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Abstract 
Does politics impact happiness? This paper evaluates how being a political “winner” or “loser” – 
whether one’s preferred party controls government or not – is linked to multiple measures of life 
satisfaction. Using Gallup survey data on self-reported well-being for Democrats and for 
Republicans within the U.S. states for 2008-2016 (a time period when party control of 
government changed in several states) and a difference-in-difference model with two-way fixed 
effects, I find consistent evidence that citizens report lower levels of well-being when the 
opposing party controls state government. The substantive effect is particularly large for 
Democrats living in Republican controlled states. Conversely, there is little evidence that 
citizens’ well-being is boosted when their own party controls state government. These findings 
have important implications for our understanding about how partisan competition and election 
outcomes can impact subjective well-being and further highlight the significance of negative 
partisanship for American public opinion. 
 
Keywords: happiness, life satisfaction, political parties, U.S. state politics, elections 
 
Word count: 4,838 
 
  

mailto:Patrick_J_Flavin@baylor.edu


1 
 

Democracies adjudicate political conflict primarily through contested elections that 

determine which candidates/parties ultimately control the policymaking process. While the 

outcomes of elections have important implications for the ideological content of policy 

decisions, do they also have a broader impact on citizens’ self-evaluations of quality of life? That 

is, does politics affect happiness? This paper advances our understanding about the political 

determinants of well-being by evaluating how being a political “winner” or “loser” – whether 

one’s preferred party controls government or not – is linked to various measures of life 

satisfaction.  

While the limited studies to date on this question focus on national candidates/parties, 

this paper makes an original contribution by leveraging the spatial and temporal variation across 

the U.S. states. Using Gallup survey data on self-reported well-being for Democrats and for 

Republicans within each state for 2008-2016 and a difference-in-difference model with two-way 

fixed effects, I find consistent evidence that citizens report lower levels of well-being when the 

opposing party controls state government and that this effect is particularly large for Democrats 

living in Republican controlled states. Conversely, I find little evidence that citizens’ well-being 

is boosted when their own party controls state government. These results have important 

implications for our understanding about how partisan competition and election results can 

impact fundamental outcomes such as whether a person lives a life that they deem satisfying. 

 

Background 

Most studies that evaluate the relationship between election outcomes/party control of 

government and citizens’ attitudes focus on satisfaction with democracy (Anderson et al. 2005; 

Blais and Gélineau 2007; Curini, Jou, and Memoli 2012; Singh, Karakoç, and Blais 2012; 
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Martini and Quaranta 2019; Halliez and Thornton 2023). In general, these studies tend to reveal a 

“winner-loser gap” such that supporters of the winning candidate/party report being more 

satisfied with democracy and its functioning than supporters of the loser.1 For example, 

Anderson and Guillory (1997) find that winners (those who voted for a party that subsequently 

controls government) are more satisfied with democracy than losers particularly in countries with 

majoritarian political systems. Notably, Loveless (2021) finds that this gap persists and winners 

remain more satisfied with democracy than losers up to five years after the election (also see 

Hansen, Klemmensen, and Serritzlew 2019). In short, citizens’ attitudes about how well or 

poorly democracy is performing are closely tied to political competition and election outcomes. 

 Far fewer studies have assessed the relationship between political winning/losing and 

more general evaluations of happiness or life satisfaction. On one hand, this lack of attention 

might be sensible given that individual well-being is driven by a complex array of psychological 

and sociological factors that are likely more pertinent to day-to-day life than politics. On the 

other, there is increasing empirical evidence that emotions and feelings of happiness can be 

directly linked to, and influenced by, political considerations and events (Redlawsk 2006; 

Neuman et al. 2007; Pace and Bilgic 2018). In the specific context of political winning and 

losing, a series of studies documents a link between supporting the winning (losing) 

candidate/party and higher (lower) levels of self-reported happiness. For example, Pierce, 

Rodgers, and Snyder (2016) find that Republicans reported being less happy after their party’s 

candidate lost the 2012 presidential election and that, strikingly, the effect size was larger than 

for reactions to the Newtown school shooting or Boston Marathon bombing. Lench et al. (2019) 

 
1 Satisfaction with democracy tends to be asked in surveys as: “On the whole, how satisfied are you with the way 

democracy works in [your country]?” 
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find similar effects for the 2016 presidential election with Republicans reporting an increase in 

happiness, and Democrats reporting a marked decrease, after the election (also see Pinto et al. 

