
Anatomy of Political Stress: What it Is, 
Symptoms, Vulnerable Populations, and 

Protective Factors



Section 1:  
Game Plan
Make the case for six depressing 
propositions:



1: Politics is 
negatively 
associated with 
well-being
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being
2. Politics is a unique social stressor
3. We can quantify/measure political stress 
and separate it from general stress
4. Those measures point to a serious public 
health problem
5. Political stress is chronic rather than 
acute
6. Political stress impacts some more than 
others



1. Politics negatively associated with well-being

2. Politics is a unique social stressor

3. We can quantify/measure political stress and 
separate it from general stress

4. Those measures point to a serious public health 
problem

5. Political stress is chronic rather than acute

6. Political stress impacts some more than others

ANY QUESTIONS BEFORE DIVE IN??



1. What Are We Afraid 
Of???



Your candidate is going to lose

Source:2024-csaf-key-findings-final.pdf 
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The nation’s number one fear
for a long time!



People Say Politics Is A Source of Anxiety and Stress

Source: https://www.apa.org/news/press/releases/stress/2022/concerned-future-inflation 



Scholars increasingly associate politics
with various mental health issues

Results from weekly survey from
Spring 2020 to December 2021

People report more symptoms of
anxiety / stress (also mental health
visits/mental health medication use)
as election nears, symptoms drop
after election

Source: Muckhodpadhyay, 2022



It’s not just in our heads: politics associated 
with dysfunctional/unhealthy behaviors, 
e.g. increased alcohol use/lost sleep etc



It’s Not Just 
Psychological Health 
Well-Being, but 
Physical Health Too 

People with underlying heart 
conditions experience up to a 77% 
increase in the risk of cardiac 
arrythmia in election season 
compared to non-election season 
(this study looks at 2016 presidential 
election)



The Media Increasingly Reports That Politics is a Major Source of Stress and Anxiety



• The are lots of reasons to suspect 
that politics is having a negative 
impact on well-being
• Not least—psychologists and 
therapists increasingly report treating 
patients who attribute degradation of 
mental and social health to politics



2. But Is Politics 
Actually The Problem?

• Stresses of modern life—politics 
just one among many?

• Anxiety/stress depression 
• Politics maybe play a role, but 

not the role?
• All get a bit jittery around elections, 

but they come and go? It is an acute 
rather than chronic problem?



APA definition of stress: a physiological and/or
psychological response to an external stressor

Stressor = stimulus that disturbs homeostasis

Anxiety = same thing, but an internal stressor



Acute stress/anxiety – transient, response to something
temporary (seeing a bear, thinking about upcoming test)

Evolutionary adaptive, even pleasurable (roller coasters!)

If this is what political stress is, maybe not a problem?



Chronic stress/anxiety – repeated, long-term exposure to
stressor

Long linked to health impacts—depression, self-medication,
lost sleep, anxiety disorders, range of other mental health 
problems, behavioral disorders, ulcers, cardiac problems etc etc

If this is what political stress is then big implications for individual 
and public health

You tell me: What do you think—political stress (if a distinct
Phenomenon) more likely to be acute or chronic? Why?



Is This What Politics Is Actually Doing? Is it a 
Unique Stressor? How Would We Know if it Was? 



3. Measurement 
Approaches

Can try to measure political stress 
and differentiate it from general 
stress in a number of ways. 
Examples:

• Single question 
(APA/Chapman)

• Physiologically
• Adapt validated scale



Can measure political stimulus -> stress response physiologically.

Cortisol studies clearly suggest political engagement elicits a stress response



Perceived Stress Scale (Kohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) 
 

The questions below ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last 
month.  In each case, you will be asked to indicate how often you felt or thought a 
certain way about politics. 
0 = Never, 1 = Almost Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Fairly Often, 4 = Very Often 
 
1.  In the last month, how often have you felt upset because of something that 
happened unexpectedly? 
2.  In the last month, how often have you felt you were unable to control the 
important things in your life? 
3.  In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and “stressed”? 
4.* In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to 
handle your personal problems? 
5.* In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 
6.  In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all 
the things you had to do? 
7.* In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your 
life? 
8.* In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things? 
9.  In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that 
were outside of your control? 
10. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high 
that you could not overcome them? 

