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How much does a large and unexpected revelaMon of candidate quality affect vote choice? 
We esMmate the effect of the June 2024 debate between Joe Biden and Donald Trump, in 
which Biden’s poor performance was widely viewed as leading to his withdrawal from the 
race. Using a large-scale panel dataset, we esMmate a 1.1-percentage-point decline in 
Biden’s support post-debate, as well as significant effects on other voMng aYtudes and 
behaviors, some of which are novel in campaign events research. Our panel randomly 
staggered post-debate measurement, which we use to test for effects that may develop over 
Mme. We find no evidence for slowly developing effects. Although prior research finds that 
most campaign events do not ma[er, our results demonstrate that extreme cases that 
arguably reveal new informaMon can alter candidate quality assessments and vote choice, 
suggesMng a likely upper bound on effects of debates in the current environment. 
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The presiden5al debate between Democra5c candidate Joe Biden and Republican 

candidate Donald Trump on June 27, 2024, was widely viewed as leading to Biden’s 

subsequent withdrawal from the race. Commentators were quick to iden5fy Biden as 

“meandering and mumbling” in the debate, deepening concerns about his age and fitness to 

hold office (Goldmacher & Swan 2024). Despite the candidates’ disagreement on a broad 

array of policies, it was the contrast in their presenta5ons that dominated the post-debate 

news landscape. Indeed, almost immediately the debate led to discussions about whether 

Biden should remain the Democra5c nominee. A liOle more than three weeks later, on July 

21, 2024, Biden formally withdrew. 

It is rare that significant novel informa5on comes to light during salient elec5on 

events, but the June 2024 debate cons5tuted a striking and almost unique natural 

experiment revealing unexpected nega5ve informa5on about a candidate’s physical and 

mental acuity. As a result, it presents an opportunity to examine how voters updated their 

assessments of Biden and their willingness to vote for him, as well as studying the effect of a 

salient debate more broadly.  

The effect of the debate on elite views was clear. Although Biden’s campaign sought 

to reassure the Democra5c Party and the American public writ large that Biden was capable 

(Nicholas et al. 2024), a steady barrage of pundits, donors, and media organiza5ons 

con5nued to raise concerns about Biden’s fitness in the weeks following the debate. Key 

Democra5c Party elites privately worked to urge Biden’s withdrawal in the afermath of his 

debate performance (Beech et al. 2024). But did the Biden-Trump debate maOer for mass 

public opinion? Extensive scholarship has considered the effect of debates and other 

campaign events, and researchers broadly agree that these events usually produce 

negligible effects on vote choice and instead reinforce par5san predisposi5ons (e.g., Benoit 
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& Hansen 2006; Erikson & Wlezien 2012; Holbrook 1994; Kalla & Broockman 2017; Le 

Pennec & Pons 2023). But most such inferences arise from research focusing on debates and 

campaign events that, unlike the 2024 debate, rarely reveal significant new informa5on 

about candidate quality.1 Our study examines whether the minimal-effects findings extend 

to an excep5onal case, reexamining exis5ng conclusions and tes5ng robustness against 

unusual circumstances. 

Our contribu5ons are threefold. First, we examine this ques5on using a na5onally 

representa5ve panel survey design with an embedded experiment, which randomly varied 

when respondents were invited to take the survey post-debate, to inves5gate the debate’s 

effect on vote choice, campaign expecta5ons, and aLtudes toward the candidates. While 

most previous work uses cross-sec5ons or small panels among select demographic 

subgroups, our large-scale panel design allows us to account for the possibility of differen5al 

par5san non-response that plagues cross-sec5onal event-study analysis, as well as to test for 

the possibility of effects developing over the course of the days following the debate 

(perhaps due to post-debate elite discourse, media effects, and conversa5ons with others). 

Importantly, Gelman et al. (2016) raise the cri5que that reported change in surveys afer a 

campaign event could be due to systema5c differences between two cross-sec5onal samples 

rather than actual aLtude change, a key methodological limita5on from which panel 

 
1 While so-called “October surprise” events are assumed to carry outsized influence, even 

seemingly disqualifying revela5ons may produce modest effects given par5san 

predisposi5ons (Sides et al. 2019). Unlike these events, which are ofen historical, 

ambiguous, and interpreted in par5san ways, the 2024 Biden-Trump debate provided direct 

contemporary evidence relevant for assessing a candidate’s execu5ve fitness.  
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designs do not suffer in the absence of differen5al aOri5on. We discuss sample aOri5on in 

full below but note here that panelists may be habituated to responding to a mul5-wave 

survey unlike respondents who drop in and out of a cross-sec5on, thereby reducing the risk 

of differen5al non-response. 

Second, we es5mate that the Biden-Trump debate reduced Biden’s expected vote 

share by 1.1 percentage points, an effect which appeared almost immediately following the 

debate, was concentrated among pre-campaign Biden supporters, and did not depend on 

inten5on to watch the debate. These effects compare to a precisely es5mated null effect on 

vote choice of the Harris-Trump debate (September 10, 2024) calculated using a parallel 

research design. 

Third, we find much larger effects of the Biden-Trump debate on aLtudes toward 

Biden than Trump, including decreased expecta5ons about his ability to win the elec5on and 

a 5.5-percentage-point increase in views that he was too old, an item not asked in any 

previous debate panel survey. The laOer results represent novel insight into the 

mul5dimensional upda5ng that might occur following rare campaign events, and this design 

enables us to measure the mechanisms of social transmission ac5ve post-debate. Taken 

together, we can put a near upper bound on the immediate effect of debates on presiden5al 

elec5on campaigns: A disastrous performance that led to the unprecedented withdrawal of 

a candidate caused a 1.1-percentage-point decrease in support and moved other aLtudes 

and evalua5ons significantly more. 

Evidence for the Effects of Debates and Campaign Events 

Prior work that measures the effects of debates and other events includes event 

studies, 5me-series analysis, and meta-analyses that consider the impact of these events on 
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several outcomes, most commonly voter knowledge and vote choice or electoral outcomes.2 

While scholars generally find evidence that debates increase knowledge about candidate 

posi5ons and characteris5cs (e.g., Benoit et al. 2001; Lanoue 1991; Miller & MacKuen 1979), 

these findings appear context-dependent and are not consistently durable or robust. The 

evidence on the effect of debates on vote choice is even more mixed. Over 5me, poli5cal 

scien5sts appear to have reached a near consensus on the negligible effects of debates (e.g., 

Benoit & Hansen 2006; Erikson & Wlezien 2012; Holbrook 1994; Kalla & Broockman 2017; Le 

Pennec & Pons 2023), although some excep5ons exist (e.g., Shaw 1999; Sides & Vavreck 

2013). But even if prior work shows that most debates do not maOer, some debates may s5ll 

have effects. If so, when might these substan5al effects be present? 

The dominant explana5on for the influence of debates, and campaign events like 

conven5ons, is that they heighten voters’ knowledge of issues and candidates as well as 

increase their awareness of candidates’ posi5ons on those issues. For instance, Lanoue 

(1991) uses a panel with a small sample (N=285), interviewing college-aged respondents 

before the second debate between Bush and Dukakis in October 1988 and twice aferward. 

He finds that, despite the debate being heralded as a turning point in the campaign, it had 

no greater effect on vote choice than previous debates (only seven of 98 respondents 

changed their candidate preference post-debate, and only three switched to the other 

candidate). At the same 5me, the debate resulted in short-term increases in viewers’ ability 

to correctly iden5fy each candidate’s stance on issues covered in the debate. Benoit et al. 

 
2 We focus here on observa5onal research because it exploits naturally delivered s5muli, 

whereas experimentally manipulated s5muli raise concerns about demand effects and 

external validity. 
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(2001) focus on the October 2000 presiden5al debate between Bush and Gore, also using a 

small panel (N=83), and find that it resulted in respondents learning about the candidates’ 

posi5ons and influenced voters’ impressions of them, but that debate viewing did not affect 

vo5ng inten5on. These panel studies es5mate small and limited effects of debates, primarily 

on non-vote choice outcomes including the informa5onal effects describe above. Le Pennec 

and Pons (2023) provide some of the most comprehensive evidence for the minimal-effects 

consensus, analyzing 56 televised debates across 31 elec5ons from seven countries. Their 

primary outcome measure is whether debate exposure increases the likelihood of consistent 

vote inten5on (i.e., whether debates help crystallize vote choice, not whether they lead to 

individual-level changes). Addi5onally, Le Pennec and Pons’s use of between-person rolling 

cross-sec5ons differs from our within-person panel design. We explain in greater detail 

below the methodological advantage of longitudinal designs for detec5ng debate effects 

rela5ve to pooled cross-sec5ons, including composi5onal shifs (e.g., bias introduced by 

unobserved stable traits) and differen5al non-response. We also note that Le Pennec and 

Pons’s analysis focuses on average effects across typical debates that do not typically reveal 

new informa5on about candidates, as is the norm in the campaign events literature. 

One reason that most debates may not influence vote choice is that they do not 

reveal informa5on that consistently moves the electorate toward one candidate or another. 