2021). Similar studies of European elections also document a boost in happiness among those 

voting for the winning party/candidate (Gray et al. 2021; Toshkov and Mazepus 2022). 

 There is also evidence that people are happier even long after the actual election when the 

party they support or identify with controls government (DiTella and MacCulloch 2005; Curini 

et al. 2014). In research that is most related to this current study, Jackson (2019) evaluates 

General Social Survey data for 1972-2010 and finds a positive relationship between respondents’ 

self-reported happiness and them sharing the same party as the U.S. president. However, he finds 

no relationship between happiness and party control of state government, explaining: “There are 

no specifications that yield a result statistically significant from zero for ‘allsame’ [state 

government controlled by same party as the respondent]. These demonstrate that party control of 

state offices have little to no effect on respondent happiness” (p. 199). To the best of my 

knowledge, this is the only study to date that assesses a possible link between state government 

party control and citizens’ happiness. 

It appears, then, that party control for national politics impacts happiness while state 

government party control does not. Perhaps this finding is not surprising given that, compared to 

national politics, most state residents pay little attention to the details of state politics and policy 

(Songer 1984; Delli Carpini et al. 1994; Hogan 2008). This current study reevaluates whether 

citizens’ happiness is linked to state government control and is motivated by three propositions. 

First, despite citizens not paying close attention to state politics, there is evidence that citizens 

possess enough basic knowledge about state politics and government to secure policy 

responsiveness and hold elected officials accountable (Lyons et al. 2013; Jaeger et al. 2017; 
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Wolak 2020). So, it is possible that knowledge of state party control factors into one’s 

evaluations of happiness. Second, state politics and policy decisions arguably have a larger and 

more immediate impact on citizens’ well-being than policy decisions made at the national level 

such that, from a theoretical standpoint, we should expect effects at the state level if they are 

present at the national level. Third, from a methodological standpoint, previous studies that 

assess the possible link between state party control and happiness use data that only go up to 

2010 and include few instances of state government control actually flipping from one party to 

the other. By contrast, in the 2010 elections alone, Republicans took control of 20 state 

legislative chambers as they flipped both the house and senate majority in six states and gained 

control of both chambers in an additional five states. Including additional years of data with that 

temporal variation in state party control provides further analytical leverage to estimate possible 

effects on well-being. In short, our understanding of the relationship between state government 

party control and happiness among political winners/losers to date is limited and ripe for further 

exploration. 

 

Data and Empirical Strategy 

 One reason that previous studies have tended to overlook the possible link between state 

party control and happiness among political winners/losers is that few surveys have a large 

enough number of respondents to make credible state-level estimates. For example, the Jackson 

(2019) study discussed above uses individual GSS respondents as the unit of analysis and links 

each to the party in control of their state government the year of the survey. However, state party 

control is the same value for all respondents living within a given state, so a state average (or 

average among partisan subgroups) is arguably a better estimation strategy particularly for 
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assessing variation over time as party control changes. Fortunately, the Gallup U.S. Poll (which 

began as the Gallup Daily Tracking Survey) allows for this state-level empirical strategy because 

it randomly surveyed roughly 1,000 American adults every day for 2008-2012 and roughly 500 

every day for 2013-2016. Using these data, the goal of this paper is to assess levels of happiness 

among Democrats and Republicans as a function of state government control. The Gallup 

