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sense of political self-efficacy (which can include placing 
importance on politics in one’s life, voting, and exposing 
one’s self to election-related media) may feel increased psy-
chological distress after an election, especially if their can-
didate loses (Pitcho-Prelorentzos et al., 2018). An increase 
in emotional reactivity may be particularly apparent in the 
days directly following an election (Neupert et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, those who report higher levels of perceived 
negative impact based on an election are more likely to 
report lower levels of physical and mental health (Koerten 
et al., 2019). Understanding the interconnectedness of dem-
ocratic engagement and daily stressor exposure is impera-
tive when considering elections in relation to well-being 
and how these stress processes may unfold within a person 
over time.

Introduction

Political involvement of citizens is one of the pinnacles of 
any functioning democracy (Lanning, 2008). Participating 
in the political process can include activities such as pro-
testing, assisting with a political campaign or issue, contact-
ing representatives, and voting. Voting by citizens is critical 
to fuel strong democracies, yet voter participation is often 
disappointingly low (Desilver, 2018). Although people may 
face stressful situations or decision making tasks daily, 
political elections are noted as profoundly stressful events 
(Waismel-Manor et al., 2011). Adults who have a greater 
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Exposure to Political Events and Media

Political cognition and exposure to different media outlets 
are often factors that contribute to people actively tak-
ing part in the democratic process. Media is able to frame 
political issues from a particular perspective, shaping public 
debate on any given subject (Happer & Philo, 2013). Today, 
more than half of American adults report that social media 
interactions with those who have differing political views 
are stressful and frustrating (Duggan & Smith, 2016). More 
than one third of American social media users report that 
they are “worn out” by the amount of political information 
that they are exposed to on their feeds (Duggan & Smith, 
2016). Exposure to news media with political content is 
positively associated with political knowledge and partici-
pation as well as the likelihood of voting in an upcoming 
election (de Vreese & Boomgaarden, 2006). Media usage 
can influence attitudes and behaviors by confirming or con-
tradicting individuals’ values, ultimately impacting which 
political activities people choose to participate in (Firat, 
2014). Conversely, individuals may seek out media infor-
mation related to political events to affirm their beliefs or 
mitigate their stress in response to the ever changing and 
nebulous political theater (Newman et al., 2018). Regard-
less of the motivation to access media regarding political 
events, it is undeniable that news media has a significant 
impact on how individuals in the United States experience 
elections.

The means through which younger and older adults 
inform themselves on political issues differ drastically. 
Younger adults are more likely to receive news from 
online sources while older adults are more likely than their 
younger counterparts to obtain news from print newspa-
pers or the radio (Mitchell et al., 2016). Although age dif-
ferences exist in exposure to political events, many adults 
remain involved in the political process through activities 
such as protesting, participating in political and civil rights 
organizations, contacting representatives, and working on a 
political campaign. Additionally, many young adults have 
turned to social media activism to bolster support around 
political and social issues (Shea, 2015). The Black Lives 
Matter movement is a contemporary example of how the 
utilization of social media has created an accessible plat-
form to engage in conversations about systemic inequality 
and police brutality (Carney, 2016). According to the Pew 
Research Center, 41% of those who attended protests and 
rallies in 2020 that erupted across the U.S. were aged 18–29, 
even though this age group comprises 19% of the nation’s 
total population (Barroso & Minkin, 2020). Today, there are 
a variety of activities that qualify as political engagement 
and diverse ways to be engaged.

Political Participation

Much of the existing literature on political participation 
revolves around voting, but there are many other methods of 
participating in the political process. Thus, the present study 
incorporates a wide range of political activities including 
participating in a civil rights group, attending a political 
rally, engaging in political conversations, etc. Voting in 
an election involves the social aspect of attending a poll-
ing place as well as formulating a political decision; both 
of these actions can cause an elevation in cortisol levels for 
those who vote in person (Neiman et al., 2015). But, voting 
at a polling place is not the only method of casting a vote. 
While voting by mail in the U.S. has been met with consid-
erable opposition, Southwell and Burchett (2000) reported a 
10% increase in expected voter turnout in Oregon from 1995 
to 1996 after all-mail elections were adopted due to unique 
circumstances, indicating that the option of voting by mail 
can make participation more accessible. It is important to 
acknowledge that voting is crucial, but not the only way to 
participate in politics. An individual’s subjective psycho-
logical well-being can be impacted by their participation in 
political activities (Lorenzini, 2015) such as advocating for 
a social cause, writing a letter to a public institution, and 
working on a political campaign.

