
H o w  C O V I D - 1 9  i s  A f f e c t i n g  P u b l i c  

A t t i t u d e s ,  E m o t i o n s  a n d  V a l u e s

April 9, 2020

Trevor Tompson

Senior Vice 
President
Public Affairs and 
Media Research



NORC at the University of Chicago is an independent 
research institution that delivers reliable data and 
rigorous analysis to guide critical programmatic, 
business, and policy decisions. 

The AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research taps 
into the power of social science research and the 
highest-quality journalism to bring key information to 
people across the nation and throughout the world.



PUBLIC OPINION ON 
THE COVID-19 
PANDEMIC
Recent findings from The AP-NORC Center 
for Public Affairs Research and AmeriSpeak
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AmeriSpeak
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AmeriSpeak by the Numbers

Number of 
Participating 
Households 
(50 States + DC)

30K
Client 
Surveys 
Completed
(Since June 2015)

Panel 
Recruitment 
Response Rate
(AAPOR RR3)

300+ 34%
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Worry about the spread of the coronavirus has increased rapidly since mid-February.
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Question: How worried are you 
that you or someone in your 
family will get infected with the 
coronavirus?

Source: AP-NORC Poll 
conducted March 26-29, 2020 
with 1,057 adults nationwide. 
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Americans are taking more actions to protect themselves.

Largest increases 
seen on stocking up 
on food, avoiding 
touching your face 
and avoiding large 
crowds.
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Avoiding touching your face Staying away from large groups
Stocking up on extra food Washing hands more frequently
Stocking up on extra cleaning supplies Consulting health provider

Question: Which of the 
following measures, if any, are 
you taking in response to the 
outbreak of the new 
coronavirus?

Source: AP-NORC Poll 
conducted March 26-29, 2020 
with 1,057 adults nationwide. 
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Few have faith in the U.S. health care system to handle the pandemic.

Source: AP-NORC Poll conducted Mar. 26-29, 2020 with 1,057 adults nationwide.
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There is widespread support for measures that are being taken to stop the spread.

Question: In response to the coronavirus outbreak, do you favor, 
oppose, or neither favor nor oppose each of the following?
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People are reporting widespread economic impacts from COVID-19.

§ Dramatic shifts in attitudes about how the economy is fairing since 
January.

§ Americans express concern about the harm the pandemic may 
inflict on small businesses, non-profit organizations, and the economy 
in general. They are less troubled about large corporations.

§ Half of employed adults say COVID-19 has affected their 
household’s paychecks in some form.
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The public’s view of the U.S. economic situation has taken a nosedive 
over the past two months.

Assessments of household financial situation have been slower to decline
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Many Americans are going into debt to stockpile goods

§ Overall, a majority of adults plan to purchase emergency goods.

§ 27% of Americans expected to go into debt in order to stockpile 
goods, by putting expenses on a credit card they do not expect to 
pay off quickly or getting a short-term loan

Source: March 12-16, 2020 AmeriSpeak Spotlight on Personal Finance
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There’s widespread support for potential measures to provide financial assistance 
to hospital, small businesses, and the public.

Question: In response to the coronavirus outbreak, do you favor, 
oppose, or neither favor nor oppose each of the following?

Source: AP-NORC Poll conducted March 26-29, 2020 with 1,057 
adults nationwide. 
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Most Americans approve of how their state and local governments are handling the 
outbreak, while fewer than half approve of the federal government’s response

§ Approval of the federal government’s response differs significantly along partisan lines.
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The public views the crisis through a partisan lens.

§ Republicans are less likely than Democrats to express concern 
about the coronavirus (35% vs. 61%)

§ We see dramatic partisan differences in approval for the federal 
government’s response: 63% of Republicans vs. 21% of Democrats.

§ However as of the end of March there were no significant partisan 
differences on reported behaviors like self-isolation
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President Trump’s approval rating is generally unchanged.
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WHAT WE CAN LEARN 
FROM PREVIOUS 
NATIONAL CRISES
Research findings from the General Social 
Survey and other NORC studies
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The General Social Survey

§ Since 1972, the General Social Survey (GSS) has been monitoring 
societal change and studying the growing complexity of American society.

§ Except for U.S. Census data, the GSS is the most frequently analyzed 
source of information in the social sciences. 

§ Typical sample size was 1,500 prior to 1994, increased to 2,700-3,000 
until 2008, and decreased to 2,000-2,500 for the most recent surveys

§ The 2018 GSS was the 32nd round of fielding.

§ The GSS is funded by the National Science Foundation.
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The pandemic is taking place in an environment where trust in nearly all institutions 
is at a record low levels.

Question: As far as the people running these institutions are concerned, would 
you say you have a great deal of confidence, only some confidence, or hardly 
any confidence at all in the executive branch of the federal government?

Source: General Social Survey, 1973-2018
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People’s feelings about their own economic security can take longer to recover 
than macro-level economic indicators and markets.

Americans’ 
satisfaction with 
their personal 
financial situations 
took 8 years to 
rebound after the 
Great Recession.

Question: We are interested in 
how people are getting along 
financially these days. So far as 
you and your family are 
concerned, would you say that 
you are pretty well satisfied with 
your present financial situation, 
more or less satisfied, or not 
satisfied at all?