Analytics platform reports subgroup averages within a state-year if the number of respondents 

exceeds 300, this provides self-reported life evaluation data for 312 state-years for Democrats 

and for 304 state-years for Republicans (out of a total possible of 450 state-years, 50 states for 

nine years 2008-2016).2 

 To measure life evaluations, I use several different survey items. First, I follow previous 

studies that use a single-item life satisfaction ladder measure (Helliwell, Huang, and Wang 

2021). Gallup asks respondents: “Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from 0 at the 

bottom to 10 at the top. Suppose we say that the top of the ladder represents the best possible life 

for you, and the bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of 

the ladder would you say you personally feel you stand at this time, assuming that the higher the 

step the better you feel about your life, and the lower the step the worse you feel about it? Which 

step comes closest to the way you feel?” Second, I use a related survey item that probes 

expectations about future happiness by presenting the same first two sentences as the life today 

question but then instead asks: “Just your best guess, on which step do you think you will stand 

 
2 Every state is represented in the data but, as to be expected, some small population states that heavily lean toward 

one party report well-being data only for that one party. Appendix Table A-1 reports the number of state-year 

observations for each state for Democrats and for Republicans. Nebraska is not included in the analysis because it 

officially has a nonpartisan state legislature. 
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on in the future, say about five years from now?” Third, I use Gallup’s Life Evaluation Index that 

divides respondents into one of three groups depending on their responses to the “life today” and 

“life in five years” questions. Gallup classifies those who rate their current life a seven or higher 

and their anticipated life in five years an eight or higher as “thriving.” Those who rate their 

current life and anticipated life in five years a four or lower are classified as “suffering.” Those 

who are neither suffering nor thriving are considered “struggling.” I model the percentage of 

Democrats and Republicans who fall into each category as separate dependent variables below.3 

Fourth, as a measure of retrospective life evaluation, I use a survey item that asks respondents: 

“Did you experience the following feelings during a lot of the day yesterday… How about 

enjoyment?” Taken together, these four different measures provide a robust appraisal of 

Democratic/Republican self-reported well-being in the states for 2008-2016.4 

To statistically evaluate the relationship between state government party control and 

citizens’ happiness in the states over time, I use the following regression equation: 

LEst = β0 + β1DCst + β2RCst + β3Vst + αt + γs + εst 

where LE is one of the four measures of life evaluation described above for Democrats or 

(separately) Republicans in state (s) at year (t), DC (RC) is a binary indicator for whether 

Democrats (Republicans) have a “trifecta” whereby they simultaneously control the 

governorship, state house, and state senate5 (with divided government serving as the reference 

 
3 These data are available for 2009-2016, so the N is somewhat smaller for these models. 

4 Descriptive statistics for all variables included in the analysis are reported in Appendix Table A-2. 

5 I define state party control as a trifecta because unified control of state government allows a party significantly 

more leeway to enact its policy agenda (Kousser 2002; Hertel-Fernandez 2016; Grumbach 2018; Miras and Rouse 

2022). 
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category), and αt and γs are year and state fixed effects (respectively). Although the state effects 

likely subsume most differences across states in a nine year time period, it is possible that some 

state-level factors that impact life evaluations do vary over time. Therefore, I also report models 

below that include two state-year covariates (V): state unemployment rate and state violent crime 

rate per 100,000 residents. For all regression estimations, standard errors are clustered by state. 

The model specification resembles a difference-in-difference model with time-varying 

treatments across units and more than two time points (Angrist and Pischke 2008; Kogan 2017) 

and leverages the fact that states changed state government party control at different points 

during the 2008-2016 period. The finding that, on average, Republicans tend to report higher 

levels of happiness than Democrats (Napier and Jost 2008; Bixter 2015) is not problematic here 

because Republicans/Democrats within a state are being compared with themselves over time as 

state party control varies. In short, the analytical framework provides a stringent test for any 

possible statistical relationship between state party control and citizens’ life evaluations. 

