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KEY FINDINGS

•	 Compared to the 2014–2016 Ebola virus outbreak and the 2016 Zika virus 
outbreak, Americans are more concerned about the coronavirus outbreak, 
more dissatisfied with the government’s response, and more willing to close 
the country’s borders — especially to foreign citizens.

•	 Americans’ attitudes toward these three outbreaks are tied to basic biological 
predispositions, particularly their sensitivity to the threat of contamination, 
also known as disgust sensitivity. Disgust appears to create more concern 
about the outbreaks and a greater willingness to take protective steps in the 
current context, such as social distancing.

•	 Democrats and Republicans have reacted differently to these outbreaks. 
Republicans were more concerned about Ebola than were Democrats, and as 
much if not more concerned about Ebola than the coronavirus.

•	 Partisan polarization on social distancing restrictions is growing larger, 
driven by growing skepticism among the Republicans most attuned to political 
messages from party leaders. Support for restrictions on large gatherings has 
dropped 35 percentage points among these Republicans.

•	 But partisan divisions are smallest among those who are more sensitive to 
threat of contamination. This interaction of politics and biology is crucial for 
understanding public attitudes.

Introduction
The novel coronavirus or COVID-19 pandemic has created a global health emergency and 
a punishing economic downturn. U.S. politicians at the federal, state, and local levels have 
been forced to take unprecedented actions affecting the everyday lives of Americans in 
all 50 states. As businesses and schools have closed, Americans have been asked to take 
extraordinary measures, including isolating themselves from friends and families in order  
to prevent the virus from spreading so quickly that it overwhelms the health care system.

Understanding the public’s response to the pandemic is therefore crucial. The public’s 
willingness to take personal steps and to support broader policies that limit the virus’s 
spread have influenced and will continue to influence the severity of the pandemic.

We argue that the public’s reaction to not only the coronavirus but also the most recent 
outbreaks of the Ebola and Zika viruses depends on the interaction of biology and politics. 
The public’s response depends on biology because people vary in their general fear of 
contamination — or their disgust sensitivity. People with a greater instinctual revulsion to 
situations that risk exposing them to a pathogen are more willing to take steps like social 
distancing or support policies that enforce such distancing or that guard the country’s 
borders from travelers who might carry an infection. Despite important differences between 
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the Ebola, Zika, and coronavirus outbreaks, we show that disgust sensitivity is linked to 
attitudes in each case.

But the political contours of attitudes in these outbreaks are quite different. In particular, 
Democrats and Republicans have viewed these outbreaks in different ways. For example, 
Republicans were more concerned about the Ebola outbreak than were Democrats. The 
reverse is true for the coronavirus outbreak. Moreover, partisan differences in views on the 
coronavirus have sharpened over time. Although majorities of both parties report social 
distancing and support restrictions such as closing businesses or limiting non-essential 
travel, fewer people, and especially fewer Republicans, now support these actions. This shift 
is most pronounced among Republicans who pay attention to politics, suggesting that they 
are responding to the rhetoric of the GOP party leaders who have called for a “re-opening” 
of the country.

The future of the virus will depend on how these politics play out. 

Concern About the Coronavirus Outpaces Concern About Ebola  
and Zika
As the nation grapples with this new pandemic, there are lessons we can learn from the past. 
Two recent epidemics, Ebola and Zika, received considerable attention in the U.S., although 
they differed from the novel coronavirus pandemic in significant ways. 

The first is in the spread and severity of the diseases: COVID-19 was officially designated a 
pandemic — a global outbreak — by the World Health Organization in March 2020, while 
the 2014–2016 outbreak of Ebola and the 2016 outbreak of Zika each were considered 
epidemics — that is, geographically confined public health emergencies of international 
concern. Only four cases of Ebola were diagnosed in the United States: Three were in a Dallas 
hospital and one in a New York City hospital. At the height of the 2016 Zika outbreak, 5,168 
positive cases were reported: About 4,900 were travelers returning from affected areas, and 
the rest were domestic cases that involved transmission through mosquito bites or sexual 
contact. At the time of this writing, however, there are 3 million confirmed cases of the novel 
coronavirus and over 130,000 COVID-19 deaths in the U.S.

The severity of the coronavirus pandemic is visible in the public’s level of concern about it. 
For example, as of a May 23–26, 2020, YouGov/Economist poll, 45 percent of respondents 
say they are “very concerned about the coronavirus epidemic here in the United States,” 
and 34 percent say they are somewhat concerned. Twenty-one percent say they are not too 
or not at all concerned. By contrast, according to YouGov polls conducted in the midst of the 
Ebola and Zika epidemics, the fraction of respondents who were very concerned was only 21 
percent and 20 percent, respectively.
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Table 1 

Concern About the Ebola, Zika, and Coronavirus Outbreaks

Ebola  
(Nov 2014)

Zika  
(Aug 2016)

Coronavirus  
(May 23–26, 2020)

How concerned are you about [an Ebola/a Zika/a corona] virus 
epidemic here in the United States?

  Very concerned 21% 20% 45%

  Somewhat concerned 37% 44% 34%

  Not too concerned 28% 26% 14%

  Not concerned at all 14% 10% 7%

Ebola  
(Nov 2016)

Zika  
(Aug 2016)

Coronavirus  
(April 2–11, 2020)

How concerned are you [that the Ebola/Zika virus will spread to/
about the coronavirus] where you live?

  Very concerned 4% 12% 51%

  Somewhat concerned 20% 32% 37%

  Not too concerned 43% 42% 10%

  Not concerned at all 32% 15% 3%

What do you think of the U.S. government’s efforts to protect 
Americans from the [Ebola/Zika/corona] virus?