Age Differences

Previous findings have illustrated clear differences between 
the political involvement of younger and older adults. 
Plutzer (2002) suggested that electoral behavior is habitual, 
as well as developmental, meaning that factors prone to 
change over a person’s life may shape their voting practices. 
Discrepancies in turnout could be explained by older vot-
ers typically having an increased stake in economic issues, 
including social security and home ownership, in addition 
to the fact that older adults tend to embrace value-based 
justifications for their preferences (Chrisp & Pearce, 2019). 
Young adults are generally labeled as apathetic or avoiding 
civic duties, but unconventional means of action, such as 
social media engagement and volunteering, have indicated 
that young voters may be motivated, but do not use tradi-
tional modes of participation as frequently as older adults 
(Shea, 2015). Many young adults feel anxiety or fear before 
and after an election due to a lack of control over circum-
stances, potentially resulting in poor physical health out-
comes (DeJonckheere et al., 2018). Even though younger 
citizens vote at a lower rate than older adults, the outcomes 
of elections have lasting effects on all people within the 
country.
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and psychologically (Sweeny, 2018). Stress anticipation 
involves the expected level of stress associated with a given 
upcoming event (Neupert et al., 2019; Powell & Schlotz, 
2012), and previous work has shown that there are age dif-
ferences in stress anticipation across a variety of domains 
(e.g., home-related stressors; Neupert & Bellingtier, 2019). 
However, no work to date has examined the role that stress 
anticipation within the context of an election may play in 
subsequent stressor exposure. The age of an individual may 
also have a considerable impact on how that person will 
forecast and respond to future stressors.

Theoretical Framework

The notion that there are age differences in anticipation, expo-
sure, response, and avoidance of stressors is supported by 
previous literature and emphasised in the theoretical frame-
work of the Strength and Vulnerability Integration Model 
(SAVI; Charles, 2010). SAVI suggests that older adults 
have the benefit of utilizing life experiences to assist them 
in avoiding future stressors, but they experience increased 
psychological inflexibility in response to stressor exposure 
as compared to younger adults (Charles, 2010). According 
to SAVI, older adults could be motivated to avoid election-
related stressors due to the psychological damage they may 
cause, while younger adults may have less difficulties when 
confronted with these stressors. In order to mitigate poten-
tial psychological repercussions that could occur following 
stressor exposure, it is important to consider age-related 
vulnerabilities and adaptations that exist, as well as indi-
viduals’ behaviors and choices, in the processes that precede 
election-related stressor exposure. This study aims to build 
upon the theoretical framework proposed by Charles (2010) 
with respect to age differences and stressor exposure and 
extend it to the context of election-related stressor exposure 
that unfolds on a daily basis.

The Present Study

Not all people are affected by elections in the same man-
ner. Differences between individuals relate to their level of 
stress and that stress could influence their political behav-
iors in the future (Hassell & Settle, 2017). There remains 
a lack of knowledge as to how age, level of education, and 
past socio-political participation simultaneously contribute 
to an individuals’ exposure to political events and the stress 
that they report during the time of an election. This study 
is innovative and distinct from previous literature in that 
the data were collected through online daily diary question-
naires to evaluate relationships and changes that exist within 
individuals over time. The microlongitudinal nature of daily 
diary methodology allows us to examine election stressor 

Level of Education

In the United States, more socially privileged citizens, as 
defined by years of education, vote at a higher rate than those 
who are less privileged, highlighting a trend of unequal 
voter turnout among different populations (Gallego, 2009). 
Research asserts that there is a positive relationship between 
a person’s political involvement and their formal education 
(Hillygus, 2005) and there is a positive relationship between 
educational attainment and whether one considers voting to 
be a civic duty (Hansen & Tyner, 2021). The level of educa-
tion an individual earns appears to be the strongest indica-
tion of political knowledge and civic engagement (Hillygus, 
2005). Education serves as a predictor of participation 
because students may become intrigued about the civic pro-
cess and learn about the importance of registering to vote 
through their classes (Harder & Krosnick, 2008). Educa-
tional attainment further exemplifies differences between 
individuals that influence political involvement.