 

Analysis 

 For each regression estimation, average Democratic and Republican well-being are 

modeled as separate dependent variables with state-year as the unit of analysis. Each table 

reports the results with only the state government party control independent variables of interest 

and then including covariates for unemployment rate and violent crime rate. The results for the 

0-10 “life today” well-being measured are reported in Table 1 and show that, among Democrats, 

Republican control of state government decreases self-reported well-being whereas Democratic 

government control has no effect. Substantively, the effect is quite large – more than a quarter of 

a standard deviation. By contrast, state government control by either party has no effect on 



8 
 

Republican life evaluations. As expected, a higher state unemployment rate predicts lower levels 

of well-being. 

[Table 1 here] 

The second analysis models prospective appraisals of well-being on a similar 0-10 scale. 

Table 2 reports the “life in five years” results and shows that, again, Republican control of state 

government lowers average well-being among Democrats relative to the reference category of 

divided government. The substantive effect is about one-fifth of a standard deviation, slightly 

smaller than for life today above. Similar to the first analysis, none of the coefficients for state 

government party control are statistically different from zero when Republican future well-being 

is the dependent variable. 

[Table 2 here] 

 The third analysis combines current and prospective life evaluations by grouping 

respondents into one of three categories – thriving, struggling, or suffering. The percentage (0-

100) of Democrats and then Republicans falling into each category in a state-year are modeled as 

separate dependent variables. Table 3 displays the results and reports that fewer Democrats are 

“thriving” when Republicans control state government. In one of the models (Column 4), a 

greater proportion of Democrats are also “struggling” when Republicans control state 

government. Perhaps most notably, Columns 11 and 12 report that a greater proportion of 

Republicans are “suffering” when Democrats control state government and the substantive effect 

is nearly half a standard deviation. 

[Table 3 here] 

 Lastly, I analyze citizens’ retrospective evaluations of well-being using the percentage (0-

100) who report experiencing enjoyment the previous day. The results of these estimations are 
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reported in Table 4 and show that fewer Democrats report enjoyment yesterday when 

Republicans control state government. The substantive effect is about one-third of a standard 

deviation. 

[Table 4 here] 

 Taken together, these analyses point to fairly robust conclusion: citizens report lower 

levels of well-being (i.e. less happiness) when the opposing party controls government in their 

state. Moreover, this effect is particularly clear among Democrats, perhaps owing to the fact that 

Republicans successfully won control of several state governments in 2010 and onward. In 

contrast to previous studies that posit state politics and policy has little impact on citizens’ 

attitudes and well-being primarily because they are not paying enough attention, these findings 

suggest that state partisan politics and government control have important effects on citizens’ 

self-reported well-being. 

 

Implications and Future Research 

 Do electoral outcomes impact how we assess our well-being? Previous studies have 

documented that political winners tend to be more satisfied with democracy and happier than 

political losers, but these investigations focus almost exclusively on national parties and 

candidates. That focus is unfortunate because the rich spatial and temporal variation in election 

outcomes and party control for the U.S. states provides a useful opportunity to more closely 

examine the relationship between government control and well-being. As such, the current study 

contributes to our understanding about the political drivers of happiness/life satisfaction. 

 Across several different measures of well-being, I find that state party control has a 

particular effect: it tends to lower the well-being of political losers. Specifically, partisans report 
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lower levels of well-being when the opposing party controls state government but, interestingly, 

receive little corresponding boost when their party controls government. That finding is generally 

consistent with previous studies that report only a small increase in happiness among supporters 

of the winning candidate but a large drop among supporters of the loser (Pierce, Rodgers, and 

Snyder 2016; Lench et al. 2019). The pattern may be explained, in part, by the growing literature 

on affective political polarization and negative partisanship (Abramowitz and Webster 2016; 

