issues that are important to them (Bolsen and Leeper 2013), the evidence

2



that importance increases issue-based voting is mixed at best (Bartle and Laycock 2012;

Grynaviski and Corrigan 2006; Leeper and Robison 2020).

The 2020 presidential election fell in the midst of one of the most severe crises in US

history—the coronavirus pandemic. This coincidence provides the opportunity to study

whether severe crises can motivate voters to learn about politics, especially to learn what

they need to know to hold candidates accountable. In this paper, we examine whether we

see this learning among all US residents—since the virus has a↵ected everyone—but also

among individuals who are more deeply a↵ected by it.

One key limitation to the study of importance and issue voting is the measure of issue

importance. Most scholars rely on subjective measures of personal or national importance

(Boninger et al. 1995; Krosnick 1988). However, many voters’ responses to these questions

seem to reflect the salience of issues in campaigns and not necessarily their personal impor-

tance (Bartle and Laycock 2012; Johns 2010). One recent approach to measuring salience

relies on analyzing decision-making by citizens (Hanretty, Lauderdale and Vivyan 2020).

However, this approach can only distinguish importance by considering the outcome of in-

terest, vote choice.

In this paper, we take a di↵erent approach. Since the virus a↵ects all Americans, it

should be personally important to virtually everyone. Fear of the virus, lockdowns, social

distancing restrictions, school closures, o�ce closures, and travel restrictions have disrupted

lives in a way Americans have not experienced since at least the great wars. The virus

has also a↵ected some individuals even more deeply, including those who have caught the

virus, have close friends or family members who have tested positive or who have even died.

We assess whether these experiences increase the accuracy of voters’ knowledge of parties’

positions on the virus and whether they, in turn, increase the apparent weight of the virus

on Americans’ voting decisions in the November 2020 presidential election.

Prior studies have found that crises increase citizens’ political engagement (Alaminos

and Penalva 2012; Kern, Marien and Hooghe 2015). There is also evidence that voters

3



responded to deaths in the Iraq War and to the 9/11 terrorist attacks (Gartner 2008). None

of these studies, however, have measured the critical piece of knowledge voters need to hold

politicians accountable: the candidates’ policy stances. Does a major crisis induce citizens

to learn what they need to know to vote for the candidate who best reflects their policy

views?

While the argument about issue importance suggests that a major crisis should increase

issue voting, there are reasons to expect it would not. Prior research shows that when

candidates adopt ambivalent positions, voters project their own position onto their preferred

candidate instead of learning the candidates’ stances (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009). In

the current crisis, the candidates have adopted contrasting stances on coronavirus issues.

Biden has clearly supported masks,1 for example, while Trump ridicules them.2 However,

Trump has been ambiguous enough that some voters may perceive him as being in favor of

masks. For example, he once called masks “patriotic.”3 For a summary of news articles and

Trump quotes on masks, see Appendix A.1.

To investigate candidate policy knowledge and voting during the pandemic, we ran an

online survey of 3,704 Americans between August 19th and 22nd on the online survey plat-

form Lucid.4 We, first, consider Americans’ attitudes on coronavirus policies. We find that

they are strongly supportive of measures to fight the virus. Even Trump supporters are

broadly supportive of such policies. We then assess knowledge of the candidates’ stances

on these policies. Contrary to the importance argument, we find low levels of knowledge

on virus-related issues, particularly among Trump voters. Moreover, levels of knowledge are

lower among voters who have had the virus or who have a close friend or family member

1See https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/26/us/politics/joe-biden-facemasks-trump-

coronavirus.html
2See https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/05/26/trump-biden-mask-

coronavirus/
3See https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/21/us/politics/trump-coronavirus-masks.html
4Replication data are available at [redacted link]
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who has had it. Finally, we consider the relationship between coronavirus attitudes and

vote choice. We find that coronavirus attitudes are only associated with vote choice among

high-knowledge voters.

These findings cast doubt on the argument that voters tune in when issues deeply impact

their daily lives. Even in the midst of a severe crisis, with an incumbent president out of

line with voters, voter knowledge of this issue is not above levels we typically see for other

issues.

1 Issue Importance and Voting Behavior

Ever since the classic works by Campbell et al. (1960) and Converse (1964), scholars have

been aware of two major limitations to voters’ ability to vote for the candidate who shares

their policy preferences. First, policy preferences tend to be unstable (Converse 1964) and to

reflect the considerations that become salient when respondents are asked about them (Zaller

1992). Second, voters lack knowledge of the positions adopted by competing candidates and

parties (Campbell et al. 1960; Freeder, Lenz and Turney 2019).

Converse (1964) did suggest though that individual issues might have more importance to

segments of the electorate he called “issue publics,” for which they are particularly important.

More recently, Krosnick (1988) has taken up this argument and argued that voters who

subjectively believe an issue is important will put more e↵ort into learning about the issue

and thinking about it. On most issues, the benefit from particular policies is too small to

justify the costs of learning about the issue for most voters (Downs 1957). On important

issues though, the benefit from a desired policy could be large enough to outweigh the costs

of acquiring information. Thus, voters should have more knowledge on such issues. In turn,

they will be better able to connect their policy preferences to their vote choice (Boninger

et al. 1995). People like to have consistent attitudes (Festinger 1957; Heider 1958) so they

should put more e↵ort into voting in a way that reflects their policy preferences on issues
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that are important to them. Self-interest may also play a role in fostering issue importance

(Boninger et al. 1995; Miller, Krosnick and Fabrigar 2017).

While a compelling argument, the evidence that issue importance increases the weight of

issues on voting behavior is limited (Krosnick 1988). There is evidence that importance leads

people to pay more attention to information about an issue (Bolsen and Leeper 2013). There

is also evidence that importance reduces elite influence on opinions (Carsey and Layman

2006; Lecheler, de Vreese and Slothuus 2009; Mullinix 2016). However, it is not clear that

issue importance is associated with greater issue knowledge (Price et al. 2006). Moreover,

several studies in recent years find that issue importance has no e↵ect on issue voting (Bartle

and Laycock 2012; Grynaviski and Corrigan 2006; Leeper and Robison 2020). The impact

of self-interest on subjective issue importance may also be countered by other influences like

group identification (Boninger et al. 1995). Voters for whom an issue like the coronavirus is

objectively important due to their self-interest may subjectively perceive it as less important

because their party dismisses it. Therefore, objective importance may not lead to enhanced

learning or issue voting.

Issue importance may have e↵ects on voters other than stimulating issue voting (Brody

and Page 1972; Krosnick 1990a). In particular, voters may feel a heightened need for con-

sistency in their attitudes. Voters may achieve consistency by changing their own policy

views, but presumably if an issue is important to them they may not adjust their policy

views to reflect their candidate preferences. Voters seem more likely to achieve consistency

by projecting their own position onto their preferred candidate and possibly project a less

preferred position onto the other candidate (Conover and Feldman 1982; Martinez 1988).

New issues, less familiar candidates, candidate ambiguity and the resulting low levels of

knowledge would seem to facilitate such projection. When a candidate adopts ambiguous

stances on an issue (Brody and Page 1972; Martinez 1988), they may make it easier for

voters to project their own views onto their preferred candidate. Indeed, previous research

has shown that voters respond to candidate ambiguity by projecting their positions onto the
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candidate they like (Tomz and Van Houweling 2009). Thus, on a new issue on which one or

more candidates adopt ambiguous positions, projection may be a likely strategy to reduce

inconsistency between candidate and policy preferences.

We, therefore, test two contrasting expectations. If issue importance improves citizens’

ability to vote on the basis of their policy preferences, we should find high knowledge of the

candidates’ coronavirus stances and a strong relationship between coronavirus attitudes and

vote choice. Moreover, both knowledge of candidate policy stances and the link between

coronavirus attitudes and vote choice should be stronger among voters who were more per-

sonally a↵ected by the virus. Conversely, if issue importance leads voters to project their

positions onto their preferred candidate, we should find a weak relationship between coron-

avirus views and vote choice. Both knowledge and the relationship between preferences and

vote choice should weaken among voters who are more personally a↵ected.