Source: General Social Survey, 
the latest survey conducted April 
12–November 10, 2018.
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Some measures, such as people’s views of the employment market, 
had not yet returned to pre-recession levels as of 2018

In 2010, more than 
half of Americans 
said it would not 
be easy to find a 
new job.

Question: About how easy would 
it be for you to find a job with 
another employer with 
approximately the same income 
and fringe benefits you now have? 
Would you say very easy, 
somewhat easy, or not easy at all?

Source: General Social Survey, 
the latest survey conducted April 
12–November 10, 2018.
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NORC’s data on past national tragedies can help us prepare for future crises.

§ NORC has conducted studies on people’s feelings and attitudes around crisis like 
the Kennedy Assassination, the 9/11 attacks and Superstorm Sandy.
§ Kennedy Assassination Study:

– In-person survey of 1,384 adults age 21 and older.
– Conducted between November 26-December 3, 1963.

§ Studying Americans in the aftermath of 9/11 (three survey rounds).
– Nationwide poll of 1,013 adults age 18 and older, plus an oversample of 406 New 

Yorkers. Conducted between September 13-27, 2001.
– Nationwide poll of 805 adults age 18 and older, plus an oversample of 296 New 

Yorkers. Conducted between January 10-March 4, 2002.
§ Superstorm Sandy (two phases).

– Nationwide survey of 2,025 adults age 18 and older, including an oversample of 
1,007 adults living in the most impacted counties in New York and New Jersey. 
Conducted between April 9-June 2, 2013

– Follow-up survey conducted June 28-September 4, 2014 of 1,009 residents in 12 
neighborhoods in New York and New Jersey that were impacted by Superstorm 
Sandy
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The emotional and psychological impact of major crisis events are often overlooked.

§ The three crisis studies showed that each event caused significant 
emotional and mental health impacts on the population.

§ In the case of the 12 neighborhoods we studied that were impacted by 
Superstorm Sandy, rates of emotional distress as classified by the 
Kessler 6 mental health scale were twice national benchmarks
§ Self reports of people saying that they felt nervous, hopeless, or that everything was an 

effort were particularly high



24

Americans experienced elevated feelings of anger and emotional stress after 
the Kennedy Assassination and the 9/11 attacks.

Question: I'm going to read a list of experiences some people have said 
happened to them since they heard about the attack on the World Trade Center. 
Please tell me if any of these experiences happened to you

Sources: National Tragedy Survey, 2001.
The Assassination of President Kennedy: A Preliminary Report on Public 
Reactions and Behavior Sheatsley and Feldman, 1963. 

Though New Yorkers stood out on a number of symptoms compared with the national samples of both tragedies.
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The emotional and psychological impacts on the population tend to be long lasting.

§ NORC’s study of the 9/11 attacks showed that for many months after the 
attacks the population were reporting higher levels of anxiety, trouble 
sleeping, and feeling tired.  The levels were highly elevated in the New York 
City area.

§ The Superstorm Sandy study showed high levels of emotional distress in 
impacted neighborhoods almost two years after the storm.
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Friends and family are as critical as governments and first responders in helping 
communities recover from crisis situations.

§ The resilience of the American people depends on the kindness and 
generosity of everyday Americans. 

§ A common thread is that people turn most to friends and family for 
support and assistance during crisis events.
§ In the Kennedy assassination and 9/11 studies, friends and family were the 

most often cited source of support
§ Friends, family and neighbors were the source of help called upon most often 

by Sandy’s victims, even among people living in the most severely impacted 
neighborhoods.

§ The need for people to self-isolate in the current crisis may make it 
more difficult for people to get needed help from friends and family.
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Communities that have lower levels of social capital tend to take longer to recover.

§ NORC’s study of the Superstorm Sandy 
disaster found that neighborhoods where 
there were higher levels of hoarding 
behavior, looting, and vandalism also 
tended to take longer to recover.

§ These were also usually places where 
people didn’t tend to know very many 
of their neighbors and didn’t report as 
many incidences of people helping each 
other to get back on their feet
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Interventions might still be possible to help foster helping behavior.

§ There is also evidence that social resources have more 
consistently significant effects on resilience in 
neighborhoods with lower socio-economic status.

§ Efforts to help people cope with their feelings of isolation 
while still maintaining social distancing may reduce the long 
term emotional and mental health impacts.
§ Encourage people to check in on their neighbors, especially those most 

vulnerable, while maintaining social distance.
§ Other efforts to encourage helping behavior may help speed up the 

recovery.
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Conclusions and Implications

§ We should expect that the psychological and emotional impacts on 
Americans will take a long time to subside even after the virus comes under control 
and the economy returns to normal.

§ It is important to take into account the mental health consequences that the 
crisis is likely to have on the population.

§ We might still be able to take actions that would encourage people to adopt 
helping behaviors that might improve the chances that their communities could 
recover more rapidly.

§ While still following social distancing recommendations, even just 
encouraging people to check in on their friends and neighbors, especially those 
who are most vulnerable, to make sure they are okay might help communities to 
bounce back faster.

§ The pandemic is still evolving, so NORC will continute to monitor attitudes and 
opinions to detect changes as the full impact takes hold.
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Announcement: COVID Impact Survey

www.COVID-impact.org
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