Perceived Political Stress Scale (derived from Kohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983)

The questions below ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last month.  In 
each case, you will be asked to indicate how often you felt or thought a certain way 
about politics.
0 = Never, 1 = Almost Never, 2 = Sometimes, 3 = Fairly Often, 4 = Very Often

1.  In the last month, how often have you felt upset because of some political event that 
happened unexpectedly?
2.  In the last month, how often have you felt that politics has gotten in the way of 
controlling the important things in your life?
3.  In the last month how often have you felt nervous and “stressed” about politics?
4.* In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle 
political problems you see, hear, or read about?
5.* In the last month, how often have you felt that things in politics were going your 
way?
6.  In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all the 
political news and information?
7.* In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations about politics in 
your life?
8.* In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of political news?
9.  In the last month, how often have you been angered because of politics?
10. In the last month, how often have you felt political difficulties were piling up so high 
that you could not see the country overcoming them?
*Indicates reverse coding needed.

Source: Warren 2022 – the Perceived Political Stress Scale Directly adapted from Perceived Stress Scale



PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5) – 
Validated Diagnostic Check for PTSD

Combined Scale 0-80 with scores >=31 
indicative of PTSD

Table A1: 20-item PCL-5 Questions, adapted 
for 2020 Election  

# Below is a list of problems that people sometimes have in 
response to a stressful election. Please read each 
problem carefully and then circle one of the numbers to 
the right to indicate how much you have been bothered by 
that problem in the past month.

- Answers:   Not at all   |   A little bit   |   Moderately   |   Quite 
a bit   |   Extremely

1 Repeated, disturbing, and unwanted memories of the 
election?

2 Repeated, disturbing dreams of the election?

3 Suddenly feeling or acting as if the election were actually 
happening again (as if you were actually back there 
reliving it)?

4 Feeling very upset when something reminded you of the 
election?

5 Having strong physical reactions when something 
reminded you of the election (for example, heart 
pounding, trouble breathing, sweating)?

6 Avoiding memories, thoughts, or feelings related to the 
election?

20-item PCL-5 Questions, adapted for 2020 
Election  

Just substituted “election” for “event”



The Most Commonly Used (So Far) Measure 
of Political Stress

• First real attempt at 
comprehensive measure of 
impact of politics on well-being

• Data N=800, 2017
• Driving question: What are the 

psychological, social and 
physical costs of political 
engagement

• Labels: Political Stress Scale,
PMH (political mental health) scale



Instrument 
created by 
adapting 
self-diagnostic 
batteries used 
by AA and GA

• Does gambling/drinking ever cause you to have difficulty sleeping?

Example AA/GA Question:

• I have lost sleep because of politics

Adaptation

Response categories: 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree)



32 Items A Priori Divided into Four Categories/Indexes:

Physical Health

Emotional Health

Compulsive Behavior

Social and Lifestyle Costs

e.g. “I have lost sleep because of 
politics”

e.g. “Politics has led me to hate some 
people”

e.g. “I have vowed to spend less time 
on politics but failed to follow 

through”

e.g. “I have lost time from work or 
school because of politics” 



Smith et al measure

• US national surveys 2017, 2020 (twice), 2024 (four times)
• US nurses (survey in field)
• Dutch national survey 2023, 2024 (three waves) 
• Turkey (pilot study underway)
• Pakistan (survey underway)
• Hungary (pilot survey planned)
• General takeaway thus far—psychometrics solid, results seem to be 

comparable
• General phenomenon not just a US one? 

• Pro: Real basis for comparison, well tested and validated
• Con: It’s still very new!!!



OK We Can Measure Political 
Stress, But is It Really Different from 
General Stress? How Would We 
Figure This Out?



Point 4.1: Political Stress/Anxiety Is Different 
From General Stress/Anxiety

Perceived Stress Scale and Perceived Political Stress Scale are independent predictors of a range of
mental health/behavioral issues, e.g. sleep loss, anxiety, difficulty controlling emotions
Table from Warren  2022.



Relationship between
political anxiety and
general anxiety is pretty
weak (r=.24, N=451,
WI sample).

Inference: These not 
measuring same thing



Peterson, Schumacher, Hopp and Bakker 2025. Sample is Dutch, data collected 2023-2024. OSF pre-print

Political mental health and general mental health items tend to reflect different dimensions of well-being



Factor analysis from Peterson et al –
PMH really does look distinct and 
different from general MH 



Quick Recap

• Measures of political stress (anxiety) developed
• Suggest political stress is separable from general stress (anxiety)
• So, if these measures are valid and reliable and political stress 

really a thing …. How big a thing is it?
• You tell me: How many people do you think suffering from 

political stress?