2 Our Data

We ran a pre-electoral survey using the opt-in online survey provider Lucid with 3,704

voting-age American respondents between August 19th and 22nd, 2020.5 We created survey

weights using iterative proportional fitting (raking) by matching the survey distributions on

age, gender, race, Hispanic identity, and education to Census Bureau benchmarks. Given

the growing problem with inattentiveness on opt-in panels (Aronow et al. 2020), we did not

accept responses from individuals who cannot correctly report the date of the month.

We asked respondents to provide their positions on 20 policy issues. We also asked them

to provide their perceptions of the candidates’ positions on 14 of those issues. Table 1 shows

the 14 issues for which we have both respondents’ positions and their perceptions of the

candidates’ positions. We asked respondents whether they agree, disagree or neither agree

nor disagree with each statement. Three of the issues relate to the coronavirus (Masks in

5For a detailed study of Lucid, see Coppock and McClellan (2019).
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Public, WHO, and Close Businesses). In addition to these 14 issues, we asked respondents

how much e↵ort they want from government on six other issues. Three of these e↵ort

questions concern the virus: coronavirus testing, making sure people with the virus stay at

home, and protecting Americans from the coronavirus. For question wording, see the Online

Appendix.

Table 1: Main Policy Issue Questions

Improve Position of Blacks The government should make every e↵ort to improve the social and economic position of Blacks
Gay Marriage Ban A constitutional amendment banning same sex marriages
Lower Taxes Lowering federal taxes
Abortion Restrictions on whether a woman can get an abortion
Background Checks for Guns Strengthening background checks to prevent guns from being sold to people with

criminal records or mental illness
CO2 Restricting the amount of carbon dioxide (CO2) factories can emit
Muslim Ban Preventing any Muslim who is not a US citizen from entering the country
Repeal ACA Repeal A↵ordable Care Act (ACA)
WHO The United States should be part of the World Health Organization (WHO)
Mexico Wall Building a wall along the Mexican border
Masks in Public Requiring people to wear masks in public to slow the spread of the coronavirus
Free Trade Increasing free trade with other countries
Income Gap Reducing the size of the income gap between rich and poor Americans
Close Businesses Closing non-essential businesses to slow the spread of the coronavirus

Note: These are the issues for which we have both respondents’ own positions as well as their perceptions of the candidates’
positions. Respondents were asked whether they and the candidates agree, disagree or neither agree nor disagree with each
item.

For analyses of issue voting, following Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder (2008), we

create a coronavirus attitudes scale using the six items about coronavirus policies, which

goes from 0 to 1, where 0 reflects the lowest possible support for policies to protect against

the coronavirus and 1 reflects the highest possible support for such policies. Scale reliability

is high. Cronbach’s alpha is 0.84.

We have two indicators that the coronavirus is particularly important to some voters.

The first is a question asking respondents whether they, a close friend or a family member

has tested positive for COVID-19 this year. Twenty-seven percent responded yes to this

question. The second asks whether a close friend or family member has died from COVID-

19. Fifteen percent responded yes to this question. Though uncertainty exists about actual

infection rates and death rates, these percentages are broadly in line with estimates from
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covid tracking models.6

3 Results

3.1 Public Support for Coronavirus Policies

What do Americans think about policies to protect them from the coronavirus? Coronavirus

questions were asked in two formats. We asked respondents whether they agree, disagree or

neither agree nor disagree with mask requirements in public, closing businesses to slow the

spread of the virus, and about WHO membership. We also asked respondents how much

e↵ort they want the federal government to put into coronavirus testing, protecting Americans

against the virus, and making sure people with the virus stay at home. The options are much

more than now, somewhat more than now, the same as now, somewhat less than now, and

much less than now.

Figure 1(a) shows the percentages of all respondents who agree with a mask requirement,

closing non-essential businesses, and WHO membership. Figure 1(b) shows how much e↵ort

voters want from government to test for the coronavirus, protect Americans from the virus

and to force Americans with the virus to stay at home.

Overall, Americans are supportive of policies to fight the virus. Sixty-nine percent agree

with requiring masks in public (11 percent disagree), 49 percent agree with closing non-

essential businesses (22 percent disagree), and 51 percent agree with WHO membership

(20 percent disagree). Moreover, 70 percent want the government to do more to protect

Americans from the virus (8 percent want it to do less), 70 percent want the government to

do more to force infected people to stay at home (7 percent want the government to do less),

6E.g., https://covid19-projections.com/us. For example, given death estimates by mid

August, 2020, we would find about 15% of people knowing someone who died if the typical

person knew 300 individuals. Estimates of people’s average network size range widely but

are typically in the 300-700 range, e.g., Gelman (2013).
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and 65 percent want the government to do more to test people for the virus (10 percent

want it to do less). Figure 1(c) and (d) show responses among Trump voters. With the

exception of closing non-essential businesses and WHO membership, majorities of Trump

voters support these policies to fight the coronavirus.

3.2 Placement Knowledge

We saw in the last section that Americans are strongly supportive of policies to fight the

coronavirus. For voters to hold politicians accountable to these views, voters must have some

sense of the candidates’ stances (Campbell et al. 1960). How much knowledge do voters have

of the candidates’ stances on coronavirus policies? How do these compare to knowledge of

stances on other policies? As explained above, we asked respondents their perceptions of

the candidates’ positions on 14 of the policy issues in addition to their own attitudes. These

include three coronavirus issues: requiring masks in public, closing non-essential businesses,

and WHO membership.

We consider respondents as knowing the candidates’ stances if they placed Biden as more

supportive of masks, closing non-essential businesses, and WHO membership than Trump.

Recall that these questions had three response categories: “agree,” “disagree,” and “neither

agree nor disagree.” To get a question right, respondents had to place Biden at “agree” and

Trump at either “neither agree nor disagree” or “disagree”, on the one hand, or Biden at

“neither agree nor disagree” and Trump at “disagree,” on the other hand. To encourage

people to volunteer knowledge, we did not include a “don’t know” option, following Mondak

and Davis (2001). We code the very small percentage of respondents who skipped these

questions as incorrect (0-2 percent across all 14 policy items).

According to this measure, only thirty-nine percent of respondents correctly placed the

candidates on the mask issue, only 41 percent did so on closing non-essential businesses, and

only 47 percent correctly placed the candidates on the WHO. Given the enormity of the
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Figure 1: Coronavirus Policy Preferences

(a) Responses to Coronavirus Policy
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(c) Responses to Coronavirus Policy
Questions Among Trump Voters

Masks in Public Close Businesses WHO

D N A D N A D N A

0

20

40

60

%

(d) Responses to Coronavirus E↵ort
Questions Among Trump Voters

Coronavirus Testing Protect from Virus Stay at Home

−− − = + ++ −− − = + ++ −− − = + ++

0

10

20

30

40

50

%

Note: This figure shows that the public strongly supports aggressive measures to fight the
virus, even among Trump supporters. In the left figures, A: agree, N: neither agree nor
disagree, D: disagree. In the right figures, the percentages of voters who give each response
to each question about how much e↵ort the federal government should put into each policy
area. ++: much more than now, +: somewhat more than now, =: the same as now, -:
somewhat less than now, –: much less than now.
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crisis, these levels of knowledge seem low.7

