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Abstract

:

This longitudinal study examines how well the EPPM predicts and explains college students’ voting behavior. One-hundred-and-seventy-eight undergraduate students filled out a survey at two points in time: (1) four weeks before and (2) one week after the 2022 midterm election. As hypothesized, the EPPM accurately predicted danger control outcomes (i.e., severity, susceptibility, self-efficacy, and response efficacy predicted voting intentions, and voting intentions predicted voting behavior). The EPPM also predicted one fear control outcome (though only the path between severity and fear was significant). More specifically, the EPPM explained 45.7% of the variance in intention, 81.7% of the variance in behavior, 77% of the variance in contesting, and 33.6% of the variance in suppression.
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1. Introduction


Political commentators have noted the pervasive attitude of fear marking divisions in modern American politics. In a recent popular analysis, political organizer Eric Liu clarified the stakes of growing divisiveness between American political parties by saying, “The United States does not get to assume it lasts forever” (Brownstein 2023). Brownstein (2023) explained that contentious issues like abortion and gun rights are perceived not just as differences in political opinions but also as threats to fundamental worldviews. The 2022 midterm elections were selected as they were marked by (1) contention over key issues including reproductive healthcare (Lewis and Stryker 2023), (2) the possibility of a so-called red wave (Frey 2022), and (3) political conflicts stemming from continued claims of a stolen 2020 election (Hodge et al. 2023). Perhaps now like never before, Americans fear what will become of their lives if the other party wins an election. In this context, our study investigated the relationship between fear and voting behavior among American college students during the 2022 midterm elections.



1.1. Fear in Political Communication and Decision Making


Using fear to persuade an audience has a long but fraught history in rhetoric and communication studies. Fear appeals have been criticized for their ethical implications and their tendency to promote irrational, emotional reasoning. Plato and Aristotle famously debated the appropriateness of fear-building rhetoric, with Plato in favor of avoiding emotion-based decision making (Pfau 2007). More recently, Hastings et al. (2004) criticized fear appeals for producing maladaptive responses such as chronic anxiety. In response, rhetoricians recommend combining fear appeals with messaging that builds self-efficacy or confidence in a fearful person’s ability to resolve the threat (Pfau 2007). Fear appeals in persuasive communication are common in recent political (Widmann 2021), marketing (Shen and Kim 2022), and health contexts (Chen and Yang 2018).



Today, it may seem that politics are already irrational and emotional enough, as American Democrats and Republicans are increasingly critical of members of the other party. Americans view members of their own party as more moral, open-minded, and honest (Pew Research Center 2022). This may be related to how fear is neurologically processed. Recent neuroimaging evidence suggests that encountering political information that contradicts core beliefs activates the amygdala, the fear control center of the brain (Kaplan et al. 2016). This study suggests deep biological roots of fear-based political judgments. For some, fear is also evoked by election results. After the 2016 U.S. presidential election, sexual and gender minorities feared an increase in structural stigma, hate speech, and discrimination (Fredrick et al. 2022; Veldhuis et al. 2018). Fear may be an integral component of political decision making because political decisions seem justifiably to induce fear.



Given the salient consequences of political processes, fear becomes highly relevant in persuasive communication and decision making. From a Hobbesian perspective, electing a government is a process of controlling fear to create a civil, governed society which relieves voters from life’s chaotic true nature (Blits 1989). From early rhetoric and philosophy, fear emerges as an intrinsic and persuasive component of political decision making. Fear is theorized to be particularly motivating in decision making because it interrupts well-formed habits and increases information seeking (Wagner and Morisi 2019). In this way, fear can aid or enhance decision making.



Perhaps for this reason, fear appeals routinely appear in a variety of political communication contexts. While deploying threatening communication is deemed theoretically ill advised, it nevertheless remains popular among politicians to grab the public’s attention (Peters et al. 2013). While politicians generally use emotional appeals to connect with voters, fear appeals are particularly common among populist politicians (Widmann 2021) and challengers rather than incumbents (Brader 2006). When used strategically, fear appeals can help politicians overcome partisan habits to attract voters from a wide range of ideologies (Scheller 2019). In summary, fear appeals serve a variety of functions for political communicators.