  U.S. government is doing more than enough 13% 12% 19%

  U.S. government is doing enough 68% 54% 35%

  U.S. government is not doing enough 19% 34% 46%

What do you think of the U.S. government’s efforts to fight the 
[Ebola virus outbreak in Africa/Zika virus outbreak in Central and 
South America/coronavirus outbreak in other countries]?

  U.S. government is doing more than enough 16% 15% 20%

  U.S. government is doing enough 65% 58% 44%

  U.S. government is not doing enough 19% 28% 35%

Source: YouGov/Economist Polls from November 1–3, 2014; August 6–9, 2016; and May 23–26, 2020 (top row).
2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (other rows).
Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey (other rows). Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.

A similar pattern emerges when people were asked about their concern about these viruses 
“where you live.” As of April 2020, many more are concerned about coronavirus “where they 
live” than were concerned about either Ebola and Zika in 2016 — although it’s important to 
note that the survey was conducted about two years after the peak of concern about Ebola 
in the U.S. (however, the outbreak continued to affect African countries during those years). 
Likewise, fewer Americans think the government is doing enough to address the coronavirus, 
either in the U.S. or in other countries, compared to sentiments expressed earlier in response 
to the Ebola or Zika virus. In part, this is because a slightly larger percentage of Americans 
think that the U.S. government is doing more than enough on the coronavirus. But more 
important, a much larger percentage believe that the government is not doing enough to 
fight the coronavirus in the U.S. or abroad.
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Given that all three of these outbreaks originated outside of the United States, each of them 
raised questions about how to reduce the risk that infected people would enter the country. 
In both 2016 and 2020, Americans were asked about three policy options ranging in their 
restrictiveness and they were randomly assigned to consider U.S. citizens returning to the 
country or the entry of foreign citizens. 

Table 2 

Views of Restrictions on Travel to the U.S. During the Outbreaks

Which of the following statements comes closer to your view about how the federal government 
should handle [U.S./foreign] citizens who are travelling to the U.S. from countries where outbreaks 
of the [Ebola/Zika/corona] virus have occurred?

Ebola Zika Coronavirus

U.S. 
citizens

Foreign 
citizens

U.S. 
citizens

Foreign 
citizens

U.S. 
citizens

Foreign 
citizens

The government should prevent all of them 
from entering the U.S. until the outbreak is over.

22% 26% 15% 20% 42% 58%

The government should quarantine them all 
for a few days to make sure they do not show 
any symptoms and only let those who, after a 
few days, do not show any symptoms to enter 
the U.S.

49% 41% 31% 36% 43% 30%

The government should screen all of them. It 
should quarantine those who may be infected, 
but let those who do not show any symptoms 
to enter the U.S. immediately.

29% 33% 55% 44% 16% 13%

Source: 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.
Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.

Americans take a harder line on preventing U.S. citizens from returning home during the 
coronavirus outbreak compared to their response to either the Ebola or Zika outbreaks. 
For example, 42 percent favor preventing U.S. citizens from entering until the coronavirus 
outbreak is over. By contrast, in 2016 only 22 percent favored this option as a response to the 
Ebola virus and 15 percent favored it as a response to the Zika virus. 

Americans are also more likely to favor keeping out foreign citizens than they are U.S. 
citizens. This was the case during the Ebola and Zika outbreaks, and support for restrictions 
against foreign citizens is even higher during the coronavirus outbreak. More than half of 
Americans (58 percent) favor preventing foreign citizens from entering the country until the 
coronavirus outbreak is over, compared to the 42 percent who want to prevent U.S. citizens 
from entering.

The coronavirus and political rhetoric surrounding it appear to have made concerns about 
foreign citizens particularly salient. The difference in opinions about foreign and U.S.  
citizens — a 16-percentage-point gap — is notably larger with regard to the coronavirus 
outbreak than with the earlier outbreaks. And although rhetoric focusing on foreign citizens 

— such as references to the “Wuhan virus” and “kung flu” — has been particularly common 
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among some Republican leaders, including President Donald Trump, both Democrats and 
Republicans are more likely to favor preventing entry by foreign citizens than by U.S. citizens.1 

The Emotion of Disgust Shapes Views of Outbreaks
Public attitudes about epidemics are shaped by human biology, and particularly by one key 
trait: the emotion of disgust. According to one prominent account, human beings developed 
disgust especially to help them avoid pathogens. Disgust is essentially a “disease-avoidance 
mechanism.”i Political science research has shown that disgust is related to views of food 
safety regulation, homelessness, health policy, and immigration.

Societies around the world have identified foods, practices, and peoples that elicit the 
emotion of disgust and its accompanying avoidance behaviors. Although disgust is nearly 
universally present in societies, the target of disgust is culturally constructed; what is 
disgusting in one society may not be in another. Moreover, individuals within a given society 
vary in how sensitive they are to feeling disgust, and research has shown that this disgust 
sensitivity influences their support for governmental policies that protect the individual and 
society from contamination.ii

Research has already shown that disgust sensitivity — in particular, concern about the 
potential of contamination — was related to views of the Ebola and Zika epidemics. People 
who were more sensitive to the risk of contamination were more concerned about those 
epidemics and more likely to favor stricter government policies to protect the country.iii

Disgust sensitivity should also be related to concern about the current pandemic, and 
perhaps even more than it was for concern about Ebola and Zika. Ebola is highly contagious 
and life-threatening, but it does not spread as rapidly as some viruses because it requires 
contact with the bodily fluids of symptomatic individuals. Zika has generally mild symptoms, 
is rarely life-threatening, and is spread mostly through mosquito bites and less commonly 
through sexual contact and blood transfusion, not from casual human-to-human contact.2 

The novel coronavirus, by contrast, appears to be highly contagious, is transmitted by casual 
contact with both symptomatic and asymptomatic carriers, and can lead to a broad range of 
symptoms, from mild to life-threatening. This combination of contagiousness and casual 
transmission may heighten the importance of disgust sensitivity. At the same time, disgust 
sensitivity may do less to shape opinions on the current pandemic because the virus poses a 
widespread and realistic threat to many Americans, most of whom are already on alert.