Studying the effects of the televised debates between Carter and Ford in 1976, Miller and 

MacKuen (1979) argue that while the debates increased viewers’ awareness of candidate 

competence and personality aOributes, the key effect was to reinforce exis5ng par5san 

predisposi5ons. Consequently, the debates had liOle effect on vote choice. In general, the 

policy informa5on revealed in debates tends to remind voters why they should support the 

candidate they are already predisposed to support, but new informa5on that might lead to 
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changes in vote choice is rarely exposed. Subsequent scholarship (e.g., Abramowitz 1978; 

Benoit & Hansen 2006; Geer 1988; Kalla & Broockman 2017; Wall et al. 1988) broadly 

supports this idea: Debates at most ofen persuade voters to support their candidate’s 

posi5ons and thereby reinforce their preferences, but rarely do they lead people to change 

their choice for president. Holbrook (1994) and Erikson and Wlezien (2012) note that the 

effect of prevailing na5onal condi5ons—so-called “fundamentals” like the economy—are 

much greater than campaign events. But does this minimal-effects finding apply to events 

like the Biden-Trump debate, which poten5ally provided new informa5on about a 

universally desirable candidate characteris5c (i.e., valence)—specifically Biden’s physical and 

mental acuity? 

A smaller subset of the literature argues that debates can change vote choice under 

specific condi5ons. Some of this work focuses on presiden5al primary elec5ons, showing 

that in these less salient elec5ons the effects of debates might be larger (e.g., Yawn et al. 

1998), consistent with the no5on that when baseline levels of voter knowledge are low (and 

par5san cues are absent), debates may provide new informa5on. Shaw (1999) compares 

changes in candidate polling around significant campaign events for the presiden5al 

elec5ons between 1952 and 1992, including debates, and concludes that these events 

occasionally have substan5al effects. In par5cular, he finds that the effects of presiden5al 

debates have grown larger over 5me. Sides and Vavreck (2013) likewise argue that the 

debate effect is not limited to primaries. They analyze the effects of the 2012 debates 

between Obama and Romney and find effects. They es5mate that the first debate of the 

2012 cycle, which Romney was widely viewed as having won, led to the erosion of Obama’s 

post-conven5on lead and lef the candidates virtually 5ed in the polls. Overall, the net effect 

of the cycle’s debates was to help Romney, primarily by conver5ng undecided voters to 
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support him. Both Shaw and Sides and Vavreck use aggregate trends from cross-sec5onal 

polling to es5mate shifs in vote choice rather than individual-level panel data. 

One reason that prior work may reach such different conclusions about the effects of 

debates and campaign events is how data are collected. A great deal of the evidence 

showing that events affect vote choice (e.g., Shaw 1999; Sides & Vavreck 2013; Yawn et al. 

1998) relies on the analysis of cross-sec5onal data, comparing outcomes for different 

samples of individuals interviewed before and afer the event. By contrast, studies using 

panel data analysis in which the same individuals are interviewed over 5me tend to produce 

more modest es5mates (e.g., Benoit et al. 2001; Lanoue 1991). Cross-sec5onal methods 

may produce inflated es5mates if an event like a debate changes who responds to a survey, 

meaning differences in sample composi5on may generate apparent effects on average 

opinion. For example, Gelman et al. (2016) show that, in the weeks following the first 2012 

Obama-Romney debate (in which Obama was regarded as having performed poorly), 

Democrats were much less likely than Republicans to par5cipate in surveys (a paOern that 

weigh5ng by demographics alone is unlikely to correct), reducing Obama’s apparent 

support. By contrast, they analyze high-frequency panel data and find that campaign events 

were more strongly correlated with changes in survey par5cipa5on than with changes in 

vote inten5on. Apparently large event effects might instead be caused by these different 

response paOerns changing who takes surveys instead of actual changes in voter inten5ons. 

In short, most of the extant work on debates is based on large samples with cross-sec5onal 

designs that face composi5onal concerns, and the few studies with longitudinal designs have 

very small samples. 

Beyond research focused on debates, there is some evidence that other campaign 

events may maOer. Scholars point to notable examples of the nega5ve impact of scandals on 
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candidate support at the House level (e.g., Basinger 2025; Jacobson & Dimock 1994; Welch 

& Hibbing 1997). Recent work shows that when seemingly rare or scandalous poli5cal 

events occur during a campaign, they tend to have liOle effect on voters’ aLtudes even 

when survey respondents and common polling measures might indicate otherwise (e.g., 

Graham & Coppock 2021). Again, most observa5onal evidence about these effects is from 

cross-sec5onal survey data, which may be affected by differen5al paOerns of non-response. 

At the same 5me, these events may be more like a poor debate performance, in that they 

convey novel informa5on that is unlikely to have been known ahead of 5me, which may also 

explain their nega5ve, if modest, effects.  

Returning to the effect of debates, we take this literature as a whole to show that 

debates rarely change vote choice (though they may have an impact on other informa5on-

related outcomes). Instead, most exis5ng work argues that campaign events tend to 

reinforce par5san predisposi5ons rather than produce shifs in vote choice, perhaps because 

campaign events usually do not provide new informa5on (unlike scandals, for example). 

Even when scholars do iden5fy a shif in vote choice following a debate, it mostly appears 

only in aggregate polling trends, which raises concerns that these es5mated effects are due 

to changing sample composi5on, which panel es5mates can circumvent.  

In light of these concerns, we examine the June 2024 Biden-Trump debate as a rare 

instance in which a campaign event plausibly revealed new and important informa5on about 

a widely valued candidate trait: fitness to hold office. Using panel data, we contribute 

evidence on the impact of campaign events by assessing whether minimal-effects arguments 

hold when a debate makes widely known novel informa5on about candidate valence.  

We specifically inves5gate three poten5al effects using our panel dataset. First, we 

test whether the debate moved vote choice. Although previous debates yield mostly 
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minimal effects, the Biden-Trump debate was not typical and so an effect here would be 

consistent with minimal effects in most debates. To benchmark the effect of this specific 

debate, we use the same research design to es5mates the effect of the Harris-Trump debate 

later in the campaign.  

Second, we es5mate the effect of the debate on a much larger range of non-vote-

choice outcomes than is generally considered in prior work. Although some prior work has 

examined the informa5onal effects of debates, it has generally not systema5cally examined 

how debates might alter voters’ views about candidate quality or mo5vate them to engage 

poli5cally. We introduce novel outcomes inves5ga5ng whether voters want to replace the 

candidates, whether they view the candidates as qualified for the posi5on, and how 

engaged they are with poli5cs. The present study therefore examines previously 

unmeasured pathways for the influence of campaign events. 

Finally, we consider whether we can iden5fy subgroups for which the debate had 

larger effects (e.g., non-viewers, par5sans, or those interviewed later following the debate). 

This follows from previous work that shows effects tend to be concentrated among 

par5sans, reinforcing their par5sanship, and among those who report watching the debate 

(i.e., direct exposure). Some work has also argued that some effects of debates might 

operate though media coverage over 5me, which we can test by comparing effects 

immediately following the debate with effects two to three days later (Steeper 1978). Other 

research shows that media framing and social media ac5vity can lead to quicker effects: 

Fridkin et al. (2007) highlight the effect of the media’s “instant analysis” of debate 

performances on candidate evalua5ons while Asbury-Kimmel et al. (2021) show that 

exposure to contemporaneous social media commentary may immediately influence debate 

percep5ons and candidate evalua5ons. 
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Data and Methods 

Our core research goal is to es5mate the effect of the debate between Donald Trump 

and Joe Biden on changes in aLtudes, including vote choice. To do so, we use panel data to 

compare individuals’ aLtudes in the week prior to the debate to aLtudes in the week 

aferward. Data were collected as part of the [removed]. This study, administered by YouGov, 

included waves of around 6,000 respondents who were contacted at monthly intervals for 

the dura5on of 2024 (more informa5on is available in the appendix). In addi5on to their 

usual monthly responses, respondents par5cipated in special survey waves fielded the week 

before and the week afer each of the two presiden5al debates in 2024. This allows us to 

es5mate within-subject change (and simultaneously account for changes to sample 

composi5on with individual-level fixed effects) from before to afer each debate, and to 

compare changes among different subsets of respondents (e.g., pre-debate intended Biden 

voters to non-intended Biden voters). Our primary sample consists of 5,400 respondents 

who took the pre-debate survey before the Biden-Trump debate, of whom approximately 

4,630 (86%) took the post-debate wave. Our panel data allows us to verify that aOri5on was 

not differen5al based on pre-campaign vote choice, which we discuss below. It also enables 

us to perform extensive robustness checks, including imputa5on of future-wave vote choice 

among those who aOrited in the immediate post-debate wave. 

Importantly, we es5mate change in opinions from before to afer the debate. For our 

analysis, the implied counterfactual is what would have happened in the absence of the 

debate. This is different from a counterfactual in which Biden performed well or alleviated 

age-related concerns. Rather, our es5mate is equivalent to asking what opinion would have 

been had the debate not occurred and people had not observed the signals of Biden’s 

physical and mental acuity between survey waves. 
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We es5mate a within-respondent model that includes respondent fixed effects to 

absorb pre-treatment respondent values: 

𝑌!" =	𝛽# ∙ 	𝑝𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑑𝑒𝑏𝑎𝑡𝑒" +	𝛼! + 𝜀!". 

𝑌!" is each outcome of interest for person 𝑖 and 5me 𝑡, 𝛼!  is a respondent-specific fixed 

effect, and 𝜀!"	is an error term.	𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑑𝑒𝑏𝑎𝑡𝑒" = 1	for all individuals in the second (post-

debate) survey wave. Our coefficient, 𝛽#, therefore captures average change between the 

pre- and post-debate surveys among respondents answering both waves. The results we 

uncover are therefore an es5mate of the sample average treatment effect. The sample 

average treatment effect might not reflect the popula5on average treatment effect if 

selec5on into our sample is not independent of treatment effects. This could be the case if 

the sample is not representa5ve of the broader popula5on or because of aOri5on correlated 

with treatment effects. We use robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level to 

account for heteroskedas5city. Lastly, we note that all results are weighted to reflect 

na5onal demographic characteris5cs unless otherwise noted. Our key outcome variable is 

vote choice, and we describe all outcome variables in detail in the results sec5on (with the 

full text of all ques5ons in the appendix). 

