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A New Tunnel Effect? The Impact of
Stress on Vote Choice

Jéréme Couture’ and Sandra Breux?*

! Political Science, Laval University, Quebec, QC, Canada, ZInstitut National de la Recherche Scientifique, Montréal, QC, Canada

The literature shows a link between stress and voter turnout, but does stress influence vote
choice as well? What would explain such a relationship? Using a survey of Quebec
(Canada) voters conducted during the 2017 municipal election (n = 1,130), we show that 1)
there is a relationship between stress and vote choice, and 2) voters who consider road
congestion to be an important issue and who report being stressed tend to vote for the
party that has taken a stand in favor of highway projects and against public transit. While
many studies show an association between road congestion and the psychological health
of individuals, our research invites us to consider the political impacts of such a
relationship.
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HIGHLIGHTS

Stress level influences vote choice. Respondents who were more stressed tended to vote for a new pro-
car party rather than traditional parties. The strength of the relationship between stress and vote
choice varies depended on the importance respondents placed on the issues of traffic and congestion
and public transit. The relationship between stress and vote choice is not explained by dissatisfaction
with the incumbent or self-rated mental health. Poor self-rated mental health favors voting for
parties located more to the left.

INTRODUCTION

Studies show that urban mobility issues can influence stress (Beland and Brent 2018) and that stress
is linked to mental health and voter turnout (Thoits, 2013; Hassell and Settle 2017). Moreover,
mental health is associated with political ideology, electoral participation and vote choice, while
dissatisfaction and anxiety influence the attention voters give to political issues (Bernardi, 2020b). In
addition, the importance of an issue and its ownership by a political party can influence vote choice
(Petrocik 1996). However, two questions remain: First, to what extent does stress influence vote
choice? Second, can an every-day issue such as transportation have an effect on this relationship?

To answer these two questions, we begin by addressing the links between stress and vote
choice. We will then present our methodological approach, which was based on a survey of voters
before and after the 2017 municipal election in Quebec City, Canada (n = 1,130). We will then
present our results. We will show that there is a link between stress and vote choice. Respondents
who were more stressed tended to vote for a new pro-car party rather than the traditional parties.
The relationship between stress and vote choice varies depending on the importance respondents
placed on the issues of traffic congestion and public transit. The relationship between stress and
vote choice is not affected by ideology or self-rated mental health. Until now, studies have mainly
focused on the importance of ideology in the relationship between health and vote choice.
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However, the effect of stress goes beyond the left-right divide
and invites us to reflect on both the importance of this
phenomenon to voting and the structuring of the
political scene.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Stress and Vote Choice

There is a large body of literature that has established a clear link
between an individual’s health status and electoral participation
(Burden et al., 2017; Mattila et al., 2018; Gagné et al., 2020). Some
work has focused more specifically on the link between mental
health and voting (Johnson 2017; Bernardi 2020a; Bernardi and
Johns 2020). For example, Denny and Doyle (2007) showed that
poor mental health negatively influences voter turnout, while
Sund et al. (2017) showed that neuro-degenerative diseases,
alcoholism and mental health issues likewise tend to reduce
electoral participation. Stress has received special attention in
these analyses (Booth and Welch 1978), based on the idea that
people who experience high levels of stress in their daily lives are
more likely to be the same people who do not participate regularly
in elections (Hassell and Settle 2017). Mental health is generally
linked to the notion of well-being, and so stress is likely to affect
the quality of mental health (Thoits 2013). However, we don’t
know if stress is also likely to influence vote choice.

Some studies have also shown the existence of a link between
political ideology and health (Subramanian and Perkins 2010)
and have argued that ideology mediates the relationship between
health and vote choice (Rapeli et al., 2020). Some analyses thus
show that healthy people are more to the right of the political
spectrum while those with poorer health tend to be more to the
left and vote accordingly. Yet such studies are unable to explain if
a common health issue such as stress plays a role in this
relationship.

