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Depressive rumination and political engagement
Luca Bernardia, Ian H. Gotlibb and Fortunato Bernardic

aDepartment of Politics, University of Liverpool, Liverpool, UK; bDepartment of Psychology, 
Stanford University, Stanford, CA, USA; cCentro Medico Omega, Cagliari, Italy

ABSTRACT
Rumination, or negative repetitive thinking, is a significant risk factor for depression 
and a common and pervasive habit of thought. Using original data from two online 
surveys of British adults conducted in March 2021 and February 2022, we examine 
associations between measures of political engagement and the two types of 
depressive rumination computed from Nolen-Hoeksema’s Response Styles 
Theory: brooding (the maladaptive component that assesses negative aspects 
of self-reflection) and reflective pondering (the adaptive component focused 
on problem-solving). We show that (1) higher brooding is associated with 
lower internal political efficacy and voting; (2) higher reflective pondering is 
associated with higher external political efficacy; and (3) reflective pondering 
increases voting propensity for nonpartisans but not for partisans. Thus, 
while maladaptive rumination is detrimental to political engagement, 
adaptive rumination appears to be beneficial. Our findings advance our 
understanding of the role of reflection in democratic citizenship.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 28 October 2022; Accepted 24 July 2023

Introduction

“Human beings are the only species who can reflect upon themselves” 
(Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008, 400). The motivation to 
think about past events (and to wonder about the future) is central to the 
human condition and is pervasive in everyday life (Kazdin 2015). Reflecting 
on past experiences can help individuals attain personal goals and under-
stand what they did wrong and how to correct it in the future (Clark 2020).

For many people, reflection is a normal response to situations on which we 
would dwell (Watkins 2018); however, this tendency can be maladaptive 
when individuals focus repetitively on emotionally troublesome experiences 
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(Raedt, Hertel, and Watkins 2015). This mindset is common. Everyone can 
experience uncontrollable and intrusive, repetitive negative thoughts about 
upsetting personal experiences. Repetitive negative thinking that is 
focused predominantly on the past is referred to as rumination (Watkins  
2018). Rumination as a trait, or habit of thought (Hertel 2004; Watkins and 
Nolen-Hoeksema 2014), and its relation to political engagement is the 
subject of this paper. Although central and pervasive in everyday life and 
shared across a range of mental disorders (Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, and 
Schweizer 2010), rumination has been neglected in political behavior.

This study is the first to generate and test hypotheses concerning possible 
associations of rumination with three cognitive domains of politics: attention, 
judgment, and decision-making. We focus on depressive rumination because it 
has been found to be a significant risk factor for the onset and maintenance 
of depression (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008) and is a plaus-
ible mechanism linking depression and political efficacy (Bernardi et al. 2023). 
Depressive rumination is defined as thinking repetitively and passively about 
negative mood states or about the causes and consequences of negative 
mood (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008). By focusing on depress-
ive rumination and applying this construct to political engagement, we contrib-
ute to research both examining the social consequences of emotion regulation 
(Gross 2002) and analyzing the effect of reasoning on political behavior (Arce-
neaux and Vander Wielen 2017; Muradova and Arceneaux 2022).

Consistent with Response Styles Theory, we operationalize depressive 
rumination as brooding and reflective pondering (Treynor, Gonzalez, and 
Nolen-Hoeksema 2003). Whereas brooding refers to negative aspects of 
self-reflection and, therefore, is considered to be a maladaptive component 
of rumination, reflective pondering is a more problem-solving orientation 
to problems and, therefore, is considered to be an adaptive component of 
rumination (Andrews and Anderson Thomson 2009; Treynor, Gonzalez, and 
Nolen-Hoeksema 2003).

We use knowledge from psychological research on rumination to propose 
two broad hypotheses linking these two facets of rumination to political 
engagement, which we test using data from two original online surveys con-
ducted in Britain in March 2021 and February 2022. Given its maladaptive 
nature, we expect brooding to be negatively associated with political 
engagement by maintaining negative repetitive thinking because it should 
consume cognitive resources and fixate attention on negative mood and pro-
blems, impair problem-solving, and deplete motivation and initiative. In con-
trast, given its adaptive nature, we expect reflective pondering to be 
positively associated with political engagement because it should promote 
problem-solving and reflective analysis and has been found to be negatively 
correlated with depression (Treynor, Gonzalez, and Nolen-Hoeksema 2003), 
although the situation is more complex as we recognize below.
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In the next section we discuss the conceptual differences among rumina-
tion, depression and the notion of reflection as understood in political psy-
chology. Then we present our theoretical arguments and the analyses 
based on two data sets. Lastly, we discuss the implications of our findings.