To assess whether there are heterogeneous effects by prior candidate support, we 

es5mate outcomes by pre-campaign vote choice.3 We compare effects among respondents 

 
3 Of the 4,630 responses included in our sample (i.e., respondents who completed both the 

pre- and post-debate survey waves), roughly 42% intended to vote for Biden, 40% intended 

to vote for Trump, and 18% were undecided or intended to vote for someone else in 

December 2023 (unweighted).  
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who reported they intended to vote for Biden, Trump, and all other op5ons (e.g., not vote, 

unsure, or support a third-party candidate) as measured in the December 2023 survey wave. 

We also examine how the debate influenced aLtudes by trying to differen5ate how 

and when informa5on reaches voters. First, to assess whether personally viewing the debate 

is necessary to explain any effects, we define debate viewers as respondents who reported 

prior to the debate that they were very likely or likely to watch it. We use pre-debate 

inten5ons to limit concerns about systema5c measurement error because debate 

performance may affect who reported viewing it (e.g., Democrats who observe their 

candidate performed poorly may report they did not watch or Republicans who heard that 

Biden was performing poorly might report they did watch). 

Second, we embedded an experiment in our panel recontact design to allow us to 

es5mate how effects changed over 5me. Respondents were randomly assigned to one of 

five different 5mes to be invited to take the survey in the post-debate wave. One group was 

invited immediately following the debate (“Thursday PM”), one was invited the following 

morning (“Friday AM”), one was invited that afernoon (“Friday PM”), one was invited the 

morning of the third day (“Saturday AM”), and the last was invited the morning of the fourth 

day (“Sunday AM”). This design allows us to compare subjects who are otherwise iden5cal in 

expecta5on to see if debate effects are influenced by the length of 5me afer the debate 

someone is interviewed.4 Later respondents may be more affected by how the debate is 

reported by others, which could poten5ally increase the effects by spreading the 

 
4 We note that we randomize when respondents were invited to take the second survey but 

not when they took the survey (though it must be afer they were invited). We discuss the 

mapping between our treatment and actual survey 5ming below. 
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informa5on more widely or interpre5ng its importance (e.g., Chong & Druckman 2007; 

McCombs & Shaw 1972), although over 5me co-par5san media and elites may reinterpret 

nega5ve events or “slant” the news in their favor (Mullainathan & Shleifer 2005). 

This full design was replicated with a different group of respondents for the 

September debate between Kamala Harris and Donald Trump, afer Harris replaced Biden as 

the Democra5c nominee. This allows us to compare the effects of a debate with larger-than-

normal apparent consequences to a more typical debate using consistent methodologies. 

Results 

In this sec5on, we present a series of regression models that es5mate the effect of 

the June debate on vo5ng inten5on and aLtudes toward the candidates. We es5mate that 

the Biden-Trump debate had detectable and substan5vely important effects on support for 

Joe Biden. Across our models, there is a baseline 1.1-percentage-point decrease in support 

for Biden following the debate with the largest effects observed among early Biden 

supporters. Addi5onally, we observe larger effects on changes in secondary aLtudes such 

as favorability toward Biden. We show that the debate’s effects are almost immediate and 

do not depend on viewing the debate, an account that is consistent with very rapid 

informa5on transmission and dense informa5on networks. Comparing these results to 

iden5cal models es5mated following the Harris-Trump debate, we find that the Biden-

Trump debate had much larger effects than a more typical debate. 
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Table 1. Es5mated change in support for Biden pre- to post-debate. Baseline groups are 
non-intended-watchers, pre-campaign Biden voters, and recontact invita5ons sent 
immediately following the debate to take the post-debate survey. The outcome variable is 
Biden support, with support in each wave coded as 1 if a respondent said they planned to 
vote for Joe Biden in November and 0 otherwise.  

 Baseline 
By 

Viewership 
Inten5on 

By Dec 
Vote 

By 
Recontact 

Timing 
Post-Debate (baseline) 
 

-0.011*** -0.015*** -0.032*** -0.006 
(0.003) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004) 

Post-Debate X Intended Watcher 
 

 0.006   
 (0.006)   

Post-Debate X Dec Trump Voters 
 

  0.032***  
  (0.008)  

Post-Debate X Dec Other Voters 
 

  0.027***  
  (0.010)  

Post-Debate X Fri AM 
 

   -0.000 
   (0.007) 

Post-Debate X Fri PM 
 

   -0.006 
   (0.009) 

Post-Debate X Sat AM 
 

   -0.021** 
   (0.009) 

Post-Debate X Sun AM 
 

   -0.000 
   (0.007) 

Constant 0.296*** 0.296*** 0.296*** 0.296*** 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Adj R-squared 0.005 0.005 0.012 0.007 
N 4630 4630 4630 4630 

Note: Individual-level fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level 
in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with 
valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. In Appendix 
Table A1, we code the dependent variable such that -1 equals vote choice for Trump, 1 
equals vote choice for Biden, and 0 equals every other response (i.e., other candidate, would 
not vote, and not sure). We find similar results to our binary models. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

In Table 1, we es5mate changes in panel respondents’ aLtudes from before to afer 

the debate between Joe Biden and Donald Trump on June 27, 2024, where the outcome 

variable is a binary measure of Biden support. The first row in column 1 shows a 1.1-

percentage-point decrease in average support for Biden between the pre- and post-debate 



 

 15 

periods (p<0.01).5 The remaining cells in row 1 represent baseline groups: non-intended-

watchers (column 2), pre-campaign (December 2023) Biden supporters (column 3), and 

recontact invita5ons sent Thursday evening (column 4). Interac5on coefficients in 

subsequent rows are thus interpreted rela5ve to these baseline values and es5mated 

effects for subgroups are calculated by adding them to the baseline effect (e.g., in column 

(2), the effect for debate watchers is -0.015 + 0.006 = -0.009). 

The es5mates in column 2 show no evidence that those who reported they intended 

to watch the debate decreased their support for Biden more than non-intended-watchers. 

The interac5on with reported inten5on to watch the debate is posi5ve and small (0.006) 

rela5ve to the baseline and not sta5s5cally significant. The linear combina5on of the 

baseline and interac5on terms yields a marginally significant es5mated marginal effect 

(p<0.10).  

The es5mates in column 3 indicate the effects differed substan5ally by prior candidate 

support, with the largest declines observed among December Biden supporters. Pre-

campaign Biden supporters decreased their support by 3 percentage points afer the debate 

while pre-campaign Trump supporters and undecided voters had no movement from their 

pre-debate views.6 

 
5 Because we include respondent-level fixed effects that absorb 5me-invariant 

characteris5cs, the coefficient for the post-debate indicator can be interpreted as average 

within-person change for those who answered both waves of the survey. So, while we 

predict support, the coefficient iden5fies change. 

6 For prior Trump voters, the total es5mated effect is -0.032 + 0.032 = 0, n.s. This is in part 

because they already supported Biden at very low levels. For those who supported neither 
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We note modest aOri5on (770 respondents) between pre-debate (N=5400 

throughout the manuscript for the Biden-Trump debate) and post-debate (N=4630 for vote 

choice, above) survey waves. Importantly, we do not observe differen5al aOri5on by pre-

campaign (December 2023) vote choice: roughly 40% intended to vote for Biden, 39% 

intended to vote for Trump, and 20% reported otherwise. (See Appendix Tables A2 and A3 

for vote choice transi5on matrices, excluding and including aOri5on, respec5vely.) To further 

assess the effect of sample aOri5on on our es5mates, in Appendix Table A4, we impute each 

respondent’s vote choice for the por5on of our sample that did not respond to the 

immediate post-debate wave using the next wave of our survey (at which point Harris had 

replaced Biden as the presump5ve Democra5c nominee). This addresses a poten5al threat 

to inference if, for example, respondents opted not to respond to the survey afer the 

debate instead of repor5ng a change in vote choice, a cri5que raised by Gelman et al. 

(2016). In this model, we es5mate a post-debate coefficient of -0.006 (p<0.05), implying that 

those who did not respond to the second wave were no more or less likely to support the 

Democra5c candidate. In Appendix Tables A5 and A6, we use addi5onal survey waves and 

show that those aOri5ng and not aOri5ng, respec5vely, show largely similar post-debate 

trends in vote choice. 

Finally, turning to the experiment that randomized when respondents were 

recontacted post-debate, the Thursday evening recontact group showed a modest decline 

in support for Biden (-0.006, n.s.) while for some later groups movement was larger. There is 

no consistent 5me trend in the later periods, however, with the most nega5ve effects 

 
Trump nor Biden in December, the es5mated decline in Biden support is also small: -0.032 + 

0.027 = -0.005, which is also not sta5s5cally significant. 
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es5mated for the invita5ons sent two days afer the debate (-0.006 + -0.021 = -0.027, 

p<0.05) and less nega5ve effects for Friday or Sunday invita5ons. In short, there is no 

consistent paOern in the over-5me effect of when respondents were interviewed post-

debate. 

Our surveys were fielded immediately before and immediately following the debate. 

By assump5on, we aOribute any changes in opinion to the direct and indirect effects of the 

debate. However, to put the size of these effects into context, we compare this es5mate to 

an observed 5me series of support for Biden in the larger elec5on survey. Appendix Figure 

A1 presents a 5me series of the propor5on of respondents who support Biden by week in 

our panel dataset, separately for those who said they intended to watch the debate or not. 