Political Orientation

Due to the prevalence of political issues in daily life, politi-
cal orientation must be examined as one’s political ideolo-
gies impact them in a multitude of ways, including their 
well-being. Research has found that those who identify 
as politically conservative report greater subjective well-
being compared to those who identify as liberal (Napier & 
Jost, 2008; Briki & Dagot, 2020). This could be because 
those who are conservative tend to rationalize their political 
views through system-based justifications which affirm that 
institutions in society are fair and should remain in place 
even if inequality is present, while those who are liberal do 
not readily adopt such justifications (Napier & Jost, 2008). 
Hence, individuals who identify as liberal are more nega-
tively affected psychologically by social inequality (Napier 
& Jost, 2008). Individual differences, such as political ori-
entation, contribute to one’s well-being, which could be par-
ticularly impacted around the time of an election.

Exposure and Response to Stressors

In addition to differences between people, there are also 
within-person processes that unfold over time which are 
important to consider. In particular, exposure and responses 
to stressors are highly contextualized and can change day-
to-day (Almeida, 2005; Neupert & Bellingtier, 2019). 
While stressors occur on a daily basis, some are unavoid-
able. Due to the cyclical nature of the U.S. political process, 
elections are inevitable and the consequences of elec-
tions are uncertain. Waiting for pending results of events 
with unknown outcomes can affect people both physically 
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study such as personality. For the subsequent 29 days of the 
study, daily measures of past socio-political participation, 
stress anticipation, and election-related stressor exposure 
were completed through the daily dairy questionnaires on 
Qualtrics. A unique survey was launched each day for 30 
days; a maximum of 30 separate surveys could be collected 
consecutively for each participant. Each survey was avail-
able for participants to complete for a 24  h period. Only 
participants who completed the Day 1 survey were able to 
participate in the following 29 days of the study. These sur-
veys were given prior to, during, and after the U.S. midterm 
election of 2018 on November 6, 2018.

A total of 140 participants were recruited from mTurk, 
producing 140 baseline and 1056 daily surveys. The par-
ticipants for the study overall ranged in age from 19 to 86 
years (M = 33.75, SD = 7.33). All of the participants reported 
residing in the United States and territories (i.e., American 
Samoa). From the data collected, 53% were men, 47% were 
women, 74% were white, and 12% were African American.

Baseline Measures

Age was measured by asking participants to indicate their 
date of birth as well as their numerical age. These were then 
matched to ensure data quality.

Education was measured by asking participants the 
highest level of education that they completed by selecting 
from a list of 12 items ranging from 1 (no school/some grade 
school) to 12 (Ph.D., MD, or other professional degrees).

Political Orientation was measured using a single item 
asking participants to rate their political orientation from 1 
(liberal) to 6 (conservative).

Daily Measures

Daily Election Stress Exposure (Frost & Fingerhut, 2016) 
was measured by asking participants if they had exposure 
to specific items within the last 24 h in regard to the mid-
term election. Participants responded by selecting “yes” or 
“no” to political exposure items including “saw television 
report(s) about the midterm election,” “listened to radio 
program(s) about the midterm election,” or “saw posting(s) 
on a social networking site (e.g., Facebook) about the mid-
term election.” Exposure is represented by the sum of “yes” 
responses.

Anticipation of Election-Related Stress was measured 
by asking participants, “How likely is that you will experi-
ence stress related to the midterm election within the next 
24 hours?” on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all likely) to 5 
(extremely likely).

Past Socio-Political Participation was measured using 
the Critical Consciousness Scale (Diemer et al., 2015) 

processes as they unfold over time, rather than a single 
snapshot that is taken with typical cross-sectional studies. 
To our knowledge, no research has investigated these pro-
cesses at the daily level making this study both theoretically 
and methodologically unique within the current context. 
Evaluating the impact that these factors have on stress pro-
cesses is crucial and necessary to understanding how elec-
tions influence well-being and to what extent adults expect 
to feel stress related to an impending election. Research on 
these processes is imperative because of the continuous and 
cyclical nature of elections and the prevalence these stress-
ors have in the lives’ of those who live in the U.S.

In this study, we explore the relationship that age, level 
of education, past socio-political participation, political 
orientation, and daily anticipated levels of stress have on 
daily exposure to election-related stressors before, during, 
and after an election. We hypothesize that age, education, 
and past socio-political involvement would be associated 
with exposure to election-related stressors. Additionally, we 
hypothesize that increases in anticipating election-related 
stress would correspond to a greater likelihood of exposure 
to election-related stressors.