Rumination, depression, and reflection: conceptual differences

Rumination is defined as repetitive, prolonged, and recurrent negative think-
ing about one’s self, feelings, personal concerns and upsetting experiences 
(Watkins 2008). Rumination is a habit of thought; the initiation of an 
episode of rumination can occur automatically, without conscious awareness 
or effort (Hertel 2004). Individual differences in rumination have been found 
to be stable across situations and repeated testing (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, 
and Lyubomirsky 2008). As Watkins explains, habitual behavior typically 
involves some automaticity and a behavior can be conceptualized as auto-
matic on several distinct dimensions: lack of conscious awareness, not requir-
ing extensive resources to be performed, lack of control, and lack of conscious 
intent (2018, 24). As a response that occurs frequently, unintentionally, and 
repetitively in the same emotional context, rumination fulfills all of these con-
ceptualizations of habit (Watkins 2018, 24; see also Hertel 2004; Watkins and 
Nolen-Hoeksema 2014).

Theoretical analysis suggests two main reasons for why people ruminate. 
Either individuals set goals that are difficult to attain and hard to abandon 
because either their standards are extremely high or their goals are poorly 
defined; or individuals do not know how best to attain their goals because 
of poor problem-solving skills (Watkins 2018, 22).

Traditionally, rumination has been considered to be a maladaptive 
emotion regulation strategy because it is a risk factor for depression and, 
indeed, has been found to be associated with both the onset and mainten-
ance of depression (Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, and Schweizer 2010; Nolen- 
Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008).1 Thus, there is a strong link 
between rumination and depression. As LeMoult and Gotlib (2019) further 
explain, researchers have posited that the association between rumination 
and depression is driven by the fact that the most commonly used 
measure to assess rumination, the Ruminative Response Scale (RRS) of the 
Response Styles Questionnaire (Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow 1991), contains 
overlapping content assessing both depression and rumination (Treynor, 
Gonzalez, and Nolen-Hoeksema 2003). In this context, Treynor et al. isolated 
two distinct components of rumination – brooding and reflective pondering.

1As summarized by LeMoult and Gotlib, “[c]ognitive emotion regulation strategies describe what people 
think about following an emotion-eliciting event in order to consciously or unconsciously cope with 
the event or influence the experience, magnitude, or duration of the resulting emotional response” 
(2019, 58).
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To document how these distinct styles or processing modes of rumination 
operate, we rely on Watkins (2018). Briefly, an adaptive style of rumination is 
characterized by concrete, process-focused, and specific thinking, and a mala-
daptive style of rumination is characterized by abstract, evaluative thinking. 
Thus, analyzing and evaluating the meanings and implications of one’s experi-
ences (e.g. “What does this failure mean about me?”) increases over-generaliz-
ation (e.g. “I can never get it right”), impairs problem-solving, and exacerbates 
depressed mood. However, thinking about symptoms and difficulties in a 
more concrete and specific way, reflecting on how to do something about 
the difficulties, can improve problem-solving and reduce depression.

Thus, rumination can be constructive (Martin and Tesser 1996). However, 
there is some evidence that reflective pondering is not always adaptive 
(Whitmer and Gotlib 2011). For instance, previous research reviewed by 
Whitmer and Gotlib has shown that reflective pondering, and not just brood-
ing, predicts increased suicidal ideation and, among depressed individuals, 
brooding and reflective pondering may exacerbate each other. Although 
less intrusive than brooding, reflective pondering may still impede disen-
gagement from analyzing the causes of one’s emotional problems.

Reflective pondering differs from the concept of reflection as used in political 
psychology. For instance, Arceneaux and Vander Wielen (2017) define reflection 
as second-guessing oneself and being open to new information. It denotes 
bypassing intuition, stopping, and thinking. Reflective pondering is different 
because it focuses on analyzing concretely problems and mood. Similarly, the 
concepts of need for cognition and need for affect (Arceneaux and Vander 
Wielen 2017) tap into different constructs than the two components of rumina-
tion. Whereas need for cognition aims to capture the extent to which people 
rely on their habits versus more systematic thinking, need for affect aims to 
capture the extent to which people rely on emotion when reflecting. While 
future research should examine the relation between these two sets of con-
structs more explicitly, the key difference lies in the goals of the measures: 
unlike need for cognition and need for affect, rumination and its two com-
ponents were designed to capture emotion regulation / coping strategies.

Rumination and cognitive domains of political behavior

We make arguments in favor of differential associations between the two com-
ponents of rumination and three cognitive domains of politics: attention, judg-
ment, and decision-making. Because there is some agreement in the 
rumination literature (cited above) that one component of rumination is 
more maladaptive (brooding) while the other is more adaptive (reflective pon-
dering), our broad expectation is that brooding will be associated with lower 
political engagement whereas reflective pondering will be associated with 
higher political engagement. Below we present more specific hypotheses.
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Political attention, cognitive control, and rumination

The first aspects of rumination that we consider involve attention and cogni-
tive control. We evaluate these domains of cognitive functioning together 
because we believe that jointly they may have implications for political atten-
tion. Although a ruminative episode “is often thoughtless or automatic” and 
can happen without conscious awareness, rumination can be “an intensely 
attention-demanding process” (Hertel 2004, 187). Rumination involves 
passive thinking about one’s mood and its consequences (Nolen-Hoeksema  
1991) and its use was associated with difficulty inhibiting negative infor-
mation from working memory (Gotlib and Joormann 2010). People who 
tend to ruminate “remain fixated on the problems and on their feelings 
about them without taking action” (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubo-
mirsky 2008, 400). Consistent with this view, as hypothesized in a recent 
model of rumination, habit development leads to trait rumination through 
repeated rehearsal of repetitive thinking with low mood and executive func-
tioning deficits impair the ability to both shift out of an abstract processing 
mode and inhibit habitual responses (Watkins and Roberts 2020).