To put these in context, Figure 2 shows the percentage who place Trump on the con-

servative side of Biden on all 14 policy questions we asked about. These questions use the

same response format as the coronavirus agree-disagree policy questions and we code correct

responses in the same way. This figure reveals a limitation to Americans’ policy voting be-

havior. Even on long-standing issues in American politics, like abortion, only about 40-50%

of the public correctly answers these questions. Given that 19% would get this right by

chance alone, this is a low number.8 The two issues on which respondents’ perceptions seem

most accurate are building a wall on the Mexican border and repealing the ACA, both of

which are highly salient issues that Republican and Democratic elites have emphasized over

the last few years. Voters have thus been exposed to the parties’ positions on these issues

for longer. They, therefore, have had more time to learn about them and should be better

sorted on them. Because it takes time for voters to learn parties’ positions (Adams, Ezrow

and Somer-Topcu 2011) and because voters project their own positions onto their preferred

candidates and parties, both the length of exposure and the consequent better sorting on

these issues should make them easier for voters. Low levels of knowledge about presidential

7The nature of incorrect responses seems consistent with low levels of knowledge. On

the mask question, about half of respondents we classify as incorrect say both Trump and

Biden agree that masks should be required in public. The next most common mistake, made

by almost a quarter of incorrect respondents, is to say both candidates neither agree nor

disagree. The third most common mistake is to say Trump agrees more than Biden, made

by 10 percent of respondents. We classify only 3% as incorrect because they skipped the

Biden or Trump placement questions.
8Respondents can respond “agree,” “disagree,” or “neither agree or disagree,” or skip the

placement question for each candidate, yielding 4 ⇥ 4 = 16 possible responses. They could

place Biden as more supportive of masks in three ways, yielding a chance correct rate of

3÷ 16 = 0.1875.
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candidate positions on all the other issues are consistent with long-standing research findings

(Layman and Carsey 2002; Freeder, Lenz and Turney 2019).9

Given the severity of the coronavirus, we might expect voter knowledge to be substantially

higher on pandemic questions than on other questions. Instead, however, voter knowledge

on pandemic questions seems typical of other policy items. The three pandemic questions

fall in the middle of the distribution, below the items about the wall and the ACA but above

a handful of issues that voters find di�cult, such as free trade and lowering taxes.

It is important to note that these low levels of knowledge do not arise primarily because

candidates took highly ambiguous positions on these issues, which even highly knowledgeable

respondents would get wrong. Among respondents who are generally knowledgeable about

policies—measured by their percent correct on other policy questions—the percent correct

across all 14 policies, including the coronavirus policies, is typically above 90%.

These low levels of policy knowledge are also not about attention, though attention may

contribute. As we noted above, we screened out respondents who could not provide the date

of the month. We also included a very di�cult attention check with an obvious but wrong

answer, which only 36% of respondents passed (see Appendix A.3). Among these 36% we do

see somewhat higher levels of knowledge, but they are still low. The percent placing Biden

as more supportive than Trump of masks in public rises from 39% in the full sample to only

46% in the group that passed this challenging attention check. Across all 14 issues, those

passing it place Trump as more conservative than Biden just 50% of the time on average.

Nevertheless, the task may be unusually hard for Trump voters. They are supportive

of aggressive measures on the virus and, therefore, out of line with Trump. As mentioned

9Appendix Figure A.1 presents the percent correct for all similar questions in ANES

presidential election years, 1972-2016. The percentages in the Lucid survey are broadly

consistent with the percentages in that figure, though somewhat lower when compared with

recent ANES surveys, especially 2016. We discuss possible explanations for the di↵erence in

the appendix.
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above, Trump has also sent conflicting signals about masks and other coronavirus policies.

How much has that reduced accuracy among Trump supporters?

Before we examine this question, it is important to note that even in groups that do not

face this conflict, such as Biden voters on the mask issue, we still do not see high levels of

knowledge. Figure 3 shows the percent correct across all 14 policies separately for Trump

voters, Biden voters, and individuals who are unsure of their vote intentions, plan to vote

for another candidate, or who do not plan to vote. It shows that even Biden supporters,

who strongly support wearing masks and have a candidate who strongly supports wearing

masks, still only correctly place the candidates about 60% of the time.
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Figure 2: Knowledge of Trump’s and Biden’s Stances Among All Respondents
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Note: This figure shows the percent placing Trump on the conservative side of Biden. It
shows that, despite a once-in-a-century crisis, the public hasn’t learned more about presi-
dential candidate stances on crisis policies than typical for other issues.
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Figure 3: Knowledge of Trump’s and Biden’s Stances by Vote Choice
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To examine how much the conflict Trump voters face reduces their knowledge, Figure 4

shows perceptions of each candidate’s stances by the candidate’s own voters. Among Trump

voters, we see signs that his lack of alignment with many of them is lowering knowledge. A

majority (56 percent) perceived that Trump supports masks and large minorities perceived

that he supports closing non-essential businesses (35 percent) and the WHO (31 percent).

The figure also shows that large majorities of Biden voters perceived Biden as supporting

closing non-essential businesses, a mask requirement and WHO membership. As we can

see, few people skipped the questions asking about the candidates’ coronavirus stances. See

Appendix A.4 for voters’ perceptions of the candidates on all the issues.

Figure 4: Perceptions of Candidate Stances by their Voters

(a) Perceptions of Biden’s Stances by his
Voters
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(b) Perceptions of Trump’s Stances by his
Voters
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Note: Bars in these figure show the percentages of each candidate’s voters who perceive their

candidate as disagreeing (D), neither agreeing nor disagreeing (N) or agreeing (A) with the

policies.

Trump voters’ perceptions of Trump in Figure 4 seem consistent with projection, and

Biden voters’ perceptions of Biden could be as well. Figure 5 provides more direct evidence

of projection. It shows the percentage of each candidate’s voters who “agree,” “neither agree
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nor disagree,” or “disagree” with each policy who believe their preferred candidate agrees

with the policy. Overwhelming majorities of voters who agree with each policy also think

their preferred candidate agrees with it as well. Very few voters who disagree with policies

believe their preferred candidate agrees with them. Thus, voters appear to be projecting

their attitudes onto their preferred candidate.

Figure 5: Perceptions of Candidate Stances by their Voters’ Own Preference

(a) Perceptions that Biden Agrees with Each
Policy by Biden Voters’ Own Preference
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(b) Perceptions that Trump Agrees with Each
Policy by Trump Voters’ Own Preference
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Note: Bars in these figure show the percentages of each candidate’s voters with each opinion

on each of the coronavirus issues who perceive their candidate as agreeing with the policy.

It is possible that voters project only in the absence of knowledge, but it is also possible

that voters deceive themselves through motivated reasoning (Kunda 1990) or deceive the

researcher through cheerleading (Bullock et al. 2015).10 To gain a sense for these latter

two mechanisms, we examine perceptions among voters with high knowledge of candidates’

stances in general. We create a general knowledge measure based on the 11 candidate position

10We often only think about cheerleading on valence issues, but public support for masks

is su�ciently strong that some Trump supporters may want to downplay or deny his frequent

(but not consistent) opposition to masks.
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questions not about the virus. We gave respondents one point for each issue on which they

placed Trump on the conservative side of Biden. Among the top 20% of respondents on

this measure, those voting for Biden saw Biden as more pro-mask than Trump 96% of

the time. In contrast, those voting for Trump did so only 63% of the time. People who

did not support either candidate but had high knowledge did so 86% of the time. These

findings are consistent with knowledgeable Trump voters engaging in motivated reasoning

or cheerleading—projecting their own position onto their preferred candidate to avoid being

inconsistent. Clearly, lack of knowledge is not the only problem.

Do voters for whom the coronavirus is particularly important have better knowledge

of the candidates’ stances? We consider two measures of issue importance: whether the

respondent has a close friend or family member who tested positive for COVID-19 and

whether they have a close friend or family member who died from COVID-19. On all three

virus policies and using either measure of importance, we find that importance actually

decreases the percentage of respondents who place the candidates on the correct sides of

each other. For example, 40 percent of respondents without a close friend or family member

who died correctly place the candidates on the mask issue, but only 34 percent of those who

lost a close friend correctly place the candidates on that issue. While we should not assume

importance caused lower knowledge because being more personally a↵ected by the virus is

far from random, this finding suggests that importance fails to improve knowledge of the

candidates’ stances.