4. The Public 
Health 
Problem These 
Measures 
Reveal



0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Politics has caused me to be stressed out

Politics has caused me to lose sleep

I've lost my temper over politics

I've spent more time than I would like
thinking about politics

Differences in political views have caused
conflict between me and my friends

Differences in political views have caused
conflict in my family

Politics has caused me to feel suicidal

Impact of Politics on Well-Being, Selected Examples 2017-
2024

2017 (March) 2020 (Oct) 2024 (May)

Politics Negatively Impacts
The Well-Being of Lots of People



 -
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 70,000,000

 80,000,000

 90,000,000

Lost Sleep Lost Temper Conflict with Family Conflict with Friends

Note: Calculated by multiplying the percentage of respondents who “strong” or “somewhat 
agreed” with each statement by the population of U.S. adults in 2024 (266 million).

Estimated Number of Americans Suffering From Selected  Outcomes 2024

An estimated 13 million people reported feeling suicidal because of politics in 2024 



5. Is This Just Election Syndrome? An Acute 
Problem?

• This looks acute(ish)?
• Rates of 

anxiety/depression rise 
as election approaches 
and fall after



5. A Chronic Problem?

• This looks chronic?
• Pre- and post-election 

(2020) scores on Smith 
et al measure (approx. a 
month apart).

• R = .73
• Within individuals, 

scores do not change 
much



Joe Biden Drops out of 
Presidential Race Harris/Trump Debate

3

4

5

6

7

8

December, 2023 February, 2024 April, 2024 June, 2024 August, 2024 October, 2024

Democrats Independents Republicans

At population level stability seems to be the norm—levels do not seem to 
react much to events in the political environment. Data from Neely et al forthcoming.
N=1500 per wave

5. A Chronic Problem?



More Chronic than Acute?
• General measures anxiety/stress

• Some evidence rise/fall with political events

• Political measures:
• Within individual test-retest correlations seem to be high (> 

.70)
• Repeated population level surveys suggest extreme stability

• Inference:
• Minimum—highly salient political events negative impact on 

well-being
• More likely—political stress is chronic for huge numbers of 

US adults—i.e. constant and associated with persistent 
negative impacts on well-being



6. So, Who Is Politics 
Harming?

• Consistent across measures/studies:  
• Left more than right (effect size 

variable)
• Those who are paying 

attention/involved



Politics Harms The Political Engaged, Esp. 
People on the Left 
• Politically attentive/engaged/ideologically committed

• All data/models suggest this
• US surveys 2017, 2020, 2024, WI survey 2023
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Figure 4: Marginal Effects of Political Engagement on 
Political Health

LCI Margin UCI

1 unit increase in political engagement ->  ~10% 
increase in impact on well-being using 
Smith et al scale.

Source: Neely et al forthcoming. 



Politics Harms Certain 
People More than 
Others

• Demographics: 
• Age – younger people more likely to 

report these effects
• Gender – females generally report more 

than males
• Race – Minorites, esp. African 

Americans, less likely to report politics 
harming well-being

• Demographic findings are not as consistent 
as for political traits

• Effects are not huge
• Most consistent (thus far) is the race 

finding … which we really can’t explain



WI N=451, 2023
DV Political Anxiety

US 2017 and 2020 samples combine N=~1400
DVs Various Political Health Scales

Key takeaway: General pattern is that age is negatively associated with political health/anxiety, but effect
Small? Difference between a 20-year-old and 50-year-old is roughly 1 point on DV with theoretical range of 1 to 5
(DVs here are averages rather than additive)



Who Suffers The Most? A Very Rough Profile 

Summary Findings from 2017, 2020, 2024:

Young people
Females
Left leaning
White
Affectively polarized

Same demographic ID’d as most suffering from increasing rates of 
depression, anxiety, and other mental health issues since ~2010??

Clear and consistent evidence that the politically interested and engaged likely to suffer more

Outside of that, findings a little more inconsistent but generally speaking ….  