In Affective Intelligence and Political Judgement, Marcus et al.
(2000) argue that political choices are not motivated solely by
habit but also by emotions such as anxiety and dissatisfaction,
which may promote a change in party preference. As Marcus and
MacKuen point out: “In the absence of anxiety, voters safely rely
on preexisting partisan dispositions and the greater enthusiasm
generated by the favored candidate; however, when disturbed by
their emotional signals, voters pay more attention to the issues
and no longer defer to established dispositions. Rather than being
antagonistic or detrimental to citizenship, emotion enhances the
ability of voters to perform their citizenly duties” (Marcus and
MacKuen 1993, 681). In addition, Affective Intelligence theory
suggests that when anxiety increases, the voter bases his or her
choice more on the personal qualities of the candidates and their
positions on certain issues: “[...] anxious voters would
experience a heightened motivation to learn, to gather
contemporary information, to know more about the issues and
where the candidates stand on the issues (Marcus et al., 2000, 61).
It is possible that stress operates similarly.

The Yerkes and Dodson (1908) law states that there is a
relationship between stress and the performance of a task, and
that this relationship depends on the degree of familiarity with
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the task to be performed and its complexity. In other words,
there is an optimal level of stress that favors certain behaviors,
notably a change in behavior. Both excess stress and lack of
stress reduce performance in the accomplishment of a task
(Gollust and Rahn 2015). This reasoning can be applied to
voting, widely understood to be a habit, which some political
scientists refer to as “consuetude” (Green and Shachar 2000).
As Cravens (2020), points out, “[...] people who repeatedly
vote appear to do so partly because voting is more automatic
and effortless for them and because failing to vote has
consequences for their self-conceptions.” Gomez (2013) also
shows that a process of habituation could partly explain vote
choice.

The presence of a certain level of stress could, however,
undermine this propensity to vote routinely and induce a
change in vote choice and even favor support for new political
parties. In that case, voters who are more (but not excessively)
stressed would be more likely to be influenced by the political
context of the election (Cravens 2020). The importance of the
political context is therefore not to be neglected, since the
emergence of new political actors is more likely to occur in
the presence of dissatisfaction among the electorate (Pinard
1973).

It should also be mentioned that the majority of studies linking
health and voting behavior are national in scope. In the case of
mental health, however, Couture and Breux (2017) showed the
influence of mental health on participation at the municipal level.
In addition, Hassell and Settle (2017) showed that stress affects
voter turnout at the municipal level. This invites further reflection
because the political issues raised in municipal elections, in the
United States and Canada more specifically, generally affect
people’s daily lives. Some of these issues can therefore be a
source of stress for citizens.

For example, traffic congestion is an issue facing many cities
today and is likely to affect people’s daily life. Using data from
the Canadian General Social Survey, Turcotte (2011)
highlights the link between stress and traffic congestion
experienced by motorists and the time spent commuting or
otherwise in transit. Numerous studies show the negative
consequences of road and vehicle congestion on the mental
health of individuals, particularly in relation to the level of
stress generated (Beland and Brent 2018) and the loss of
quality of life (Anderson et al., 2016). As stated by Gee and
Takeuchi (2004), “traffic stress may represent an important
factor that influences the well-being of urban populations” (see
also Song et al., 2007).

Traffic congestion also figures in the political arena and is
often taken up by political parties that can be described as pro-car
(Rosen 2002). The dominance of the automobile, particularly in
North America, and the fact that urban planning has often been
designed with this mode of transport in mind (Saidla et al., 2017),
makes traffic and road congestion as well as modes of travel a
politically divisive issue. The way in which a political party takes
ownership of this issue, as per the issue ownership theory
(Petrocik 1996), and the importance of the issue to voters are
then likely to influence the results of an election (Bélanger and
Meguid 2008; Lefevere et al., 2019).
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Based on these findings, we derive two hypotheses. First, we
expect that a higher level of stress will be associated with a higher
propensity to vote for the new pro-car party. The arrival of a new
party on the political scene is likely to change voting habits,
particularly when voters are stressed. In line with the affective
intelligence theory, we expect that higher levels of stress will lead
voters to be more attentive to the issues raised by the new political
party, in turn inducing them to change their vote in favor of
the party.

H1. Higher levels of stress are associated with greater support
for the new pro-car party.

According to the Yerkes-Dodson law, the relationship could
instead be curvilinear (i.e., the propensity to support the pro-car
party increases as stress goes up but then declines for voters who
are extremely stressed). We will also test this possibility.