Disgust sensitivity is typically measured by asking people to indicate how much they seek to 
avoid contamination or recoil from behaviors that evoke contamination. For example, one 
commonly used question asks respondents how much they agree with the statement  

“I probably would not go to my favorite restaurant if I found out that the cook had a cold.” 

1	 Among Democrats, 38 percent favor preventing all U.S. citizens from entering the country, and 
52 percent favor preventing foreign citizens from entering. Among Republicans, the comparable 
percentages are 48 percent and 67 percent.

2	 A Zika infection during pregnancy can also lead to fetal microcephaly.
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In the April 2–11, 2020 Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey, 57 percent agree with 
this. Another question asked people how disgusted they would be if they drank from the 
glass of a friend by mistake. Twenty-five percent say that they would find it to be very or 
extremely disgusting. (See Appendix Table A-1 for more detail.)

Unsurprisingly, disgust sensitivity registers a bit higher now than it did in surveys conducted 
in 2012 or 2016 based on responses to these two questions, which describe contexts that 
could plausibly transmit the coronavirus. However, responses to the two other questions 
used to measure disgust sensitivity were stable.3

Moreover, the personal characteristics associated with disgust sensitivity are similar 
at all three points in time. In surveys conducted in 2012 and 2016 and in the April 2020 
Nationscape survey, disgust sensitivity is higher among women compared to men and 
among racial minorities compared to whites. Although disgust sensitivity was higher among 
those who identified as conservative in the 2016 survey, it was not in the 2012 survey nor 
in the April 2020 Nationscape survey. And in none of these surveys was disgust sensitivity 
related to party identification. It is not systematically higher or lower among Republicans or 
Democrats. This makes it easy to disentangle any effects of disgust sensitivity on attitudes 
toward the coronavirus from the effects of party identification.

In surveys about Ebola and Zika conducted in 2016 and in the April 2020 Nationscape survey, 
views of these epidemics were linked to disgust sensitivity (Figure 1).4 Americans who were 
more prone to feeling disgust were also more concerned about each epidemic and, in the 
case of Zika and Ebola, more likely to believe that the government was not doing enough to 
fight the epidemic in the U.S. and abroad. Americans prone to disgust were also much more 
likely to want to prevent both foreign citizens and U.S. citizens from entering the U.S. at all. 
Disgust sensitivity was not related to views of the government’s handling of coronavirus —  
a finding likely attributable to the powerful effect of partisanship in the current highly-
polarized context.

3	 We present results using a scale built from all four questions, but the results are substantively 
similar if we employ a scale built from only the two questions where responses have been stable in 
the aggregate since 2016.

4	 This finding is based on statistical models that include disgust sensitivity and other factors, including 
party identification, self-identified ideology on the liberal-conservative scale, race, gender, and age. 
See Appendix Table A-2 for model results. These results are virtually unchanged by adding county-
level measures of urban-rural status or county-level measures of coronavirus infections or deaths.
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Figure 1 

The Relationship Between Disgust Sensitivity and Views of Outbreaks
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Source: 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study. 
Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.

Partisanship Shapes Views of Outbreaks — and Especially the 
Coronavirus
Much of what the public knows about public health threats comes from the news media 
and political leaders. As a result, partisanship invariably shapes Americans’ understanding, 
especially when political elites are divided. If leaders of both parties agreed that a virus 
posed a significant threat, then there would be few partisan divides among voters. But if 
leaders clearly disagreed, then one party’s voters would be more concerned about the virus 
than the other party’s voters.5

During the Ebola epidemic, there was a clear partisan divide among political leaders. 
Republican leaders talked more frequently and expressed more concern about the epidemic, 
for example. But this stopped soon after the midterm election in 2014.iv

5	 This is a central insight from John Zaller’s work on public opinion formation (The Nature and Origins 
of Mass Opinion, 1992, New York: Cambridge University Press).
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During the Zika epidemic, much of the media coverage focused on how the virus might affect 
the Olympics in Rio de Janeiro as well as its implications for pregnant women. President 
Obama requested emergency funding to address the epidemic, and ultimately Congress 
approved $1.1 billion. Political skirmishes between Democrats and Republicans focused on 
attempts to attach provisions to the funding bill that would defund Planned Parenthood. But 
overall, it received significantly less coverage than Ebola did.v 

During the coronavirus pandemic, the central variable has been Trump himself, who has 
shifted from downplaying the significance of the virus, to adopting a more somber tone and 
warning of the virus’s consequences, to declaring that the virus’s consequences are less 
serious than predicted and advocating for relaxing restrictions intended to enforce social 
distancing. Democratic leaders, meanwhile, have more consistently warned of the virus’s 
consequences and favored stricter provisions.

The impact of partisan messages is visible in polls asking people how concerned they were 
or are about each outbreak (Figure 2). In 2014, the percent somewhat or very concerned about 
the Ebola epidemic dropped during the fall as the threat to the U.S. appeared to fade. But 
Republicans were always more concerned than Democrats, matching the rhetoric of party 
leaders. During the spring and summer of 2016, there were only modest and inconsistent 
partisan gaps in concern about Zika. 