Evoking negative emotions motivates citizens’ behavioral responses. In times of national crisis, such as after the September 11 terrorist attacks, fearful people had higher risk perceptions and took more precautionary measures (Lerner et al. 2003). In the same study, fear was also found to predict greater pessimism. Lerner et al. (2003) explained that if people have a pessimistic outlook, they are even more fearful of an opposing politician’s victory. In a study of presidential elections from 1980 to 2008, anger was consistently found to motivate political participation beyond voting, including attending a rally, donating to, or working for a campaign. Relatedly, anxiety was found to have effects on political participation, motivating smaller actions like talking to others about voting (Valentino et al. 2011).



Health communication also demonstrates the persuasiveness of fear appeals. Developing the extended parallel processing model (EPPM), Witte (1992) tested the effect of fear on cognitive and emotional responses to AIDS prevention. Fear appeals were found to be most successful when they activate cognitive, rather than strictly emotional, responses. An early meta-analysis of 98 studies showed that stronger fear responses made messages more persuasive (Witte and Allen 2000). Recent research debates the effectiveness of fear appeals for persuasion, noting that triggering defensive reactions can undermine health behavioral change (Moussaoui et al. 2021). Nevertheless, fear appeals are routinely utilized in health contexts including anti-drunk driving (Lewis et al. 2007), smoking cessation (Emery et al. 2014), skin cancer prevention (Shi and Smith 2016), and breast cancer self-examination (Chen and Yang 2018).



Given the empirical evidence for the persuasiveness of fear, integrating decision-making theory helps explain how fear motivates information processing and behavioral responses. In this respect, the EPPM has been predominantly applied to health contexts. However, given the model’s mapping of message processing and appraisal to outcomes, the EPPM lends explanatory and predictive power to studies of political behavior. In an age of political divisiveness and contention, the EPPM offers insights into how perceptions of danger and fear influence voting behavior. Accordingly, our study used a two-wave longitudinal survey design to test the EPPM with a sample of college students. A detailed discussion of the EPPM and the resulting hypotheses follows.




1.2. The Extended Parallel Process Model


The EPPM (Witte 1992) was developed to advance our understanding of the impact of perceived threat and perceived efficacy on intentions and behaviors. The EPPM posits a process by which individuals evaluate fear appeal messages. A fear appeal is a persuasive message designed to change intentions or behaviors by producing the emotional response of fear through the depiction of a significant and personally relevant threat. For a fear appeal to be persuasive, the message must also outline feasible ways in which audience members can reduce or avoid the threat (Mongeau 2012). The EPPM suggests a fear appeal consists of three key components: (a) threat, (b) efficacy, and (c) fear (Witte 1992; Witte and Allen 2000). These three key components will be discussed below.



Perceived threat occurs when an individual believes a danger exists in their environment that may be harmful to health or well-being (Witte 1992). In the context of voting, perceived threat involves the risk of an individual’s preferred political party losing an election and the consequences that might follow. The EPPM posits that perceived threat is composed of two key dimensions: (a) severity and (b) susceptibility. Perceived severity involves beliefs about how much harm the threat will cause (i.e., the seriousness of the threat) (e.g., “My preferred party losing the 2022 midterm elections would have serious consequence for this country”). Perceived susceptibility is the likelihood that an individual will experience the threat (e.g., “My preferred party is at risk of losing the 2022 midterm elections”).



According to the EPPM, when both severity and susceptibility are high, individuals become motivated and take action to reduce the threat (Witte 1992; Witte and Allen 2000). However, when perceived threat is low, individuals are not motivated to process the message further and no intention or behavioral change occurs.



The second key component to fear appeals is perceived efficacy, which relates to how effective the recommended response will be in avoiding the threat (Witte 1992). Perceived efficacy is also composed of two components: (a) response efficacy and (b) self-efficacy. Perceived response efficacy refers to an individual’s thoughts about how effective the message’s recommended response will be in averting the threat (e.g., “Voting in the 2022 midterm election is an effective way to make sure my preferred party will win the election”). Perceived self-efficacy focuses on the message recipients’ beliefs about their ability to perform the recommended response and avoid the threat (e.g., “I am able to vote in the 2022 midterm elections”). These two components of efficacy regulate whether individuals become motivated to control their fear or the danger of the threat (Witte and Allen 2000).