Our argument about how brooding may be associated with political atten-
tion is straightforward and builds on the simple assumptions that attention is 
not unlimited and that cognitive resources are needed to engage in politics 
(Jones 1994; Lau and Redlawsk 2006; Verba, Scholzman, and Brady 1995). 
Given that brooding involves automatic, prolonged and repetitive thinking 
about one’s mood and problems in an abstract way, and that brooding 
makes it hard for people to inhibit the processing of negative stimuli and 
expel them from working memory, then we would expect that people who 
tend to engage in brooding rumination more frequently have lower levels 
of attention to political information.

It is difficult to expect a unique association between reflective pondering 
and political attention. Although reflective pondering is considered to be the 
adaptive component of rumination, more concrete, specific, and aimed at 
promoting problem-solving, it still is a way to ruminate about one’s mood 
and problems, and so it fixates attention on the problems. Thus, reflective 
pondering may not differ from brooding, but by being more proactive, it 
may reduce the passive and automatic thinking typical of brooding, increas-
ing space for expanding attention on other aspects of life like politics.

Political judgment and rumination

Next, we consider the relation between rumination and negative biases. 
Theoretical analysis hypothesizes that rumination exacerbates negative 
biases and that negative information processing becomes habitual and 
increases susceptibility to rumination (Watkins and Roberts 2020). Relatedly, 
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the majority of work on the association between cognitive emotion regu-
lation strategies and cognitive biases has indeed focused on rumination 
(LeMoult and Gotlib 2019). For instance, research has found that higher 
levels of brooding have been associated with more negative autobiographi-
cal memories (Lyubomirsky and Tucker 1998) and with an attentional bias for 
negative words (Donaldson, Lam, and Mathews 2007). Further, research has 
documented correlations between brooding and a variety of maladaptive 
cognitive styles, including negative inferential or attributional styles, dysfunc-
tional attitudes, hopelessness, pessimism, self-criticism, low mastery, depen-
dency, sociotropy, neediness, and neuroticism (even after controlling for 
levels of depression) (for a review, see Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubo-
mirsky 2008, 400).

The content of ruminative thought is typically negative in valence: rumina-
tion enhances negative thinking and leads people to think more negatively 
about the past, the present, and the future (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyu-
bomirsky 2008, 400–402). Based on research on rumination and dysphoria, 
ruminators are found to be more negative, more self-critical, and more 
likely to blame themselves for their current problems, and they express 
reduced self-confidence and optimism in overcoming those problems (Lyu-
bomirsky et al. 1999; Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008). 
However, negative evaluations are not only self-related. When presented 
with hypothetical negative life events, ruminators choose more negatively 
biased and distorted interpretations of those events, and their predictions 
about the future are more gloomy and with lower expectations (Lyubomirsky 
et al. 1999; Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008).

Evidence from above research on rumination and cognitive biases 
suggests that ruminators interpret and process information more negatively 
than nonruminators. Not only ruminators have lower levels of self-efficacy, 
but they are also more certain that important outcomes are uncontrollable 
(Lyubomirsky et al. 1999). We extend these propositions to perceptions of 
self-efficacy and evaluation of objects in the political realm. That is, we 
would expect those people who engage more in brooding rumination to 
have lower levels of internal political efficacy, but we also do not exclude 
that the negative thinking, negative biases, lack of confidence, and gloomy 
expectations about the future that are associated with brooding are 
extended to political objects (e.g. the government). In this respect, a possi-
bility is that brooding ruminators will exhibit lower feelings of representation 
(external political efficacy), lower trust in government, and more negative 
evaluations of government performance. This intuition comes not only 
from the strong links between emotion regulation strategies and cognitive 
biases (Joormann and Gotlib 2010) and between rumination and depression 
(Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyubomirsky 2008), but is also informed by 
recent research on depression and political efficacy, trust in, and evaluation 
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of government, which has documented a negative association between 
depression and evaluation of political objects and has proposed that rumina-
tion can be a mechanism linking depression and perception of political 
objects (Bernardi et al. 2023; Bernardi and Gotlib 2022).

Theorizing about the relation between reflective pondering and political 
self-efficacy and perceptions of political objects is not easy. If reflective pon-
dering helps to correct the negative biases associated with brooding and 
aims to promote problem-solving, then we can speculate in favor of a posi-
tive, or at least less negative, association between the adaptive component 
of rumination and self-efficacy in politics but also perceptions of political 
objects. However, we cannot exclude that engaging more in reflective pon-
dering is still associated with negative perceptions of political objects not 
because of the cognitive biases mentioned above but because of more ana-
lytic information processing (Andrews and Anderson Thomson 2009).