The story of the coronavirus has been different. Throughout the outbreak, Democratic 
concern has exceeded Republican concern. But the divide between the parties has varied. The 
divide widened in late February and early March. The percentage of Republicans concerned 
about the virus fell from 68 percent in a February 16–18 YouGov/Economist poll to 52 percent 
in a March 8–10 poll. This coincides with a period in which Trump expressed little concern 
about the virus. He said that the situation was “very much under control” (on February 23 
and 24), the number of cases “is going to be down close to zero” (on February 26), the virus 
will “disappear…like a miracle” (on February 27), “everything is really under control” (on 
February 29), it’s “very safe to fly” (on March 4), and “anybody that wants a test can get a 
test” (on March 6). On March 10, he said, “Just stay calm. It will go away.”vi

But then on March 11, Trump announced travel restrictions from Europe. On March 13, he 
declared a national emergency. On March 16, he announced social distancing guidelines 
and said he had told his son that “it’s bad.” Trump’s statements in this period were not 
uniformly so somber, but the change was evident both in his rhetoric and the reaction of 
Republicans in the electorate. Among Republicans, concern began to increase and the gap 
between Democrats and Republicans narrowed. Republican concern peaked in an April 5–7 
poll, which was fielded soon after Trump’s March 31 statements that “this could be a hell of 
a bad two weeks” and that the virus was “vicious.”vii
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Figure 2 

Partisan Trends in Concern about the Ebola, Zika, and Coronavirus Outbreaks
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Source: YouGov/Economist polls.

Since that point, however, Trump’s statements and those of other Republican leaders have 
shifted again, emphasizing that the number of coronavirus deaths has fallen short of some 
projections and that it is time to “reopen” the country. The percentage of Republicans 
concerned about the virus has fallen to 68 percent in a May 23–26 YouGov/Economist poll.

The impact of partisanship is visible in other types of attitudes about the coronavirus 
(Figure 3).6 For example, when asked whether the government was doing enough to fight 
the coronavirus pandemic in the April Nationscape survey, Democrats were more likely than 
Republicans to say that the government was not doing enough both in the U.S. and abroad. 
Democrats in the electorate were likely taking their cues from Democratic leaders, who were 
and are criticizing the Trump administration for not responding quickly to the pandemic 
and for minimizing its importance. By contrast, Republicans and Democrats did not differ as 
much on whether the government was doing enough to fight the Ebola or Zika epidemics. 

When asked about preventing foreign citizens and U.S. citizens from traveling to the U.S. 
during the coronavirus outbreak, it is Republicans, not Democrats, who are more supportive. 
This also reflects the positions of party leaders — and in particular how much Trump 
himself has advocated for restrictions on immigration generally, and as a measure to combat 
the virus. Trump has emphasized restrictions on travelers from China specifically. Again, 
Republicans and Democrats differed much less on this policy when focused on the Ebola and 
Zika epidemics.

6	 The graphs in Figure 3 are based on statistical models that include disgust sensitivity and other 
factors, including party identification, self-identified ideology on the liberal-conservative scale, race, 
gender, and age. See Appendix Table A-2 for model results.
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Figure 3 

The Relationship Between Party Identification and Views on Outbreaks
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Source: 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study.
Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.

Disgust Sensitivity and Partisanship Shape Coronavirus Behaviors 
and Policy Preferences — and Partisan Divisions Are Widening
In the coronavirus pandemic, the importance of disgust sensitivity and partisanship extend 
even further. Both factors are related to Americans’ willingness to engage in behaviors that 
protect themselves and others from infection, as well as to Americans’ support for federal, 
state, and local measures intended to mitigate the outbreak’s impact on public health and 
the economy.

Overall, large majorities of Americans report that they are taking personal steps to reduce 
the risk of infection — including wearing a mask when going out in public as well as other 
measures of social distancing (Table 3).
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Table 3 

Trends in Americans’ Reactions to the Coronavirus

March 18–29 April 2–11 May 21–27 June 25-July 1

Percent very concerned about the coronavirus 59% 51% 60% 56%

Percent taking these steps

Wash hands more than usual 92% 93% 90% -

Wear a mask when going out in public - - 87% 89%

Stop visiting family or friends 75% 85% 78% -

Not leave my home for a prolonged period of time 72% 82% 75% -

Cancel travel plans for work or pleasure 67% 71% 71% -

Percent supporting these state and local policies

Require people who can to work from home 87% 88% 79% 84%

Test people for fever before they enter public buildings - 82% 76% 81%

Close certain businesses where larger numbers gather 84% 87% 72% 67%

Cancel all gatherings of more than 10 people 85% 87% 71% 72%

Close schools and universities 85% 87% 70% 67%

Restrict travel by plane, train, or bus 78% 86% 70% -

Restrict all non-essential travel outside the home 82% 83% 65% 61%

Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between March 18 and July 1, 2020. 

Majorities also support the restrictions imposed by many states and localities, including 
those that close businesses, prohibit large gatherings, and take other steps to reduce 
interpersonal contact and increase social distancing. In recent weeks, support has fallen, 
however. For example, the percent in support of restricting non-essential travel has fallen 
to 61 percent as of late June. (However, it was even lower in the three prior weekly surveys, 
suggesting that the increasing number of cases is leading at least some people to support 
restrictions again.) 