The Story Thus 
Far:

1. Politics negatively associated with well-being
2. Politics is a unique social stressor
3. We can quantify/measure political 
stress/harm and separate it from general 
measures of anxiety/stress
4. Those measures indicative of a serious public 
health problem
5. Political impact on well-being is chronic rather 
than acute
6. Some are more vulnerable to these negative 
impacts than others



Depressed 
Yet?

Cheer yourself up – ask me a 
question!



Section 2: Is there anything we can do about this?



Dealing With Political Stress and Anxiety is 
Hard.
• Why?

• Live in a polarized world
• Political differences increasingly seen as moral differences
• Political conflicts seen as existential—losing is seen as a real threat

• Politics = coalitional struggle for power is a struggle of “good” 
versus “bad”, losing means “bad” has won

• That’s stressful!



Little Doubt that
Elites are Polarizing

Partisanship in Congress
1945-2021



Mass Public is Also Polarizing
  

Source: Pew, Political Polarization 1994-2017 – based on 10 questions (e.g. govt regulation, govt efficiency, govt role in helpin  
Needy immigration, corporate profit, environment, gay rights



64%

32%

39%

I get angry when other people praise 
this party

When I talk about this party, I say 
‘they’ instead of ‘we’

I do not have much in common with 
supporters of this party

This is Not Just Policy Disagreement

Source: author, from YouGov survey Oct. 2020, N=802 weighted to Am. Comm Survey



Politics Makes Bastards of Us All

“imagine a person you find completely despicable”  would you “falsely
 accuse this person of a serious misdeed?”  
1-5 scale of definitely would/would not do it

Make a minor change—replace “person” with “politician—and
answers change. Shift towards would do it.

Inference: We are willing to let politics dictate our moral choices!

Morality politics:
 No compromise (good vs bad)
 Information resistant

 



Politically Motivated Moral Tradeoffs
Political Side Illustrative 

Example
Moral Intuition 
Violated

Typical Moral 
Justification

Left Excusing property 
damage or 
intimidation as 
resistance

Harm / 
Nonviolence

Preventing systemic 
injustice justifies 
coercive tactics

Left Deplatforming or 
sanctioning 
controversial 
speakers

Fairness / Due 
Process

Protecting 
vulnerable groups 
outweighs 
neutrality

Right Harsh policing or 
immigration 
enforcement

Care / Harm Order and security 
outweigh individual 
suffering

Right Excusing 
misconduct by 
favored leaders

Fairness / Rule of 
Law

Loyalty and group 
survival take 
precedence

Right sees outrageous
moral violations  

Left sees outrageous
moral violations  



What Does This Do To People?

Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – leads to 
anger, disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

E.g.:
Lindert (2021), Eur J Public Health; witnessing moral transgressions linked to mental distress and anxiety.
Suzuki et al. (2023), Compr Psychoneuroendocrinol; Trajectories of sociopolitical stress during the 2020 United States presidential election season.
VanderWeele et al. (2025), Frontiers in Psychology; repeated moral violations conceptualized as moral trauma spectrum.
Litz et al. (2024), J Traumatic Stress; chronic exposure to morally injurious events linked to anxiety and exhaustion.



A Doom Loop

Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – anger, 
disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

Activates surveillanceMotivates attention to 
politics

E.g.:
Lindert (2021), Eur J Public Health; witnessing moral transgressions linked to mental distress and anxiety.
Suzuki et al. (2023), Compr Psychoneuroendocrinol; Trajectories of sociopolitical stress during the 2020 United States presidential election season.
VanderWeele et al. (2025), Frontiers in Psychology; repeated moral violations conceptualized as moral trauma spectrum.
Litz et al. (2024), J Traumatic Stress; chronic exposure to morally injurious events linked to anxiety and exhaustion.
Marcus & Newman (2000), Affective intelligence and political judgement. U of Chicago Press.



From this world ……………………………………………………………….to yours!



Three Potential Answers to Disrupting The 
Doom Loop
• Mindfulness

• Approaching politics (maybe life) with openness and without judgement

• Agency
• Developing a sense of control

• Social connection
• Developing understanding and empathy with others – even those you 

disagree with



Mindfulness

High quality research suggests mindfulness practice (meditation) can promote well-being, including 
reducing anxiety, helping with depression, promoting healthy social interaction – could it also work
for politics?