In sum, we find that voter knowledge of Trump and Biden stances on coronavirus policy

is surprisingly low. The pandemic has disrupted voters’ lives and yet they have not learned

more about this issue than other issues. These findings thus provide more support for

the projection expectation than for the importance expectation. To some extent, voters’

tendency to engage in motivated reasoning and cheerleading may lower the level of knowledge

among Trump voters.
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3.3 Voting on an Important Issue

The previous section showed that voters lack a key pre-condition for voting on the basis of

a policy issue: they lack knowledge of the candidates’ stances on the coronavirus policies,

despite its importance. Does this prevent them from voting in a way that reflects their

attitudes on this issue?

We examine this question by considering the relationship between coronavirus attitudes

and presidential vote choice. Before presenting this relationship, it’s worth emphasizing that

we cannot draw causal inferences from any association we find—attitudes and vote choice

are measured at the same time from the same brain, and so the possible causal processes are

numerous. In particular, we would expect a great deal of reverse causation: Trump voters

who learn about Trump’s opposition to masks and lockdowns, even if this opposition was

not always consistent, may “follow the leader” and adopt his positions (Lenz 2012). If so,

this could make it appear as if virus policy views were influencing Trump vote, that is, could

bias the association upwards. In light of these complexities, we keep the analysis as simple

and transparent as possible.

With this upward bias in mind, we nevertheless find a weaker relationship than we might

expect between virus policy attitudes and vote choice. As a reminder, we measure virus

policy attitudes with a six-item scale that varies from zero to one, where higher values

indicate support for aggressive policies against the virus. Respondents at the midpoint of

the coronavirus attitudes scale voted for Trump around 70% of the time. Trump vote percent

does not fall below 50% until respondents reach around 0.8 on the 0-1 scale. Overall, 76% of

voters supported aggressive policies (were above the midpoint of the scale), and yet the same

voters nevertheless voted for Trump at a surprisingly high rate: 40%. Figure 6 shows these

patterns. It presents the relationship between Trump vote choice (vs Biden) on the y-axis

and the six-item coronavirus attitude scale on the x-axis. Although the figure undoubtedly

reveals a strong association, that association is shifted far to the right (and bolstered by

reverse causation). Thus, while there is a relationship between COVID-19 attitudes and
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vote choice, the categories of voters who are most numerous (i.e. who want strong policies

to protect against COVID-19) remain relatively supportive of Trump until they reach the

highest values on that scale.

Figure 6: Coronavirus Attitudes and Vote Choice.
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Note: The figure shows the bivariate relationship between the six-item coronavirus policy
scale and voting for Trump. The figure reveals that respondents had to strongly support
aggressive policies on the virus for their probability of voting for Trump to fall below 0.5. It
also shows that many voters voted for Trump despite supporting aggressive policies to fight
the virus. Each point shows a survey respondent and we jittered the points. The coronavirus
scale is coded so that higher values indicate stronger support for policies to fight the virus.
Loess line.

Among voters for whom the coronavirus is personally important, does this virus-vote

relationship strengthen? In other words, are those who caught the virus or who have a

close friend or family member who tested positive or died from the virus more likely to
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punish Trump if they support aggressive policies? Figure 7 shows the relationship between

coronavirus attitudes and vote choice separately for people for whom the issue is especially

important. The left panel uses a positive COVID-19 test for the the respondent or a close

friend or family member as a measure of importance. The right panel uses COVID-19 death

of a close friend or family member as a measure of importance. In both panels, we see some

signs that respondents who want the government to do more to fight the virus defect from

Trump at higher rates, especially among those above 0.75 on the scale. The panels also show

that the relationship between coronavirus attitudes and vote choice is weaker for people who

were personally a↵ected. This holds true for both measures. Using the deaths measure,

the relationship between COVID attitudes and vote choice is essentially non-existent among

people with a friend or family member who died. These descriptive plots therefore provide

no evidence that importance increases the relationship between coronavirus attitudes and

vote choice.
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Figure 7: Coronavirus Attitudes and Vote Choice by Whether the Issue is Personally
Important to a Voter

(a) Positive Test as a Measure of Importance
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Importance
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Note: These figures show the bivariate relationship between the coronavirus attitudes scale
and voting for Trump among voters for whom COVID-19 is more or less important. Figure
(a) uses a positive test result for the respondent or a close friend or family member as the
measure of importance, while Figure (b) uses death from COVID-19. Points are jittered and
the coronavirus scale is coded so that higher values indicate stronger support for policies
to fight the virus. Together, the figures show that the relationship between coronavirus
attitudes and vote choice is weaker among voters who are personally a↵ected by the virus
than among those who are not personally a↵ected. Loess line.

Would voters hold Trump accountable if they learned his and Biden’s stances? This is a

di�cult question that we also can’t answer with certainty. To shed some light on it, Figure

8 again presents Trump vote and the coronavirus attitude scale by voter knowledge about

their stances on virus policy. It distinguishes voters with high knowledge (i.e. above me-

dian, meaning more than one of the three placements right) from those with low knowledge

(i.e. below median, meaning none or one placement right). It shows an even stronger rela-

tionship between coronavirus attitudes and vote choice among voters with high virus stance
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knowledge: the probability of voting for Trump falls from about 1 all the way down to 0

as high-knowledge voters become more supportive of measures to fight the virus. Among

voters with low knowledge, however, that relationship is much weaker. Among them, the

probability of intending to vote for Trump varies from just over 0.9 to about 0.6 as voters

become more supportive of policies to fight the virus. More strikingly, even low knowledge

voters who most strongly support policies to fight the virus have a high probability of sup-

porting Trump (just above 0.60). Conversely, regardless of political knowledge, voters who

are least supportive of policies to fight the virus very strongly support Trump. Thus, Trump

seems to stay relatively popular by getting votes from voters who oppose policies to fight

the virus regardless of their knowledge of candidates’ stances and from voters who support

such policies but do not realize that Trump is less supportive of them.

24



Figure 8: Coronavirus Attitudes and Vote Choice by Knowledge of Candidate Stances
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Note: This figure shows the bivariate relationship between the six-item coronavirus policy
scale and voting for Trump among voters with high (above median) and low (at or below
median) knowledge of the candidates’ coronavirus stances. It shows that the relationship
between coronavirus attitudes and vote choice is much stronger among high knowledge voters.
Moreover, among low-knowledge voters, the probability of supporting Trump is over 0.6 even
among voters who support the strongest measures to fight the virus. Points are jittered and
the coronavirus scale is coded so that higher values indicate stronger support for policies to
fight the virus. Loess line.

4 Conclusion

Given the infinitesimally small chance voters will ever cast a decisive vote, voters lack an

incentive to pay attention to politics and thus to vote in a way that reflects their policy
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preferences. As a result, voters know surprisingly little about presidential candidates’ policy

stances. However, there is a long-running argument that, even though voters may not

be able to vote in a way that is consistent with their policy attitudes on most issues, on

some issues that are particularly salient or important to them, voters should be able to

develop vote preferences that are consistent with their policy preferences (Converse 1964;

Krosnick 1990b). We also considered the alternative possibility that voters project their

stances onto the candidates on important issues (Krosnick 1990a; Martinez 1988; Tomz and

Van Houweling 2009). We tested these possibilities on an issue that is undeniably important

to voters: the coronavirus crisis.

Despite facing the greatest crisis in the US since World War II, voter knowledge about

Trump’s and Biden’s stances on coronavirus policies are seemingly low. They are typical

of the generally low levels found across most policy issues. In the absence of knowledge,

voters appear to project their positions onto their preferred candidate. Motivated reasoning

and cheerleading may contribute to the appearance of low levels of knowledge. Even among

respondents who lack incentives to engage in motivated reasoning, however, we still find

surprisingly low levels of knowledge. We thus find evidence that is inconsistent with the

importance expectation and suggestive of projection.