Voting decision-making and rumination

Both rumination and voting are considered as habits. Voting as a habit 
received broad empirical support both in the United States and in Europe 
(Denny and Doyle 2009; Franklin 2002; Gerber, Green, and Shachar 2003; 
Green and Shachar 2000; Plutzer 2002). Yet there still is room for advancing 
theoretical reasons for such an observed regularity. Fowler (2006) has 
found that most people either habitually vote or habitually abstain. Fowler 
and colleagues argue that the “always vote” and “always abstain” types 
could emerge from an adaptive process but turnout may be driven from 
the expression of a trait that some people have and others do not, and not 
by some thoughtful deliberative process (Fowler et al. 2011). Previous 
research has identified altruism and patience as pro-voting traits (Fowler  
2006; Fowler and Kam 2006). We build on this research and propose three 
sets of arguments suggesting that brooding may be an additional trait 
that, instead, leads to nonvoting.

First, the negative biases described above may prone ruminators to be 
more self-critical and less self-confident about themselves. Lack of personal 
efficacy may discourage ruminators from voting, if they hold the belief that 
their vote will not make a difference. Although many voters surely have 
such perception about their political efficacy and the latter is an important 
determinant of political engagement (Finkel 1985; Vecchione and Caprara  
2009), the mutual reinforcement of negative bias and rumination is likely 
to make this belief even stronger for ruminators than for nonruminators. 
Relatedly, negative biases are hypothesized to increase the perception of 
unsatisfactory goal progress which encourages rumination (Watkins and 
Roberts 2020). In turn, rumination interferes with effective problem-solving, 
in part by making thinking more pessimistic and fatalistic and in part by 
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sapping people’s motivation and initiative (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyu-
bomirsky 2008, 401–403). The fact that rumination is a process driven by 
unresolved goals (Watkins 2018) and that negative biases increase this per-
ception of goal discrepancy (Watkins and Roberts 2020) might reinforce 
lack of personal efficacy in ruminators which may explain why they tend to 
abstain.

Second, repetitive negative thinking and avoidance may discourage from 
voting. Rumination has often been conceptualized as “an avoidance behavior 
that is negatively reinforced by the removal of aversive experience” (Watkins  
2018, 27). As Watkins further explains, “rumination may put off overt action 
and avoid the risk of actual failure and humiliation, or serve to avoid 
unwanted personal characteristics through constant vigilance and criticism 
of one’s performance” (Watkins 2018, 27). Thus, rumination is a cause and 
consequence of avoidance. Namely, rumination encourages procrastination 
which becomes avoidance while, at the same time, avoidance of trying the 
plan out can be a source of further rumination. If rumination leads to procras-
tination and then to avoidance and if voting may be perceived as a big 
responsibility, then avoidance behavior may be potentially adopted in 
decisions that involve politics.

Third, it may simply be that by being stuck in their repetitive negative 
thoughts and preoccupied with their problems and troublesome experi-
ences, ruminators have less time and cognitive resources (Verba, Scholzman, 
and Brady 1995) than do nonruminators to seek and process information that 
would lead them to construct a “good enough” (Redlawsk and Lau 2013, 136) 
informed and conscious voting decision. Psychological research on rumina-
tion and difficulties in cognitive control (LeMoult and Gotlib 2019) suggests 
this idea.

The relation between reflective pondering and voting may not be uni-
directional. If the adaptive component of rumination promotes problem- 
solving and helps to correct the negative features of brooding, then we 
should expect a positive association between reflective pondering and 
voting because analytic reasoning is an important component of decision- 
making situations, including social dilemmas (Andrews and Anderson 
Thomson 2009). However, research on analytic rumination proposes that 
avoidant behaviors can be used when facing difficult social dilemmas 
(Andrews and Anderson Thomson 2009), and so we cannot exclude that 
even reflective pondering promotes avoidant behavior, including non- 
voting, when the decision is particularly difficult.

In sum, while there seems to be more agreement about negative associ-
ations between brooding and different domains of political engagement, 
the picture is mixed concerning the role of reflective pondering (Table 1). 
Below we examine these associations empirically.
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Study 1

Participants

We commissioned an online survey in March 2021 of a demographically and 
politically representative sample of the GB adult population (aged 18+) to the 
polling firm YouGov using their “Political Omnibus” approach (N = 1,651). The 
sample was recruited from an online panel using active sampling based on 
quotas relating to age, gender, social grade, education, region, political atten-
tion and the 2016 EU Referendum and 2019 General Election votes. The 
quotas were based on the following publicly available data: ONS mid-year 
estimates, The Census, Election and Referendum Results, and British Election 
Study face-to-face study.

YouGov does not rely on consent but on legitimate interests for processing 
panelist data. When individuals join YouGov, they are asked to agree to their 
terms and conditions and are offered the chance to read their privacy and 
cookies notice. Before starting the survey, participants were shown a short 
text briefing them about the nature of the study and the approximate dur-
ation of the survey. The data were fully anonymized after the fieldwork and 
individual ID numbers were created. We submitted an ethics application for 
our study that received ethical approval on 13th July 2020 by the School of 
Histories, Languages and Cultures Ethics Committee of the University of Liver-
pool (reference number 7774).

