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Using newly available smartphone mobility data, several recent studies document partisan gaps in compliance

with COVID-19 social distancing orders. By relying on cross-county variation in election results and mobility

measures, these studies may fail to isolate partisan effects from contemporaneous COVID trends due to

spatial confounds: mobility and voting data are aggregated to the county-level, and nine of the ten earliest-hit

counties were heavily Democratic. We extend these analyses by merging individual-level geolocation data

for ten million smartphones with nationwide precinct-level vote counts, allowing us to estimate partisan

differences in compliance with COVID restrictions by comparing Democratic and Republican voters living

in close proximity and within the same county. By May 2020—when ninety percent of Americans were

under a stay-at-home order—likely Clinton voters reduced travel outside the home by twice as much as

their Trump-voting neighbors, and were significantly more likely to remain at home throughout the day.

This gap survives aggressive geographic controls and remains one of the strongest predictors of stay-at-home

compliance, confirming that strong partisan effects are not the result of spatio-temporal covariates.
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1. Introduction

In an effort to mitigate the spread of COVID-19, most state and local governments enacted a

portfolio of social distancing policies including, by early April 2020, mandatory stay-at-home

orders (SHOs) in forty-five U.S. states and the District of Columbia. Together with traditional epi-

demiological modeling, correlational evidence suggests that social distancing substantially reduces

SARS-CoV-2 transmission (Fang et al. 2020, Friedson et al. 2020, Harris 2020, Jia et al. 2020,

Thakkar et al. 2020). Despite some early bipartisan agreement on COVID—96% of Republicans

and 94% of Democrats supported international travel restrictions in March 2020, and more than

80% of both groups viewed COVID as a major threat to the U.S. economy (Pew Research Center

2021a)—SHOs quickly became politically polarized. By early May 2020, 69% of Democrats and

49% of Republicans considered SHOs effective (Funk et al. 2020). The growing partisan divide in

attitudes towards COVID, non-pharmaceutical behavioral interventions, mask-wearing, and vac-

cination have highlighted how political identity has become a large driver of socially important

behaviors (Pew Research Center 2021a).
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To examine the extent to which political partisanship might affect actual high-stakes behavior,

we combine device-level geolocation data for more than ten million U.S. smartphones with precinct-

level voting data across approximately 170,000 precincts for the 2016 U.S. presidential election. We

estimate the effect of likely political affiliation on SHO compliance using individual-level difference-

in-difference-in-differences specifications. In other words, we compare measured compliance with

stay-at-home orders between likely Trump and Clinton voters living in nearby precincts within the

same county, who therefore face identical government restrictions and, importantly, similar COVID

transmission risk. We quantify the partisan wedge in SHO compliance using two complementary

measures of social distancing, and compare their sizes with other demographic factors (e.g., income,

education, race) that may also drive compliance.

Heterogeneity in adherence to social distancing mandates may stem from variations in local

infection rates and healthcare capacity, differences in perceived transmission risk, and misinforma-

tion or mistrust in government-issued orders, potentially exacerbated by selective media exposure

(Andersen 2020, Bursztyn et al. 2020). As the consequences of political polarization spill over to

public health domains, partisan identity has become increasingly important in shaping perceptions

and behavior towards the pandemic. Survey evidence indicates that partisan identity strongly cor-

relates with attitudes towards COVID risk and acceptance of social distancing guidelines (Bursztyn

et al. 2020, Kushner Gadarian et al. 2020). Republican governors issued distancing policies 1.7

days later, on average, than their Democrat counterparts, a delay that reached 2.7 days in states

with a large Trump electorate, even after controlling for local COVID case counts (Adolph et al.

2021). Google searches for COVID-related terms were lower in Trump-majority counties, although

this difference attenuated following reports of self-quarantining by prominent Republicans (Barrios

and Hochberg 2020). In late April 2020, 38% of Republicans and 5% of Democrats reported that

“strict shelter-in-place measures are placing unnecessary burdens on people and the economy and

are causing more harm than good” (Kirzinger et al. 2020). By late July 2020, 43% of Democrats

and 16% of Republicans reported that their states were opening too quickly, and more than 90% of

Democrats rated the federal government’s response as fair or poor, compared to 42% of Republi-

cans (Hamel et al. 2020). Most recently, 85% of Democrats and 56% of Republicans reported that

they have received, or planned to receive, a coronavirus vaccine (Pew Research Center 2021b).

Partisan perceptions toward COVID appear to translate into actual behavior differences. Several

studies document partisan gaps in social distancing using county-level geolocation data, including

frequency of visits to public points of interest (Allcott et al. 2020), average daily distance traveled

(Barrios and Hochberg 2020), or the proportion of residents remaining entirely at home (Painter

and Qiu 2020). Compliance with state-issued distancing orders further dropped among residents
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