Of course, we have not provided a full test of projection (see Krosnick 1990a). Nev-

ertheless, our results clearly show that importance does not help voters learn about the

candidates’ stances and vote for the candidate who shares their views.

Why have many voters failed to learn Trump’s and Biden’s stances? One explanation

is that, even though people’s lives are disrupted, they still face the core collective action

problem at the heart of democracy—they lack an incentive to learn about politics since their

votes will never matter. Another possibility is that they desire to learn but the pandemic

has left them with even less time and other resources to engage (Verba, Schlozman and

Brady 1995). Another possibility is that interest in politics may be too stable over the

lifetime, reflecting a long-standing predisposition (Prior 2018), one not responsive to even
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severe crises.

These findings have implications for the 2020 Presidential election. The coronavirus crisis

is likely to have a smaller e↵ect than its importance would indicate. More fundamentally,

our findings have implications for our understanding of voting behavior. Issue importance

does not seem to help voters connect their policy preferences to their vote choice. Instead,

voters seem to project their positions onto their preferred candidate. Only on issues on which

parties have acquired strong reputations over the past few years do majorities of voters have

knowledge of the candidates’ positions. Consequently, a candidate may be able to win an

election despite holding unpopular stances on an important issue.

27



References

Adams, James, Lawrence Ezrow and Zeynep Somer-Topcu. 2011. “Is Anybody Listening?

Evidence that Voters Do Not Respond to European Parties’ Policy Statements During

Elections.” American Journal of Political Science 55(2):370–382.

Alaminos, Antonio and Clemente Penalva. 2012. “The Cognitive Mobilization Index: Crises

and Political Generations.” SAGE Open 2(1):2158244012440437.

Ansolabehere, Stephen, Jonathan Rodden and James M Snyder. 2008. “The Strength of

Issues: Using Multiple Measures to Gauge Preference Stability, Ideological Constraint,

and Issue Voting.” American Political Science Review 102(2):215–232.

Aronow, Peter Michael, Joshua Kalla, Lilla Orr and John Ternovski. 2020. “Evidence of

Rising Rates of Inattentiveness on Lucid in 2020.”.

URL: 10.31235/osf.io/8sbe4

Bartels, Larry M. 2000. “Partisanship and Voting Behavior, 1952-1996.” American Journal

of Political Science 44:35–50.

Bartle, John and Samantha Laycock. 2012. “Telling more than they can know? Does the

most important issue really reveal what is most important to voters?” Electoral Studies

31(4):679–688.

Bennett, W Lance. 2003. “The Burglar Alarm that Just Keeps Ringing: A Response to

Zaller.” Political Communication 20(2):131–138.

Boczkowski, Pablo J, Eugenia Mitchelstein and Martin Walter. 2012. “When Burglar Alarms

Sound, Do Monitorial Citizens Pay Attention to Them? The Online News Choices of

Journalists and Consumers During and After the 2008 U.S. Election Cycle.” Political

Communication 29(4):347–366.

28



Bolsen, Toby and Thomas J Leeper. 2013. “Self-Interest and Attention to News Among

Issue Publics.” Political Communication 30(3):329–348.

Boninger, David S, Jon A Krosnick, Matthew K Berent and Leandre R Fabrigar. 1995. The

Causes and Consequences of Attitude Importance. In Attitude strength: Antecedents and

consequences, ed. Richard E Petty and Jon A Krosnick. pp. 159–189.

Brody, Richard A and Benjamin I Page. 1972. “Comment: The Assessment of Policy Voting.”

American Political Science Review 66(2):450–458.

Bullock, John G, Alan S Gerber, Seth J Hill and Gregory A Huber. 2015. “Partisan Bias in

Factual Beliefs about Politics.” Quarterly Journal of Political Science 10(4):519–578.

Campbell, Angus, Philip Converse, Warren Miller and Donald Stokes. 1960. The American

Voter. New York: Wiley.

Carsey, Thomas M and Geo↵rey C Layman. 2006. “Changing Sides or Changing Minds?

Party Identification and Policy Preferences in the American Electorate.” American Journal

of Political Science 50(2):464–477.

Conover, Pamela Johnston and Stanley Feldman. 1982. “Projection and the perception of

candidates’ issue positions.” Western Political Quarterly 35(2):228–244.

Converse, Philip E. 1964. The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass Publics. In Ideology and

Discontent, ed. David E Apter. London: Free Press of Glencoe pp. 206–261.

Coppock, Alexander and Oliver A McClellan. 2019. “Validating the Demographic, Political,

Psychological, and Experimental Results Obtained from a New Source of Online Survey

Respondents.” Research & Politics 6(1):2053168018822174.

Dahl, Robert A. 1966. Who governs? Democracy and Power in an American City. New

Haven: Yale University Press.

29



Downs, Anthony. 1957. An Economic Theory of Democracy. New York: Harper.

Festinger, Leon. 1957. A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance. Stanford: Stanford University

Press.

Freeder, Sean, Gabriel S Lenz and Shad Turney. 2019. “The Importance of Knowing “What

Goes with What”: Reinterpreting the Evidence on Policy Attitude Stability.” The Journal

of Politics 81(1):274–290.

Gartner, Scott Sigmund. 2008. “Ties to the dead: Connections to Iraq War and 9/11

casualties and disapproval of the president.” American Sociological Review 73(4):690–695.

Gelman, Andrew. 2013. “The Average American Knows How Many People?” The New York

Times .

Grynaviski, Je↵rey D. and Bryce E. Corrigan. 2006. “Specification Issues in Proximity

Models of Candidate Evaluation (with Issue Importance).” Political Analysis 14(4):393–

420.

Hanretty, Chris, Benjamin E Lauderdale and Nick Vivyan. 2020. “A Choice-Based Measure

of Issue Importance in the Electorate.” American journal of political science .

Heider, Fritz. 1958. The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. New York: Wiley.

Johns, Robert. 2010. “Measuring issue salience in British elections: competing interpreta-

tions of “most important issue”.” Political Research Quarterly 63(1):143–158.

Kern, Anna, Sofie Marien and Marc Hooghe. 2015. “Economic Crisis and Levels of Politi-

cal Participation in Europe (2002–2010): The Role of Resources and Grievances.” West

European Politics 38(3):465–490.

Krosnick, Jon A. 1988. “The Role of Attitude Importance in Social Evaluation: A Study of

Policy Preferences, Presidential Candidate Evaluations, and Voting Behavior.” Journal of

personality and social psychology 55(2):196.

30



Krosnick, Jon A. 1990a. “Americans’ perceptions of presidential candidates: A test of the

projection hypothesis.” Journal of Social Issues 46(2):159–182.

Krosnick, Jon A. 1990b. “Government Policy and Citizen Passion: A Study of Issue Publics

in Contemporary America.” Political Behavior 12(1):59–92.

Kunda, Ziva. 1990. “The Case for Motivated Reasoning.” Psychological Bulletin 108:480–498.

Layman, Geo↵rey C. and Thomas M. Carsey. 2002. “Party Polarization and ’conflict Ex-

tension’ in the American Electorate.” American Journal of Political Science 46:786–802.

Lecheler, Sophie, Claes de Vreese and Rune Slothuus. 2009. “Issue Importance as a Moder-

ator of Framing E↵ects.” Communication Research 36(3):400–425.

Leeper, Thomas J and Joshua Robison. 2020. “More important, but for what exactly?

The insignificant role of subjective issue importance in vote decisions.” Political Behavior

42(1):239–259.

Lenz, Gabriel. 2012. Follow the Leader? How Voters Respond to Politicians’ Policies and

Performance. Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press.

Lupia, Arthur, Mathew D McCubbins, Lupia Arthur et al. 1998. The Democratic Dilemma:

Can Citizens Learn What They Need to Know? Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge

University Press.

Martinez, Michael D. 1988. “Political Involvement and the Projection Process.” Political

Behavior 10(2):151–167.