Measures

Brooding rumination. To measure negative repetitive thinking we used the 
five-item brooding rumination subscale derived from Nolen-Hoeksema’s 
Ruminative Response Scale (RSS) of the Response Styles Questionnaire 
(Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow 1991). Nolen-Hoeksema and colleagues exam-
ined the distinct components of the RSS and isolated two unique com-
ponents of rumination: brooding and reflective pondering (Treynor, 
Gonzalez, and Nolen-Hoeksema 2003). In Study 1 we only measured brooding 
which is defined as passive and judgmental thoughts about one’s mood 
(Treynor, Gonzalez, and Nolen-Hoeksema 2003). The brooding rumination 

Table 1. Summary of expected effects.
Measure Brooding Reflective Pondering

Political attention Negative Positive / Unclear
Internal political efficacy Negative Positive / Unclear
External political efficacy Negative Positive / Unclear
Trust in government Negative Positive / Unclear
Government satisfaction Negative Positive / Unclear
Turnout / Vote intention Negative Positive / Unclear
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subscale asks respondents to state how often they think the following when 
they feel down, sad or depressed: think “Why do I always react this way?”; 
think about a certain situation, whishing it had gone better; think “Why do 
I have problems other people don’t have?”; think “Why can’t I handle 
things better?”; think “What am I doing to deserve this?”. The variable brood-
ing ranges from 0 to 15, with higher values denoting higher engagement with 
brooding rumination (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87, mean = 4.46, and SD = 3.50).

Political attention. Interest in politics is “typically the most powerful pre-
dictor of political behaviors that make democracy work” (Prior 2010, 747) and 
is strongly related to political knowledge and participation (Delli Carpini, 
Michael, and Keeter 1996; Verba, Scholzman, and Brady 1995). To measure 
political interest, we used a 0–10 scale question that YouGov had previously 
asked their panelists: “How much attention do you generally pay to politics?”, 
where 0 indicates “pay no attention” and 10 indicates “pay a great deal of 
attention.”

Internal political efficacy. The concept of internal political efficacy 
denotes citizens’ perceptions of their ability to understand and to participate 
effectively in politics (Craig, Niemi, and Silver 1990) and originates from the 
psychological concept of self-efficacy (Bandura, Freeman, and Lightsey  
1999). We operationalized internal political efficacy by asking respondents 
to indicate the extent to which they agreed with two questions (“I think I 
understand quite well the most important political issue that affect the 
country” and “Sometimes politics seems so complicated to me that I can’t 
understand what’s going on”), where the response options were: 1 “strongly 
disagree”, 2 “somewhat disagree”, 3 “neither agree nor disagree”, 4 “some-
what agree”, and 5 “strongly agree”. Combined, these questions result in a 
standard measure of internal political efficacy with values from 2 to 10 (Cron-
bach’s alpha = 0.64).

External political efficacy. External political efficacy also has psychologi-
cal roots in the notion of locus of control, namely the sense of being in control 
of one’s own life rather than feeling powerless in the face of external forces 
(Levy 2013; Renshon 1974). To measure perceptions of how responsive politi-
cal institutions and actors are in reacting to citizens’ demands (Morrell 2003) 
we used two questions (“Public officials don’t care much about what people 
like me think” and “The political system allows people like me to influence 
what the government does”) that have the same range as the questions 
about internal political efficacy and, combined, result in a standard 
measure of external political efficacy with values from 2 to 10 (Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.61).

Trust in and satisfaction with government. The constructs of political 
trust and satisfaction are related to Easton’s (1975) support of the output of 
government (Norris 2011). We asked a 0–10 scale question about trust in 
government (0 = not at all, 10 = completely) and a question about 
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government performance on the pandemic (“How well or badly do you 
think the UK Government are handling the issue of the Coronavirus 
(COVID-19)?” where 1 “very well”, 2 “fairly well”, 3 “fairly badly”, and 4 
“very badly”). The inclusion of external political efficacy, trust in and satis-
faction with government relies on Pippa Norris’ work on diffuse versus 
specific support (Norris 2011). Although we cannot speak to associations 
with “national identities” and “approval of core regime principles and 
values,” we included questions assessing “evaluation of regime perform-
ance” (external efficacy), “confidence in regime institutions” (trust in gov-
ernment), and “approval of incumbent office-holders” (satisfaction with 
government).

Turnout. To measure turnout we relied on a question on vote recall in the 
2019 general elections. Turnout is coded as 1 if the respondent stated that 
she has voted in the 2019 general election and 0 if she did not. Table 2 dis-
plays a summary of descriptive statistics for our measures of political 
engagement.

Sociodemographics. We control for sex (1 = male, 2 = female), age, edu-
cation (1 = university or higher, 0 = otherwise), ethnicity (1 = British, 0 = other-
wise), and social grade (AB = higher and intermediate managerial, 
administrative, professional occupations, C1 = supervisory, clerical and 
junior managerial, administrative, professional occupations, C2 = skilled 
manual occupations, DE = semi-skilled and unskilled manual occupations, 
unemployed and lowest grade occupations). We selected these sociodemo-
graphic factors because they were found to be predictors of political engage-
ment or because – like sex (Nolen-Hoeksema 1995) – they may moderate the 
relationship with rumination.2

Table 2. Measures of political engagement in studies 1–2.