Iyengar et al. 2019). While having one’s own party control the state policymaking process is 

certainly desirable, what really seems to motivate citizens’ emotions and spur their political 

interest/participation is a concern (or even a fear) of the opposing party being in charge.6  

 Future research should further investigate how politics, particularly being a political 

winner or loser, can impact emotions, attitudes, and behavior. The analysis here focuses on a 

timeframe (2008-2016) when many Democrats found themselves as political losers at the state 

level for the first time. Do lower levels of well-being persist or do losers acclimate over time to 

their new political environment? Does the decrease in happiness spur political action or, 

conversely, does it lead to political resignation and apathy? In addition, the analysis here focuses 

on state party control but important variation exists within states as well. For example, do 

Democrats who live in a Republican controlled state report differing levels of well-being 

depending on whether they live in a Democratic vs. a Republican controlled city? Given the 

importance of better understanding what factors lead to people living lives they deem satisfying, 

this is a fruitful area for further inquiry. 

 
  

 
6 In a broader sense, this pattern is also related to prospect theory/loss aversion which posits that individuals are 

more motivated by/sensitive to the costs of losing than the benefits of winning. 
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Table 1: Life today evaluation (0-10) 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Democrats Republicans 

Democratic -0.014 -0.018 -0.016 -0.019 
control [0.025] [0.023] [0.023] [0.021] 

     
Republican -0.052* -0.066* -0.008 -0.012 

control [0.019] [0.018] [0.018] [0.016] 
     

Unemployment  -0.021*  -0.020* 
rate  [0.008]  [0.008] 

     
Violent crime  0.000  -0.000 

rate  [0.000]  [0.000] 
     

State effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
Year effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

R2 0.864 0.869 0.660 0.669 
N 312 312 304 304 

Unit of analysis is state-year, 2008-2016. Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered 
by state in brackets. * p<.05, two-tailed. 
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Table 2: Life in five years evaluation (0-10) 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Democrats Republicans 

Democratic -0.019 -0.018 -0.016 -0.018 
control [0.017] [0.017] [0.021] [0.022] 

     
Republican -0.038* -0.046* -0.021 -0.022 

control [0.018] [0.022] [0.021] [0.021] 
     

Unemployment  -0.007  -0.008 
rate  [0.011]  [0.010] 

     
Violent crime  0.000  -0.000 

rate  [0.000]  [0.000] 
     

State effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
Year effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

R2 0.886 0.888 0.728 0.729 
N 307 307 300 300 

Unit of analysis is state-year, 2008-2016. Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered 
by state in brackets. * p<.05, two-tailed. 
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Table 3: Percentage who are thriving, struggling, and suffering 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Democrats  

 Thriving Struggling Suffering 
Democratic -0.089 -0.145 0.128 0.196 0.033 0.011 

control [0.690] [0.654] [0.630] [0.585] [0.138] [0.144] 
       

Republican -1.254* -1.662* 0.948 1.405* 0.313 0.254 
control [0.491] [0.522] [0.525] [0.556] [0.188] [0.203] 

       
Unemployment  -0.389  0.448  -0.086 

rate  [0.214]  [0.254]  [0.060] 
       

Violent crime  0.010  -0.010  0.000 
rate  [0.007]  [0.007]  [0.002] 

       
State effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
Year effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

R2 0.751 0.757 0.644 0.653 0.607 0.610 
N 261 261 261 261 261 261 

 
 (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) 

Republicans  
 Thriving Struggling Suffering 

Democratic -0.605 -0.748 0.257 0.409 0.338* 0.340* 
control [0.558] [0.540] [0.567] [0.557] [0.162] [0.169] 

       
Republican -0.593 -0.895 0.499 0.831 0.001 -0.029 

control [0.535] [0.476] [0.551] [0.546] [0.247] [0.272] 
       

Unemployment  -0.604*  0.652*  -0.021 
rate  [0.190]  [0.195]  [0.085] 

       
Violent crime  -0.002  0.002  0.001 

rate  [0.006]  [0.006]  [0.002] 
       

State effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
Year effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

R2 0.757 0.767 0.697 0.709 0.420 0.421 
N 256 256 256 256 256 256 

Unit of analysis is state-year, 2009-2016. Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered 
by state in brackets. * p<.05, two-tailed. 
  