Miller, Joanne M, Jon A Krosnick and Leandre R Fabrigar. 2017. “The Origins of Policy

Issue Salience.” Political psychology: New Explorations pp. 125–172.

Mondak, Je↵ery J and Belinda Creel Davis. 2001. “ASKED and ANSWERED: Knowl-

edge Levels When We Will Not Take “Don’t Know” for an Answer.” Political Behavior

23(3):199–224.

31



Mullinix, Kevin J. 2016. “Partisanship and Preference Formation: Competing Motivations,

Elite Polarization, and Issue Importance.” Political Behavior 38(2):383–411.

Price, Vincent, Clarissa David, Brian Goldthorpe, Marci McCoy Roth and Joseph N Cap-

pella. 2006. “Locating the Issue Public: The Multi-Dimensional Nature of Engagement

with Health Care Reform.” Political Behavior 28(1):33–63.

Prior, Markus. 2018. Hooked: How Politics Captures People’s Interest. New York: Cambridge

University Press.

Tomz, Michael and Robert P Van Houweling. 2009. “The Electoral Implications of Candidate

Ambiguity.” American Political Science Review pp. 83–98.

Verba, Sidney, Kay Lehman Schlozman and Henry E. Brady. 1995. Voice and Equality: Civic

Voluntarism in American Politics. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Zaller, John. 1992. The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.

Zaller, John. 2003. “A New Standard of News Quality: Burglar Alarms for the Monitorial

Citizen.” Political Communication 20(2):109–130.

32



A Appendix

A.1 Summaries of news articles and Trump quotes on masks through

Aug. 19

April 7: “I don’t think I’m going to be doing it.” ”I think wearing a face mask as I greet

presidents, prime ministers, dictators, kings, queens, I don’t know. Somehow, I don’t see

it for myself,” adding, ”I just don’t.” The larger historical and political context of the

President’s remarks should be unpacked, but let’s stop for a moment and reflect on the

personal mindset Trump revealed with them. Under his watch, the pandemic is running out

of control in the US. America has perhaps been among the worst in the world in its response,

even as he demands praise and appreciation. As death, grief, and su↵ering pooled around

him, Trump’s thoughts turned to the optics of meeting people “sitting in the Oval O�ce

behind that great resolute desk.” Who, in his right mind, would pause in the face of this

pandemic to consider visiting dignitaries – including dictators, mind you – and how a medical

mask might spoil his look? Aside from anything else, we all know that foreign delegations

won’t be arriving at the White House any time soon. And if, by chance, it happened, the

president should insist he be photographed wearing a mask if only to show his solidarity

with and concern for, others. (The first lady, perhaps less concerned about a mask mussing

her hair, encourages their use).11

April 28: Despite CDC guidance that Americans should wear face masks in public to

avoid spreading Covid-19, President Donald Trump joked about a man who wore one at the

White House on Tuesday and Vice President Mike Pence refused to wear one while meeting

doctors and patients at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota. At one point, as Trump asked Ali

Mills, the vice president of a family-owned contracting company from Pennsylvania to speak,

he invited her husband and co-worker to join her on stage, and joked about the fact that

11https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/07/opinions/trump-mask-coronavirus-

dantonio/index.html
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he had worn a mask earlier. “Put that mask on, the way you had it,” Trump said to the

man. As the president shook his head and smiled, some in the room laughed. (After the

event, Mills explained in an email that her husband, who “has a great passion for President

Trump,” has a Trump 2020 mask, which he showed the president before the event.)12

May 27: Mr. Trump retweeted a post from Fox News political analyst Brit Hume showing

a picture of Biden, the presumptive Democratic nominee, wearing sunglasses and a black

mask that covered much of his face at a Memorial Day ceremony. “This might help explain

why Trump doesn’t like to wear a mask in public,” Hume wrote.13

June 28: “The mask is a double-edged sword,” he told The Wall Street Journal. He

explained they might make wearers ”a little cocky” and neglect other public health guidelines,

such as not touching their faces.14

July 10: Miami-Dade mayor demands masks in public. But not for Trump15

July 11: “I think when you’re in a hospital, especially in that particular setting, where

you’re talking to a lot of soldiers and people that, in some cases, just got o↵ the operating

tables, I think it’s a great thing to wear a mask.”

July 12: “I’ve never been against masks but I do believe they have a time and a place.”16

July 16: Republican governors break from Trump amid growing calls for mask mandates

. . . More and more, Republican politicians are mandating masks statewide, breaking from

President Donald Trump who still resists the idea even though he finally wore one in public,

once, last weekend. . . . President Trump’s resistance trickles down to his supporters,

Pepper says, and makes it harder for businesses to enforce mask rules. . . . White House

12https://theintercept.com/2020/04/28/trump-mocks-mans-mask-white-house-pence-

refuses-wear-one-mayo-clinic/
13https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-mocks-joe-biden-wear-face-mask-public/
14https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/28/politics/donald-trump-coronavirus-

fallout/index.html
15https://www.miamiherald.com/news/politics-government/article244135532.html
16https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-53378439
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press secretary Kayleigh McEnany on Thursday rejected the idea of national mask mandate,

saying, ”We leave it to localities to make the decisions with regards to face coverings, and

CDC guidelines remain the same today, recommended but not required.”17

July 16: Speaking to Fox Business Network last week, Mr Trump said: “I’m all for

masks.” . . . The change of tone came as the US recorded 66,528 coronavirus cases on

Saturday, a new daily record. But speaking to Fox News on Friday, Mr Trump said he didn’t

agree with a national mask mandate, saying people should have a ”certain freedom”. He

also said he took issue with people touching their faces after taking their mask o↵. “They

put their finger on the mask, and they take them o↵, and then they start touching their eyes

and touching their nose and their mouth. And then they don’t know how they caught it?”

he said.18

July 17: Atlanta mayor: Trump broke city’s mask rule, ignored science.19

July 21: “It will probably, unfortunately, get worse before it gets better. Something I

don’t like to say about things, but that’s the way it is. It’s what we have.” “I have no

problem with masks. I view it this way: Anything that can potentially help, is a good thing.

I have no problem. I carry it. I wear it. You saw me wearing it a number of times, and I’ll

continue.”20

July 29: Amid Virus Surge, Republicans Abruptly Urge Masks Despite Trump’s Resis-

tance. Masks became a political cause for some in the early months of the pandemic. A grow-

ing set of Republican leaders are suddenly pushing Americans to wear them. . . . Protesters

17https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/republican-governors-break-trump-amid-growing-

calls-mask/story?id=71818051
18https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-53453468
19https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/atlanta-mayor-trump-broke-citys-mask-

rule-ignored-science/2020/07/17/afc6dc54-c835-11ea-a825-8722004e4150story.htmlhttps :

//thehill.com/homenews/politics � 101/507609 � white � house � defends � trump �

over � atlanta�mayors�mask � accusations
20https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/21/us/politics/trump-coronavirus-masks.html
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marched on the State Capitol in Texas, holding signs declaring that masks equal “medical

tyranny.” Lawsuits filed in Florida courts argue that mask laws violate constitutional rights.

President Trump mocked former Vice President Joseph R. Biden Jr. for wearing a mask

and has rarely worn one himself.21https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/01/us/coronavirus-

masks.html

August 3: President Donald Trump on Monday sent a campaign email, typically used for

soliciting donations, to make a di↵erent request of his supporters: consider wearing a mask.