We show that compared to regular campaign movement leading up to the debate, the drop 

occurring in the single week following the debate is rela5vely steep, poin5ng to a 

meaningful shif in support for Biden. 

Table 2A. Effect of debate on commonly measured aLtudes toward Biden and Trump.  

 
Nov 2024 

vo5ng 
likelihood (1-

5, += more 
likely) 

Joe Biden 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Donald Trump 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Na5onal 
winner 

predic5on (1-
5, +=Trump) 

Post-Debate -0.006 -0.079*** 0.012 0.240*** 
 (0.006) (0.012) (0.011) (0.011) 
Adj R-squared 0.000 0.010 0.000 0.089 
N 4646 4557 4576 4646 
Mean 4.65 2.61 2.56 3.09 

Note: Turnout: DK = 1; Fav + Predic5on: DK = 3. Individual-level fixed effects. Robust 
standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N refers to the total 
number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to the outcome 
variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Moving to outcomes other than vote choice—including several measures, which to 

the best of our knowledge, are used here for the first 5me—Tables 2A through 2C report 
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the effect of the debate on average aLtudes toward Biden and Trump as well as poli5cal 

engagement. (We present subgroup analysis by prior vote choice and debate viewership 

below.) Before the debate, the mean likelihood of vo5ng in the November elec5on (in our 

sample) was 4.62 (on a 1-to-5 scale, where higher values correspond to greater likelihood). 

The first column in Table 2A shows no significant change in turnout likelihood. However, we 

es5mate a sta5s5cally significant decline in Joe Biden’s favorability following the debate (-

0.079, p<0.01) in column 2. Notably, we also see a large increase in respondents predic5ng 

Trump will win the elec5on in November in column 4. The change of 0.240 (p<0.01) is 

significantly larger than changes in candidate evalua5on (on a 1-to-5 scale, where higher 

values indicate predic5ng a Trump victory). In column 3, we do not detect sta5s5cally 

significant movement in Donald Trump’s favorability following the debate. 

Table 2B. Effect of debate on aLtudes toward Biden and Trump as presiden5al candidates.  
 Biden too old 

(0-1) 
Trump too old 

(0-1) 
Biden 

replaced as 
nominee (0-1) 

Trump 
replaced as 

nominee (0-1) 
Post-Debate 0.049*** 0.018*** 0.089*** -0.003 
 (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.005) 
Adj R-squared 0.031 0.005 0.039 0.000 
N 4185 4135 3660 4168 
Mean 0.69 0.40 0.49 0.52 

Note: DK = 0.5. Individual-level fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the 
respondent level in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both 
survey waves with valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this 
sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Es5mates of the effect of the debate on candidate assessments are shown in Table 

2B and reveal significant changes in how respondents viewed both candidates. Before the 

debate, 67 and 41 percent of respondents said that Biden and Trump, respec5vely, were too 

old to be president. Following the debate, we see 4.9- and 1.8-percentage-point increases in 

those assessing Biden and Trump as too old (on a binary scale), respec5vely. Respondents 
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are also more likely to indicate that Biden should be replaced as the Democra5c Party’s 

nominee afer the debate (0.089, p<0.01) than they were before the debate. The coefficient 

for respondents report the same for Trump following the debate is small (-0.003) and not 

sta5s5cally significant. 

Table 2C. Effect of debate on poli5cal engagement.   
 Ini5ated a 

conversa5on 
about poli5cs 

(in last 48 
hours) (0-1) 

Donated to a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Looked up 
informa5on 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Posted on 
social media 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 
Post-Debate 0.140*** 0.005 0.006 0.028*** 
 (0.008) (0.004) (0.007) (0.005) 
Adj R-squared 0.062 0.000 0.000 0.006 
N 4646 4646 4646 4646 
Mean 0.37 0.07 0.26 0.15 

Note: DK = 0. Individual-level fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the 
respondent level in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both 
survey waves with valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this 
sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Finally, we report es5mates of the effect of the debate on changes in reported 

poli5cal behaviors and ac5ons in Table 2C. We find a drama5c increase in poli5cal 

engagement levels using these novel outcome measures. The largest change we es5mate is 

a 14-percentage-point increase in respondents repor5ng they had ini5ated a conversa5on 

about poli5cs in the last 48 hours (p<0.01), which points to heightened poli5cal discussion 

following the high-profile debate. In line with this finding, we also detect a more modest but 

sta5s5cally significant (2.8-percentage-point) increase in respondents saying they have 

posted about poli5cs on social media following the debate. However, respondents do not 

appear significantly more likely to donate to a candidate or seek informa5on about a 

candidate following the debate. Accordingly, we argue that the primary behavioral response 

to the debate was not informa5on seeking but rather sharing and discussing poli5cs with 
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others. These findings emphasize the relevance of socially oriented poli5cal behavior in 

response to campaign events, which, to our knowledge, few studies aOempt to directly 

measure.  

Figure 1. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate (lef) and change 
rela5ve to pre-debate mean (right) by pre-campaign vote choice. Biden supporters are 
shown in blue, Trump in red, and other in purple. Lines are 95% confidence intervals of 
es5mates. 

 
Note: Lines in the coefficient plot (lef panel) represent 95% confidence intervals. For each 
outcome, we es5mate a pooled regression with the indicator for post-debate interacted with 
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each pre-campaign vote inten5on category. Aside from Biden vote (which is shown in Table 
1), the full regression outputs for all outcome variables are reported in Appendix Tables B1–
B3.  

We disaggregate these results by prior vote inten5on in analysis summarized in 

Figure 1. The lef facet of the figure presents a coefficient plot of changes in the same 12 

outcome variables from pre- to post-debate by pre-campaign (December 2023) vote choice 

(in addi5on to our main Biden support outcome at the top, reported above in Table 1). To 

provide a sense of the magnitude of changes, the right facet of the figure shows the change 

coefficient divided by each subgroup’s pre-debate mean for each outcome. These es5mates 

represent the propor5onal change in the outcome rela5ve to its pre-debate level. Biden 

supporters show the greatest movement for nearly every outcome, meaning that the 

changes we detect are not driven mainly by undecided voters or Trump voters but by 

people who prior to the debate intended to vote for Joe Biden at high rates (89% of pre-

campaign Biden voters, 1.5% of pre-campaign Trump voters, and 6.1% of other voters 

supported Biden pre-debate).  

Consistent with our earlier findings, we see larger changes in predic5ons of the 

na5onal winner. The plot shows posi5ve movement for all three groups, with 

indis5nguishably larger effects for Biden and “other” voters. This general paOern of Biden 

supporters moving the most is also reflected in changes in those wan5ng to replace Biden as 

the nominee, followed by those in the “other” category (these differences are sta5s5cally 

dis5nguishable). By contrast, no group displays significant change in support for replacing 

Trump as the nominee. Biden supporters also show the largest drop in favorability toward 

Biden (possibly because they started at the highest level before the debate). Trump, 

however, did not experience the same decline in favorability or desire by any subgroup to 

see him replaced as the Republican nominee. Overall, the effect of the debate on 
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assessments of candidate traits was limited to aLtudes toward Joe Biden. We include the 

corresponding regression tables in the appendix. 

Informa/on Transmission: Did Inten/on to Watch the Debate Ma:er? 

Our design has two features that allow us to measure how informa5on about the 

debate reaches the public. We examine whether intending to personally watch the debate 

has a dis5nct effect compared to intending not to watch the debate (i.e., whether there is a 

direct effect dis5nct from indirect effects) as well as whether larger differences in aLtudes 

emerge in the days following the debate (i.e., whether, through media, interpersonal 

communica5ons, or seeing clips of the debate, for example, there is a developing effect). In 

Appendix Figure C1, we show the effect of the debate is similar among those intending to 

watch and those for whom exposure was indirect, sugges5ng informa5on about the debate 

diffuses quickly following the conclusion of the debate, at least within our sample. Appendix 

Figure D1 presents es5mated effects of random recontact 5ming on changes in our 12 

outcome measures. We find rela5vely few substan5vely important differen5al effects, 

regardless of when respondents were invited to take the survey. Addi5onally, there are no 

clear paOerns of movement in these outcomes.  

Parallel Analysis of a “Typical” Debate: The Harris-Trump Debate 

To put our findings from the Biden-Trump debate in context, we replicate our key 

models from the June 2024 Biden-Trump debate for the September 2024 Harris-Trump 

debate. This allows us to test the effect of a debate that was seen as rela5vely 

unremarkable.  

  



 

 23 

Table 3. Support for Harris pre/post-debate. Baseline groups are non-intended-watchers, 
Democrats, and Tuesday PM recontacts. 
 