Methods

Participants and Procedures

In order to understand the relationship between age, level 
of education, past political involvement, political orienta-
tion, exposure to election-related stressors, and anticipation 
of election-related stress, participants took part in the 2018 
U.S. Midterm Election Stress Coping and Prevention Every 
Day (ESCAPED) study (Zhu & Neupert, 2021). After the 
participants were recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk 
(mTurk), they were presented with a survey link to click 
on that redirected them to Qualtrics. The screen first dis-
played the informed consent approved by the institution’s 
IRB. Those who consented and indicated that they were not 
employees of North Carolina State University were directed 
to the survey questions for that day. Those who did not 
consent or indicated that they were an employee of North 
Carolina State University were unable to continue with the 
survey. Participants were compensated $1.00 for each day 
that they completed the designated questionnaire for that 
day.

Participants completed daily surveys online through 
Qualtrics survey software everyday from October 15, 2018 
to November 13, 2018. The baseline survey administered on 
the first day of the study, October 15, 2018, inquired about 
the participants’ age, level of education, and political ori-
entation and other information not analyzed in the current 



Current Psychology

1 3

β2i = γ20 + γ21(age) + γ22(education) + γ23(age*education)
These equations represent the within-person (Level 1) 

and between-person (Level 2) effects. β1 represents the 
within-person relationship between anticipated stress and 
exposure, and β2 represents the within-person relationship 
between socio-political participation and exposure. The 
sample average of these effects are operationalized as γ10 and 
γ20, respectively. Individual differences in exposure based 
on political orientation (γ01), age (γ02), education (γ03), and 
the interaction of Age x Education (γ04) are modeled in the 
equation for the intercept (β0i). Our main research questions 
are addressed by the predictors of the within-person slope of 
socio-political participation and exposure. Specifically, age 
(γ21), education (γ22), and the interaction of Age x Education 
(γ23) in the equation for the target slope (β2) represent our 
cross-level interactions of interest.

Results

Descriptive statistics and between-person correlations for 
the variables in the study can be found in Table  1. Age 
was uncorrelated with all study variables, but people with 
higher levels of education and those with more conserva-
tive political orientation reported more socio-political par-
ticipation. Furthermore, Table 1 demonstrates that exposure 
to election-related stressors and anticipation of election-
related stress were positively correlated with education 
and past-political participation. Moreover, anticipation of 
election-related stress was positively associated with daily 
exposure to election-related stressors. Results from a fully 
unconditional model (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) suggested 
that 74% (τ00 = 8.73, SE = 1.17, p < .0001) of the variability 
in election-related stressor exposure was between people 
and 26% (σ2 = 3.02, SE = 0.13, p < .0001) of the variability in 
election-related stressor exposure was within people.

Results from the multilevel model are in Table 2. There 
were no main effects of political orientation (γ01) or age 
(γ02). Those with more education reported more election-
related stressor exposure (γ03), and there was an interac-
tion between age and education on the level of exposure 
(γ04). Daily increases in anticipation of feelings of stress 
(γ10) as well as increases in political activity (γ20) were each 

adapted for daily use. Participants were presented with a list 
of 10 political participation items and selected either “yes” 
or “no” based on whether they had participated in certain 
activities within the last 24  h. Items included whether a 
person had “participated in a civil rights group or organiza-
tion,” “contacted a public official by phone, mail, or email 
to tell him or her how you felt about a social or political 
issue,” “joined in a protest, march, political demonstration, 
or political meeting,” or “posted a message or image on 
social media about a social or political issue.”

Analyses

Prior to conducting any inferential statistics, all study vari-
ables were evaluated for normality and potential influence of 
extreme scores. Aside from an expected positive skew with 
respect to age (skew = 1.55), all other variables appeared 
to be symmetrical and normally distributed. In particular, 
the outcome variable of election-related stressor exposure 
(skew = -0.08) met assumptions for normality and linearity.

We analyzed the daily diary data using multilevel model-
ing (MLM; Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) because the data 
were nested (days nested within people) and we were inter-
ested in intraindividual (within-person) variability, that is, 
people’s fluctuations around their own mean. MLM was 
implemented using SAS Institute (2013) Proc Mixed with 
the REML estimation method. This method allowed us to 
analyze all available data from each participant, regardless 
of the number of daily surveys they completed.