Although majorities of Americans continue to favor social distancing efforts, clearly 
support is not universal. In particular, it is related to disgust sensitivity. In the April 2–11 
Nationscape survey, which included a measure of disgust sensitivity, support was higher 
among those who are more prone to disgust, even after accounting for partisanship and 
other factors (Figure 4).7 These people were more likely to say that they were washing their 
hands more, avoiding gatherings, staying home, and so on. And although support for state 
and local restrictions on travel and social contact was high, support was modestly lower 
among those with less disgust.

7	 These estimates are also based on statistical models that also account for party identification, self-
identified ideology on the liberal-conservative scale, race, gender, and age. See Appendix Table A-3.
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Figure 4 

The Relationship Between Disgust Sensitivity and Coronavirus Views
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coronavirus and are considering other actions. Do you support or oppose the following actions?

Restrict non−essential
travel outside home

Require temperature
checks in public places

Close bars, restaurants,
and theaters

Close schools
and universities

Cancel gatherings of
more than 10 people

Require work
from home

Washed hands 
more often

Stopped visiting 
friends and family

Stayed inside home

Cancelled travel plans

Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020. Estimates based on 
statistical models. 

People’s political attitudes have also become increasingly related to partisanship. Compared 
to Democrats, Republicans have become less concerned about the coronavirus and less 
likely to support state and local restrictions such as closing businesses and restricting non-
essential travel (Figure 5).
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Figure 5 

Growing Partisan Polarization in Coronavirus Views

Democrats

Republicans

94
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63
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65
72
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Concerned about coronavirus Approve of canceling large gatherings

Approve of closing businesses Approve of restricting non-essential travel

100%

50%

0%

100%

50%

0%

April May June April May June

April May June April May June

Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between March 18 and July 1, 2020. 

There have been drops in the percentage of Republicans who support limits on gatherings 
of 10 or more people (from 87 percent to 63 percent), who support closing businesses 
(from 86 percent to 65 percent), and who support restrictions on non-essential travel 
(from 81 percent to 52 percent).8 There have been drops in support for these policies among 
Democrats as well, but those drops are not as steep. The uptick in concern in late June, 
especially among Republicans, has mitigated the partisan divide in attitudes about state and 
local policies slightly. 

It is worth noting that the partisan differences between Democrats and Republicans have 
increased both in places with larger numbers of coronavirus infections and in places with 
fewer. For example, in the large central metropolitan areas that have seen the most cases, 

8	 These findings suggest that the partisan differences identified in earlier surveys may be larger 
now. For example, see: Shana Kushner Gadarian, Sara Wallace Goodman, and Thomas B. Pepinsky, 

“Partisanship, Health Behavior, and Policy Attitudes in the Early Stages of the COVID-19 Pandemic,” 
2020, Working Paper. Available at: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3562796. 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3562796
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the partisan gap in concern about the coronavirus increased from six percentage points in 
March Nationscape surveys to 12 percentage points in June. There were similar eight- to 
ten-percentage-point increases in polarization in smaller metropolitan areas as well 
as more rural areas. The partisan gap in support for policies like travel restrictions also 
increased in many kinds of communities, including those harder hit by the virus as well as 
those less affected.9 

The divergence in Democratic and Republican attitudes visible in Figure 5 again follows the 
rhetoric of key party leaders. President Trump and some Republican governors have pushed 
to “re-open” the country or individual states and argued that restrictions like closing 
certain businesses are no longer necessary. In some states, protestors mobilized in part by 
conservative groups have objected to these restrictions. Trump in turn validated these protests, 
saying that states like Michigan needed to be “liberated.” Democratic leaders in some states 
and cities have also begun taking steps to loosen restrictions, but in general they have been 
more cautious in doing so and more careful to emphasize concerns about public health. 

A key piece of evidence suggests the importance of messages from party leaders. Political 
science research has long shown that the people most attentive to politics are the most 
likely to receive and absorb messages from their party’s leaders. Thus, when Democratic and 
Republican leaders disagree, as they increasingly do about the coronavirus, their divisions 
are most visible among those Democrats and Republicans in the public who are paying 
attention to politics. 

Consider views of state and local restrictions on bans on large gatherings, which is a policy 
that continues to be particularly controversial. Among those who pay less attention to 
politics, the difference between Republicans and Democrats is modest and has increased 
only slightly in the most recent surveys (Figure 6). By contrast, among those paying more 
attention to politics, partisan polarization has increased by a larger amount. This is because 
politically attentive Republicans have shifted sharply against these restrictions. The decrease 
in support among politically attentive Republicans (28 percentage points, factoring in the 
increase in the most recent survey) is larger than that among less attentive Republicans 
(18 percentage points).10 In contrast, there has been virtually no decrease among politically 
attentive Democrats, but a small decrease among less attentive Democrats. In other words, 
the most steadfast supporters of this restriction are politically attentive Democrats. The 
people whose support has fallen the most are politically attentive Republicans. 

9	 This is based on charting trends in the six types of communities in the National Center of Health 
Statistics’ urban-rural classification scheme. See: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/urban_
rural.htm.

10	 Political attentiveness is measured by asking people factual questions about basic political rules 
and institutions. The Nationscape survey asks people two questions: the number of years in one full 
Senate term (six years), and who is the Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court (where respondents 
must choose from a list including John Roberts, Sandra Day O’Connor, William Rehnquist, Paul 
Ryan, and Elena Kagan). On average, 39 percent of Nationscape respondents knew the answer to the 
first question and 43 percent to the second question. In Figure 6, the left-hand panel includes the 
47 percent of respondents who got neither question correct. The right-hand panel includes the 29 
percent of respondents who got both questions correct.