Baseline 
By 

Viewership 
Inten5on 

By Dec 
Vote 

By 
Recontact 

Timing 
Post-Debate (baseline) 0.000 0.000 -0.000 0.003 
 (0.002) (0.005) (0.004) (0.003) 
Post-Debate X Intended Watcher  0.000   
  (0.006)   
Post-Debate X Dec Trump Voters   0.001  
   (0.004)  
Post-Debate X Dec Other Voters   -0.001  
   (0.010)  
Post-Debate X Wed AM    -0.006 
    (0.005) 
Post-Debate X Wed PM    -0.002 
    (0.004) 
Post-Debate X Thu AM    -0.011 
    (0.008) 
Post-Debate X Fri AM    0.008 
    (0.007) 
Constant 0.393*** 0.393*** 0.393*** 0.393*** 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Adj R-squared -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 0.002 
N 4663 4663 4663 4663 

Note: Individual-level fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level 
in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with 
valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

In Table 3, we replicate the models from Table 1 but for the second debate (pre-

debate N=5514). Unlike the significant decline in support for Biden in June, we find precisely 

es5mated null effects following this debate. There is no effect on Harris’s support across any 

subgroup. In some ways, this null effect adds weight to the es5mate effects for the Biden-

Trump debate, as the same iden5fica5on strategy recovers a lack of effects where we 

should not expect to see them. In Appendix Table E1, we closely replicate the models of 

Table 2A for the Harris debate. We es5mate a significant increase in Harris’s favorability 

(0.052, p<0.05) and decrease in Trump’s (-0.019, p<0.01), but note these effects are smaller 

than those caused by the June debate. 
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Discussion 

Debates, like most other campaign events, rarely have large or long-las5ng effects on 

vote choice. In this paper, however, we exploit the essen5ally unique June 27, 2024, debate 

between Joe Biden and Donald Trump as a natural experiment that revealed informa5on 

about Joe Biden’s physical and mental acuity. We es5mate a sta5s5cally significant 1.1-

percentage-point decrease in support for Joe Biden following the debate. We also show 

significant changes in a variety of poli5cal aLtudes and behaviors following the debate, 

most notably large changes in assessments of Joe Biden’s candidate quality and immediate 

effects on poli5cal behavior. We replicate our research design for the later debate between 

Kamala Harris and Donald Trump, which was viewed as rela5vely unremarkable and find a 

precisely es5mated null effect on vote choice and smaller effects on our other outcomes. 

Our findings align with the view many commentators hold that the Biden-Trump 

debate was disastrous for Biden, whose performance exacerbated latent concerns about his 

old age (Goldmacher & Swan 2024). Though the effect of the debate on elite views was clear 

almost immediately aferward, our study offers the most comprehensive look at the effect of 

the event on mass public opinion. We show that the effects of the debate were widespread 

and developed very quickly, rather than following viewership or post-debate media 

coverage. We argue the debate was unusually salient and had large effects on views of 

Biden, an excep5on to an extensive literature that emphasizes the negligible impact of 

campaign events on vote choice (e.g., Benoit & Hansen 2006; Erikson & Wlezien 2012; 

Holbrook 1994; Kalla & Broockman 2017; Le Pennec & Pons 2023). 

Gelman et al. (2016) show that apparent large shifs in cross-sec5onal data may be 

ar5facts of shifing sample composi5on more so than real change. Our panel design allows 

us to reduce this concern by design since any changes to the sample composi5on between 
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waves is absorbed by individual-level fixed effects, and the modest aOri5on rate along with 

our analysis filling in future values for those missing in the post-debate wave suggests 

differen5al aOri5on does not bias our es5mates. However, we note that even in panel data, 

non-response can s5ll bias treatment effect es5mates (although we show this is unlikely the 

case in our sample). Addi5onally, the sample average treatment effect might not be a good 

es5mate of the popula5on average treatment effect if the respondents who par5cipate in 

panels are different than the public.  

Our contribu5on is to use a large-scale panel design, with an embedded experiment, 

to isolate respondents’ vote choice, aLtudes, and behaviors leading up to and following the 

debate. Past work has found that an event like a debate may change who immediately 

responds to a survey, and so differences in sample composi5on may lead to abnormal 

response paOerns, which may ul5mately yield spurious effects on public opinion (Gelman et 

al. 2016). Similarly, cross-sec5onal studies might fail to capture the impact of elite and media 

discourse that builds in the days following a newsworthy campaign event. Our panel design 

allows us to avoid many of these concerns. 

We do not think our finding is inconsistent with past research showing other debates 

have negligible effects. Rather, our finding of a 1.1-percentage-point shif in vote choice 

represents a rare excep5on. This debate was unusual in both its salience and the new 

informa5on voters learned from it—4.9 percent of our sample updated their views to think 

Joe Biden was too old to be president following the debate, represen5ng a large change in 

views over candidate quality. Addi5onally, we report a 14-percentage-point increase in 

discussing poli5cs following the debate, poin5ng to an understudied social dimension to 

poli5cs. Future work might consider more systema5c measurement of poli5cal engagement 

as a rela5onal process, dis5nct from the large literature underscoring informa5onal and 
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par5cipatory outcomes. Indeed, other “normal” debates that do not reveal substan5al and 

poten5ally new informa5on about one candidate are very unlikely to have similarly large 

effects, as we show with the Harris-Trump debate later in 2024. Although debates may not 

typically maOer, we iden5fy when they do: when revealing significant novel informa5on 

about candidate fitness. In many ways, our 1.1-percentage-point effect represents the upper 

end of what might be expected from a debate in the modern polarized era where candidate 

posi5ons are sharply differen5ated by party and are already well-known to many voters. 

It is also worth emphasizing that debates are not a single treatment but rather a type 

of treatment composed of many bundled effects. Media effects, campaign effects, learning 

about the candidate, and others are included in this bundle, and each depends on the 

specific circumstances of the debate. Scholars will need to con5nue to look at these debates 

to be able to develop a systema5c understanding of when debates will influence voters and 

what aLtudes and behaviors they will influence.    



 

 27 

References 

Abramowitz AI (1978) The Impact of a Presiden5al Debate on Voter Ra5onality. American 

Journal of Poli/cal Science 22(3), 680. hOps://doi.org/10.2307/2110467. 

Asbury-Kimmel V, Chang K-C, McCabe KT, Munger K and Ventura T (2021) The Effect of 

Streaming Chat on Percep5ons of Poli5cal Debates. Journal of Communica/on 71(6), 

947–974. hOps://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqab041. 

Basinger SJ (2025, January 2) Individual Responses to Congressional Scandals: Contras/ng 

Experimental and Quasi-Experimental Methods. 

Beech E, Mason J and Tro+a D (2024, July 18) Schumer, Pelosi increase pressure on Biden 

to step aside, US media reports. Reuters. 

hOps://www.reuters.com/world/us/schumer-told-biden-he-should-end-reelec5on-

bid-abc-news-reports-2024-07-17/ 

Benoit WL and Hansen GJ (2004) Presiden5al Debate Watching, Issue Knowledge, Character 

Evalua5on, and Vote Choice. Human Communica/on Research 30(1), 121–144. 

hOps://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.2004.tb00727.x. 

Benoit WL, McKinney MS and Lance Holbert R (2001) Beyond learning and persona: 

extending the scope of presiden5al debate effects. Communica/on Monographs 

68(3), 259–273. hOps://doi.org/10.1080/03637750128060. 

Chong D and Druckman JN (2007) Framing Theory. Annual Review of Poli/cal Science 10(1), 

103–126. hOps://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.polisci.10.072805.103054. 

Erikson RS and Wlezien C (2012) The /meline of presiden/al elec/ons: how campaigns do 

(and do not) ma:er. 

Fridkin KL, Kenney PJ, Gershon SA, Shafer K and Woodall GS (2007) Capturing the Power of 

a Campaign Event: The 2004 Presiden5al Debate in Tempe. The Journal of Poli/cs 



 

 28 

69(3), 770–785. hOps://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2508.2007.00574.x. 

Geer JG (1988) THE EFFECTS OF PRESIDENTIAL DEBATES ON THE ELECTORATE’S 

PREFERENCES FOR CANDIDATES. American Poli/cs Quarterly 16(4), 486–501. 

hOps://doi.org/10.1177/004478088016004005. 

Gelman A, Goel S, Rivers D and Rothschild D (2016) The Mythical Swing Voter. Quarterly 

Journal of Poli/cal Science 11(1), 103–130. hOps://doi.org/10.1561/100.00015031. 

Goldmacher S and Swan J (2024, June 28) Six Takeaways From the First Biden-Trump 

Presiden5al Debate. The New York Times. 

hOps://www.ny5mes.com/2024/06/28/us/poli5cs/presiden5al-debate-takeaways-

biden-trump.html 

Graham MH and Coppock A (2021) Asking About ALtude Change. Public Opinion Quarterly 

85(1), 28–53. hOps://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfab009. 

Holbrook TM (ed) (1996) Do campaigns ma:er? Thousand Oaks: Sage Publica5ons. 

Jacobson GC and Dimock MA (1994) Checking Out: The Effects of Bank Overdrafs on the 

1992 House Elec5ons. American Journal of Poli/cal Science 38(3), 601. 

hOps://doi.org/10.2307/2111599. 

Kalla JL and Broockman DE (2018) The Minimal Persuasive Effects of Campaign Contact in 

General Elec5ons: Evidence from 49 Field Experiments. American Poli/cal Science 

Review 112(1), 148–166. hOps://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055417000363. 

Lanoue DJ (1991) The ‘Turning Point’: Viewers’ Reac5ons to the Second 1988 Presiden5al 

Debate. American Poli/cs Quarterly 19(1), 80–95. 

hOps://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X9101900105. 

Le Pennec C and Pons V (2023) How do Campaigns Shape Vote Choice? Mul5country 

Evidence from 62 Elec5ons and 56 TV Debates. The Quarterly Journal of Economics 



 

 29 

138(2), 703–767. hOps://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjad002. 

McCombs ME and Shaw DL (1972) The Agenda-SeLng Func5on of Mass Media. Public 

Opinion Quarterly 36(2), 176–187. 

Miller AH and MacKuen M (1979) Learning About the Candidates: The 1976 Presiden5al 

Debates. Public Opinion Quarterly 43(3), 326. hOps://doi.org/10.1086/268525. 