Second, we expect the relationship between stress and political
choice to be moderated by the importance given to transportation
issues. The relationship between stress and vote choice will likely
be stronger for voters who place greater importance on the issue
of traffic and congestion. Ownership of the traffic and congestion
issue belongs to the new pro-car party, while the transit public
issue is divided between the other two parties. Voters who are
more stressed and therefore more attentive to the issues raised by
the election campaign are expected to be more likely to vote for
the new pro-car party if they consider the issue of traffic and
congestion to be more important than that of public transit.

H2. The relationship between stress and vote choice is stronger
among those who place greater importance on the issue of traffic
and congestion than on the issue of public transit.

METHODOLOGY

To answer our questions, we use data from the Canada Municipal
Election Study (CMES). CMES conducted a survey on municipal
elections in 2017 and 2018 in eight Canadian cities, including Quebec
City. The survey is based on the federal and provincial election studies
but also includes specific questions at the municipal level. The Quebec
City survey was conducted online in two phases. First, a pre-election
questionnaire was administered in the weeks leading up to election
day (November 5, 2017), reaching 1,713 respondents of whom 1,356
participated in the post-election survey conducted in the weeks
following the election. In all, 1,130 respondents provided responses
to the questions used in our analysis. Respondents were recruited by
telephone via random digit dialing (RDD). They answered a question
over the phone and then received a link to complete the questionnaire.
This ensured that the sample was random and as representative as
possible. This was complemented, for cost and time reasons, by
respondents from an existing panel.

This election involved three main parties [effective number of
party calculation: 2.48 (Laakso and Taagepera 1979)]. All three
parties took a clear position on the issue of transportation.
Indeed, it was an issue that distinguished the political parties
particularly well. According to the respondents, the issue of traffic
and road congestion (8.3/10) was the main issue of the election
campaign, closely followed by the issue of public transit (7.2/10).
Equipe Labeaume, the party of the mayor, was in favor of public
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transit. Démocratie Québec, the official opposition, was also in
favor of public transit. Québec 21, a new political party, on the
other hand, was in favor of a new highway project and opposed to
public transit projects proposed by the other two parties. This
party was described as “pro-car” by local newspapers (Bourque
2017). Seventy-seven percent of CMES respondents who
supported Québec 21 attached more importance to traffic and
congestion than to public transit, compared to 41 percent for
Equipe Labeaume and 16 percent for Démocratie Québec.
Following the 2017 election, the incumbent mayor was re-
elected and the new pro-car party became the official
opposition. It should be noted that municipal political parties
in Quebec have no ties with the provincial and federal parties.
From an ideological point of view, respondents positioned the
incumbent party, Equipe Labeaume, on the center-right (5.5/10),
Démocratie Québec on the left (3.9/10) and Québec 21, the pro-
car party, on the right (7.0/10) (Breux et al., 2020 forthcoming).

Our dependent variable is vote choice measured by a binary
variable. We will compare respondents who voted for the new
pro-car party (Québec 21) to those who voted for the pro public
transit parties (Equipe Labeaume and Démocratie Québec). The
analysis will therefore be based on linear probability models,
i.e, OLS with binary dependent variables. Linear probability
models have the advantage of being easy to interpret and the
results are very similar when binary logistic regression is used
instead. In contrast to the latter, they also allow for a comparison
of effects across nested models (Karlson et al., 2012).

Our main independent variable is stress, which was measured
by responses to the following question: Thinking of the amount of
stress in your life, would you say that on most days you feel ... ? The
respondent had the following response choices: “not at all
stressed,” “not very stressed,” “quite a bit stressed” and
“extremely stressed.” The results were analyzed using dummy
variables with the reference category for interpreting the results
being “not at all stressed”. Dummy variables are used to test the
possibility of a curvilinear relationship.

Our main moderating factor is the importance of
transportation issues. As shown, transportation issues were
considered to be the most important issues for voters, and
whether the respondent voted for one or the other of the
parties varied greatly depending on the importance given to
these issues. We created a dummy variable coded one for the
respondents who gave more importance to the issue of traffic and
congestion than to the issue of public transit and zero otherwise.