The last essential component of a fear appeal is fear, which can be considered a negatively valenced internal emotional reaction that is accompanied by physiological arousal (Witte and Allen 2000; Mongeau 2012). This negative, subjective experience occurs when individuals are exposed to a personally relevant and severe threat. According to the EPPM, different combinations of threat and efficacy can lead to two different responses: (a) a danger control (i.e., adaptive) response or (b) a fear control (i.e., maladaptive) response (Witte 1992). A discussion of the differing ways in which each EPPM variable can interact to elicit either adaptive or maladaptive responses follows. In addition, a rationale is provided for each hypothesis and research question posited.



1.2.1. Danger Control


When an individual perceives high threat and high efficacy, they will be motivated to control the danger (Witte and Allen 2000). This adaptive danger control response is a cognitive problem-solving process in which individuals become motivated to protect themselves from a given threat (Witte 1992).



The EPPM suggests that danger control (i.e., protection motivation) processes are dominant and tend to elicit message acceptance and intention or behavioral change when both threat and efficacy are high (Witte 1992). Stated differently, when both threat and efficacy are high individuals should experience (a) greater protection motivation changes (i.e., intention) and (b) adaptive behavioral changes (Witte 1992). It is important to note that the proposed relationship between intention and behavior is also consistent with differing theoretical perspectives such as the Reasoned Action Approach (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010) and Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura 2004). Given these predictions by the EPPM, the following hypotheses are posited:

H1a. 

Severity will be positively related to voting intention.





H1b. 

Susceptibility will be positively related to voting intention.





H2a. 

Self-efficacy will be positively related to voting intention.





H2b. 

Response efficacy will be positively related to voting intention.





H3. 

Voting intention will be positively related to voting behavior.








1.2.2. Fear Control


In contrast, maladaptive fear control processes begin to dominate over danger control processes when an individual has high perceived threat but low perceived efficacy (i.e., doubting recommended response or ability to perform recommended response) (Witte and Allen 2000). Fear control processes are considered an emotional coping process consisting of psychological reactions (Witte 1992). The following sections will explicate the relationship between threat, efficacy, and fear when fear control processes dominate.



As previously mentioned, fear is the result of exposure to a personally relevant or severe threat and can be considered a negatively valenced emotional reaction accompanied by psychological reaction (Witte and Allen 2000; Mongeau 2012). Witte (1992) notes that when perceived threat is high, “the greater the fear aroused” (p. 339). Meta-analytic results are consistent with this prediction (e.g., Witte and Allen 2000). Given the consistent findings from these meta-analyses, the following hypotheses are posited:

H4a. 

Severity will be positively related to fear.





H4b. 

Susceptibility will be positively related to fear.







The EPPM also suggests that when perceived efficacy is low, fear will be increased (Witte 1992). Although, to our knowledge, many fewer studies (and no meta-analyses) have examined the efficacy–fear relationship, past research suggests that, following exposure to an efficacy message, fear significantly decreases (Dillard et al. 2017). However, in each of these studies, fear was found to have little or no relationship with efficacy in SEM models. Results from more recent research suggest a negative association between perceived efficacy and fear, but it did not reach significance (Roberto 2022; Roberto et al. 2021). Given the conflicting results from past studies examining the efficacy–fear relationship, the following hypotheses are posited:

H5a. 

Self-efficacy will be negatively related to fear.





H5b. 

Response efficacy will be negatively related to fear.