Measure

Mean (SD) or 
Percentage Min Max Model

(Study 1 | Study 2)

Political attention 6.07 6.08 0 10 Linear (OLS)
(2.38) (2.46)

Internal political efficacy 6.60 6.76 2 10 Linear (OLS)
(1.88) (1.88)

External political efficacy 4.45 4.06 2 10 Linear (OLS)
(1.75) (1.70)

Trust in government 5.16 3.96 1 10 Linear (OLS)
(2.88) (2.83)

Government satisfaction 2.37 2.25 1 4 Linear (OLS)
(0.93) (0.93)

Turnout / Vote intention 80 70 0 1 Logit (ML)

2Given the established finding on the gender difference in rumination (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and Lyu-
bomirsky 2008), we have estimated our models interacting the two components of rumination with 
gender (Table S12). We find no evidence of a moderation effect.
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Party identification. Our data set includes a question on party identifi-
cation that we use to control for potential partisanship effects. We coded 
party identification as a set of dummy variables (no party identification, 
identification with the Conservative Party, Labour Party, Liberal Democrats, 
or identification with other parties).

Depressive symptoms. We control for symptoms of depression. On the 
one hand, as described above, rumination has been found to be strongly 
associated with depressive symptoms, said to be responsible for the onset 
and maintenance of depression and reinforced by depressive symptoms. 
On the other hand, depression was found to be associated with political par-
ticipation and political outcomes (Bernardi et al. 2023; Bernardi and Gotlib  
2022; Landwehr and Ojeda 2021). Depression was measured with the 9- 
item form of the Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale 
(Radloff 1977). Respondents were asked about their feelings in the past 
two weeks on the following items: “I felt depressed;” “I felt that everything 
I did was an effort;” “I felt hopeful about the future;” “my sleep was restless;” 
“I was happy;” “I felt lonely;” “I enjoyed life;” “I felt sad;” and “I could not get 
going.” Response options range from 1 (rarely or none of the time) to 4 (most 
or all of the time). Scores on the CESD-9 range from 0 to 27 and were recoded 
so that higher values denote higher levels of depressive symptoms. Summary 
statistics of all control variables are reported in Table S1 and correlations 
among brooding, depression and political outcomes in Table S6.

Negative biases. Given the strong link between rumination and cognitive 
biases, we included in our survey a measure of negativity biases in news 
selection (NBNS) developed by Bachleda et al. (2020). Consistent with the 
authors’ method, we repeated a question for each of five topics: “Imagine 
that you are going to read a news story in order to learn something interest-
ing, important or useful about the [economy/ environment/ health care/ poli-
tics/ foreign affairs]. You have four headlines from which to make one 
selection. Which of the following would you read?” Respondents are then 
given four headlines, and they select one. Following the authors, we random-
ized both topics and headlines. The headline groupings always included two 
positive headlines and two negative headlines. We used exactly the same 
headlines except for the politics headlines which we adapted to refer to 
British politics. The NBNS measure ranges from 0 to 5 and captures the 
number of questions for which the respondent selects a negative headline 
(Mean = 2.16, SD = 1.40).

Analyses

To ease comparison of coefficients across models, in the analyses we rescaled 
all our key dependent and independent variables ranging from 0 to 1 and 
used the weight variable suggested by YouGov as a fine-tuning measure to 

12 L. BERNARDI ET AL.



correct any discrepancies (our results do not change substantively using the 
unweighted data). All models are estimated with OLS except for those with 
turnout, which are logistic regressions estimated with maximum likelihood 
(the correlations among brooding, depression and political outcomes are 
reported in Table S3).3

With respect to the control variables, our analyses show that, consistent 
with previous research, there is a gender difference in political interest and 
internal efficacy, while females exhibit a higher external efficacy, and are 
more satisfied and trustful with government. Further, those with higher edu-
cation are more interested in politics, have a higher internal efficacy, and 
more critical towards the government. Moreover, British people are more 
interested in politics, show higher satisfaction with the incumbent party, 
and vote more. Finally, those with higher socioeconomic status pay more 
attention to politics, have higher internal political efficacy, and vote more. 
Not surprisingly, party identification is an important predictor of and heuristic 
for political engagement. Symptoms of depression are negatively associated 
with external political efficacy, trust in and satisfaction with government. 
Unlike findings of previous research (Bernardi et al. 2023; Landwehr and 
Ojeda 2021), depression is not associated with lower turnout. NBNS is nega-
tively associated with all political outcomes.

We now turn to our main independent variable. Consistent with our expec-
tations, those who engage more frequently in brooding have lower internal 
political efficacy and lower turnout. These effects are substantive: brooding is 
the predictor with the largest effect in the internal efficacy model and among 
the largest in the voting model. They also report lower levels of political 
attention, but this association is not statistically significant. We note that 
when including depressive symptoms, the effect of brooding on trust, satis-
faction, and external efficacy disappears, suggesting that confidence in 
regime institutions and evaluations of regime performance are better pre-
dicted by depressive symptoms than by rumination. Importantly, however, 
the effect of rumination on internal efficacy and voting holds even after con-
trolling for depressive symptoms (Figure 1).