17 
 

Table 4: Percentage who experienced enjoyment yesterday 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 Democrats Republicans 

Democratic 0.093 0.070 -0.221 -0.234 
control [0.270] [0.266] [0.416] [0.421] 

     
Republican -0.728 -0.802* -0.167 -0.250 

control [0.381] [0.391] [0.310] [0.345] 
     

Unemployment  -0.116  -0.173 
rate  [0.128]  [0.109] 

     
Violent crime  0.001  0.002 

rate  [0.003]  [0.004] 
     

State effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 
Year effects ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 

R2 0.660 0.661 0.557 0.560 
N 312 312 305 305 

Unit of analysis is state-year, 2008-2016. Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with standard errors clustered 
by state in brackets. * p<.05, two-tailed. 
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Appendix 
 

 
Table A-1: Number of observations for each state, 2008-2016 

 
 Democrats Republicans 

Alabama 6 8 
Alaska 0 3 
Arizona 8 8 
Arkansas 6 6 
California 9 9 
Colorado 6 8 

Connecticut 6 6 
Delaware 5 1 
Florida 9 9 
Georgia 8 9 
Hawaii 5 0 
Idaho 5 6 

Illinois 9 8 
Indiana 7 8 
Iowa 6 6 

Kansas 5 6 
Kentucky 7 6 
Louisiana 6 6 

Maine 5 5 
Maryland 8 6 

Massachusetts 8 6 
Michigan 9 8 
Minnesota 8 6 
Mississippi 5 6 
Missouri 6 7 
Montana 5 5 
Nevada 5 6 

New Hampshire 5 5 
New Jersey 8 8 

New Mexico 6 5 
New York 9 9 

North Carolina 9 9 
North Dakota 0 2 

Ohio 9 9 
Oklahoma 6 7 

Oregon 8 6 
Pennsylvania 9 9 
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Rhode Island 5 0 
South Carolina 6 6 
South Dakota 5 5 

Tennessee 7 8 
Texas 9 9 
Utah 5 6 

Vermont 5 0 
Virginia 8 8 

Washington 8 7 
West Virginia 5 5 

Wisconsin 8 8 
Wyoming 0 5 

Note: The partisan subgroup N must be 300 or higher for  
Gallup Analytics to report data for that state-year. 
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Table A-2: Descriptive statistics 
 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Life today, Dem 312 6.92 0.22 6.3 7.5 
Life today, Rep 304 7.12 0.14 6.7 7.5 

Life 5 years, Dem 307 7.83 0.25 7 8.4 
Life 5 years, Rep 300 7.65 0.17 7 8.2 
Thriving, Dem 261 54.99 4.03 44 67 

Struggling, Dem 261 41.96 3.52 31 52 
Suffering, Dem 261 3.06 1.05 1 7 
Thriving, Rep 256 54.64 3.70 43 66 

Struggling, Rep 256 42.21 3.41 32 52 
Suffering, Rep 256 3.14 0.87 1 6 

Enjoyment, Dem 312 84.06 2.43 77 92 
Enjoyment, Rep 305 87.49 1.98 80 93 

Democratic control 312 0.27 0.45 0 1 
Republican control 312 0.33 0.47 0 1 
Unemployment rate 312 7.25 2.12 3.1 13.7 
Violent crime rate 312 376.34 134.81 119.4 731 

Note: The party control and unemployment/crime rate variables are available for all state-years 2008-2016 but 
descriptive statistics are provided based on the largest number of observations (N=312 state-years) in the Gallup 
partisan well-being data. 
 