Furthermore, the EPPM posits that when fear control processes dominate and there is high perceived threat but low perceived efficacy, defensive motivation occurs. Stated differently, individuals that do not have the efficacy to eliminate the threat will use defensive reactions to reduce their fear (Dillard et al. 2018). However, findings from past research seem to be contradictory or inconsistent regarding the fear control processes within the EPPM (e.g., Birmingham et al. 2015; Popova 2012; Roberto et al. 2021; Roberto and Zhou 2023). Defensive motivation causes individuals to reduce fear through suppression, contesting, fatalism, denial, or the occasional boomerang effect (Dillard and Shen 2005). Given that suppression and contesting are the most studied (Dillard et al. 2017), the current study focuses on these two fear control processes in the context of voting behavior.



Suppression (also called defensive avoidance) occurs when an individual consciously minimizes or suppresses thoughts of danger (Dillard et al. 2018). Contesting (also called reactance or message derogation) involves rejecting the message and/or source or message derogation (Dillard and Shen 2005; Dillard et al. 2018). These actions taken to reduce fear typically result in no intention or behavioral change. Hence, the following hypotheses are posited:

H6a. 

Fear will be negatively related to suppression.





H6b. 

Fear will be negatively related to contesting.







A graphic representation of all hypotheses can be found in Figure 1.






2. Methods


A longitudinal study on college student voting behavior was conducted during the Fall 2022 semester. To be eligible to take part in this study, participants had to be U.S. citizens and at least 18 years old. Time 1 data were collected over a seven-day period 30–40 days before the election, and Time 2 data were collected over a seven-day period immediately following the election.



2.1. Participants


Undergraduate students enrolled in eight undergraduate communication classes at a large southwestern university were invited to participate in this study. Overall, 381 participants completed the Time 1 survey; 187 (49.1%) of these participants completed the Time 2 survey, and we were able to link 178 (95.2%) of the Time 2 participants’ data using our linking questions (see below). Therefore, the hypotheses will be tested, and the research questions will be answered, using these 178 participants.



The final sample was 37.5% male, 62.5% female, with a mean age of 19.94 (SD = 2.91). The sample was 76.1% white, 12.5% Asian, 5.1% black or African American, 15.04% other. Further, 26.3% of participants identified as Hispanic or Latino/a. In terms of political philosophy, 50.6% described themselves as “very”, “somewhat”, or “a little” liberal, 19.9% described themselves as “neither liberal nor conservative”, and 29.6% described themselves as “very”, “somewhat”, or “a little” conservative. Further, 41.5% described themselves as democrats, 27.8% described themselves as independents, 24.4% described themselves as republicans, and 6.3% described themselves as “something else”. Finally, 75.6% of participants said that they were registered to vote.




2.2. Instrumentation


Full information for each measure is presented below. All constructs were measured at Time 1, except for voting behavior, which was measured at Time 2. Table 1 contains mean values, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alphas, and survey items for all Time 1 constructs.



2.2.1. Threat and Efficacy


The threat and efficacy measures were adapted from Witte et al.’s (1996) Risk Behavior Diagnostic Scale (RBDS) (see also Roberto 2022; Roberto et al. 2021; Roberto and Zhou 2023). All four threat and efficacy constructs were measured using four five-point Likert-type items ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”.




2.2.2. Fear


Fear was measured using procedures outlined by Witte et al. (1996). Specifically, participants were asked how their preferred party losing the midterm elections made them feel using six items. Response options ranged from “none of this feeling” to “a great deal of this feeling”.




2.2.3. Danger Control (i.e., Voting Intention and Behavior)


Intention was measured at Time 1 using four five-point Likert-type items ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010). Behavior was measured at Time 2 by asking, “Did you vote in the 2022 midterm election?” (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010). The response options for the behavior item were “yes” (selected by 50.6% of participants) and “no” (selected by 48.9% of participants).




2.2.4. Fear Control (i.e., Suppression and Contesting)


The suppression and contesting items were assessed with three five-point Likert-type items ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (Dillard et al. 2018).




2.2.5. Linking Questions


To link participants’ Time 1 and Time 2 responses, we created a unique code for each participant (Schnell et al. 2010). This code was created using the answers to the following questions: (1) “on what day of the month were you born?” (response categories ranged from 01 to 31), and (2) “what are the last two digits of your phone number?” (response categories ranged from 00 to 99). When identical codes were generated for multiple participants, responses to questions regarding gender, age, or last digit of their student ID were used to match participants’ responses.