Study 2

Participants

We commissioned another online survey in February 2022 of a demographi-
cally and politically representative sample of the GB adult population (aged 

3The differences among depression, brooding and reflective pondering are well-established (Miranda 
and Nolen-Hoeksema 2007; Schoofs, Hermans, and Raes 2010; Whitmer and Gotlib 2011) and factor 
analysis using our data supports this view (Table S3-S5). The correlation between brooding and reflec-
tive pondering is .65; the correlation between brooding and depression is .63; the correlation between 
reflective pondering and depression is .45. The distribution of these variables is available in Figure S1.
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18+) to the polling firm YouGov using their “Political Omnibus” approach (N  
= 1,742). The sample was based on a mix of respondents who took the survey 
in March 2021 (recontact rate was 70%) increased by 600 new respondents.4

Measures

Reflective pondering. Study 2 includes the same questions used for Study 1 
with the exception of NBNS and the addition of the reflective pondering sub-
scale of Nolen-Hoeksema’s Ruminative Response Scale (see Table 2 for 
descriptive statistics of political outcomes, Table S2 for descriptive statistics 
of control variables, and Table S7 for correlations among brooding, reflective 
pondering, depression, and political outcomes). The reflective pondering 
subscale asks respondents to state how often they do the following when 
they feel down, sad or depressed: analyze recent events to try to understand 
why you are depressed; go away by yourself and think about why you feel this 
way; write down what you are thinking about and analyze it; analyze your 
personality to try to understand why you are depressed; go someplace 

Figure 1. Brooding coefficient plot, March 2021.
Notes: Coefficient plots with 95% confidence intervals. Reference category for socioeconomic status: 
social grade DE. Reference category for party identification: no party identification. NBNS = negativity 
biases in news selection. Analyses are reported in Table S8.

4We computed intra-class correlations (ICC) for individuals who completed the follow-up survey to 
examine the stability of the brooding construct. The ICC value for the individual measurement is 
.71, and for the average measurement is .83.
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alone to think about your feelings. Scores for the variable reflective pondering 
range from 0 to 15, with higher values denoting higher engagement with 
reflective rumination (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82, mean = 3.11, and SD = 3.06). 
The only difference in political outcomes is that this time we were able to 
ask a question on vote intention, which is more appropriate than vote 
recall. Results do not change when re-estimating the analysis with vote recall.

Analyses

Figure 2 displays the coefficient plots of brooding, reflective pondering and 
the same set of controls used in Study 1.5 Study 2 confirms the association 
between brooding and internal political efficacy observed in Study 
1. However, although still negative, the association between brooding and 
voting is no longer statistically significant. As found in Study 1, the association 
between brooding and political attention remains negative but not statisti-
cally significant.

We now move to the results linking reflective pondering and political out-
comes. Interestingly, higher reflective pondering is related to higher internal 
political efficacy and external political efficacy, but only the latter is statisti-
cally significant. Further, those who engage more in reflective pondering 
tend to trust the government less, to be less satisfied with government, 
and report lower levels of political attention and lower probabilities of 
voting. These relations, too, however, are not statistically significant. Full ana-
lyses are reported in Table S9.

We noted above that brooding may lead to avoidant behavior which in the 
context of voting, may in turn lead to the decision to abstain when voting is 
perceived as a big responsibility. Instead, reflective pondering may correct 
avoidant tendencies driven by brooding. This suggests that processes are 
different for political sophisticates. We can test this argument by testing for 
a three-way interaction of brooding, reflective pondering, and a measure of 
partisanship (coded as 1 if the respondent identifies with a political party 
and 0 if they do not). The analysis is reported in Table S10 of the Online 
Appendix. The analysis shows that while the three-way interaction is not stat-
istically significant, suggesting that the slopes for brooding and reflective 
pondering on partisans (nonpartisans) do not differ significantly from each 
other, partisans and nonpartisans have different change in probability of 
voting as a function of their level of reflective pondering. The interaction of 
brooding and partisanship is not statistically significant (p < .10); therefore, 
we only focus on the interaction of reflective pondering and partisanship 

5Given that brooding, reflective pondering, and symptoms of depression are highly correlated, we con-
ducted an analysis of variance inflation factor for each of our models; based on the results we can con-
clude that multicollinearity is not an issue.
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(p < .05), which we plot in Figure 3. The analysis shows that when reflective 
pondering increases, the voting probability for partisans decreases and for 
nonpartisans increases. We elaborate on this finding in the discussion.

Figure 2. Brooding and reflective pondering coefficient plot, February 2022.
Notes: Coefficient plots with 95% confidence intervals. Reference category for socioeconomic status: 
social grade DE. Reference category for party identification: no party identification. Analyses are reported 
in Table S9.

Figure 3. Reflective pondering, partisanship, and voting intention.
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Discussion

Although habits can be broken, people require considerable effort to change 
their thinking patterns. Therefore, our findings are important for understand-
ing how people engage with politics, and have at least three important impli-
cations for political behavior.