We investigated individual differences in age, education, 
and political orientation and daily fluctuations in socio-
political participation and anticipated stress on exposure to 
election-related stressors through the equations below. The 
intercept (β0) and slopes (β1 - β2) from Level 1 become the 
outcome variables at Level 2. The unexplained variance at 
the within- and between-person levels is modeled by rit and 
u0i, respectively:

Level 1 (daily): Exposureit = β0it + β1it(anticipated stress) 
+ β2it(socio-political participation) + rit

Level 2 (person): β0i = γ00 + γ01(political orientation) + 
γ02(age) + γ03(education) + γ04(age*education) + u0i

β1i = γ10

Table 1  Between-Person Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Study Variables
Variables Mean SD Min Max 1 2 3 4 5
1. Age 33.75 7.33 19 86 -
2. Education 8.36 1.74 4 12 − .01 -
3. Past Political Participation 1.97 3.04 0 10 − .22 .37** -
4. Political Orientation 2.99 1.93 1 6 .02 .10 .25* -
5. Exposure to Election-Related Stressors 3.91 3.36 0 10 − .04 .26* .81*** .31** -
6. Anticipation of Election-Related Stress 2.36 1.27 1 5 − .17 .26* .78*** .34** .69***
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. N = 140
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suggested that political elections can be particularly stress-
ful events in one’s life (Waismel-Manor et al., 2011), the 
relationships between the variables in this study had yet to 
be concurrently investigated. Acknowledging how these 
factors interact with one another is vital to understanding 
the factors underlying participation in the political process 
and stressor exposure related to an election. Although our 
results are correlational, this work illustrates the dynamic 
nature of these constructs as they unfold over time, subse-
quently laying the groundwork for future investigations into 
the (likely) bidirectional nature of these relationships across 
time. Our results show that individual differences (e.g., 
age, education) interact with situational changes (e.g., daily 
socio-political participation) to predict changes in daily 
election-related stressor exposure.

Exposure to election-related stressors such as watching a 
television commercial related to the election, viewing social 
media posts about the election, or participating in a conver-
sation about the election was associated with being more 
likely to anticipate feeling stress related to the midterm elec-
tion in the next 24 h. Previous work has shown that there 
are age differences in stress anticipation across a variety 
of domains (e.g., home-related stressors; Neupert & Bell-
ingtier, 2019), but our results suggest that daily increases 
in stress anticipation related to an election are consistent 
across age with respect to increases in election-related 
stressor exposure.

Although there were no age differences in election-
related stressor exposure, older adults may experience 
worse psychological consequences when they are faced 
with unavoidable stressors, in line with SAVI (Charles, 
2010). According to the SAVI model, older and younger 
adults react differently to stressors depending on their stage 
in life (Charles, 2010). The model posits that older adults 
are more likely to employ life experiences and learned skills 
that they can leverage to adaptively approach daily stressors 
as compared to their younger counterparts, especially with 
respect to stressor avoidance (Charles, 2010). Older adults 
have vulnerabilities in their reactions to stressors, such as 
psychological inflexibility, that could lead to greater diffi-
culties responding to sustained stressors, particularly when 
they are confronted with stressors that they are unable to 
avoid (Charles, 2010). Elections are unique stressors in that 
their outcomes are unknown, but their timing is predictable 
and fixed.

Election-related stressors may be particularly challeng-
ing for older adults to avoid, but eligible adults should be 
encouraged to participate in the political process because 
public policy can affect all people within the country. Effec-
tively informing citizens about how they can utilize con-
venience voting in their state may influence how citizens 
will cast their vote (Herrnson et al., 2019), which could also 

associated with increases in election-related stressor expo-
sure. There were age (γ21) and education (γ22) differences 
in the within-person relationship between political activ-
ity and exposure, which were qualified by the significant 
3-way cross-level interaction of Age x Education x Political 
Activity (γ23, see Fig. 1). For older adults with higher levels 
of education, increases in past political activity were more 
strongly associated with their election-related exposure than 
younger adults with higher levels of education (right side of 
Fig. 1). Our findings additionally indicate that increases in 
political activity were linked to increases in stressor expo-
sure for those with lower levels of education, regardless of 
their age (left side of Fig. 1). This model explained 56% of 
the between-person and 10% of the within-person variance 
in daily election-related exposure.