2.3. Procedures


Data collection took place at two points in time using Qualtrics Survey Software. Participants received extra credit for each survey they submitted. All procedures were approved by the sponsoring university’s IRB. The 2022 midterm elections were held on November 8th. Time 1 data were collected between 27 September and 4 October 2022 (i.e., 30–40 days prior to the election), and Time 2 data were collected between 9 November 9 and 14 November 2022 (immediately after the election).




2.4. Data Analytics Plan


We plan to use Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to assess the data fit to the proposed theoretical model by using the “lavaan” package (Rosseel 2012) in R (RStudio Team 2020). We follow a two-step procedure by first specifying the measurement models through confirmatory factor analysis and then completing the estimation of structural models (Kline 2016). We use the Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) to address missing data (Enders 2010). We use the following fit indices to evaluate model fit: the χ2/df ratio, the comparative fit indices (CFI), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR). An acceptable fit model must meet the following criteria: the χ2/df ratio ≤ 5, CFI ≥ 0.90, RMSEA ≤ 0.08, and SRMR ≤ 0.08 (Hu and Bentler 1999; Kline 2016). We report the fit indices of the measurement model and final structural model in Figure 2.





3. Results


The confirmatory factor analysis showed that the measurement model fit the data well (χ2/df = 1.95, CFI = 0.90, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.08). The final structural model also demonstrated an acceptable fit to the data (χ2/df = 1.92, CFI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.09). Path coefficients of the structural model are reported in Figure 2. Overall, the EPPM constructs explained 45.7% of the variance in intention, 81.7% of the variance in behavior, 33.5% of the variance in suppression, and 77% of the variance in contesting.



3.1. Adaptive Danger Control Response


Hypothesis 1 stated that perceived severity (H1A) and perceived susceptibility (H1N) would be positively related to intention. As expected, perceived severity (β = 0.22, p = 0.004) and perceived susceptibility (β = 0.79, p < 0.001) were significantly and positively associated with intention.



Hypothesis 2 stated that perceived self-efficacy (H2A) and perceived response efficacy (H2B) would be positively related to intention. As expected, perceived self-efficacy (β = 0.47, p < 0.001) and perceived response efficacy (β = 0.48, p < 0.001) were significantly and positively associated with intention.



Hypothesis 3 stated that intention would be positively related to future voting behavior. The results indicated that intention was significantly and positively related to intention (β = 0.26, p < 0.001).




3.2. Maladaptive Fear Control Response


Hypothesis 4 stated that perceived severity (H4a) and perceived susceptibility (H4b) would be positively related to fear. As expected, perceived severity (β = 0.83, p < 0.001) was significantly and positively. However, perceived susceptibility (β = 0.19, p = 0.348) was not significantly associated with fear.



Hypothesis 5 stated that perceived self-efficacy (H2a) and perceived response efficacy (H2b) would be negatively related to fear. The results show that neither perceived self-efficacy (β = 0.13, p = 0.272) nor perceived response efficacy (β = 0.08, p = 0.441) were associated with fear.



Hypothesis 6 stated that fear would be negatively related to suppression (H6a) and contesting (H6b). The results showed that fear was not associated with suppression (β = 0.05, p = 0.423), but fear was significantly and negatively associated with contesting (β = −0.17, p < 0.001).1





4. Discussion


This longitudinal study assessed the extended parallel process model’s ability to predict and explain college students’ voting behavior. Results were consistent with the danger control portion of the EPPM. Specifically, severity and susceptibility predicted voting intention, and intention predicted voting behavior. However, results were largely inconsistent with the fear control portion of the EPPM. Specifically, severity (but not susceptibility, self-efficacy, or response efficacy) predicted fear. Further, while the fear-contesting relationship was consistent with our hypotheses and previous research indicating that these constructs tend to be negatively related, it is inconsistent with EPPM predictions that these constructs should be positively related. In summary, the EPPM appears to explain the danger control process excellently, but it explains the fear control process inadequately.