Random 
Assignment

How to think 
about 

politics

Short 
meditation

N=48 undergrads

Measure stress response physiologically
by monitoring classic measures of ANS 
      



Politics

Mindfulness

SNS arousal lower in mindfulness
condition



Meditates at least Weekly

Does Not Meditate Weekly

Same data, but just looking at SNS activation between those who do/do not meditate regularly  



Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – anger, 
disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

Activates surveillanceMotivates attention to 
politics



Agency

• Low sense of agency linked to anxiety, depression and other 
mental health problems and behavioral problems. 

• A key concept here is locus of control

• Internal –  belief that your own actions and decisions 
determine life outcomes

• External -- belief that external force (fate/luck/other 
people) determine life outcomes



Agency

• Some research suggests interventions can 
increase internal locus of control.

• These can be relatively simple, e.g. journaling

• This sort of thing already fairly common in 
therapeutic practice???



Key RQ: Does LOC Predict Political Stress?

• If answer is yes, suggests a potentially effective strategy to 
decrease negative impact of politics on well-being:

Internal LOC Political Stress



 
Applies 

Completely (1) 
Applies Mostly 

(2) 
Applies 

Somewhat (3) 
Applies a Bit (4) 

Does Not Apply 
at All (5) 

I'm my own 
boss. (1)  o  o  o  o  o  

If I work hard, I 
will succeed. (2)  o  o  o  o  o  

Whether at 
work or in my 

private life, 
what I do is 

mainly 
determined by 

others. (3)  

o  o  o  o  o  

Fate often gets 
in the way of 
my plans. (4)  o  o  o  o  o  

 

LOC short scale – on
2024 survey that included 
Smith et al politics and health scale
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Political Stress Index without suicidal (reverse coded, so higher score = more political stress)

People with an internal locus of control
report lower political stress

r= -.34 – this is a HUGE effect size in 
context of this research
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Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – anger, 
disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

Activates surveillanceMotivates attention to 
politics



Key Conclusion?
• Increase internal LOC (sense of agency) = 

decrease in vulnerability to political stress.
• This fits with data, but not directly tested (at 

least not by me)
• We’ve got a correlation

• But … a reasonable hypothesis?



Putting That Agency to Practice

• New media technology
• Access to more information than ever before
• Bombarded by more negative political stimuli than ever before

• Social media ubiquitous (esp. for young)
• Choosing to reduce exposure also reduce political stress?
• Also reasonable hypothesis?



Political stress by time spent on social media.

Inference: More time on social media higher political stress

Source: Neely et al forthcoming, N=1500. Measure is a short form version of Smith et al political stress scale

Non-user base line



41.3%

31.0%

24.9%
22.1%

13.8%

33.4%

29.8%
27.2% 26.3%

13.8%

Generation Z Millennial Generation X Baby Boomers Silent Generation

Family Friends

Politically Motivated Conflict with Friends Based on News 
Sources

The young—heaviest
users of social media—report
highest levels of impact on 
well-being

~40% of Gen Z report conflict
w/family over politics!

Source: Neely et al forthcoming, N=1500. Percent agree/strongly agree w/statement that politics has
caused conflict with family/friends.



Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – anger, 
disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

Activates surveillanceMotivates attention to 
politics



Source: Yudkin, Hawkins and Dixon, 2019.

Difference between Republicans actual beliefs
and Democrats estimate of Republican beliefs



High intolerance ->
higher political stress 
(Smith et al scale)



Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – anger, 
disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

Activates surveillanceMotivates attention to 
politics

Maybe this is why meaningful social connection works?



Repeated exposure to 
perceived moral 

violations

Moral appraisal – anger, 
disgust

Threat-based 
physiological response Chronic stress & anxiety

Activates surveillanceMotivates attention to 
politics

Key takeaways: Maybe possible to constructively intervene 
in the doom loop?



A Quick Summary

• Section 1
• Political stress is real and negatively impacts well-being of tens of 

millions.
• Individual difference in impact—ideology and age, perhaps gender and 

race

• Section 2
• Dealing with political stress hard because we live in a politics saturated, 

polarized world
• There do seem to be some evidence-backed interventions that can 

mitigate harms of political stress 



What Don’t We Know

• A LOT
• Not even sure of our measures

• Lack of research on bio markers of allostatic load
• Survey instruments all pretty new

• Interventions seem plausible, but evidence far from slam dunk?



The Political
Stress Lab

Help me figure it all out!



Questions???
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