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/urban_rural.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/urban_rural.htm
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Figure 6 

Political Attentiveness and Partisan Support for State and Local Restrictions  
on Large Gatherings

April May June April May June

Percent supporting cancellation of all meetings or gatherings of more than 10 people

Democrats
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People paying less attention to politics People paying more attention to politics
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50%

100%

64

73
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93

Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between March 18 and July 1, 2020. 

In short, politically attentive citizens most clearly reflect the signals they get from party 
leaders — and especially the growing divide on state and local restrictions intended to 
reduce coronavirus infections. 

Disgust Sensitivity Reduces Partisan Polarization 
In a polarized climate, paying attention to politics appears to push Democrats and 
Republicans apart. Is there any factor that helps to bring them together? In fact, yes.  
It is the emotion of disgust.

Disgust sensitivity naturally orients people toward protective policies: People who are 
sensitive to disgust are especially likely to support policies that protect them and society 
from contamination. But politics can redirect some citizens away from these individual 
inclinations. For example, when political leaders advocate for fewer restrictions, such as 
weakening stay-at-home orders, their message is likely to resonate most among those who 
are less disgust-sensitive and thus not as predisposed to support such policies.  

We find that exactly this pattern in coronavirus attitudes. Partisan divisions emerge among 
those who are less disgust-sensitive — either because messages from Democratic leaders 
make less disgust-sensitive Democrats more supportive of restrictive policies, or messages 
from some Republican leaders make less disgust-sensitive Republicans less supportive of 
these policies (or some combination of both). Given the data, we are unable to determine 
which possibility is more prevalent. Figure 7 depicts this pattern in both concern about 
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the coronavirus and support for restrictions on travel.11 We find a similar pattern in other 
attitudes as well, including support for other state and local policies. 

Figure 7 

Disgust Sensitivity and Partisan Views on the Coronavirus
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Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020. 

Conclusion 
The Ebola, Zika, and coronavirus outbreaks have presented the United States with very 
different challenges to both the public health and political systems. The severity of 
the coronavirus pandemic is visible in the public’s greater concern about the outbreak, 
dissatisfaction with the federal government’s effort, and willingness to enact stringent 
border controls. 

But despite the differences in these outbreaks, a common factor orients people’s views: the 
emotion of disgust. An aversion to contamination encourages people to engage in protective 
personal actions and to support protective public policies. During a public health threat, the 
evolutionary advantages of disgust sensitivity can accumulate for the collective good. Disgust 
may even help to overcome partisan divisions, which all but disappear among those who are 
most disgust-sensitive. But at the same time, disgust may also foment aversion to foreign 
peoples and a desire to police the country’s borders — even when the greater risk to public 
health comes from domestic transmission of the virus within the country’s borders. Disgust 
travels in the imagination as a surveillance system on overdrive. 

11	 These results are based on statistical models that include party identification, disgust sensitivity, and 
the interaction between the two.
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These viral outbreaks also show that politics and political debate matter, above and beyond 
biological predispositions. When partisan leaders agree, they provide a powerful cue that 
elicits consensus from Americans and helps them pursue a collective purpose. When partisan 
elites disagree, this can fracture that collective consensus. 

During the coronavirus pandemic, a lack of consensus is increasingly evident. As Republican 
and Democratic leaders have diverged on the proper course, so have Democrats and 
Republicans in the electorate — with Republicans becoming increasingly dubious about the 
value of the restrictions imposed by many state and local leaders. This is particularly true 
among Republicans who are paying the most attention to politics and thus most likely to 
receive party cues. At the same time, however, many Republicans — in fact, majorities — 
continue to support most of these restrictions. 

The crucial question is how this interaction of biological and partisan predispositions plays 
out as the number of cases continues to increase and political leaders confront the question of 
whether to reinstate restrictions that they had previously eased. Americans will face renewed 
questions about which kinds of activities to engage in and how much risk they will tolerate to 
navigate the new normal. The decisions they make to shop, socialize, send their children back 
to school, worship, and the like must take into account the very real risk of infection. 

It is likely that those already sensitive to contamination will be less willing to take those 
risks. The question for public health is how to message to those who are less sensitive to 
contamination to urge them to take preventative steps such as wearing masks in public. 
These individuals may instead respond to messages that harness different predispositions, 
such as a willingness to take action that protects or benefits others.viii However, one initial 
study found that such messages did not increase people’s willingness to wear a mask in 
public — and may have even backfired among conservatives.ix All of this speaks to the broader 
challenge of informing and influencing the public in a highly polarized political environment, 
where the actions of the public will materially affect the severity of the pandemic.
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Appendix 

Table A-1

Responses to Questions About Sensitivity to Contamination, 2012-2020

Percent agree

2012 2016 2020

Please indicate how much you agree with each of the following 
statements, or how true it is about you.  

I never let any part of my body touch the toilet seat in public 
restrooms.

45% 40% 46%

I probably would not go to my favorite restaurant if I found out 
that the cook had a cold.

47% 47% 57%

Percent saying very or extremely disgusting

2012 2016 2020

How disgusting would you find each of the following experiences?

A friend offers you a piece of chocolate shaped like dog doo. 30% 28% 36%

You take a sip of soda, and then realize that you drank from the 
glass that an acquaintance of yours had been drinking from.

13% 11% 25%

Sources: 2012 and 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Studies.
Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.
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Table A-2 

Models of Attitudes Toward Ebola, Zika, and Coronavirus

Concern about epidemic  
where you live

Government not doing  
enough in U.S.