4.1. Theoretical Implications


The current study examined how the EPPM variables elicited either adaptive (i.e., danger control) or maladaptive (i.e., fear control) responses during the 2022 midterm elections. Our findings supported the EPPM’s predictions regarding danger control processes. Specifically, threat and efficacy predicted intention, and intention predicted behavior. Therefore, our results support the notion that when both perceived threat and perceived efficacy are high, individuals should experience (a) greater protection motivation changes (i.e., intention) and (b) adaptive behavioral changes (Witte 1992). Given these findings, high threat and high efficacy messages may be an effective means for changing college students’ voting behavior.



In relation to fear control, however, results mostly conflicted with the EPPM’s predictions. When fear control processes dominate, the EPPM predicts the following: (a) threat positively predicts fear, (b) efficacy negatively predicts fear, and (c) fear positively predicts fear control (Witte 1992). However, findings from the current study indicate that while severity positively predicts fear, susceptibility, self-efficacy, and response efficacy have no association with fear. In addition, rather than fear positively predicting fear control, results indicate that fear negatively predicts contesting and has no relationship with suppression.



It remains unclear why perceived severity predicted fear while perceived susceptibility, perceived self-efficacy, and perceived response efficacy had no association with fear. Findings from past research indicate that when individuals experience an external threat, they become motivated to seek relevant information to reduce uncertainty (Zoizner et al. 2022). The current study did not collect data on participants’ media exposure prior to voting. However, it is quite possible that the amount and type of media exposure prior to voting influenced both perceived susceptibility and perceived efficacy’s relationship with fear. These conflicting results might also be attributable to the fact that participants are humans who naturally change over time. Although there were only 30 days between the T1 and T2 surveys, it is quite possible that fear, perceived susceptibility, and perceived efficacy changed over time.



In addition, when an individual experiences fear, it is due to a direct external threat in their environment and they become motivated to protect themselves. In the context of voting, when an individual experiences fear, it is due to environmental changes that occur indirectly and do not cause a threat to one’s health or well-being. It becomes clear that perceived threat, perceived efficacy, and fear may manifest differently in the context of voting. Although findings regarding fear control processes are not consistent with the EPPM, a growing body of literature suggests a negative relationship between fear and numerous fear control processes (see Birmingham et al. 2015; De Meulner et al. 2015; Popova 2012; Roberto et al. 2021; Roberto and Zhou 2023).



Further, Dillard et al. (2018) identified a comprehensive list of eight defensive avoidance reactions: cognitive suppression, emotional suppression, fatalism, source/issue derogation, denial, bolstering, counterarguing, and risk normalization. The researchers then placed four of these defensive avoidance reactions into three categories, thus leaving the four defensive avoidance strategies of suppression (i.e., emotional and cognitive suppression), reappraisal (i.e., risk normalization and fatalism), contesting (i.e., counterarguing, source/issue derogation, and denial), and bolstering (Dillard et al. 2018). In the current study, two out of the original eight defensive avoidance reactions were tested. It is quite possible that participants engaged in different fear control processes not measured in the current study. Future research should consider measuring each of the eight originally proposed strategies by Dillard et al. (2018) to ensure the EPPM is falsifiable (Shoemaker et al. 2004).



As previously mentioned, the proposed intention–behavior relationship within the EPPM is consistent with the Reasoned Action Approach (Fishbein and Ajzen 2010). The development of the Integrative Behavior Model extended the theory to include contextual/background factors in the prediction of behaviors and intentions. The purpose of including contextual/demographic factors (e.g., engagement with media messages, membership of religious communities, interaction with family) was to improve the prediction of intentions and behaviors. When applying the EPPM to contexts outside of healthcare, the inclusion of contextual/background factors may increase the accurate prediction of behavior. Future research should consider including contextual/demographic factors within the EPPM to further explicate the unfolding of the processes. It becomes clear that the relationships posited by the EPPM need to be more clearly explicated to ensure the model is parsimonious, testable, and holds explanatory power (Fiske 2004; Shoemaker et al. 2004).