Discussion

The present study examined individual differences in age, 
level of education, and political orientation along with 
daily changes in socio-political involvement and anticipa-
tion of election-related stress to understand changes in daily 
exposure to election-related stressors within the context of 
the 2018 U.S. midterm election. While previous research 

Table 2  Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Errors of a Multilevel 
Model Predicting Daily Election Stressor Exposure
Fixed Effects Estimates Stan-

dard 
Error

p

Intercept, γ00 -7.66 3.73 .04*
Political Orientation, γ01 0.12 0.14 .38
Age, γ02 0.17 0.10 .08
Education, γ03 1.24 0.44 .01**
Age X Education, γ04 -0.02 0.01 .03*
Anticipation of Election-Related 
Stress, γ10

3.16 0.07 < .0001***

Past Political Participation, γ20 2.98 0.75 < .0001***
Age X Past Political Participa-
tion, γ21

-0.03 0.02 .047*

Education X Past Political Par-
ticipation, γ22

-0.30 0.08 .0003***

Age X Education X Past Political 
Participation, γ23

0.01 0.002 .008**

Random Effects
Between-person variance, τ00 3.82 0.80 < .0001***
Within-person variance, σ2 2.71 0.13 < .0001***
Note: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. Given the skewed nature of 
age, we conducted an additional model to test for the possibility that 
extreme scores could unduly influence the results. After removing 
the 86-year-old participant, the age range was 19–71 and the skew 
was reduced to 1.15. In addition, the measures of central tendency 
were all close to each other, indicating a more normal distribu-
tion. Results from this additional model were identical to the model 
reported in the table.
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classroom environment. Schools may teach students about 
registering to vote and capturing their interest in the civic 
process (Harder & Krosnick, 2008). The level of education 
an adult receives is particularly influential in determining 
their political knowledge (Hillygus, 2005) as well as their 
likelihood of exposure to election-related stressors.

Beyond the main effect of education, our 3-way interac-
tion emphasized the differential impact of education by age 
and daily political activity. Education may serve a valuable 
role in minimizing psychological impacts of socio-political 
participation, specifically when considering younger adults 
with high levels of education. There is a well known posi-
tive relationship between higher levels of education and 
political involvement (Gallego, 2009; Hillygus, 2005). Our 
findings indicate that education interacts with daily politi-
cal activity, as those with lower levels of education experi-
ence stronger increases in election-related stressor exposure 
with increases in socio-political activity, compared to those 
with more education (see left side of Fig.  1). In contrast, 
young, highly educated individuals experience the weak-
est increase in election-related stressor exposure when 
they engage in political activity (see right side of Fig. 1). 

impact the stress that one feels in relation to an election. 
The Pew Research Center (2020) found that older adults are 
more likely than younger adults to utilize mail-in voting. 
Mail-in voting could be a strategy that could be particularly 
beneficial for older adults in order to reduce their exposure 
to election-related stressors. Adults can employ strategies to 
mitigate negative outcomes that they may experience after 
stressor exposure including limiting future social media 
usage or making a political participation plan of action for 
themselves.

Adults with higher levels of education reported more 
exposure to election-related stressors on average than adults 
with lower levels of education. Elections may be particu-
larly stressful for those with a stronger sense of political-self 
efficacy (Pitcho-Prelorentzos et al., 2018). This could help 
explain the relationship between education and election-
related exposure. Those who have received higher levels of 
education may place more significance on politics in their 
daily lives and may better understand how policies could 
affect them personally. Exposure to election-related stress-
ors may begin early in one’s life. For example, the habitual 
behavior of voting can potentially be established within a 

Fig. 1  Significant 3-way interaction of Daily Past Socio-Political Activity x Age x Education predicting daily election related stressor exposure. 
Increases in political activity were linked to increases in stressor exposure for those with lower levels of education, regardless of their age (left 
side). For older adults with higher levels of education, increases in past political activity were more strongly associated with their election-related 
exposure than younger adults with higher levels of education (right side).
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de Vreese, 2011). Although many social media users on a 
variety of platforms report feeling frustrated after viewing 
political posts online, members simultaneously appreciate 
that these platforms are beneficial tools for political discus-
sion, debate, and action (Duggan & Smith, 2016). Voters 
may be inclined to engage online to relieve feelings of elec-
tion-related stress and anxiety, gain a deeper understanding 
on issues, or acquire some sense of control over the out-
come of an election. Social media has become a meaning-
ful mechanism in shaping people’s opinions based on the 
content they are exposed to and read regularly (Duggan & 
Smith, 2016). Recognizing how and how often people are 
exposed to election-related stressors is critical in order to 
understand whether an individual may be psychologically 
impacted following their exposure to a stressor.