Government not doing  
enough abroad

Ebola Zika Corona Ebola Zika Corona Ebola Zika Corona

Disgust 0.91* 0.77* 0.99* 0.76* 0.18 -0.05 0.77* 0.30 -0.05
sensitivity (0.21) (0.21) (0.06) (0.23) (0.22) (0.05) (0.23) (0.24) (0.05)
Party -0.40* -0.22 -0.33* -0.33 -0.06* -1.30* -0.30 -0.39* -1.07*
identification (0.16) (0.16) (0.04) (0.18) (0.03) (0.04) (0.18) (0.18) (0.04)
Ideological 0.48* -0.05 -0.61* -0.49* -0.55* -0.38* -0.72* -0.93* -0.26*
identification (0.21) (0.20) (0.06) (0.22) (0.21) (0.05) (0.22) (0.23) (0.05)
Female -0.03 -0.06 0.17* 0.04 -0.12 0.22* 0.02 -0.05 0.05*

(0.09) (0.08) (0.03) (0.09) (0.09) (0.02) (0.09) (0.09) (0.02)
Black 0.92* 0.49* -0.16* -0.19 0.02 -0.15* 0.36* 0.28 0.05

(0.16) (0.16) (0.04) (0.17) (0.17) (0.04) (0.17) (0.19) (0.04)
Hispanic 0.61* 0.54* 0.05 0.12 -0.47* -0.13* -0.23 0.01 0.00

(0.17) (0.17) (0.04) (0.18) (0.17) (0.03) (0.18) (0.18) (0.03)
Asian - - 0.19* - - 0.05 - - 0.19*

(0.06) (0.05) (0.05)
Other race - - -0.30 - - -0.07 - - 0.04

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Age 0.68* 0.24 1.02* -0.05 0.70* -0.12* 0.21 0.27 -0.25*

(0.20) (0.20) (0.06) (0.22) (0.21) (0.06) (0.22) (0.22) (0.05)

N 732 729 10054 732 733 10030 695 675 10037

Prevent foreign citizens  
from entering U.S.

Prevent U.S. citizens  
from entering U.S.

Ebola Zika Corona Ebola Zika Corona

Disgust 1.90* 1.26* 0.50* 0.70* 1.18* 0.73*
sensitivity (0.30) (0.30) (0.07) (0.34) (0.35) (0.07)
Party -0.01 0.10 0.42* -0.51* 0.04 0.31*
identification (0.24) (0.23) (0.06) (0.25) (0.28) (0.06)
Ideological 0.48 0.31 0.12 1.16* 0.98* 0.002
identification (0.28) (0.28) (0.07) (0.33) (0.37) (0.08)
Female -0.02 0.18 0.01 -0.27* 0.10 0.02

(0.12) (0.13) (0.04) (0.13) (0.14) (0.03)
Black -0.53* 0.22 0.01 0.40 0.07 -0.03

(0.23) (0.21) (0.06) (0.23) (0.27) (0.06)
Hispanic 0.11 0.09 -0.14* 0.21 0.48 0.05

(0.22) (0.25) (0.05) (0.31) (0.25) (0.05)
Asian - - -0.15* - - 0.01

(0.07) (0.07)
Other race - - -0.13 - - -0.23

(0.09) (0.10)
Age -0.55 -0.68* 0.25* -0.16 0.14 -0.51*

(0.28) (0.30) (0.08) (0.30) (0.32) (0.08)

N 369 364 5150 363 359 4901

Cell entries are ordered probit coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Survey weights applied. Estimates for cutpoints not shown. 
Dependent variables are coded so that higher values equal more concern, the belief that the government is not doing enough, and support for 
more restrictions on entering the U.S. Party and ideological identification are coded so that higher values indicate Republican and conservative 
identification. All covariates range from 0–1.

*p<0.05

Source: 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study. Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.
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Table A-3

Models of Attitudes Toward Coronavirus 

    Washed 
hands 
more

Cancelled 
travel

Stopped 
visits

Stayed 
home

Avoided 
public 

gatherings

Disgust 0.93* 0.58* 0.45* 0.60* 0.92* 
sensitivity (0.09) (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) (0.08) 
Party -0.05* -0.02* -0.04* -0.03* -0.03* 
identification (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Ideological -0.19* -0.13* -0.11 -0.29* -0.25* 
identification (0.09) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07) (0.08) 
Female 0.04 -0.13* 0.26* 0.25* 0.20* 

(0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) 
Black -0.19* -0.01 -0.40* -0.43* -0.36* 

(0.07) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) 
Hispanic -0.08 0.36* 0.06 -0.02 -0.08 

(0.06) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.05) 
Asian 0.17* 0.48* 0.08 0.20* 0.32*

(0.10) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07) (0.09)
Other race -0.41* -0.04 -0.29* -0.33* -0.34*

(0.10) (0.08) (0.09) (0.08) (0.09)
Age 0.43* -0.29* 0.31* 0.10 0.52* 

(0.09) (0.06) (0.07) (0.07) (0.08) 
N 10056 10020 10032 10037 10043 

     Restrict 
gatherings

Close 
businesses

Close 
schools

Require 
work from 

home

Restrict 
mass 
transit 

Restrict 
non-

essential 
travel

Encourage 
social 

distancing

Test for 
fever

Disgust 0.78* 0.61* 0.69* 0.58* 0.64* 0.72* 0.58* 0.81* 
sensitivity (0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.05) 
Party -0.07* -0.06* -0.06* -0.04* -0.04* -0.05* -0.06* -0.03* 
identification (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
Ideological -0.37* -0.36* -0.34* -0.41* -0.23* -0.43* -0.38* -0.30* 
identification (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.05) 
Female 0.33* 0.32* 0.27* 0.39* 0.31* 0.32* 0.32* 0.21* 