Finally, it is worth noting that the processes within the EPPM might manifest differently based upon political affiliation. The current study had a small sample size and could not examine how these relationships differ between groups based upon political affiliation. Future research should consider collecting sufficiently large samples to examine between-group differences. It is quite possible that the relationship between both perceived threat and perceived efficacy manifest differently based upon political affiliation. This may also be a beneficial approach when trying to further understand fear control processes in contexts outside of healthcare. The role that fear appeals play in influencing voting behavior remains a popular area for research. Practical implications and directions for future research will be discussed below.




4.2. Practical Implications


Our results suggest that when college students perceive political elections as high-threat and high-efficacy situations, they have greater intention to vote. That is, students who are concerned about potential impacts of elections are also generally invested in voting as an efficacious method to mitigate this threat. Therefore, we expect that fear appeals combined with efficacy-building messaging should increase intention to vote and voting behavior. Political communicators could use this finding strategically to increase voter participation in elections. According to data from the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2022), young Americans are voting in increasing numbers. This segment of the U.S. population may be of particular interest for targeted voting messaging. This might be achieved with messaging that emphasizes (1) the possibility of a party losing an election, (2) the consequences of a party losing an election, (3) the ease of voting in an election, and (4) the ability of even a single vote to influence election outcomes. Based on EPPM theory and our empirical results, establishing the potential threat of a lost election and building voters’ perceptions of efficacy in mitigating this threat should increase intention to vote and voting behavior.



Strategic political messaging that establishes the stakes of an election and explains opportunities to vote aligns with broader rhetorical recommendations. Civic fear, developed from Aristotelian ethics, refers to a form of fear which inspires deliberation and action by a motivated citizenry (Pfau 2007). Evoking similar reasoning to the EPPM’s approach to fear appeals, civic fear messaging should construct the threat as contingent, not guaranteed. In this case, a negative election outcome is something to fear, with its possible implications for policies governing American life. Communicators should, moreover, stress that this fearful outcome can be offset by taking the due action of voting. In this way, communicators seeking to increase voting should not envision fear as the dominant response to their message. Offering opportunities to resolve or reduce some election-based fear (i.e., by voting) could help avoid the risks of ethical concerns (Hastings et al. 2004), defensive reactions (Moussaoui et al. 2021), and emotion-dependent reasoning (Witte 1992) that can be associated with fear appeals.



With some Americans reflecting fear of election results (Fredrick et al. 2022; Veldhuis et al. 2018), mitigating the discomfort and anxiety associated with this fear itself is also a worthwhile endeavor. During periods of heightened political tension, such as before or during an election, messages affirming response efficacy (i.e., that voting increases the odds of a favorable election outcome) could be particularly useful. Given that election fear contributes to partisan and ideological divisiveness (Brownstein 2023), using efficacy-based messaging to alleviate election anxiety could serve the dual purpose of soothing fearful Americans while smoothing some of the sharp edges that define the modern political system.




4.3. Strengths and Limitations


This study benefits from several notable strengths. For example, it is theory-based, it extends the EPPM to a new context (i.e., political communication and emotions), it measured both danger control and fear control, it used a longitudinal survey design, and it measured actual voting behavior. As with any investigation, this study also had a few limitations. For example, it studied a convenience sample of college students, the sample size did not allow us to run separate analysis for individuals with different political philosophies, and the susceptibility and contesting measures had lower alphas. Considered together, we believe the strengths of applying a well-regarded theory to a new and important context outweigh these disadvantages. Nonetheless, future research would clearly benefit from studying different samples, recruiting larger sample sizes, and including additional items for the susceptibility and contesting measures to increase measurement reliability.
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Note


	
1

	

The full sample of 175 participants was used for the results reported in the main body of this manuscript. We believe that this is the appropriate analysis given participants had plenty of time to both register to vote and to vote before Time 2 data were collected. However, to be thorough, we also ran the analysis using only the 133 participants who were registered to vote. The SEM results were very similar to those found in the original analysis (χ2/df = 1.71, CFI = 0.89, RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.09); the only substantive difference was the loss of the self-efficacy–intention path.
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