Mullainathan S and Shleifer A (2005) The Market for News. American Economic Review 

95(4), 1031–1053. 

Nicholas P, Alba M and Lebowitz M (2024, June 28) Afer a devasta5ng debate 

performance, Biden aides try to reassure panicky Democrats. NBC News. 

hOps://www.nbcnews.com/poli5cs/2024-elec5on/devasta5ng-debate-performance-

biden-aides-try-reassure-panicky-democr-rcna159370 

Shaw DR (1999) A Study of Presiden5al Campaign Event Effects from 1952 to 1992. The 

Journal of Poli/cs 61(2), 387–422. hOps://doi.org/10.2307/2647509. 

Sides J, Tesler M and Vavreck L (2019) Iden/ty crisis: the 2016 presiden/al campaign and 

the ba:le for the meaning of America, New edi5on. Princeton: Princeton University 

Press. 

Sides J and Vavreck L (2013) The gamble: choice and chance in the 2012 presiden/al 

elec/on. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Steeper FT (n.d.) Public Response to Gerald Ford’s Statement on Eastern European the 

Second Debate. In The Presiden/al Debates: Media, Electoral and Policy Perspec/ves. 

New York: Praeger. (Original work published 1978) 

Wall V, Golden JL and Herbert J (1988) Percep5ons of the 1984 Presiden5al Debates and a 

Select 1988 Presiden5al Primary Debate. Presiden/al Studies Quarterly 18(3), 541–

63. 



 

 30 

Welch S and Hibbing JR (1997) The Effects of Charges of Corrup5on on Vo5ng Behavior in 

Congressional Elec5ons, 1982-1990. The Journal of Poli/cs 59(1), 226–239. 

hOps://doi.org/10.2307/2998224. 

Yawn M, Ellsworth K, Bea+y B and Fridkin Kahn K (1998) How a Presiden5al Primary 

Debate Changed ALtudes of Audience Members. Poli/cal Behavior 20(2), 155–181. 

  



 

 31 

Appendix 

Survey details 

Our data come from the [removed], conducted by YouGov. This survey includes a 

baseline sample of approximately 130,000 respondents in the United States recruited from 

YouGov’s online survey panel as well as weekly panels of around 6,000 respondents 

contacted every 4 weeks on a rota5ng basis. YouGov’s panel is an opt-in panel where 

respondents are invited to take surveys in return for “points” they can redeem for rewards. 

Samples are selected to be demographically diverse so that weigh5ng can be performed to 

match targets, but in the case of this sample it is not designed to match na5onal targets 

without weigh5ng. Addi5onally, to ensure low-aOri5on respondents in the [removed] panel 

tend to have longer histories with YouGov, which reduces the likelihood they will drop out 

of the sample. 

The [removed] panel provides a unique opportunity to study public opinion as it is 

one of the largest panels available with both high frequency re-contacts and a large 5me 

span covered by the panel. Data are weighted to reflect na5onal 

demographic characteris5cs and all results presented are with weights unless specified. 

Baseline informa5on for this group was collected in December of 2023 and early January of 

2024, with thirteen follow-up surveys throughout 2024.  

The sample is thus reflec5ve of the American public on observable demographic 

grounds, but not necessarily on unobservables. For instance, our sample is likely to be more 

poli5cally engaged than the general public as they are willing to take frequent surveys. This 

limita5on is common to many surveys that rely on opt-in online samples or other sampling 

procedures with low uptake rates.  
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Survey quesaon text 

How likely are you to vote in the presiden/al elec/on in November 2024? [Definitely 

will vote/Probably will vote/Even chance/Probably won’t vote/Definitely won’t vote] 

Do you have a favorable or an unfavorable opinion of [Joe Biden]? [Very 

favorable/Somewhat favorable/Somewhat unfavorable/Very unfavorable/Don’t know] 

Do you have a favorable or an unfavorable opinion of [Donald Trump]? [Very 

favorable/Somewhat favorable/Somewhat unfavorable/Very unfavorable/Don’t know] 

If the candidates for President in November are [Joe Biden] and Donald Trump, who 

do you think is most likely to be elected? [Definitely [Biden]/Probably [Biden]/Equally likely 

[Biden] or Trump/Probably Trump/Definitely Trump] 

Is Biden too old to be President? [Yes/No/Not sure] 

Is Trump too old to be President? [Yes/No/Not sure] 

Do you think Joe Biden should be replaced as the Democra/c Party’s candidate 

before the elec/on in November? [Yes/No/Not sure] 

Do you think Donald Trump should be replaced as the Republican Party’s candidate 

before the elec/on in November? [Yes/No/Not sure] 

In the last 48 hours, have you done any of the following? Select all that apply. 

[Selected/Not selected] 

Ini/ated a conversa/on with someone you know about poli/cs (in-person or by 

phone, text, or email) 

Donated to a candidate 

Looked up informa/on about a candidate 

Posted on social media about a candidate  
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Table A1. Es5mated change in support for Biden pre- to post-debate. Baseline groups are 
non-intended-watchers, pre-campaign Biden voters, and invita5ons sent immediately 
following the debate to take the post-debate survey. The outcome variable is candidate 
support, with support in each wave coded as -1 if a respondent said they planned to vote for 
Donald Trump in November, 1 if Joe Biden, and 0 otherwise. 

 Baseline 
By 

Viewership 
Inten5on 

By Dec 
Vote 

By 
Recontact 

Timing 
Post-Debate (baseline) -0.014*** -0.015*** -0.030*** -0.009 
 (0.005) (0.005) (0.011) (0.006) 
Post-Debate X Debate Watcher  0.001   
  (0.009)   
Post-Debate X Trump Voters   0.024**  
   (0.012)  
Post-Debate X Other Voters   0.019  
   (0.015)  
Post-Debate X Fri AM    0.003 
    (0.009) 
Post-Debate X Fri PM    -0.002 
    (0.016) 
Post-Debate X Sat AM    -0.020 
    (0.014) 
Post-Debate X Sun AM    -0.003 
    (0.011) 
Constant -0.110*** -0.110*** -0.110*** -0.110*** 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.004 0.003 0.005 0.004 
N 4630 4630 4630 4630 

Note: Individual-level fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level 
in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with 
valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table A2. Transi5on matrix excluding aOri5on. 

Pre-debate vote choice 
Post-debate vote choice 

Not Biden Biden Total 
Not Biden 2689 36 2725 
 98.68% 1.32% 100.00% 
Biden 116 1789 1905 
 6.09% 93.91% 100.00% 
Total 2805 1825 4630 
 60.58% 39.42% 100.00% 

Note: First row has frequencies and second row has row percentages. 
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Table A3. Transi5on matrix including aOri5on. 
Pre-debate vote 
choice 

Post-debate vote choice 
Not Biden Biden AOrited Total 

Not Biden 2689 36 476 3201 
 84.00% 1.12% 14.87% 100.00% 
Biden 116 1789 294 2199 
 5.28% 81.36% 13.37% 100.00% 
Total 2805 1825 770 5400 
 51.94% 33.80% 14.26% 100.00% 

Note: First row has frequencies and second row has row percentages. 
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Table A4. Change in support for Biden pre- to post-debate. Respondents who did not take 
the post-debate survey are coded based on their next available Biden/Harris-Trump vote 
choice. Baseline groups are non-intended-watchers, pre-campaign Biden voters, and 
invita5ons sent immediately following the debate to take the post-debate survey. The 
outcome variable is change in Biden support, with support in each wave coded as 1 if a 
respondent said they planned to vote for Biden/Harris in November and 0 otherwise. 
 Baseline By 

Viewership 
Inten5on 

By Dec 
Vote 

By 
Recontact 

Timing 
Post-Debate (baseline) -0.006** -0.006 -0.023*** -0.003 
 (0.003) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004) 
Post-Debate X Intended Watcher  -0.001   
  (0.006)   
Post-Debate X Dec Trump Voters   0.023***  
   (0.008)  
Post-Debate X Dec Other Voters   0.026**  
   (0.011)  
Post-Debate X Fri AM    0.000 
    (0.007) 
Post-Debate X Fri PM    0.000 
    (0.009) 
Post-Debate X Sat AM    -0.020** 
    (0.010) 
Post-Debate X Sun AM    0.003 
    (0.009) 
Constant 0.300*** 0.300*** 0.300*** 0.300*** 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.001 0.001 0.005 0.003 
N 5234 5234 5234 5234 

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N refers to 
the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to the 
outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table A5. Support for Biden pre- to post-debate, only among respondents who did not take 
the post-debate survey, using later Harris support as a proxy for post-debate Biden support. 
Baseline groups are non-intended-watchers, pre-campaign Biden voters, and post-debate 
survey invita5ons sent immediately following the debate. Outcome variable is change in 
Biden/Harris support, with post-debate support measured one or two months post-debate 
(whichever we first have data for), with support in each wave coded as 1 if a respondent 
said they planned to vote for Biden/Harris in November and 0 otherwise. 
 Baseline By 

Viewership 
Inten5on 

By Dec 
Vote 

By 
Recontact 

Timing 
Post-Debate (baseline) 0.033** 0.060** 0.039 0.020 
 (0.015) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
Post-Debate X Intended Watcher  -0.052*   
  (0.031)   
Post-Debate X Dec Trump Voters   -0.038  
   (0.026)  
Post-Debate X Dec Other Voters   0.046  
   (0.061)  
Post-Debate X Fri AM    0.009 
    (0.030) 
Post-Debate X Fri PM    0.055 
    (0.036) 
Post-Debate X Sat AM    -0.010 
    (0.045) 
Post-Debate X Sun AM    0.016 
    (0.051) 
Constant 0.321*** 0.321*** 0.321*** 0.321*** 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) (0.006) 
Adj R-squared 0.013 0.021 0.025 0.016 
N 770 770 770 770 