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 
Black -0.34* -0.25* -0.25* -0.29* -0.35* -0.21* -0.36* -0.17* 

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 
Hispanic -0.13* -0.12* -0.14* -0.13* -0.13* 0.01 -0.10* 0.02 

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) 
Asian -0.15* -0.26* -0.22* -0.20* -0.18* -0.04 -0.20* -0.03

(0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05) (0.05)
Other race -0.25* -0.18* -0.21* -0.24* -0.13 -0.22* -0.29 -0.10 

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)
Age 1.21* 1.09* 1.06* 0.86* 0.92* 0.86* 1.04* 0.87* 
              (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) 
N 10034 10036 10018 10019 10031 10031 10027 10023 

Cell entries are ordered probit coefficients with standard errors below. Survey weights applied. Estimates for cutpoints not shown. 
Dependent variables are coded so that higher values equal more support for protective behaviors and regulations. Party and 
ideological identification are coded so that higher values indicate Republican and conservative identification. All covariates range 
from 0–1.

*p<0.05 

Source: Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey. Data collected between April 2 and April 11, 2020.



23Democracy Fund Voter Study Group   |   Symptoms Vary

Endnotes

i	 Megan Oaten, Richard J. Stevenson, and Trevor I. Case, “Disgust as a Disease-Avoidance Mechanism,” 
Psychological Bulletin, Volume 135, Issue 2, pp. 303–21, 2009.

	 Mark Schaller and Justin H. Park, “The Behavioral Immune System (and Why It Matters),” Current 
Directions in Psychological Science Volume 20, Issue 2, pp. 99–103, 2011.

ii	 Cindy D. Kam and Beth A. Estes, “Disgust Sensitivity and Public Demand for Protection,” Journal of 
Politics, Volume 78, Issue 2, pp. 481-496, April 2016.

iii	 Cindy D. Kam, “Infectious Disease, Disgust, and Imagining the Other,” Journal of Politics, Volume 81, 
Issue 4, pp. 1371-1387, October 2019.

iv	 Michael Tesler, “Republicans were more concerned about Ebola than they’ve been about 
coronavirus. Here’s why,” The Monkey Cage, The Washington Post, March 27, 2020, Accessed June 16, 
2020. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/27/republicans-were-more-
concerned-about-ebola-than-theyve-been-about-coronavirus-heres-why/. 

	 Lindsey Cormack, “The Ebola outbreak generated greater response from Republican lawmakers,” 
The Monkey Cage, The Washington Post, November 14, 2014, Accessed June 16, 2020. Available 
at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/11/14/the-ebola-outbreak-
generated-greater-response-from-republican-lawmakers/.

v	 Ibid, Cindy D. Kam.

vi	 Kathryn Watson, “A timeline of what Trump has said on coronavirus.” CBS News, April 3, 2020, 
Accessed June 15, 2020. Available at: https://www.cbsnews.com/news/timeline-president-donald-
trump-changing-statements-on-coronavirus/.

vii	 Ibid, Kathryn Watson.

viii	 Pol Campos-Mercade, Armando N. Meier, Florian H. Schneider, and Erik Wengström, “Prosociality 
Predicts Health Behaviors During the COVID-19 Pandemic,” Working paper 2020, University of 
Zurich, Department of Economics, Accessed June 15, 2020. Available at: https://papers.ssrn.com/
sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3604094.

ix	 Stephen M. Utych, “Messaging Mask Wearing during the COVID-19 Crisis: Ideological Differences,” 
Journal of Experimental Political Science, Accessed June 16, 2020. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1017/
XPS.2020.15.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/27/republicans-were-more-concerned-about-ebola-than-theyve-been-about-coronavirus-heres-why/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/03/27/republicans-were-more-concerned-about-ebola-than-theyve-been-about-coronavirus-heres-why/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/11/14/the-ebola-outbreak-generated-greater-response-from-republican-lawmakers/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2014/11/14/the-ebola-outbreak-generated-greater-response-from-republican-lawmakers/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/timeline-president-donald-trump-changing-statements-on-coronavirus/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/timeline-president-donald-trump-changing-statements-on-coronavirus/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3604094
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3604094
https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2020.15
https://doi.org/10.1017/XPS.2020.15


www.voterstudygroup.org

The institutional affiliations listed above are for identification purposes only.

Participants

Antoine Banks
University of Maryland 

Karlyn Bowman
American Enterprise Institute

Cathy Cohen
University of Chicago 

Michael Dimock
Pew Research Center

Lee Drutman
New America

Emily Ekins
Cato Institute

Morris Fiorina
Stanford University

Bernard Fraga
Emory University 

William A. Galston
Brookings Institution

Joe Goldman
Democracy Fund 

Robert Griffin
Democracy Fund Voter Study Group

Robert P. Jones
Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)

Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg
The Center for Information and Research on 
Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE)

Taeku Lee
Asian American Decisions

Tod Lindberg
Hudson Institute

Brink Lindsey
Open Society Project at the Niskanen Center

Dalia Mogahed
Institute for Social Policy and Understanding

Hans Noel
Georgetown University

Henry Olsen
Ethics and Public Policy Center

Adrian D. Pantoja
Latino Decisions

Alicia Kolar Prevost
Democracy Fund Voter Study Group

Patrick Ruffini
Echelon Insights

John Sides
Vanderbilt University

Lauren Strayer
Democracy Fund

Ruy Teixeira
Center for American Progress

Ismail White
Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies

Vanessa Williamson
Brookings Institution 

David Winston
The Winston Group

Felicia Wong
Roosevelt Institute