“We are all in this together, and while I know there has been some confusion surrounding

the usage of face masks, I think it’s something we should all try to do when we are not able

to be socially distanced from others,” the email, sent by the Trump campaign and signed by

the President, read.22

August 13: Trump attacks Biden for calling on governors to mandate masks.23

August 13: “We have urged Americans to wear masks. We’ve been saying wear them

when it’s appropriate,” Trump said. “Maybe they’re great and maybe they’re just good,

maybe they’re not so good. But frankly what do you have to lose? You have nothing to

lose.” However, Trump claimed that Biden “wants to shut down our economy and close

our schools and grind society to a halt.” “We’ll defeat this virus, but not by hiding in our

basements, he’s got to come out of his basement. We’ll defeat this virus through a common

sense mitigation e↵ort, shielding those at highest risk and unleashing America’s medical and

scientific genius.”24

21

22https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/03/politics/ trump-masks-campaign-email/index.html
23https://www.pressherald.com/2020/08/13/trump-attacks-biden-for-calling-on-

governors-to-mandate-masks/
24https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/13/trump-calls-bidens-coronavirus-plan-unscientific-

rejects-call-for-national-mask-mandate.html
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A.2 Placement Knowledge in the ANES

Figure A.1: Presidential Candidate and Party Policy Stance Knowledge in the ANES
1972-2016

Note: This figure presents the percent placing the candidates and the percent placing the
parties on the right sides of each other for all available policy questions across ANES pres-
idential election surveys. As in the paper, we code respondents as “correct” if they place
the Democratic presidential candidate to the ideological left of the Republican anywhere on
the scale for the presidential candidate questions. Likewise we code respondents as correct
if they place the Democratic party to the ideological left of the Republican Party for the
party placement questions. We code respondents who placed the candidates or parties at
the same point, say don’t know to one or both candidates/parties or reverse the positions as
incorrect. In 2016, the ANES only asked about candidate positions. Before 1972, the ANES
did not ask about policy stance perceptions of presidential candidates or parties. We do not
show the percentages for 2000 because of the split phone/face-to-face design. We weight the
estimates in years when the ANES calculates weights.

Issue legend: tax (High-income tax-rate), unr (Urban unrest), cmps (College campus
unrest), job (Government guaranteed jobs), pot (Legalization of marijuana), bus (School
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bussing), ins (Government provided health insurance), wmn (Women’s role in society), rts
(Rights of the accused), aid (“Aid to minorities”), blk (Aid to blacks), def (Defense spend-
ing), ser (Government services and spending), infl (Inflation-unemployment tradeo↵), abr
(Abortion), invol (US involvement in Central America), rus (Cooperation with Russia), crm
(Crime reduction), env (Environment-Jobs tradeo↵), reg (Environmental Regulation). “ p”
indicates that a question is from the postelection survey wave.

Several factors may account for the lower percent correct we observe in the Lucid survey
compared to 2016 ANES. In 2016, the ANES only asked about party placements, whereas our
survey asked about presidential candidate placements. Other factors may include that our
survey took place in August, whereas ANES usually interviews respondents across September
and October and then after the election, giving people more time to learn from campaign
exposure. The ANES may select for more politically knowledgeable respondents who are
willing to sit through an hour-long survey about politics, whereas Lucid respondents mostly
answer short marketing surveys. Low-quality responding from Lucid respondents may also
contribute, as we discuss in the paper. Question format di↵erences may also contribute.

In 2012, the ANES had a unusually low response rate, which may account for the some-
what higher numbers in that year. In 2016, however, the response rate rose.
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A.3 Placement Knowledge Across All Issues

Figure A.2: Placement Knowledge Among Biden Voters
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Note: Bars in this figure show the percentage of Biden voters who believe each candidate
agrees with each policy statement. At the top of each facet, the percentage of respondents
who correctly place the candidates relative to each other on the issue is indicated. Issues are
ordered by the percentage of Biden voters who correctly place the candidates.
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Figure A.3: Placement Knowledge Among Trump Voters
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Note: Bars in this figure show the percentage of Trump voters who believe each candidate
agrees with each policy statement. At the top of each facet, the percentage of respondents
who correctly place the candidates relative to each other on the issue is indicated. Issues are
ordered by the percentage of Trump voters who correctly place the candidates.
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A Appendix

A.1 Summaries of news articles and Trump quotes on masks through
Aug. 19

April 7: “I don’t think I’m going to be doing it.” ”I think wearing a face mask as I greet
presidents, prime ministers, dictators, kings, queens, I don’t know. Somehow, I don’t see
it for myself,” adding, ”I just don’t.” The larger historical and political context of the
President’s remarks should be unpacked, but let’s stop for a moment and reflect on the
personal mindset Trump revealed with them. Under his watch, the pandemic is running out
of control in the US. America has perhaps been among the worst in the world in its response,
even as he demands praise and appreciation. As death, grief, and su↵ering pooled around
him, Trump’s thoughts turned to the optics of meeting people “sitting in the Oval O�ce
behind that great resolute desk.” Who, in his right mind, would pause in the face of this
pandemic to consider visiting dignitaries – including dictators, mind you – and how a medical
mask might spoil his look? Aside from anything else, we all know that foreign delegations
won’t be arriving at the White House any time soon. And if, by chance, it happened, the
president should insist he be photographed wearing a mask if only to show his solidarity
with and concern for, others. (The first lady, perhaps less concerned about a mask mussing
her hair, encourages their use).1

April 28: Despite CDC guidance that Americans should wear face masks in public to
avoid spreading Covid-19, President Donald Trump joked about a man who wore one at the
White House on Tuesday and Vice President Mike Pence refused to wear one while meeting
doctors and patients at the Mayo Clinic in Minnesota. At one point, as Trump asked Ali
Mills, the vice president of a family-owned contracting company from Pennsylvania to speak,
he invited her husband and co-worker to join her on stage, and joked about the fact that
he had worn a mask earlier. “Put that mask on, the way you had it,” Trump said to the
man. As the president shook his head and smiled, some in the room laughed. (After the
event, Mills explained in an email that her husband, who “has a great passion for President
Trump,” has a Trump 2020 mask, which he showed the president before the event.)2

May 27: Mr. Trump retweeted a post from Fox News political analyst Brit Hume showing
a picture of Biden, the presumptive Democratic nominee, wearing sunglasses and a black
mask that covered much of his face at a Memorial Day ceremony. “This might help explain
why Trump doesn’t like to wear a mask in public,” Hume wrote.3

June 28: “The mask is a double-edged sword,” he told The Wall Street Journal. He
explained they might make wearers ”a little cocky” and neglect other public health guidelines,

1https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/07/opinions/trump-mask-coronavirus-

dantonio/index.html
2https://theintercept.com/2020/04/28/trump-mocks-mans-mask-white-house-pence-

refuses-wear-one-mayo-clinic/
3https://www.cbsnews.com/news/trump-mocks-joe-biden-wear-face-mask-public/
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such as not touching their faces.4

July 10: Miami-Dade mayor demands masks in public. But not for Trump5

July 11: “I think when you’re in a hospital, especially in that particular setting, where
you’re talking to a lot of soldiers and people that, in some cases, just got o↵ the operating
tables, I think it’s a great thing to wear a mask.”

July 12: “I’ve never been against masks but I do believe they have a time and a place.”6

July 16: Republican governors break from Trump amid growing calls for mask mandates
. . . More and more, Republican politicians are mandating masks statewide, breaking from
President Donald Trump who still resists the idea even though he finally wore one in public,
once, last weekend. . . . President Trump’s resistance trickles down to his supporters,
Pepper says, and makes it harder for businesses to enforce mask rules. . . . White House
press secretary Kayleigh McEnany on Thursday rejected the idea of national mask mandate,
saying, ”We leave it to localities to make the decisions with regards to face coverings, and
CDC guidelines remain the same today, recommended but not required.”7

July 16: Speaking to Fox Business Network last week, Mr Trump said: “I’m all for
masks.” . . . The change of tone came as the US recorded 66,528 coronavirus cases on
Saturday, a new daily record. But speaking to Fox News on Friday, Mr Trump said he didn’t
agree with a national mask mandate, saying people should have a ”certain freedom”. He
also said he took issue with people touching their faces after taking their mask o↵. “They
put their finger on the mask, and they take them o↵, and then they start touching their eyes
and touching their nose and their mouth. And then they don’t know how they caught it?”
he said.8