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Comparing the results in Tables A2 (those who skipped the post-debate wave) and 

A3 (those who did not) when we use later Harris support instead of post-debate Biden 

support (which is available only for this who did not skip the post-debate wave), we find 

that the change following the debate between respondents who skipped the post-debate 

wave and those who did not is rela5vely similar, although a larger propor5on of those 

skipping the post-debate wave were Biden voters pre-debate and their increase in Biden to 

Harris support is larger (for both groups, Harris does beOer than Biden did pre-debate). This 
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suggests the raw es5mate in Table 1 might be a small overes5mate of the decline in Biden’s 

support, in that the difference between 0.033 and 0.028 is 0.005, implying that those who 

did not take the first post-debate wave were up to 0.005 units more suppor5ve of Harris (as 

a proxy for Biden). If we use this difference to calculate an adjusted Table 1 es5mate for all 

respondents (including those who did not take the first post-debate wave) we arrive at an 

es5mate of (-0.011 * 5400 + ((-0.011 + 0.005) * 770)) / (5400 + 770) = -0.010, or about a 9% 

smaller than the es5mate for those who took both waves alone. This es5mate rests on the 

assump5on that the magnitude of the difference in Harris support post-Debate between 

those who took the post-Debate wave and those who did not (0.005) can be used to adjust 

upward the es5mated treatment effect on Biden support among those who took the post-

debate wave to calculate a corresponding treatment effect for those who skipped the first 

post-debate wave (i.e., -0.011 + 0.005 = -0.006). We then calculate a total sample treatment 

effect by averaging the es5mate for the post-debate survey wave group (-0.011 for 5400 

respondents, the Table 1 es5mate) and the imputed es5mate for the group that skipped the 

first post-debate wave (-0.006 for 770 respondents).  
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Table A6. Support for Biden pre- to post-debate, only among respondents who took the 
post-debate survey, using later Harris support as a proxy for post-debate Biden support. 
Baseline groups are non-intended-watchers, pre-campaign Biden voters, and post-debate 
survey invita5ons sent immediately following the debate. Outcome variable is change in 
Biden/Harris support, with post-debate support measured one or two months post-debate 
(whichever we first have data for), with support in each wave coded as 1 if a respondent 
said they planned to vote for Biden/Harris in November and 0 otherwise. 
 Baseline By 

Viewership 
By Dec 
Vote 

By 
Recontact 

Post-Debate (baseline) 0.028*** 0.034*** 0.015** 0.038*** 
 (0.006) (0.010) (0.007) (0.014) 
Post-Debate X Intended Watcher  -0.010   
  (0.012)   
Post-Debate X Dec Trump Voters   -0.018**  
   (0.007)  
Post-Debate X Dec Other Voters   0.123***  
   (0.029)  
Post-Debate X Fri AM    -0.018 
    (0.016) 
Post-Debate X Fri PM    -0.030* 
    (0.018) 
Post-Debate X Sat AM    -0.027 
    (0.019) 
Post-Debate X Sun AM    0.028 
    (0.023) 
Constant 0.317*** 0.317*** 0.317*** 0.317*** 
 (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) 
Adj R-squared 0.013 0.014 0.059 0.021 
N 4630 4630 4630 4630 

 Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure A1. Time series of Biden vote inten5on by group. 

 

Is a 1.1-percentage-point change large in our sample, or is this normal varia5on? The 

final two data points show the drop in support for Biden following the debate. The only 

other large drop in support is roughly 3 percentage points for non-viewers and roughly 1 

percentage point for viewers from week 8 to week 12. Some of the apparent change in 

candidate support between weeks 8 and week 12 may be due to changes in survey 

methodology. Biden and Trump secured their respec5ve nomina5ons for president between 

weeks 8 and 12 of our panel. At that 5me, the ques5on wording for vote choice changed 

from a head-to-head contest between two candidates (e.g., Biden-Trump) to a choice from 

among a full set of general elec5on candidates, including third par5es. 
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Tables B1, B2, and B3 correspond to the coefficient plot in Figure 1. 

Table B1. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
vote choice, including individual level fixed effects. 
 Nov. 2024 

vo5ng 
likelihood (1-

5, += more 
likely) 

Joe Biden 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Donald Trump 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Na5onal 
winner 

predic5on (1-
5, +=Trump) 

Post-Debate Effect 
(Baseline: Biden 
Voters) 

-0.012 -0.179*** -0.006 0.343*** 

 (0.008) (0.019) (0.014) (0.018) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Trump Voters 

0.012 0.188*** 0.013 -0.214*** 

 (0.011) (0.024) (0.023) (0.025) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Other Voters 

0.011 0.143*** 0.078** -0.095*** 

 (0.024) (0.037) (0.034) (0.032) 
Constant 4.633*** 2.605*** 2.557*** 3.094*** 
 (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 
Adj R-squared 0.000 0.022 0.001 0.103 
N 4646 4557 4576 4646 
Mean (Biden) 4.90 4.26 1.10 2.01 
Mean (Trump) 4.89 1.12 4.33 4.20 
Mean (Other) 3.45 1.99 1.94 3.15 

Note: Turnout: DK= 1; Fav + Predic5on: DK = 3. Robust standard errors clustered at the 
respondent level in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both 
survey waves with valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this 
sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Table B2. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
vote choice, including individual level fixed effects. 
 Biden too old 

(0-1) 
Trump too old 

(0-1) 
Biden 

replaced as 
nominee (0-1) 

Trump 
replaced as 

nominee (0-1) 
Post-Debate Effect 
(Baseline: Biden 
Voters) 

0.094*** 0.050*** 0.175*** 0.015* 

 (0.008) (0.008) (0.011) (0.008) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Trump Voters 

-0.086*** -0.063*** -0.167*** -0.041*** 

 (0.010) (0.009) (0.016) (0.010) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Other Voters 

-0.046*** -0.035*** -0.079*** -0.005 

 (0.012) (0.012) (0.019) (0.015) 
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Constant 0.677*** 0.405*** 0.475*** 0.526*** 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.051 0.017 0.067 0.004 
N 4185 4135 3660 4168 
Mean (Biden) 0.47 0.62 0.30 0.88 
Mean (Trump) 0.85 0.10 0.57 0.10 
Mean (Other) 0.83 0.63 0.75 0.70 

Note: DK = 0.5. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N 
refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to 
the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Table B3. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
vote choice, including individual level fixed effects. 
 Ini5ated a 

conversa5on 
about poli5cs 

(in last 48 
hours) (0-1) 

Donated to a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Looked up 
informa5on 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Posted on 
social media 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 
Post-Debate Effect 
(Baseline: Biden 
Voters) 

0.153*** 0.015** -0.011 0.029*** 

 (0.013) (0.007) (0.012) (0.008) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Trump Voters 

-0.011 -0.016* 0.018 -0.001 

 (0.018) (0.009) (0.016) (0.011) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Other Voters 

-0.047** -0.016* 0.054*** -0.007 

 (0.022) (0.009) (0.020) (0.013) 
Constant 0.369*** 0.065*** 0.253*** 0.153*** 
 (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.063 0.001 0.001 0.006 
N 4646 4646 4646 4646 
Mean (Biden) 0.38 0.09 0.28 0.17 
Mean (Trump) 0.41 0.06 0.25 0.16 
Mean (Other) 0.27 0.02 0.23 0.09 

Note: DK = 0. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N 
refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to 
the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure C1. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate by whether 
respondents intended to view the debate.  

 

Note: Lines represent 95% confidence intervals. For each outcome, we es5mate a pooled 
regression with the indicator for post-debate interacted with debate viewership inten5on. 
Corresponding regression tables appear in Appendix Tables C1–C3. 

We begin Figure C1 by presen5ng a coefficient plot of the es5mated changes in the 

same outcome variables discussed above by whether respondents indicated they intended to 

view the debate. Overall, we see very few differences between the two groups, and on most 

outcome measures, we find no differences. However, a few differences that do emerge are 
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worth highligh5ng. First, non-intended-watchers seemed to respond more strongly to the 

debate in upda5ng their expecta5ons about who would win the elec5on, moving more 

toward the view that Trump would win (p<0.01). Addi5onally, they were also more likely to 

ini5ate a conversa5on about poli5cs following the debate (p<0.01). It is possible a lower 

baseline aOen5on to poli5cs might explain these larger effects. 
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Tables C1, C2, and C3 correspond to the coefficient plot in Figure C1. 