Our main alternative predictors of vote choice are age, gender,
education, home ownership, and whether or not the respondent lives
in the suburbs. Since the 2001 amalgamation, the Quebec City
electoral districts have followed the division between downtown
and the merged suburban cities, which makes it possible to
identify the respondents’ place of residence. These are the key
socio-economic factors to consider in explaining vote choice at the
municipal level in Canada (McGregor and Spicer 2016). These same
factors are also important sources of variation in people’s health
(Commission on Social Determinants of Health, World Health
Organization 2019). For example, 46.8% of CMES respondents
between the ages of 18 and 34 years said they were quite or
extremely stressed, compared to 34.7 percent among 35-64 years
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TABLE 1 | Stress and Vote Choice

Linear probability model Model 1
(OLS with Robust
SE)
Dependent variable: 1 = vote for the new “pro- car” party O = Vote Socioeconomic
for “pro public transit” parties factors
Not very stressful 0.07 (0.04)
Quite a bit stressful 0.15 *** (0.04)
Extremely stressful 0.21* (0.09)
Age -0.000001
(0.00001)
Male 0.13 ** (0.03)
Home owner 0.04 (0.03)
High school or less 0.06 (0.05)
University degree -0.09 ** (0.03)

Suburb 0.20"* (0.03)
Self-rated mental health -
Satisfaction with incumbent performance —

(n) (1,130)
R2 0.08

"0 < 0.05; *p < 0.01; **p < 0.001.

old and only 21.1% among those aged 65 and over. At the same time,
the older a person is, the more likely he or she is to keep voting for the
same party out of habit (Converse, 1976). Accordingly, older
respondents may be less likely to vote for the new pro-car party.
As a result, any association between stress and vote choice could be
spurious, simply reflecting the fact that both stress and vote choice
share a common cause (namely, age).

The potential confounding factors considered are self-rated
mental health and (dis)satisfaction with the performance of the
incumbent mayor, all of which are theoretically related to both
stress and voting (see above, in particular the paragraph on the
theory of affective intelligence). The descriptive analysis, the
correlation matrix and the description of the different
variables are all available in the Supplementary Material.

RESULTS

Models 1 to 3 in Table 1 test hypothesis 1, in other words, whether
stress is associated with vote choice. Model 1 tests the hypothesis by
controlling only for socio-economic factors. It shows that stress has a
statistically significant effect on voting. Specifically, respondents who
reported being “quite a bit stressed” or “extremely stressed” were
more likely to vote for the new pro-car party. The probability of
voting for the pro-car party is 15% points higher for respondents
who reported being “quite a bit stressed” and 21% points higher for
those who reported being “extremely stressed” compared to the
reference category of “not at all stressed.” These relationships are
statistically significant at the 0.001 and 0.05 levels, respectively.
However, the difference between respondents who reported being
“not very stressed” and those who reported being “not at all stressed”
is not significant.

Model 2 tests the effect of self-rated mental health on the
relationship between stress and vote choice. The previous
literature has observed a link between stress and mental health as
well as between mental health and vote choice. However, Model 2

Stress and Vote Choice

Model 2 Model 3

Socioeconomic factors + Self-rated Socioeconomic factors + Satisfaction
mental health with incumbent
0.08* (0.04) 0.02 (0.03)
0.18*** (0.04) 0.09** (0.03)
0.24** (0.09) 0.17* (0.08)

-0.0000004 (0.00001) -0.000008 (0.000009)

0.13"* (0.03) 0.09"** (-0.02)

0.03 (0.03) ~0.01 (0.02)
0.05 (0.05) 0.05 (0.03)
~0.09™ (0.03) ~0.08™ (0.02)
0.20* (0.03) 0.22"* (0.02)

~0.05™ (0.02) -
- -0.52"* (0.02)
(1,130) (1,126)
0.09 0.37

shows that self-rated mental health does not explain the relationship
between stress and vote choice. Indeed, the addition of this variable
to Model 2 reveals that being “not very stressed” also has a significant
effect (p <0.05) on vote choice. At the same time, the results do show
a significant relationship between self-rated mental health and vote
choice. More specifically, the more fragile a respondent considers his
or her mental health to be, the less likely he or she was to vote for the
new pro-car party. This relationship is significant at the 0.05 level.
The probability of voting for the pro-car party is eight percentage
points lower for these respondents.