Limitations and Future Directions

The results of this study should be considered in light of 
some limitations. The data utilized in this study established 
correlational relationships, therefore causal claims cannot be 
made. The majority of the sample identified as white. Future 
work should examine how racial and ethnic backgrounds 
may contribute to whether one is encouraged or discouraged 
from being politically engaged and how such demographic 
information may influence the stress that adults report 
before, during, and after an election. The sample size was 
rather small and the participants ranged greatly in age, which 
prevented us from stratifying by age. Future research should 
aim to recruit more participants who are stratified by age, to 
determine whether the current results may actually under-
estimate age-related differences. A mixed methods design, 
which could include questionnaires paired with interviews 
and reports, would also be a helpful method of collecting 
data in future studies related to well-being and elections. 
Further research conducted on the means through which 
adults are exposed to election-related stressors would pro-
vide more detail on how adults inform themselves on politi-
cal issues. Utilizing lagged models where stressor exposure 
on one day predicts election-related information the next 
day may be beneficial in future studies. Voters might seek a 
variety of methods of relieving their election-related anxiety 
and this is a subject of note for future studies.

Since this study focuses on the midterm election in the 
U.S., the results may not generalize to elections in other 
democratic nations. Research surrounding future elections 
should consider the implications of contemporary issues, 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and The Black Lives Mat-
ter movement. For example, COVID-19 could result in an 
increase in the number of people who vote by mail or vote 
early and decrease the number of people who vote in person 

Younger adults with high levels of education may be bet-
ter equipped to weather the effects of political participation 
for several reasons. Firstly, their youth and education may 
provide psychological flexibility as resources to manage 
stressors, in line with SAVI (Charles, 2010). Secondly, they 
are also more likely to have been raised in an environment 
where their parents had high levels of education (Bömmel 
& Heineck, 2020). Whether intentionally or unintentionally, 
these parents with high levels of education often expose 
their children to political issues and events (Bömmel, & 
Heineck, 2020), inferring that the children are socialized to 
inquire about issues and participation themselves. Lastly, 
on an individual level, people are more likely to surround 
themselves with peers that share similar norms and values 
(McPherson et al., 2001). Thus, educated younger adults are 
motivated to create personal connections with other adults 
that partake in similar activities (which applies to political 
activities). This notion also includes younger adults gravi-
tating towards social media accounts that align with their 
opinions. Individual and contextual factors in culmina-
tion explain why education may act as a buffer for psy-
chological consequences of political participation through 
socialization.

Previous research found that those who identify as politi-
cally conservative generally report greater subjective well-
being compared to those who identify as liberal (Napier & 
Jost, 2008; Briki & Dagot, 2020). However, our research 
indicates that political orientation was not a significant pre-
dictor of election-related stressor exposure. Although peo-
ple may expect election-related stress for various reasons, 
the level of stress is consistent for liberals and conserva-
tives, suggesting that this is a widely applicable phenom-
enon. Adults could feel stress around the time of an election 
regardless of their political orientation because different 
social, economic, and environmental interests are at stake 
based on who is elected and who is not. Voters have policies 
and goals they wish to be enacted by their representatives. 
The outcomes of elections are unknown. The experience 
of waiting for the results of an event with uncertain conse-
quences may have an impact on an individual’s health and 
well-being (Sweeny, 2018), but our results suggest that these 
stress-related processes during an election apply regardless 
of political orientation.

Factors within a person’s life may impact whether they 
will participate in such activities and their exposure to elec-
tion-related stressors. Zhu and Neupert (2021) discovered 
that the 2018 midterm election resulted in disruptions to 
peoples’ core beliefs, indicating that elections have a sub-
stantial impact on subjective well-being. Political involve-
ment in the United States has changed dramatically in 
recent decades, now including social media activism (Shea, 
2015) and being a socially conscious consumer (Ward & 
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