Table C1. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
viewership inten5on, including individual level fixed effects.  
 Nov. 2024 

vo5ng 
likelihood (1-5, 
+= more likely) 

Joe Biden 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Donald Trump 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Na5onal winner 
predic5on (1-5, 

+=Trump) 

Post-Debate 0.005 -0.066*** 0.028* 0.196*** 
 (0.010) (0.016) (0.016) (0.017) 
Intended Debate 
Watcher Post-
Debate 

-0.019 -0.022 -0.028 0.078*** 

 (0.012) (0.023) (0.022) (0.023) 
Constant 4.633*** 2.605*** 2.557*** 3.094*** 
 (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 
Adj R-squared 0.000 0.010 0.000 0.091 
N 4646 4557 4576 4646 
Mean (Watched) 4.83 2.65 2.74 3.14 
Mean (Not 
Watched) 

4.40 2.55 2.30 3.04 

Note: Turnout: DK = 1; Fav + Predic5on: DK = 3. Robust standard errors clustered at the 
respondent level in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both 
survey waves with valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this 
sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Table C2. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
viewership inten5on, including individual level fixed effects.  
 Biden too old 

(0-1) 
Trump too old 

(0-1) 
Biden replaced 
as nominee (0-

1) 

Trump 
replaced as 

nominee (0-1) 
Post-Debate 0.050*** 0.011* 0.090*** 0.003 
 (0.006) (0.006) (0.011) (0.007) 
Intended Debate 
Watcher Post-
Debate 

-0.003 0.011 -0.001 -0.011 

 (0.008) (0.008) (0.015) (0.009) 
Constant 0.677*** 0.405*** 0.475*** 0.526*** 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.031 0.005 0.039 0.000 
N 4185 4135 3660 4168 
Mean (Watched) 0.68 0.34 0.46 0.47 
Mean (Not 
Watched) 

0.71 0.48 0.54 0.60 

Note: DK = 0.5. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N 
refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to 
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the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Table C3. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
viewership inten5on, including individual level fixed effects. 
 Ini5ated a 

conversa5on 
about poli5cs 

(in last 48 
hours) (0-1) 

Donated to a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Looked up 
informa5on 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Posted on 
social media 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 
Post-Debate 0.108*** 0.004 0.028*** 0.025*** 
 (0.011) (0.004) (0.011) (0.007) 
Intended Debate 
Watcher Post-
Debate 

0.056*** 0.003 -0.039*** 0.005 

 (0.016) (0.007) (0.015) (0.010) 
Constant 0.369*** 0.065*** 0.253*** 0.153*** 
 (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.064 0.000 0.001 0.006 
N 4646 4646 4646 4646 
Mean (Watched) 0.45 0.09 0.30 0.19 
Mean (Not 
Watched) 

0.26 0.04 0.19 0.10 

Note: DK = 0. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N 
refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to 
the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Figure D1. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate by recontact date. 

 

Note: Lines represent 95% confidence intervals. For each outcome, we es5mate a pooled 
regression with the indicator for post-debate interacted with each recontact 5me. We 
include the corresponding regression tables in Appendix Tables D1–D3. 

The debate was held on the evening of Thursday, June 27, 2024, and our baseline 

group consists of respondents invited that evening. The remaining interac5on terms are 

separated into morning and afernoon invite groups on Friday (the day afer the debate), as 
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well as a morning invite group on both Saturday (two days afer) and Sunday (three days 

afer). Es5mates are 5ghtly clustered and some aOenuate over 5me while others grow 

larger, and s5ll others simply experience seemingly random variability. 

Specifically, we find a decrease in Biden’s favorability in all the invite groups rela5ve 

to the Thursday evening group. We also find later invite groups are more likely to predict 

that Trump will win the elec5on, with the excep5on of the Sunday group, rela5ve to the 

Thursday group. We see no other differen5al effects on changes to aLtudes toward the 

candidates based on invite 5mes. 

We also find some evidence that poli5cal ac5vity rose in the days following the 

debate. Across all later invite groups, we iden5fy larger changes rela5ve to the Thursday 

group for each of the poli5cal ac5vity variables (except for seeking informa5on about a 

candidate by the Friday afernoon invite group). However, this effect is only consistently 

significant for respondents pos5ng on social media and may simply reflect the group 

interviewed immediately afer the debate having less 5me to do these ac5vi5es before 

being interviewed.  
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Tables D1, D2, and D3 correspond to the coefficient plot in Figure D1. 

Table D1. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
recontact 5ming, including individual level fixed effects.  
 Nov. 2024 

vo5ng 
likelihood (1-5, 
+= more likely) 

Joe Biden 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Donald Trump 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Na5onal winner 
predic5on (1-5, 

+=Trump) 

Post-Debate Effect 
(Baseline: Thurs 
PM) 

0.008 -0.036 0.016 0.197*** 

 (0.012) (0.025) (0.025) (0.025) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Fri AM 

-0.039** -0.064* -0.013 0.067* 

 (0.018) (0.036) (0.034) (0.036) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Fri PM 

-0.026 -0.060* -0.010 0.061* 

 (0.019) (0.035) (0.036) (0.034) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Sat AM 

-0.013 -0.028 0.012 0.069* 

 (0.018) (0.036) (0.035) (0.037) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Sun AM 

0.008 -0.064* -0.011 0.020 

 (0.019) (0.037) (0.035) (0.035) 
Constant 4.633*** 2.605*** 2.557*** 3.094*** 
 (0.003) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) 
Adj R-squared 0.001 0.011 -0.000 0.089 
N 4646 4557 4576 4646 
Mean (Baseline: 
Thurs PM) 

4.61 2.66 2.50 3.06 

Mean (Fri AM) 4.68 2.58 2.63 3.16 
Mean (Fri PM) 4.66 2.55 2.63 3.10 
Mean (Sat AM) 4.58 2.59 2.53 3.06 
Mean (Sun AM) 4.58 2.64 2.51 3.10 

Note: Turnout: DK = 1; Fav + Predic5on: DK = 3. Robust standard errors clustered at the 
respondent level in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both 
survey waves with valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this 
sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Table D2. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
recontact 5ming, including individual level fixed effects. 
 Biden too old 

(0-1) 
Trump too old 

(0-1) 
Biden replaced 
as nominee (0-

1) 

Trump 
replaced as 

nominee (0-1) 
Post-Debate Effect 
(Baseline: Thurs 

0.041*** -0.001 0.103*** -0.023** 
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PM) 
 (0.009) (0.009) (0.016) (0.010) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Fri AM 

0.015 0.020 -0.002 0.024* 

 (0.013) (0.013) (0.023) (0.015) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Fri PM 

0.010 0.030** -0.015 0.025* 

 (0.013) (0.012) (0.023) (0.015) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Sat AM 

0.014 0.022* -0.043* 0.015 

 (0.013) (0.013) (0.023) (0.014) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Sun AM 

-0.002 0.023* -0.009 0.033** 

 (0.013) (0.013) (0.024) (0.014) 
Constant 0.677*** 0.405*** 0.475*** 0.526*** 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.031 0.006 0.040 0.001 
N 4185 4135 3660 4168 
Mean (Baseline: 
Thurs PM) 

0.67 0.44 0.47 0.55 

Mean (Fri AM) 0.65 0.39 0.45 0.51 
Mean (Fri PM) 0.67 0.39 0.47 0.51 
Mean (Sat AM) 0.65 0.41 0.46 0.52 
Mean (Sun AM) 0.68 0.41 0.47 0.54 

Note: DK = 0.5. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N 
refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to 
the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Table D3. Es5mated change in aLtudes from before to afer the debate with interac5on by 
recontact 5ming, including individual level fixed effects. 
 Ini5ated a 

conversa5on 
about poli5cs 

(in last 48 
hours) (0-1) 

Donated to a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Looked up 
informa5on 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 

Posted on 
social media 

about a 
candidate (in 
last 48 hours) 

(0-1) 
Post-Debate Effect 
(Baseline: Thurs 
PM) 

0.101*** -0.008 -0.014 -0.007 

 (0.018) (0.008) (0.016) (0.010) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Fri AM 

0.059** 0.009 -0.009 0.036** 

 (0.025) (0.011) (0.023) (0.015) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Fri PM 

0.046* 0.009 0.026 0.050*** 

 (0.025) (0.011) (0.023) (0.016) 
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Post-Debate Effect 
for Sat AM 

0.039 0.018 0.040* 0.038** 

 (0.025) (0.012) (0.022) (0.015) 
Post-Debate Effect 
for Sun AM 

0.054** 0.033*** 0.042* 0.054*** 

 (0.025) (0.012) (0.023) (0.016) 
Constant 0.369*** 0.065*** 0.253*** 0.153*** 
 (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) 
Adj R-squared 0.063 0.002 0.001 0.009 
N 4646 4646 4646 4646 
Mean (Baseline: 
Thurs PM) 

0.37 0.06 0.25 0.16 

Mean (Fri AM) 0.36 0.06 0.24 0.15 
Mean (Fri PM) 0.36 0.07 0.26 0.14 
Mean (Sat AM) 0.37 0.06 0.25 0.15 
Mean (Sun AM) 0.38 0.07 0.25 0.16 

Note: DK = 0. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level in parentheses. N 
refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with valid responses to 
the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 
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Table E1. Effect of debate on commonly measured aLtudes toward Kamala Harris (and 
Donald Trump). Turnout: DK= 1; Fav + Predic5on: DK = 3 
 Nov 2024 

vo5ng 
likelihood (1-5, 
+= more likely) 

Kamala Harris 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Donald Trump 
favorability (1-

5, += more 
favorable) 

Na5onal 
winner 

predic5on (1-
5, +=Trump) 

Post-Debate 0.028*** 0.052*** -0.019** -0.050*** 
 (0.006) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) 
Adj R-squared 0.004 0.007 0.001 0.006 
N 4678 4787 4803 4824 
Mean 4.79 2.83 2.59 2.96 

Note: Individual-level fixed effects. Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level 
in parentheses. N refers to the total number of respondents taking both survey waves with 
valid responses to the outcome variable; analysis is restricted to this sample. 
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01 

Effects are smaller than those caused by the June debate. Addi5onally, respondents 

are significantly more likely to express an inten5on to vote in November (0.028, p<0.01) and 

predict that Harris will ul5mately win the elec5on (-0.050, p<0.01). We note that this may 

have been the first 5me many respondents observed Harris as a candidate. 
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