Model 3 tests the effect of (dis)satisfaction with the
performance of the incumbent mayor on the relationship
between stress and vote choice. While the results show that
support for the new pro-car party is highly correlated with
dissatisfaction with the incumbent, the introduction of this
variable has only a small effect on the relationship between
stress and vote choice, which remains significant as in Model 1.

Table 2 tests Hypothesis 2, in other words, whether the
importance of transportation issues moderates the relationship
between stress and vote choice. Model 4 introduces an interaction
between stress and the importance of the transportation issue.
The results show the presence of a significant interaction effect for
those who are quite a bit stressed and who consider the traffic and
congestion issue more important than the public transit one. This
result can be interpreted as a partial confirmation of hypothesis 2.
It is possible to visualize this relationship in Figure 1.

Figure 1 shows that the predicted vote for the new pro car party is
higher among those who place greater importance on the issue of
traffic and congestion than on the issue of public transit. The
probability of voting for the pro-car party is much higher for
respondents who consider the issue of traffic and congestion to be
more important than public transit and the effect of stress on their
support also increases more rapidly among these same respondents.
More importantly, respondents who reported being “quite a bit
stressed” are significantly more likely (0.55) to vote for the pro-car
party than those “not at all stressed” (0.35), but only if they attach
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TABLE 2 | Interaction effect of transport issues and stress on vote choice
Linear probability model (OLS with Robust SE)

Dependent variable: 1 = vote for the new “pro-car” party

0 = Vote for “pro public transit” parties

Not very stressful

Quite a bit stressful

Extremely stressful

Traffic and congestion more important than Public transit

Not very stressful X Traffic and congestion more important than Public transit
Quite a bit stressful X Traffic and congestion more important than Public transit
Extremely stressed X Traffic and congestion more important than Public transit
Age

Male

Home owner

High school or less

University degree

Suburb

W)

R2

*p < 0.05; *p < 0.01; *p < 0.001.

Stress and Vote Choice

Model 4

Interaction stress # Transport issues

0.02 (0.04)
0.04 (0.05)
0.24 * (0.11)
0.17 (0.15)
0.10 (0.08)
0.20 * (0.09)
0.14 (0.17)
~0.0000003 (0.000009)
0.11"* (0.03)
0.03 (0.03)
0.03 (0.04)
-0.05 (0.03)
0.10* (0.03)
1,127)
0.23

4 .6 .8
1 1 1

Predicted probability of voting for the "pro-car" party
52
1

0

T T
Not at all stressed

Not very stressed

T T
Quite a bit stressed Extremely stressed

—®—— Issues importance : Traffic and congestion < Public transit

—®— |[ssues importance : Traffic and congestion > Public transit

FIGURE 1 | The interaction between stress and the importance of transport issues (with 95% confidence intervals).

greater importance to traffic and congestion than to public transit.
This is a significant difference of 20% points. The relationship is
curvilinear for those who consider the issue of traffic and congestion to
be more important. With the exception of those who reported being
extremely stressed, none of the stress categories have a statistically
significant effect on vote choice for respondents who place more
importance on the issue of public transit than on the issue of traffic
and congestion. However, respondents who reported being extremely
stressed were significantly more likely to vote for the pro-car party.
Indeed, they did not differ statistically in their probability of voting for
the pro-car party compared to their counterparts who consider this

issue to be more important than public transit. Thus Hypothesis 2 is
only partially confirmed.

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

Our research shows that there is a link between stress and vote
choice. Respondents who were more stressed were more likely to
support a new pro-car party. Our results are also in line with the
affective intelligence theory developed by Marcus et al. (2000),
which holds that a feeling of dissatisfaction favors a vote for a new
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party, which, in the framework of our study, invites us to reflect
on the strategies of political parties. We also noticed that, contrary
to the Yerkes-Dodson Law, the relationship between stress and
vote choice stress is only curvilinear for those who are more
concerned about traffic and congestion than about public transit.