The first implication concerns voting. Rumination is stable, and has 
been posited to be learned in childhood (Nolen-Hoeksema, Wisco, and 
Lyubomirsky 2008; Watkins and Nolen-Hoeksema 2014), either modeled 
by parents who themselves had a passive coping style or a consequence 
of early physical/sexual/emotional abuse (Watkins 2018, 24). Our finding 
that brooding is negatively associated with voting – at least in one 
sample – is thus relevant for political socialization (Plutzer 2002) and dis-
positions (Fowler 2006) and suggests that brooding rumination is an 
important source of nonvoting that can be adopted in early life. 
However, the fact that the finding from the March 2021 survey was not 
replicated in the follow-up survey calls into question the robustness of 
this result.

Relatedly, our finding that brooding, and not depression, is negatively 
associated with voting increases our understanding of how cognitive 
emotion regulation might be related to a key dimension of political partici-
pation. By studying depressive symptoms, previous research has emphasized 
lack of motivation as an important resource missing for political participation 
(Bernardi et al. 2023; Landwehr and Ojeda 2021). However, our finding 
suggests that other mechanisms are involved. Another mechanism may be 
cognitive deficits. Namely, rumination requires cognitive resources, leaving 
fewer resources for adaptive functioning. Indeed, rumination is related to 
multiple aspects of cognitive control, including difficulties inhibiting negative 
information from entering working memory, updating information in 
working memory, and removing irrelevant negative material from working 
memory (LeMoult and Gotlib 2019). Hence, our results suggest that lack of 
cognitive control can be as important as is lack of motivation for explaining 
the cognitive decision of nonvoting.

Our second implication is related to our findings that brooding is nega-
tively associated with internal political efficacy while reflective pondering is 
positively associated with external political efficacy. Our finding for internal 
political efficacy is consistent with psychological research cited above that 
has reported associations between rumination and negative self-evaluations. 
The present study is the first to extend these findings to political self-efficacy, 
and these findings are consistent across two samples. The finding on reflec-
tive pondering and external efficacy echoes previous research that points to 
the adaptive implications of reflective pondering. Our finding that individuals 
who engage more in constructive repetitive thinking have more positive 
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perceptions of government responsiveness suggests that not all rumination 
is necessarily bad for political engagement.6

Overall, our finding that reflective pondering may have adaptive impli-
cations for some facets of political engagement adds to previous research 
which found that reflective pondering is linked to creativity (Verhaeghen, 
Joormann, and Aikman 2014), is efficient in regulating negative mood 
and anxiety (Cristea et al. 2013), and may alleviate post-decisional regret 
(Dey et al. 2018). Further research should go beyond the associations 
reported in our study and test whether cognitive therapies designed to 
improve reflection can increase some aspects of political engagement of 
depressed people.

Our third implication is related to our finding that reflective pondering is 
associated with a higher voting propensity for nonpartisans but not for par-
tisans. This is interesting because some research has documented that indi-
viduals who fall into the trap of motivated reasoning are those who are 
more politically sophisticated (Redlawsk 2002; Taber and Lodge 2006). We 
speculate that our finding that reflective pondering may have an adaptive 
effect on nonpartisans but not on partisans goes in the direction offered 
by the research on motivated reasoning, whereby partisans are more prone 
to information seeking and processing biases. However, it may also be the 
case that reflective pondering interrupts the habit of voting for those who 
are more capable of recognizing that voting does not necessarily solve the 
problems and, as they reflect adaptively on their mood and problems, they 
may be interfering with the habit of voting. For the less sophisticated, they 
presumably do not have a real voting habit, but it may be that reflective pon-
dering stimulates them to take action.

Conclusion

We show that depressive rumination as a habit of thought can be an impor-
tant predictor of some facets of political engagement in different ways. Our 
findings should be seen in the context of psychological treatment. We 
know not only that rumination, especially brooding, is strongly associated 
with depression, but also that scholars have started to conceptualize rumina-
tion as a transdiagnostic process (Harvey et al. 2004) that is shared across 
multiple disorders and may contribute to the onset, maintenance, recurrence, 
and recovery from disorder. Indeed, rumination has been found to be charac-
terize people experiencing not only depression, but also generalized anxiety 
disorder, social anxiety, PTSD, and eating disorders (Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, 
and Schweizer 2010). Therefore, including rumination in political science 

6This is further supported by the fact that the interaction between brooding and reflective pondering is 
not statistically significant in our models of political engagement (Table S11).
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surveys can be a useful endeavor to yield a more comprehensive understand-
ing of how emotional disorders may influence political behavior.

More importantly and for the benefits of political engagement, we suggest 
that ruminating in a concrete, constructive and adaptive way will increase 
engagement with politics. In this respect, our finding on the association 
between reflective pondering and perceptions of government responsive-
ness speaks well to the core finding by Arceneaux and Vander Wielen 
(2017) that reflection promotes democratic accountability. We argue that 
this can be of special interest to depressed people, in whom we and other 
scholars found a significant voting gap. Although our studies have limited 
causal evidence, we posit that rumination-based cognitive therapies that 
aim to reduce maladaptive, and increase adaptive, repetitive thinking may 
be beneficial for increasing depressed people’s political engagement.
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