July 17: Atlanta mayor: Trump broke city’s mask rule, ignored science.9

July 21: “It will probably, unfortunately, get worse before it gets better. Something I
don’t like to say about things, but that’s the way it is. It’s what we have.” “I have no
problem with masks. I view it this way: Anything that can potentially help, is a good thing.
I have no problem. I carry it. I wear it. You saw me wearing it a number of times, and I’ll
continue.”10

4https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/28/politics/donald-trump-coronavirus-

fallout/index.html
5https://www.miamiherald.com/news/politics-government/article244135532.html
6https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-53378439
7https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/republican-governors-break-trump-amid-growing-

calls-mask/story?id=71818051
8https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-53453468
9https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/atlanta-mayor-trump-broke-citys-mask-

rule-ignored-science/2020/07/17/afc6dc54-c835-11ea-a825-8722004e4150story.htmlhttps :

//thehill.com/homenews/politics � 101/507609 � white � house � defends � trump �

over � atlanta�mayors�mask � accusations
10https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/21/us/politics/trump-coronavirus-masks.html
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July 29: Amid Virus Surge, Republicans Abruptly Urge Masks Despite Trump’s Resis-
tance. Masks became a political cause for some in the early months of the pandemic. A grow-
ing set of Republican leaders are suddenly pushing Americans to wear them. . . . Protesters
marched on the State Capitol in Texas, holding signs declaring that masks equal “medical
tyranny.” Lawsuits filed in Florida courts argue that mask laws violate constitutional rights.
President Trump mocked former Vice President Joseph R. Biden Jr. for wearing a mask
and has rarely worn one himself.11https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/01/us/coronavirus-
masks.html

August 3: President Donald Trump on Monday sent a campaign email, typically used for
soliciting donations, to make a di↵erent request of his supporters: consider wearing a mask.
“We are all in this together, and while I know there has been some confusion surrounding
the usage of face masks, I think it’s something we should all try to do when we are not able
to be socially distanced from others,” the email, sent by the Trump campaign and signed by
the President, read.12

August 13: Trump attacks Biden for calling on governors to mandate masks.13

August 13: “We have urged Americans to wear masks. We’ve been saying wear them
when it’s appropriate,” Trump said. “Maybe they’re great and maybe they’re just good,
maybe they’re not so good. But frankly what do you have to lose? You have nothing to
lose.” However, Trump claimed that Biden “wants to shut down our economy and close
our schools and grind society to a halt.” “We’ll defeat this virus, but not by hiding in our
basements, he’s got to come out of his basement. We’ll defeat this virus through a common
sense mitigation e↵ort, shielding those at highest risk and unleashing America’s medical and
scientific genius.”14

B Question Wording

B.1 Agree-disagree questions including candidate placements

We are going to ask you several questions about political issues. For each one, please tell us:

What YOU think about the issue

What you think the PARTIES and CANDIDATES think about the issue

Please just give us your best guess. Many people don’t know the answers.

11

12https://www.cnn.com/2020/08/03/politics/ trump-masks-campaign-email/index.html
13https://www.pressherald.com/2020/08/13/trump-attacks-biden-for-calling-on-

governors-to-mandate-masks/
14https://www.cnbc.com/2020/08/13/trump-calls-bidens-coronavirus-plan-unscientific-

rejects-call-for-national-mask-mandate.html
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- The government should make every e↵ort to improve the social and economic position
of Blacks

- A constitutional amendment banning same sex marriages

- Lowering federal taxes

- Restrictions on whether a woman can get an abortion

- Strengthening background checks to prevent guns from being sold to people with crim-
inal records or mental illness

- Restricting the amount of carbon dioxide (CO2) factories can emit

- Preventing any Muslim who is not a US citizen from entering the country

- Repealing (Canceling) the A↵ordable Care Act (also known as ”Obamacare”)

- The United States should be part of the World Health Organization (WHO)

- Building a wall along the Mexican border

- Requiring people to wear masks in public to slow the spread of the coronavirus

- Increasing free trade with other countries

- Reducing the size of the income gap between rich and poor Americans

- Closing non-essential businesses to slow the spread of the coronavirus

Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree
You

Democratic Party
Joe Biden

Republican Party
Donald Trump

B.2 Government e↵ort questions

Please tell us about how much e↵ort YOU want from the federal government in each of these
policy areas:

- Stopping employers from hiring illegal immigrants
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- Coronavirus testing

- Protecting the environment

- Making sure people with the coronavirus stay at home

- Protecting Americans from the coronavirus

- Protecting the air we breathe

Response options: much more than now, somewhat more than now, the same as now,
somewhat less than now, much less than now

B.3 Attention Check

We only accepted respondents into the survey who accurately reported the date, as we
describe in the Data section. We then asked this di�cult attention check:

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this survey. We would like to ask you
some questions about the political situation in the United States.

For our research, attention to the survey is really important. So we ask you to
please pay careful attention and we apologize in advance for all the questions. If
you have read this far, please click both “I understand” and “I don’t understand.”
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C Placement Knowledge in the ANES

Figure A.1: Presidential Candidate and Party Policy Stance Knowledge in the ANES
1972-2016

Note: This figure presents the percent placing the candidates and the percent placing the
parties on the right sides of each other for all available policy questions across ANES pres-
idential election surveys. As in the paper, we code respondents as “correct” if they place
the Democratic presidential candidate to the ideological left of the Republican anywhere on
the scale for the presidential candidate questions. Likewise we code respondents as correct
if they place the Democratic party to the ideological left of the Republican Party for the
party placement questions. We code respondents who placed the candidates or parties at
the same point, say don’t know to one or both candidates/parties or reverse the positions as
incorrect. In 2016, the ANES only asked about candidate positions. Before 1972, the ANES
did not ask about policy stance perceptions of presidential candidates or parties. We do not
show the percentages for 2000 because of the split phone/face-to-face design. We weight the
estimates in years when the ANES calculates weights.

Issue legend: tax (High-income tax-rate), unr (Urban unrest), cmps (College campus
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unrest), job (Government guaranteed jobs), pot (Legalization of marijuana), bus (School
bussing), ins (Government provided health insurance), wmn (Women’s role in society), rts
(Rights of the accused), aid (“Aid to minorities”), blk (Aid to blacks), def (Defense spend-
ing), ser (Government services and spending), infl (Inflation-unemployment tradeo↵), abr
(Abortion), invol (US involvement in Central America), rus (Cooperation with Russia), crm
(Crime reduction), env (Environment-Jobs tradeo↵), reg (Environmental Regulation). “ p”
indicates that a question is from the postelection survey wave.

Several factors may account for the lower percent correct we observe in the Lucid survey
compared to 2016 ANES. In 2016, the ANES only asked about party placements, whereas our
survey asked about presidential candidate placements. Other factors may include that our
survey took place in August, whereas ANES usually interviews respondents across September
and October and then after the election, giving people more time to learn from campaign
exposure. The ANES may select for more politically knowledgeable respondents who are
willing to sit through an hour-long survey about politics, whereas Lucid respondents mostly
answer short marketing surveys. Low-quality responding from Lucid respondents may also
contribute, as we discuss in the paper. Question format di↵erences may also contribute.

In 2012, the ANES had a unusually low response rate, which may account for the some-
what higher numbers in that year. In 2016, however, the response rate rose.
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D Placement Knowledge Across All Issues

Figure A.2: Placement Knowledge Among Biden Voters
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Note: Bars in this figure show the percentage of Biden voters who believe each candidate
agrees with each policy statement. At the top of each facet, the percentage of respondents
who correctly place the candidates relative to each other on the issue is indicated. Issues are
ordered by the percentage of Biden voters who correctly place the candidates.
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Figure A.3: Placement Knowledge Among Trump Voters
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Note: Bars in this figure show the percentage of Trump voters who believe each candidate
agrees with each policy statement. At the top of each facet, the percentage of respondents
who correctly place the candidates relative to each other on the issue is indicated. Issues are
ordered by the percentage of Trump voters who correctly place the candidates.
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