However, our investigation is not able to establish a direct link
between stress and traffic and road congestion: we don’t know the
extent to which the stress that respondents experienced is due to traffic
and road congestion. The survey did not contain a specific question on
their experiences, nor were their car ownership or transportation
habits documented. Nevertheless, the set of alternative predictors
tested shows that it is likely that stress is related—at least in part and in
the specific context of this election-to experiencing traffic and road
congestion. This could include both those who have experienced
traffic and congestion in their cars and those who have experienced it
as a passenger on a public transit system.

The mechanism linking stress to a public issue that is likely to
influence vote choice remains to be detailed. In the case presented,
people who reported feeling stressed were more likely to vote for the
party that is on the right side of the political spectrum and that has a
specific transportation project that differs from the other parties.
This result contradicts other studies that show that people whose
health is deteriorating or otherwise impaired tend to vote more to the
left (Rapeli et al., 2020). That hypothesis is confirmed in our results
for mental health, but not for stress. Respondents judging their
mental health to be more fragile voted for the pro-public transit
parties located more to the left of the ideological spectrum. In this
specific case, stress, unlike other health variables, is related to voting
for a right-wing party. These results suggest that stress and mental
health may not be linked by the same mechanisms with voting. Stress
invites us to consider the influence of the political context and more
particularly of certain issues on the relationship with vote choice.
These results also raise questions. Can these results be explained by
the presence of a new party and the fact that it is clearly positioned
on the right side of the political spectrum? Or can these results be
explained by the presence of three conditions: the presence of a new
party, its position on the right and the importance of the traffic issue?

Moreover, the fact that stressed people have chosen to vote for a
new pro-car party raises questions as to how political parties
appropriate and communicate an issue during an election
campaign. For example, can the tendency, in this case, to vote for
a new highway project, be attributed to the fact that people think-as
the Canadian General Social Survey (Turcotte 2011) pointed out-that
public transit trips take longer and that this loss of time, which is
likewise a source of stress, would hence not solve the problem? Or do
people think that the public transit projects defended by the other two
parties were too unconvincing and that, as a result, these parties failed
to take ownership of the campaign issue?

We also point to an analogy to the tunnel effect described by
Hirschman and Rothschild (1973). The tunnel effect refers to a
decrease in a car driver’s field of vision as their speed increases,
and hence to the limitations of information processing while driving a
car. Hirschman and Rothschild applied this metaphor to the initial
tolerance of increased inequality resulting from uneven economic
growth processes. We believe that the tunnel effect may likewise be
applied to our results. Indeed, if stress favors the voter’s attention to an
issue raised by the campaign, as supported by the theory of affective

Stress and Vote Choice

intelligence, stress could push aside other issues in the voter’s decision-
making process and accentuate the desire to reap short-term benefits.
This decrease in the voter’s field of vision may result in some perverse
effects and even a vicious circle. It is not unrelated to the idea of
scarcity, defined as a mindset that changes the way we think, detailled
by Mullainathan and Shafir (2014), “Scarcity causes us to tunnel: to
focus single-mindedly on managing the scarcity at hand [. . .] Scarcity
focuses us on what seems, at that moment to matter most [...]
scarcity leads us to tunnel and neglect other, possibly more important,
things”. For example, stress seems to have encouraged voting for the
party that promised to solve the problem of traffic congestion by
building new highways. Voters may anticipate that they will have less
stress in getting to places if there are more highways, as these would
make it easier for others to get around. In the long term, however, a
vicious circle emerges: the creation of new roads attracts more vehicles
and thus creates more congestion, which is known as the fundamental
law of road congestion (Down 1962).

Our research suggests that there are still gray areas to explore in
both political science and health regarding the relationship between
health and vote choice. From a health perspective, stress (and the
more specific mechanisms that are likely to come into play, and the
extent to which they come into play) as a factor in mental health
remains to be explored in greater depth in order-among other
things—to better grasp the consequences for voting (Couture and
Breux 2017; Ojeda and Slaughter 2019). From a political science
point of view, the specificity of the municipal scene also requires
further analysis to understand how this is likely to influence vote
choice, particularly in view of the stress that voters may experience.
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